
        
            
                
            
        

    




















Monster

Jessica
Gadziala





Copyright
© 2015 by Jessica Gadziala
All
rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof
may
not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever
without
the express written permission of the author except
for brief quotations used in a book review.









"This
book is a work of fiction. the names, characters, places and
incidents are products of the writer's imagination or have been used
fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to
persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations is
entirely coincidental.”





















Dedication:





To
Crystalyn who doesn't see me

for
weeks on end when I am on a 


writing
bender and somehow doesn't hate me for it.

I
don't deserve her, but am so glad she has stuck around.









One













	Breaker













	I'm
not a fuckin' monster. 


	Though
I am pretty sure you could find at least three dozen people who would
disagree with me on that. 


	You
see... my name is Breaker. Partly because it's my last name. And
partly because that's that I do. I break people. People who need to
be taught a lesson. People who need to be bent to someone's will.
People who pissed off the wrong men. 


	I
break them.

	And
then I get paid for it.  Well.

	I'd
like to say it bothered me. That I had a moral compass that fought
against always pointing south. Fact of the matter is, I couldn't give
a fuck. You don't want your kneecaps broken or your teeth knocked
out, then don't stick your nose in the kind of business where that's
a possibility.

	I
guess that makes me a heartless son of a bitch.

	But,
coming where I came from, yeah there really wasn't much of a chance
of being anything else.

	I
charged back up the stairs and paced around the warehouse. Long
abandoned by the the railway back in the eighties. Three stories of
red brick, mostly broken windows with the train doors long sealed
shut. 


	“Fuck,”
I growled, wearing out the leaf-covered cement floor, kicking a green
beer bottle and watching it crash against the far wall.

	You
see... I had rules. 


	I'd
fuck up any man who crossed my path. Any man I got paid well enough
to rip open. To beat down. To silence forever when the occasion
called for it. 


	I
didn't mess with families. 


	I'd
bust your face in, but no way I'd take your kids to scare you into
doing what someone wants. That wasn't how I operated. There were
plenty of sick fucks out there who'd do that. For half what I charge.
But that was somewhere I drew a line.

	And
I did not, under any circumstances, deal in women.

	I
didn't kidnap them.

	I
didn't hold them hostage. 


	I
damn sure never put my hands on them.

	See,
the problem was, I had a woman one flight below me locked inside an
old gutted train car.

	A
woman I kidnapped.

	A
woman I was holding hostage. 


	A
woman I could be commanded to put my hands on at any time.

	And
I didn't have much of a fuckin' option either. 


	God
damn mother fucking Lex, man. 


	Shoulda
turned and ran the other way when I saw it was him who had summoned
me. I knew better than to get involved with that evil bastard. Made a
name for himself by spilling as much blood as necessary to ensure no
one dared to think of him as the skinny, sniveling gutter rat he had
always been. Unfortunately for all of his enemies, he was a smart
fuck. It took him under five years to completely take over the
streets. If there was illegal activity going on, your organization
best be cutting him in or he'd be sending men after you.

	Men
like me.

	I
had successfully avoided dealing with Lex from the day I went into
business. Mostly because I was always moving around, taking whatever
job came at me no matter how far away it was. But also because I
tried to stay under his radar. Stay anonymous. Stay out from
underneath his thumb. 


	But
that all came crashing down when I walked into that damn alley a week
before and saw him leaning against a building, lighting a cigarette,
looking like some nineteen-thirties wise guy in a trench coat and
shiny black dress shoes. 


	I
should have run.

	But,
in the end, I couldn't.

	“Breaker,
Breaker,” he started, his voice oily, “we meet at last.”

	“Yeah,
this ain't gonna work,” I said, shaking my head, moving back
toward the mouth of the alley. 


	“Oh,
but I have something of yours.”

	I
felt my spine straighten, my body frozen.

	No.

	There
was only one thing in the world that meant anything to me.

	And
if he had him...

	“You
fuckin' serious?” I asked, my voice ice as I turned back to
him, my hands curled into fists, every inch of my body tight. I
wasn't hot. My anger never ran toward red. It was cold. It was
frigid. Lethal.

	“I'll
give him back to you without a scratch,” he said, blowing smoke
around himself, “if you take this job.”

	There
really was no choice. 


	“What's
the job?”

	“I
need you to find, pick up, and hold onto someone for me.”

	As
far as jobs went, it was tame.

	“Who?”
I asked, mentally figuring it was one of the heads of the families or
some dealer who forgot to cut him in.

	“Alex
Miller.”

	“Who
the fuck is Alex Miller?” I asked, knowing there was no player
in town with anything close to that kind of name. No, it was all
about the street names. Alex Miller sounded as government as
possible.

	“Someone
I need to have a conversation with. Has thus far eluded my men. So I
figured I would call in some outside help.”

	“Lucky
fuckin' me,” I said, shaking my head.

	Lex
shrugged a shoulder, reaching into his pocket and handing me a piece
of paper. “That's the address. Middle of the night is probably
best. And, not to tell you how to do your job, but you're gonna want
to be fast. Shit apartment above some shit Chinese restaurant, but
it's got all kinds of makeshift security.”

	Great.



	Makeshift
security.

	“And
for this, I'll get...”

	“Ten
thousand for the grab. Two grand each day after until I take care of
things once and for all.”

	Well,
at least I wouldn't be the one doing the killing for a change. 


	“And?”
I prompted, brow raising.

	“And
you'll get him back in the same shape I got him in.”

	“Fine,”
I said, moving toward the mouth of the alley. “You know where
to drop the money,” I yelled, not even bothering to look over
my shoulder. 






	Only
thing was, I never caught sight of Alex Miller. Whoever the fuck
lived in the (shit) apartment above the (shit) Chinese restaurant
didn't come out for three days in a row. The shades were pulled. The
lights kept low. No noise. No nothing from inside. 


	I
couldn't see any of the supposed makeshift home security I was warned
about, but that wasn't to say it wasn't in place. 


	I
shrugged into my leather jacket, slipping on matching gloves, and
made my way up the old rickety fire escape. 


	Three
AM. 


	The
light inside the room had gone out almost two hours ago. It was time.



	I
crouched down at the landing, pulling a lock pick out of my back
pocket and getting to work on the door. 


	Thirty
seconds for a normal lock.

	It
took me twenty.

	So
much for security.

	But
even as I thought that, turning the knob, I realized my mistake. A
bottle crashed to the floor. Alex fuckin' Miller put a bottle on the
doorknob. 


	That
was one way to know if someone was breaking in.

	I
took Lex's advice, not wasting any time, and throwing the door open.

	I
flicked on the light, charging into the small space.

	And
froze. 


	Just
for the barest of seconds, before reaching for the gun tucked in the
small of my back, a big nasty looking Desert Eagle, and aimed it.

	At
her.

	“Where
the fuck is Alex Miller?” I demanded, my voice loud enough to
boom off the walls.

	The
girl was half frozen, one foot on the floor, one leg still cocked on
an angle on her bed.

	And
she was fuckin' gorgeous. Like I needed any kind of distraction right
then.

	Maybe
just over five-seven, slim, long legs, dark brown hair cut to brush
her shoulders, mussed up from sleep. Her face was feminine, delicate.
Soft chin, plump lips, a nose that tipped up ever so slightly at the
end, and wide dark brown eyes, skin like porcelain, but rosy in the
cheeks. 


	She
had on a pale blue lightweight tee and a pair of black yoga pants.

	The
girl took a noticeable breath and swallowed hard.

	“I'm
Alex Miller.”

	Fuck.

	I
should have known there was a catch. 


	Of
course he wanted to screw with me. 


	“You
fuckin' shittin' me?”

	At
this, her brows drew together. 


	“Who
are you?” she asked, her voice shaky. 


	Fuck.

	I
was scaring the bitch.

	On
a sigh, I slipped the gun back into my jeans, pulling out the needle
instead, laying it flat against my palm, out of sight. 


	“You
don't need to know who I am. But I need to know for sure that you're
Alex Miller.”

	“There's...
ID in my purse,” she supplied, her eyes moving toward her purse
on a desk next to a laptop and pile of notebooks. 


	That
was good enough for me. “Sit,” I told her and her ass all
but fell onto the bed. 


	I
walked over to the purse, turning halfway to keep an eye on her as I
rummaged through. Finding typical scatterbrained women shit: mints,
three different chapsticks, a nail file, hair ties, and, finally, her
wallet. I flipped it open, seeing her license with a picture of her
with much longer hair staring at the camera at the DMV. And, sure
enough, her name was fuckin' Alex Miller.

	Jesus
Christ. 


	I
sighed, throwing her shit back into her bag, seeing a toothbrush and
paste shoved into a pocket of the side, wrinkling my brow, then
slinging the long strap of the bag over my shoulder.

	“Hey,”
she started to object, rising from the bed. 


	My
eyes shifted to her and she fell silent, sitting back down. “What
the fuck did you get yourself into?” I asked, shaking my head
as I made my way toward her.

	I
had no choice.

	None.

	I
didn't do the job... he would die. Suffer first. And then die. 


	I
had to break one of my rules. 


	And
this bitch with her scared eyes and honey-sweet voice was going to
pay the price for me giving a shit about another living human being. 


	“I
don't know what you're...”

	The
rest of her sentence was cut out on a yelp when I stabbed the needle
into her neck. Her eyes flew to mine. Huge. Pleading. And I felt like
the biggest shit in the world. A fuzziness took over her features and
she started drifting down toward her mattress. 


	I
glanced around her room.

	Lex
was right after all.

	It
wasn't just the bottle trick.

	She
had her windows nailed shut. There were bats situated everywhere
around the room, within arm's reach at all times. Actually, that was
likely what she was going for when I charged in, when she was getting
off her bed. Going for the bat propped up against the footboard. 


	I
looked down at her sleeping body, wondering aloud again, “What
the fuck did you get yourself into?”

	Then
I picked her up, cradling her to my chest, and made my way back down
the fire escape to my truck, shuffling her into the passenger side,
then heading back to the warehouse. 


	Where
I locked her up. And then freaked the fuck out. 






Two













	Alex















	I
was supposed to be working. I had five jobs in my queue. Hacking was
always in high demand. Wives who wanted into their husband's social
media accounts to check and see if he is screwing around (he always
is), people who want to take down some site that was slandering them,
score early concert tickets. Whatever the job, there was always
someone who wanted it done. 


	And
I was woefully low on cash. 


	I
was supposed to be working.

	But,
well, let's just say I have trouble staying focused. 


	I
was technically working. Just not on a job that paid anything. It was
the same job that I had been working on since I was sixteen and I
learned about him. 


	Lex
Keith. 


	It
was such a tame name for such an evil bastard.

	And
he was good.

	Careful.



	No
one touched him.

	It
was my life's mission to bring him down.

	Which
involved a lot of intel.
	Like watching the cameras I had set up.
Around his businesses. Around the restaurants he frequented. The
whorehouses he spent his free time in, beating and abusing the women
there who had nothing else to do in their lives but sell their
bodies. Talk about taking advantage. Though, that wasn't even the
most shocking thing about Lex Keith. 


	I
had notebooks upon notebooks filled up (in a code I made up, with no
key) with all his activities. All the deaths he was responsible for –
with his own hands or through contracts. All the rapes he had covered
up because he had a few choice detectives in his pockets. All the
drugs he smuggled in and from where. What gangs and families he was
affiliated with (which was just about all of them). What his vices
were (brunettes, scotch, Italian food, cigarettes). What his
weaknesses were (hot temper, distrust). His strengths (intelligence,
his type-A anal attention to detail). 


	He
was my life's work.

	I
wasn't getting paid for it though.

	So
on the third day locked up in my apartment, I quickly worked through
my backlog of jobs, watching my online account fill up with money
that would enable me to buy me another camera to put outside the gym
he spent his early mornings in. And would buy me some groceries and
pay my week's worth of rent. 


	The
people who owned the Chinese restaurant were okay with this
arrangement. I paid by the week. I kept the noise down during working
hours. I didn't wreck the place. 


	I
had been staying there for a few months, knowing that I should have
moved at least two times already. I was getting lazy. 


	Which
wasn't safe. 


	But
there weren't a lot of places that didn't insist you sign paperwork
and put down a security deposit and agree to spend a year of your
life there.

	I
didn't commit that much time to anything.

	Not
since I was sixteen.

	Not
since I found my mother's body in the bathtub, dressed in her
prettiest beige linen dress that skimmed her ankles and made her look
like a fairy princess. Her hair was done. Her makeup perfect. She
looked asleep. But I knew the second I laid eyes on her that she was
dead. 


	I
found the note sitting on the sink counter next to the empty bottle
of pain killers she had taken. 


	A
note that haunted me. That told me the truth. 



	A note that set my life
in a whole new direction. 



	I spent a year in and
out of foster care or in group homes before I finally decided I was
better off on me own. Better off not having my shit stolen. Better
off not having creepy foster fathers come in my room at night. Better
off learning how to take care of myself, making my own way.


	So that was what I did.
Working whatever jobs would pay me under the table. Saving up.
Getting cheap places to live. Buying myself the equipment I needed to
start the process of slowly dismantling Lex Keith's life.


	Closing in on ten years
and I hadn't managed much. I siphoned a little money every year.
Money that was tainted in blood so I rewired it and sent it to
charities that helped women who survived sexual assault or domestic
abuse. I had created a minor annoyance when I released a nasty bug
into his cell and computer systems. 



	Mostly though... it had
just been gathering information. Getting to know him. Learning how he
operated.


	Alright, so I was a
little obsessed.


	But taking him down was
the only thing that mattered in my life. 



	Which was kind of sad
if I thought about it.


	So I didn't think about
it. 



	I checked the time on
my cell (a burner, I was like a drug dealer with an aversion to
contract plans), powered down my laptop, put a bottle on the door (I
couldn't afford the good kind of security and it was a bad area, but
my methods had always proved effective enough), then I turned out the
lights and got into bed. 



		


	The bottle crashed
sometime after I had finally fallen asleep. My body moved before my
mind was even awake enough to react consciously. I was half off the
bed, my heart hammering hard in my throat, trying to grab one of the
bats (or even one of the knives) that I had stashed around my bed. 



	The light flicked on,
half blinding my sleep-tired eyes. 



	And then there was a
man.


	With a very nasty gun. 



	Pointed at me.


	“Where the fuck
is Alex Miller?” he demanded, his voice gruff, guttural and
brooking absolutely no argument. 



	Actually, everything
about him, head to toe, was intimidating, meant to scare the ever
loving hell out of anyone he crossed paths with. 



	He was well over six
feet of solid, unyielding muscle underneath his black jeans, tight
black tee, and leather jacket. He had on huge, heavy combat boots and
leather gloves. The gloves struck me as weird before I realized that
he was likely trying to not leave fingerprints during whatever the
hell he was going to do to me.


	His shoulders were
wide, pulled back. The hand holding his gun was steady. His head was
shaved on the sides in a deep undercut, the hair on top long and
falling to one side, a really pretty natural shade of blonde.


	His face was strong.
Wide of jaw, chiseled, with a full beard that was a shade or two
darker than the hair on his head.  



	Then there were his
eyes. 



	They were the lightest
shade of blue I had ever seen. A color I could only describe as ice.
And the look he was giving me, well, it matched.


	If he wasn't there to
possibly rape and murder me, I would have said he was really good
looking. In a truly terrifying way. 



	“I'm Alex
Miller,” I said, deciding to go with the truth. If he did any
kind of digging at all, he would find that out for himself. I wasn't
exactly in the position to piss off the bad guy. 



	And with that, to my
utter shock, he looked stricken. 



	Like... maybe he didn't
want me to be Alex Miller.


	Why, I wasn't sure. But
it was there. In the tightness around his eyes, his clenched jaw, the
way his spine seemed to straighten all the more.


	Then he was tucking the
gun away and going through my purse to validate my claim. And then he
took my purse. Slinging it over his shoulder like it was the most
normal thing in the world. 



	It was then I realized
what was going on. Because he didn't want my purse. He went through
it. He was in my wallet. He knew I didn't have any money. So he would
only take it with him if...


	Oh god.


	He was taking me.


	“What the fuck
did you get yourself into?” he asked, sounding sad almost. And
resigned. Like he didn't want to do it, but he had to. 



	“I don't know
what you're...” my sentence cut off as his hand moved out fast.
I saw the flash of the needle before it plunged into the side of my
neck, the pain sharp and instantaneous, making me cry out. My eyes
flew up to his, silently begging, and to his credit, I saw regret
there before my vision and mind started swimming. 



	Then there was nothing.


	Blissful oblivion.







	I woke up being jostled
around, my body slamming down on something hard and cold. I felt my
lashes flutter, but kept my eyes mostly closed, able to only see a
slit of vision, but it was enough.


	Enough to see that I
was inside what looked like an old, dirty, gutted out train car,
illuminated by construction lights hung from the roof of the car, the
wires snaking out of the open doors where I heard some kind of
humming noise. A generator.  Outside the dirty windows, it looked
like I was in a train station. Except it wasn't. Or, at least, it
wasn't anymore. It was abandoned. 



	My captor turned back
to me and I made my eyes shut completely, not wanting him to know I
was awake yet. And then the weirdest freaking thing happened. He
reached out and brushed my hair out of my face.


	“Damn it,”
he mumbled to himself, the words carrying some kind of weight that I
found myself wanting to understand.


	But then he was moving,
from the sounds, away from me. 



	I slitted my eyes again
and saw him manually closing the train car doors and doing something
to them. I imagined, locking them somehow so I couldn't escape. Then
he turned, shoulders slumped forward, as he tore up the staircase. 



	I slowly pushed myself
upward, forcing my dead limbs to work, both annoyed and horrified
when they moved like dead weight- completely useless to me. But I
eventually got myself up into a seated position, looking around.	

	I
was right. Gutted train car. There weren't even any seats. Just the
metal hold bars for standing
passengers and filth covered floors.


	No. Not just filth
covered. 



	Blood.


	There was dried blood
on the floor as well.


	Damn it. 



	I knew it. 



	My heart refused to
pound in my chest, still dulled by whatever drugs he had forced into
my system. But the fear managed to permeate my foggy brain. 



	He was huge. 



	There was no way I
would be able to fend him off. And I didn't have any kind of weapon
on me. I was screwed. I was going to be tortured and end up in  a
dumpster or shallow grave somewhere.


	Without taking down Lex
Keith first.


	God damn it. 



	All those years for
nothing.


	And he would just go on
doing what he had always been doing with no one willing to stand up
to him.


	I might have been a
girl. Young. Weak. But somehow I was the only one with the balls to
chink his armor. How long would it take for someone else to step up? 



	Would anyone even
bother?

	I
should have at least found a group who would release the
incriminating evidence I had in the case of my disappearance or
death. Just so the information was out there if someone started
looking. So their job would be easier. God, I was so stupid. And
arrogant. Thinking no one would touch me. That I had been careful. I
had been careful. But
there was simply no such thing as careful enough when you were
dealing with someone who ran a criminal empire.


	Great. 



	That was just great.


	I should have created
fall backs. I wasn't exactly dealing in legal operations. I was
fucking with people's lives in my business. People got pissed off and
did stupid things. Like having girls kidnapped. 



	And now I would lose
the chance to do something that would mean something. That would make
my existence worthwhile. 



	Damn it.


	“Why aren't you
looking for something to defend yourself with?” his deep,
booming voice asked, surprising me, making me slam hard back into the
wall I was propped against. 


	I
hadn't even heard him come down the stairs. Or pry the doors back
open. Or step into the damn
train car. He was a ghost.


	“That might have
been an option if my limbs were working,” I said, sounding
surly and my words slurred the slightest bit. 



	His shoulder lifted
slightly and dropped. “Drugs will wear off soon.”


	“Couldn't just
rape and kill me now when I can't feel it?” I asked, my jaw
getting tight in my anger. My anger that ran very heavily toward hot.
Something that had always confused and troubled my mother growing up-
how I flew off the handle, from normal to rage monster in
two-point-seven seconds.


	“I ain't gonna
rape you,” he said, his eyes holding mine, willing me to
believe him.


	And for some reason, I
did. At least on that point. 



	“So just killing
me then. Wish I could say I was surprised. Are you going to make me
suffer first?”


	At this, his brows drew
together. “The fuck is wrong with you?” he asked,
sounding genuinely curious.


	I went to lift a hand,
surprised when it followed the instructions, waving in the air. “How
long do you have?” 



	With this, I got a sigh
as he crouched down in front of me, his elbows on his knees. “You
a criminal? Dealer? Thief? What?”


	“Not a dealer or
a thief. Why?”


	“Because normal
fuckin' people don't talk about their death like we're discussing
what color you're gonna paint your fuckin' toenails.”


	“I never said I
was normal,” I hedged. It was the truth. 



	“You got yourself
into something criminal if I was called in to take you.”


	“What? Like
you're a big deal or something?” 



	Honestly, I was
curious. He seemed to carry himself like he was someone important. He
had taken me with what seemed to me to be practiced professionalism.


	I'd never seen him
before. But, then again, I only had eyes for Lex and his associates. 



	“Yeah, doll, I'm
a big fuckin' deal.” He paused, letting his words settle. “What
you got yourself into?”


	“Honestly, I
don't know,” I answered. It was true enough. I really didn't.
“I'm not exactly the kind of person who has enemies.” At
least not enemies that knew they were my enemies.


	“What do you do?”


	“What?”


	“For a living,
kid. What do you do?” he asked, sounding impatient. Like I was
trying his nerves. 


	Yeah,
I felt real bad about
that. Asshole.  



	Also, I chafed against
the 'kid' comment. Maybe I looked young. And maybe I was younger than
him, but I hadn't ever been allowed to be a kid. 



	“I'm a hacker,”
I said, shrugging, glad for the sensation to come back to my
shoulders. If my legs would just start responding, I'd feel a lot
better.


	“A hacker?”
he asked, his brows going upward. “You're a hacker?”


	“What? Because
I'm not some pimply, pervy thirty year old hiding out in his parent's
basement, I can't be a hacker?”


	“Don't meet a lot
of hackers with tits is all,” he said, smirking a little when
my eyes started shooting daggers at him. 



	“Listen asshole,”
I started, my words hot, “I get that you have a job here. To
hold me and kill me or whatever. But please refrain from torturing me
with your asinine male chauvinistic ramblings first. Having tits
doesn't negate having a fucking brain, you idiot.” 



	At this, he chuckled,
the sound low and deep and maybe it made my insides feel oddly
wobbly. Okay. It definitely made my insides feel kinda wobbly.




	“Alright, I take
it back.”


	“Take what back?”


	“You ain't a
criminal.”


	“Why not?”
I asked, unreasonably annoyed that he came to that conclusion. I was,
in a way, a criminal in my own right. I broke tons of laws daily.
Granted, mostly privacy and cyber laws. But still. They were laws.
And I broke them. That made me a criminal.


	“Because any
criminal worth their salt would know better than to call someone
holding them hostage an asshole and an idiot when they got at least a
buck fifty on them weight-wise.”


	“Maybe I thought
you were too dumb to rise to the bait.”


	“Ain't dumb,
doll. That's why I know you're more than some two-bit hacker pissing
off some nobodies.”


	“Oh, do please
tell me how you know that,” I drawled dryly. 



	“I know that
because I know who I was hired by. And he ain't a nobody.”


	“Who were you
hired by?” I asked, a tightening in my belly.


	His head tilted to the
side.


	“Lex Keith.”


	Holy.


	Shit.





Three
















	Breaker






















	She flinched back like
I had struck her, physically shrinking away from me. Her eyes,
already big, got wider. 



	So she knew who Lex
Keith was.


	Which only confirmed
what I had been suspecting. That she was definitely not some
upstanding citizen caught in the crossfire. Or some random chick Lex
had a thing for that turned him down or something. 



	Good people didn't know
men like Lex Keith existed.


	Good people didn't know
exactly how bad it was that a man like Lex Keith had paid someone to
kidnap her. 



	All that was left to
answer was what she did to get on his bad side. Hacked into his
systems? Messed with his money? She lived in the crappiest apartment
I had ever seen, the smell of soy sauce seeping through the walls,
the floors worn and uneven. If she stole from him, one would imagine
that she could at least buy herself something better than a twin
sized bed with a mismatched pile of throw blankets to ward off the
chill of the late Autumn air. 



	The only thing worth
anything in her apartment was the laptop that she had on her desk.
Not one of the plain streamlined black ones you can walk into any box
store and pick up. No. Her's was some special order kinda shit. Top
of the line. 



	Which made sense if she
was a hacker like she claimed. 



	“Lex Keith?”
she repeated, her voice airy. Her hands were curled into themselves
tightly, her nails cutting into her palms. Terrified. She was
completely terrified.


	“What's he want
you for?”


	Her eyes went to mine,
dark and desperate. “I don't know. I don't know how he even
knows who I am.”


	I believed her. Call me
crazy, but I was a damn good at detecting lies. She was being honest
with me.


	“But you know who
he is.”


	Her head bobbed up and
down. “Unfortunately.”


	“So you know he's
a crazy fuck?”


	“Yes.”


	“Any idea what he
does to women?”


	At this, a hard
swallow, her voice a lot weaker. “Yes.”


	“Shit,” I
said, getting back onto my feet, looking out the open train doors. 



	“Who are you?”
she asked, still sounding weak. I think I preferred the chick who was
slinging venom at me a few minutes before. Ain't nothing worse than
knowing you (or you by proxy) put fear like that into a woman. Only
the worst kind of scum did that.


	Maybe I was a fuckin'
monster after all.


	“Breaker,”
I said honestly. What good would it do to lie to her?


	“Is that like...
a real name?” she asked.


	I turned back to find
her studying me. “Yeah, doll, it's a real name. My last name.”


	“What's your
first name?”


	“Why?”


	At this, her eyes
rolled. Rolled. Like she was annoyed with me. “Fine. Don't tell
me. I was just curious. Don't need to be all suspicious. Not like I'm
a threat to you. Scared I'm gonna hack into your computer and see
what kind of twisted porn you're into?”


	“Twisted porn?”
I asked, feeling my lips twitch upward.


	“Yes. Twisted
porn. Granny fuckers.  Bestiality. Or the more tame, but no less
disgusting: gangbangs, monster cocks, ATM, creampie, facials...”


	Jesus fucking Christ.


	No way was the tiny
slip of a chick with the big god damn doe eyes sitting in a train car
I trapped her in, knowing full well what might happen to her at Lex's
hands, talking to me about coming on chicks faces.


	I scraped a hand across
my brow, trying like fuck to not imagine her naked, mouth open,
begging me to come on her.


	Fuck.


	Last thing she needed
was me walking around with a hard-on. She was freaked enough.


	“You have an
extensive knowledge of porn. You little perv, you,” I went
with, trying to lighten the mood.


	To this, she snorted.
“I get paid to look through browser histories. Most men's
histories are at least seventy percent porn.”


	“Not mine, doll,”
I said, shaking my head.


	Another snort. And an
eye roll.

	“I
want pussy,” I said, looking down at her, “I go get some
pussy. I don't stare at it through a fuckin' computer screen. I get
my fingers and cock inside a real
one. And maybe, if it's real sweet, I'll get my tongue in it too.”


	I fought the smile
tugging at my lips when I saw her blush. Bright, bright crimson. 



	Considering she had
just checked off a bunch of sexual acts without flinching, I had to
assume it was because she was getting a strong mental image. Of me.
Face buried between some soft thighs. Maybe hers. 



	“You're a real
prince,” she said, trying to cover her embarrassment. But her
cheeks were still flaming. 



	“Girls want
flowers and candy, they go for the nice business men. They want a
good solid fucking that can make them see the face of god, they come
to men like me. I make no apologies about being who I am.”


	“What is a man
like you?” she asked, her eyes shrinking, like she was trying
to see through me.


	“What?”


	“What are you?
What do you do?”


	There wasn't really a
title for men like me. Men who did what they were paid to do. No
questions. Very few morals. 



	“I do what I'm
paid to do.”


	“Such as?”


	“Such as breaking
into shitty apartments above what I can only assume is the worst
tasting Chinese in the city, kidnapping the pretty girl living all
alone and drag her back to an abandoned warehouse to await further
instructions.”


	“That's it? So
you're like, what, a kidnapper? That's what you do?”


	“When the price
is high enough.” 



	“What was I
worth?”


	“What?” I
asked, leaning against the wall across from her, crossing my ankles
and my arms across my chest. 



	“What are you
getting paid to kidnap and hold me hostage?”


	Well, there was no
reason not to tell her.


	“For the
abduction, ten grand. Two grand each day I gotta keep you.”


	To this, she huffed out
air. “Guess I'm in the wrong business.” There was a
pause, her hand going up to run her fingers through her hair. A
nervous habit? “Well, not for long...”


	She seemed so resigned.
So accepting of her fate.


	I'd seen grown men,
hardened criminals, beg. Grovel. Cry. I'd seen them pissing
themselves when they realized there was no hope for them. 



	And here was this
chick, a nobody, just a girl... sitting there calmly realizing her
time on Earth was over and she would never get a chance to do
anything with her life... and she was calm about it. 



	The fuck was that
about?


	“I don't suppose
I could talk you out of this?” she asked, her tone dead,
knowing there was no chance. 



	“No, doll.”
I would back out if I had a choice. I didn't.


	She nodded, lips
pursing. “Any chance you would be willing to slip me something
right before the hand off to Lex?”


	“Come again?”
I asked, brows drawing together.


	“It sounds like
you know Lex,” she said, watching me. “And if you know
him at all... then you know the sick, horrifying things he does to
women. A lot of women. Random women who mean nothing. Now, imagine
what he would do to me... someone who has obviously pissed him off
somehow.”


	She had a point. 



	Poor fucking kid.


	“So you're asking
me to...” I trailed off, wanting her to fill in the blank.


	“Give me
something to kill myself with. Before he gets a chance to play with
me first,” she said, her pale skin looking almost green at the
word 'play'. 



	“You fuckin'
serious?”


	“Yeah,” she
said, her voice firm. “I don't know much about drugs. But I
think heroin is really easy to overdose on. I'm sure it wouldn't be
hard to come across some. It's cheap. It won't hurt your bottom
line,” she babbled on as if she wasn't talking about suicide.
“I've never done drugs so I wouldn't even need all that much. I
can just like... snort it, right?” She looked at me as if
waiting for an answer, but went on without it. “I don't know
you. And maybe you're no better than him. Maybe you don't give a damn
about me at all. But I don't think you're that cold. I don't think
you'd be okay with the things he would have in mind for me.”


	“You want me to
help you kill yourself.”


	“Yeah.”


	“Fuck,” I
said, pushing off the wall and pacing the small space. 



	She was right. I was a
cold fuck, but I wasn't heartless. Just knowing I was holding her
against her will was chafing me, settling with a lead feeling in my
belly. It was the rule. I didn't mess with women. It wasn't a fair
fuckin' fight. And I couldn't think of a god damn thing a woman could
do to warrant what Lex would do to her. 



	“Is that a no?”
she asked, sounding defeated.


	I turned my head,
seeing she was watching me pace, her body rigid. 



	“He comes for
you,” I said, walking up to her, my boots almost touching her
bright purple toenails, crouching down so I could look her in the eye
so she could see the genuineness there, “I will give you
something to end it with.”


	At this, she nodded,
her eyes swimming slightly. “Thank you.”


	Then I stood, turned,
and got the fuck out of there. 
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	Okay. There was no
reason to freak out. It was always a possibility. From that first day
that I sat across from his coffee shop on the steps of the museum,
pretending to read some paperback I found discarded on the subway
when I was actually making a mental note about every mannerism, what
he drank, what he ate, how many cigarette breaks he took.


	From that first glance,
there was always a chance that he would find out. I probably should
have been shocked that it took him as long as it had to figure me
out. I mean... ten years. For someone as hyper vigilant and observant
as him, that was an insane amount of time. And if he had any clue how
long I had been keeping an eye on his operation, he would have felt
like every kind of fool. If there was one thing a man as prideful as
Lex Keith wouldn't tolerate, it was being made to feel foolish. 



	By a woman.


	Shit.


	A part of me was
floored that I was sitting in some abandoned train car instead of in
one of Lex's torture rooms (of which I knew three: one in a basement
at a dry cleaner, one in a shed off some abandoned piece of property,
one specially built in a storm shelter in the woods. Incidentally if
you found yourself in the first two, you would probably get the spit
kicked out of you and be on your merry way within a night or two. If
you ended up in the third one, well, you were in for a long stay. And
you probably weren't ever getting out alive). 



	Why was he wasting time
keeping me in someone else's custody? That just didn't make any sense
whatsoever. He had to be itching to get his hands on me. If for no
other reason than because I'm a woman. Because he really didn't need
any other reason to brutalize someone. 



	Was it some kind of
scare tactic? Sic the big, scary (but hot in a dangerous way) guy on
me, make him hold onto me, let me worry myself sick about what would
happen to me before he showed up? 



	That
might have worked. If there wasn't something about Breaker that said
he was just as unhappy as I was about the whole situation. Given that
he was like... contract muscle, that said something. It said that
maybe he wasn't down with the way Lex operated. With what he did to
girls. 



	Breaker had obvious
issues with his assignment. 



	Which scared me
(marginally) less.


	He was still going to
go through with the job. Leaving me to wonder if maybe Lex wasn't
just paying Breaker. Knowing him, Lex had some kind of backup plan.
Lex always had things lined up. If plan A didn't work, there was a B,
then a C. So on and so forth. 



	Maybe Lex had something
on Breaker that was making him compliant. 



	But he was still going
to help me off myself.


	So he had my
everlasting gratitude. Even if he was keeping me in a filthy,
bloodstained train car that was freaking freezing. I cursed my choice
of pajamas savagely as the shock wore off and I felt the cold sink in
through my bare feet and into the thin material of my yoga pants and
tee. If this was the worse torture I was going to go through at Lex's
command, well hell, it wasn't that bad. I would live through it. Or
catch a cold and die. Either one was fine by me.


	No matter what, I was
going to die.


	I wish I could say this
revelation was met with heartbreak. That I had so much to live for.
That I had hopes and dreams. That I wanted to meet a man, fall in
love, have two-point-five kids and live in a safe neighborhood. That
I wanted to see Paris at night. That I wanted to have espresso in a
cafe in Italy. That I needed to dig my toes into the sand of a
tropical island. That I wanted to publish a book. Or create art. 



	But that wasn't me.


	That wasn't the life I
led.


	My life had been taking
care of my mother. A mother who had always been fragile. Delicate.
Emotionally unstable. A mother who cried if I was five minutes late
walking home from school, terrified that something horrible had
happened to me. A mother who had never been well enough to hold down
a steady job. So our cabinets had mostly been empty. Our lights went
out every other month- leaving me doing my homework outside sitting
under a streetlamp. 



	There had been no such
options as dreams. Just the promise of never ending hard work.


	I vaguely remember when
I was young having a wish to sing. Always secretly wanting to learn
to play guitar, but knowing I never could because we could never
afford lessons. 



	But that desire got
squished when I walked in from school that afternoon and found that
my mother had finally given up whatever battle she had been fighting
my whole life. 



	Then the desire got
replaced with a need for vengeance when I learned the truth. 



	Every second of my life
since that day was full of that goal. To avenge my mother and the
hell she had been forced to live through.


	So my only regret in
life was not accomplishing that goal.


	But it was a hollow
kind of disappointment. 



	In the end, I might as
well have not even existed. 



	That sounded depressive
and pitiful, but it was the god's honest truth. No one would miss me.
No one would grieve because I didn't share their air anymore. Death
was only sad when there were people left behind that cared that you
once lived. 



	No one cared about me.


	And no one had for over
a decade.


	There was really
nothing to be sad about.


	I'd take whatever drug
Breaker promised to bring me, suffer through whatever kind of
experience an OD was... then drift off into nothingness. 



	I wasn't of the mind to
believe in a after life. To put faith in the idea of floating up into
a place of no pain, only peace and happiness. It seemed the stuff of
fairy tales. Something to spoonfeed scared children. Something to use
to convince people that life was some magical experience dreamed up
by some all-seeing God. 



	But life was shit. Life
was pain and sacrifice and disappointment. It wasn't a test to pass
or fail. It was a swirling mass of time where the lucky few knew a
little happiness, but most lived in fear and pain and emptiness. 



	No God would allow
that.


	At least no God I would
choose to believe in.


	Soon, and there was no
telling how soon, but soon... I was going to not exist anymore. There
would be no afterlife. There would be no reflecting on the life I
led. Or reincarnating to try again (what a cruel freaking concept
that was). 



	One minute, I would
breathe and think and feel.


	The next, I would stop
breathing, stop thinking, and stop feeling. 



	Case closed. 



	But there was no reason
to sit and wallow about that. 



	I got slowly up off the
floor, my bones aching from the cold. I moved around, trying to shake
some warmth into my limbs. Trying to shake the cold out of my soul. 



	It was hard to live
with the weight of knowledge on your shoulders. To know what was
really going on around all of us daily. To know that there were men
out there who stole girls off the streets, good, sweet, innocent
girls, and raped, mutilated, and discarded them. And never got
caught. Never got punished. It was impossible to not feel your
shoulders slump with that. Or to know that there were men who stole a
man's family, slicing off fingers of children to get his way –
and not feel like the world was an awful, twisted place to live.


	I didn't get the chance
to see the sun. Because I lived in the fucking gutters. 



	There were times that I
wanted to leave it behind. Nights when I would lay in bed, staring at
my wall, feeling tears stinging my eyes. Wanting nothing more than to
pack my stuff and take off. Go somewhere else. Anywhere else. Get a
real job. Find a good man. And maybe he would ignore me during
football season and I'd have to bitch at him to bring out the trash.
But he would call me pretty and kiss me like he meant it. 



	I could wash the filth
of my twenty-six years away. I could be clean.


	But that wasn't an
option for me. 



	Some people needed to
wade in the muck so that others could live untouched by it. 



	My life was a sacrifice
to a greater good. 



	I had no right to be
sad about that.


	“Cold?”
Breaker's voice said behind me, making me jump, my heart flying
upward. God, he was good at that. I guessed that was what made him
good at his job. 	


	“Yeah,” I
said, turning toward him.


	To find him standing
there with clothes. Clothes. And blankets. 



	“Here,” he
said, holding out a pair of men's socks to me and I practically
lunged at them, slipping my feet in and pulling them up my calves.
Next he handed me a pair of sweatpants. Men's. Blue. Way too big. But
warm. I slipped into those as well, reaching for the dark blue
sweatshirt and pulling it over my head. “Better?” he
asked once I was swallowed up in the new material.


	“Yes. Thank you,”
I said, meaning it. 



	“Don't thank me,
doll,” he said, shaking his head. 



	“Why not? You did
something nice.”


	He exhaled his breath,
running a hand down the side of his head. “After kidnapping and
holding you against your will. You can't say this was nice.”


	“How many other
hostages have you brought clothes and blankets to?” I asked,
watching him. His head shook and I had my answer. “Exactly. So
thank you for caring about me not dying of pneumonia. You know...
before I OD on heroin.” I meant it to me kinda funny. In a
morbid way. I even smiled as I said it. 



	All I was met with was
a tightening around his eyes, a ticking in his jaw. He looked
almost... angry. 



	“You really ain't
got shit to live for?” he asked, his voice low. 



	I felt my shoulder
shrug. “I really don't have shit to live for,” I
affirmed. “I mean... I'm not exactly happy about dying before I
even reach my thirtieth birthday. But I get to choose how to go.
Better at my own hands than being scraped off the pavement after a
drunk driver hits me while I was crossing the street. Or choking on
the horse pill sized vitamins I take alone in my apartment, not to be
found for days until my landlord comes looking for rent.”


	“Jesus Christ
you're dark.”


	At this, I felt my lips
quirk up. “You kidnap and hold people hostage and probably kill
them. And I'm dark?” 



	“Yeah, doll.
You're dark. I work in darkness. I don't live it. I don't wrap it
around myself like a blanket, hiding from the fuckin' world.”


	“I don't hide
from the world!” I objected, though I knew it was true.


	“I sat on your
apartment for three days and you didn't come out once. Not even to
get food. Not to talk to another person. Not to get laid. Nothing.”


	“I was working,”
I objected.


	“On what? Ratting
out porn-addicted men to their suspicious spouses?”


	Okay. I was getting a
little bit angry. 



	Unfortunately for me,
there was no such thing as a little bit angry. One kind of
angry was just as bad as the next. And when I was pissed, there
seemed to be a disconnect between my lips and my sensor. 



	“Trying to bring
down a friggen criminal empire you asshole!”


	Oops.


	That was the wrong
thing to say. 



	His brow quirked, his
eyes got curious. 



	And I knew there was no
way he was going to let that one go.


	“Come again?”
he asked, his voice deceptively mild. 



	“Nothing. Never
mind.”


	“That ain't gonna
cut it.”


	“Well, too bad.
Because I'm not telling you.”


	“Doll...”


	“No. And you
can't make me.”


	That probably was
another wrong thing to say.


	I knew that because of
the smile that seemed to touch his eyes, but not his lips. 



	“Wanna bet?”


	“Are you going to
hit me?”


	To this, he flinched.
And I knew he wouldn't. He wasn't one of those men. 



	“No. I'm not
going to hit you.”


	“Then I don't see
how you can make me tell you anything.”


	“No?” he
asked, the smile finally catching the side of his lips as he ever so
slowly started moving toward me. 



	Better sense told me to
stand my ground. But my body wasn't listening. I was just as slowly
moving backward, away from him. But then my back hit the wall. And he
was still coming.


	My heart was hammering
hard, my chest feeling oddly constricted. And part of it was fear-
fear of the unknown. But part of it was something else. Something I
didn't quite recognize or understand. 



	There was only a foot
between us, his ice blue eyes focused on mine, his face giving
nothing of his intentions away. 



	Of their own volition,
my hands went up, palms out, pressing into his abs as he started to
close the small gap between us. 



	His eyes slid down to
my hands, then back up to my face. 



	“What are you
doing?” I asked, my voice a little shaky. Weak. 



	What the hell was going
on?


	He pushed closer,
making my hands press harder into his abdominal muscles. And I
realized I was right back in my apartment when I thought he was
strong under his clothes. He was like a brick wall beneath my palms. 



	My eyes slid back up to
his, a strange fluid sensation swirling around in my belly when they
landed, finding him watching me. 



	One of his hands went
up, caging me in from the side. The other rose more slowly, hovering
in the air for a second, before skimming his fingertips lightly
across my jaw.


	And my whole body
shuddered. 



	Hard.


	Because the
butterfly-light touch felt like it skipped over every inch of my
skin. 



	His head dipped
slightly, his warm breath tickling my cheekbone. But his eyes never
left mine. 



	“Breaker...”
I tried, not sure what I was asking, what I was feeling, what he was
trying to do.


	“Ain't gonna hurt
you, doll,” he said, his voice low and rumbling. 



	Then his eyes finally
left mine as his head tilted lower. 



	The fluid sensation in
my belly intensified and twisted in an almost sickening swirl... just
a second before his lips closed over my earlobe. 



	The air flew out of my
lungs and my hands dug into the muscles of his stomach instinctively.




	I wasn't a scared
little virgin. As fate would have it, that flew out the door ten days
after my mother went in the ground. 



	That being said, I
wasn't exactly experienced either. Mostly because I stayed away from
people like they were possible carriers of bubonic plague. And also
because I was pretty sure I had some kind of medical condition that
made a normal twenty-something female libido just... disappear. 



	I didn't crave sex.


	I barely even thought
about it save for the times I was grimacing at the porn sites clients
unwittingly made me visit. 



	But there was no
mistaking it. 



	It was in the weird,
fluttery heartbeat. In the hypersensitivity of my nerve endings. In
the way goosebumps were rising on my neck and chest and arms.  In the
fierce, almost painful tightening deep in my core. 



	I was turned on.


	By my god damn
kidnapper.


	Holy crap.


	What was wrong with me?


	“What crime
lord?” Breaker's voice asked, making a shiver run through my
body, his teeth nipping into my earlobe. 



	“Lex,” my
voice breathed out. To me, it was barely even audible.


	But Breaker responded
like I had shouted it through a megaphone. 



	His other hand slammed
down beside my head, completely caging me in, his head moving
backward, his eyes pinning me in place.


	“You fuckin'
serious?”


	Shit.


	His tone pulled the
desire backward, leaving me feeling shaky and cold and unfulfilled. 



	And maybe a little,
just a tiny bit, disappointed. 



	What can I say? It had
been a long, long time since I knew what desire felt like. And I kind
of liked it. And I wanted to see where it led. That may have made me
a slut, but I was okay with that. 



	But the fact of the
matter was- he used me. 



	He used my body against
me.


	And that was pretty
messed up.


	Especially considering
I was his damn prisoner.


	“I can't believe
you just did that,” I accused, my voice almost a little squeaky
with a mix of indignation and humiliation. 



	“Did what?”
he asked, looking confused.


	“Used... used...
sex to get an answer!” 



	At this, his head fell
backward and he let out a laugh that boomed off the train walls and
sent another shot of desire to my poor, underused nether regions. 



	His face dropped to
mine again, still smiling, but it had turned a little more
condescending. “I guess it's been a while for you,” he
started and I felt my spine straightening, “but that wasn't
sex, doll. That was me kissing your ear. Though if you want me to try
using sex as a interrogation method...” he trailed off, his
hands moving from the wall and sliding intimately down my sides.	


	And damn if it didn't
feel all kinds of good.


	But that wasn't the
point.


	The point was he was
having fun at my expense.


	I was already a
freaking prisoner.


	That was just... so not
okay. 



