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        DRACO

        I dreamt of her purple hair

        And the pain on her face when I failed her.

        One night was all we had,

        Then they stole her from me.

        When I woke up, all her color was gone.

        A lot can happen in a year.

        She saved herself the day I almost died.

        Now her kidnappers aren't the only evil in town.

        We're going to find answers. Together.

        Even though she's keeping secrets from me.

        I want all of her. Everything.

        But she can't even look me in the eye

        Before she breaks my heart.

      

        

      
        NORA

        His quiet soul sees right through me

        Even the pain I hide behind my smile.

        I only knew him for one night,

        Then he sacrificed himself for me.

        Now he's awake and won't let me hide.

        A lot has happened this past year.

        I lost myself the day I thought he died.

        Now there's much more at stake.

        I've lived my life behind a mirror

        Playing the character others want to see.

        He wants all of me. Everything.

        But what will be left of me

        After he breaks my heart?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Healing Conviction is a forced proximity romantic suspense with legal, military, and mature themes. It is the fourth book in the Conviction series of interconnected standalones, all of which contribute to an overarching plot, but no cliffhanger for the couple in their respective story. Please consider reading this series in order for best enjoyment. HEA guaranteed. 

      

      

      
        
        This series takes place in Ashland County, a small, fictional, southern county somewhere in the mountains of the Carolinas. Ashland County is full of steam and legal intrigue, so some characters may appear in other stories written in the same universe.

      

      

      
        
        TRIGGER WARNING: The Conviction series should only be read by mature readers (18+) and contains sexually explicit scenes, along with descriptions of human trafficking, drugs, strong language, and physical and sexual violence. 

      

      

      
        
        Protect your heart, friends. Reader discretion is advised.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THIS IS IMPORTANT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For information on human trafficking, go to humantraffickinghotline.org.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Never, ever forget: You are loved. You are wanted. You matter.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To those who hide their broken hearts behind

      fragile smiles and solid walls.

      Sometimes healing is about

      letting the good ones in.
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      Another right hook to his side knocked Draco’s breath out of him. He’d never been so off his game during a fight. Paying attention to this big Russian fucker should’ve been his first priority. But he couldn’t pull his focus away from the woman being crushed on the ground mere feet from him.

      He was supposed to be protecting her. Instead, he was getting his ass handed to him after being caught off guard. Seconds before, he’d been enthralled by the woman’s mischievous smile and the way her light-purple hair shimmered silver in the moonlight, reminding him of a mythical pixie. Then the giant’s henchman came out of nowhere and attacked her. Draco had shot the bastard in the head without a second thought.

      If he hadn’t acted so impulsively, maybe Nora wouldn’t be trapped under the guy’s deadweight. With her petite figure, she didn’t stand a chance of escaping.

      Dodging another hit from the giant in front of him, Draco retaliated with an uppercut to the Russian’s jaw.

      “Nora, fucking… run.”

      Logically, he knew if she were able, she’d already have fled. But she was only one hundred pounds soaking wet, and her five foot flat frame was struggling to get free.

      Draco saw an opening while his opponent retreated from him and went for a one-two punch to his side. When he returned his fist to a fighting stance, he realized his mistake. His enemy hadn’t been falling back. He’d been arming himself.

      There was a sharp crack in the air just before something sliced Draco’s side. The Russian may have left himself open for a hit, but Draco should’ve known the guy was too skilled a fighter to allow himself to become easy prey. It’d been a calculated sacrifice in order to whip the gun out from his holster and shoot.

      The bullet wound stung like a bitch, toppling him to his knees. But he wouldn’t quit. The shot hadn’t hit anything vital and the woman was still in danger.

      “Nora… please… run.”

      His pleas only wasted his breath. A glance in her direction proved she was still fighting beneath the large body. Shoot first, ask questions later, was always a mistake, and this case was no different. He and his BlackStone Securities teammates operated with Tasers, but Draco had seen Nora being assaulted by the giant’s henchman and he’d snapped, going for the kill instead of the stun and run.

      The suited blond man the two Russians had been following around stepped into Draco’s view, reminding him there was another threat that needed to be dispatched. Fighting off two guys was typically a practice round for him, but adding in a gunshot wound and the life of an innocent raised the stakes.

      But the suited man surprised him by sliding the casualty to the side, freeing Nora. She grunted as she wobbled to all fours, the sight weakening his own muscles with relief. Even if he went down, at least she’d be able to run to safety.

      The little pixie will be fine. Take a breath and keep going. The pain means I’m alive. Which means I can get us out of this.