	Before I thought it
through, truly before I even realized it was happening, my hand swung
back, then flew forward, landing with a satisfying crack to the side
of his face.  



	Surprise registered in
his eyes for a second. Then the condescending smile took a turn
toward the mischievous and I knew I had, yet again, screwed up.


	“Like it rough,
huh?” he asked, running a hand over his cheek which was a nice
shade of red. 



	“Go fuck
yourself,” I said, ducking under his arm, and darting past him.




	I didn't get more than
two feet before he swung around and his arm went around my belly,
hauling me backward until I slammed my back into his front. “Not
so fast,” he said, sounding amused.


	“Let go of me,”
I growled. Growled. 



	“Tell me about
taking down Lex's empire,” he said, his voice deceptively calm.
Almost like he was barely paying attention.


	“No.”


	“You're sure you
want that to be your answer?” he asked, his free hand slowly
starting to run up my thigh, slipping dangerously inward. Despite
myself, my head fell backward onto his chest. 



	This was all kinds of
wrong. Like a hundred shades of screwed the hell up. If I wasn't
going to end up in a city grave soon, I'd have made sure I went to
see a shrink about it. 



	Because I didn't want
him to stop. I genuinely wanted that hand to keep moving upward, keep
slipping inward, until it found what it was looking for. Until I got
some relief from the clawing need inside. 



	But that was exactly
the reason it needed to stop.


	“Stop,” I
said, my voice a strange mix of shaky and strong. 



	Breaker exhaled a
breath that made my hair dance around my face. But his hand slid
away. “Killjoy,” he accused, pushing me away and stepping
out from behind me. He went to the door, letting me think I was
getting off scot free. But then he turned back. “Got nothing
but time to wear you down,” he said and it sounded like a
promise. “You're gonna tell me what the fuck you got yourself
into.”


	Then he was gone. 	





Five

















	Breaker

















	


	What the hell was wrong
with me? 



	I never should have put
my hands (or mouth) on her. No matter what information I was trying
to get out of her. She was small and scared and very seriously
contemplating her own death. 



	And I screwed with her
head even more. 



	It wasn't an excuse
that she was fuckin' drop dead gorgeous. Maybe not in the modern way-
all ass and tits. She was classic- long legs and perfect bone
structure. Couple that with those doe eyes, that sharp tongue, and
that temper...


	Fuck.


	Walking out of the
building, I took off on foot, leaving my truck parked out front of
the warehouse. It wasn't my place. Plenty of kids liked to use it to
drink and fuck and fight. But when my truck was out front, they knew
to take their fun elsewhere. It was a dead fuckin' town. There were
plenty of other abandoned buildings to break into. 



	I walked up to the door
of the tattoo shop on the corner, slamming my fist into the metal
frame until the glass wobbled ominously. It was almost dawn. The
place had been closed for hours.


	“Better want to
fuck or fight if you're showin' up at this hour,” a voice
grumbled from inside a few seconds before the door pulled open.


	And there was Paine.


	And, yeah, that was his
real fuckin' name. On his birth certificate and everything. It was an
ironic twist of fate that he was a tattoo artist.


	He was around my age,
three inches taller, and built just about as strong. He was mixed-
light skinned but black with startling light green eyes. Shirtless,
his entire body was covered in dark black ink up to his jawline.
Bitches liked him- partly because he was good looking and partly
because he knew exactly what lines to feed them to get them out of
their panties in under fifteen minutes. 



	He
took one look at me and sighed. “Drink?” he asked,
already moving back in to the shop, past the
tattoo rooms, and down a hall that led to his apartment. 



	Paine liked nice shit.
The inside of his studio apartment had been completely redone. Walls
skimmed then painted a deep blue. Floors refinished and stained a
dark color, just shy of black. The kitchen (which he didn't use) was
all state of the art- white subway tile and white cabinets, white
marble counter, stainless steel appliances. To the opposite side of
the room was his enormous California king bed with a white comforter.
In the center of the room, a living area with a deep blue sectional
and the biggest flatscreen available. 



	He walked over to the
kitchen where several bottles of booze were standing and poured us
each a glass. 



	I walked over, taking
my first round in one shot, and leaning against the counter.


	“What you got
yourself into now?” he asked, nursing his drink.


	“Lex Keith took
Shooter.”


	The air got noticeably
sharper. “What?” he asked, his tone turning lethal.


	See... the thing was...
me and Shoot went back. Went way back to me finding him sleeping up
against my place when I was nineteen. And by “my place” I
meant the abandoned storefront I was squatting in. No one gave a shit
and I had been there for half a year. Hell, I had the place rigged
with cable and electricity by that point. 



	I walked out my front
door, and there he was. Fifteen, small, scrappy. 



	“Yo,” I
said, kicking his creepers with my boots. 



	His eyes bolted open,
his body somehow going from sleeping and sitting to alert and
standing in the course of a blink. He wore a pair of black skinny
jeans, a white tee, and a leather jacket. The nice kind. The kind
that cost a few bucks. He wasn't a street kid. Or he hadn't been for
long. His face was on the thin side, his hair a shade of blonde that
teetered  the edge of brown, cut short, slicked back slightly and
dark green eyes. 



	“What're you...”
the rest of my sentence trailed off when, in a blur, his hand went to
the waistband of his pants and came back out with a gun. Pointed.
Aimed perfectly to put a plug between my eyes. And his fuckin' hand
was steady as a sniper. 



	“Know it's a
coward's play, but I'd never beat ya in a fight,” he said,
shrugging a shoulder.


	“Wasn't gonna
fight you, kid,” I said, shaking my head. “Was gonna take
you to get some breakfast.”


	“Why?” he
asked, eyeing me suspiciously.


	“Because I'm
hungry,” I said, turning away from him and his gun and making
my way down the street. 



	I didn't get more than
five feet before he fell into step beside me. 



	“You know how to
use that gun.” It wasn't a question. Fifteen and he held a gun
like a seasoned professional.


	“Ain't grow up in
Al'Bama without learnin'  to use a gun,” he drawled, making it
clear he had actively worked to drop his accent. 



	“Long way from
the South,” I remarked, opening the door to the diner up the
street. 



	“Long way from
the sonbitch who raised me,” he said easily, giving the
waitress who was at least ten years his senior a smile that made her
blush. Blush. “So what?” he asked, reading over the menu,
“you just a good Samaritan? Helping out the homeless kids on
your doorstep?”


	“Fuck no,”
I said, shaking my head. I had been one of those homeless kids at one
point. I knew how important bootstrapping was to their pride. I
didn't do hand outs unless someone was really hurting. And even then,
half the time it was thrown back in my face. Such was the attitude of
the streets. It was something I respected.


	“Just the ones
who pull guns on you then?” he asked, grinning over his menu. 



	“Somethin' like
that,” I agreed, nodding.


	“So you got a
name?”


	“Breaker,”
I said immediately. 



	At this, I got a brow
raise. “Well if you can have a dumb fuck name like Breaker, I
can be Shooter.”


	From that day on, he
was.


	“What do you do,
man?” he asked a few minutes later, digging into a huge pile of
French toast.


	“Nothin' I can
talk about in a crowded diner,” I said, slipping my eyes toward
the table less than two feet from us- an old couple making it no
secret they were eavesdropping. 



	To this, Shooter
shrugged. “Need any help?”


	And from that day on,
he did help.


	Fifteen was a lot older
in street years. And it was even older when you grew up with a father
who used to beat the ever-loving shit out of you anytime he drank.
Which was daily. Shooter was fifteen going on thirty. Sharp. Aware.
With a surprising control over his emotions. Probably even more so
than me. He was funny. Quick with a smartass remark. Even faster with
a pickup line. And it always worked. He was a god damn teenage
Cassanova. 



	And when he said he
knew how to use a gun, well, it was an understatement. He was a
junior champion shooter back in the Yellowhammer state. Best shot I
had ever seen. 



	Until he was in his
early twenties though, he worked for me. Helped me case jobs. Gather
intel. Grab people if I thought I would have a problem. As he aged,
he didn't get big and bulky like me, but his wiry thinness had it's
own benefits in a fight. 



	Then, around the time
he hit twenty-three, he decided it was time to branch out. Be his own
man. It was a move I had been expecting for a while. And I had also
been expecting what he would do. 



	When you had skills
like his with a gun, well, what else would you get into but contract
killing? 



	He took out big gigs-
working for the mob or the other crime families, the empires, the big
guys. 



	When it came to my
jobs, I made bank.


	Shooter made my income
seem minuscule.


	He sent his shit father
a case of the finest scotch money could buy every month.


	One could say he was
still harboring some daddy issues.


	And he had been, for
all intents and purposes, the only family I had. A little brother.
Someone I gave a fuck about. 



	And Lex Keith was
holding him against me.


	“Wanted me to
pick up someone named Alex Miller,” I told Paine, snapping out
of my memories. “Told me he'd give back Shooter in one piece if
I did. So I agreed. The fuck didn't tell me that Alex Miller is a
fuckin' chick.”


	To this, Paine's
shoulders fell. “Shit.”


	“Yeah,” I
agreed. “Got her in the warehouse as we speak. I didn't get
much in the way of instructions. Grab her. Hold her. Didn't say till
when. Sounded like he wants to... do the dirty work himself,” I
said, my words feeling venomous on my tongue.


	“Can't let him
have her,” Paine said, surprising me. 



	Paine, unlike me and
Shoot, came from a good family. A poor one. With way too many kids in
a two bedroom apartment in a shit area. But a good family. With a
strong mother and grandmother. Three kickass aunts. And two little
sisters. He had a strong, ingrained need to respect and protect
women. So, yeah, while he used a lot of them for sex, he never so
much as raised his voice to one or made promises or declarations he
had no intentions to keep.


	He knew exactly what
Lex would have in store for Alex.


	And no way would he be
okay with that going down when it could be avoided.


	Problem was, I didn't
know how to avoid it.


	“I agreed to get
her some H so she could end it before he got to her.”


	Paine's
eyes slid from mine, looking out the window where the sun was
starting to pierce through the sky. 



	“Look, you know I
got love for Shoot,” he started, and I knew it was true. 



	Paine and I got tight
just from knowing each other, frequenting the same watering holes,
making bets on which one of us would land the hottest chick of the
night (up to current times, we were pretty evenly matched). And when
Shooter became a big part of my life, he by proxy became a big part
of Paine's. 	It also didn't hurt that Shoot spent a large chunk of
his income keeping Paine's tattoo business going. Shoot was a big fan
of body modification- piercings (huge gauged ears, tongue piercing,
then sometimes his lip, sometimes his nose. It varied. Then there was
the ink. He was covered: arms, chest, back. He even had a tattoo of
an eagle across the front of his neck, the wings spread out back
toward his ears. Shoot spent a lot of time in Paine's chair. The two
were close. 



	When Paine said he had
love for Shoot, he meant it.


	“But he's a grown
ass man. He got into this business. He, like you, knew all the risks.
And he looked them in the face and said, 'bring it mother fucker'.
Now, this girl... this girl didn't make that choice. No matter how
she got herself wrapped up with Lex, no way would it be a fair fight.
She's innocent.”


	He was right.


	Fuck.


	“I know that,”
I said, pouring myself another round. A silence hung, both of us not
sure what lines we were willing to cross. I spoke first. “She's
a hacker. That's what she does. And she admitted to try to take him
down.”


	“Take him down
with a computer?” he asked, his voice a mix of amused and
disbelieving. “Mini armies haven't been able to take him down.
Carting AKs and Molotov cocktails.”


	“Yeah,” I
agreed. Those early days had been a mess. Cops everywhere. In
everyone's business. I took out of town for a year, taking jobs on
the other coast just to keep my ass off the radar. Shoot came with,
still trying to build up a clientele so he worked part time for me
and took off the rest of the time on his own. Lots of sun and money
and bitches. Those were the good times. Suddenly, I wished we never
came back.


	Shoot would be free. I
wouldn't have some sexy piece sitting in my train car. And I wouldn't
be faced with the impossible choice between them.


	“I cross Lex, I
get dead too,” I mused out loud. He wouldn't stop by just
killing Shoot. That would just be to torment me before he came and
took me out as well. Probably making me watch him rape and torture
Alex before he did me in just to prove he had the upper hand. “And
so would Alex,” I added. 



	Paine
sighed. “Just hide her somewhere, man. Give her some food and
cash and a burner and tell her that if she doesn't hear from you in
two weeks, to take off. She's a hacker... she can
get herself a new identity. She can disappear.”


	“Then what, man?
Wait for Lex to drag me in and kill me?”


	Paine shrugged. “Or
find a way to take him out.”


	“What? By myself?
You said yourself, criminal armies have tried and failed, man.”


	“Yeah, but the
girl you got locked up... she's been looking into him... she's prolly
got a lot on him. Stuff you can use. Ask her for access to it. See if
you can use any of it to find a way to take him out.”


	“And you expect
me to be able to do this all fuckin' level-headed knowin' he's got
Shoot and doing god knows what to him?”


	“Ain't helping
him by standing here talking to me now are ya?”


	Well, he had a point.


	“Go home. Get
some sleep. Get that poor girl some food. Then get her to agree to
let you look over her files.”


	“Yeah,” I
said, putting my glass down, suddenly feeling the weariness seep into
my bones.


	I couldn't bring myself
to go home, instead grabbing a sleeping bag and sleeping at the top
landing of the stairs leading to the train car. When I had checked in
on her when I got back, I had found her burrowed under the blankets I
had given her, lying on her side, hood up, hands under her face in
prayer position, dead asleep.


	On a cold, hard, dirty,
bloody metal floor.


	Feeling very much like
the worst kind of savage, I fell into an exhausted sleep.
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	Waking felt a bit like
death warmed up. Every bone in my body felt brittle. My skin felt
frozen and the entire side that had been lying on the ground felt
sore. I sniffled against the cold morning air, pushing slowly into a
seated position, grumbling as everything creaked and objected to
motion. 



	My hand went up and
across my body, massaging the sore muscles of my shoulder.


	“Sorry about the
floor,” Breaker's voice found me and my head jerked up to find
him watching me from beside the doors, leaning against the wall,
looking very much like he had been there a while.


	“Were you
watching me sleep, you creep?” I asked, my words more than a
little surly. I was not, in any way shape or form, a morning person.
Least of all when I spent my night tossing and turning on a cold,
hard floor. 



	“It's noon,”
he said, shrugging.


	“That's not an
answer,” I said, slowly getting onto my feet, rolling my
shoulders.


	“Come here,”
his voice called, sounding almost soft. 



	My brow went up. “Is
that an order?”


	“Christ, woman,
how are you so moody the second after you wake up?” 



	“Maybe it has
something to do with being held against my will,” I said,
crossing my hands over my chest.


	“Or maybe you're
just a bitch,” he said, giving me a smirk.


	I felt my eyes lower.
“You're an asshole.”


	“Yep,” he
agreed, not the least offended. “Now come over here,” he
urged, letting his hands drop down by his sides.


	Alright.


	It was crazy to go to
him. 



	I knew that. On a
rational level. 



	But someone did not
tell my feet that.


	Which
may or may not have had something to do with the fact that the cold,
hard floor wasn't the only reason I had been tossing and turning all
night. No, that also had a little something to do
with a dream I kept having involving the badass blonde-haired,
bearded, Hulk of a man telling me to come to him.


	Let's just say the
dream was very vivid.


	And very dirty. 



	When I was within a
foot of him, his arms moved out, reaching for my shoulders, and
sinking into them- wrenching a half-groan, half-whimper out of my
mouth. At that, the humor dropped from his lips and his eyes got
intense. 



	“Why are you
massaging my shoulders?” I asked, having to lick my dry lips.


	“Why do you have
to question everything?” he countered, his hands simultaneously
rubbing and pulling me closer, closing the gap between our bodies
until there was just a breath of air separating us, giving his hands
more free reign of my back. I genuinely had to concentrate to prevent
myself from leaning against him. Like... it was a problem. “After
I left here last night, I went to see a friend of mine.”


	“You... left me!”
I exploded, wrenching away from him, eyes bulging, as the heat spread
across my body. He left me. Trapped in a train car. That was locked
from the outside. Leaving me completely defenseless. Anyone could
have wandered into the obviously abandoned building. Anyone could
have found me and done... whatever the hell they wanted to do with
me. While he was off gallivanting with his freaking buddies. 



	“Oh Jesus
Christ,” he grumbled, looking upward, half-rolling his eyes.
“Here we go...”


	“Yeah... here we
go. What is wrong with you? Anyone could have come in here, seen me
all defenseless and raped and killed me!”


	“Five seconds of
listening to that mouth and they'd lose interest in the task, trust
me.”


	The... task? 



	Meaning... raping me or
killing me?


	Either way, it was kind
of insulting. 



	“I hate you,”
I said. Childish, I know. But he brought that out of me. What fun was
it to argue with someone when all they did was answer in a perfectly
normal, unaffected tone? It did nothing but further enrage me. 



	“That's
unfortunate because you're about to be working with me.”


	My mouth had opened to
say something, then clamped shut as soon as his sentence ended,
hanging in the air. 



	“I think I
misheard you,” I said after a minute. 



	“Heard me just
fine. You and me... we are going to find a way out of this mess.”


	This... mess?


	Meaning... me being
killed (or killing myself) because of Lex Keith? 



	“Why?” 



	Breaker let out a long
breath, leveling his eyes with mine. “Lex took someone who
means somethin' to me. He did this because he wanted me to get you
and he damn well knew I don't extend my... services to women.”


	“Really?” I
found myself asking, surprised.


	“Yeah, doll,
really. If your name didn't sound like a man, we wouldn't be standing
here right now.”


	I believed him. 



	“Who does he
have?” I found myself asking. 



	Without even a
hesitation, “My brother.”


	“Your brother?”
I asked, my voice a small whisper. 



	I knew nothing of
siblings. Hell, I knew nothing of friends. But I could imagine. I
could imagine that bond. I could imagine the kind of gut-twisting
horror you would have inside when you realized someone you loved was
at the hands of Lex Keith. 



	No wonder he was
willing to go through with the deal even though he didn't deal in
women. 



	I looked back up,
knowing there was a small piece of my heart in my eyes. “What
do you need from me?”


	“I need to know
what you have on him,” he answered immediately. 



	I nodded, reaching up
toward the collar of the sweatshirt and reaching in, grabbing the
chain I had worn around my neck for so long that I barely even
realized it was there anymore. I slipped it over my head, holding it
out and watching as Breaker's big, scarred hand took it. 



	“A key?” he
asked.


	“Locker key,”
I answered, nodding. “To that gym on Willow.” 



	At this, his brow went
up. “The gym on Willow?” he repeated, a smile starting to
tug at his lips. “The gym owned by the Mallick's?” 



	“Yes,” I
said, nodding.


	There weren't many
organizations that refused to kowtow to Lex's demands. So far, from
what I could tell, the only ones who didn't line his pockets were the
Henchmen MC, Lyon the cocaine king, the people of the survivalist
camp called Hailstorm, and the Mallick family- a group of notorious
loan sharks who didn't seem to have any alliance whatsoever to any of
the other crime organizations. 



	I could have hid my
information with the Henchmen. But, to be honest, they scared the
hell out of me. And I knew Richard Lyon would have forced me into
some kind of trade. And I didn't want to owe anyone. 



	And Hailstorm, well,
survivalists were weird. I half worried I'd walk in there to make a
deal and never walk out because they like... brainwashed me or
something. 



	So, in the end, the
Mallicks were the safest bet. I went to the gym, asked for Shane, and
asked if he could give me access to a private locker. After about ten
minutes of his shameless brand of suggestive flirting, he finally
agreed to let me use a locker in the staff room in back for fifty
bucks a month. 



	It was safe even if it
was a little steep... so I agreed. 



	“You're smarter
than I was giving you credit for,” he said, slipping the chain
into his pocket. 



	“Gee thanks,”
I said, rolling my eyes. “You'll have to bring me.”


	“Why?”


	“Because Shane
and I have an arrangement.”


	“You,”
he said, his head ducking, making it clear he wasn't quite buying it,
“have a deal with Shane fuckin' Mallick?”


	I felt my shoulders
push backward. Was this another 'because I have tits' thing? Just
because I was a chick meant I couldn't have strong connections with
some of the local bad guys? 



	“Does this deal
involve you fuckin' him?”


	I jerked back like he
had slapped me. Surprised, sure. Offended? Definitely. 



	“Excuse me?”


	“You met him. You
know what he's like.”


	“So the only way
he would help me would be by extorting sex from me?” I asked,
my voice getting snippy. “Just because you're a pig doesn't
mean everyone else is.” There was that weird crinkling by his
eyes again and I felt myself suck in a deep, steadying breath, before
just... exploding, “Don't you dare eye-smile at me!”


	At this, I got a
surprised chuckle. “Eye-smile?”


	“Yes, eye-smile.
Like when your eyes go all crinkly but your lips don't turn up.”


	“Been paying a
lot of attention to me, huh, doll?”


	Oh my god. 



	Seriously.


	He was the most
obnoxious person I had ever met.


	And arrogant. 



	Even more than Shane
Mallick.


	Which was really saying
something.


	“I have nothing
else to stare at but your ugly mug,” I spat, hoping it sounded
convincing, knowing damn well it was as far from the truth as you
could get. 



	“Ugly mug,”
he mused, his lips pressing together. “Got a problem with how I
look, Alex?” he asked and I felt a shiver run through my body
at the sound of my name on his lips. All I could hope was the shiver
was an internal one and he couldn't see. 



	That hope lasted about
one-tenth of a second when a satisfied smirk toyed at his lips and I
knew it had been a body shiver. 



	Damn it. 



	But I didn't have to
suffer long in my humiliation.


	Because one second, I
was just standing there, arms crossed over my chest, trying to focus
on not blushing.


	The next I was slammed
up against the wall where he had just been standing. His body crushed
against mine, both his hands cradling my jaw. And before I could draw
in breath to object, his lips crashed down hard on mine.


	My entire body jolted
in surprise, a stab of desire meeting at the contact and shooting in
a straight line down my stomach to between my thighs. 



	I had the barest of
seconds to realize that his beard tickled before my brain registered
his lips on mine. Hard. Demanding a response. And mine were all too
happy to acquiesce.


	The second they started
responding, his hands tightened on the sides of my face as his teeth
dug into my lower lip. A whimper escaped me, my hands moving out to
grab at the shirt covering his sides, digging into the muscles of his
obliques. Because I needed to hold on. If I didn't hold on, I was
pretty sure I was going to fall. My legs (and everywhere else for
that matter) went liquid. 



	Breaker tilted my head
slightly, his tongue pressing into the crease of my mouth and snaking
inside. Not teasing mine. Not toying with it. Claiming it. 



	That was how I felt. 



	Claimed.


	One of his hands
slipped from my jaw, moved back into the hair at the base of my neck,
curling into it, and yanking hard enough for me to yelp as his lips
slipped around my tongue and sucked hard. 



	And that's when my legs
gave out. 



	His other hand shot
down my body, grabbing me around the hips and hauling me against him.




	But not for long. His
lips released my tongue. His teeth dug into my lower lip. And then he
was pulling away from me. Releasing my hair. Pressing me back against
the wall. And stepping away. 



	I took a deep breath,
my eyes fluttering open. 



	To find him standing
there. 



	Fucking eye-smiling at
me again. 



	“Dunno, doll,”
he said, and the smile spread to his lips, “might not like how
I look... but seems you like how I feel.”


	Oh my god. 



	Okay. 



	I needed to not rise to
the bait. 



	I needed to, for once,
have control over my temper.


	“Oh, get over
yourself,” I said, affecting a bored tone. “You don't
feel all that great either.”


	The smile didn't
falter. He closed the space between us slightly, his eyes glued to
mine and it took everything in me to not look away. To not chicken
out. 



	“If I took my
hand,” he said, the offending appendage slipping down my side
slowly, “and slipped it inside your panties... how much you
wanna bet that sweet little pussy would be nice and wet for me?”


	“You wouldn't...”
I started, then his thumb pressed into my hipbone hollow, making my
air rush out of my lips. 



	“Wouldn't I?”
he asked, the tips of his middle and ring fingers dangerously  close
to toying with the material of my panties over my yoga pants. “I
wouldn't have to, though,” he said, lips twitching, “if
you admitted it to me.”


	I swallowed hard, both
turned on and terrified of him... seeing for himself. But also
absolutely horrified at the prospect of admitting I was turned on.
“Admit what?” I asked.


	“Admit that your
pussy is wet from me just kissing you.”


	Just. Just ?


	That wasn't just
anything.


	I was pretty sure the
world bent off it's axis for the duration of that kiss. 



	“I'm equally
happy with the other option,” he offered, his hand sliding to
the waistband of my pants. 



	Holy hell.


	Okay. 



	I needed to shut this
down.


	Because if his hands
got down my pants...


	No.


	Wasn't letting my mind
go there.


	Because if my mind went
there, I was pretty sure I'd want his hand to go, well, there.




	I felt my cheeks
getting hot, knowing they were getting beet red. My eyes fell from
his. I could say it. I had the mouth of a sailor. I could push out
the words. I just couldn't look at him while I did so. I felt myself
leaning forward, my forehead bumping into his chest slightly. 



	“I'm wet from you
kissing me.” It came out as a strangled croak, but I got it
out. 



	His hand slid away from
my waistband and to my utter relief, he didn't laugh. He didn't rub
my nose in it. 



	His hand traveled up my
spine until it landed at the back of my neck, settling there for a
second, squeezing, then releasing me.


	“Alright. Let's
go see Mallick.”


	And then his body was
gone and he was moving toward the door, not even bothering to see if
I was following behind. But, with very little choice, I did. 



	“Um, Breaker,”
I tried as I made it to the top of the landing.


	“Yeah?” he
asked, moving to look out the front windows. 



	“I don't have any
shoes.”


	His head snapped back
to me, dropping to my feet where his (I was assuming they were his)
huge socks were swallowing up my feet. “Right,” he said,
making his way toward the door. “I'll be right back.”


	“Ah... you're
just going to leave me here? Not locked up?”


	He turned back, giving
me a small smile. “You didn't seem too keen on being locked up
when I wasn't around.”


	“So you're just
going to... trust me to stay here?”


	“Where else you
gonna go that Lex can't get to you?”


	He had a point.


	He nodded at me, then
walked out the door. 








	Alone, I considered
running. I wasn't an altogether unforgettable girl. I was average in
most ways. I could slip into a crowd and disappear. I could take off
somewhere. Lay low. Stop hacking so I didn't have a trail. Adopt a
new identity.


	But, honestly, what
were the chances that I could give up the only thing that mattered in
my life?


	If I got away, I'd
still try to take him down. And he would find me. And that time I
wouldn't have someone else (a big, hulking, bad guy) who obviously
wanted to help me. Or get me heroin to off myself with. 



	I wouldn't even know
where to get heroin. 



	Well, that's not true. 



	I knew where to get it.


	The problem was that
all the places to get it were people who Lex, in one way or another,
owned. 



	I took a deep breath,
pulling my hood back up, putting my face into its depths, and moved
over toward a window to look out. There were none of Lex's cars on
the street. He had four different ones his surveillance guys used. A
early model Ford that resembled an old cop car, a slick silver late
model Mercedes, a teenager's typical orange hatchback, and a beat up
blue pick-up truck. A car for every kind of neighborhood. 



	But all I could see on
the street were people milling about. Teenagers mostly, obviously
skipping school. The cars that were around had no one inside them. 



	Lex wasn't keeping tabs
on Breaker?


	That didn't sit right.


	Something was off...


	“I didn't have a
size,” Breaker said, coming in, a shoebox in his hands. “But
these should fit regardless. Unless you have feet like a man,”
he said, popping off the lid of the box and producing a pair of faded
brown combat boots. New, but they looked distressed. 



	I might have maybe
loved them a little bit. 



	“I'm an eight,”
I said, watching him move toward me, placing the boots next to my
feet.


	“These are a
nine. They should be fine.”


	With that, I slipped
into the boots and watched, in maybe a little bit of amazement, as he
laced them up for me.


	I don't ever remember
anyone tying my laces.


	In fact, I remembered
my shoes until I was almost a teenager having velcro straps. I'd
never even seen my mother bent over my feet when I was growing up. 



	He stood and I shimmied
out of his enormous sweatpants which slid easily over the boots, only
making me stumble slightly. I would take off the sweatshirt when we
got there. It was too cold to think about only being in a lightweight
tee any  longer than necessary.


	“Alright,”
I said, looking up to find him watching me, his eyes guarded. 



	He gave me a chin lift
and made his way to the door. “Keep the hood up until I've
driven around enough to make sure we don't have a tail.”


	I nodded, but added,
“None of his cars are here.”


	Breaker looked back
over his shoulder at me, brows drawn slightly in, but said nothing.


	His truck was nice.
Something my chemical-induced unconsciousness hadn't allowed me to
notice the night before. New, black, expensive, massive. Breaker made
bank. As I climbed up, having to haul my body upward with the use of
the hold bar, I absently wondered about where a man like him lived. 



	Hell, for all I knew,
he had some kind of apartment in that warehouse somewhere. 



	That almost seemed to
suit him.


	“You gonna get
out or sit there all day?” he asked, making me start. 



	I had been so lost in
my own little world I hadn't even realized he had parked and cut the
engine. I pulled my seatbelt and reached for the hem of my shirt,
dragging it quickly up and off. 



	“Sure you want to
go in there like that?” he asked casually, but it made a shock
of insecurity shoot through my system.


	In typical me-fashion,
I turned that insecurity to anger. “What's wrong with what I
have on? If you don't like my clothes then maybe you shouldn't have
come into my apartment and...”


	The sentence trailed
off when his big palm brushed over my breast, running over the
cold-hardened nipple that wasn't hidden beneath the protection of a
bra. 



	I felt myself gasp, my
eyes finding his, expecting to see amusement or teasing. But all I
could see there was heat. His gaze held mine, his thumb moving to
stroke over the point that was suddenly hard for an altogether
different reason. 



	“Breaker...”
I breathed and he exhaled his breath hard, letting his hand drop.
“Just sayin', his eyes are gonna be on your tits the whole
time.”


	And with that, he got
out and slammed the door. 



	I took a shaky breath
and slowly lowered myself down onto the street, going around the
truck, and hurrying inside the building. 



	The tall, fit, drop
dead sexy blonde at the reception desk ran her eyes over me before
settling on Breaker and giving him a soul-crushing smile. Which, in
my opinion, was incredibly unprofessional of her. For all she knew,
he belonged to me. Hell, he had just gotten a little over the shirt
action in the car just seconds before.


	“What can I help
you with today?” she asked, sounding like her services might
include a blow job if he asked real nicely. 



	“We need to see
Shane,” I offered and her eyes slid back to me, one of her
perfect blonde brows raising. 



	“Mr. Mallick
doesn't...”


	“Tell him it's
Alex,” I cut her off. “And tell him it's important.”


	She pressed her lips
together like she was trying to keep her opinion to herself, picked
up the phone, and started speaking into it.


	“He will be right
out,” she said to me, then put her focus back on Breaker,
giving him a very slow, very thorough inspection. “Might I ask
how you keep in shape now?”


	“He pounds skulls
together,” a familiar voice said, coming from beside her. 



	I turned to see Shane
walk up.


	Now there's one thing
about Shane Mallick that everyone knows (aside from the fact that if
he showed up at your door with a crowbar, you needed to look down at
your kneecaps, thank them for a lifetime of service, and kiss them
goodbye), was that he was big. As in huge. A mammoth of a man. Yes,
because he was tall, but also because he owned a gym and spent a lot
of time in it. He, like all of the Mallick brothers, was ridiculously
good looking. All black hair and light blue eyes. And, also like all
of the other Mallick brothers, he was vicious, violent, ruthless,
foul-mouthed, and charming as hell. 



	“Shane,”
Breaker said, nodding his head at the man walking up. 



	“Bryan,”
Shane said back, doing a similar chin-life thing. 



	Bryan?


	Bryan?


	What a tame, normal
name for such a wild, unusual man.


	He told me his last
name was Breaker.


	So that made him Bryan
Breaker. 



	Hell, it even sounded
like a name for a criminal. He never stood a chance at a straight
life. 



	“The fuck you
doin'...” he trailed off, his gaze landing on me. And I got to
watch in stunned silence as his face transformed from just average
everyday hot guy to devilishly handsome flirt. And, let me tell you,
it was a damn sight to see. “Alex, baby,” he said, his
deep voice seeping into my skin. Then he was moving behind Breaker,
slapping him on the shoulder as he did so, and came to stand by me.
No, not by me. He took all my space. My breasts practically brushed
his chest. And, as Breaker had predicted, his eyes went right to my
tits before sliding slowly back up to find my face. 



	“Hey Shane,”
I said, annoyed that my voice came out a little airy. I really didn't
want him. Not in the least. I knew his reputation. He was a complete
horndog. But someone didn't tell my very confused libido that it
would be a good time for it to disappear again.


	“Shane,” a
female voice clipped and I saw a smile tug at his lips hearing it.
“Get your eyes off her fucking tits and take a step out of her
personal space or I am going to chop off your balls and wear them
around as earrings.”


	And that's when I saw
her. 



	And she made Gym-Brat
Barbie look like a peasant. 



	Because she was
simply... sexy as all hell.


	I didn't even like
chicks, but damn, I'd do her.


	She was taller than me,
somewhere around five-eight I would guess with an impressive rack,
trim waist, great hips and ass, and shapely legs. But her face... she
had plump lips, dark brows, and eyes that could only ever be
described as “bedroom”. Her long wavy brown hair swung
around her shoulders as she came up beside Shane, shoving him hard
with her shoulder, and smiled at me. “His cock belongs to me
now,” she informed me, rolling her eyes at him. “Sometimes
he just needs to be reminded.” She held out a hand to me. “I'm
Lea.”


	“Alex,” I
said, smiling a little. 



	“Alex,” she
repeated. “You don't want him, right?” she asked, tilting
her head toward her... boyfriend?


	“No,” I
said, shaking my head slightly.


	“See? She doesn't
want you,” she told him, a brow raised.


	“Sure when you
show up goin' all crazy fuckin' girlfriend around her.”


	“Did you want to
fuck him the last time you were here?” Lea persisted.


	“Um... no,”
I answered honestly. 



	Shane put a hand to his
heart, faking pain, but gave me a smile. Then he threw an arm around
Lea's shoulders, hauling her against his body, and laying a whopper
of a kiss on her. I mean... there was tongue.


	“Well now that
that is out of the way,” Breaker broke in for the first time
since Shane noticed me. He reached into his pocket, drawing out the
chain with the key and waving it at Shane.


	Shane's eyes landed on
it, then quickly went to me, a brow raised. And the question there
was clear- are you really with him or is there a problem?


	“Got into some
trouble,” I admitted. It was true enough. “Need my stuff
back to try to fix it.”


	“And he's
helpin'?” Shane asked, not looking the least convinced. My eyes
slid to Gym-Brat Barbie and Shane jerked his head at her. “Get
lost for five,” he told her, and in a huff, she did. 



	“I don't think I
want to hear this either,” Lea said, sliding out from under
Shane's arm. “I'm gonna go to Fee's and see what creepy phone
sex callers she gets today.”


	And with no further
explanation, she was gone.


	“Trouble?”
Shane prompted. 



	“Well, Breaker
here was hired by Lex to, um, kidnap me.”


	“Fuckin'
serious?” Shane asked, turning his attention to Breaker.
“Thought you didn't deal in women.”


	“I fuckin'
don't,” Breaker answered, starting to look almost tired. “They
got Shoot. What fuckin' choice did I have?”


	At this, Shane shrugged
a shoulder. “Right. Let's go get you your shit,” he said
to me, then led us through his gym into the back room, unlocking the
door, and letting us inside. He leaned back against the wall as I
took the key from Breaker's hand, trying real hard not to touch his
skin, and judging by the eye-smile I was getting... he knew exactly
why. I turned away from him, walking over to my locker and
unfastening the lock. 



	“You two
fucking?” Shane's voice asked, making me jump and turn in a way
that was almost... guilty.


	“What? No!”
I answered, my voice only a little squeaky. Then, more calmly, “He
only just kidnapped me at like three am this morning,” I
offered. 



	At this, Shane laughed.
“Hell, babe, I've seen him pick up a girl in under three
minutes.”


	Oh.


	Well.	


	Okay then.


	“Not this girl,”
I said firmly, taking the small box out of the locker and leaving it
open. I wouldn't be needing to use it anymore.


	Breaker's brow was
raised at me, obviously not letting go of the 'not this girl'
comment. But his eyes dropped to the box. “What's in there?”


	I put it down on the
break room table, flipping off the lid to reveal two dozen USB
drives. 



	“Shit,”
Shane observed. “That's all dirt isn't it?”


	“Yeah,” I
said, nodding.


	Breaker's eyes rose to
mine. “Doll, how long have you been workin' on this?”


	“Ten years,”
I answered automatically. “I was sixteen when my mother killed
herself because of that dickhead. I wanted to make sure he didn't get
away with it.”


	“Away with what?”
Breaker asked, his voice almost... gentle. 



	“Away with any of
it. The rapes. The murders. Anything. I want him to pay.”


	Breaker's eyes gentled
to match his tone, “Alex...”


	“Alright,”
Shane said, interrupting the moment, “I can't be involved in
this. Not directly. Not dragging my family in the middle of a war,”
he said, moving toward the door.  His eyes found mine. “Good
luck, baby.” He turned his attention to Breaker. “Be
smart or you'll lose them both,” he told him then walked out. 



	“Alright,”
Breaker said, his tone back to normal and I felt almost sad for
losing the softness. “Let's get out of here. Do we need your
laptop to look at that shit or can mine work?”


	“Any laptop will
work,” I said, shrugging. It didn't matter what you opened them
on. The only safeguard was the fact that I was the only one who knew
the passwords or the key to break the code.


	“Good. Let's go
to my place then,” he said, turned his back to me, and tore
through the gym.


	I had to jog to keep up
with him, watching his tense shoulders with a growing sense of
unease.


	Because I felt like
something had changed back in that break room.


	But I had no freaking
idea what it was. 
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	Alex slipped back into
her sweatshirt as soon as we got in the truck. Partly because it was
cold but mostly because of the incident with me pawing at her tits
earlier. 



	She wasn't wrong to
cover up.


	I would have liked to
finish what I started.


	I don't know what the
fuck it was with her- why I couldn't seem to keep my hands off of
her. But I couldn't. So it was better she kept on as many layers as
possible.


	If she could put a
reign on that sexy as fuck temper too, we'd be all the better.


	I needed to stop
thinking about getting in her pants and focus on making a plan to try
to get all of us out of this situation alive. Which, well, wasn't
gonna be fuckin' easy. 



	But maybe whatever the
hell she had on all those USB drives would make it less complicated.


	“That's your
place, isn't it?” she asked for the first time since we got in
the car. Forty minutes of silence, both of us lost in our own
thoughts. 



	She was pointing up at
the top of the hill where a lone house stood. Not big. A simple two
bedroom brick structure up an incline that was damn near impossible
if there was so much as a dusting of snow on the ground.


	“Why'd you say
that?” I asked as I turned up the rock lined side road. I'd
laid the rocks myself, scooping them out of the back of my truck
every day for weeks. It made it damn near impossible to approach my
place silently.


	“Because you're
like... you know...”


	“A criminal?”
I supplied, slanting my eyes to her, smiling.


	“Well, yeah. I
mean... you get involved with a lot of bad people. It seems
advantageous to live in a house where you can see if anyone
approaches from like a mile away.”


	“It is,” I
confirmed, pulling the truck around to the back and parking. “It's
also... advantageous to have brick walls and bullet-resistant
glass.”


	At this, she giggled.
Actually... fuckin'... giggled. 



	And fuck if it didn't
sound like music.


	“What?” I
asked, fighting a smile.


	She fought to control
her laugh, lost, and shrugged a shoulder. “I could see a lot of
people wanting to kill you is all,” she said, smiling wider.


	I chuckled, shaking my
head, and climbing out of the truck. Mostly because if I didn't, I
was going to haul her into my seat and kiss that smartass grin right
off her face.


	The attraction thing?
Yeah, it was becoming a problem.


	I needed to be focused.


	And her pretty little
self wasn't making that easy.


	I unlocked the front
door, punching the pin into the security system as it steadily beeped
its warning, then moved aside to let Alex in.


	My house was
comfortable. That was the only plan I had when I finally bought it- I
wanted a place to settle into on the rare occasion where I wasn't on
the road and sleeping in old motels. 



	Directly inward and to
the left was the u-shaped kitchen, the cabinets a light cherry, the
counters a swirling white and red marble. All the floors were
wide-planked, medium tinted hardwood... stretching from the kitchen
on the left toward the living room on the right, double doors leading
out to the back deck. I had a big flatscreen in an entertainment
system lined with endless DVDs across from a black leather couch and
scuffed coffee table where I had never shied away from propping my
boots up. There were a couple earth-toned braided rugs thrown around
by the doors so I didn't trek mud all over with my boots since I
wasn't exactly a big fan of scrubbing floors.


	I looked over to find
Alex looking around, her brows drawn together, making two little
vertical indentations form between her dark brows. “What?”


	She looked back toward
me. “Just wasn't what I was expecting,” she admitted, but
there was a strange sadness in her voice. “How often do you
stay here?”


	I shrugged a shoulder.
“Few days a month. Longer in the winter when I don't want to
travel as much.”


	To this, she nodded,
walking over toward my living room and looking through my DVDs.


	“What's up?”
I asked, noticing her dropped shoulders. 



	She shrugged. “I've
been on my own since I was seventeen,” she admitted, her voice
far away. “And still... everything I own can be thrown into two
moving boxes with five minutes notice.”


	Jesus. She was jealous
of my house. Small and simple as it was. Her life was even more empty
than mine. 



	I walked up behind her,
watching her fingers trace the spines of the DVD boxes. My hand
landed on her hip from behind, for once, not sexual. Just a touch.
“You gotta put roots down sometime, Alex.”


	“Yeah, maybe once
Lex is out of the picture once and for all,” she said, pulling
away from me. “So where's your laptop?” 



	The moment was gone.
Her shields were back up.


	“How about you
get yourself a shower? I'll make coffee and some food and then we can
get to work.”


	She turned back to me,
shaking her head. “You need to like... brush up on your
kidnapping lessons. I'm pretty sure you're not supposed to offer me
showers and food.”


	“How 'bout we
pretend I ain't your kidnapper from here on out? We're working
together unless we have to pretend otherwise.”


	To this, I got a shrug.
“Alright. I could use a shower. That train floor was filthy.”


	I nodded, leading her
down the hall to the bathroom, leaving her for a second so I could go
grab her a t-shirt to put on. Pants would be useless, she was too
small for my stuff to stay up without her holding them in place.


	And I was trying real
hard to not think about her being without panties or a bra underneath
one of my t-shirts as I went to the kitchen and started throwing
together some breakfast.


	I could cook. When the
occasion called for it. Being up on the outskirts of civilization
made the lure of takeaway less tempting. So I figured out how to
throw some stuff together to feed myself. 



	I settled on omelets,
breakfast potatoes, and toast and set to work as the coffee dripped. 



	The bathroom door
opened as I reached for the plates. 



	And out she walked. 



	In nothing but my tee.	


	It was wide on her, her
thinness something like half my size. But it wasn't long. Maybe
mid-thigh. Giving me a nice view of her long legs. 



	“I can't believe
you cook,” she commented, coming into the kitchen and reaching
for the pot of coffee- pouring into the two cups I had left out in
front of it. 



	“Why?”


	“I don't know. I
guess because I've never known anyone who could cook.”


	“Not even your
mom?” 



	“No. I mean...
not unless things like spaghetti and frozen pizza counts.”


	“They don't,”
I clarified.


	“Then no.”


	“Well, this ain't
anything special,” I said as she leaned around my arm to peek
at the food on the stove, “but it ain't bad.”


	“Smells good,”
she allowed, then moved back. Thankfully because the smell of my soap
was all over her and it was a little too intimate. “Where's
your laptop? I can show you some stuff while we eat.”


	“Drawer under the
TV,” I said, scooping food onto plates. 



	I set the food on the
coffee table, went back to get the cups of coffee, and when I got
there, she had already gotten into my computer. And I mean... into
it. As in... past the password protection.


	“The fuck?”


	“You're supposed
to use words and numbers, you know. I mean... not that it would help,
but still...”


	I shook my head,
handing her a fork and watching her put the laptop on her lap and
balance a plate on the arm of the couch like it was something she had
done a thousand times before. 



	“So what do you
got?”


	She reached into the
box, pulling a USB out by random and slipping it into the drive. I
watched as she punched in a passcode that seemed to have at least
thirty digits, her fingers moving over the keys so fast there was no
way I could even catch two of them put together. 



	The screen popped up.
And there were folders upon folders, each locked individually. And
even when she opened one, they were coded. She was careful. I
appreciated that kind of attention to detail.


	“Just have to...
oh my god,” she groaned, her head going backward, her eyes
closing. “This is nothing special?” she asked, chewing
her food, rolling her eyes at me. “What the hell did you put in
the potatoes?”


	“Just onions and
spices, doll,” I said, shrugging. 



	“If I live
through this, I need to learn to cook.”


	“We live through
this, I'll teach you.”


	Whoa.


	What the fuck?


	I'll teach her to cook?


	What the hell was that?


	I didn't teach anyone
anything.


	I certainly didn't let
women hang around and chop onions with me.


	Jesus Christ.


	“I might take you
up on that,” she said almost shyly as she turned her attention
back to her computer, brought up some kind of box and typed rapidly
until the page suddenly refreshed and the code was gone.


	“Holy shit,”
I said, dropping my plate back onto the coffee table and leaning
closer. “Is that what I think it is?”


	“I released a
nasty little bug on his cell and computer a while back. But not
before I did some digging around myself. This is a list of the dirt
he has on all the organizations in the area. This is how he keeps
them under his thumb.”


	“How the fuck did
you get into his system?”


	At this, she snorted,
shaking her head. “I sent him an email from an address that was
one letter away from one of his usual contacts so he wouldn't be
suspicious of it. And I sent him a link to a snuff film.”


	“A snuff film?”
I asked, my brows lowering.


	“Yeah you know...
like a porn where they kill a girl at the end. But it isn't porn.
It's real.”


	“Al, I know what
a snuff film is, doll. I just didn't think they actually existed.”


	“Oh, they exist,”
she said with such authority that there was no question in my mind
about the topic anymore.  “Incidentally, I wasn't sending him
to a real one. All he had to do was click the link and the bug was in
his system. It actually sent him to a video about ending sexual
assault.”


	“So this is what
you got from him?”


	“This,” she
agreed, throwing the lock back onto the files and ejecting the USB,
“along with financial records and pictures.”


	“Pictures?”


	As soon as I pressed
the point, she looked pale. She reached for her plate and set it on
the coffee table only half eaten like she had lost her appetite. 



	“Yeah, pictures,”
she said, digging around for the USB. When she found it, she held it
up toward me, but she didn't plug it in. 



	“What are the
pictures of, Alex?”


	She swallowed hard.
“Women.”


	I was pretty sure I
knew where that information was heading, but I needed confirmation.
“Doll...”


	She took a deep breath,
looking down at the keyboard, typing into it. 



	“Pictures of
women in varying forms of undress. Enduring varying forms of torture.
Most prominently, women in the act of being raped.”


	“Jesus fuckin'
Christ.”


	“Yeah.”


	“What can we do
with this kind of information?” I wondered allowed.


	“I was thinking
that while I was showering,” she admitted and an image of her
naked flashed into my mind before I very deliberately pushed it away.




	“Come to any
conclusions?”


	“I could put this
out there.”


	She said 'out there' in
a way that implied it had a meaning. Just one I didn't understand.
“Out where?”


	“The dark net.
Deep web. Whatever you want to call it.”


	I'd heard of it. Anyone
who did anything illegal in their lives probably had. It was a place
for people like Alex. Hackers. People who did shit they wouldn't be
able to do on normal browsers. And other small time crimes- endless
pirated material. Porn. Government documents. But also, it was for
other things. The bad shit. Gun running. Drug selling. Skin trading.
Pedophilia. Fuck, even to get yourself black market organs.


	“How would that
help?”


	At this, she shrugged.
“It could incense the right people. You'd be surprised. There's
a lot of people out there who actively try to shut down things like
this. Operations other people are too scared to take on. In the grand
scheme of things... I'm a nobody. My skills are pathetic compared to
what some of these people can do. And some of them aren't just freaks
behind a computer screen. They're people who... do shit. If I can
ferret them out, get them interested, maybe they will take action
into their own hands.”


	I couldn't disagree
with her. There had been a lot of hackers calling themselves
hacktivists all over the news in the past few years. Taking down
federal websites, turning the internet back on in Egypt when the
government shut it down, releasing the names of KKK members, trolling
organizations until they caved into whatever demands the hackers were
making. They were powerful in ways I didn't understand but knew
enough to respect.


	“How long would
that take?”


	“No way to tell,”
she said, typing until my screen went black and some site opened up a
forum called 'info exchange'. “Could be minutes. Could be days.
But it's worth a try.”


	I had to agree since it
was all we really had to go on. 



	So she set to work,
digging out the occasional USB, unlocking certain files, adding them
to the post she was creating. Crime reports of beaten and raped women
with descriptions of their attacker, detailing a very specific scar
he had running across his chest. She found a shirtless picture of Lex
and posted it beside the reports, scar on full display. Then she
opened the USB that made her pale, unlocking a folder saying simply
'faces' - and uploaded half a dozen shots of women with their faces
brutalized.


	She ended the post
explaining her situation. Who she was (a nickname. Not her real
name). That she had been working on her case for ten years. That she
was compromised and there was a price on her head. Leaving out the
part about me. Detailing how many more incriminating files she had on
the topic. Then giving instructions for anyone to contact her. 



	Which was, apparently,
through some kind of coded chat that she was going to leave open on
my laptop to keep an eye on.


	“Now we wait,”
she said, settling the laptop on the coffee table and reaching for
her cold coffee. She was silent for a minute, contemplating the black
TV. “How long do you think I have?”


	“What?” I
asked, turning to look at her.


	“Before Lex
finally decides to come fetch me. How long?”


	That was a good
question. One I had been considering myself. He didn't seem like he
was in a rush when he told me of the deal. And maybe that was because
he wanted me to get worried about Shoot. The more time that passed,
the more chance of him getting himself into trouble. If Lex made me
sweat it, maybe I would be more willing to hand over Alex. 



	At least, that was all
I could come up with anyway. 



	Nothing else made
sense. 



	“Not more than a
few more days I'd guess,” I admitted. “Three tops.”


	Alex simply nodded. No
hysterics. No reaction whatsoever.


	“Did you happen
to pick me up...” 



	At this, I sighed,
reaching into my front pocket and pulling out a baggy with white
powder. “This is the good shit. Strong. A third of this could
make a non-user OD.” I handed it to her. “Ain't never
bought drugs before,” I admitted, looking down at the baggy.


	“Well, at least
it was for a good cause,” she tried lightening the mood. 



	“Doll, you
dying... that ain't a good cause.”


	She looked away from
me, taking the smack and slipping it into her boot, ripping the
lining slightly away from the ankle to push the baggie between the
lining and the leather. Easy access, but hidden. 



	“Alex,” I
called, watching her look blankly across the room. 



	“What?” she
asked, her voice distant.


	“Look at me.”


	She exhaled sharply and
turned her head. And there was just... nothing there. No sadness. No
horror. Again, just her grim resignation to her fate. 



	“Come here,”
I said, stretching an arm across the back of the couch.


	“What?” she
asked, brows drawing together.


	“Come over here,”
I repeated.


	“Why?” she
asked, but her body had turned slightly. Even without knowing why,
her body wanted to be closer to mine.


	“Because I am
going to show you one of the many reasons you should be upset about
not being alive to keep experiencing.” Her eyes held mine,
seeing my intentions, and weighing whether or not she was going to
submit herself to them. “Seventy-two hours, doll,” I went
on. “We could both be dead. The fuck we wasting time for?”


	Her eyes slanted to the
laptop for a second, seeing no activity, then letting her eyes fall
on mine. I saw it before she did. In the quickening and shallow-ing
of her breath. In her slightly parted lips. In her heavy lidded eyes.




	She swallowed, wet her
lips, then closed the space between us.
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	I knew what he meant.
The second he told me to go to him, I knew. It was in his voice.
Lower. Deeper. Almost soft. And it sent a ripple of desire through my
system.


	The question was... did
I want to go to him? Knowing that it wouldn't be another kiss.
Knowing his fingers would slide up my thigh, find the sweet spot,
work it. Knowing that it wouldn't stop there. That within the next
hour, I would know what it felt like to have him inside of me.


	And did my libido want
that? Hell freaking yeah.


	But did I?


	I had about thirty
seconds to decide, with a clear and rational mind, if it was
incredibly twisted and stupid... or the best decision I could make.


	To go out with a bang,
as it were.


	I'd had sex before.
Once when I was sixteen. With one of the older kids living at the
group home. I don't know why really. I wasn't ready. I barely had a
grasp on the concept of sex, let alone the possible physical and
emotional repercussions. I long since learned to blame the grief, the
loss of everything I knew, the need to feel alive again. 



	Danny he had been tall
and strong with dark hair and piercing green eyes. From the moment I
walked into the common room, his eyes were on mine. I learned later
that it was because he banged all the new chicks provided they were
halfway decent looking. But at the time, I had thought I was special.




	Then he started hanging
around me, talking sweet, using kid gloves as if sensing (more
likely, having known from previous experience) how fragile I was. 



	A couple days later, I
fell onto my back in his bed. He stripped us both, slipped on a
condom that had come in a camouflage wrapper that boasted “Don't
let them see you coming!”, and slammed inside me.  As most
would expect (though I was wholly clueless), it hurt like a bitch.
But was thankfully over in under five minutes. 



	I found out later that
while he was fucking me, his buddies were stealing my shit. 



	A few days later, I was
moved to a foster house.


	I didn't have sex again
until I was nineteen. Though I did have the unfortunate repeat
occurrence of fending off at least three of my foster fathers and
then pretending I didn't notice the fourth one would come in and jerk
off while watching me 'sleep'.


	The guy when I was
nineteen was names Glenn and was someone who had taken time out of
his life to sit me down and teach me all the things about computers
and hacking that I hadn't already picked up- the skills that would
allow me to make a living of it. And gather better information on
Lex. 



	I guess it could be
said that I fucked him out of gratitude. I had nothing else to offer.


	And he was nice enough.
Twenty-five, a little short, kinda pudgy, with pasty white skin and
big black-rimmed glasses. He could have been cute had he put any kind
of effort into his appearance or wardrobe. There was none of the
rough hands and frantic stabbing of a cock that my first partner
provided me with. Glenn had hot hands, always just shy of truly
clammy. But they always touched me softly, hesitantly. And his cock
had only ever seemed half-hard when he got it inside me, slid around
for a few minutes, made a choking sound in his throat, and came. 



	Such was sex for me.


	So experience hadn't
exactly suggested it would be a fun way to spend what little time I
obviously had left.


	But that being said,
Good Guy Glenn and Dickhead Danny were not Breaker. They had been
man-boys. They had been guys with cocks and no idea how to use them. 



	Something told me that
Breaker knew how to use his.


	And my body responded
to that. 



	It had never done that
before. 



	Sex had been a weird
detached sensation. 



	Certainly not hot. 



	Nothing like the fire I
felt when Breaker's lips were on me.


	And if he could manage
that with just his lips, what could he do with the rest of him? 



	Maybe I owed it to
myself to see.


	With that, I folded my
legs up under myself and moved until I was kneeling beside his body
on the couch, my knees pressing against his thigh. 



	His eyes found mine a
second before his hands went out, grabbing my hips, and pulling me
roughly until I was straddling his waist. 



	I
had the almost blinding realization that I was completely naked
underneath his tee before his fingers pressed into my hipbone
hollows, drawing a throaty groan out of my lips
and making me forget all about unimportant things like panties. 



	My hands went to his
chest, pressing down both to steady myself and to feel connected to
him. 



	He was barely touching
me and I could feel the pulsating desire between my thighs. 



	“You want more,
you're gonna have to take it,” he said, making my body jerk
back slightly. Take it? Take what? As if sensing my confusion, he
added, “I ain't no slow and sweet lover, doll. I fuck hard and
rough and you'll probably walk away from this with some bruises along
with your memories. You accept that? You want that? Then you are
gonna make the first move.”


	Oh.


	Well.


	Okay then.


	I was pretty sure I
wanted that.


	I had never needed to
initiate before. Douchebag Danny had pounced on me. Shy, awkward
Glenn had kinda just fumbled around until I responded. Sort of. 



	I was pretty sure I
could initiate. I wasn't sure what kind of initiative he was
expecting, but I slowly leaned forward, my hands pressing harder
against his chest as they took some of my weight and pressed my lips
to his.


	Apparently, that was
enough.	


	His hands slid from my
hips, going around my lower back and completely flattening my body to
his. Then one of his arms moved up my back, his hand grabbing the
back of my neck hard as his head tilted and he deepened the kiss, his
teeth snagging my lower lip hard and pulling. Unprepared, my hips
jerked, rubbing against his, finding his cock straining hard against
the material of his jeans. 



	Breaker's tongue
slipped inside my mouth, repeating the same predatory mating dance it
had the last time, promising things as well as demanding them. My
hands moved up toward his shoulders, curling in, feeling like I
needed to hold on. The arm around my lower back tightened and pushed
down until I felt the exposed sensitivity of my sex brush against the
rough material containing his cock. A surprised gasp escaped my lips
and a growl burst from his, his mouth pulling from mine, his eyes
holding mine as he pulled my hips across his hardness. 



	My hands curled into
the skin on the sides of his neck, my mouth falling open on a huff of
air. 



	His hand released the
back of my neck, his fingers moving around to brush ever-so slightly
over the skin near my collarbone, making a shiver course through my
body.


	“You're so
sensitive,” he said, his voice even deeper than usual and it
sent a shiver to somewhere he couldn't see but I could feel all too
clearly. “Arms up, doll,” he instructed, both of his
hands sliding down to settle at the hem of his tee that was inched up
high on my thighs. My arms went up above my head and with no
pretense, he whipped the material off my body, leaving me naked on
top of him while he was still completely dressed. “Fuck me,”
he said under his breath, his hands planting on the sides of my
thighs while his eyes roamed over my body. 



	I had never had much
cause to feel insecurity. Given that I spent almost all of my time
alone, wearing whatever I wanted, foregoing makeup, barely bothering
to run a brush through my hair some days, it never much occurred to
me to feel much of anything about my body. 



	I knew most would feel
self-consciousness in my position.


	But Breaker's ice blue
eyes raked over me like I was something of a wonder, something to be
memorized, something he never wanted to forget.


	So it didn't even occur
to me to feel like I should hide that from him. Or even want to. 



	His hands slid up my
thighs, over my hips, up my sides, then rested, spanning out on my
rib cage, the bottoms of his thumbs brushing up against the
undersides of my breasts.


	His eyes went up to
mine and held as his hands moved up and cupped my breasts, squeezing
hard. My nipples hardened under his palms and my chest felt suddenly
weighted, a heaviness there that I had never experienced before. 



	My brows drew together
questioningly, but before he could even register the expression, he
was moving. Knifing up from his position whilst slamming my back
against the cushions of the couch and coming down on top of me, his
lips taking possession of mine again. 



	My legs struggled
underneath his, trying to break free. He brought a knee up between
them, lifting some of his weight and I yanked my legs from under him
and wrapped them around his back, pulling him down on me again. He
made a grunting noise as his mouth lifted, running down the side of
my neck, his beard burning across my skin as his teeth nipped into
it. 



	And it was new.


	Everything about what I
was feeling was new. Foreign. But still somehow familiar. Like it had
always been there, sleeping under the surface, waiting for someone to
wake it up.


	It was awake.


	And it was consuming.


	Like being on fire.
That was what being with Breaker felt like... like I was burning, but
blissfully sinking into the sensation, wanting to go deeper and
deeper to see where I ended up, even if that meant in ashes. 



	Breaker's head tilted
and moved down between my breasts, his beard tickling across my
overly sensitive skin before his lips closed around my nipple and
sucked hard. I arched off the couch, pushing myself further into his
mouth, my hand slapping down on the back of his neck, holding him to
me. Wanting, needing more.


	His head pulled against
my restraint but only to shift and take possession of my other
nipple, sucking for a minute before nipping into it hard enough for
me to yelp and jerk away. 



	To this, his head
tilted to look up at me, a devilish smile playing at his lips. 



	He rested his weight on
one of his forearms beside me, lifting slightly off my body to give
him access. His head raised above mine, watching my face as his hand
slid across my ribs, down my side, over my stomach. Then he paused,
the smile coming back to his lips a split second before his hand flew
between my thighs, stroking up my slick cleft.


	My entire body jerked
upward, my mouth opening to moan as my hand slapped down hard on his
shoulder. 



	“Fuckin'
drenched,” he growled, his finger sliding upward and finding my
clit, circling it quickly. 



	No. Nothing had ever
come close to this before.


	This overwhelming
sensation. 



	The feeling like I was
going to explode and fall apart.


	But not wanting to do
anything but experience it. 



	My heart rate sped up.
My pulse pounded hard in my throat and temples. 



	Then just as quickly as
he touched me, he pulled his finger away, chuckling when I whimpered
and ground my hips up toward him. He brought his hand up, taking his
finger and slipping it into his mouth, tasting me.


	I felt the blush heat
my cheeks as I watched on helplessly, both embarrassed and too turned
on to look away. 



	He made some sort of
approving sound in his throat, pulling his finger out. “Remember
what I said about getting my tongue in some pussy?” he asked,
surprising me.


	I did. I seemed to
remember everything he said.


	“That you do it
if it's real sweet?” I half declared, half asked. 



	He nodded slightly.
“You got a real sweet fuckin' pussy, doll,” he said,
smiling again as he shifted his weight, leaned down, and trailed his
tongue down the center of my belly. 



	My hand slipped into
his hair as he moved downward, his head tilting by my hip. Then his
teeth dug into my inner thigh. 



	“Fuck,” I
growled, my hands curling in his hair. Then his head shifted again
and his tongue traced the path his finger had blazed earlier, not
hesitating, not teasing, just sliding up and landing on the sweet
spot, circling it with a light but firm pressure. “Oh my
god...” I groaned, my hips rising up to meet him, my back
arching off the cushions. 



	There was a tightening
in my core, like a coil pulled too taut. My breath became ragged and
shallow as his tongue drove me upward, closer and closer to something
promising fireworks. 



	His lips went around my
clit, sucking gently, making me buck beneath him.


	And that's when I heard
it. A ringing. And felt it. A vibrating. Against my calf. His cell
was ringing. 



	I felt the desire being
pulled back slightly, opening my eyes to look down at him. But he was
either oblivious to it or simply ignoring it, his lips releasing the
sensitive point and his tongue continuing its torture. His hand slid
beneath him and I felt his finger pulsing at my entrance before
quickly pushing in to the hilt. 



	“Breaker...”
I moaned, both my hands clutching at his head. 



	There was a brief
silence of his cell before it began ringing again. 



	“Fuck,” he
growled, lifting his head off of me, letting his eyes rise to mine.
“Sorry, baby... gotta take this,” he said, his finger
sliding out of me as he moved to sit by my feet and pull his cell out
of his pocket.


	Almost as a second
thought, I pressed my thighs together, knees at an angle to one side.
I pushed them closed firmly, feeling the insistent throbbing of
unfulfilled desire settling in. 



	I was only half aware
of Breaker as my system seemed to be on high alert, sending off
sparks of energy through my nerve endings, making my body feel like
it was jerking with the sensation. 



	“Yo,”
Breaker's voice said into his phone, his eyes turning suddenly to
look at me and I swear I saw regret there as he watched me struggle
to bring back control. And then his face went hard. All the softness
left his eyes and they became ice. “Shoot?”


	The last dregs of
desire got shoved away as I flew upward, wrapping my arms around my
calves and trying to overhear the talking on the other end of the
phone. Breaker's eyes were still on mine, but somehow not seeing me. 



	“Where are you?”


	“How are you
calling me then?”


	“Why?”


	“He there?”


	“Stop trying to
piss them off and give me the details, man.”


	Piss them off? Why
would Shooter be trying to piss off Lex's guys?


	“Negotiate what?”


	Negotiate? Why would he
want to negotiate? Did he know that we were working together? What we
were doing? Was he going to try to convince Breaker to hand me over?


	My eyes flew to the
laptop, still up on the forum. No response. But that wasn't
surprising. It was too soon. My eyes went back to Breaker's.


	“You gonna be
there?”


	Breaker snorted,
rolling his eyes. 



	“Alright. Two
hours. See you then.”


	“Yeah?”


	Breaker's eyes seemed
to refocus on me suddenly, taking my face in like he was seeing me
for the first time.


	“I know.”


	And then he pulled the
phone from his ear and shoved it back in his pocket. 



	I took a deep breath,
feeling like it made my insides shaky as it moved down. “That
was Shooter?”


	“Yeah.”


	“We need to go
meet with Lex,” I said, hoping the fear didn't seep into my
words. 



	“Yeah, doll.”


	“Okay,” I
said, hugging my knees to my chest tighter.


	Breaker saw the motion
and his eyes softened again, letting out his held breath. Then he did
the strangest thing. He leaned downward toward my knee, watching me,
and bit into it. 



	“Hopefully we get
a chance to finish what we started,” he said, resting his head
on my knee. “If not... it'd be a fuckin' shame. You got the
tightest fuckin' cunt I've ever felt.”


	Okay.


	So he said that.


	And I felt another
whole body shiver course through me. 



	Breaker caught it and
sighed. 



	“I need to get
dressed,” I said numbly, watching him.


	“Yeah,” he
agreed. “In the old clothes,” he said unnecessarily. 



	My hand went to my
suddenly very wobbly belly. “I wish I hadn't eaten that,”
I said, looking over at the food on the table.


	Breaker's hand slid
down my calf, landing on my ankle, and squeezing. “I'd like to
say that everything is going to be okay...” he started.


	“It's okay,”
I said, shaking my head. 



	He had no words of
comfort because there were none.


	There was no way to
ease the nerves. 



	Because there was no
possible positive outcome to the situation.


	I was going to be dead.
Soon. One way or another.


	Grimly, I uncurled from
myself. There was no use delaying the inevitable I guessed. I reached
down for the tee Breaker had pulled off of me and slipped back into
it quickly before I made my way back to the bathroom where my old
pajamas were still piled on the floor. 



	Through this, Breaker
said nothing. 



	His eyes didn't even
follow me. 



	I knew this because
when I turned to close the door, I caught sight of him, bent forward
so his elbows were on his knees, staring at the laptop like it held
all the answers. 



	But it didn't. 



	And now it never would.
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	The
second I had her straddling my lap, I knew she was gonna be trouble.
Not because, well, she already fuckin' was
in more ways than one, but because I wanted her too much too soon.
And it wasn't the hollow 'that'll do' that I felt for random bar
sluts or chicks I ran across on the town. No, it was different.
Stronger somehow. It wasn't just an itch to scratch. I wanted to fuck
her seven ways to fuckin' Sunday then twice more just for good
measure. 



	Maybe a part of it had
to do with how she reacted. How responsive her body was to every
little touch. It was like she was constantly teetering on the edge of
a soul-crushing orgasm. And fuck if I didn't want to be a part of
that. To feel it around my fingers, around my cock, to hear her
scream my name, dig her nails into my back.


	Yeah. Fuckin' trouble.


	I ignored the cell
ringing in my pocket while I listened to her moan and felt her
writhe, more interested in getting her off than the phone I always
picked up by the second ring. But when it stopped, then started up
the second time, well... it had to be important. 



	I sat back, watching
her snap her legs closed and fight to steady her breathing, her body
shaking slightly in the unfulfilled need. Had to say it didn't
exactly hurt my pride to see her like that, but fuck if I didn't want
to throw the phone across the room and dive back between her thighs
and finish her off. 



	That was, until I
answered the call.


	“Yo.”


	“You know it's
rude to screen your calls these days, man. Unless you're balls deep
in some good pussy,” Shooter's voice said through the phone,
his tone as casual as ever.


	“Shoot?”


	At this, a dry laugh.
“Who the fuck else would be calling?”


	“Where are you?”


	When
he spoke, his nonchalance was so strong you could practically hear a
shrug in his voice, “Same place I've been for the past week.
Some shit basement with no wifi, man.”


	I fought the urge to
snort. “How are you calling me then?”


	“Lex wants a
meeting,” he said, his tone a little more clipped. He paused as
if weighing the next words. “With you and the girl.”


	Fuck. Great.


	“Why?”


	“Think I'm privy
to that information, man?” he asked, making it sound like he
had been trying to get more. Good old Shoot. Always with his head in
the game even when he was being used as a bargaining chip.


	“He there?”
I asked, wondering how far I could push questioning him.


	“No. Just one of
his lackeys. Limp Dick Rick or somethin',” he said and I could
practically see him smirking at the man in question. “You know
how much these fuckers like their nicknames,” he went on and I
heard the distinct sound of fist hitting skin followed by the
whooshing of air out of Shoot's mouth. No groan. No sign of pain.
Then a chuckle. He was a crazy fuck.


	“Stop trying to
piss them off and give me the details, man.”


	“Hey gotta get my
entertainment somehow,” he said, sounding no worse for the
wear. “Two hours. In the train car. He said to be prepared to
negotiate.”


	That didn't sound good.


	“Negotiate what?”


	“Didn't say. You
know the deal with him.”


	Fuck yeah I did. And
that didn't speak well for our upcoming little meeting.


	“You gonna be
there?”


	“With bells on.
You know... or cuffs. Whatever,” Shoot went on.


	I snorted, feeling my
eyes roll. It was like Shoot was biologically incapable of taking
serious shit seriously.


	“Alright. Two
hours. See you then.”


	There was a pause, the
silence full of something before he spoke again. 



	“Hey Breaker?”


	“Yeah?” I
asked, not liking his tone.


	Another pause. “She's
an innocent,” he reminded me.


	My eyes went to Alex's,
finding her watching me intently. 



	I knew what Shoot was
saying. It was the same thing Paine had said. It was the same thing I
had been thinking. Me and Shoot, we chose this life. We danced with
death every time we took a job. We aligned ourselves with people who
could very well order our hit some day. We knew the risks. We took
them willingly. We were guilty in every way possible. Whatever
happened to us, we deserved it. We earned every kind of possible
punishment. To the grave and beyond. 



	But that wasn't Alex.


	Yeah, she got herself
into some deep shit. Shit she wasn't prepared to handle, least of all
on her own. But she did it because she felt like she had to. She did
it for all those women in all those pictures she had on file. The
pictures that made her look green. She wasn't jaded to the shit that
was going down. She was enraged by it. Horrified by it. But she used
that as the drive to try to end it. It was sweet and naive and
hopeful of her.


	And incredibly fuckin'
stupid. 



	But also... innocent. 



	“I know,” I
said, hanging up the phone. 



	Alex walked to the
bathroom to get changed while I stared at the forum on my laptop. I
didn't know what kind of people she knew on the dark net. All the
people I knew who routinely used it were scum of the earth. But if
Alex said there were good guys out there- truth seekers, vigilante
justice fighters, whatever the fuck she thought they were, then I had
to trust her on that. I just wished they were paying attention. That
they were going to offer some kind of solution.


	Because I had shit. 



	I was going to take her
to that train car because I had no choice. And then fuck-knew what
was going to happen there. I needed to save her. And I needed to save
Shoot. And I had no idea how I was going to pull that off. Or even if
I would be given the opportunity. For all I knew, he was going to
have me there to shoot me. It was his style. Kill Shooter. Torture
Alex. Then kill me. He had a thing for flamboyant displays of
violence. And he liked knowing he got under your skin. 



	So I needed to make it
clear Alex meant nothing to me. 



	Wasn't sure how well
I'd pull that off, but I had to try.


	Shoot, well, that was
another story.


	If he knew Shooter was
a good person to pick up and hold, then he already knew the bond we
had. There was no pretending he didn't mean something. 



	He would expect me to
want to protect him. 



	I heard Alex come back
from the bathroom in her dirty clothes, holding her boots in her
hands.


	“I know I'm
supposed to be wearing what I wore when you took me, but I have
nowhere else to store the heroin,” she said casually, shrugging
a shoulder. 



	“Not a detail I
think he will notice,” I said back, watching as she sat down
beside me and slipped her shoes on, keeping the laces loose enough
for her hand to slip down inside them if she needed to. 



	Still no reaction.
Still as cool as could be about the whole situation.	


	If, by some miracle, we
both lived through the night, I intended to figure out what was wrong
with her. What kind of life she had led to make her so collected in
the face of her own death? 



	What kind of person
doesn't feel some sort of grief about it?


	Hell, if I knew for
damn sure I was looking down the barrel holding a bullet with my name
on it, even I'd feel something. Think about all the bitches I didn't
get to fuck. All the whiskey I didn't get to drink. All the vacations
I never took. All the retirement plans Shoot and I had bullshitted
about that never happened. Maybe think about not getting the chance
to find some bitch I liked enough to strap myself to and let her give
me a rugrat to drive me nuts for the next twenty years.


	Something.


	Everyone should want to
live for something.


	As the old saying
went... Alex was going to die for nothing.


	“Are you bringing
any weapons?” Alex asked and I noticed she had been staring at
me. For how long, I had no idea. 



	I nodded, getting off
the couch and moving toward the closet in the kitchen that was
supposed to be a small pantry. I pulled open the door, feeling Alex's
presence behind me, looking in on the four shelves of guns, ammo,
knives, stun guns, handcuffs, chains, brass knuckles- the works. I
still had my Desert Eagle in my truck and that was gonna go right
back in my waistband, but I grabbed a knife and slipped it into my
pocket, grabbed a second gun and a strap to put around my ankle. 



	If I hadn't turned and
stooped to attach the strap to said ankle, I might have seen Alex
grab a pocketknife and slip it into the boot that wasn't holding the
heroin. 



	“Do I look too
clean?” she asked as I stood back up.


	I felt my brows drawing
together, looking at her dust stained clothes. “What?”


	“Like my face and
arms and hair. Am I too clean? Should I try to muss myself up a
little?”


	At that, I felt a smile
tugging at my lips. “Muss yourself up a little?”


	“Yeah. So it's
convincing.”


	“So what is
convincing, doll?”


	“That you've been
keeping me prisoner like instructed.”


	“The job was to
grab you and hold onto you. No one said I couldn't let you shower and
eat.”


	“Oh,” she
said, looking out the window.


	“You alright?”
I asked, taking in her drawn-together brows. 



	She turned back to me
with an odd little smirk. “I guess it's as good a day as any to
die, right?” As if sensing that was the wrong thing to say, she
rushed on, changing the subject. “Did Shooter sound like he was
okay?”


	“He was poking
fun at the guard assigned to him, getting his face bashed into while
we were talking. So, yeah, he's good.”


	Her brow went up.
“Getting beat is... good?”


	I felt my shoulder
shrug. “Shoot is a smartass with a runaway tongue. If he's
still sticking his foot in his own mouth, they haven't broken him
yet.”


	“Oh. Okay. So...
he's gonna be there?” she asked, her words tense. Like she knew
that was a bad complication.


	“Yeah.”


	She reached up, running
a hand through her mostly dry hair, making it gently slide back into
place. She sighed, nodding, accepting the added trouble. “You'll
get him out of there,” she said confidently.


	“Doll, it ain't
just him I got...”


	She held up a hand and
it was so ridiculous a gesture (who held up hands to silence people
anymore?) that I stopped talking and raised a brow.


	“You worry about
your friend. First and foremost. Don't go getting yourself in trouble
because I screwed up and got myself in a bad situation. This isn't
your job to fix this. So take care of your friend and let me handle
myself.”


	With that, she turned
on her heel and stalked to my front door. I ran a hand up one of the
sides of my head, feeling the short hair catch at my skin. 



	This was going to be a
clusterfuck.


	I had to somehow
protect Shoot. Who wanted me to forget about him and take care of
Alex. And at the same time protect Alex who wanted me to take care of
Shoot because her plan was to kill herself. Meanwhile trying to not
piss off the notoriously mercurial and volatile  Lex Keith who was
fully capable of having us all killed at once.


	Jesus Christ.


	I lived through this, I
needed to find a new fuckin' job. 



	Janitor. Used car
salesman. Guinea pig trainer.


	Fuckin' anything that
didn't all but guarantee blood and terror at every turn. 



	I sighed, grabbing my
keys, and making my way outside. 



	Alex was already
sitting in the car, buckled up, calmly pushing back the cuticles on
her nails like we weren't very possibly walking into a well
orchestrated trap. 



	If she wasn't so set on
dying, she would make one fuck of a good criminal.







--


	There were two SUVs
parked out front the warehouse, empty, the hoods already cool to the
touch. Further cementing my idea that we were heading into a trap.
Alex didn't look at me as she unbuckled and went to her door. 



	I grabbed my gun,
shoved it into the waistband of my pants and met Alex by her side of
the car. 



	“Thanks for
trying to help me,” she said, looking at the building in front
of her while she spoke to me.	


	“Ain't done
trying, doll,” I said, but she shrugged, biting on the inside
of her cheek. “You ready?” I asked, already all too aware
of how well prepared she was to get this done. 



	“Yup. Let's get
this over with.”


	She fell into step
beside me as I let us in the front door, into the hall, then slowly
down the stairs. Beside me, she was calm as could be. No sweating. No
struggled breathing. Just oddly empty eyes and straight shoulders. 



	Meanwhile my heart was
a fuckin' jackhammer. 



	We reached the bottom
landing and I could hear voices around the corner. Alex paused and my
hand went out, landing on her hip for a brief second. Her eyes went
up to mine and she made her lip twitch upward before turning away
again. My hand dropped and we moved forward as a unit, stepping
around the curve of the wall and into view of the train car. 



	Four heads turned at
the shuffling of our feet. Lex, two of his goons, and Shoot. 



	Lex was closing in on
middle age with dark hair, dark eyes, and a thin build. His goons
were big piles of muscle, one ugly with a shaved head and black eyes,
one average looking with long blonde hair and blue eyes. Shoot had a
busted lip (likely from his taunting of Limp Dick Rick when we were
on the phone earlier) and a fading black eye. He was hunched just the
slightest bit to his left, suggesting he likely had bruised or busted
ribs. But he was alright. And the fuck even gave me a smile and a
half-wave when he saw me. 



	I shook my head and I
saw Alex's brow raise slightly, taking him in. 	


	Whether it was because
of his manner or because he was a good looking guy, I had no idea. 



	The train door was open
and I stepped through first, Alex on my heels. 



	“Breaker, so nice
to see you again,” Lex said, his slick voice leaving a slimy
film on the air. 



	“Lex,” I
said, nodding at him. “Shoot,” I said, nodding at him too


	“You must be
Alex,” Shoot said, letting one of his panty-melting smiles
spread across his face. “Been keeping my brother company?”


	“More like
driving him up a wall I'm afraid,” she said easily. To anyone
else, she seemed as at ease as Shoot himself. But I had noticed that
her eyes hadn't so much as moved across the car. She found Shoot and
she kept her eyes there. Like she was too afraid to look at the
people who held her fate in their hands. 



	“Well, we're
here,” I said, looking at Lex. Wanting to get down to it. The
suspense wasn't helping anything.


	Lex nodded. “Alex
Miller,” he said and I saw the way her hands flexed outward
slightly before she balled them in fists, lifting her chin, and
turning to face the man she hated most in the world. 



	“Lex Keith,”
she said in a tone that was like jagged glass. 



	“You're prettier
than I expected. My men said you were a looker, but I had no idea you
would be so...”


	“Are we flirting
with the hostage or having a fuckin' meeting?” I broke in,
trying to make it look like I wasn't paying any attention to Alex and
her clenched jaw and even paler than usual skin. 



	“Nothing wrong
with being a little civilized, Breaker,” Lex said, and images
of those beaten girls in the file popped unbidden into my head. Yeah
he was real fuckin' civilized. 



	“Slept on a cold
concrete floor last night. Forgive me if I ain't in a small talk
mood,” I said coolly. If he knew anything of my reputation,
he'd know I was never in a small talk mood. I got my orders, I
followed through. Hell, if we didn't have to have any words
whatsoever, all the better. 



	Out of the corner of my
eye, I saw Alex move closer to Shooter. Not me. Shooter. If I wasn't
trying to make it look like I couldn't care less about her, she'd be
getting one hell of a look. Shooter didn't seem phased by it. Women
always seemed to flock to him. Apparently even in life or death
situations. 



	The surge of jealousy I
felt at that was sudden and unexpected. And completely fuckin'
ridiculous. It made no sense. I wasn't that type of man. I didn't get
jealous. But, fuck, I still had her taste in my mouth. 



	“Of course,”
Lex said, breaking into my thoughts. “Let's get down to
business.” He paused, looking at his men, something silent
passing because they moved slightly. One going toward the door to
block the exit and one moving behind Shoot and Alex. “Plans
have changed.”


	“We had a deal,
Lex,” I said, letting my voice have an edge because it was
expected when someone welshed. 



	“We did. But the
deal has... evolved.”


	“Evolved,”
I repeated through clenched teeth.


	He was giving me
nothing. Aside from his men moving, there was nothing to go on. No
inflection to read. No smile. Fucker had a great poker face.


	“Yes. See... my
need for Alex is not as pressing as I had originally thought.”


	His need for Alex? The
fuck was that supposed to mean?


	“Gonna need more
details than that Lex. And I ain't got all day.”


	I got a brow raise for
my rudeness, but it was expected of me, so he said nothing about it.
“Yes. As it turns out, I won't need her for another few days.
But, you can understand why I couldn't exactly let her go back to her
life now that she knows about our little... arrangement.”


	A few days.


	A few days to figure
out another plan. 



	A few days to take the
son of a bitch down for good. 



	Alex could get her
closure.


	She could move on with
her life.


	“So what you
asking, Lex?” I asked, trying to keep my mind in the present. 



	“I am saying that
I need you to hold onto her for me.”


	Thank god. 



	I could practically
feel the sigh of relief from Alex. Shooter had moved his hand out and
squeezed her pinkie with his before letting her go. A tiny gesture
that was so much like Shooter. Always thinking of everyone else. Even
though Lex hadn't said anything about letting him off the hook. 



	“You want me to
keep the bitch for a couple more days?” I asked, knowing I was
going to get an earful about calling her a bitch if we got out of
this. 



	“You'll get the
same rate. Consider it a paid vacation.”


	“A vacation where
I have to cart some chick around with me everywhere?” I asked,
shaking my head. 



	Lex waved a hand. “I
need her. I don't need her in good spirits. Keep her chained in your
basement for all I care. So long as she is alive and conscious at the
end of the week, I will have no complaints. I do worry though,”
he said, looking between me and Alex in a way that had my teeth
grinding together.


	“Don't have time
for games, Lex. Tell me what the problem is or let me get going.”


	His eyes narrowed the
slightest bit and I knew I was pushing it. He was getting angry. 



	“That maybe you
have formed an... attachment.”


	At this, I threw my
head back and laughed. A full, throaty sound. To him, it sounded like
what he was suggesting was absurd. To me, it was a good old fashioned
laugh at his expense because I had my face buried in her pussy when
he had Shoot call me earlier.


	“She ain't
exactly my type,” I said, shaking my head, still smiling.


	“I heard woman
was your type.”


	That wasn't exactly
untrue. I got around. I got around with a lot of different women. “I
like a woman who looks like a woman, not a twelve year old boy,”
I went with. I saw Alex stiffen at my remark, but there was nothing I
could do about it. I was trying to help her. If she had to be pissed
at me for it, so be it. 



	“Twelve year old
boy?” Lex mused, turning his attention back to Alex, his dark
eyes raking over her in a way that made me feel filthy and he wasn't
even looking at me. “I don't think that's fair, Bryan. I mean
they may be small, but they're enough for a handful,” he said,
his body jerking like it was going to move in her direction. But then
he sighed, shaking his head at something he must have been thinking,
and turned to face me. “She's a woman. She's nearby. A man has
his... needs.”


	“This is a job. I
keep my dick in my pants,” I drawled, letting there be a slight
double meaning- I can, but you obviously can't.


	Lex let out his
breath, offering me a resigned look. “I need to be sure you
follow instructions to the letter, Breaker. ”


	Oh fuck.


	I knew where this was
going. 



	From the look Shoot was
giving me, so did he. 



	Alex was still just
standing there with her dead eyes, shoulder almost touching Shooter. 



	“Oh yeah?”
I said, raising a brow at Lex.


	“I need to make
sure your loyalty is where it should be.”


	“Meaning with
you.”


	“Of course,”
he said, waving a hand. 



	“Break...”
Shooter's voice held warning. 



	Lex raised a brow at
him. “Hit her,” he said abruptly.


	Yeah.


	Saw that coming.


	Fuck.


	Never once. Not in my
life. Not in my career. Never once had I ever raised a hand to a
woman. And, come whatever consequences, I wasn't planning on starting
now. 



	“Look, you get
your jollies off knocking around women, that's your business,”
I said, shaking my head. “I ain't doing that shit for your
entertainment.”


	Lex's chin jerked and a
gun cocked behind my neck.


	It was the first time I
had seen a genuine reaction out of Alex since I got the phone call.
Her eyes snapped to mine, widening, knowing that sound before her
gaze found the gun pressed against the back of my head. She looked
like she was ready to bolt. 



	Attention off of them,
Shoot's pinkie grabbed her's again, but held on, trying to anchor her
in place. She looked over at him, dropping his grip, taking a step
back, and making her eyes move away from me. 



	“Really Lex?”
I asked, shaking my head, sounding almost bored. It wasn't the first
time I had a gun pointed at me. It wouldn't be the last. All I could
hope for was the shit holding it had a steady trigger finger. 



	Lex looked
disappointed, then waved a hand at the other guy who immediately
grabbed Alex's arm roughly enough for her to yelp, dragging her away
from Shooter who looked ready to pounce until a gun pressed against
the back of his head too. “Maybe that will help you make your
decision,” he shrugged. When I hesitated, the gun cocked. And I
knew they weren't bluffing. Shoot was useless to them. They'd killed
for less than his name calling earlier. 



	His eyes told me he was
thinking the same thing. And I saw something there that I never had
before. Not strong. Not prominent. But there.


	Fear.


	Shit. 



	Alex's head twitched,
catching my attention. And the second my eyes landed on her's, her
chin lifted, and her eyes opened wider- a look that seemed to scream-
'do it, you have no choice'.


	And I really didn't.


	But I couldn't.


	“On your knees,”
Lex growled toward Shoot who took a breath and forced a smile. 



	“Don't know what
way you swing, man, but my mouth is for pussy only,” Shoot
said, attempting levity even in his final moment.


	Lead settled in my
stomach, heavy, making me feel rooted in my spot, too horrified to
move. To do anything. To say anything. 



	Shooter got to his
knees, winking at me. 



	God damn it.


	This couldn't fuckin'
be happening. 



	“Have any final
words for your brother?” Lex asked, his voice emotionless. Like
he did this every day. In a way, he did.


	“Don't forget to
send Pops the scotch,” he said. And he meant that. That was
what he wanted to leave me with. 



	The man behind him took
a step back, aiming.


	“Just hit me!”
Alex shrieked, the sound bouncing off the walls and shooting through
my system like knives. 



	It was the first time
she had spoken since she greeted Lex and everyone's eyes fell on her.
The air around her seemed to be charged, sparking off with her anger.
Because that was what she was- she was pissed. Her cheeks were
flushed with it. Her posture stiff with it. 



	“Miss. Miller...”
Lex started.


	“Shut your
fucking mouth you slimebag,” she snapped and I fought the urge
to groan. That fuckin' mouth of her's. It was gonna get her in all
kinds of trouble. 



	To Lex's credit, he
didn't even flinch. I had expected blind rage. I had expected her
brains all over the window behind her. Women did not, ever, speak to
Lex Keith that way. 



	“This is my
meet...”


	“What part of
shut your fucking mouth don't you understand?” she pretty much
just... screamed, before turning her head in my direction. “Stop
this. Stop all of this. Just... hit me.”


	“Alex...” I
started, feeling my stomach start to roll, the bile start to work
it's way up my throat as I looked at her face. Her skin like cream,
her bones like a bird underneath it. I raised my hand to her... I
could really cause damage. 



	And she would never
forgive me.


	Not really. 



	The memory would always
be there under the surface.


	She would always know I
was capable of hitting her.


	“It's okay,
sweetheart,” Shooter broke in, his tone soothing.


	Her eyes rolled. “It's
not o-fucking-kay,” she said immediately. “No one is
dying because I'm a girl and you're afraid to hit me. That's friggen
ridiculous. Just hit me!”


	Lex's brow raised and
he nodded at the man behind Shooter who uncocked the gun and put it
away. “You heard the woman,” Lex said, looking very much
like he was enjoying my discomfort. Though not as much as he would
enjoy me putting my hands on Alex. He was probably hard just thinking
about it. 



	“Breaker...”
Alex said, her voice desperate. Desperate. 



	Maybe that was what did
it. 



	Someone like her.
Someone who stared at death and said 'eh whatever'. Someone as
collected as that, desperate to save someone else.


	And I knew.


	Maybe she'd never fully
trust me again after I hit her.


	But she'd definitely
not ever forgive me if I didn't.


	I grit my teeth,
steeling the contents of my stomach to stay down, and made my way to
her, arm cocked back because I knew I had to hurt her or Lex would
just make me do it again, but also holding back. Because my fist
could just... break her.


	I swallowed hard and so
did she. 



	Then I swung. 



	My knuckles hitting her
jaw was the single worst feeling the world had to offer. Worse than
Shoot saying his final words to me. Worse than all the lives that had
taken their last breaths at my hands. Worse than the beatings I took
when I was too small to do anything but cry. 



	Nothing would ever come
close to that feeling.


	To seeing her head snap
in the other direction as her body fell. To see her eyes shut hard in
pain. 



	She went down hard on
her side, one hand braced under her, the other going to her face. 



	“Bravo,”
Lex said, clapping slowly. 



	My head jerked to his,
feeling something strange building up in my system. Something I had
never known before. A hot kind of anger. Not my usual cold,
calculating kind. This kind felt like it replaced my blood with
gasoline and someone just lit a match. 



	There was shuffling on
the ground and out of my peripheral I saw Shooter offer his hand to
Alex. She reached underneath of her. For what, I had no idea, then
took his hand, letting him help her up. 



	“Fuckin'
satisfied, Lex?” I ground out, brow raising. My fist was still
smarting from the punch and it was taking everything in my power to
not lunge at him and bash his face in with it. 



	“For now,”
he said, looking down at Alex with a bright, awful glint in his eye. 



	I couldn't follow his
line of vision. I just couldn't do it. I wasn't ready for the way she
was going to look at me. 



	“Shooter,”
Lex said, nodding at him. 



	Shrugging, Shooter
accepted his fate. He had to go back with them. He wasn't gonna bitch
and moan about it. He turned to Alex, chucked her gently under the
chin with his pointer finger, brushed past me, slammed his shoulder
into my arm, then followed Lex's goons out of the car.