      Draco returned his attention to the Russian, realizing too late that a gun was still pointing at his chest. He scoured his mind for any defensive maneuvers that could get him off his knees and out of such a tight spot, but there was a reason why the position was used so often in executions.

      His hand drifted to his hip, forgetting for a moment that he’d lost his gun while grappling with the Russian.

      Nora’s horrified gasp snapped his concentration back to her.

      “Nora… go. Run.”

      The words were a bitch to rasp out, but she remained frozen, and terror, like he’d never experienced, choked anything else he might’ve said.

      Why the fuck isn’t she running?

      These men had to be part of the trafficking ring Draco and his crew were trying to bring down. What would happen if he failed to protect her?

      Under the lone streetlight in the parking lot, her pretty, violet contact lenses were dark and glassy with tears. The gravel crunched under her high-heel combat boots as she stepped toward him, reaching out in a trance-like state.

      “Drake—”

      “Nora, no!”

      He shoved her away, pushing her to the ground as a second bullet pierced his flesh and thumped into his chest.

      Fear flooded her pale face, made whiter by the silver in her purple curls. He stretched his arm out, reaching to comfort her, but he already knew he’d never be able to catch her.

      This part of the memory always happened in slow motion.

      He’d started questioning whether this was hell or not about a thousand replays ago. Was he being forced to forever relive his last few gut-wrenching moments? When he’d failed to protect the woman who’d captivated him from the moment she’d made him laugh?

      His mind rebelled against the idea that he was playing out yet another sequence in this godforsaken loop. He’d brush her fingertips just as the Russian snatched her from the ground, stealing her away. Then he’d collapse in his kneeled position, his face slamming into the gravel, only to wake and relive the whole thing over again.

      It was pointless, but he still reached for her. He couldn’t stop the replay, but he never stopped trying to change the ending.

      Like he’d done a thousand times before, he breathed through the discomfort as his arm popped out of socket from the effort, and the rest of his body crumpled. Sharp, small rocks cut into his left palm as he tried to catch himself, but the wound on that side screamed in agony. The taut veins in his outstretched arm threatened to burst at any moment with the tension.

      Her lips trembled as tears flowed freely down her cheeks, and a pang of guilt joined the dagger-like ache in his chest. Whether she was terrified for herself, or him, he didn’t know, but he was dying to soothe her fear.

      Like always, she was this close as she leaned toward him, her fingers a hairbreadth away. He knew it was going to be for nothing, but that didn’t stop him from giving everything he had in the moment.

      Her nails grazed the pads of his fingers, sparking a new, foreign surge of energy, unlike anything he’d experienced the many times he’d suffered through the nightmare. A part of him laughed at how gullible he was, telling himself to quit falling for the illusion again. He should give up. The outcome would be the same anyway. Why endure the hurt without the reward?

      But the other part of him, the one that hoped, the one that remembered smiling for the first time in ages because she’d called him handsome, the one that always reached for her until his joints were surely going to dislocate. That part overrode all doubt, and with a roar from deep in his soul, he gathered his final threads of energy and put his strength into enveloping her hand.

      The burning ache was torture inside and out, making it impossible to pinpoint the source of injury. But he didn’t care, not one goddamn bit.

      Because why would pain matter when, for the first time since this godforsaken loop began, relief radiated from his fingertips all the way up his arm, finally settling into his chest as Nora’s soft, small palm slid smoothly into his—

      Abrasive, rhythmic beeping pounded in his head, a song that’d blared for too long, somehow both jarring and ambient background noise.

      Artificial, bright light beamed through his eyelids, so different from the moon and the dim streetlight.

      Heaviness weighed down every inch of his body, threatening to exhaust him back to sleep.

      His eyes fluttered open, blinking his new reality into existence as the old faded away.

      A small, dark-haired woman sat in the chair beside his hospital bed. She’d fallen asleep with her head and arms draped over his blanketed legs in a way that suggested she’d figured out how to make it comfortable.

      He studied her for a moment, understanding filtering through his thoughts as he took in her pixie-like features. They were marred by the slight tension in her brow, almost as if even resting she couldn’t relax. Her soft hand clung to his, tiny in comparison.

      He flexed his fingers, trying to squeeze back. Even with all his might, they barely moved with the exertion. No way he’d give up now though. Once he had her, he was never letting go.

      Sweat prickled on his brow as every ounce of effort went into squeezing until he finally managed to close it in a weak grip. It was enough for now.

      Her hand was in his, and he’d fought an eternity to hold it.

      Sleepy eyes flickered open until they settled wide on their clasped hands. She slowly raised herself up to a sitting position while drifting her gaze up his body.