	“I will be in
contact,” Lex said, looking over at Alex again. This time, the
sick fuck licked his lips once before moving away. 



	I stood staring at them
leaving. Listening for their boots on the steps. The door closing.
The engines firing up on the street.


	“Breaker...”
Alex's voice called.


	“No doll,”
I said, keeping my gaze pointedly away.


	“Talk to me”
she said.


	My head hung, shaking
slightly. 



	“Nothing will
ever take this away,” I told her, knowing deep down it was
true. 



	Her hand reached out,
touching my arm. 



	“It's nothing.
I'll forget this in a week,” she suggested.


	“Alex, nothing
will ever take away the memory of having a grown ass fuckin' man
throwing a right hook to your jaw.”


	Her body shifted in
front of mine, her hands going to my face, pulling until I had no
choice but to lift it.


	Her jaw was red where
my fist had landed. It would bruise by the morning. A constant
reminder of what I had done. 



	“I'm fine. Jazzed
up, but fine.” 



	“You can't be
fuckin' serious right now.”


	“Oh come on. You
feel it too,” she said, lowering her eyes at me. “All
that fear and adrenaline. It's like... napalm in the system. I can't
even feel my face.”


	She meant that. But in
an hour, when the adrenaline gave way to rational thought...


	“Alex...”


	“Come on. It was
a stupid little nothing punch, Breaker.”


	“You ain't gonna
think that was a stupid little nothing punch once you stop being all
jazzed up.”


	“Whatever. It's
over. I could hit you to make things even,” she said, giving me
a weird little smile. “But I'm pretty sure your jaw is made of
granite. It would probably hurt me more than you.”


	She was trying to
comfort me.


	That was ridiculous.


	I was the one who was
supposed to be doing the comforting. I was the one who crossed a
line. I needed to try to make things right. 



	“You can hit me
any time you want. But until then, why don't we get the fuck out of
here?” I said, holding an arm out toward the door.


	And she didn't flinch
when my arm raised.


	I was taking that as a
good sign. 



	She wasn't afraid of
me. 



	That was somewhere to
work off of. 



	“Only if you cook
again. I'm starving,” she said casually, as if we hadn't just
gone through the weirdest experience of both of our lives. “Oh,”
she said, turning back at the bottom stair, looking at me. “Yeah.
And I gave Shooter a knife.”
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	I'm not exactly sure
what I had been expecting from the meeting. But whatever I did have
in mind, well, it was nowhere near as weird as what happened. With
Lex acting all odd and formal. With Shoot seeming to care more about
my life than his own even though he didn't know me at all. 



	I think a part of me
had thought that Lex was going to pounce on me as soon as I walked
in. I had expected anger. Hatred. Bitterness.


	But there was none of
that. 



	And that made no sense.


	It didn't fit into his
personality.


	And, believe me, I knew
all about his personality. I could do a psychological assessment I
knew him so well. When he found out someone was working against him,
well, let's just say he didn't ever take that news well. 



	I should have been
beaten and dragged out of there. By the times guns were finally
drawn, I had planned on already being in the throws of whatever an
overdose of heroin felt like. 



	Something wasn't right.




	And then I couldn't
worry about that anymore because Shooter was being forced onto his
knees and giving his last words and I just... couldn't let that
happen. I didn't know him from Adam, but he had shown me, a complete
stranger, kindness.


	I couldn't let Breaker
lose his best friend. 



	Because of me.


	No way. 



	So I did the stupidest
thing a woman could do around a man like Lex Keith. I screamed at
him. I belittled him. I emasculated him.


	And he didn't even rise
to the bait. 



	Yeah, something was
seriously off. 



	Breaker turned to me.
His arm raised. I braced for it. But, in the end, there was no
preparing for something like that. I had never been punched in the
face before. Slapped? Sure. But punched? By a huge, hulking man? No.
So while I had imagined it was going to be unpleasant, the reality
was something I couldn't have dreamed. 



	The second of contact
sent off an explosion of pain that seemed to radiate out, making my
whole face throb as I felt myself start to fall. I had presence of
mind to brace my fall just in time, half slamming into Shooter as I
did so. My hand went to my face as my mind struggled to think through
the pain. 



	And then Shoot was
offering me his hand. And I remembered the knife. 



	He took it with the
barest of smiles at his lips. Just a ghost of a grin with a light in
his eyes as he tucked it into his shoe much like I had done. 



	Then everyone was gone.


	And, somehow, the train
car was more full of tension than it had been with three bad guys in
it. 



	Because Breaker looked
like something had shattered inside him.


	He wasn't that kind of
man.


	The kind who used his
strength against women.


	And he couldn't
reconcile this reality with the idea he had of himself. 



	Well, he was just going
to have to get over it. 



	It was over. 



	Hopefully it never had
to happen again.


	But even if it did, I
could never blame him for it. 



	“What the fuck do
you mean you gave Shoot a knife?”


	He took the stairs
casually two at a time to match my run.


	“I mean I took
one of your pocketknives out of your pantry and put it in my boot.
And when I fell... I handed it off to Shoot.”


	Breaker stopped at the
top landing, blocking my way, looking down at me. “Say again?”


	I felt myself shrug. “I
figured if he got himself into a situation... it would be good for
him to have... something.”


	“He's good with a
knife,” Breaker said, looking over my shoulder. “Almost
as good as he is with a gun.”


	“And with a name
like Shooter, I imagine that is pretty good.”


	To this, he nodded.
“You may have just saved his life, Alex,” he said, his
blue eyes soft. 



	“It was the least
I could do seeing as he was ready to give his life up for me,”
I said, moving upward so he had to step back for me to walk past. It
was starting to feel claustrophobic in the warehouse. I needed to get
out. Get away. Breaker led me out to the car, opening my door for me,
when I finally blurted out something I had been wondering since he
said it. “Why would you send Shooter's dad scotch?”


	Breaker snorted, his
eyes warming a little. “Shoot's dad is a boozer. Always has
been. Mean fuck when he drinks. Which is all the time. Used to beat
the shit out of Shoot. As soon as he could afford it, he started
sending his old man cases of expensive scotch every month.”


	“Why?”


	“It's just his
own little 'fuck you' to him I guess. Knows the bastard would want to
turn it down, but he can't 'cause he's an alcoholic, so he drinks it
all. Gives Shoot some kind of sick satisfaction.”


	“I like Shooter,”
I said, getting into the seat and looking over at Breaker who was
just standing there, holding the door open, his face a blank mask.
“You'll get him back, Breaker.” 



	A muscle twitched in
his jaw as he slammed the door and made his way around the truck. 



	The entire ride back to
his house was in silence, both of us lost in our own thoughts. Which
we probably should have been sharing. Comparing notes about what
happened. See if we both picked up on the same strangeness of the
whole encounter.


	If Lex knew what I was
doing, why was he having Breaker keep me? Why wasn't I in the fallout
shelter in the woods getting all kinds of tortured? Why was I being
given more time to do more damage? It made no sense whatsoever.


	The rocks crunched
under the tires of the truck, snapping me out of my thoughts as his
house came into view. 



	Breaker got silently
out of the truck and made his way up to the door, leaving me to
follow behind him. 



	He needed to snap out
of it. Hell, if anything, shouldn't he be happy I wasn't like...
seizing and foaming out the mouth right about then? Hello...
we should have been celebrating the fact that I was able to breathe
another day. But, no, he was being all sulky because he had to put a
hand on me.


	Granted, my jaw was
killing me, but I wasn't telling him that.


	Sometime halfway into
the ride, the adrenaline slipped away, taking with it whatever was
keeping me blissfully unaware of pain. The throbbing came back
stronger. Anytime I tried to open my mouth, it sent a shooting pain
up my mandible and into my temple. 



	But still. It wasn't
something to be all broken up about. 



	Breaker went in and
went right to his liquor cabinet, taking out two glasses, and pouring
into one. He raised the second one to me and I shook my head. I
wasn't much of a drinker. And I definitely didn't drink whiskey
straight from the bottle. 



	“I'm gonna go...
get cleaned up,” I said instead, needing to get out of the
dusty clothes, needing to wash the whole experience away. And also,
needing to give Breaker a few more minutes to get himself back
together. 



	I showered, changed
back into the tee Breaker had given me earlier, then stopped to check
out the damage to my face.	


	It was darkening. A
bluish-purple four inch mark at the line just above my jawbone. With
any luck, it wouldn't get much worse. He was already going to have a
hard enough time looking at me. 



	I walked back out to
find him sitting on the couch, the TV on low and his gaze was fixed
on it, but he was looking through it. He had a rocks glass on his
thigh, his hand wrapped around it, it's amber liquid half-filling it.


	With a sigh, I made my
way toward the living room, picking up his laptop as I passed and
sitting down beside him. 



	There was still no
response on the post so I set to work adding some more details,
reports, making an even clearer image of Lex and his dealings. 



	Then I moved the laptop
back onto the coffee table, still open, and turned to Breaker. He was
still staring at the TV. 



	I reached over, taking
the glass out of his hand and he let me, then put it back on the
coffee table. 



	Then, before I could
think better of it, I moved across him, putting one knee on either
side of his hips, then pressing my chest against his, my face resting
under his chin. 



	I took a deep breath,
breathing him in. The crisp, clean soap from his shower, the woodsy
scent of his laundry detergent, and just... him. 



	“Alex...”


	“Shut up,”
I said softly, letting one of my arms wrap around the back of his
neck. “We both lived through a meeting with Lex. If that isn't
a reason to hug, then I don't know what is. And I mean... I haven't
hugged anyone in years so just shut up and let me do it, okay?”


	His chest jumped
slightly against me and I knew he was chuckling silently.  A few
seconds later, one of his arms wrapped around my hips and pulled me
tighter. 



	“I'm sorry I hit
you,” he said, his deep voice so full of regret that I felt my
face nuzzle further into his neck, his beard tickling my cheek in the
process. 



	I turned my face
slightly, pressing my lips against his pulse. “Make it up to
me,” I suggested, biting into my lower lip, hoping he took the
bait or I was pretty sure I would die of mortification. 



	Breaker's hand slid up
my spine then slipped into my hair, curling into it slightly, and
using it to pull me backward. I moved back and looked down to find
him watching me with a raised brow. “Make it up to you?”


	“Yep,” I
said, nodding, praying like hell my cheeks didn't break out into a
blush. That would seriously kill the whole 'being in charge' vibe I
was attempting.


	“And how do you
propose I do that?” he asked, giving me one of those eye-smiles
of his. 



	“Use your
imagination,” I suggested, planting both my hands on his chest,
enjoying the strong muscles beneath my palms.


	“Imagination?”
he asked, brow raising. “Why use that when I can use this?”
he asked. Then before I could see his hand moving, it was between us,
his finger tracing up my slick cleft and working firm, slow circles
over my clit. 



	My entire body
convulsed once, hard, at the contact as a strangled whimper forced
its way out of my throat. 



	I swallowed hard,
watching the satisfied smirk settle on his face. “I thought I
was the one who was supposed to make the first move.”


	“Doll, you
planted your sweet little ass on my lap wearin' just my t-shirt and
no panties. I consider that a first move.”


	I couldn't argue with
that logic. 



	Besides, his fingers
were causing all kinds of chaos between my thighs. His finger changed
pace or direction every time I felt the coiling inside tighten,
threaten to unleash. On the forth time of him sensing the release and
pulling away, my fist slammed down hard on his shoulder. “Damn
it,” I growled, sucking air into my lungs. 



	“More fun this
way,” he said, shrugging, a smile tugging at his lips.


	“For you maybe,”
I said, lowering my eyes at him.


	“You got
complaints 'bout how I handle business?” he asked, sounding way
too conceited for his own good.


	“At this mome...
fuck,” I cried out, his finger sliding down and
thrusting inside me, curling and scraping across the top wall, making
my legs jump reflexively. “Oh my god,” I choked, my hips
raising up off of him slightly, giving him more access as his finger
kept up it's unrelenting exploration of my g-spot. 



	“What were you
saying?” he asked, his voice a low grumbling sound. 



	“No... nothing,”
I said, my breathing coming out fast and shallow.


	“Didn't think
so,” he said, watching my face as he drove me up. And I was
going up. And it was strange and foreign and so consuming I
felt like I was going to explode if I ever made it to the top. My
hips started moving of their own intuition, stoking my desire and
Breaker made a growling sound in his throat. “That's it, ride
it. Come for me, baby,” he urged, his thumb pressing down on my
clit.


	I wasn't wrong.


	It was like an
explosion.	


	Every muscle tensed.
Every nerve ending fired. My breath hitched, hissing out his name as
my sex pulsated hard around his finger in a seemingly endless wave.
His finger kept working me through the whole thing, dragging it out
until I wavered forward and collapsed against him.


	His hand pressed in
between my shoulder blades, holding me to him as I shivered through
the aftershocks. 



	“Deep breaths,
doll,” he said quietly as I struggled to calm down the erratic
strobe-like pull of my breath. “Christ, you come that hard from
my fingers... just think of what it will be like when it's my tongue
or my cock.”


	Some sort of sound
escaped me, half moan, half objection. 



	I honestly couldn't
even think of such a thing. I was barely holding it together from
that orgasm. I couldn't imagine another one. 



	I was set.


	For the night.


	Or month.


	Or my entire lifetime.


	Yeah, it was that
good. 



	“Did I make it up
to you?”


	“Make what up to
me?” 



	“I'll take that
as a yes,” he chuckled, his hands moving to grab my ass,
holding it hard. “Come on,” he said, moving to stand,
holding me to him by my butt, “let's get you some food.”


	“Food?” I
asked pushing back from his neck to look at him as he walked to the
kitchen, dropping me down on the counter, and taking a step back. 



	He smiled, pressing his
hips into my knees until my legs parted around his body. “Yeah,
doll. Food. I'm going to feed you and then I am going to fuck you
until you can't walk right for a week.”


	Well then.
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	He worked silently for
a while, chopping potatoes and throwing them into a pan with garlic
and olive oil and dropping a steak into the broiler. I watched on in
a sort of fascinated wonder. For one, because I had absolutely no
culinary skills in the least (unless cooking ramen counted. Which I'm
pretty sure it didn't). And also because it was borderline amusing to
see someone like Breaker- a huge, hulking mass of muscle and
testosterone doing something that didn't involve general murder and
mayhem. 



	“Tell me why you
want to take down Lex,” he said abruptly, his body half turned
to mine as he stood at the stove, mixing the potatoes as they
sizzled. 



	Maybe it was the
bone-deep tiredness that was setting in. Or the weird weighty and
satisfied post-orgasm drunkenness, but I didn't even think of not
answering or hedging around the issue.


	“He's the reason
my mother killed herself when I was sixteen.”


	Breaker dropped the
wooden spoon into the pan and turned fully to look at me. “What?”


	It had been such an
ever-present part of my life for so long that it barely even occurred
to me anymore that it was a shocking thing to know. But there was
Breaker, the biggest, baddest guy I had ever met looking positively
stricken at the news. 



	I felt my shoulder
shrug a little, pushing the image of her in that bathtub out of the
way. “Let's just say that once upon a time, Lex got his hands
on my mother. And she never really recovered. She was always really
fragile. Physically and emotionally. I never understood why until I
found her after school that day. She took a bottle of painkillers,
got herself all dressed up, and laid down in the tub.”


	“Alex...”
his voice broke in, a strange raspy whisper.


	“It was then that
I found the note. Which was really more of a six page letter, backs
and fronts, explaining what happened to her.”


	“What happened to
her?” he asked, staying where he was as if maybe sensing my
need for space. 



	It wasn't a story I
shared. Not fully. I had given tidbits to Glenn when he offered to
help me, greatly editing out the gory details. But I didn't want to
do that this time. I wanted to purge it all. Maybe because of the way
Breaker lived, I thought he would understand. Or because of his quiet
strength, I thought he could handle the grim reality. But whatever
the reason, I let it spill.


	“My mom was like
I was after her death, in and out of foster care. But she went in
when she was eight. Her parents were heavy into drugs and she was
taken away. When she was sixteen, she was staying in a group home.
And so was Lex Keith.”


	At this, Breaker's arm
shot out to turn off the stove, his brow raising. I guessed Lex's
history of being in the system wasn't widely known. 



	“And, believe it
or not, they became friends. My mom,” I said, running a hand
through my half-dry hair, “was really beautiful. Like... she
could have been a model if she had a different life. Maybe that's
what drew him to her. Or maybe it was her softness. She was always
way too nice for her own good. From what I could tell though, they
were only friends. He was like a big brother or mentor to her,
helping her get through the system. Who knows... maybe back then, Lex
wasn't the monster he turned out to be. From her story, he was
nothing but good to her.”


	“Until,”
Breaker prompted, knowing the ball was about to drop.


	“Until she was
twenty. Lex had been long gone from her life for like three years.
She had found a job at a diner, had a little apartment. She was
trying to get her life together. Then one night, in walks Lex. Older.
More sure of himself. And he walked right up to her and pulled her
out of the diner, told her she'd never have to work again. She was
going to go with him and he was going to take care of her.” I
shook my head, looking out the darkened window. “As you can
imagine, Lex's idea of taking care of someone was warped.”


	“Alex, you don't
have to...”


	“He took her back
to his house and he beat and he raped her,” I went on, needing
to get it out. “Not just that night. Every night. For years.”


	“Jesus Christ.”


	“Like I said, she
was soft and sweet. And when he wasn't abusing her, he was providing
for her. So she was kind of trapped. Then he was you know... slowly
rising up in the ranks and I guess that stress made him more and more
vicious until one night, he beat her nearly unconscious and she went
to the hospital and got help. There was a detective who really went
out of his way for her, got her away, got her a safe place, helped
her try to get her life back on track.”


	“Lex just... left
her alone?”


	“I
think he just couldn't find her. She kept her head low. Eventually, I
think he moved on to other targets. Since she
never filed charges, I guess he figured she wasn't worth any more of
his time.”


	“She held on for
sixteen years?” Breaker asked, brows drawing together.


	“Maybe it was for
me. A selfish part of me wants to believe that. That she was trying
to take care of me until I was old enough to take care of myself. It
could have been a part of it. Because she was doing okay. Not great.
She had trouble keeping jobs and making normal connections, but she
smiled and laughed. Maybe not daily. But she did it and it wasn't
forced. She sang to me. We had nothing, but we had each other and in
a lot of ways, it was enough. Anyway I think... I think there was
something that triggered her reaction that day. She was unstable, up
and down with her moods, leaning more toward paranoia than
depression, always terrified about something happening to me... but
she wasn't suicidal. I was at school so I don't know what she did
that day. She wasn't working. Maybe she was going to an interview or
something. I think she saw him. I think that's why she did it. She
saw him, she was worried he would come after her. Come after me
because of her. She couldn't live through that again. I understand
why she did it.”


	“Oh, doll,”
he said, shaking his head, coming toward me until he was standing
between my legs again, his big hands going around my back and
crushing me to him.


	It was different than
the hug earlier. The one I had given him, awkwardly putting an arm
around his shoulders. This was full contact. This was bodies touching
everywhere. This was him lending me some of his strength. And I
just... melted into it. 



	Who would have thought
that something as tame and workaday as a hug could feel so good? 



	I took a deep breath,
breathing him in, then slowly inched my way back, feeling
uncomfortable. Something was passing between us. I didn't know what
it was, but some pure, primal instinct told me to shut it down.


	“So are you
feeding me or what?” I asked, attempting a small laugh.


	Breaker looked down at
me, his brows drawn together for a moment before he stepped away. 



	He turned the potatoes
back on and peeked in on the steak. “So that's why you want to
take down Lex. For your mother.”


	“That's how it
started, yeah. But it didn't take long for me to realize he has been
doing this for a long time to a lot of different women. Some he let
live. Many he killed. He killed my mother too in a way. It just took
him close to twenty years to do it. They all deserve a little
vengeance.”


	“And you are
planning on doing it how? Through a computer screen?”


	I chose to ignore the
hint of condescension in his tone and shrugged. 	“You'd be
surprised what you can find out from behind a screen. Like no matter
what business meeting he has going on, no matter how important the
people he is meeting with, he will take three cigarette breaks.
Alone. You pinpoint the right location and let the right people know
where it is and when they would have a clear shot...”


	To this, he grunted and
gave me some chin lift thing that I didn't know quite how to
interpret.


	“You can also
figure out the locations of all of his little torture camps. He and
two men behind a closed and soundproof door. Also a good opportunity
to catch him unaware. You could also find out who is in his pockets
and who isn't.”	“Like the Mallicks. You knew they weren't
his pockets. That's why you put your stuff in a locker in Shane's
gym.”


	“Exactly. I mean
I could have gone to the Henchmen or those survivalist freaks up on
the hill...”


	“Hailstorm,”
Breaker said, looking over his shoulder at me. “Why didn't
you?”


	“Well because the
Henchmen look like they'd be all to happy to blow my head off if I
tried to even get a meeting. And Hailstorm, well, I mean... have to
seen that place?” I asked, thinking of the recycled
storage containers they lived in powered by solar and protected by a
huge fence, armed guards, and trained dogs. 



	“I did a job with
Lo last year,” Breaker said calmly, dropping the name of their
leader like it was nothing. When Lo was known on the streets as a
“plain old crazy mother fucker”... whatever that meant.
“They're not as nuts as they seem. Really well trained
mercenaries. Lot of ex military.”


	“Regardless.
They're creepy. The Mallicks might be loan sharks, but they're pretty
normal people.”


	“Clearly you've
never seen them at work.”


	I rolled my eyes. Like
a little knee-cap breaking would scare me with all the shit I had
seen. “I've never seen you at work either. And you're
reasonably normal.”


	“I'm... normal?”
he asked sounding insulted, turning to me with an oven glove in his
hand and I felt myself laughing. 



	“Oh, sorry,”
I drawled, still laughing. “You're truly terrifying standing in
your kitchen with an oven mitt and a wooden spoon. I'm shaking.”


	“Woman,” he
said, his voice hard as he reached into the oven, grabbed the
broiling pan, then slammed it down on the top of the stove, shutting
off the broiler as well as the heat under the potatoes. 



	And then he took a step
toward the center of the room, reached behind his back, and pulled
off his shirt.


	Now there were plenty
of words to describe the kind of rippling muscle perfection that
greeted me. 



	Jacked. Ripped. Built.
Drool-worthy. Man candy. God damn!


	But the most
appropriate seemed to be:


	holy fucking shit. 



	“Tee off”
he demanded, his voice even deeper than usual. His hands went to the
front of his jeans and made short work of the button and zip. 



	“I, um, thought
you were going to... feed me first,” I fumbled, feeling both a
surge of desire so strong it was a miracle I hadn't melted into a
puddle, and a rush of uncertainty. 



	“The food can
wait. Get that tee off and get over here,” he said, pushing his
jeans off his hips. I watched, too shocked to move and do as
instructed as he stepped out of the feet and stood there in the
middle of his kitchen in a pair of black boxer briefs that did
nothing to hide his hard-on.


	My hands reached for
the hem of the tee as his moved to push away his last barrier of
clothing. 



	And, well, yeah, my
hands dropped numbly to my sides. 



	Because the sight of a
man like Breaker naked required every ounce of concentration. And
besides, lifting my shirt over my head would block him from sight.
Granted, only for a second, but a second was just too long. Because
he was like a Greek statue come to life. Every muscle, tendon, vein
on full display. There was a raised white scar running three inches
down his belly. Another round one near his hip. 



	Then, well, there was
his cock. 



	Was it appropriate to
stare? I didn't know. I didn't care. I was staring. 



	Because it was perfect.
Long and thick and standing at attention. 



	And, suddenly, I wanted
to wrap my hand around it. I wanted to feel him. I wanted to hear his
breathing get ragged. I wanted to show him even half of what he had
shown me earlier.


	And, somehow, I was too
wrapped up in my little fantasy to notice he had moved. 



	As in moved.


	Across the floor
and right in front of me. 



	I knew this because I
felt his big hands grab the bottom of the tee and haul it roughly
upward. My arms were forced up and the material was discarded. 



	My eyes went up to find
his watching my face, a purely masculine satisfied smirk toying at
his lips. “See something you like, doll?” he asked,
watching as the heat rose in my cheeks. 



	So, yeah, there was no
way he hadn't seen me ogling his naughty bits.


	“I... uhm...”


	“You like how my
cock looks, babe, just wait till you see how it feels buried in that
tight pussy of yours.”


	Oh lordy.


	Okay.


	Someone needed to tell
my lady bits to chill the fuck out.


	I was pretty sure there
was like a pre-orgasm fluttering going on.


	He hadn't even touched
me yet.


	“You nervous?”
he asked, his head tilted to the side, watching me. 



	Nervous?


	Yeah. You could say
that. Though I was pretty sure there had to be a better word to
describe the heady cocktail of nervousness/ excitement/ desire/ and
crippling terror that was swirling its way through my system right at
that moment. 



	“It's... been a
while,” I hedged. Years. It had been years. And I was pretty
sure my prior experience barely counted given that nothing had ever
felt like I was feeling right that moment. Hot. Physically heated.
Despite being bare ass naked. My skin felt flushed, head to toe. But
also hot in another way. Like there was a burning deep in my belly.
Like if it didn't get extinguished, it would burn me up. And on top
of that, the overwhelming need to feel him. To know what his chest
hair would feel like against my breasts. What the hard palms of his
hands would feel like stroking up my ribs. What his mouth would feel
like pressed into my collarbone.


	Nothing had ever come
close to how I was feeling standing with Breaker. And that was
terrifying. 



	“How long?
Months?” he asked, like it was totally normal to have a
conversation whilst nude in the middle of his kitchen. Hell, maybe
for him it was. 



	“Years.”


	“Years?” he
breathed out, shaking his head. “No fuckin' way. Not with you
lookin' like you look. Talkin' how you talk. No fuckin' way.”


	“Talking how I
talk?” I asked, my face scrunching up.


	“That fuckin'
attitude. That temper. Sets a cock at full mast across a crowded
room.”


	Well. That was news. 



	And maybe the nicest
compliment I had ever received. In a really pervy kind of way. 



	“Well... I
haven't made time for dating.”


	“Ain't talking
about dating. Talking about fucking.”


	“Whatever. Same
difference. I haven't made time for it.”


	“We ain't got
nothin' but time,” he said, his smile fading a bit, his eyes
getting darker. 



	“I guess.”


	“You guess? You
know... you ain't exactly helping my ego here.”


	“What am I
supposed to be swooning and moaning 'take me, take me'?”
I asked, exaggerating the last two words to a porn-star worthy
throaty groan.


	His hand slid between
us, quickly thrusting his finger inside me, making me let out a for
real throaty groan. “Something like that,” he said,
his smirk coming back as his finger worked in and out of me until my
legs felt wobbly and my hands slammed down on his chest to steady
myself. “Smart fuckin' mouth,” he said, his mouth near my
ear as I leaned into him. “And wet fuckin' pussy.”


	His finger pulled out
of me suddenly and my hand slapped his chest. “No,” I
groaned, my hips moving against him shamelessly. 



	“You want my
cock?” he asked, his hand slipping into my hair, pulling it
back to look in my eyes.


	Oh god.


	Yes.


	I did.


	But did he really need
me to admit it?


	I felt my head nod,
accepting that my pride could take a little beating if it meant the
tightening in my core could be relieved. 



	“Then why don't
you get on your knees and show me how much you want it?”


	Okay.


	There was another of
those mini-flutterings between my legs. 



	Which, if I was in a
right mind to examine, would seem weird to me.


	But as it was... my
mind had one thing it wanted. And if getting it meant that I had to
get on my knees for him first, well, so be it. 



	I sucked my lower lip
into my mouth, wetting it, as I slowly lowered myself to the ground.


	Alright. So I had only
done this like twice before. And it was awful. As you can imagine.
Glenn with his half-flaccid penis led to something that felt a lot
like lockjaw before he finally pulled me up and pushed me onto my
back.


	There was something
about Breaker's hard, thick cock that I found myself excited to
explore. With my hands. My mouth. 



	So my hand went
outward, closing around him and stroking down to the hilt as I leaned
forward, lips opening around the head and feeling his velvety
hardness slip inside my mouth. My tongue flicked over the head,
tasting the beginning of his desire, and I heard his breath hiss out
of his mouth. Encouraged, and maybe a bit more than excited, my mouth
slid down his length, my hand working him where my lips couldn't,
twisting and stroking at the same time until his hand came down,
gathering my hair and pulling it backward. He let me work him for
another short minute before dragging me back by my hair. I made a
sort of objecting sound in my throat that had him chuckling in a
deep, rumbling way that made my insides feel fluid.


	“Don't worry. I
am gonna let you work that sweet mouth on me again. But right now,
doll, I need to fuckin' be inside you. I need to feel your cunt
squeezing me as you scream my name. And just when you start to come
down, I am going to push you right back up. Over and over. Until you
can't scream anymore. Until all you can do is choke for breath and
let it slam through you.”	


	Oh. My. God.


	Okay.


	Yeah.


	I was pretty close to
groaning out 'take me, take me' for real. 



	I swallowed hard,
clenched my thighs together, and attempted a smirk that I was pretty
sure came out a bit wobbly. “All talk,” I teased,
watching as his brows lowered over his eyes, making them look hooded
and even sexier than they usually did. 



	Then he was using my
hair to drag me back onto my feet. The sensation at once painful but
so erotic I felt my mouth falling open on a silent moan. 



	He tugged my hair hard
to the side, leaning close to my ear. “Hands on the counter,”
he growled, then released me roughly, making me stumble back a foot.
When I didn't immediately move to do as told (because I was too
stunned and turned on and confused to do anything but stare at him),
he took a warning step forward, brow raised. “Do I need to
repeat myself?”


	I shook my head,
turning, and slapped my hands down on the cool counter. 



	“Spread your
legs,” he said and I could feel his eyes raking over my body
from behind. Steeling my stomach against the rolling embarrassment I
felt at that instruction, I pushed my feet apart. “Wider,”
he said and I pushed them wider, leaving my legs wider than
hip-width. “Good girl,” he murmured, the sound
practically a rolling purr off his lips and I felt his approval like
a warm blanket. 



	I felt rather than
heard him moving, the air around him seeming charged as he got
closer. His hands moved to span my hips, sinking in my skin in a
delicious way that made my head tilt backward and hit his shoulder.
But then he was moving. As in down. Like... onto his knees. I
had the barest of seconds to feel the mortified objection form in my
mind before his tongue slid up my cleft and found my clit, making my
entire body jolt, my hands curling into fists on the cold counter. 



	Because... holy shit. 



	My inner thighs wobbled
as his lips closed around the sensitive bud and sucked hard, a
strangled groan rushing out of my throat. 



	“Oh my god...”
I whimpered, arching my ass up, giving him better access. 



	But then the contact
ended and he was moving to stand. His hand traced down my spine,
sending a shiver through my system.


	“Don't move,”
he said, his voice firm.


	“Where are...”
I started to ask, turning to look at him.


	His hand grabbed the
back of my head, pushing it to face away from him. “I said
don't move,” he said again and I nodded.


	Then he was moving. I
didn't turn to look. But soon he was in my line of vision, walking
across the living room toward his bedroom and giving me a delicious
view of his perfect, muscular ass as he did so. 



	He walked back out a
few seconds later, his head lifting to me, his eyes raking over the
view of me bent over the counter. I drank in the view too, from the
tops of his wide shoulders to that deep, deep V of his Adonis belt,
to his straining cock, to his muscular thighs. He was just...
perfect. Every inch. My eyes went to his hand, seeing a silver condom
foil, the reason he left me, and I felt a rush of relief. 



	Because I had somehow
forgotten all the horror stories from my high school sex ed classes
and would have probably let him go in raw and risk god-knew what. 



	Thank god one of us was
thinking straight. 



	He walked up behind me,
making quick work of the condom before I felt his hips pushing into
my ass so his cock slid between my thighs, making my ass arch up and
start to rub against him. His hands slid up my sides, snaking around
to my belly, moving upward until his calloused, hard palms covered my
breasts that seemed to grow heavy at the contact, my nipples
hardening painfully as he started to roll them between his fingers.
His chin shifted, the side of his face brushing my hair out of the
way before his lips went to the skin of my neck, sucking hard. At
that second, his cock slid up and hit the sweet spot, making an
unexpected orgasm slam through my system, my breath catching.


	“You say my name
when you come,” he said against my neck, hands digging into my
skin.


	“Breaker,”
I strangled out, feeling my legs shake as the pulsations started to
waver off.


	“Good girl,”
he murmured. 



	One of his hands
splayed between my breasts, the other slid down my stomach, brushing
over my suddenly too-sensitive clit, and guiding himself. I felt his
cock press against the entrance for a long second, long enough for me
to genuinely worry about his size, before he thrust forward, in one
swift motion burying deep. 



	A half-gasp, half-groan
escaped my lips because there was pain. Not the sharp stabbing I was
expecting, but a hot, burning sensation as he stretched me to my
limit. He paused, buried deep, his warm breath near my ear. “Relax,”
he said, sounding tense. “Don't tense up on me,” he went
on, his hips rocking against me, not quite thrusting, but pulsing
inside me, getting my body used to the sensation. 



	I took a deep breath,
letting my head fall back on his shoulder, closing my eyes, letting
myself work past the discomfort, letting it slide away until a slow
building pleasure replaced it. My breathing became more shallow, but
faster. My hips started moving by their own mind. 



	“Remember what I
said about how I fuck?” he asked, sounding strained.


	I wet my lips with my
tongue before I answered, my voice coming out breathy. “Hard,”
I recalled.


	“Hard,” he
agreed. “Spread your arms out wider,” he instructed.
“Brace yourself.”


	I slid my arms across
the surface of the counter, surprised when his hands closed down on
top of mine, pinning them in place. 



	And then there was no
thinking.


	Because his cock was
slamming into me.


	Hard, as promised. 



	I had expected more of
the hot, burning sensation. 



	But all I could feel
was the building orgasm, the clawing, aching need increasing to a
level that was borderline painful in its intensity. 



	My hands curled into
fists as the moans started tearing out of my throat, loud and
frantic. His hands left mine, moving up to my shoulders and grabbing
them backward, using them to give him more leverage as he continued
his relentless, steady thrusting.


	“That's it,”
he said. “Feel your pussy squeezing me?” he asked. And he
was right. I could feel the tightening, the threatening of oblivion.
“Come for me, doll. Let me hear you scream my name.”


	His cock buried deep.


	And then I did.


	Hard.


	And loud. 



	Screaming out his name
at a level that made my own ears hurt as my sex clenched in a rapid
succession of pulses. Through it, his thrusts never wavered, never
slowed, just kept plowing into me hard and fast so that before the
orgasm fully ebbed, it was building again.


	Just like he promised. 



	And just like he had
predicted, my moans became choked, airy whimpers as my legs started
shaking violently, making his hands move from my shoulders and grab
me around the waist, pulling me against him to keep me upright. His
teeth bit into my earlobe as his fingers moved up to grab my breasts,
digging in, as his thrusts became (if it was possible) harder and
faster. Demanding my release so he could reach his own.


	His fingers pinched my
nipples as his cock slid out. By the time he was halfway buried
inside me again, my body exploded into an orgasm that had me seeing
white, my mouth opening to scream, but nothing came out. 



	“Fuck yeah,”
he growled as I whispered out his name, my entire body shaking
through my orgasm.


	I felt him tense,
slamming deep as his breath growled out of his throat and he came on
the last waves of my orgasm. 
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	I wanted to go to her.
When she was telling me about her mom. I could feel the sorrow of it
in her words. The air around her was heavy with it. But along with it
was that strange aura of detachment that she always wore. Like she
needed to remove herself from the equation. And I wondered for the
first time if maybe it wasn't just how she was. If maybe it was a
defense mechanism, a way to survive when she was on her own. Maybe it
wasn't the real Alex Miller. 



	And I found myself
wanting to know the real one.


	But I also knew from
the strange hollowness of her words and the way she was holding her
shoulders that she wouldn't let me in. If I went to her, she would
shrink away. So I stayed in the middle of the kitchen and listened.
Even though it was killing me a little to not lend her some strength.
Or demand some emotional honesty. 



	Then she was finally
done speaking. I couldn't fight it. I went to her. And I put my arms
around her. She melted into it for a minute, letting me hold her,
before I felt her stiffen suddenly, and pull away. 



	Then she had to go and
get mouthy. 



	And, well, Alex being
mouthy was almost as hot as Alex blushing, or Alex kissing me back
like she hadn't ever been kissed before. 



	I just couldn't help
myself. 



	Apparently, neither
could she.


	Seeing her bent over my
counter, ass up, inviting me in. Yeah, probably the hottest fuckin'
thing I had ever seen in my life. Being inside her, listening to her
moans, hearing her call my name as her pussy grabbed my cock... yeah
it was worth whatever fucked up shit that was sure to be coming both
of our ways because of it. 



	Her arms went up and
around my neck afterward, my arms holding her to me as her breathing
settled, her legs got steady enough to hold her without support. I
grabbed her tee and handed it back to her and took my clothes and
made my way to the bathroom.


	By the time I got back,
she already had the steak cut into slices on plates next to big piles
of potatoes. 



	At my raised brow, she
ducked her head, blushing a little. “If I wasn't hungry
before... I am now,” she admitted in a quiet voice, making a
chuckle rumble through my chest. It wasn't that I was a man of little
humor. Hell, when your best friend is someone the likes of Shooter,
you're going to have a stitch in your side constantly. But there was
something about her awkwardness that was both sexy as hell and
hilariously endearing. I never found myself laughing with (or at)
women. My reaction to Alex was different. New. Interesting. 



	“Where are you
going?” I asked, watching her walk past me with the plates,
bypassing the stools pressed up against the island, past the living
room, and making her way toward the hall.


	“Figured we'd eat
in bed,” she said, not even bothering to turn around.


	“Beds are for
fucking and sleeping,” I said, watching her freeze and turn
back to me.


	Her brows were raised,
a confused smile tugging at her lips. “What?”


	“Fucking and
sleeping. Generally in that order. You don't eat in bed.”


	“Why the hell
not?” she asked, waving a plate-filled hand out to the side. 



	“You seriously
eat in your bed?”


	At this, she snorted.
“Have you seen my apartment?” she asked, smiling. “Aside
from my desk chair, the only place I have to sit is my bed. It
doubles as a dining room, couch, office, pedicure chair...”


	“Alright,”
I said, agreeing her place was a hellhole that maybe necessitated
something like that kind of arrangement. “But we ain't eating
in bed,” I said, gesturing a hand toward the kitchen counter.
At this, she exhaled loudly, shaking her head and made her way back
over, slamming the plates down loudly. 



	“Just saying...
the bed would be more comfortable,” she shrugged, pulling out a
stool and sitting down.	 I shook my head at her, going to the fridge
to grab a couple beers. “So you don't even like... late night
snack in bed?” she asked. When I turned back, she was studying
me with intense eyes. 



	“No doll,”
I said, handing her a beer and sitting down to eat.


	“Weird,”
she said into the mouth of the beer bottle. We ate in silence for a
minute, the air around Alex seeming to get more and more antsy by the
moment as she started to fidget around. “Are we not going to
talk about how odd that meeting was?” she finally asked, the
words rushing out and into each other like she had been trying to
hold them back for a while.


	Yeah. Well. We should
have talked about the meeting hours ago. But I sure as fuck wasn't
going to stop putting my hands on her body to talk about the sick
fuck who made her voice sound lifeless. 



	But I guessed it was
time. She was fed, fucked, and generally more level-headed than
usual.


	“Sure,” I
said, pushing my plate aside.


	“That was weird,
right?” she asked, turning fully to me, her knees pressing into
my thigh and she left them there.


	“Yeah, doll, that
was weird.”


	“He doesn't know
I've been keeping tabs on him.”


	“No, he doesn't.”
 If he did, she would have been long dead. Awful thought, but true
nonetheless.


	“So what the hell
does he want you to hold onto me for?”


	“That's a good
question.” And one I had been mulling over nonstop since Lex
walked out of that train car. Alex, aside from me knowing her mission
in life was to take down Lex Keith, was a nobody. She had no friends.
No family. She kept to herself. There was nothing about her that
would draw Lex's attention. Aside from her being gorgeous. But if
that was his motive, she wouldn't still be in my hands. Nothing about
the situation made sense. 



	But I knew Lex. I knew
how he operated. He had plans. And then he had plans to backup his
plans. If he wanted Alex, he had a reason. 



	“And why keep
Shooter?” she went on, her brows drawn together so two little
vertical lines formed between them and I got a clear image of her
doing that every time she sat down at her laptop. Like it was the
look she got anytime she was trying to mull something over. 



	Shoot was another
off-issue. I understood why he took him to begin with. Lex knew he
was fuckin' with me. He knew I didn't like that shit. He wanted to
make sure I would do as I was told. That made sense. It was smart. 



	But keeping Shoot even
after I obviously showed I was doing my job? Yeah, I didn't get that.




	It reeked of a bigger
plan.


	And that filled me with
something that had never been very familiar to me: dread. 



	At least Alex had the
presence of mind to give him a knife. Fuck. Some little nobody hacker
was more on her game than I was. The fuck was going on with me?


	“I don't know,”
I finally answered. 



	“Between the two
of us,” she went on, picking at her potatoes, but not eating
any, “we seem to know Lex pretty well. None of this fits his
usual M.O.” She was silent for a minute, then said so quietly
it was mostly to herself, “What the hell does he want with me?”


	I sighed, turning
slightly in my chair and putting a hand on her thigh. “Dunno.
But he ain't gonna get you. You and me... we'll feel this out. See if
we can find out anything else. We can't, we get you the fuck outta
here before he can come lookin' for you.”


	“What about you
and Shoot?” she asked, looking anxious.


	“Let me worry
about me and Shoot.”


	“You're in this
because of me,” she pressed.


	“No,” I
said, lowering my head and holding her eyes. “I am in this
because Lex is an asshole who took the only person who is important
to me so he could use me like a puppet. This ain't on you.”


	“He took Shoot
because he wanted you to take me,” she persisted.


	“Doll, this is
the job,” I said, shrugging. “You deal with fuckheads
like Lex Keith... you get used to them doing dirty shit and getting
you involved. That's why I get paid what I get paid. To put up with
their shit. I've always accepted this. Shoot has always accepted it.
The only fuck up we have is having such a close relationship and
living in the same town. That shit catches up to you. We should have
been more careful. This ain't on you. This is on me. This is the life
I have chosen. Don't go taking my blame on your shoulders.”


	She looked down at her
plate. “I like Shooter. I mean... I know I only met him for a
minute, but I liked him. He seems like good people.”


	“The best,”
I agreed. “Better by far than me. But he's smart, Alex. He's
well trained. He has good instincts. I know it doesn't seem like it
because of that smart mouth he's got, but it's true. In fact, those
stupid ass comments he makes... it makes people underestimate him.
Which works to his advantage. As far as survival goes, he has just as
good a chance as we do even though he's in the belly of Lex's
operation.”


	To this, she made a
short, humorless laugh. “That doesn't exactly bode well for any
of us then.”


	“Look,” I
said, not liking her tone going back to empty, “it's late.
We've had a fuckuva hard day. We need to get some shut eye and talk
on this when we're rested.”


	Alex took a breath,
shrugging a shoulder. “Alright.”


	“Alright,”
I agreed, standing. 



	“Just throw me a
blanket and a pillow and I'll be all set,” she said, getting up
to take the dishes.


	“Leave the
dishes. And what the fuck you talking about?”


	Her brows drew
together. “A blanket and a pillow,” she repeated, waving
a hand out toward the living room, “for the couch. So I can
sleep. I mean, I can do without the pillow if you don't have any
extras. But I'm like... practically naked here,” she waved down
at her bare legs. 



	I felt a smile tugging
at my lips. Did she seriously think I was going to let her sleep on
the couch? 



	“You're in bed
with me,” I said, moving toward the hallway.


	“No, really. The
couch is fine. I don't want to be... in the way.”


	I stopped by the
bathroom, turning to her, expecting to see her smiling like she was
teasing me or something. But all I saw was seriousness. 



	“Doll, you're
sleeping in bed with me. And I want you to be all up in my
way. Oh and,” I said, giving her a slow up-and-down, “there
will be no 'practically' about it. You're in my bed, you're naked.”




	With that, I let myself
into the bathroom, the image of her wide-eyed surprise burned in my
brain as I stripped and jumped in the shower. 



	When I dried off and
made my way back to the bedroom, towel slung low on my hips, I found
her on the bed. Still in the tee. Legs hidden underneath the covers. 



	My lips quirked up when
her gaze went to me. And, as if she couldn't help it, her eyes went
down my chest and stomach, stopping at the towel. As soon as her gaze
held there, I pulled the tuck and let it fall to the floor. She
looked for a long second before her gaze went to the comforter around
her waist. 



	“Thought I made
the no clothes rule pretty clear,” I said, moving toward my
side of the bed and pulling back the sheets. 



	“You can sleep
however you want to. I like to have clothes on.”


	“Fuck what you
like,” I said, reaching over and hauling the shirt over her
head and tossing it into the hallway.


	“Seriously?”
she asked, eyes burning into me as her arm went across her chest,
covering her breasts. 



	“Yup.”


	“You take your
bed way too seriously,” she grumbled, sliding under the covers.


	I laid back for a
minute before reaching out and hauling her into my side. She let out
a yelp and her hand settled on my stomach, trying to push back.
“Relax.”


	“I will if you
let me go,” she said, still pushing.


	I shook my head,
dragging her half onto my chest, one arm locked around her shoulders,
the other around her hips, one of her legs trapped between mine. I
traced my fingers across her hip and she stopped struggling, rubbing
her face against my chest and making a quiet whimpering sound in her
throat that went right to my cock.


	“Glad to know
you're up for a fuck anytime my hands touch you, doll, but I'm beat
so you're gonna have to suffer through till morning.” I smiled
when I felt her try to raise herself up. “Go to sleep, Alex.”


	“Stop being so
fucking bossy,” she countered, but settled back down.


	“Not gonna
happen,” I said, squeezing her once before settling back.
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	I woke up cold. 



	That was how I knew
that I was alone. Breaker's huge body had been like a furnace all
night. A warm, snuggly furnace. If someone would had told me that
Bryan Breaker: six feet-something of ruthless contract muscle and
very rough sex-haver was a full-contact sleeper, I would have said
they were crazy. 



	But that was before he
ripped off his towel (hot), then ripped off my tee (even hotter) and
hauled me against his body, completely trapping me with both his arms
and one of his legs, and not letting me so much as twitch all night. 



	I thought I would feel
claustrophobic. I had never slept in the same bed with someone else.
And even though I had always slept on a tiny twin size, I always had
plenty of room to roll and move around when I got restless. Which was
frequently. 



	And I was never a deep,
deep sleeper either. Every yell on the streets below my apartment and
every beeping of a locking car woke me up. As did my usual nightly
bad dreams. 



	But I slept through. 



	For the first time in I
can't remember how long.


	Part of it was likely
due to the utter silence of Breaker's secluded house.


	But that didn't explain
why there weren't bad dreams.


	I was trying really
hard to not focus on that little fact.


	How I slept through
Breaker sneaking out from underneath me? Yeah, that was a complete
mystery. 



	I pushed myself up in
bed, wiping the sleep out of my eyes. I made my way over to his
dresser and grabbed a new tee, slipped into it, and scurried to the
bathroom.


	After some rummaging, I
found an extra toothbrush and went to work on brushing them as well
as frantically trying to finger-comb some semblance of order to my
hair. Given the only option being hand soap, I forewent washing my
face and made my way out to the living area.


	Only
to stop dead at seeing Breaker with his strong back to me, a pair of
gray sweatpants low on his hips, standing at the
sink... washing dishes.


	Washing. Dishes. 



	The site was so
unexpected and strange that I felt a strange laugh escape my lips. 



	At the sound, Breaker's
head turned over his shoulder. “What's funny?”


	“You wash
dishes?” I asked, stepping into the living room. 



	“How else they
gonna get clean?”


	“I don't know. I
figured badasses didn't have to do stuff like that. That the dishes
came alive and washed themselves out of fear of retribution or
something.”


	At this, he snorted,
his eyes getting warm. “There's coffee.”


	Okay. This was weird.


	Not weird in a bad way.


	Weird in a weird way. 



	Because it was so
normal. It was the way countless people probably started their
mornings. Doing banal chores. Sharing a smile. Offering each other
coffee. It was positively... domestic. 



	At that, I laughed
again.


	Because men like
Breaker should never be described as domestic.


	I walked over to the
coffee machine, pouring myself a cup and topping off his. Like a
ritual. 



	Meanwhile, I had never
topped off someone else's coffee ever before. 



	“You hungry?”
I asked, feeling uncomfortable with the silence.


	“You cook?”


	“I can burn some
toast,” I offered, going to grab the bread and putting two
slices for myself into the toaster. 



	“Sure,” he
said, drying off the potato skillet from the night before. 



	I stood watching the
little crinkled metal coils heat up, feeling the urge to fill the
silence. Which, in the past, was weird for me. But since I met
Breaker, I couldn't seem to keep my mouth shut. “Where did you
learn to cook?”


	I felt rather than saw
Breaker pause. “What?”


	“Where did you
learn to cook?”


	“My mom.”


	At this, I felt my head
turn. “Really?”


	Breaker picked up his
coffee cup, leaning his hips against the counter, watching me. “Yeah.
Really. She would let me pitch in when I was little. Before she
died.”


	Another dead mother. We
were a sad pair. 



	“How old were
you?” I asked, skipping over the condolences. No one wanted to
hear that shit. 



	“Ten.”


	Damn. Ten. That sucked.
I got six extra years with mine. 



	“Was your dad in
the picture?” I asked, knowing I was prying, expecting him to
shut me out. That's what people did. That's what I did. 



	“If by 'in the
picture' you mean around to beat the ever loving shit out of me
everyday, then yeah.”


	I felt myself wince at
that. 



	I had been slapped by a
foster parent or two. I knew how humiliating and powerless that felt.
I couldn't imagine how it felt when it was an actual parent hitting
you. When it was their blood in your veins. When there was no hope of
ever getting transferred out. 



	Besides, I was now
familiar with how it felt to have a grown man's fist hit you. And it
wasn't fun. My jaw hurt when I opened it. Just a twinge from the
pretty blue bruise I had marring my skin, but still, it hurt. And
that was just one punch. 



	“Was he a drunk
like Shoot's dad?” I asked, hoping that was it. Otherwise, what
excuse could there be?


	“No, doll. He was
just a dick. Before it was me, it was my mom.”


	“He beat your
mom?” I asked, my voice sounding weird. Weak. 



	“Yeah.”


	That's why. That was
why he freaked out about not hitting me. Not because he was just a
noble guy. A decent person. Because he had watched his father wail on
his defenseless mother growing up. And when she was gone, he was the
stand in. 



	Crap. 



	I had been kinda
insensitive telling him to get over it. 



	But how was I supposed
to know?


	“How did she
die?” I asked. I was curious and he was, apparently, really
forthcoming about his past. 



	“Lung cancer,”
he said easily. “She didn't smoke. But Pops did.”


	Oh god.


	Okay. 



	My story was starting
to sound less horrific than his. 



	Not that it was a
contest. But if it was... he would win. Easy. 



	I felt tears sting the
backs of my eyes and felt a wave of horror wash over me. That wasn't
me. I wasn't the crying kind of girl. I was the put your chin up,
throw your shoulders back, and pretend nothing got to you kind of
girl. I wasn't going to cry for little ten year old Breaker while
big, manly, reasonably well-adjusted Breaker stood a few feet from
me.


	His eyes warmed for a
second watching me. Like maybe he knew what I was struggling with.
Then, his voice a little amused, “Your toast is burning.”


	I whipped around,
hitting the buttons and, sure enough, they were blackened. But
salvageable. I rummaged around for a knife and scraped the char off
over the garbage before buttering them. 



	“Thanks babe,”
he said easily, taking a triangle and biting into it. 



	I hadn't thanked him
for dinner.


	Shit.


	Okay.


	I needed to like...
muster up some basic social skills or something. 



	I munched on a piece of
toast, looking out the window into his backyard. “So, um,
like...” oh my god. I needed to stop mumbling. “What do
you... do?”


	His head tilted to the
side. “What?”


	“When you're
not... working? What do you do?”


	He shrugged. “Workout.
Watch movies. Go out with Shoot or Paine.”


	A part of me realized
that going out with Shoot or Paine (whoever the hell that was)
involved all three of them taking off in different directions with
different women. I pushed down the weird twinge of jealousy. 



	We had sex. 



	That didn't give me the
right to plant my flag in him.


	He probably fucked
around all the time. 



	Why was I even thinking
about his former sexual conquests? That was totally none of my
business. He wasn't wondering about mine. And he damn well wasn't
feeling jealous about them. Not that he should seeing as they were
just... pathetic compared to him. 



	“Alex,” his
voice called and my head snapped to him. “Called you twice,”
he said, making me blush slightly. 



	“Sorry. I was...
somewhere else.”


	“Where?”


	“Not here.”


	At this, I got a brow
raise. “What's with the fuckin' walls, doll?”


	“What walls?”


	“The ten foot
tall barbed wire ones you wear around you like a security blanket.”


	Well hell.


	He got me.


	But that didn't mean he
needed to know that.


	“I don't know
what you're talking about.”


	“You're not
trying to keep me at a distance?”


	“Don't be
ridiculous.”


	Breaker put his mug
down on the counter, shaking his head. “Babe, I'm pretty sure
it was you I was inside last night,” he started and I felt my
cheeks heat. He did not just say that. “I know what you
feel like and sound like when you come. I know what you taste like.
And you don't think you can tell me what you were just thinking about
a minute ago? You don't think you can let me in just a little bit?”


	“For what
purpose?”


	“Because that's
what people do, Alex,” he said, his voice getting harsh. “You
can't live a life hiding behind a computer, telling yourself
vengeance is more important than living. Making connections. Going
out. Sharing your story. What the fuck are you so scared of?”


	“I'm not scared
of anything!” I screeched, throwing away the rest of my toast,
no longer hungry. I had never had an argument with a guy. Not ever.
It was weird and it was making my belly twist and turn. And my old
trusty friend anger was rearing his ugly head.


	“Bull fucking
shit, Alex. You're scared of everything.”


	That wasn't true. I
wasn't scared of anything. Not the way most people were. Not in a way
that made them cautious, that made them second guess things they
wanted to do. I just barreled ahead, to hell with the consequences.
What was the worst that could happen? I'd die? So what?


	“No, I'm not...”


	“You're so scared
of life that you're not fuckin' scared of dyin', Alex,” he
said, his voice softer and his words fell with a weighted feeling
inside me.


	Because he was right.


	He was right.


	And that was, at once,
really frustrating and overwhelmingly upsetting.


	I was scared to live a
life that didn't involve revenge. I didn't even know what a life like
that would mean. If that was taken away from me, what would I have
left?


	I didn't even have to
pause to know that answer: nothing. I would have nothing.


	I felt my shoulders
sag, my head looking down at my feet. 



	God, I was pretty
pathetic. 



	“Don't do that,”
Breaker's voice cut in and I could see his feet moving toward me.
“Don't pull away just because I'm right,” he said, his
hand going under the side of my jaw that wasn't bruised.


	“Just leave me
alone, Breaker,” I said, my voice small. Was it really so hard
to see that I wanted to be alone? That I had some shit to sort
through? 



	“That ain't gonna
happen. You're gonna stop burrowing into yourself and let me in.”


	“Why do you
care?” I shot out, my gaze lifting to his and realizing
immediately that it was a mistake.


	“Because you came
crashing into my life talking about twisted porn and taking down the
city's worst crime lord in years. You showed me your grit and
determination. Your weird brand of selfless strength. Your smart
fuckin' mouth. And your phenomenal fuckin' body. You gave me that.
For a day, Alex. A fucking day. And I can't get enough of it.
So I want more.”


	“What if I can't
give you more?”


	“You can,”
he said simply, his thumb stroking across my lips. “But maybe
that can wait a bit,” he said, his gaze falling to my mouth.


	“Wait?” I
asked, feeling a heaviness settling on my chest, a heat rising in my
belly. 



	“First I think I
need a reminder about that phenomenal body,” he clarified. 



	At his words, there was
that pre-orgasm fluttering again and I pressed my thighs tighter
against it.


	“That I can give
you,” I said carefully, watching as his eyes darkened. 



	“God damn right
you can,” he said, stepping away. Then moving away, turning his
back on me and going toward the living room. “Ain't gonna wait
all day for you to follow me,” he called as he lowered himself
down onto the couch. “Get your pretty little ass over here and
ride me.”


	Oh.


	Geez.


	Okay. 



	Alright.


	Before my mind could
even make the decision, my feet were carrying me toward him. I moved
around the front of him, standing between his open legs. 



	“Tee off,”
he instructed, watching me in a lazy way. 



	I reached for the hem
and hauled off the tee, dropping it on the floor next to my feet. I
took a shaky breath, watching his eyes move slowly down my body, then
just as slowly back up. 



	“Go get a condom
out of the nightstand,” he instructed and I reached
self-consciously for my tee again. “No,” he said, putting
his foot down on it. “Go like that.”


	“Breaker...”
I tried to reason.


	“Like when you
say my name. I like it better when you say it when I'm inside you. So
go get a fuckin' condom so I can hear that again.”


	Flutter flutter
flutter. 



	He was killing me and
he hadn't so much as brushed the air around me. So I swallowed hard
against the insecurity, turned, and made my way back to the bedroom.
I grabbed a condom out of his nightstand and made my way back, trying
like hell to keep my chin up and a blush off my cheeks. A mantra like
one of those ridiculous self-help hypnosis cds playing in my head on
a loop: I am a strong, confident, sexually experienced woman who
does not need to feel ashamed of her nudity.


	I handed the
condom to Breaker who slipped his sweatpants down, casually pulling
out his hard cock, and slipping it on. 



	I felt a clench in my
sex at the sight before his eyes rose to me again. “Come here,”
he said, his voice rough and soft at the same time. Which didn't seem
possible, but it was. 



	I moved toward him,
putting a knee on either side of his thighs so I was straddling him.
His hands immediately went to my hips, moving up and over my ribs,
running across the sensitive undersides of my breasts before covering
them and squeezing, making my head fall back on a groan as my hips
lowered, seeking him and the fulfillment he offered. 



	“You already wet
for me, doll?” he asked, one of his hands going around my back
to push me forward toward him, his head ducking so his mouth could
take my nipple, rolling his tongue over it until it was straining,
then sucking hard. 



	“Yes,” I
admitted, my hips rocking across his cock.


	“Then take my
cock,” he said, moving over to the other nipple and repeating
the torture until my rocking became more frantic and I reached down
between us, taking his cock in my hand, and moved it toward the
entrance, pausing when he pressed against me. His head rose, one of
his hands going to the back of my neck and digging in. “Take me
inside you, Alex,” he instructed, and the flutter was so strong
it was practically a full-blown orgasm. So I lowered my hips, feeling
him press across the threshold and closing my eyes on a moan. “No,”
he said, the hand on the back of my neck tightening hard enough to
bruise. “Look at me when you fuck me.”


	My eyes opened slowly,
feeling heavy, like I had to fight to keep them open. Until I found
his ice blue eyes, seeing the coolness there completely absent,
replaced entirely by warmth, by heat. And I never wanted to look
away. 



	“'Kay,” I
said quietly, feeling him bury to the hilt. 



	“Show me how you
want it,” he told me, his other hand moving to press at the
lowest part of my back, just above my ass.


	Then I started moving.
At first, just rocking my hips forward and back before starting an up
and down thrust, feeling my body clench hard around him every time
his cock withdrew. 



	“You like it
slow?” he asked, not sounding disappointed, despite that 'no
slow and sweet lover' warning he had given me before. 



	But even as he asked, I
could feel the desire reaching a fever-pitch, becoming an
overwhelming, clawing need to be released. And my hips started moving
faster, my breathing becoming more ragged, my heart slamming. My
hands moved to his hard chest, digging in slightly as my pace became
more and more erratic, too far gone to keep it steady.


	“Fuck,” he
growled, both of his hands moving until they were at my hips and he
held them in place, his body suddenly starting to move under mine,
thrusting up into me in a fast, steady pace that had the whimpers
becoming load, constant moans as my body felt the end coming close.
“Tell me you like when I fuck you,” he said in a deep,
struggling voice.


	“I like when you
fuck me,” I answered immediately. It was true. Painfully so.
“Oh my god... fuck...” I groaned, my nails nipping into
the skin of his chest as I felt the tightening deep in my core, the
threat of the explosion. Then his cock thrust upward again and I felt
my orgasm tearing through my system, his name coming out on a
strangled gasp.


	I fell forward, my face
burying into his neck as it rolled through me, making my body jolt in
aftershocks. 



	He kept thrusting even
as my moans became a murmured contentment. “Nuh uh, doll, ain't
done with you yet,” he said, sounding amused as he suddenly
knifed up to a standing position, taking me with him, wrapped around
his center. 



	Arms around his
shoulders, face buried in his neck, I had no idea we were even moving
until I felt my back slam against a wall. 



	My head snapped up to
find him looking down at me, a devilish smirk at his lips. “You
got to do it your way. Now I get to do it mine.”


	I felt a thrill shoot
through me at the words. But then his hands were sliding from my
hips, going behind my knees, making then tilt up and my hips jolt
down awkwardly and if I wasn't pressed against the wall, I would have
been on my ass. He yanked my knees up higher and held them up as he
started slamming into me, his hips hitting my inner thighs with each
thrust in a way that was going to end up bruising. But I was too far
gone to care as his thickness pushed me mercilessly back upward,
making my breathing that had just leveled out become hitched and
ragged. 



	His face titled, moving
next to my ear as his body jerked ruthlessly into mine. “Sweet
fuckin' pussy,” he growled. “You like it rough?” he
asked, not needing to as I was mid moan as he did. 



	“Yes.”


	His head tilted, taking
my lips to his and crushing into them as his pace got somehow even
faster. 



	The tightening inside
strengthened and I felt myself begging against his lips, “Don't
stop.”


	“Not till you're
fuckin' screamin',” he promised back, his tongue moving forward
to claim mine. 



	It was seconds...
seconds later that I felt the coil inside snap, sending with
it the pulsating rush of pleasure that was stronger than any I had
ever known before. 



	Then I screamed. Like
he said. His name. Like he liked.


	His head lifted,
watching my face as he thrust through my orgasm, drawing it out, then
burying deep as he came, growling out my name. 



	“Jesus fuckin'
Christ,” he said against my neck a few minutes later. 



	Unable to make my brain
and voice box work together to form words, I felt my head nodding.
That seemed to cover it. Jesus fucking Christ. 



	“I hurt you?”
he asked, pulling backward, his hands sliding from under my knees to
under my ass. 



	There was soreness. A
whole lot of it. Between my legs. My inner thighs. But it was a good
kind of soreness.


	“No,” I
said, opening my eyes to his. 



	To this, he nodded,
lowering my feet down onto the ground. “Fuckin' perfect,”
he mumbled, one of his hands moving up my belly to cup my breast
briefly before settling on my jaw. The sore side. Stroking butterfly
soft over the bruise. “Go get some clothes on,” he said,
moving away from me. 



	“Why?” I
asked, leaning back against the wall, not fully trusting my legs to
hold me yet. 



	“We're gonna go
to your place and get some of your shit,” he said, walking into
the bathroom. 



	At that, my legs seemed
to remember their job as they carried me over to my tee. I threw it
on before making my way over to the bathroom door. 



	“What?” I
asked through the closed door.


	It whipped open and
there was Breaker. Still naked. Still blissfully comfortable that
way. 



	“You need some
clothes. We'll grab your laptop. Anything else you need. You're gonna
be here a while. Might as well have your shit with you.”


	With that, he brushed
past me and went to get clothes on. 



	A part of me was
hesitant to go anywhere. To leave the relative safety of his home.
But he was right. I needed clothes. My laptop would be good too. And
my notebooks. The picture of my mom I kept in a box under my bed. I
didn't have much. Hell, we would probably carry in our hands
everything I owned. 



	So I went into the
bathroom, found my dust-covered yoga pants and slipped them on
commando, deciding to keep his tee on rather than put my old dirty
one back on. Then I slipped into the boots Breaker bought me and went
out to meet him. He was changed into dark wash jeans and a dark gray
long sleeve thermal that looked way too good over his broad chest. 



	“Let's go,”
he said, moving to the door and leaving me to follow.
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	I was half-surprised
when her place hadn't been ransacked. And when the surprise wore off,
worried. It should have been torn apart. Whatever the fuck Lex had
planned for Alex, it should have involved going through her shit,
figuring her out. The fact that he hadn't done that was yet another
thing in a long list of things that just didn't make sense. 	


	Alex didn't seem phased
by it as she went right to her closet and dragged out a large black
duffel bag and started stuffing clothes into it. 



	I looked around her
place again, this time able to take my time, see it with clearer
eyes.


	She really didn't have
shit. No pictures. No knickknacks. No art or books. Nothing that
would let you know who she was underneath it all. I wondered
fleetingly if she even knew who that person was. 



	“How bad is the
Chinese below?” I asked, thumbing through one of her coded
notebooks.


	“Bad. But I've
had worse,” she said, grabbing a handful of bras out of her
dresser.


	“You ain't gonna
need those,” I said, nodding to her hand. “I'm gonna go
grab some food. Not that your burnt toast wasn't delicious, doll, but
I need real food.”


	“Ha ha,”
she said, taking the bras and stuffing them into her bag regardless
of my having no intentions of letting her wear them. “What?
You're not even going to ask me what I want?” she asked,
sounding genuinely annoyed at the idea as I stood in the doorway. 



	“Figured I'd get
a bunch of shit to share.”


	“What if I didn't
like what you ordered?” she asked, putting her hands to her
hips. 



	“Are we seriously
arguing about fuckin' Chinese food?”


	“It's more your
presumptuousness that's the issue.”


	She could argue about
anything. Heatedly. I knew if I didn't give in that we were gonna go
a couple rounds. For no good fuckin' reason. That was just how she
was. And if it wasn't so fuckin' hot, I would probably find it
annoying. “Fine, doll. What do you want to eat?”


	At this, she dropped
her hands from her hips and shrugged. “I'll eat anything.”


	It was so ridiculous
and unexpected, I found myself throwing my head back and laughing.
“You fuckin' serious?” I asked through it. “You
bitch at me about not asking you what you want when you don't give a
fuck what I order?”


	“Like I said...
it was the principle of the thing.”


	Jesus Christ.


	She was a fuckin' nut. 



	But I walked down the
fire escape smiling. 



	I was watching the
people behind the counter load up the brown bag with soy sauce and
mustard packets when my cell rang. The sound immediately filled me
with dread. I had no other jobs going on. And while it wasn't
uncommon to get a call about a new one, they usually began with a
tentative text with a passcode first so they knew it was really me
before they got me on the phone.


	I reached for it and
hit the call button.


	“Yo.”


	“Breaker,”
Lex's slimy voice met my ear and confirmed the churning feeling in my
gut. 



	“Lex,” I
said back, sounding bored though the blood was whooshing in my ears. 



	“How is my girl
holding up?”


	Fuck. This was shaky
ground. There was a chance I was being watched so I couldn't lie. But
it also didn't look good that I was parading around with her not
cuffed or looking the least bit disheveled. Hell, when we left my
place, she looked freshly fucked and contented.  



	“Pain in my ass.
Demanding I take her back to her place to get her a change of
clothes.”


	“Gotta love a
girl with spirit,” he remarked making my lip snarl up. He liked
girls with spirit because he enjoyed breaking them. Sick fuck. 



	“Why you calling
Lex?” I asked, handing cash to the girl with the food. 



	“Keeping an eye
on my investment.”


	“Investment?”
I repeated, taking the bag of food and walking to the door, stepping
onto the sidewalk.


	“Yes. I have
plans for her.”


	“Enough with the
fuckin' code, man. What do you want?”


	“I need you to
bring Miss. Miller to my office tomorrow.”


	Shit. 



	“Which office?”
I asked, knowing this made a big difference to Alex's fate. 



	“Oscar Street,”
he answered immediately. 



	Shit.


	Shit.


	Shit.


	“What time?”


	“Eleven.”


	“Be there,”
I said, hanging up before I could say what I was really thinking.


	Namely, that I should
take Alex and get the fuck out of dodge. 



	Lex had a number of
offices in a number of locations. There were the ones he called you
to to discuss new business deals. Offices with a desk and bookshelves
and a sidebar full of nice liquor. Then there were the 'offices' that
were cheaply decorated in the front room because the meeting was
really taking place in the back and it usually meant a lot of your
blood would be washed down the drains in the floor. 



	Oscar Street was one of
the office fronts. 



	And if he was being
smart (which he usually was), there were eyes on me. There would be
no running off. 



	I made my way back up
the fire escape with a pit in my stomach, opening  the door and
freezing.


	Alex was standing in
front of her desk, piling the notebooks into a cardboard box. She had
changed into a pair of light wash skinny jeans and a purple long
sleeved t-shirt. And a bra, I noticed with a smirk. But that wasn't
what had me pausing.


	It was that she was
singing.


	A slow, somber song
that was about smiling when your heart was breaking. I had a vague
memory of it playing on some oldies station when I was growing up.
But whoever I had heard singing it didn't do it justice. Something
about it coming from Alex's lips, her voice a smooth, crooning sound,
had the words landing heavy in my chest. She had a great voice. But
it wasn't that. It was seeing the Alex behind the walls and fences
for a moment-  soft and sweet and unprotected- that had my breath
getting caught. 



	“Oh,” she
said, turning her head to find my standing there. A blush crept up on
her cheeks and she doubled her efforts to get her packing done,
pretending it took all of her concentration. “I'm almost
ready.”


	“Alex...”


	“Just need to
grab something from under my bed and we can...”


	“Alex.”


	“What?” she
asked, picking up on the edge in my voice.


	“Lex called.”


	At this, she froze. And
her eyes lost the light they had and went dull. Closed off. Walls
firmly back into place. 



	If possible, I hated
the fuck all the more. 



	“What did he
want?”


	“A meeting at his
office.”


	“Which one?”
she asked, an edge in her voice suggesting she already knew all about
his different offices.


	“Oscar Street.”


	She didn't go pale. Her
mouth didn't fall open. She didn't start to freak out. Nope. The Alex
from the train car was back. The Alex who was resigned to her fate. 



	“What time?”


	“Eleven.”


	“Okay,” she
said, nodding once. “Well that gives me some time.”


	“Time for what?”
I asked, hoping she would come up with something she wanted to do.
Something I could do for her. Something to put a smile on her face. 



	“To transfer all
these files in these notebooks and get them online. Someone will come
across them eventually. I don't want to die without sharing the dirt
I have on him.”


	Fuck.


	So much for that hope. 



	And with there being a
strong likelihood of the both of us dying in just under twenty-four
hours, I couldn't really deny her the one thing she wanted to do with
her time left.


	“Let's get moving
then,” I allowed, going to take the duffel bag from her. 



	“Don't worry. The
Chinese somehow tastes better when it's reheated,” she said,
grabbing something under her bed and shoving it into the box of
notebooks. She laid her laptop across the top and we made our way
back to my truck.


	When we got back to my
place, I reheated the food. And it was bad. But she was right, I'd
had worse. Alex took her laptop into the living room, picking at her
plate of food and she manically typed into her keypad, adding pages
and pages of information onto the forum on the dark net. 



	I ate despite a loss of
appetite as I sat watching her work. Under other circumstances, I
would find her single-minded focus and determination sexy as hell.
But right then, watching her type up what was, in her own twisted
fuckin' way, her own suicide note... yeah... that shit wasn't hot at
all. 



	And that was what she
did all day. Not taking a break to reheat her food when dinnertime
rolled around, just eating it cold as she kept flipping through the
pages of her notebook. 



	“Alex,” I
said later, the world dark outside the windows.


	“Almost done,”
she said, not looking over. “A lot of this stuff was filler.
Just another page or two.”


	So I sat and waited.


	Twenty minutes (and ten
pages) later, she sighed, flexing her fingers then rubbing her eyes
before turning to me.


	“Okay. All done,”
she said, giving me a bleary-eyed smile.


	“Feel better?”
I asked.


	“Yeah. I don't
know why I was sitting on that information for so long. It should
have been out there floating around for other people to find.”


	“Come over here,”
I said, surprised at the softness in my tone. 



	Her brows drew together
but she scooted across the cushions, planting her ass beside me,
pulling her knees up toward her chest. I threw an arm around her,
hauling her closer, tight to my side, her knees pressed up into my
stomach.


	“I ain't gonna
feed you no platitudes. You're too smart to believe them anyway. You
know as much as I do how bad this is. We both know there's a good
chance that neither of us will get out of this alive tomorrow. And
that fuckin' sucks because I just met you. And what I've seen so far?
I like it. And I wanted to get to see more. But that ain't in the
cards and there's no use whining over it. But I will say this, Alex
Miller,” I said, ducking my chin so I could look at her, making
her see I was serious, “It's a fuckin' shame. 'Cause I woulda
liked to break down those walls. Seeing you singing today? I liked
what I saw when I peeked behind them. I wanted to drag you out and
show you what life is like outside that fortress you live in.”


	“Breaker...”


	“Shh, doll. Fact
of the matter is, we don't have time for you to let me in like that.
But what we do have time for? Me being inside you in a different way.
So, from about two minutes from now until ten in the morning, I plan
on fucking you in every position, in every hole, until you can't
fuckin' take it anymore. Sound like a plan?”


	“Hmm,” she
mused, pursing her lips like she was mulling it over. “I could
think of worse ways to spend my time.”


	At this, I felt myself
chuckling, giving her a smile. “You gonna stop bustin' my balls
so I can fuck you into tomorrow or what?”


	“I think I can
manage that.”


	“Good. Now stand
up,” I said, letting my arm drop from around her. Her eyebrow
rose, but she got onto her feet. 



	“Okay. I'm up,”
she said, crossing her hands over her chest.


	“Strip.”


	Her mouth parted, her
eyes going a little wide. “What?”


	“Strip.”


	“Seriously?”


	“Yep. I could put
on some music,” I teased, reaching for the remote.


	To this, she rolled her
eyes and made short work of whipping her shirt off and going toward
the button on her jeans, giving me a view of the black lace bra she
had on. Maybe if we lived, I would rethink my stance on those
particular garments. 



	“Not even gonna
try to tease me?”


	“You want a
striptease, go to a strip club,” she shot back, pushing her
pants down her legs. 



	Call me crazy, but I'd
take a surly fuckin' Alex Miller none-too ceremoniously taking off
her clothes while shooting daggers at me over some chick doing it
slow and sensual grinding around to music any god damn day.


	I fought a smile as she
reached behind her back to unclasp her bra. “You better make
this good,” she warned, letting the bra fall off her arms and
hooking her fingers into the waistband of her panties. 



	“Have I let you
down yet?” I shot back, sitting up, elbows to knees, making me
almost level with the juncture of her thighs. 



	I glanced up to see her
cheeks heating as she realized what was about to happen just a second
before I grabbed her calf, picking it up and arching her leg wide,
placing her foot down on the cushion beside me. One of my hands went
to her lower back, pressing her forward as I ducked my head and
licked her already dripping pussy. 



	She made a gasping
whimper sound, her hand moving to the top of my head, holding me
against her as her hips rocked against my mouth. 



	I wasn't lyin' when I
told her she had a sweet fuckin' pussy. She did. I ran my tongue up
to her clit, feeling her body shiver as her honeyed taste coated my
tongue. I could eat her all night, hearing her breath getting more
and more uneven, her moans getting more and more husky. Fuck if it
didn't send a white-hot rush of desire to my cock.


	“Breaker...”
she gasped, her fingers digging into my head and I knew she was
close. The first time she was always easy. Like all the years of
pent-up sexual frustration kept her constantly half-way to orgasm. 



	I sucked in my breath,
making a wash of cool air hit her clit, then released it, replacing
it with the warm. Her body jolted and I sucked hard, her thighs
clenching as she groaned through her orgasm.


	She was still riding
the waves when I got up, grabbing her and pushing her onto the couch
on her knees, her hands clutching the back cushions and her knees
teetering on the edge of the bottom ones. I spread her thighs and
plunged my fingers inside her still spasming pussy.  



	“Fuck,” she
ground out, her fingers curling into the couch as I thrust fast and
hard, widening her, getting her ready. With my free hand, I found my
wallet, pulling out a condom and tossing the leather carelessly to
the ground. She was panting, thrusting backward against my fingers
when I pulled them out to slip the condom on. “No,” she
objected, reaching behind her to try to grab my hand back. 



	“Put your fingers
in your pussy for me,” I said, working the condom on as I
watched her hand slip between her legs and thrust two fingers inside
her. Her head fell to her chest on a groan and I felt a slice of
desire so strong my legs felt weak. “Fuckin' hot, baby,”
I said, my hands going to her ass. “You want my cock?”


	Her fingers slid out
quickly. “Yes,” she demanded, arching her ass up toward
me and I thrust in with a smile. 



	I fucked her how I
liked it, how she was learning she liked it- hard, fast, rough enough
to leave some marks to remember it by in the morning. She came hard
around me twice before I slid out, pushing my cock back and up a bit.




	“I want to fuck
your ass,” I told her, my voice a gravel sound. At her
hesitation, I leaned forward, resting my chest up her back and
wrapping my arms around to tease her tits. “Anyone ever been in
there before?”


	I already knew the
answer, but she told me anyway in a small whisper. “No.”


	“You scared of me
doin' it?”


	“Yes,” she
said honestly.


	“Think it's gonna
hurt?” To this, I got a small nod as I rolled her nipples
between my fingers, her head turning so her face was to my neck.
“Might a little at first, but I'll make it good. You gonna let
me try?”


	Her lips pressed into
my neck and I closed my eyes for a second, enjoying the feel of her
small show of affection. “Okay.”


	“You don't like
it, you tell me, we stop. Got it?”


	“Got it,”
she agreed, moving away from me. 



	My hands slid down her
sides, and she squirmed when they skirted her ribs, making me smile.
She was ticklish. I fought the urge to play to that weakness as my
hand slid down to my cock, guiding it up toward her ass and pressing
against it until she stopped flinching away and pushed back. I slid
in slowly, gritting my teeth against the urge to thrust hard and fast
until I came, making myself take it slow and soft for her. 



	She flinched, I held
still until she adjusted. Then pushed further in. Until I was to the
hilt and stayed buried, letting her get over the discomfort and
surprise budding of desire. 



	It wasn't long until
her hips started turning in small circles, trying to ease the desire
I knew was growing, foreign but strong. 



	“Feel good,
doll?” I asked, my hands rubbing her ass. 



	“Ye... yeah,”
she said, doing another hip roll. 



	I smiled, reaching
around her, pulling her up until her back was to my chest then slowly
thrusting up into her. Her head went onto my shoulder, her eyes
closed tight, her mouth opened enough for groans to slip out. My hand
slid down her belly, moving to her clit and working it in slow
circles as my thrusts became more insistent. One of her arms went up
behind her and wrapped around my neck, the other reached down and
grabbed my wrist as I worked her clit.


	“You gonna come?”
I asked, knowing she was close.


	“Yeah.”


	“Let me hear it,”
I told her, pressing harder into her clit. “I'm gonna feel it,
but I want to hear it.”


	She nodded, her nails
digging into my skin as she started moving her hips downward as I
thrust up, trying to get there faster. 



	“Breaker...”


	“Let me hear it,”
I said again, feeling my own orgasm begging for release. 



	“Oh my... fuck!”
she cried, her body convulsing hard through her orgasm. I kept
working at her clit as I thrust faster, burying deep and coming hard
enough for my legs to give up, my knees hitting the edge of the couch
as I held her to my chest. 



	“Holy shit,”
she said a minute later, her chest jumping as she laughed.


	“Funny?” I
asked, slowly moving away from her and slapping her ass. 



	She moved to lie down
on the couch on her side. “I've been missing out,” she
admitted, giving me a big smile.


	I felt myself smiling
back. “Just think of all the ways I coulda fucked you if I met
you earlier.”


	“Is it cheesy to
say it was worth the wait?” she asked, watching as I walked
toward the bathroom. 



	“Yeah,” I
said, washing my hands before I turned to go back out. “But
it's still nice to hear. You alright?” I asked, kneeling down
next to the couch and pushing the hair out of her face. The bruise on
her jaw was still angry looking, yellow and green mixing in with the
purple and blue as it started to heal. 



	“I don't think
alright is the right word,” she said, giving me a sleepy
smile.


	“No?”


	“No. I think
maybe amazing or phenomenal or holy fucking hell
might work better.”


	I gave her a small
smile, reaching out and slipping my arms under her knees and back,
pulling her to my chest, and walking us toward the bedroom.


	“Nuh uh mister,”
she said, nuzzling her head into my neck.


	“No what?”


	“Don't even think
about fucking me again,” she clarified as I pushed back the
covers on the bed.


	“No?” I
asked, chuckling.


	“No,” she
said firmly.


	“Why not?”


	“Because I need a
nap first,” she said as I lowered her onto the bed.


	I slipped in beside
her, hauling her to my side. “I think I can give you that,”
I said, feeling sleep pulling at my eyes too.


	“You can fuck me
in an hour or two,” she conceded a few minutes later, her voice
drowsy from sleep.


	“Sounds like a
plan.”







	And that was exactly
what happened. I woke up to her kissing her way down my chest. And,
well, I let her do that. But before she could make me come with that
sweet little mouth of hers, I threw her onto her back and fucked her
hard, legs on my shoulders. Then feet on my chest. Then legs on the
mattress pressed together but cocked at a ninety-degree angle. 



	Then we got up and ate.
She checked her laptop. I tossed in a movie. We watched it. Then we
drifted off to sleep again.


	I woke up early, too
anxious to get more than a few hours of sleep put together. I went
down into the basement and pushed myself through a punishing workout,
trying to get my mind to clear so I could focus on how to get us out
of such a shit situation. But one hour and a cold shower later, I was
no closer to figuring out what to do. 



	Alex came walking out
of the bedroom half an hour later, wearing one of my tees even though
she had her own clothes again. Realizing that meant something had a
weird swirling feeling moving across my stomach. I pushed it away
when she walked up to me and pressed her forehead to my chest, her
body disconnected from me. I felt myself chuckle, rubbing a hand up
her back. 



	“Want some
coffee?”


	“Sure,” she
said, moving away. “Lovely day,” she drawled, moving
toward the window and watching the rain pour down in sheets as it had
been doing since before I woke up. 



	I walked up behind her,
wrapping my arm around her waist as I handed her the coffee with my
other hand. My head dipped and I planted a kiss where her shoulder
met her neck. 



	“You ain't
shutting down on me already are you?” 



	I felt her back lean
into my chest as she sipped her coffee. “Not yet.”


	“Good then I can
fuck you one more time before we go.”


	“You can't be
serious,” she said, shaking her head. 



	“Why not?”


	“Because my legs
feel like I ran the New York City marathon last night,” she
bitched, but I could hear the smile in her voice. 



	My hand slid down her
belly, moving up her thigh, and finding that while she put on my tee,
she hadn't bothered with panties as I slid my hand against her pussy.




	“Funny,” I
said, nipping into her earlobe. “Your mouth is saying one
thing, but your pussy is telling a whole different story.”


	“You can't
possibly want to...” her voice trailed off as I shifted my hips
so my cock was pressing up against her ass, making it clear I very
much did want to. “Oh,” she breathed out.


	I smiled against her
hair as I reached in front of me and pushed my pants down, grabbing
the condom I had slipped into my pocket while I was getting dressed
for just this reason. If we lived, her ass was going on the damn pill
as soon as possible. I stopped stroking her pussy to slip on the
condom then tuned her to face me, pressing her back up against the
refrigerator. 



	Her leg lifted,
wrapping around my hips and I slid inside her. Her eyes widened,
watching me, as I started rocking my hips into her soft and sweet-
something I had never really done before, but enjoying watching the
surprise and pleasure spread across her features. Making her lips
part, her lids get heavy. Her hands slid up my arms and went around
the back of my neck, pulling me to her and pressing her lips against
mine. Gentle. Silky. My hand went to the side of her face, cradling
it as I continued by lazily stoking of our desire. 



	I had a blinding
realization while I slipped inside her, swallowing her whimpers
against my mouth. She had laid on my couch the night before after I
fucked her and told me she had been missing out. Well, in a way, I
had too. 



	Because soft and sweet
had its own kind of merit. 



	Maybe it was just
because it was Alex, but making love to her felt different. It felt
like more. Like there was something passing between us other than
bodies satisfying bodies. 



	Alex's lips pulled from
mine and her eyes fluttered open, staying on mine as her whimpers
became moans and I knew she was getting close. 



	“Come for me,
Alex,” I said quietly, feeling her tighten around me. “That's
it, come baby.”


	And then she did, her
eyes getting wide, her mouth falling open, but no sound came out for
a long time as her body rode through the pulsations. Then, finally,
“Breaker,” she whispered, her head falling to my chest.


	I came a few seconds
later, squeezing her to my chest and holding her there for a while
after. 



	Then she sighed,
shaking her head. “What's the matter?”


	“It's twenty of
ten,” she told me, untangling from my body and sliding away
from me. 



	From the thickness of
the air around her, I knew my Alex was gone. Alex, the mask, was in
place instead- her eyes distant, her shoulders pulled back as she
made the way to the bathroom and closed the door quietly. 



	Fuck.


	She didn't even take
five minutes to consider that something had just passed between us.
Something different. At least for me it was different. 



	Fucking son of a bitch
cocksucker Lex Keith.


	I cleaned up, going
into the pantry and slipping some weapons into my pants and boots,
keeping out an extra pocketknife and a can of mace for Alex to tuck
into her boots when she came out.


	She did a few minutes
later, dressed in black skinny jeans and a black long sleeve tee,
looking very much like she was going to a funeral. Which was probably
exactly what she was thinking when she slipped into it. She sat down
on the couch, swishing her finger across the sensor on her laptop to
make it come alive as she slipped into her boots. 



	“Nothing?”


	“Lot of views all
of a sudden,” she said, her voice cool. “No bites
though.”


	“Here,” I
said, leaning over the couch and handing her the knife and mace.
“Tuck those into your boots too. Just in case.” 



	She took them, but made
no comment, lacing up her shoes loosely, slamming her laptop, and
standing. “Let's get this over with,” she said, making
her way to the door, avoiding eye contact. 



	I had no other cards to
play so I grabbed my keys and wallet and followed behind. I couldn't
begrudge her her sour mood. The closer we drove toward town, the more
I felt my own darkening. 



	I sighed as I swung my
truck into a parking space out front of Lex's office. It was in a
sketchier side of town than you would usually catch Lex in himself,
choosing to send one of his lackeys instead. But he was in there. For
whatever sick plan he had rolling around his twisted brain. Beside
me, Alex might as well have been stone. Her breathing was slow, even.
Her hands relaxed on her thighs. Her face impassive. Her eyes far
away, staring out the window at the rain collecting on the
windshield. 



	“Doll...”


	She shook her head
stiffly. “Let's get this over with.”


	I sighed, watching her
open her door and step out into the downpour. With little choice, I
followed suit. 



	The door flew open
before I could even reach for it, Limp Dick Rick standing there
looking bored. But I could see blood staining the pocket of his
jeans. I wondered if Alex noticed, but if she did, she wasn't letting
on. 



	“Lex here?”
I asked as we stepped into the office area, cheap fake wood desk, old
law books on the shelves. I wondered if he did that ironically or
just because they all matched. The floor was dusty in the corners and
there were just old yellowed blinds on the windows, pulled closed. 



	He inclined his head to
me and knocked on a door to the side of the bookshelf behind the
desk. 



	A few seconds later, it
opened and out walked Lex in one of his gray suits, the stain of
blood almost invisible on his black dress shoes. But I saw it. And I
felt myself tense. Beside me, still no reaction from Alex.


	Lex's head tilted to
the side, watching Alex. “I see you managed the task.”


	“What task?”
I asked, trying to make my words come out casual though I felt like I
was talking through clenched teeth.


	“You broke her.”


	My head turned to the
side where Alex was still just staring off at the wall. It certainly
looked like I had. The smart thing to do would be own the idea. But I
couldn't bring myself to so I just shrugged a shoulder.


	“You might need
to... unbreak her a little,” he said, his eyes coming to my
face.


	“Unbreak her?”
I repeated, raising a brow.


	“She's no good to
me all catatonic.”


	“Might be useful
if you told me what exactly she is to be of use to you for then.”


	To this, he shrugged.
“That's why we're here,” he said, turning and moving back
toward the door he had just walked out of. I felt my gut clench up,
every instinct telling me that we shouldn't go behind that door. But
there wasn't much choice with Limp Dick Rick standing in front of the
main door. 



	Lex stepped into the
room and I followed. Alex was a few steps behind me.


	I was right.


	We didn't want to be in
there. 



	'There' being a room
with white tile and a drain in the floor. A hose was hooked up to the
bathroom sink in the room to the back. A hose that they used to wash
the blood down the drain. The blood like the blood that was
everywhere right then.


	The blood that had come
from the man that had been cuffed to the chair in the center of the
room. 



	Young. A few years
older than Alex, a few younger than me. A little pudgy and with a
definite nerdy look with his black-rimmed glasses and video game
t-shirt. But good looking. 



	Or at least... he was.


	He was dead. 



	Likely from the sheer
amount of blood he had lost.


	Arterial spray fuckin'
everywhere.


	My eyes went
immediately to Alex as she stepped through and I saw a flash. It was
gone before a blink, shut down behind her wall. I couldn't even get a
chance to analyze it. Shock? Horror? It was gone too soon.


	“As you can see,”
Lex started and my eyes drifted to his, “I have had some issues
lately.”	


	“Who is the
stiff?” I asked, nodding at the guy in the chair. 



	It should have bothered
me. It was gory. Horror movie worthy. But I had seen worse. I had
done almost as bad. I had no right to be disgusted. But even so, my
stomach clenched. 



	“This,
unfortunately, was a man I hired recently.”


	“What's he do?”


	“He's a hacker,”
Lex said easily. “Well, he was.”


	“A hacker?”


	“Yes. See... I
have had a series of security breaches and viruses on my computer and
I had an inkling that someone was trying to gather information about
me.” 



	Fuck. Shit fuck fuck.
As much as I wanted to look at Alex, see if she was giving any of her
guilt away, I kept my eyes on Lex. 



	“So this is the
guy who has been doing it?” 



	“No no. This is
the young man I hired to find the hacker.”


	“I'm assuming he
failed the task.”


	“Indeed,”
Lex said, slapping a hand down on the dead guy's shoulder, making his
lifeless body jolt.


	“And we're here
seeing this because...”


	“Because the
threat still exists,” Lex went on, wiping a bit of blood off
his hands with a white pocket square. “I got some of my men on
it and when they were searching potential hackers to do the job,
Miss. Miller's name came up. I was intrigued.” 



	Yeah, I bet he was.
Once he got a look at her. Mother fucker.


	“So you want her
to ferret out this leak?” I asked.


	“Indeed I do.
Hopefully she won't be as,” he said, looking at the dead guy,
“disappointing as this gentleman here.”


	“So I am supposed
to hold onto her until she finds your guy?”


	“Or until I have
time to look after her myself. Which, unfortunately, is not today. I
have a meeting in the city that should keep me busy for the next
week. I will need you to hold onto her until then.”


	A week. I had her for a
week. With Lex out of town. I could work with that. I could find a
way to get Shoot out and get us all the fuck out of town. 



	“A week?” I
asked, sounding bored at the prospect. 



	“Provided you can
undo whatever damage you have obviously done,” he said, waving
a careless hand toward Alex's stiff body. “She's of no use to
me like this. She's still like this when I get back, just go ahead
and get rid of her. Can't even have any fun with her when she's a
zombie.”


	Fun.


	Fun.


	I swallowed the
bile and nodded. “I can do that.” I looked over at Alex,
shaking my head like she was a nuisance, then looked back at Lex. “I
can get her out of this sooner, you want me to put her on the case or
wait for your go ahead?”


	“By all means,”
he said, splaying his hands that were stained red despite his
rubbing, “put her to use.”	


	I felt myself nodding.
“We done here?”


	“It's no wonder
no one likes working with you,” Lex said, his head tilting.
“You are really a dreadful human being.” Coming from the
scum of the earth, well, I guess I could consider that a compliment.


	“You're paying me
to hold onto the bitch. You want to dig at me about how I handle my
shit, it will cost you twice as much.”


	Lex sighed. “One
week and I expect you to drop her off.”


	“Where?” I
asked, fighting the urge to toss Alex over my shoulder and haul ass
out of there. 



	“My house.”


	Shit.


	He meant business with
her. 



	The kind of long,
drawn-out business I suspected her mother went through. 



	“Right,” I
said, nodding, moving to the door, snagging the sleeve of Alex's
shirt and dragging her with me. “See you then.”


	Limp Dick Rick stood in
the doorway until I turned back behind me, raising a brow at Lex who
flicked a hand, and he moved out of the way. 



	Alex walked numbly to
the passenger side and climbed up. I got into the driver's and tore
off, not bothering to buckle. Just needing to get the fuck out of
there as soon as possible.


	“Are we being
followed?” Alex's voice reached me, making me jump slightly.


	“What?”


	“Are. We. Being.
Followed?” she enunciated carefully, her words heavy with
something I couldn't place.


	“No,” I
said with confidence. I had been paying attention, my mind running
the same way. 



	“Pull over,”
she said, watching the landscape become more desolate as we left the
town behind.


	“It's rain...”


	“Pull the fucking
car over!” she shrieked, shocking me enough to pull off to the
shoulder and throw the car into park. 



	Before I could even
turn to look at her, she was out of her belt and out of the door,
slamming it hard behind her. 



	I swung out of the car,
darting around it to find her bent forward throwing up violently
beside the front wheel. 



	Fuck.


	I forgot about the
body. I know that was shitty and unfeeling of me. But it meant
nothing to me. Apparently, it meant something to her. It was one
thing for her to see the pictures of the things Lex had done. It was
a whole other to see it right in front of your eyes, to smell the
blood, to see it all over. 



	“Deep breath,”
I said, reaching into the backseat for a spare bottle of water as the
rain soaked through my clothes. “It'll pass.”


	“You don't get
it,” she said, her voice acidic as she rinsed and spit the
water. 



	“I get it. That
was fucked up to walk in on. But it's over. We got out. We have a
week to figure out what we're gonna do and...”


	“You. Don't. Get.
It,” she seethed, turning to look at me and there were tears in
her eyes.


	“Explain it to
me,” I tried in a soothing tone. 



	“I knew
him!”


	“Knew who, doll?”


	“The dead guy,
Breaker. I fucking knew him!”


	Fuck.


	I never stopped to
consider that there was like a hacker underground. They probably all
knew each other in a detached sort of way. “Babe... I know
hackers run in the same circles and shit but...”


	“No Breaker,”
she said, shaking her head. She raked hands down her face like she
could claw the image away. “I mean... I knew him, knew
him.”
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	Alex






















	It was Glenn.


	I followed Breaker who
followed Lex into the second room, knowing it was probably not a good
thing that we were being moved to a second location, but not having
much of a choice. 



	And the second that I
stepped through, my eyes fell to the chair.


	And they found Glenn.


	Glenn the sweet,
slightly overweight hacker who taught me almost everything I knew.
The only person on the planet aside from Breaker who knew even part
of my story. 



	The guy I used to have
sex with.


	Weird, awkward,
passionless sex. 



	But still.


	I knew what his lips
felt like on mine, what his body looked like. I knew his voice when
he was excited for me when I finally understood a concept he was
explaining or the way he said my name like a warning when he got
frustrated with my ever-present runaway temper. I knew that he hated
coffee and preferred energy drinks. That he thought crunchy cheese
curls were superior to the puffed kind. I knew that his mother still
bought him underwear for Christmas and his laptop cost four times
what mine did (and mine was expensive to the point of obnoxious). 



	I
knew him.


	And he was dead.


	By Lex's hands.


	Like my mother. 



	Used as a puppet and
bled dry. 



	Like my mother.


	The
god damn son of a bitch took everything, everything
from me.


	“What
do you mean you knew him knew him?” Breaker asked, his head
tilted at me, water spilling down his face and dripping off his
beard. Funny because I was blissfully unaware of
my own wetness. 



	“When I was out
on my own... looking for people to help me figure out the hacking
thing, I found Glenn. His name was Glenn,” I said, my voice
wobbling a little and I winced at it. But I couldn't help it. It kept
getting more and more shaky as I went on. “Glenn Gable and he
was just a couple years older than me. And he was good and patient
and he loved his mother and his hands were always warm to the point
of being clammy. And he thought crunchy  cheese curls beat out the
puffed kind. Which is stupid. Puffs are way better. But he loved them
and he downed them with green energy drinks and he used to rub my
back when I would sit and stare at the computer all day every day
trying to learn what he was trying to teach me and...”


	“You dated him,”
Breaker said, his voice soft. My eyes went to his, expecting to see
mockery there. Because Glenn wasn't super hot guy badass material
like Breaker was. But all I saw in Breaker's blue eyes was
understanding. Sympathy.


	“Yes,”
I admitted, the tears that had been stinging my eyes finally winning
out and brimming over. “It wasn't good. But he
was good to me and I cared about him. And Lex
killed him!”


	“Oh baby...”
he said, his arms reaching for me and hauling me against his chest as
his arms squeezed me hard enough to make breathing difficult.


	But in a weird way, it
still felt good. So I turned my face into his neck and I let the
tears come.


	I wondered if Glenn's
mother would ever know what happened to him. Or if he would just be a
missing person and empty casket for her. I hadn't met her, but I had
seen pictures. She was an even heavier, feminized version of Glenn.
Same dark hair. Same roundish face. Same nice brown eyes. She looked
like the kind of woman who cried at greeting cards. 



	She wouldn't have
anyone to buy underwear for at Christmas anymore.


	At that, I cried some
more. 



	And Glenn would never
get a chance to finally reach the final level in that video game he
had become obsessed with the day before Breaker took me. He had
bought a case of energy drinks so he could stay up for days and play.




	I doubt he had even
gotten close to finishing before Lex picked him up.


	At that, I cried even
harder. 



	“He's dead
because of me,” I cried, my words coming out high-pitched and
choked.


	“Alex, you can't
think...”


	“I'm
the one fucking with Lex's computers. It's me. He was hired to find
me. And he died because he knew it was me all along and he knew he
couldn't tell Lex that because he knew what would happen to me. He
died to protect me!” 



	To this, Breaker had
nothing to say. 



	Because there was
nothing to say.


	There were no magic
words that could make that any less true. Any less painful. There was
no one left in my life who cared about me even in a detached 'we used
to date but it didn't work out' kind of way. There was no one. I had
nothing left. 



	“No one is left
to care about me,” I whispered against his skin, just loud
enough for me to hear.


	But his arms squeezed
me tighter. “That's not true,” he said with certainty.


	“Yes, it is,”
I sniffled, knowing I sounded pathetic and not particularly caring. I
earned the right. 



	“Doll, it's not
true,” he said firmly. “I care about you.”


	“No you don't,”
I said, rolling my eyes even though he couldn't see me. “You
don't even know me.”


	“I know enough to
give a shit, Alex. I might not see it all because you won't let me.
But I see you. And what I do see, I care about. I don't care that
I've only known you a couple days and it's too soon and it doesn't
make any kind of fuckin' logical sense. Especially since I don't give
a fuck about anyone but myself and Shoot, but I care and I am going
to try to get all of us out of this.”


	His words sent warmth
through my insides, making me see for the first time how cold a place
I had been living in. 



	But that was exactly
the reason he couldn't care about me. I wasn't the kind of girl who
deserved that. I was the kind of girl who was surrounded by death and
torture and obsessions that brought nothing but misery to myself and
those around me.


	He might have been bad
news, but everything I had learned about Breaker suggested he was a
good man. 



	And I couldn't drag a
good man down into my gutters to wade around in the muck with me. It
wasn't right. 



	I had to find a way out
for myself. And for him. And Shoot. Whatever it took. No one else was
going to die because of me and my mess.


	I sniffled back a new
onslaught of tears, taking deep breaths to calm myself down. It
wasn't the time. To break down. To fall apart. I needed to push back
all that dark and lock it away for a time when everyone was safe and
away from my mess. Then I could let it out. Let it consume me if it
needed to. 



	“You alright?”
Breaker's voice asked and I felt myself nodding even though that
answer was a booming, deafening no. “Can we get back on
the road?”


	“Yep,” I
said, pulling out of his arms and turning back to the car, throwing
myself in before he could even move a foot. 



	Breaker got in
silently, throwing on the heat, pulling off the shoulder, and letting
me have my silence though I kept feeling his eyes on my profile as he
drove. 



	We pulled up to his
house a while later and I followed Breaker inside, both of us going
to change into dry clothes. By the time he came out of the bedroom, I
was in a pair of black yoga pants and a oversize pink sweatshirt,
legs curled on the couch, laptop propped on top of them.


	“What are you
doing?”


	“Putting the word
about Glenn out there,” I said, forcing my eyes to blink back
the tears. “He had friends in the hacker community. They have a
right to know. Everyone worries about each other when we disappear.
Mostly thinking one of us got locked up, but there's always a chance
for... worse. His friends deserve to know the truth.”


	“You think that's
a good idea seeing as we're the only ones who know what happened to
Glenn?” he asked, watching me, his words hesitant like he was
worried he was crossing a line.


	“First- Lex
doesn't exactly seem like the type who knows how to use the dark web.
Second- I am going to say to keep it on the DL because it could lead
to my getting into the same kind of trouble as Glenn. And third, I
don't give a fuck.”


	To this, Breaker had
nothing to say. 



	I had the vague
knowledge of him walking around the kitchen as I typed but I didn't
look up until I saw him sit down beside me, dropping two glasses on
the coffee table and filling them with something clear. 



	My eyes went to his,
brows drawn together.


	“Your friend died
today,” he said, putting the bottle down and reaching for the
glasses, handing one to me. “You owe it to him to honor his
memory.”


	“By drinking?”
I asked, glancing at the bottle of vodka. 



	“Yeah, doll. It's
what people do. People in the line of work we're in. We drink. We
share stories. We numb the pain a little. We fight or fuck and we
move the fuck on. It's the only way.”


	The line of work we're
in.


	I never thought of it
that way. That we were, in a way, doing the same kind of job.
Underground. Illegal. 



	But he was right. 



	I may not have had
blood on my hands in a literal way, but that morning proved I did in
a very metaphorical way.


	So if the way people
like us honored a death was by drinking, then I owed it to Glenn to
do that.


	I lifted my glass
toward Breaker then threw back the liquid that burned down my throat.
I came up coughing and Breaker laughed.


	“Not a big
drinker, huh?”


	I rubbed the tongue
against the roof of my mouth, trying to scrub the taste of vodka away
with no success. “No.”


	To this, he shrugged,
leaning forward to snag the bottle and pour us both another round.
“You won't even taste it soon enough,” he told me sagely
then just kept plying me with liquor until it became true. “So
did you two date for long?” he asked a while later when my head
was starting to feel fuzzy and the room was whirling a bit, making me
put my foot on the ground to assure myself that I was still, in fact,
stationary. 



	“No. And we
didn't really... date,” I said, my mouth deciding it was a good
time to spill all the dirty little secrets I kept buried deep. “He
taught me things. He liked me. I just... I had nothing else to offer
him...”


	If I had been looking,
I would have seen Breaker's light eyes darken, his face harden.
“Alex, you have more to offer than sex,” he said, his
words a little firmer than usual, making me look at him.


	But I didn't see the
hardness there. 



	And I was laughing.
“Says the man who has been screwing me silly for the past
couple of days.”


	“Doll...”


	“Not that I'm
complaining,” I went on, oblivious to even the idea of
boundaries anymore. “The sex has been like... great. Like super
super great. And I didn't even think I had a sex drive
anymore. But then there you were all badass and dirty mouthed and my
lady bits were like... well hello. And then you knew how to
use your gentleman bits really well and I just... what's so funny?”
I asked, my brows knitting together, feeling indignation rise up.
Didn't he see that I was trying to give him a compliment? It was rude
to laugh at compliments. 



	“My... gentleman
bits?” he asked, trying to reign in the smile and failing
miserably. 



	“Fine. Your
cock,” I shot back, lowering my eyes at him. “Happy?”


	“Surprisingly...
given this shit day. Having to deal with Lex. Seeing him rake you
over the coals. Again. Having to see you cry. Even with all that
shit? Yeah, babe... I'm pretty fuckin' happy right now.”


	I rolled my eyes at
him. “You're drunk,” I dismissed him.


	“No, doll. You're
drunk. I'm still as sober as a judge.”


	“That's not
possible,” I objected. “You drank just as much as me and
my brain cells feel like they're swimming in jello.”


	“That's because
you're a lightweight. I can drink that whole bottle without getting
as shitfaced as you are right now.”


	“Well,
regardless. You shouldn't be happy right now.”


	“Why not?”


	“Because there's
no reason to be happy.”


	“I'm sitting here
with a a woman drunk off her ass, tellin' me she likes what my
'gentleman bits'  do to her, knowing I am going to be balls
deep in her sweet pussy before the night is over. So yeah, doll, I
think I have a pretty good reason to be happy.”


	Even drunk, that did
make some kind of sense. So I just shrugged.


	“Alex, look at
me.”


	I sighed, letting my
eyes slide to his. “What?”


	“You have more to
offer than just sex,” he said, his tone oddly serious. “You
get me?”


	His tone didn't leave
much room for debate and my tongue was feeling a little fat and I
wasn't sure any argument of mine would come out clearly anyway. “I
get you,” I agreed though I wasn't sure I was, in fact, with
him. 



	“Good. Now can
you walk without faceplanting or should I carry you to bed to fuck
you?”


	“I can walk,”
I assured him, getting to my feet and my arms immediately flew out
wide, trying to balance myself. I took a few tentative steps,
realizing that if I concentrated hard enough, I could, in fact, walk.
“What is drunk sex like?” I asked, reaching to pull my
sweatshirt over my head as I stumbled down the hall. 



	Breaker followed behind
me and while I couldn't see it, I could hear it in his voice that he
was smiling. “I have a feeling that with you, it's going to be
a whole new experience.”


	“Only if I can
get these... pants... off,” I said, sitting on the edge of the
bed trying to struggle out of the legs. 



	Breaker's deep chuckle
rumbled through to my bones as he walked to the edge of the bed,
grabbed the ends of my pants and hauled them off me in one swift
motion that made me flail out to grab the sheets so I didn't slide
off the bed. I looked down to see he had pulled my panties off too.
And I hadn't bothered with a  bra. 



	I looked up at Breaker.
“This isn't going to work,” I said, brows drawing down as
I tried to concentrate.


	“Why not?”
he asked, still smiling.


	“Because I'm
naked.”


	“I see that,”
he said, eyes raking over my body and it sent a rush of wet between
my legs. “Don't see that being a problem.”


	“You're fully
dressed,” I went on.


	“There's things I
can do to you fully dressed,” he said, moving toward the bed
and getting down on his knees at the foot. His arms went up, grabbing
my thighs, and yanked me down toward him. Before I could even think
to snap my legs together, his face was between them, his tongue
sliding up my sex until it found my clit and went at it without
mercy.


	It didn't take long for
me to think that getting drunk had it's definite, definite benefits.
Like a body that was somehow numb everywhere else except where
Breaker was touching. Because wherever that was, felt like it was
electric. It felt pulsing and alive.


	He licked me until I
came twice.


	Then fucked me until I
came two more times.	


	He walked away then
came back, making the bed feel like it was suddenly filled with water
it wobbled so hard. He climbed in next to me, hauling me onto his
chest in a way that was new but still somehow deeply familiar. One
arm was locked hard around my hip, the other sifting through my hair.


	I felt sleep pulling at
my eyes.


	“Glenn died
today,” I whispered quietly. 



	“I know, baby,”
he said, his arm squeezing me.


	“We got drunk and
we shared stories and we fucked.”


	“Yeah, doll.”


	“I think maybe I
can move on now,” I said, turning my face slightly to plant a
kiss at the center of his chest.


	Both of his arms went
around me, squeezing me tight. 



	“Yeah,” he
agreed. And I could have sworn I felt his lips at the top of my head
before I drifted off. 
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	Four days. 



	Four days since Glenn
died. Since I got stupid drunk and probably admitted way too much to
Breaker about god-knew what.


	I say 'probably'
because the night had a vodka-blanket laying atop of it.


	I woke up the next
morning with jackhammer splicing into my brain, making me groan and
roll onto my side, cradling my head in my hands as Breaker moved off
of the bed chuckling.


	“'s not funny,”
I grumbled, rocking my body to try to ease the ache.


	“From where I'm
standing it is,” he said, coming back in and pushing me onto my
back where he deposited three ibuprofen into my hand and gave me a
bottle of water. I threw back the pills with a sip of water and he
shook his head, tipping up the bottom of the bottle. “Down it
all. You need to hydrate.”


	“I need to be
left alone to die,” I objected, but I chugged the water. After
all, he knew more about hangovers than I did. I threw the empty
bottle toward the foot of the bed, pulling myself up until I was
seated against the headboard. I chanced a look at Breaker who looked
way too amused and un-hungover. “Did I say anything stupid last
night?”


	“Yep,” he
said immediately, looking close to laughing.


	“Great,” I
said, running a hand through my hair. 



	“It was cute.”


	“Whatever it
was,” I objected, “was not cute. Embarrassing? Sure.
Cute? No.”


	“How do you know?
You don't even remember,” he said logically and I glared at
him. Which only made him laugh. “I'm gonna go make you some
eggs and toast. Heavy on the butter and grease. Go catch a shower and
meet me in the kitchen for some caffeine.”


	With that, he left. 



	And I followed
instructions.


	After the clanging in
my brain became a steady but tolerable banging, I went to the laptop
and spent the day answering responses I got about Glenn. 	There was
still nothing on the post about Lex.


	And the part of me who
knew the underworld of the dark web knew that there was very little
to no chance of getting a bite after so long.


	The next two days
taught me more about Breaker. Not Breaker, the muscle. Or Breaker,
the verifiable sex god. But Breaker, the man.


	He got up early. He
drank too much coffee. He worked out (duh, with a body like that!).
He showered. He cooked. He watched movies. He dealt with household
chores. He took time out to fuck me. 



	He was just... a normal
person.


	It was a weird thing to
realize. Men like him, they seemed above the little everyday things
like taking out the trash or washing out the coffee pot. But I had
seen him do those things more than once. 



	Which somehow made him
more relatable to me.


	On the third day, he
got a work call. I didn't ask who it was but he confirmed that it
wasn't Lex, thereby making the rolling in my stomach subside. 



	On the fourth day, he
walked up to me while I was leaning against the kitchen counter
drinking coffee.


	“I gotta run
out,” he said, as usual not bothering to ease me into anything.
It was a habit I found almost oddly comforting. I was never the kind
of girl to be handled with kid gloves. I appreciated that he
respected that about me. 



	“For work?”


	“Yeah. But we
also ran through all the food,” he said, taking my mug out of
my hands and pressing a kiss into my neck. I made a murmuring sound
in my throat as my body came alive. That was all it took with him.
Sometimes I didn't even need a kiss. The night before, his pinkie
finger accidentally brushed against my thigh and I was ready.
He chuckled as if knowing what was going on and moved away from me.
“Ain't got time to fuck you again,” he said, moving over
toward his weapon pantry and reaching in. He tucked his gun into his
waistband where I learned it lived if he was leaving the house. Then
he came back holding another gun. 



	“What's this?”


	“A gun. For you,”
he said, pressing it into my hands. “Don't plan on you having
any trouble, but you need to be prepared. This is the safety,”
he said, slipping it off. “You hear something, see something,
you take off the safety and you point. Put your finger on the trigger
and pull. Don't think about it. Don't hesitate. No one belongs here.
Anyone here but me? They mean trouble. You take them out then you
call me,” he said, reaching into his pocket for one of the
burners he kept with his weapons. He flipped it open and punched in
something. “My number is in there. Got it?”


	“Got it,” I
agreed, taking the phone and tucking it into my pocket then reaching
for the gun, trying not to think about it too hard. He was right. I
needed to be prepared. So I needed to get over whatever hangups I had
at the idea of using a gun.


	“I won't be long.
Two, three hours. Mostly because of the commute. Stay inside. Lock
the door behind me. And keep the phone and gun within reach at all
times.”


	I felt my lips curving
up. “I said I got it.”


	“Just making
sure,” he said, reaching for the back of my neck and hauling me
toward him to kiss me. Hard. With lots of tongue. Then he pulled
away, grabbed his keys, and walked out the door. “Don't hear
the lock, woman!” he called through the closed door and I
laughed as I ran to the door and pushed the locks into place. 



	I stood there listening
to his truck pulling away for a while, feeling a strange surge of
disappointment. 



	Which was ridiculous so
I moved back toward the kitchen, nabbed my mug, and made my way over
to the living room, grabbing my laptop and waking it up.


	Then my heart flew into
my chest.


	Because there was a
response.


	On the post about Lex. 



	There was a response.


	I clicked the post,
scrolling down over all the information I had uploaded to find a
comment by someone with the screen name “Jstorm”. 








	I can help. We need
to chat.

	


	I slammed my mug
down on the table, not even noticing that the coffee splashed all
over the surface as my hands flew across the keypad. 








	Where? When?







	It
was only a couple minutes before another comment was made. Like
whoever Jstorm was, was sitting and waiting for me to get back to
them.







	Now?
Secure webcam?







	Of
course.












	SN:
Jstorm.







	I
didn't respond to that, just brought up my camera and chat software,
quickly brushing my hands through my crazy morning hair, before
entering the screen name and hitting the call button. 



	My heart was hammering
in my chest, my breathing feeling shallow and labored. 



	I had given up. 



	Days ago, I had decided
it was no use. I checked anyway because I was always praying someone
more powerful than me would step up. 



	That there was someone
who wanted to help.


	Someone who could end
this for me.


	And for Breaker.


	And Shoot. 



	Shoot who Breaker
hadn't heard from since the last meeting. Shoot who Breaker was
getting more and more worried about by the day. He didn't say
anything about it, but it was there. In the heavy way his shoulders
sat. In the tightness in his jaw. In the faraway look in his eyes. 



	He was worried.


	And that was my fault.


	I needed to fix it. 



	The call got answered
and it took a moment for Jstorm's camera to connect. When it did, it
might as well not have been hooked up. Because the image gave me
nothing. Someone in a hood that hung over their face. The hoodie was
big and black, dwarfing whatever body was underneath it. The room
Jstorm was in was dark. I couldn't even tell you from looking if
Jstorm was a man or woman. 



	“Alex?” the
inhuman voice asked. 



	Inhuman because whoever
Jstorm was, they were using voice modification software. 



	They meant business.


	That was good for me. 



	“Yes,” I
said, nodding slightly, feeling almost nervous. 



	“I'm sorry to
hear about Glenn,” Jstorm said.


	“Thank you,”
I said, meaning it. No one else had offered me sympathy. And I didn't
deserve it, but Glenn's memory did.


	“Lex has been
allowed off his leash for way too long.”


	That was true. “Yeah,”
I agreed.


	“Are you still
with Bryan Breaker?”


	That was not
information I shared. Jstorm had been doing his or her own research.
Again, that was good. 



	“At his house.
But he ran out for a few minutes.”


	The hooded head nodded.
“You need to untangle yourself from him.”


	The words felt like a
kick to the gut. 



	Even though they were
ones I had been forcing myself to try believe for days.


	“I know.”


	“Shooter is still
alive. But if you don't show proof of the hacker when Lex returns, he
won't be alive for long.” There was a pause. “You could
create false leads, make false information to hold yourself over. But
that will only last for so long and Lex would use his usual methods
of... persuasion against you.”


	Persuasion.


	Rape and torture. 



	Yeah.


	Jstorm was right. 



	“But not before
he uses your weaknesses against you.”


	“My weaknesses,”
I repeated hollowly.


	“Shooter and
Breaker.”


	Right.
	That was
true. 



	Shit. 



	It was one thing to
know it. It was another to have someone else tell you the same thing
you were worried about. 



	“You need to
leave.”


	“How will leaving
help? Breaker will get in trouble for losing me.”


	“Not as much as
he will be in for helping you.”


	That was also true. 



	“I have no money.
No where to go.”


	“You leave and
turn left at the end of the gravel road. You find a stop sign bent in
half and laying on the grass, turn into the woods, under the first
downed tree is a bag. Enough money to get you out of town for a few
weeks. An ID. A burner.”


	Holy shit.


	Jstorm
really
meant business. 



	“And then what?”


	“Then I take it
from there. I use what you have and what I have gathered and I take
down Lex Keith. Finally.”


	“But...”


	“You're
out of this, Alex Miller. You've lost enough already. Take the bag.
Leave town. Don't look back.
Don't gather any more information. You can take your
laptop and keep tabs, but don't stick your finger back into this
mess. You're free. Go build a new life.”


	And with that, Jstorm
ended the call. 



	If my heart was
pounding before, it was threatening an attack then. 



	I had just been taken
out of the equation.


	I had just had my
life's work taken from me.


	And, at once, it filled
me with overwhelming terror and soul-crushing relief. 



	All I needed to do was
leave. 



	The problem was, there
was no 'all' about it.


	Leaving was taking a
leap of faith.


	It was potentially
screwing an already screwed situation further. 



	It was leaving the only
person left in the world I cared about.


	Someone who said they
cared about me too.


	And, yes, it was soon.


	And, yes, it was
nonsensical. 



	But Breaker meant
something to me.


	There was even a small
voice inside that suggested that maybe he meant everything to me.


	But that was all the
more reason I needed to go.


	To save him.


	To save him from trying
to save me.


	And losing his life or
Shooter's life in the process.


	I couldn't let that
happen.


	I needed to go. 



	I slammed my laptop
shut, moving quickly across Breaker's house. I slipped into jeans and
my boots, threw on an extra layer under my sweatshirt, half emptied
my duffel, and stowed a change of clothes and my laptop inside to
make for light and easy travel. 



	I looked down at my
notebooks, flipping one to the last page and ripping it out. 



	I had to leave. But I
also had to leave a note. 



	If I didn't, he would
think Lex got me. I couldn't have him storming Lex's house looking
for me. So I grabbed a pen, I sat down, and I said my last words to
Breaker. 



	And I pretended I did
this without crying. 



	But I cried. A lot.
Making the words I wrote swim before my eyes.


	I grabbed the gun
Breaker left with me, slipping it into my waistband like he did, then
tore out of the house.
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	I did a quick job for
an old friend- roughing up some jackass who kept trying to shake down
his store. I was done in half an hour, relatively clean of blood, and
whipped my way through the food store. 



	I wasn't lying when I
said we had gone through all of the food. I meant all I had left was
a jar of pickles and some stale crackers in the cabinet. She may have
been tiny, but she could sock away almost as much food as I could. It
was one of the many things I found amusing about her. 



	She had changed.


	After losing her ex.
After crying with me. After drinking with me. After opening up a
little... she changed. 	


	She let down the walls
enough for me to climb over. To get a solid view of what was on the
inside. And I wasn't wrong. I knew I wouldn't be. But it was good to
have proof. 



	Alex Miller wasn't just
the hollow eyed, determined hacker with a vendetta whose soul spoke
in a language of tears. 	


	She was funny and sweet
and had a strong tendency to stick her foot in her mouth and then
blush like hell because of it. And that temper of hers? Yeah, it
wasn't just about shit she found important. The day she was hungover
as fuck, she went balls to the wall about a god damn character from a
movie. 



	I fucked her until she
forgot what her argument was. 



	I also caught her
singing daily. Sometimes multiple times a day. Like she forgot I was
mulling around. Or like she was comfortable enough with my presence
that she didn't care that I overheard. Several times, it was that
song about smiling. Other times, it was other oldies. Almost
exclusively songs about rising above something or choosing to keep
your chin up despite the hard times. I wondered if that was because
of her mother. If that was the kind of music she played or sang for
Alex growing up. 



	She
liked carbs more than she liked protein. Always plowing through her
sides at dinner and then picking at the meat with a sort of
disinterest. She forgot to run a brush through her hair until it was
in tangles. She hated action movies
and wouldn't even talk about watching anything with horror. She said
real life was awful enough, that if she was going to escape for a
while, she wanted to escape into something that made her laugh. So we
watched comedies. She laughed. I laughed at her laughing. 



	I threw things into my
cart, pausing in the chip aisle and grabbing a bag of cheese curls.
The puffed kind. Which was, apparently, the superior ones. I had gone
my entire life without forming that kind of opinion about snack
foods. 



	“Man, you got
blood on your sleeve,” a familiar voice said, sounding amused. 



	I turned, seeing Paine
standing there, one of his arms thrown around his mother's shoulders.




	“Heya darlin',”
she greeted me warmly, like she always did, completely ignoring the
blood topic. Like she always did. “I gotta go grab a roast for
dinner. Paine, baby, I'll catch up with you by the register.”


	And with that, she was
pushing her cart away from us. 



	“You don't call
and fucking tell me you're still alive? When you're dealing with that
son of a bitch?”


	Shit. Yeah. That was
stupid. 



	“Sorry, man. I've
been busy.”


	At that, Paine's eyes
roamed over to look in my cart and the sides of his lips quirked up.
“I see that. She worth all the trouble you getting yourself
into?”


	“You know the
answer to that,” I hedged, not quite at the point where I felt
like I could admit out loud to someone else that I had less than
professional feelings about Alex. It was too soon. I wasn't the kind
of guy who got feelings about any god damn thing.


	“Shoot?” he
asked, a look of hardness going across his face, like he was
preparing for the worst.


	“Far as I know
still pissin' off the guys holding him. Saw him once. Alex slipped
him a knife. He has a chance.”


	“And...”


	“And I'm supposed
to hold onto her until she is not useful to him anymore.”


	“How the fuck you
get yourself into this mess?” he asked loudly, making a group
of women at the end of the aisle jump and look over. Paine sent them
a killer smile and they flushed and wandered off. Smooth fuck he was.




	“Dunno man. But I
am gonna get us all out of it. Get us out of here.”


	Paine nodded. “You
need anything...”


	“Ain't getting
you involved in this too. It's bad enough that you've been seen with
me at all.”


	“Just sayin'.
Shit goes down, you got nowhere else to turn, you got me.”


	Paine wasn't in my
life. Not the dark side. He was in the drinking and chilling and
bitches side of my life. But he knew all about the dark. He shared a
bottle with me on the nights when the blood on my hands wouldn't let
me sleep. He helped me pull Shoot back from the brink of death when
he got his ass handed to him by three pussies who jumped him in an
alley 'cause they knew he carried around bank. 



	He kept his head in my
business, but his hands out of it. 



	That was the way I
wanted to keep it.


	For him. And his
family. 



	No matter what shit
went down, no matter if I had nowhere else to turn, he wasn't getting
into my shit. 



	“I know, man,”
I said though, because he wouldn't give in until he got what he
needed to hear. “Go meet your Ma. I gotta go back and check on
my girl.”


	My?


	My?


	Jesus
Christ. She wasn't mine.




	As if sensing my
internal battle, Paine threw his head back and laughed, the sound
filling the store. “Oh, that's rich. Holy fuckin' shit. I never
thought I'd see the day.”


	“What day?”
I asked, feeling my jaw getting tight.


	“The day you
caught yourself feelings over some chick,” he clarified, still
chuckling.


	“I don't...”
I started, knowing damn well I did.


	“Oh, save it,”
he said, slamming a hand down on my shoulder. “Didn't say it
was a bad thing. Just said I'd never thought I'd see the day. Go get
your food and get back to your woman,” he said, moving toward
the front of the store.


	“She ain't my
woman,” I called back loudly. 



	“Keep trying to
tell yourself that, man,” he said before disappearing.


	I sighed, finishing the
shopping and driving back toward the house with a heavier feeling
than when I left. Not because I didn't know it was happening. I did.
I wasn't stupid. 



	I spent a lot of time
with women. Most of that time though usually was spent inside of
them. And then I was gone. I didn't usually stick around to get to
know them. And even if I did... they never interested me.


	Alex was interesting.
She was twisted and dark and warped. But at the same time, she was
sweet, and funny (though she didn't think so), smart, and dedicated. 



	She didn't flinch away
from my dark or try to shine a light into it. Because she was living
in the same depths as I was. We just... got that about each other. 



	I gave a shit that she
was breathing.


	I wanted to make sure
she kept on doing that.


	No matter what that
took.


	So I could get more
time with her. 



	I pulled up to the
house, rounded up the bags, and made my way to the door. 



	“Alex, open up,
doll. Hands are full!” I yelled, kicking at the door. 



	But there was no
answer.


	Immediately, I felt my
guts clench as I dropped the bags on the front step and reached for
the handle. And it turned in my hand.


	It fuckin' turned in my
hand. 



	The air just... left my
body as I reached behind me for my gun at the same time I threw the
door open.


	“Alex!” I
called, moving in. Nothing. No sign of struggle in the kitchen or
living room. I moved to the bathroom. Then the bedroom.


	And that was where I
found her clothes upturned on the floor next to the pile of her
notebooks. No bag. 



	Her bag was gone. I
flew back out to the living room, trying to make that information
make sense.


	My eyes landed on the
coffee table to find her coffee cup there from earlier, the contents
spilled slightly over. Like she had put it down in a rush. 



	Her laptop was gone.


	Her bag and her laptop
were gone.


	My gun lowered, the
feeling of dread replacing the urgent rush of fear and worry. 



	Then I glanced back
over to the table, finding my laptop there, a notebook piece of paper
folded on top with my name scrawled across it. 



	It was then I knew.


	For sure knew.


	All the pieces fell
into place and the puzzle got glued together.


	She was gone. 



	But she wasn't taken.


	No.


	She left me.


	“Fuck!” I
yelled, throwing the gun down on the couch and reaching for the note.
A part of me didn't want to read it. Didn't want to know what it
said. What could it say that would make it alright that she waited
for me to leave her for the first time so she could slip out? Was
that the plan all along? Was she just fuckin' using me? Letting me
use her body so I didn't get suspicious? So I didn't know she was
going to run off all along?


	Mother fuckin' stupid
of me.


	I knew better.


	I flipped open the note
on a growl.












	Breaker,







	First. I'm sorry for
the heart attack. I know coming back and finding the place empty must
have sucked. But it couldn't be helped. I swear. This is for the
best. You can't protect me and Shoot at the same time. It's not
possible. You were always going to have to choose. You know that. No
way was Lex going to let you have both of us. That's not how he
works. You need to choose Shoot. 



	So I am making that
an easy choice for you.


	I got word back from
the post. Someone else is taking over. Maybe it will even be done
before you have to worry about Lex being back. I don't know. I wasn't
privy to the plan. All I know is that it is being handled and I was
told I needed to get gone. 



	This wasn't some
master plan I had been plotting.


	This was what I was
told to do.


	But even you have to
see it was the only way.


	I didn't want to
leave.


	And I know you only
said it because I was upset about Glenn and crying all over you- but
you saying you cared about me meant something to me. I care about you
too. You showed me a little bit of what life could be like when I
finally let go of my mom and Lex and Glenn. You made me believe that
I might have something to live for after all. So that is what I am
trying to do- making sure that we all go on living through this.


	I'll be okay. 



	Save Shoot. 



	Get gone too. 



	Thank you for
everything.







	
			
		Alex

	















	Someone
else was in on it. I flew at my laptop, waking it up, and opening up
the dark net Alex had left open. The post came up and I refreshed it,
scrolling down until I found the comment.


	Jstorm.


	Whoever the new player
was, they were sticking their fucking nose where it didn't belong. It
wasn't their place to tell her to leave me. I could protect her. Now
she was out there somewhere on her own. 



	She was smart. She was
tech savvy.


	But she didn't know
shit about disappearing. About being off the grid. 



	And she damn sure
didn't know what the fuck to do if she ever thought someone was onto
her. 



	Maybe this Jstorm
person would help her. Get her on her feet somewhere safe before he
stuck his nose into everything and pissed off Lex. 



	But there was an
equally good chance of that not happening. Of Alex being all on her
own. And all it would take would be one misstep for Lex to find her.


	I had to fuckin' find
her first. 



	I grabbed my gun,
tucking it into my jeans, then went back outside, ignoring the
grocery bags as I looked around. 



	I saw her foot prints
in the moist dirt on the side of the house, leading all the way down
the drive. Yet more proof of how unprepared she was. Why run on the
dirt and leave prints when you could run on the gravel and be a
ghost?


	God damn it. 



	I followed them down
the road, seeing them taper off so I crossed the pavement to the
other side next to a downed stop sign and saw them pick up again,
heading into the woods. The woods weren't an altogether bad idea. If
you knew where you were going. If you knew what the fuck to do if you
came across a bear. 



	Both things that I was
sure Alex knew nothing about. Her prints got deep beside a tree
stump, like she stopped there. So I did too. Seeing a white garbage
bag stuck under the tree. Something was there. Wrapped up in the bag.
Something Alex took with her. Something this Jstorm person must have
put there for her. Meaning Jstorm knew where she was living
temporarily. They knew they could talk her into leaving. They gave
her something.


	What?


	Supplies.


	Money? 



	Survival gear?


	Either was good. Either
meant she had a better chance of getting gone. 



	I wondered how long she
had been on her feet. If there was some other plan. If she was
supposed to get her supplies and meet a cab or bus or train
somewhere? Was she still in the woods?


	There were too many
leads and not enough time to follow any of them down before she was
gone for good. 



	I got back onto my
feet, following the footprints until they disappeared into the
dead-leaf underbrush. 



	Fuck.


	I made my way back to
the house, going straight to my computer and bringing up the post,
addressing the stupid fuck Jstorm.







	Hope
you're happy, fucker. You just signed her death certificate.














	Maybe it was a little
childish. Maybe Jstorm would never see it. But it needed to be said.
It needed to be put out there. She wasn't safe on her own. If
something happened to her, I wanted Jstorm to know it was on his
head. 



	There was a refreshing
of the page and a reply was made on my comment. 








	She
follows instructions, she's safe. Worry about Shooter and yourself.
I'm dealing with Lex.












	I
didn't bother to reply. If they were that cocky, they were stupid. If
they were stupid, there was no reason to argue with them. It would
lead nowhere. 



	I sat there, watching
the afternoon lead way to evening and the darkness blanketing the
world


	She could still be out
there. In the woods. At night.


	It was cold at night. 



	She didn't even have a
fuckin' jacket.


	My phone rang in my
pocket and I fumbled for it with a surge of hope. She had my number.
The burner wasn't left behind. It hadn't escaped my notice that
neither was the gun. She had it, she had my number. If she really
found herself in a bad place, she would call. 



	“Yo.”


	“Breaker...”
Lex's slimy voice said into my ear, making the hope plummet with a
sickening crash. 



	“Lex,” I
said, trying to force my voice to be casual. Nothing was wrong.
Nothing was off. Everything was going according to his plan. I was
just his puppet like he wanted me to be. 



	“How's my girl?”


	“She eats like a
teenage boy,” I supplied, hedging. It was true. It would ring
true to his keen ears. 



	“Well,
you won't have to worry about feeding her for long. I will be back
the day
after tomorrow and I need you to bring her to my house.”


	His house.


	Fuck.


	God damn it.


	How the hell was I
going to get myself out of this?


	“Alright, Lex.
What time?”


	“Breaker, my man,
you sound stressed.”


	“Anxious to get
onto my next job.” Killing your sorry ass. For Alex. And Shoot.
Any myself.


	“I understand. As
I said, just another day and a half. Seven in the evening should work
for me.”


	“Right,” I
said, shaking my head at myself. 



	Janitor. Used car
salesman. Guinea pig trainer. I shoulda made a career change by the
time I turned thirty. Before it was already too late.


	“You will drop
the girl and get your friend in trade.”


	“Wonderful.”


	“And the rest of
your money, of course.”


	Money I had every
intention of using for fireplace kindling. I didn't want his fuckin'
money.


	“Right.”	


	“See you then.


	“Yep.”


	I threw the phone on
the couch, raking my hands down my face, trying to think of any way
out of the shitstorm of a situation. 



	I didn't show up, Shoot
died. 



	I did show up without
Alex, we would probably both die.


	But at least we would
do it together. 



	Seemed like an almost
fitting end to two lifetime criminals. Two people no one knew well
enough to miss. Except for Paine and maybe Alex if she ever learned
what happened.


	She said she cared.


	She said I gave her a
reason to believe life was worth living.


	Fuckin' A. 



	It wasn't just that she
was an important piece on the chessboard we were playing with Lex. It
wasn't just that she was an innocent thinking she could make it on
her own like a five year old running away from home. 



	I just... I fuckin'
wanted her back. 



	If
I lived through the week, I wanted her there with me, getting the
fuck out of this shit town once and for all and building a new life.
I wanted her there. In my bed. Across from me eating dinner, trying
to bite her tongue about how much
more comfortable it would be to eat in bed. Laughing with me and
Shoot over
some stupid comedy. 



	If I lived, she had
somehow become part of my future plans. 



	And I didn't even know
where the fuck she was. 



	God damn it. 



	And I only had a day
and a half to figure out where she was and come up with a plan that
didn't ensure bloodshed and death. Well, at least not ours. 



	I got up from the couch
and made my way out to my truck.


	A day and a half. 



	Either way, I was
walking into Lex's house in less than thirty-six hours. 



	Come what may. 
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	Okay. It was cold. Like
cold cold. The kind of cold that seeps into your bones and makes you
feel like you'll never get warm again. It was also dark. And the
woods were creepy as hell. And with just a map with a line drawn for
where the woods would break to a side road, I was not feeling super
confident that leaving was the right choice after all.


	Well, no. That's not
true. It was the right choice. For Breaker and Shooter. My leaving
didn't make things simple. Breaker was going to have to come up with
some excuse for where I was. Or find a way into Lex's to get Shooter
back before Lex called him. But that was something I had confidence
they could handle. They were professionals. They got themselves into
and out of situations all the time. They would be fine.


	Or, at least, that was
what I had to keep telling myself or I wouldn't have the will to keep
pressing on. As it was, each step sent a stab into the vicinity of my
chest.	


	Which was something I
was trying to ignore.


	I was just starting to
lose faith in Jstorm (whilst cursing myself for being such a fool)
when the line of trees finally broke and there was, at last, a paved
side road. No houses that I could see. Or businesses for that matter.
Just a road. My instructions ended after finding the road. So I
figured that meant I was on my own.


	Which was fine.


	I had been on my own
all my life.


	I was used to it.


	Until Breaker.


	God
damn it.


	I
pushed that thought away. It wouldn't help. It wasn't going to help
me press on, thinking about how nice it was to not have the weight of
every decision weighing on me. To know I could share it- hash it out-
make a mutual decision. 



	Just
a short stay with Breaker and my life had changed so much. Hell, I
didn't even have to wonder about what I was going
to eat because Breaker cooked. He let me try once and I succeeded in
somehow turning a box of angel hair pasta into one giant, doughy glob
of disgustingness that even I couldn't palate and I had been
surviving on sodium-laden ramen and old Chinese for longer than I
cared to admit. 



	Breaker had just
laughed, tossed the pasta, and made a fresh batch that came out
annoyingly perfect.


	I knew I had only
gotten a small view of his life. A life when he was home which, he
admitted, wasn't often. He was off on jobs all the time. In town. Out
of town. All around the country. I only got to see vacation Breaker.
I didn't see him coming in covered in blood. I didn't see him coming
in covered in gashes and bruises. Things I knew happened frequently
because his body had more scars than I could count. I didn't know
what it was like to worry about him not making it back.


	I got only a small view
of his lifestyle.


	But I feel like I got a
full view of him. As a person.


	And I liked what I saw.


	Too much.


	I've never known much
about relationships between people. I had never been given the
opportunity to get close with another person. And maybe that could be
blamed for the irrational, overwhelming connection I felt to him.


	I knew nothing about
love. But it took six kisses to get from his mouth to his ear. Nine,
ear to collarbone. Sixteen, collarbone to hipbone. And sometimes,
when he was tired, he was ticklish right there in that hollow. No, I
knew nothing about love. But I swear all I wanted to do for the rest
of my life was lie on his chest, stealing his warmth, feeling him
trace shapes into my hip. I wanted to slip my fingers in between his.
There were seventeen scars on his hands. I wanted to know the story
of every last one. 



	If that wasn't love...
well, then I didn't know what was. 



	It didn't matter that
it was too soon.


	It didn't matter that
it flashed brilliant and then I had to extinguish it before I even
got a chance to bask in the heat. It didn't matter that I would never
feel his hands on my skin anymore, hear my name shiver off his
tongue. It didn't matter that I would walk around missing him and
what we had forever. 



	All that mattered was
that he got to go on breathing. Go on receiving kisses. Giving
warmth. Making perfect pasta. Even if it was for other women. Maybe
especially if it was for other women. Women like me. Women who never
knew a touch that sent currents through their body. Women who didn't
know how nice it was to have someone to bounce ideas off of. Women
whose lives would be forever changed just by knowing him briefly.


	That
 was why I was doing what I was doing.


	Because the world
needed men like Breaker. 



	I wasn't going to let
the world lose him.


	I would throw myself in
front of Lex first. 



	I sighed, standing up,
and moving down the side road. I had no idea where I was. Where the
road led. If I would be happened upon. If there would be anywhere for
me to stop and warm up. 



	It was getting late. It
was impossible to tell how late, given the season and the fact that
it was dark by five. But I felt like I had been walking for hours. I
probably had if the aching in my legs was any proof. But I wasn't
familiar with the area where Breaker lived. So I had no idea where
the road I was following might lead. Back into town? Which wouldn't
be a good thing. I needed to get as far away from town as possible.
First, because of Lex and his goons. Second, because if I knew
Breaker (and I was pretty sure I did), he would be looking for me
too. 



	I reached into the bag
that Jstorm left me, fumbling for the burner, powering it up, and
checking the time. 



	Seven thirty. 



	I sighed, forcing my
legs to keep moving despite the intolerable soreness. 



	And just when I was
thinking it would be better to slip back into the woods unseen and
lie down for a while, I saw the neon green motel sign. 



	With a groan of relief,
I pushed my legs to close the distance, throwing open the door to the
office and praying there was availability.


	“Hey there
darlin',” a man's voice greeted me from behind the desk. 



	I walked over, resting
my arms on the desk and looking over to see someone sitting in an old
recliner, feet up, watching a game on TV. He was middle aged with
thinning dark hair and a beer belly, his round face a little oily.
Exactly the kind of man who looked like he ran a rundown motel in the
middle of bumfuck nowhere.


	“Hey. Are there
any rooms?” I asked, reaching into the bag Jstorm left me and
dragging out the cash and fake Ids. 



	“Sure are,”
he informed me, lifting his body out of the chair and coming toward
the desk. “Just you stayin'?” he asked, his eyes raking
down my body in a way that made my mouth taste sour. 



	“No. My boyfriend
just went to grab some takeout.”


	At this, he nodded,
turning away as if disinterested. And I got the sneaking suspicion
that if I hadn't just lied my ass off, there was a chance that he
would have shown up at my door later. With a key. And a hand full of
roofies.


	Gross.


	“Well you two can
stay in room seven. It's all the way on the end,” he said,
handing me a key. As in... a key. Not a credit card key. An actual
metal one. Weird. “You putting this on a card or...”


	“Cash,” I
said immediately.


	“Seventy for the
night or fifteen for the hour.”


	Double gross.


	I didn't even know
pay-by-the-hour places actually existed.


	“Seventy it is,”
I said, thumbing through the money and handing him eighty. 



	“If you need
anything at all, darlin', anything at all... you just come here and
talk to Bob, okay?”


	It took everything I
had not to grimace. “Thanks,” I said, taking the ten he
was holding out, making sure our fingers didn't so much as touch,
shoving the money in my bag, and making my way quickly back out of
the office.


	Creeps were creeps were
creeps.


	But Bob who ran a
pay-by-the-hour motel and used physical keys (meaning there were very
likely duplicates), and referred to himself in the third person?
Yeah, that was like... super creepy. 



	I made my way toward
the room at the end, stopping at the vending machine to grab snacks
and a drink, then grabbing a bunch of discarded beer bottles off the
curb, before sinking my key into the lock and going into my room. 



	So motels were gross.
Didn't matter where they were across the country, they were nasty.
Dated wallpaper. Dirty carpets. Old box TVs. A bedspread and sheets
that probably hadn't been washed in weeks. 



	Skanky, skeezy places.


	But it was my only
option. So I tried to look past the peeling of the dingy brown
wallpaper. I kept my eyes off the stained carpets. And I went nowhere
near the bed. I dropped all my things on the top of the folding table
that had seen better days but looked relatively clean then made my
way to the bathroom to check the sink for roaches. Thankfully, none.
Then went to the bed, lifting the mattress, and searching for bed
bugs. Again, none. But I wasn't taking any chances anyway. 



	I nabbed the empty
bottles off the table, moving to the door, securing the locks and
chains, then balancing one bottle on the knob and laying the rest on
the floor in front of the door. There was carpet so the bottle on the
knob wouldn't break if it fell , but if it fell and landed on the
other bottles, I'd hear it. Even if Creepy Bob had a key, there was
no way he was getting in without me knowing it. 



	I washed my hands and
went to work on eating though I had no appetite. I hooked up my
laptop and linked into the unsecure network the motel offered,
checking around online. 



	Nothing from Jstorm. 



	Nothing from the posts
about Glenn's death.


	Just... nothing. 



	I sighed, plugging in
the name of the motel and seeing where I was. What was around. How I
could get form where I was to where I was going. Which, well, I had
no idea of yet. 



	Apparently a city bus
had a stop right out front and would take me through the town and
could drop me off at the train station where I could buy a ticket to
any number of places. 



	Jstorm had the plans
all laid out. 



	I just had to go
through the motions. 



	I sighed, powering down
the laptop and dragging the second folding chair closer so I could
prop up my legs. I had never been one of those 'can sleep anywhere'
kind of people. I needed a bed and a blanket and a pillow. I needed
to be able to stretch out. But with the looming threat of Lex, of
Creepy Bob, and the very possible incurable disease I could catch
from getting within three feet of that bed, well, I was just going to
have to learn how to sleep sitting up. 



	The door to the room
next to mine opened and slammed. I heard laughter, a deep male voice,
a high female one. Then the bed squeaked loud once. Then, not two
minutes later, started squeaking fast and frantic.


	Apparently room six had
a pay-by-the-hour guest. 



	Lovely. 



	I switched on my TV,
letting the religion station blare on and on about sin and other shit
that didn't mean shit in a sleep-and-fuck motel. Or in the kind of
life I lived in in general. 



	The couple in the next
room made mewling and groaning noises. The bed stopped squeaking.
There was shuffling. And then the door was closing. Apparently all
they needed was twenty minutes.


	Sleep was elusive
despite my aching body. 



	I figured this was due,
in large part, to the aching somewhere else.	


	The kind of aching that
felt like it was never going to stop hurting.


	The kind that only got
worse from ignoring it. 



	So I let down the wall
and I let the thoughts come. 



	I thought about him.


	And then I cried,
promising myself it was the first and the last time. Not because I
thought I would miraculously stop hurting. But because I was going to
purge it all right then and there, then lock whatever was left in a
chest somewhere deep inside with a note on it to be opened never. 



	I would never forget.
Not really. 



	But I could disappear. 



	Start a new life. 



	Leave this all behind. 



	Move on. 



	I hoped.
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	I didn't sleep. Which
was stupid as fuck. I needed to be sharp. Have my wits about me.
Especially since I hadn't been able to find Alex. Not a trace. She
was smoke. And also because I hadn't found a way into Lex's place
before he got back to try to get Shoot out. 



	Rock. Hard place.


	Because I still had to
go in.


	I had to show my face.


	Feed him some lie about
Alex not being with me. 



	Hell, tell him I
couldn't unbreak her. That I had to get rid of her like he had
suggested. He'd be pissed, but I would likely still get to keep my
life. Maybe even get Shoot's too if Lex was in a good enough mood. I
guess it all depended on how his meeting went. 



	Lex's place, like mine,
was situated on a hill. Unlike mine, his had a walled-in perimeter
and a manned security gate, two of his goons sitting in the booth
bullshitting when I pulled up. 



	“Truck stays out
here,” they told me and, given I didn't have a choice, I nabbed
my keys and hopped out. And then, as expected, I was frisked and
relieved of the two guns I had on me. Stupid fucks didn't check my
boots. There was a knife in each. Not that they would do me too much
good against his little army with an impressive assortment of guns,
but it was something. 



	The gates slid open and
I walked up the curving drive toward the house.


	And by 'house', I meant
'mansion' because Lex lived big. Twelve-thousand square feet big.
Three car garage. Endless windows (bullet resistant all). A grounds
that included a tennis court, pool, and stable. Lex didn't play
tennis, he never learned how to swim, and I suspected he wouldn't
know a horse from a German Shepherd. 



	If you looked close,
you would see the security cameras. And then you would notice the
shadows lurking that could have been trees, but were actually men.
And they were men with guns strapped to their backs. 



	Yeah.
There was a good chance I wasn't walking out of there no matter what
kind of mood Lex was in. 



	 But, for the first
time, I couldn't bring myself to really give a fuck. I just wanted to
get the meeting over with. 



	As I rounded on the
front door, one of the men moved into view, jerking his chin at me
before opening the door and letting me inside. 



	It was as lavish and
over the top as one could expect of a twelve-thousand foot estate.
Dark wood. Deep tones. Expensive, very professionally placed
furniture. Straight ahead was a horseshoe staircase with white
(yes... white) carpeting. There was a hallway beneath it that seemed
to lead toward the kitchen/dining area. To the left of the front door
was a sitting room with a giant fireplace and bookshelves full of
heavy tombs I was sure Lex had never even looked inside. To the right
was yet another sitting room but that one had a grand piano and
obnoxious, pretentious art on the walls and statues stationed around.


	I wondered if he
realized how his house looked to an outsider. How painfully obvious
it was that he was trying to erase all the traces of the homeless
street kid he had been back in the day. A kid who never learned how
to play piano or pronounce the names of classical musicians. A kid
who had never even heard of Proust or Machiavelli. 



	Granted, I didn't know
shit about them either. But I wasn't trying to fuckin' act like I
did.


	“He wants you to
see him downstairs,” the nameless guard said, nodding his head
toward the hallway and I moved toward it, him a few feet to my back.


	Downstairs. 



	As in the basement.


	Great. 



	“Through here,”
he said, leading me into the kitchen and opening a door that had
wooden stairs leading downward. “You go alone.”


	Double great.


	“Right,” I
said, nodding, and moving toward the stairs. No use putting off the
inevitable.


	I had been half
expecting cinderblocks and barred windows. Maybe I should have known
better. Estates like his had finished basements as a rule. His was no
exception. I hit the landing and was in a sprawling space.
Sand-colored tile floors, a deep reddish orange paint to the walls, a
bar stationed far to one end beside a door. 



	That door was the only
ominous thing in the room.


	The rest of it looked
like a place a man went to to relax, get away from his nagging wife,
jerk off to embarrassing porn. 



	“Breaker,”
Lex's voice called and I saw him closing the door beside the bar and
coming toward me. 



	“Lex,” I
said, nodding. 



	“Where's Alex?”


	Right to it then.


	“Not here,”
I said, shrugging.


	“I can see that,”
he said, his voice getting icy. “Care to explain yourself?”


	“Not
particularly.”


	“I'm not a man
you want to play games with, Bryan.”


	“Not playin'
games, Lex. She ain't here. I don't feel like talkin' 'bout it. Not a
game. Just how shit is.”


	“It's amazing to
me that you're still breathing,” he said oddly, his head
tilting to the side as if it was something that truly confused him. 



	“Why's that,
Lex?” 



	“Because you
either lack the respect or the brains to realize who you should watch
your tongue around.”	


	“That's me, a
stupid, reckless, pain in the ass.”


	“Used to be
people put up with it because you got the job done and didn't ask
questions or screw around. It seems that is something that has
changed about your reputation.”


	“Look,” I
said, holding back a sigh. “Save me the lecture. Save your
money. Just give me Shoot and we can both go our separate ways.”


	“You see,”
he started in a tone I immediately didn't trust, “that would
normally be how we would handle this. You are an asset to have around
even if you did screw up this job. But, unfortunately, things have...
transpired since we last spoke.”


	This time, I let out
the sigh. “What's transpired?”


	“How about a
drink? Scotch? Whiskey? Vodka? What kind of man are you?”


	The kind who didn't
take liquor from shitheads the likes of Lex. But I could sense I was
already rocking the boat and I didn't need to make matters worse.
“Whiskey is fine,” I said, generally preferring vodka.
But at the thought of that, an image of Alex drunk off her ass on it
flew into my head- giggling, saying silly shit, coming hard and
repeatedly from my mouth and cock. 



	Yeah. Whiskey was a
better bet. 



	Lex moved over to the
bar and I followed, wanting to keep an eye on him. He was a slimy
shit. I wouldn't put it past him to slip something into my drink.
But, in the end, he didn't. He just poured us each a round and we
drank. 



	“How about we go
see your friend?” Lex suggested, putting his glass back down on
the bar.


	“My friend?”
I asked, putting my glass down as well. He had to be talking about
Shooter. But why the fuck would he want to show him to me? Unless he
was planning on making an example of him. 



	Fuck.


	“Sure,” Lex
said, moving to that door that I knew as bad news. “Right
through here.”


	Again, not having a
choice, I followed.


	I got my cinderblocks.
But no bars. Because there were no windows. Just fluorescent bar
lights across the ceiling. There were men inside. Two. Limp Dick Rick
(who must have been a favorite of Lex's seeing as he was always glued
to the fucker's hip), and some guy I had never seen before- younger,
but solid, brown hair and eyes, utterly forgettable, standing beside
a door to a small room that I figured was a bathroom.


	But my eyes took all
that in in about two seconds. Because on the third second, my eyes
fell on Shooter. He was sitting on a metal chair in the middle of the
room. Casually. Not cuffed or tied to it. Just sitting there,
shoulders back, legs wide, looking almost comfortable. There were
bruises on his face and I felt my blood turn to lava at the sight. Of
course it had always been a possibility. Especially because Shoot was
good at pushing at people's buttons. 



	Still. Seeing it? Yeah.
I wasn't fuckin' happy. 



	“Heya, Break,”
Shoot said, lifting his chin at me, a smirk toying at his lips. Like
we had plans to go out shoot pool, drink beer, and bang bitches
later. Instead of being outnumbered on the heavily guarded property
of a evil fuckhead who was obviously pissed at me.


	“Shoot,” I
said back, just as casually, trying to keep down the surge of worry. 



	“You look like
shit, man,” Shoot went on, nodding his head. 



	Yeah. I knew I did.
“Yeah and you look like you've spent the last week at a spa,”
I said, giving him a smile. But he knew me well enough to see
underneath it. He saw the tension. The worry. He knew something was
up. I could see him take it in as he straightened slightly, his eyes
got more keen. 



	He was with me.


	It was bad.


	Shit was going to go
down. 



	Lex cleared his throat
as if sensing something passing between us. “We are going to
transfer Shooter here to the shed in a moment,” he started and
I felt myself stiffen.


	The shed. 



	I didn't know he had a
shed on his property. 



	But sheds and Lex...
yeah those were never good things to go together.


	“But first... we
have a surprise for the two of you.”


	Oh fuck.


	My eyes went to Shoot's
to see if he had any clue at what we were in store for, but he gave
me a head shake. Whatever it was, he was in the dark. Which only made
my stomach roll all the more.


	“Chris,”
Lex said, waving at the younger guy standing by the door. 	


	Shoot and my eyes met
and the only thought that came to me was the one person left in the
world that it was clear I was connected with.


	Paine.


	He was also connected
with Shoot. 



	A surprise for
the both of us. 



	Shoot turned in his
chair as Chris disappeared inside the room for a second, then came
back out.	


	And it was a surprise
alright.


	The kind of surprise
that made me seriously think I was going to stroke. 



	They didn't have Paine.


	They had Alex. 



	Chris was wrestling her
out of the other room (wrestling because she was fighting like a god
damn crazy woman as he did so. It got her nowhere, but I was proud of
her nonetheless). 



	“The fuck is
this, Lex?” I asked, forcing my voice to sound bored. I could
feel Shoot's eyes on me, shocked, but I couldn't clue him in. Shit
just got bad. And they were bad to begin with. 



	“It seemed I
ended up having to do your job for you, Breaker,” Lex said,
waving a hand toward the suddenly still Alex. Still because she heard
my name and froze, her eyes snapping to mine. The anger left them (no
small miracle since I knew how hot her anger ran) and all that was
left was surprise. And resignation. 



	She thought she had
saved me.


	And there we both were
anyway. 



	“So you got your
girl. Our deal is done. We good?” I asked, trying to not see
the horror cross Alex's face.


	Lex's head tilted to
the side, watching me. “This is unexpected.”


	“What is
unexpected? This was what you wanted. You got your hacker. Now I get
my man. And we get the fuck out of here and stay the fuck out of each
other's business.”


	“Break...”
Shoot's voice called, sounding as horrified as Alex looked. But I
didn't have any way to clue him into what was really going on. 



	“See. I had
figured you were in on this whole thing,” Lex went on, looking
around like he was seeing all of us for the first time. 



	“What whole
thing?” I asked, again, attempting bored. 



	“Rick,” Lex
said and Rick straightened. “Can you send our other guest in
before you take Shooter here off to the shed?”


	With that, Rick was
gone. 



	Leaving me to feel my
shoulders get even heavier. Another guest? Knew that shit couldn't be
good. 



	“In on what whole
thing, Lex?” I asked again, feeling the ice slip into my words.




	Lex considered me for a
moment before he went on, “Well, see. After dispatching of Mr.
Glenn Gable,” he started and I saw Alex's face sink slightly.
She wasn't wearing her mask. I didn't get a chance to stop and wonder
what that meant before Lex spoke again, “and finding that Alex
here was someone he taught who eventually outgrew his, I will admit,
sizable skills, I decided to use her for my mission. Imagine my
surprise when I learned Alex Miller was the one who had been creating
problems for me all along.”


	Fuck.


	Fuck fuck fuck.


	I chanced a look at
Shoot who was uncharacteristically serious. His eyes sliced to mine
and I could see he knew what really went down. He was sharp like
that. He knew I knew who Alex really was. He knew how truly good and
fucked we all were. 



	The door opened and
Rick walked through followed by a guy around Alex's age. Good
looking. Almost obnoxiously so. Tall. Slim. In a tailored suit. Black
hair. Green eyes. He carried himself like he knew how he looked too.
Arrogant prick.


	“Joshua?”
Alex's voice called, sounding a mix of shocked and appalled. 



	Great. Alex knew the
douche. 



	Shoulda known. With
Lex, there were always contingency plans upon contingency plans. Just
in case. Fuckin' A. 



	“Alex honey,”
he said, giving her a winning smile. 



	“Don't fucking
Alex honey me you shit,” she snapped and I fought the
twitching of my lips. There was my Alex. Always a hot head. “You
work for him?” she growled, her words an accusation.


	“I hired Joshua
here when I hired Glenn. Just to make sure Glenn was doing his job.
As it turns out, Glenn was doing a job alright. But the job he was
doing was protecting you.”


	“You're good,
Alex,” Joshua said, giving her a look like he meant the
compliment, but given the circumstances, it came off condescending.
“But there's always a trail. You know that.”


	He was a hacker. 



	He was someone she and
Glenn had both known. 



	Shit.


	“You were safe,”
he went on, shrugging, “up until you got back from Oscar Street
and put that shit all up about Glenn. Up until that, I knew someone
was out there. But I couldn't find out where you were. Who you were.
Until that post. I knew you and Glenn used to... well... have an
arrangement,” he said in a way that suggested he knew exactly
what they had. Which only made me angrier. “But I always
figured that was all that it was. An exchange of... goods. But then
he was dead and you were blowing up the forums about it. That was
your fatal mistake, honey.”


	“It's only a
mistake if you didn't know the risks, Joshua,” she spat, her
body freakishly still.


	“You meant to get
caught?”


	“I meant to get
the word out there that a good, kind, funny, awkward little hacker.
One of us. Someone just like you, Josh, before your ego ran
away with you... one of our own, your friend, was tortured and
killed for no good reason. That needed to get out there. People
needed to be aware. Diligent. Not get wrapped up with shitheads like
Lex. I didn't care about the risk to myself. I was doing the right
thing.” She paused, taking a breath, eyes throwing daggers at
the Joshua guy who had the good sense to look a little taken aback.
“The only one of us here who made a fatal mistake was you.”


	“Alex...”
he tried to break in. But there was no stopping Alex when she got
angry. And she was pissed.


	“Do you think men
like Lex are good employers? Do you have any idea how many of his own
men he's had killed? No?” she asked, looking around. “Thirty
seven as of my last count. Some of them because they were being
disloyal. Some just for the fuck of it. To exercise his power. Or
because they pissed him off. I know you Josh,” she sneered.
“He'll get sick as hell of you in a few weeks. Then know where
you'll be? In Oscar Street with your throat slit, arterial spray
covering the walls. Just. Like. Glenn. But there won't be me around
to tell everyone what a good guy you were. What a sad, gruesome,
pointless death you had. Because, frankly, you'll have fucking
deserved it.”


	Joshua paled, looking
around at his surroundings like he was seeing them for the first
time. 



	Alex was right. He was
as good as dead. And he just realized it himself. 



	I'd feel bad for the
little shit if he wasn't the reason Alex was in that room.


	“Well, well,”
Lex broke in, clapping his hands together. “I guess he didn't
break you after all. Alls the better for me,” he smiled in a
evil, awful way at her that made all of the halfway decent men in the
room (meaning me, Shoot, and even the sniveling idiot Joshua)
stiffen. “Alright,” Lex said, his authoritative tone
back. “Rick, you can take Shoot with you. Call in two extra
sets of hands first. One to take Joshua here back to his room. The
other to... lend me a hand.”


	I moved. Fast. So did
Shoot. 



	I was across the room
and tearing into Chris, the guy who was holding Alex. Her body
slammed hard into the wall then fell to the floor, but I was too busy
sinking my fists into the guy's face to check on her. 



	But I barely got four
good punches in before I was pulled away. I looked over to see Shoot
already restrained by Rick. 	


	My eyes flew to Alex
who was pushing herself up. 



	It was worth a shot. 



	Shoot was thinking the
same thing, giving me a shrug before he was hauled out of the room. 



	“Chris, I think
you better take Joshua to his room then get yourself cleaned up. Greg
can stay in here with us.”


	Greg was the guy who
had led me through the house and toward the basement earlier. 



	Greg was probably the
only one out of the three who actually could restrain me. 



	Great.


	And then he did. 



	And everyone else was
gone. 	


	Leaving just me being
held down by Greg. And Alex across the room being approached by Lex.


	Fuck.


	No.


	I knew where this was
going.


	And 



	Fuck


	No. 



	I saw the realization
hit Alex's face at the same time I felt the knowledge spread through
me. She moved fast, reaching into her boot. For the heroin, I
realized. She was going to end it. I was going to have to watch her
OD and die. 



	Jesus fuckin' Christ.


	But she wasn't fast
enough and Lex had her by the throat, pulling the heels of her feet
off the ground and slamming her up against the wall. Her arms swung
out, trying to hit him, then trying to pull his hands off her neck as
her air supply started to make her head fuzzy. 



	Then one of his hands
moved away. But only to curl on itself, then plunge forward. Hitting
her jaw much like he had made me do. But he wasn't holding back like
I was. I heard the crack. I saw her head slam in the other direction.
His hand dropped from her throat and then there was just the sound of
his fists in her face. Her center. And her muted grunts as she tried
not to show weakness. 



	“Stupid bitch
thought you could take me down? Stupid fucking cunt. You are no one.
No one!” he yelled. Alex's body fell forward, her palms
slapping the ground in front of her to brace her fall. She was facing
me, but her head was down, blood dripping onto the concrete below
her. 



	I fought. 



	Against the hold.
Trying to get to her. 



	Then Lex got down on
the ground behind her, kneeling, grabbing for the waistband of her
pants. 



	And the swirling in my
stomach rose up my throat.


	At the same moment,
Alex's head rose to mine. For the barest of seconds, she was there.
And then the mask came down and I knew she was gone. She was
accepting her fate. She was going to be raped and killed by Lex
Keith.


	Just like her mother.


	It was then, watching
her shut down, watching Lex's sick face twist in desire as he pulled
down her pants. It was then that I realized I still had a card to
play. 



	It was something that
came back to me the night before when I was laying in bed not
sleeping and thinking over my conversations with Alex. 



	Like when she told me
about her mom. Told me about what her mom went through at Lex's
hands. For years. Before she got away. And when I thought about it
hard enough, it made sense. There was even a similarity. 



	“You're gonna
watch me fuck the woman you love as she screams for you to save her
and you know damn well you can't,” Lex's eyes bore into mine as
his hands went to the front of his pants. 



	My eyes begged her to
snap out of it. 



	To tell him herself.


	Why wouldn't she? It
could save her. Was it worse, somehow, for her to admit it? Did
she even admit it to herself? It wouldn't exactly be out of character
for her to bury that and pretend it didn't exist. 



	But it did.


	And if she wasn't going
to use it, well, I sure as fuck was.


	“Knew you were a
sick fuck, Lex,” I said, feeling Greg's arm tighten around me,
seeing Lex pause and look at me. “Didn't think you'd be as
twisted as to rape your own fuckin' daughter.”


	The look of shock over
his face would have been priceless in any other situation. His eyes
bugged. His shoulders slumped. 



	I was vaguely aware of
Alex's eyes snapping to mine. 



	“What?” Lex
growled.


	“Yeah. You stupid
shit. Got all these men, got all these hackers, looking all into your
shit and somehow you missed that little gem.”


	“No,” he
said, moving away from Alex, zipping his pants. 



	“Yep. Know who
her mom is? Think hard. Hell, just take a fuckin' look at her,”
I spat. “I've seen a picture. She's the fuckin' spittin' image
of her mother. Shouldn't be too hard for you to draw up the memory.
Since you kept her in your house, beating and raping her for years
before she finally got shot of you.”


	Lex moved around toward
Alex, grabbing her face. And I got to watch as his own face paled
until he was practically see-through. Then he dropped her like she
burned him, moving away. 



	“Allison,”
he whispered, shaking his head.


	I didn't know her name.
Alex never said it. But Lex was clearly seeing a ghost from his past.




	“Yeah. One of the
many women you've broken in your time. She just so happened to be
lucky enough to get some help along the way. Got a life. Raised her
daughter. Killed herself though when Alex was sixteen. Know anything
about that?” One look was all I needed to know he did. That he
had, like Alex guessed, seen her that day. Leading her to kill
herself to save them both. “Yeah. I bet you do. Killed herself
that day, ya know. That's when your daughter decided to dedicate her
life to taking you down.”


	“Daughter...”
he repeated, looking down at Alex who had pushed herself back onto
her knees and pulled her pants back up. 



	“Yeah you...”


	My voice trailed off.
Or, rather, it was drowned out, by the sounds of gunfire. And then,
incredibly, almost unbelievably, explosions. Enough that the ground
shook. Enough that Greg got startled and I got my window. And I
fucking took it. 



	I wasn't aware of Alex
or Lex while my anger drained into bashing Greg's face fuckin'
unrecognizable. 



	But then there was a
scream and my head shot up to see Lex's hands covering his face, his
groaning very much like that of a dying animal. 



	And there was Alex,
hands shaking holding the pocketknife I had slipped her the day we
went to Oscar Street. It was bloody. As were the hands Lex was
holding to his face. 



	I flew across the room,
taking Lex out with one punch, and grabbing Alex. 



	“We got to go...
now!” I yelled over the sound of the world ending around us.
“Doll,” I said, hands to her shoulders, shaking her hard
once, until she looked at me and the mask fell. “We gotta go.”


	“I stabbed him,”
she said, looking down at his body.


	“God damn right
you did,” I agreed, pulling her toward the door, but not before
I snagged a gun off Greg's prone body. “You finally got some
vengeance. Now let's get the fuck outta dodge.”
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	Being held captive
wasn't as bad as it sounded. I mean, the no wifi, no TV, no booze, no
sexy as fuck women around to chat up? Yeah, that part sucked. But
just sitting around in a room twiddling my thumbs, listening to the
dipshits guarding me spill all of Lex's secrets? Yeah, that was
almost good enough for prime time entertainment. Partly because their
vocabulary consisted of cusses and the word list a third grader would
need to memorize to pass his state exams. And, seeing as I came from
some backwards hick fucking town in the south with a sorry excuse for
a school system, yeah, me saying their vocab was lacking was saying
something. 



	But it was also partly
entertaining because they were so busy shooting the shit that I could
have gotten away at least a dozen times if I wanted to.


	Not that I didn't want
to.


	I was just trying to
play it smart.


	I didn't know what kind
of deal Breaker had going on.


	Or his chick for that
matter.


	And, make no mistake,
that was his chick. 



	I saw them the day
after he took her and I could already see something there. They were
both oblivious to it aside from maybe some sexual tension. But it was
there. 



	Not just because Break
didn't want to hit her. That he was willing to sacrifice me for her.
It wasn't that. We both knew that drill. We didn't raise our fucking
hands to women. 



	No.
It was the way he was looking at her. And also the way he was
pointedly not looking
at her.


	She
was more than a client.


	And she was damn sure
more than some random one night stand. 



	The
second she opened her mouth and started hollerin'... yeah I got the
appeal. Not that she wasn't great to look at to begin with. Tall and
thin with that shoulder-length dark hair and big dark eyes, the
perfect bone structure. I mean, I generally preferred my women thick,
with some curves to sink my fingers into. But
she was still a stunner. But, fuck me, when she started going pure
rage monster at Lex? 	


	Yeah, she had something
going for her.


	And she, whether either
of them knew it or not, was just the kind of woman he needed in his
life. 



	I mean after taking one
of Breaker's fists to the jaw (which I had been on the receiving end
of before and, let me tell ya', it hurt like a mother), she still
managed to have the wits about her to hand me off a knife. That was
what Break needed. A chick who could think on her feet, who took the
hit, who did what needed to be done. 



	With nothing to do but
sit around and think, I gave their sure-to-be budding romance some
thought. Wondering if Break would keep her at a distance, if she
would let him in. If she could take away the guilt and shame he would
have felt after putting his hands on her. 



	Breaker was never the
type of man to be seen with a woman on his arm. Sure him and me and
sometimes Paine, we would go out, we would pick up women. But Break's
were smoke by the next morning. In all the years I knew him, I was
pretty sure I had never seen him with a woman in the daylight. 	


	A part of me really
wished I could have been around to watch him fumble through that
first-time experience. 



	But, no, I was in a
basement. And not the nice side. With the bar and the TV. No I was in
the cold, damp, windowless side with a bathroom and a folding chair. 



	If there was one thing
I learned I had taken for granted most of my life, it was beds. A
nice, thick, firm mattress. Preferably with a nice, thick, sweet
woman beside me on it.


	But I digress.


	I knew shit was going
down from what Limp Dick Rick and the new kid Chris were sayin'.
About some chump named Glenn who got himself whacked. Then about some
asshole named Joshua who had traced the leak in Lex's security to
Alex. 



	Yeah. Their little
honeymoon period was coming to an end and fast.


	I also knew it meant my
time on earth was coming to a close.	


	Men like Limp Dick Rick
and Chris might have been idiots, but they knew better than to talk
shop in front of an outsider if they planned to let him live. There
had never been any such plan for me. 



	I was trying to play it
by ear. See where things led before I made a decision or not.


	The choice was simple:
fight my way out and possibly endanger the only person in the world
who gave a fuck about me or take my death like a man and hope Breaker
had his head in the game enough to get his chick and get away. 



	Problem was, there was
no way to guess the way that night went.


	Earlier, I had pissed
off Limp Dick Rick (possibly simply because that was how I referred
to him, but also possibly because I may or may not have told him that
he was proof that evolution works in reverse. In my defense, I
thought he was too stupid to understand the insult) but anyway... I
pissed him off. He knocked me around a little bit. He took me up to
Lex's study for reasons unknown to me until I was dragged back down
to find that someone else was locked in the bathroom.


	It was then that I
started genuinely worrying.


	It was one thing to
know my life was almost over. 



	Whatever. That was the
life I lived. Every time I picked up a new job, met a new client,
pointed my gun, pulled the trigger... there was always a chance of me
not making it back. 



	But the idea that it
was someone else who might have to suffer because of me? Yeah that
shit didn't sit right.


	I tried, like Breaker,
to keep my contacts to a minimum. To keep the possibility of
collateral damage a small risk. That being said, I wasn't like Break.
I made some friends. I visited some women more than a few times.
There were people that someone could hurt to get to me. 	


	I had a sinking feeling
one of those people were in that bathroom.


	Then fast forward to
Break charging in. No Alex. No plans, it seemed, to produce Alex.
Looking like he hadn't slept in days. 



	It didn't take much for
me to guess she was gone. 



	And that it wasn't him
who got her gone.


	The second that kid
went into the bathroom and dragged out a kicking, swinging, spittin'
mad Alex... yeah, fuck. I don't think I have the words to describe
the look that came over Break's face.


	Just utter...
devastation. Hopelessness. 



	Followed quickly by
determination. 



	He was going to get her
out no matter what. 



	And then that hacker
Josh showed up and gave me the whole, gory picture of what had gone
down since I got locked up. 



	Out of the corner of my
eye, I saw Breaker make his move. I pivoted, ramming hard into an
unsuspecting Rick, deciding it was time I threw my weight around as
well.


	But almost as soon as
it started, I was restrained by an even more pissed off Rick (worth
it for the bloody nose he had), and Break was being pulled away. He
at least got a fair bit of damage in first. 



	Then I didn't get to
see the rest. 



	A pit was in my stomach
as I was shoved through the basement, up the stairs, into the
kitchen, then out through the backdoor. Not because of my own fate. I
had resigned myself to that the moment I walked out of the coffee
shop and had a hood over my head and burns from my spilled coffee
down my arm. Before I was even aware of who took me. In that second,
my fate was sealed. 



	But what was unclear
was what was going to go down in the basement between Lex, Breaker,
and Alex. 



	I knew Lex. I knew the
twisted shit he did. Especially to women. And I knew how much more he
would get out of it if he could force a man who loved that woman to
watch. 



	That was all I could
think about as I was led into a white wooden shed, set off into the
trees quite a ways from the main house, the windows blacked out from
the inside, the door with multiple locks and bars. 



	“I finally get to
have some fun with you,” Limp Dick Rick said, opening the door
and shoving me inside. “Had it up to fucking here with the
sarcasm shit,” he informed me, slamming the door behind him and
reaching for the pull tab on the light hanging from the ceiling. 



	There wasn't much
inside. Penny brick floor and reinforced walls. A chair with chains.
Three five gallon buckets in a corner. It seemed more like it was
used for gardening than torture. 



	“What? You
haven't enjoyed our time together?” I asked, putting a hand to
my chest. “That hurts, Rick. I thought you and me really had
something special.”


	“On your knees,”
he growled out, moving into the small space.


	“What is with you
guys and the kneeling shit? Is that why you're all so grouchy? You
like dick? You know... it's the twenty-first century. Even big bad
criminals can be gay, Rick. If you need some cock to feel like a
man...”


	I didn't get the rest
of the dig out. 



	Mainly because his fist
found it's way to my face.


	Maybe I was going to
die. But fuck if I went out like a sniveling pussy about it. Besides,
seeing that look of utter mortification cross his features, yeah, it
was worth the extra fucking pain.


	And I needed a good
fight. I was due. I had been letting these cocksuckers (maybe quite
literally cocksuckers), get the better of me for days. It was
time to knock them off their game. 



	Because they didn't
think I could handle myself. 



	But, boy, was Rick in
for a nasty surprise. 



	I
took three hits to the face and two to the center before I used my
wiry sort of grace against him, slipping away, then coming back
swinging. A strong uppercut under the chin had him on his ass before
he finished cursing. Which gave
me just enough time to bend into my boot (where the idiots never
thought to look for weapons) and drag out the knife. 	


	I wasn't a knife
person. 



	My weapon of choice
would always be a gun. It was impersonal. A scope and a trigger. A
target whose blood you never had to touch or smell. 



	But that didn't mean I
didn't know how to use one. 



	Thanks to Breaker who
was a bit more... hands-on in his forms of punishment or justice. 



	I had just aimed and
stabbed the blade into Rick's thigh, turning the knife brutally,
wincing at the sound of his scream (I didn't get off on the pain.
That was never my thing. It was a job. Or self-defense. Nothing
more), when the grounds outside sounded like they were blowing up. 



	My eyes sought Rick's
and found a similar shock there. So whatever was happening was not
part of some grander plan of Lex's. 



	Fuck.


	Not good. 



	I grappled with the
idea of killing him versus getting the hell out of there before
anything even crazier went down. 



	“Every man for
himself,” I said down at Rick, getting onto my feet. He nodded
and I offered him my hand. Which he took and got onto his feet,
ripping the blade out of his leg and moving toward the window,
breaking it in the corner to look out. 



	“The fuck?”


	That was my cue. I
ripped the locks off the door and flew out into the complete fucking
chaos. 



	I wasn't wrong about it
sounded like it was blowing up. There had to have been explosions.
Bombs or what-the-fuck-ever because there were fires all around the
grounds. 



	People were everywhere,
running, looking shocked and unsure what to do. 



	I didn't think. I
didn't even pretend I had any plans of getting away. I made a b-line
right for the house. 



	Break and Alex were
still inside. 



	I needed to get them
then get the hell out of there before anyone got any kind of control
of the headless-chicken men and made them drag us back. 



	I flew across the
field, shoving into the shoulder of some random lackey as I rounded
on the house, taking off toward the back doors that led into the
kitchen. 



	I had just reached for
the handle when the doors were flung open from the inside, sending me
off balance and falling backward onto my ass. Hard enough to knock
the wind out of me.


	Then I was looking up
and there was Breaker. And Alex.


	“They didn't kill
you yet?” he asked, giving me an odd smile and reaching an arm
down to haul me back onto my feet. 



	“How'd you get
out?” I asked, following as Break moved toward the corner of
the house, looking out. 



	“Lex has a panic
room for this kinda thing,” Alex answered at Breaker's silence.




	“Heya sweetheart.
You alright?” I asked, grabbing her pinkie with mine. 



	“Yep. Things went
boom before Lex could get really twisted.” 



	There was a strange
edge to her words that made them ring untrue, but it wasn't my place
to push. 



	“Right, let's
go,” Breaker said, looking back. “Head for the tree line
and follow it to the front fence. My truck is still parked outside
the gates,” he said, reaching into his pocket and producing a
key.


	A second later, Alex's
pinkie was pulled from mine as Breaker grabbed her hand and pulled
her along beside him, her body blocked from the yard by his. I
followed behind, similarly blocking her from behind and really
wishing I had taken a moment to find a gun somewhere. 



	But
then we were at the front gates, kicking our legs out faster as eyes
started to fall on us. 



	Breaker beeped the
locks on the truck as we rounded to it. 



	“Get in,”
Breaker said, moving around the hood, then stopping, tilting his head
at Alex who had frozen on the spot. “Doll, get in the fuckin'
truck.”


	But Alex wasn't paying
attention. 



	Her gaze was focused
just beside the empty security booth where, when I squinted against
the darkness, I saw a shadow move. 



	“Break,” my
voice called a warning as the shadowed figure came closer. Whoever
they were, they were all in black. Tall. Thin. Wearing a hood that
was so big it covered their face. 



	“Who the fuck...”
Breaker started, moving toward the figure. 



	But somehow, Alex was
suddenly right by his side, grabbing his arm. “Stop,” she
said, her voice quiet but firm as she stared at the figure.


	And then a hand snaked
out of one of the long dark sleeves, moving upward, and pushing the
hood off her head.


	Yes. Her. 



	And she was a fucking
knockout. Not in my way. But regardless. Small. But fierce. Delicate
face, long straight black hair, dark brows, big blue eyes, and what
looked like tats snaking up the side of her neck.


	“The fuck...”
Breaker said, something like recognition in his voice though her face
was new to me.


	“You
guys need to move. Now,” she said, reaching into her pocket and
pulling a small remote out.


	Alex nodded, pulling
Breaker back.


	“Now,” she
said again, a little more urgently. 



	“In the truck,”
Breaker said, moving backward toward the driver's door. 



	Alex paused, reaching
an arm out like she wanted to grab the woman's hand though they were
far apart. “Thank you,” she said with feeling then ran to
her side of the car and threw herself into the passenger. 



	I gave the girl a wink,
getting into the minuscule backseat of the truck, watching out the
window as the girl slowly moved down the driveway, away from the
house. She watched us for a moment as we drove away before moving
herself into the center of the street, turning toward the house, and
lifting her remote-laden hand.


	“How the fuck do
you know Janie from Hailstorm?” Breaker asked the exact second
the blast made the truck jolt, our ears pop, and Lex's house
fucking... explode.





Twenty-one

















	


	Alex












	


	In the end, the glass
bottle trick did work. I just wasn't prepared for the show of force.
I had been half-expecting Bob to come in the middle of the night
horny with a handful of date rape drugs. I was prepared for that. I
had Breaker's gun sitting beside my hand on the surface of the table
with Jstorm's burner phone as well. Right before I drifted off, I
found Breaker's burner in my pocket, staring at it for a long, long
time, fighting the urge to open it and call him. Then, wiping my arm
across my cheeks to rub the tears away, I removed the SIM card and
banged at it and the phone itself with the butt of the gun until
there was no temptation left.


	Then I went to sleep.


	Prepared for Creepy
Bob. 



	Not,
however, prepared to hear the bottle drop and crack apart with the
other bottles just seconds... seconds
before three huge men stormed into the room, hauling me out of my
chair before my hand could even reach for the gun.


	And that was how Lex
got his slimy hands on me again. 



	I was dragged to a car,
one hand like a vice around my center, one pressing hard against my
mouth, then hauled into the backseat and on the lap of the man who
was holding me. A man who was hard doing so. So I didn't struggle. 



	Then we were driving. 



	After that, I was being
hauled up a driveway into Lex's ridiculous estate. I was dragged
through the kitchen, down the stairs, into a finished basement, then
into an unfinished portion of the basement. The hand moved from my
mouth, but only to be replaced with a gag. The arm moved from my
waist to cuff my hands behind my back, the bracelets too tight,
biting into my skin.


	And then I was left in
that bathroom. For the better part of a day. 	


	Only to be un-cuffed
and un-gagged and hauled out to see Shooter sitting in the chair
looking very much like he had been there a while and I felt the bolt
of realization that he had been there all along. If only I had gotten
to the door. Gotten his attention...


	But it was too late for
that. 



	And Breaker was there.


	Alright. So maybe I
told myself that I was taking my feelings for him and putting them in
a chest deep inside to be opened never. But all it took was one look
at him and the chest burst open and all the feelings slipped out raw
and wet and painful. 



	Then his words smarted
across my face like a slap. 



	He was going to leave
me there. I was pretty sure I was a little bit in love with the man
and he was going to... leave me to the man I hated the most in the
whole world. A man who completely destroyed my life in more ways than
one. 



	I shared my body with
Breaker. I'd bared my soul.


	And he was going to
turn his back on me?


	But then Joshua walked
into the room and shock replaced the betrayal. 	


	Joshua Kaidisen. Glenn
knew him way back when they were pre-pubescent boys playing video
games and sneaking around the internet looking for dirty pictures.
Back when Joshua wasn't the looker he turned out to be. Glenn had
showed me pictures once of the two of them. Glenn pudgy as a kid,
bespectacled, a shorter version of his adult self. But Joshua had
been the quintessential ugly duckling. He was thin to the point of
gaunt, all arms and legs, making him resemble a skeleton more than a
flesh and blood person. His skin had been ravaged by the kind of acne
that garnered the moniker 'pizza face' for years. And from what Glenn
said, he had been awkward and bumbling with a slight speech
impediment that made him painfully insecure.


	See. He was the kind of
guy you were supposed to feel sorry for.


	And I had.


	Until I met adult
Joshua. 



	Because adult Joshua
finally grew into his arms and legs. His thinness became a lithe
swimmer's body that he dressed well. His skin got slathered in creams
then lasered to even it out. He saw a professional speech therapist
who ironed out his impediment and taught him perfect elocution. 



	All good things.


	Except with those
things came the most arrogant, intolerable, jackass womanizer I had
every crossed paths with. Which, given my line of work dealing with
cheating bastards, was really saying something.  



	He was also one of the
best hackers on the east coast. Better than me and Glenn certainly. A
fact that he rubbed my face in constantly. At first I thought it was
just because he was trying to push me to learn more. But, in the end,
he was just a jackass.


	It really shouldn't
have come as much of a shock that he got himself involved with the
likes of Lex. 



	And then he fucking
ratted me out. Which was just... so against everything hackers
believed in. It was us against them. Always. We watched each other's
backs. Without fail. 



	The rat bastard.


	I purged my rage at
him, enjoying the fear overtaking his features as he realized how
jolly well fucked he was. For no reason. Just his own vanity,
thinking he could roll with the big boys. But, in the end, they would
just remind him of the bumbling, stuttering nobody he had always
been.


	Then there was
fighting. 



	And then the room
cleared.


	Save for me. And Lex.
Breaker. And Greg. 



	Then I was at the
receiving end of Lex's anger. Like my mother had been for so many
years. Feeling his fists slam into my face, making my vision into
little white explosions, making the punch Breaker had given me feel
like it had been a love tap. 



	I was tasting and
spitting my own blood when he got me down on all fours. And there was
no time. No time to get to my boot. To get the heroin. To get it in
my system and start to OD before he put his hands on me. 



	It was over. 



	I lost.


	And I was going to pay.




	I looked up at Breaker
for a second, my heart in my eyes, before I shut that down and
lowered my head, feeling Lex's hands reach for my pants, his
fingertips grazing over my ass in a way that made my skin crawl. The
sick crept up my throat as I heard his zipper move down.


	It was one thing to
have willing but awful sex. I had submitted to that with two
different men. 



	It was a whole other to
have the right to deny sex taken away from you... yeah, there were no
words for that kind of awful.


	But then Breaker's
voice was cutting in. 



	Saying shit he had no
business saying. 



	Though, in the end, it
saved me.


	I was seconds away from
feeling Lex's body slamming into mine. And I knew enough of the
police reports to know how terrible he would make that for me. 



	Then Lex was away from
me. And the world went BOOM. 



	Breaker flew at Greg. 



	And I reached into my
boot and I flew at Lex.


	For my mom. And Glenn.
And every woman whose battered, broken body I had seen. And also, for
me. For what he had already taken from me. For what he was just about
to take from me before he was stopped.


	I never really thought
much about if I was a violent person or not. In general, I was safe
behind my computer screen. I had never been in fights. I had never
hurt anyone. 



	But my arm flew out and
the tip of the knife plunged with a force that made my stomach drop
into Lex's eye socket. 



	The howl he let out
sent a shockwave through my system and I pulled the knife back out,
freezing, unable to do anything but fight down the bile that was
rising in my throat.


	Before my eyes, I
watched a screaming, bleeding Lex take a right hook to the side of
his face and fall unconscious to the ground. 



	Then there was Breaker,
yelling at me, dragging me toward the staircase. 



	We had barely made it
into the finished side of the basement when a battered Greg came
barreling through with Lex hanging off him only half conscious, going
to the side of the bar and opening a door into a small white panic
room. 



	I almost laughed as
Breaker dragged me up the stairs and into the kitchen. 



	I had half-expected
some kind of war to be going on. But all there was was confused
chaos. Anyone we encountered looked through us like we weren't even
there. So we just kept moving, Breaker pushing the door to the
outside open, and we knocked over a still living, breathing, laughing
Shooter.


	I felt a wave of relief
that made all my air whoosh out of my system at the sight of him. I
barely knew him. Had literally shared only a handful of words with
the man. But he was good. He was willing to sacrifice himself for me.
He offered me his pinkie for support. And he and Breaker loved one
another like brothers. That was enough for me. 



	I was so happy to see
him alive, I felt tears stinging my eyes. 



	But then we were
running again, watching Lex's property start to break into wild fires
from whatever the hell kind of explosives were planted all around. 



	We had just gotten to
the truck when I saw Jstorm.


	One look was all I
needed. 



	I knew. 



	It could have been
anyone in a hood.


	But I knew. 



	You could have knocked
me over with a feather when a hand reached up, pulled off a hood, and
revealed a woman who had to have been younger than me. Or at least,
she had one of those faces, eternally young. Sweet. Delicate. Except
she wore her eye makeup heavy and her lips red and her tattoos were
bright and colorful against her pale skin.


	We got into the car,
driving away, me watching Jstorm in the rearview mirror.	


	“Fuck,”
Breaker growled as we all did the weird 'there was a loud noise,
you instinctively duck'  thing despite being in an enclosed car.
The ground underneath the truck seemed to shake for a long time even
as we kept driving away.


	Jstorm turned her head
toward our retreating car and though we were too far away to see, I
was sure she was grinning. 



	I found myself smiling
back as we drove out of sight. 



	My mission in life was
to take down Lex Keith. 



	There was a poetic sort
of justice for it to be a woman to be the one to finally do that
deed.


	Maybe it didn't turn
out the way I had planned- selling off his information to someone who
would do him in for their own personal reasons. 



	It turned out better. 



	Two women who didn't
know each other from Eve conspiring to, in the end, blow his world to
pieces. 



	I fought the laugh and
lost, putting a hand over my eyes and letting the weird hysterical
sound roll through me.


	“Doll,”
Breaker's voice called, firm, making me turn my head and look at him.




	“Yeah?”


	“How the fuck do
you know Janie?”


	“Janie?” I
asked, my brows drawing together. It was just a... plain name for
someone as badass as she obviously was.


	“Janie. From
Hailstorm.”


	“Hailstorm?”
I asked, my face dropping. Hailstorm. The survivalist camp full of
ex-military who did all kinds of odd jobs- hits, jumpers, corporate
espionage. You name it, they dipped their toes in it. And they were
good. Like... really good. They were also, like the Henchmen MC and
the Mallick family, not in Lex's pockets. 



	“Yeah, doll. That
was Janie... Lo's like... favorite pet,” he said, making an
image of Lo pop into my head. A fake image, because like... nobody
knew what Lo actually looked like. I pictured him big and mean with a
scar down his eyebrow. Don't ask why. That's how I viewed him.


	I swallowed. “That
was Jstorm, Breaker,” I told him, and her SN finally clicked.
Jstorm. Janie from Hailstorm. Holy shit. Was Hailstorm in on my
mission to take down Lex? That kind of made sense. They did stuff
like that sometimes. Just for the greater good. And they were known
for using bombs. I guess it was all the ex military in their ranks
that made them like the big booms. 



	“Speaking of
Hailstorm,” Shooter's voice broke in as he moved to lean up
between mine and Breaker's seats, holding an arm out, pointing out
the windshield and up the hill.


	Where Hailstorm was
smoking.


	“The fuck?”
Breaker said, jaw getting tight. 



	“Shit,”
Shooter said, but an accent slipped into the word, dragging it out,
making it sound like “sheeee-it”. Making it sound
southern. I turned my head slightly, looking at the side of his face,
wondering about him, wanting to know his story. “What did we
get ourselves into here?” he asked, shaking his head. 



	“Fuck if I know,”
Breaker said, shaking his head. “But we ain't hanging around to
find out. We'll drop by my place, get some cash and supplies and get
the fuck out of here,” he said, sounding all bossy and I felt a
familiar tug of desire in my core. Bossy Breaker. There was nothing
better.


	“Drop by my place
too,” Shooter said, shrugging when Breaker sent him a
disbelieving look. “Been in these clothes for a week, man. Need
to grab some shit if we are bugging out.”


	“Fine,”
Breaker said through gritted teeth. 



	“Oh, can we stop
at the motel I was staying at?” I asked, looking between the
two of them who were both looking at me like I was crazy. “What?
You can get cash and 'supplies', whatever those are. And he can go
get clothes? I can't stop and pick up my laptop? It cost me four
thousand dollars, Breaker. Four thousand. Plus, I'd like you
to scare the hell out of the creep who runs the place,” I added
with a nod of my head.


	Breaker's eyes slanted
to mine, the light blue looking angry. “The creep?”


	“Creepy Bob,”
I said with a nod. “I was pretty sure if Lex's guys didn't bust
in and steal me that he would have used his spare key to come in and
roofie me. He was disgusting.”


	“Well, now we got
ourselves a party,” Shooter said, winking at me with a huge
white-tooth grin that made my belly do a weird little flip-flop. I
could see him being dangerous if I wasn't already a little too
enamored by his best friend.







	Turns out, we were
pretty bad at the whole 'bug out' thing. It was supposed to happen in
a matter of like twenty minutes. That was the whole point. But we
drove into town, pulling off in front of Shooter's place. He
disappeared inside and came back twenty minutes later, freshly
showered and dressed, with two huge duffel bags and a backpack. He
threw the two duffels into the flat, pulling a cover over the top so
nothing would fly out, and bringing the backpack into the backseat
with him.


	He saw me eyeing it
curiously and unzipped the side, showing me an amount of money I
paled to even consider. Then he grinned. “Just to get us
started. Got some more stashed in some other places we can hit along
the way to wherever we are going.” He paused, then patted
Breaker on the shoulder. “We should say goodbye to Paine.”


	This got a grunt from a
very impatient Breaker. But he pulled the truck down the corner from
the abandoned warehouse he had originally kept me and all three of us
rushed inside a tattoo shop and was met by a huge (meaning even
slightly larger than Breaker) absolutely gorgeous light-skinned black
guy covered in black and gray tattoos. I wondered, fleetingly, if all
hot guys just like... ran together. Because, really, between the
three of them... holy hell.


	“So this is her,”
Paine said after grabbing the back of Shooter's neck and hauling him
into his body, the relief evident on his face. “You worth all
this trouble?” he asked, but his tone was teasing.


	“Not at all,”
I said, giving him a smile, “but they're stuck with me now.”


	He gave me a
spine-tingling grin. “You guys involved with all the bombings?”


	“All?” the
three of us echoed at the same time, making Paine's brows go up.


	“Yeah. Lex's,
Hailstorm, the Henchmen compound, even Chaz's,” he said, naming
off the Mallick family's bar.


	Shooter and Breaker
shared a look. “Don't know what the fuck is going on around
here,” Breaker said honestly. Because while we did know about
Janie's part in Lex's house going up in smoke... the rest... yeah
that made no sense. “But we have to get out before people start
asking questions.”


	Paine nodded. “Keep
in touch?”


	“Yeah. We'll want
to know the lowdown as info starts trickling onto the streets,”
Breaker said. “Don't go asking for shit and make yourself
suspicious, but keep your ears open for us. I'll call you on a new
burner soon as we get somewhere.”


	“Sounds good,”
Pain nodded, clamping a hand on Breaker's shoulder in a show of
badass masculine affection. “Take care of yourselves.”







	Forty minutes later, we
were parked outside of Breaker's. And then we all were heading in. I
wanted a change of clothes, Breaker wanted to gather supplies, and
Shooter wanted to get a drink.


	So, all packed up we
drove to the motel. I got my stuff out of my room seeing as I still
had the key on me. And I walked out to see both Breaker and Shooter
scaring the piss out of Creepy Bob. And I mean that literally. He
peed himself. Which might have been funny, but the fact of the matter
was, just witnessing them being all badass and scary... well... I was
close to wetting myself too. 



	No joke.


	They were terrifying. 



	“Right,”
Breaker said, jerking his head at me, “let's go.”


	The car was dead silent
for a long time, each of us staring off out the windows, lost in our
own thoughts.


	Finally, about an hour
into the drive, the darkest part of night almost behind us already, I
turned slightly in my seat so I was fully facing Breaker and asked
him the one thing that had been nagging at me since he had said it.


	“Why did you tell
Lex I was his daughter?”


	I felt Shooter's face
snap to me, but ignored him.


	“Doll...”
Breaker said, his tone implying that I was asking something stupid. 



	“No. Seriously. I
want to know.”


	“First, you told
me yourself what your mom went through at Lex's hands. How she
finally got away to raise you. How terrified she was of someone
getting their hands on you. How she killed herself when she saw Lex
again so she could protect you both. And, I mean... you look alike.
And...”


	“And?” I
prompted, feeling my heart skip around wildly.


	“And your names,
doll. His name is Lex. Your name is Alex.”


	Holy. Shit.


	I never... Jesus
Christ... I never even thought of that before. That was weird. But
still...


	“He's not my
father, Breaker,” I said quietly. 



	To this, his head
turned fully to me, his light eyes boring into me, sending shivers
down my spine. But, well, the good kind. The kind that kinda made me
want to tell him to turn back around so we could pay by the hour at
the sleep-and-fuck motel. 



	“What?”


	“He's not my
father.”


	“You can't know
that,” he insisted, barely giving the road a glance as he
watched me.


	“I do. I know
that,” I insisted. “Remember when I said my mom went to
the hospital that night and she found a detective who helped her get
away?”


	“Yeah.”


	“Well, I mean...
I never got confirmation because it was a touchy subject for my mom,”
I said, thinking about the time I was seven and asked about my daddy
because everyone else talked about theirs and I didn't have one and I
was curious. She cried all night asking why she wasn't enough for me.
I felt so guilty, I never asked again. But as I got older, I started
to see things. “He never stopped coming around. As I was
growing up, he always stopped by. Sometimes dropping off groceries
because he knew Mom was going through a bad spell. Sometimes he just
came by for dinner. Once, he dropped by on Christmas morning. He
brought me a pink stuffed piggy. Then he left. Weird things like
that. Things that didn't mean anything to me when I was little, but
as I got older... it started to make sense. I looked like him,
Breaker. Not Lex. I have his same hair. His long legs. His earlobes.
And, I mean... his investigative drive,” I said on a small,
private smile. 



	I didn't think about
him often. He was a fuzzy childhood memory that made me sad if I
really mulled it over. 



	“Why didn't you
ever ask him, honey?” Shooter asked, his voice soft,
sounding like he genuinely wanted to know.


	I felt myself shrug.
“He always looked at me like it hurt him to do so,” I
said, cringing at the memory. “And then when I was ten... he
was gone.”	


	“Gone?”
Shoot prompted.


	“Mom wouldn't
tell me. She just said he was gone. When I was a little older, I
looked him up in computer class. He died. Heart attack. His obituary
said he was survived by his wife and two sons.”


	“Aw, sweetheart,”
Shoot said, resting his hand over mine.


	“It's no big
deal,” I said, shaking my head. “But you... you really
thought Lex was my dad? Why didn't you say something about it
earlier?”


	“Didn't seem like
a subject you'd want to talk about,” Breaker shrugged. “How
do you explain the name thing though, doll?” he persisted.


	“Honestly? I
don't know. Mom was weird like that. Maybe she thought it would be...
empowering? To use something ugly and make it something...”


	“Beautiful,”
Breaker supplied and I felt the word settle with a fluttering in my
belly. 



	“I guess,”
I said, ducking my head to cover the heat I felt in my cheeks. 



	“Hey why don't
we... call it a night?” Shooter cut in, sitting back. “It's
late. We've all had a shit week. We're far enough out of town now
that we won't be suspicious. So long as no one gets a look at her
face,” he said, wincing slightly as he looked at me.


	“It's that bad?”


	“You're still
gorgeous,” he said, smiling at me. 



	“It's that bad,”
I said with a wry smile, shaking my head. I was still too wired to
really feel it yet. Things had been so crazy for such a long time. I
wasn't convinced I would come down until I got some sleep. 



	Twenty or so minutes
later, Breaker pulled the truck up to a small motel that looked
reasonably less skeezy that Creepy Bob's motel. Breaker hopped out of
the truck, going into the office with a wad of cash he had taken out
of a safe in his house.


	I tried my best not to
gawk at the sheer mass of money the two of them seemed to possess. In
cash. I knew that the underground jobs paid well. And that Shooter
and Breaker were apparently well known in their circles. But still. 



	That was crazy.


	But then again, most
days I barely had two nickles to rub together. 



	“Alright,”
Breaker said, opening my door. “They only had one room with two
queens,” he said, looking regretful. 



	I shrugged, hopping out
to help him haul bags out of the bed of the truck. Shooter joined us
and followed as we let ourselves into the room.


	And the inside was
leaps and bounds better that Creepy Bob's. In fact, it looked
recently redone. Fresh pale blue-gray paint on the walls, dark blue
still plush looking comforters on the beds, a flatscreen, white
curtains, new tile in the bathroom, unstained carpets. 



	I took a deep breath,
smiling a little. “I won't have to sleep sitting up here,”
I said out loud.


	“What?”
Breaker asked, watching as I went into the bathroom. 



	I flicked on the light,
grimacing at my reflection. I had the start of a black eye, dried
blood around my nostrils and in the cracks of my broken lip. I ran
the water warm, dipping a washcloth, and gently wiping away the
blood. “You saw Bob's place. No way was I lying down on one of
those beds,” I said to my reflection. 



	I rinsed the washcloth
and left it on the counter before going back into the bedroom to see
the TV was already on and the bags were all piled in a corner
furthest from the door. 



	Shooter gave me a small
tight-lipped smile before turning to Breaker. “Keys,” he
said, holding a hand out.


	Breaker reached in his
pocket, produced the keys, and threw them at Shoot. 



	Shooter nabbed them
then walked over to me, his hand sliding across my jaw, then kissed
the tip of my nose. “I'll be back in a couple of hours,”
he said, then walked to the door and disappeared. 



	“Where's he
going?” I asked, looking over at Breaker.


 	“Getting lost
for a while,” he said on a shrug.


	“But... why? This
was his idea...”


	“Come here,”
Breaker said.


	“It's really not
a good idea for him to be all out and about when we just...”


	“Alex, doll, come
here,” Breaker's voice called, both soft and firm at the
same time, making my belly flip flop. So I went there. And his hands
reached out, cradling my face for a second, his thumb brushing over
my lips.


	“Oh,” I
said, smiling a little as I realized Shoot's plan.


	“Yeah,”
Breaker smiled back, “oh.”
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	I tried to keep my eyes
on the road while I drove. Because anytime I looked at her face and
saw the damage Lex had done, I was equal parts furious and wanting to
go back to Lex's place, drag him out of that panic room (if he was
still alive in it) and rip all his appendages off, or also, pull the
car over, wrap Alex up in my arms and tell her I would never let
anyone lay a hand on her again. 



	Unable to do either of
those things, I just looked ahead and kept driving.


	But we were in the
motel room. Shoot was gone. I had her bruised and bloodied face in my
hands. And I didn't want to fight it anymore.


	I dropped my hands from
the sides of her jaws, over her shoulders, down her sides, and around
her back, pulling her gently to my chest when what I really wanted to
do was crush her there. But she had taken shots to the body and there
was a wince when she walked. Bruised ribs. I needed to be easy with
her. 



	Her head shifted,
moving to bury her face in my neck as her arms went up and around my
shoulders. 



	“I didn't mean
it,” I said, my lips in her hair.


	“Didn't mean
what?” 



	“All that shit.
About Lex keeping you and it just being a job and...”


	“Shh,” she
said, shaking her head. Then her face tilted slightly and I felt her
lips press a kiss into the pulse point in my neck. “I know.”


	My arms squeezed her a
little and she didn't stiffen. “Don't ever,” I said,
pushing her slightly away from me so I could duck my chin and look
her in the eye, “ever fuckin' run away from me again.”


	“Breaker... I was
trying to protec...”


	I shook my head. “Ain't
your job.”


	“What?”


	“Ain't your job
to protect me, doll. That's my job. So don't ever fuckin' do that to
me again.”


	“Listen Mr. Macho
Badass, Guy” she started and I could see the heat rising in her
dark eyes. Fuckin' hell. She had just stayed at a skeezy hotel run by
a creep she thought (and probably was) going to date rape her, got
taken to Lex's place, held against her will, beaten, almost raped,
then escaped a bombing situation... and she was ready to go a couple
rounds? Jesus Christ.


	“No,” I
said, my lips twitching.


	“No what?”
she asked, her eyes getting small.


	“No, I ain't
listening. You're new to this. You think you got me all figured out.
But macho badass guys, doll... we do the protecting. You do the being
sweet and cute and a royal pain in the ass thing. You don't go
running off on your own. You don't make me worry about you. You don't
fuckin' do that. Got me?”


	“You were worried
about me?” she asked, her voice getting low. 



	“Of
-fuckin'-course I was worried about you. Running off on some
hairbrained plan made up by someone you didn't know...”


	“That someone I
didn't know turned out to be a pretty big badass herself,” she
pointed out.


	“Yeah, doll, but
you didn't know that. There was no way to know that. It was a stupid
risk.”


	More eye squinting.
“Did you just call me stupid?”


	Jesus. 



	This woman.


	I sighed. “I
called your plan stupid.”


	“It's the same
thing.”


	“Ain't the same
thing and I ain't fuckin' fighting about this either.”


	“Well I want...”


	“Shut up.”


	At this, her eyes
stopped squinting and went huge. “Excuse me?”


	“I said shut up,”
I said, letting the lip twitch turn into a smile.


	“I don't know who
you think you're talking to like...”


	“You wanna keep
arguing or you want me to show you why you shouldn't run away from
me?”


	I watched her brows
draw together as she genuinely struggled with whether she wanted to
go through another useless fight (she did) or see what I was talking
about. 



	“What do you
mean?”


	“I mean,” I
said, my hands slipping back around to her sides, tickling slightly
over her sore ribs and coming up to rest right below her tits, “I
want to show you all the things we could have been doing instead of
you sleeping sittin' up scared some shithead was gonna try to put his
hands on you while I sat at home trying to figure out how to get you
back.”


	Recognition hit her
eyes, making them warm up, the lids get heavy. “What kind of
things?” he asked, wetting her lips. 



	“All kinds of
things,” I said, dipping my head and pressing my lips against
her neck, my tongue slipping out to slide up toward her ear. Her air
choked out of her mouth as her head fell back, giving me more access.
“Like this,” I said, taking her earlobe between my teeth
and sucking until her body melted against mine. “And this,”
I said, my hand moving from it's resting place on her rib cage to cup
her breast and squeeze. “And this,” I said, moving my
fingers to her nipple that was reaching hard through her bra and
shirt. 



	Her throaty groan sent
a bolt of desire through my body and I had to force myself to keep
from ripping both our clothes off and slamming into her hard and
fast. 



	She had a hard fuckin'
day. She needed hands on her that weren't rough for a change. 



	So one of my hands slid
to her hip, pushing her backward until the foot of the bed tapped her
legs and she grabbed my shirt so she didn't fall. I reached out,
grabbing her shirt and hauling it over her head, floating my fingers
in her hair to set it to rights again before my hands slipped behind
her back to unclasp her bra. Her eyes were on my face the whole time,
lips slightly parted, eyes getting heavier by the moment. 



	My hands slid down her
stomach, fingers snagging into the waistband of her pants and her
panties and slowly pulling them down as I lowered myself onto my
knees in front of her, kissing down her belly, over her hips, down
her thigh as I slowly exposed it.


	Up until that moment, I
didn't know I could do lovemaking. That wasn't the kind of man I was-
soft, sweet. I was hard, rough. And that was how I fucked. But
hearing Alex's quiet whimpers had me exploring the idea of giving her
soft and sweet as much as she wanted it. 



	Her pants slid to the
floor and I grabbed her ankle, lifting it, removing the material then
doing the same with the other ankle. Then I kissed my way up her
other thigh, tipping my head up when my face was level with her pussy
to see her watching me, her hand moving out to rest on the top of my
head.  



	“On the bed,
doll,” I said, pressing my hands into her hips until she
lowered her ass toward the mattress and sat down. My arm moved up,
pressing between her breasts until he was flat on her back. My hands
moved up her calves, pausing at her knees to press in and spread
them, then whispering across the soft skin of her inner thighs. I
turned my head to let my mouth follow the same trail, smiling when
she giggled at the tickle of my beard. It only lasted for a second
though. Because then my mouth was closing around her clit and sucking
it in pulses that had her legs jerking, closing around my head. 



	“Oh my god...”
she moaned, one of her hands grabbing the back of my head, the other
digging into the hand I had holding her thigh.


	I let my tongue slip
downward, curl in on itself slightly, and press inside her tight
pussy, letting her sweet overwhelm my senses as I fucked her slow and
gentle with my tongue until her hips were moving frantically against
me. I slid my tongue up her slit, moving it over her clit in fast
swipes as I moved my hand down and thrust two fingers inside her,
curling and stroking over her g-spot until I felt her tighten for a
second, then clench hard around me as she came, groaning out my name.




	Fuck yeah. 



	I could do soft and
sweet if she moaned my name like that. 



	I felt the sound in my
dick for fuck's sake. 



	“Breaker,”
she said, her hands no longer holding me in place, but pulling at me
until I lifted up to look at her. 



	I pushed my knees
against the edge of the bed, reaching behind my back to pull my shirt
off, tossing it, then reaching for the fly of my jeans, making quick
work of getting away the last boundaries between us. 



	My hands went to her
hips, pushing her into the middle of the bed before my body came down
on hers, my mouth finding her sweet, waiting one, and kissing her.
Her lips were greedy under mine, trying to deepen it, thrusting her
tongue into my mouth and I had to fist my hands into the sheets to
force myself to keep things slow when she was coming alive under me.


	Her legs went around my
back, holding me tight against her as her hips bucked up into mine,
begging for me to bury inside. 



	My mouth moved from
hers, going down her neck, over her chest, until I took her nipple
into my mouth, rolling my tongue over it as her back arched upward
toward me. My hand went to her other nipple, teasing it into hardness
before my mouth went there too. 



	“Breaker...”
her voice called, sounding raspy, needy. “Fuck me,” she
begged and I raised my head to look down at her.


	My hips shifted, my
cock sliding down her slick heat before pressing against the entrance
to her pussy, then pushing in slowly, taking my time to bury deep.


	Her hands went to my
shoulders, curling in, digging her nails in to the point of pain as I
stilled deep inside her for a long moment, then started stroking
slow, easy, feeling her tight wetness grab at me for the first time
without anything between us and it was better than I had imagined,
making me bite into my lip and bury my face into her neck, carefully
rocking my cock into her. 



	Alex's body was
squirming beneath me, her hips grinding up into mine, impatient. She
made a growling noise, hitting my back. “Harder, faster,”
she demanded.


	I felt my head shake.
“Slow and easy,” I said back, kissing her neck as her
velvet softness tightened around me.


	“Fuck me,
Breaker,” she insisted, her fingers raking across my lower
back. 



	Well, a man could only
take so much.


	I lifted up to look
down at her, my hands going under her arms, wrapping her shoulders
tight as I slid out and started pounding in. Hard. Fast. Relentless.
Like we both needed. 



	“Ohmygod...
ohmygod,” she groaned, her voice higher-pitched as she got
closer. 



	“Let me feel that
sweet cunt grab my cock,” I demanded, taking her lower lip
between my teeth and biting hard. Her hips bucked upward and I thrust
deep, hearing her voice catch. “Come for me, doll,” I
growled, looking down as her orgasm started to crest, then slam into
her hard, her pussy grabbing me hard as her body did one head-to-toe
shiver before my name came screaming out from between her lips. 



	I kept thrusting all
the way through until her body went slack, feeling my need for
release like a vise grip in my balls. But I couldn't come inside her.
I thrust hard and deep, watching her, as I slid out and moved to
straddle her body. “I'm gonna come all over those sweet tits,”
I told her, grabbing my cock, and stroking.


	Her head shook as her
hand reached down for mine and, holy fuckin' shit, she slowly opened
her mouth as an invitation. 



	I shifted upward,
slipping her hand under mine and stroking my cock with her, hovering
over her open mouth. Her eyes were on me watching and I felt the
climax break through my body, making my legs weak enough for me to
need to slam a hand against the headboard as I watched my come empty
into her welcoming mouth, seeing her swallow greedily like she
couldn't get enough of it. 



	I dropped our hands,
sitting back at my heels, looking down at her.


	My hand moved upward,
wiping some of my come off her lip and her face lifted quickly, her
lips closing around my finger and sucking it deep, getting every last
drop. 



	Jesus fuck.


	“When we get
where we're going...” I started, my hand moving out to tuck her
hair behind her ear, “the pill. I want to fill you with my come
every chance I can get.”


	Her eyes lit and a slow
smile spread across her lips. “I guess I can manage that,”
she shrugged, but reached to pull my body down on hers. 
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	Shooter didn't come
back until it was almost light out. After that first sex session,
starting slow and sweet and ending hard and rough, watching Breaker's
eyes become so intense it was painful as he watched me swallow his
orgasm. And then after the second sex session about an hour later,
Breaker flipping me onto my stomach and pushing inside me, no
pretense at foreplay because we had both practically been ready for
another round two minutes after the first one ended.


	It was his token hard
and fast and bossy, his hand fisting in my hair, using it to arch me
almost painfully backward so he could growl hot, filthy, nasty things
into my ear until I came around him twice and he lifted up and came
on  the cheeks of my ass.


	He was right. 



	Wherever we ended up,
top priority was getting some birth control. We were beyond condoms.
Once I felt him inside me raw, I never wanted to go back. I never
wanted there to be anything in between us again. And I wanted to know
what it felt like to have him come inside me. I never experienced
that before. But as he was growling into my ear about wanting to
watch his come drip out of me down my leg... well... yeah... I wanted
that too. 



	Breaker moved off the
bed to the bathroom, soaping up a washcloth and coming back to clean
me off before he tugged on a pair of sweatpants and handed me one of
his tees and a pair of pants.


	“Pants?” I
asked, brows drawing together. 



	“Doll, as much as
I want to stare at those long legs all the time, no fuckin' way is
Shoot gonna get that same privilege.”


	I laughed, shaking my
head as I slipped into my pants. “You know... if we end up
somewhere warm and sunny... I'll be in a bathing suit all the time...
everyone would be looking at my legs.”


	Breaker
got into bed beside me, hauling me to his side so my face was on his
chest. “We're going somewhere cold and snowy,” he
decided, but I could hear the humor in his voice. “With you in
lots of layers. Long johns, jeans, snow pants...”


	I laughed, shaking my
head, as he pulled the blankets up over us. 



	There was a knock at
the door before Shooter's voice called through it. “Everyone
decent? Not that I would mind seeing all your flawless curves, Alex
honey, but Break yeah... don't want to know you that well.”


	“Come in,”
I called, lifting my head off of Breaker's chest to see Shoot walk
in, a coffee tray in one hand and a brown bag in the other. 



	“Coffee and
bagels,” he offered, putting the items down on the nightstand
between our beds as he kicked off his shoes, removed his belt, and
walked over to the bags to rummage for some clothes.


 	He lifted his shirt
and I got a full view of his body. And it wasn't like Breaker's
endless ridges of chiseled muscle. But it was long and lean with a
altogether way sexy strength evident underneath all of his colorful
tattoos. And I mean... all. He was covered- waistband of his jeans to
the eagle on his neck. 



	“Any word?”
Breaker asked, snapping me out of my little inspection with a guilty
jerk.


	Shooter moved to the
bathroom as he unbuttoned his pants, closing the door briefly, and
coming out in a pair of black basketball shorts slung low on his
hips. “All over the news. Seems they're focusing on some new
player in town idea seeing as so many 'criminal operations' were hit.
Lex's place that survived that last blast was taken out by a fire. No
word on him. Hailstorm has minimal damage,” he said, reaching
for a coffee as he sat at the side of his bed facing us, his eyes
sliding over our intimate position with some curiosity, but mostly a
strange sort of satisfaction. Like he was glad for it. “But
that place is practically fireproof with all the shipping containers
and shit.”


	“The Henchmen?”
Breaker asked.


	Shoot shrugged. “That
place was locked down tight too. No one was around. Reign, Cash, and
Wolf were all off at some kind of dinner party Summer got a bug up
her ass about.”


	“Reign, Cash,
Wolf, and Summer?” I asked, my brows raising. I knew of them
from my research. Reign was the MC president. Cash was his brother
and vice. Wolf was the road captain. And Summer was Reign's 'old
lady' or whatever bikers called their women. It wasn't the names that
I was questioning, it was the intimacy with which Shooter said them. 



	“Done some jobs
with them in the past, darlin',” he said, shrugging. “Something
like friends to me. Did some checking around to make sure they got
out alright. They're good.”


	“Any theories?”


	Shooter shook his head.
“I didn't talk to any of them direct. Just overheard one of
their probates talking.”


	“What
about the Mallicks?” I found myself asking, thinking of Shane
and his girlfriend Lea. I didn't know them
know them, but I still hoped they were all alive and well.


	“Bar was closed,”
Shoot said, a strange edge to his voice.


	“Chaz's is never
closed,” Breaker said, sitting up slightly, me going with him.


	Shooter nodded like he
agreed. “I know. But it was.”


	“You guys don't
think the Mallicks did this, do you?” I asked, looking between
them.


	“Not their
style,” Breaker answered.


	“Then what's with
the weird non-verbal conversation you two are having right now?”
I asked, raising my brows at him.


	“It just seems
like,” Shooter started, grabbing my attention, “maybe
they were tipped off about the explosions.”


	“What? Why?”


	“Because Janie is
smart,” Breaker said, grabbing my attention. I sat up fully,
moving off his chest so I could look at him.


	“Explain,”
I demanded.


	“She had some
kind of plan. Fuck if I know what it is because this shit she pulled?
Not good. You don't fuck with four of the biggest players in town.
That shit is suicidal. Especially fucking with the people who took
you in and trained you,” he said, meaning the people at
Hailstorm, the survivalist camp she lived at and worked in. “She's
stupid as fuck for doing any of this. But she's smart for making sure
there were no casualties anywhere but at Lex's.”


	“But why blow up
the other places at all?”


	“To create chaos.
Maybe give herself a chance to get away,” Shooter said, drawing
my attention. “Like Break said, Janie is smart. She has some
sort of plan. I'm guessing the extra explosions were to throw
everyone off. No one knows where to point the blame. Which gives her
the chance to get away or clear her name. Who knows. We'll have to
keep an eye from a distance.”


	I nodded. “Breaker
says we're going somewhere cold and snowy where I have to wear lots
of layers,” I informed him.


	“Like fuck we
are,” Shooter said, giving me a dazzling smile. “I have a
week worth of skirt chasin' to catch up on. I ain't chasing around
some fucking Eskimos. I want easy access. So we're doing warm and
sunny and Breaker is just going to have to fucking live with it.
Right, darlin'?”


	I smiled at him, then
turned to Breaker who gave me a look that very much implied he wasn't
too happy with the idea of the two of us teaming up on him. And also,
knowing it was likely to happen a lot in the future.


	“Right,”
I agreed, squealing when Breaker reached for me, but he was smiling.
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	We didn't end up in a
ski resort in Canada.


	No.


	We ended up on a beach
in Mexico. 



	And Alex bought the
fuckin' skimpiest bikini she could find.


	To prove a point. 



	Which we fought about.


	And I, apparently,
lost. 



	Because there she was,
sitting her pretty little ass on a huge red and white striped beach
blanket, in the red bikini that showed off almost half her ass and
barely covered her tits. 



	It wasn't that she
didn't look good. 



	She looked good. 



	Way too fuckin' good. 



	And other men noticed.


	And those other men
noticing made me want to gouge their fuckin' eyes out for looking at
what was mine.


	It was stupid that I
still felt angry at seeing it. We had been south of the border for
nearly six months. And she had worn the god damn thing every single
day for six months. Beneath the red barely-there swatches of fabric,
I knew her skin was the pale, flawless white it had been before.
Outside of the material though, she had surprised me by tanning to a
shade of flawless copper that gave her, with her dark hair and dark
eyes, an almost exotic look.


	I couldn't decide which
look I liked more.


	But I was pretty
fuckin' happy with either. 



	“Six months,
man,” Shoot said, coming up to my side, holding out a bottle of
cold beer to me. 



	“What?” I
asked, taking a swig.


	“Been with her
six months. Day and night. Fightin' like an old fuckin' married
couple about everything then fuckin' like newlyweds. Every day for
six months,” he went on.


	“The fuck you
trying to say here?” I asked, looking away from Alex and at
Shooter.


	“I'm saying you
love her. She loves you. Can't fucking imagine why you haven't told
her that yet.”


	My eyes slanted back to
Alex. Her hair whipped to the side in a breeze, her profile in full
view, smiling off at something further down the beach. 



	He wasn't wrong.


	I did love her.


	It took me longer than
it would take a normal person to figure that out. Maybe because I
didn't know much about the emotion. Because the only person who had
showed me what it was died when I was barely old enough to remember. 



	There was the love I
felt for Shoot and him for me. But it wasn't the same. 



	But he was right.


	I loved her.


	And I was pretty sure I
had since the moment she asked me what kind of twisted porn I was
into. And every single moment after that. 



	Sometimes love didn't
spring up on you in a moment of blinding clarity. Sometimes it crept
up on you on a Tuesday night while you were standing at the sink
doing dishes, the feeling settling into your soul in a way that made
it too heavy to ignore anymore.  



	That was how it was. 



	I had been fuckin'
washing dishes on a Tuesday night. And Alex was in the other room
singing her smiling song. But she wasn't doing it in the soft, sweet,
melodic way she usually did. She was doing it loud, out of key, and
obnoxious. Because she was pissed at me and she thought it would be
ironic to sing a song about smiling when what she really wanted to do
was charge back into the kitchen and hit me over the head with a
frying pan because I told her that she was not, under any
circumstances, making contact with Janie/Jstorm again. I didn't give
a fuck how much she kept trying to reach out. 



	What can I say?


	Alex was still
stubborn.


	I was still bossy. 



	And we weren't ever
gonna' fuckin' change. 



	And I didn't want
either of us to.


	Because the only thing
better than Alex being soft and sweet was Alex being loud and angry,
spitting fire at me, then letting me fuck her hard and fast until we
burned through the urge to fight. 



	We weren't traditional.




	We
weren't the couple next door with two-point-five kids, a dog, and a
meet-cute
story they liked to drag out at dinner parties.


	We were dark and rough
around the edges.


	We fucked as hard as we
fought.


	We challenged and
supported one another. 



	We loved with a love
that was half-possession and half never wanting to tame the wildness
in the other. 



	Shoot was right. 



	I couldn't imagine why
I hadn't told her yet either. 
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	I was getting really
freaking sick of the beach.


	Sure, it was nice for a
while. Getting a tan. Sipping margaritas. Catching up on some books I
had been meaning to read. 



	But it was getting
boring.


	And
on top of that, I fucking hated
the red bikini I had bought to spite Breaker. 



	Six months of slipping
into it every day when I knew all it was going to do was ride up my
ass and chafe my tits all damn day. But, well, it was the principle
of the thing. He didn't like it. He told me not to wear it. I didn't
like it either. But he sure as hell wasn't going to tell me what to
wear. So I wore it. Despite the angry red burns it gave me under my
boobs at night. Despite having to keep discreetly moving the
waistband every few minutes so it would stop giving me a wedgie. 



	Such was life with
Breaker. 



	Both of us standing our
ground, too stubborn to give in. And both of us really, really liking
that quality in the other one.


	Okay. Well. 



	I
actually loved
that quality in Breaker. 



	In
fact, I loved pretty much everything about Breaker. Even the things
(maybe even especially
the things) that pissed me off. Like his possessiveness. His
borderline psychotic jealousy. His bossiness. 



	I loved the things,
too, that made me go all melty inside.


	Like
how he said my name when he was holding me at night. Deep and soft.
And how he taught me how to shoot a gun. And grapple. Never once so
much as hinting that I was somehow less than a worthy opponent
because I was female. Like how he took me to concerts and movies. How
he taught me to snorkel and ride a surf board. How he attempted to
show me how to cook. How he always remembered to buy me the puffed
cheese curls and not the crunchy ones. How he gave me soft and sweet
when I needed it and hard and rough when I wanted it. 



	How he brought me out
of my shell and showed me a hundred thousand things worth living for.




	The first night we made
it to Mexico, I snuck out while Breaker was sleeping, grabbing the
little baggie of heroin out of my boot and walking out onto the
moonlit beach. 



	I walked up to the
water, the wind tossing my hair around, realizing that for the very
first time in my entire life, I wasn't thinking about Lex. Or my mom.
I wasn't obsessively focusing on all the things that had gone wrong,
that had been taken for me.


	I was, in a way that
was soul-deep in its intensity, happy. 



	And it was new and
wonderful and terrifying.


	But I knew that there
was no going back. Not ever.


	So I opened that baggie
Breaker had bought me back when I thought death meant nothing.
Because my life meant nothing. And then I watched the contents fall
into the water and drift away into the infinite beauty of the sea. 



	I stood there for a
long time, lost in my own little revelation until I felt Breaker walk
up behind me, slipping his arms around my waist, resting his chin on
my shoulder.


	“Fuck you doin'
out here?” he asked and I rested the side of my face on the
side of his.


	I closed my eyes tight
against the discomfort I still felt at sharing my feelings, then
opened them, looking out at the water. 



	“Realizing for
the first time that I'm really happy to be alive,” I said
honestly.


	His arms squeezed me
tight. “Oh, doll...” he said. 



	Then he gave me soft
and sweet. Right there on the moonlit beach.

















	“Why don't you
just admit you hate the fuckin' bathing suit as much as I do?”
Breaker said, sitting on the edge of our (yes... our!) bed, watching
me as I slathered aloe onto the painful chafe burns under my boobs. 



	“Because you
don't get to win that easily,” I shrugged.


	“Easily?
Doll, you've had burns on your tits for months. What the fuck is easy
about that?”


	“They're my
tits,” I reminded him.


	“Yeah and I'd
like to get my hands on them without you wincing for a change. Buy a
new suit.”


	“Maybe I'll give
the nude beach a try,” I said instead, giving him a wicked
smile.


	“You do that, you
better prepare to be dragged into police custody.”


	“Why?” I
asked, brows drawing together.


	“'Cause you do
that, Al, I'm gonna be forced to fuck you silly right on that beach
so everyone knows who you belong to. Which would probably get us both
locked up for public ludeness.”


	“Do they arrest
you for public ludeness in Mexico?” I asked, still not knowing
nearly enough about the place that had been our home for half a year.


	“Fuck if I know.
Just sayin'. You on a nude beach means you suddenly find yourself
very into exhibitionism.”


	I laughed, slipping a
soft white sundress over my head, still smiling at him as I walked
over to the bed, putting my knees on either side of his hips until I
moved to straddle him, his hands going around my back. 



	“You know what,
Bryan Breaker...” I started in a serious tone that he must have
picked up on because he started shaking his head.


	“Nuh-uh, doll. I
got something to say first.”


	“What? Um. No. I
started first. I get to finish first. Not my fault you were pussy
footing around.”	


	“Shut up and let
me speak, woman,” he said, shaking his head.


	“No. You're not
going to pull the bossy card. I started speaking first. I finish
first. Case closed.”


	So yeah.


	That was totally us.


	Arguing over who got to
talk first. 



	“Alex Miller,”
he said, pressing his hand over my mouth, effectively shutting me up,
making my eyes lower at him. “You are the biggest god damn pain
in my ass. And I swear you can pick a fight with me over the sun
coming up in the morning, then another one about it going down at
night. But there ain't no one else in the world I'd rather fight
with.” 



	I felt the tears
stinging my eyes because I hadn't expected that. Whatever I thought
he had been preparing to say, that was not it.


	I didn't expect words
like that from him.


	And I wasn't prepared
for it.


	I blinked at the tears
and he kept talking.


	“You're
smart and stubborn and determined and I've never met someone who
I wanted to give soft and sweet to before you. I didn't think I had
that. You brought that out of me. You showed me things about myself I
didn't know were there. You gave that to me when you gave yourself to
me,” he paused, his other hand moving up to swipe the flowing
tears away. “I love you, doll.”


	Holy hell.


	I mean...


	I knew it.


	I had known it for
months.


	But I had never heard
it.  



	And the words landed
like a punch. Knocking out all my air. Making my heart speed up into
dangerous levels. 



	A warmth spread through
me, foreign, yet somehow comforting. Like it blanketed all my
insides. Like it would never allow the cold in again. 



	“Okay. Now you
can go,” Breaker said, giving me a small smile as he moved his
hand away from my mouth.


	“Gee... thanks,”
I said, lowering my eyes at him, but my heart wasn't in the fight.


	“You gonna tell
me you love me or keep trying to fight with me?” he asked, lips
twitching. He knew me too well.


	“I'll fight with
you later,” I promised, cradling his face in my hands, leaning
in to press a soft kiss to his lips before pulling back and looking
into his eyes. “Right now... I need to tell you, Mr. Macho Man
Badass Bryan Breaker...” I started and his eyes warmed. “That
night you stormed into my apartment, pointing your gun at me...”
I reminded him and he shook his head at the memory, but he was
smiling, “that was the first day of my life. There was nothing
before that. Not really. That day was the day I started living. And
I'm pretty sure it was also the day I started loving you.” His
eyes closed, staying that way as he took a deep breath before looking
at me again. “I love you,” I finished, throwing my arms
around his neck.


	There was a slow clap
coming from behind us and we both swiveled our necks to see Shooter
standing in the doorway, eyes soft, huge smile on his face. “About
fucking time,” he said, nodding at us. “Didn't mean to
interrupt. But I wanted to stop by and tell you guys that I am
heading back.”


	“Back?”
Breaker said, stiffening in my arms. 



	“Yeah. It's time.
Things have calmed down. No one has heard from Lex. Evidence points
to him being dead. His empire is gone. It's time.”


	He was right. 



	I looked down at
Breaker and saw the same realization there. 



	We had a nice vacation.
Cocooning ourselves away. But it was time to go back. Not just for
Shooter. For all of us. 



	I nodded at him. “Good.
Get things settled. We'll be following soon too,” I supplied
and Breaker squeezed me tight. 



	“Just can't get
enough of me, huh?” Shooter teased, winking at me.


	Shooter was Breaker's
(for lack of a better term) brother.


	And he had become my
best friend. 



	There was no one else
in the world easier to love. 



	And I wanted to be
around when, one day, another woman realized that. 



	Besides, our lives
weren't in Mexico. Our lives were back at Breaker's house on the
hill. And Shooter's stupidly lavish apartment in town. In Paine's
tattoo shop. In all the places we left pieces of ourselves. 



	We were going back.


	And no matter what
Breaker thought, I was totally going to get back in touch with
Janie/Jstorm.


	Because she had a
pretty freaking awesome story too.


	I looked down at
Breaker, his eyes smiling at me, his arms strong around me.


	Not
as good as mine (in my humble opinion. Seeing as it didn't involve
Breaker) but it was a doozy. And it did
involve a really badass biker. 



	It
was something I wanted to know all
about.


	So yeah... it was
something Breaker and I were totally going to argue over in the
future.


	And, just like always,
I would love every minute of it. 













xx










	











Don't
forget! 


If
you liked this book, please pop over to

Amazon
or GoodReads and tell me your favorite parts.

You
can also help spread the word by recommending the book

to
your friends or by buying them a digital copy that can be sent 



right to the Kindle
App on any device!
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