      How long had he been out? Everything prior to this moment was quickly becoming hazy. All he remembered was being shot, and the anguish in her face when she was stolen from him. She was safe now though. That’s all he’d cared about. Except something about her was off.

      Behind rose gold glasses, emerald green orbs stared at him, slowly filling with moisture, as her cute button nose sniffed.

      Her plump lips parted open.

      Closed.

      Opened.

      Closed.

      They finally rested closed and she seemed to settle for squeezing his palm while using her free hand to tuck dark, straight hair behind her ear.

      That’s what it was.

      The faded black shade emphasized the bags under her eyes and the worry in her furrowed brow. How long had she been by his bedside? Hours? Days? She looked like she hadn’t slept in weeks.

      This exhausted shell wasn’t her. He hardly knew the woman, but he knew that much. The change in her hair seemed to alter her entire existence, and his chest ached as he wondered what had spurred the drastic change. What had stolen her color?

      He worked his sandpaper tongue around the words that itched to escape his dry throat. The old Nora played like a film in his memory, the purple-haired, violet-eyed pixie with sky blue butterfly glasses, an owl purse, and teasing smile. His addled mind couldn’t help pointing out the obvious.

      “Your hair’s different.”
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      Two months later.

      “I want that quad tight all the way up and all the way down, even on these last few reps. No excuses.”

      Sweat dripped down Draco’s brow as he concentrated on tensing muscles that’d atrophied for months. He raised his straight leg up to his physical trainer’s hand for what felt like the billionth time and blew out a harsh breath on the way down.

      “Good. Last one. Don’t wimp out on me.”

      He grunted before gearing himself up for another leg raise. “Is that the best shit-talking you’ve got, Melly?”

      Melly smiled, clearly trying to hold back a laugh before sobering again. The woman ran him like a workhorse, but he’d thrived off of that brand of straightforward coaching ever since his first fishing trip with his stepdad. There’s no tough love like a father trying to teach his kid how to dock a boat.

      Draco began another inhale and exerted his strength in his quadriceps as he lifted his leg a foot off the PT bench to reach Melly’s hand. Once he tapped it, he carefully laid his leg down straight again before relaxing.

      She whooped, making her black corkscrew curls bounce against her shoulders, and lifted her hand for a high five, but he couldn’t keep his frustration from bleeding through her celebration.

      “Don’t leave me hangin’, Draco. You killed it.”

      He stared at it for a second more before high-fiving her back. She slapped hard, no doubt testing that he’d been working on arm strengthening. His upper body had bounced back much more quickly than his legs and balance, though. At this point, a simple high five was the least of his problems.

      “Listen.” Even as Melly narrowed her eyes at him, her face was still soft with compassion. “I give you crap, Draco, but most of our patients don’t even leave the hospital after six months of physical therapy, let alone two. The doctor wasn’t kidding this morning when he told you your recovery has been nothing short of miraculous. Your hard work has paid off like crazy.”

      The drugs help, too.

      There was no way he’d tell her the truth, though. His BlackStone Securities teammate, Devil, had ‘borrowed’ experimental recovery meds from the government pet project they’d been subjected to. That was, of course, before Draco and the rest of his teammates had been unceremoniously ousted from their special ops paramilitary team, MF7. The drugs hadn’t been strong enough to cure him from a coma, but once he’d woken up, they’d worked miracles.

      “I know, but I’m ready to be back to one hundred percent.”

      She scoffed and patted him on the back as he sat up. “In my world, you are one hundred percent. Just maybe not in fighting shape.”

      “Thanks for the pep talk, Melly, but in my world, fighting shape is one hundred percent.”

      Her dark eyes were full of sympathy as she nodded and sighed. “I know. You’ll get there Draco. And even if you don’t, that’s okay, too.”

      The reality of the sentiment burned a hole in his chest, right next to the gunshot wound, and he couldn’t help but think about his teammates. How while he was dying to get back to them—to his old life—it seemed they’d been living life fine without him.

      He felt like a pussy for caring at all, they were busy and he was a goddamn adult. But it’d been weeks since they’d had enough time to visit him in the hospital. They’d hung around for his PT appointments at first. But eventually everyone had to go back to their routines. It’d been a punch in the gut to realize he wasn’t a part of them anymore.

      So much had happened. Everything was different. Their constant absence was just another reminder. Life moves on whether you’re living it or not. That’s what happens when you’re in a coma for a year.

      A fucking year.

      That particular bomb had been a tough one to shield against. Poor Nora had been the one to break it to him, along with updates on everyone else’s lives.

      Jaybird’s fiancée gave birth to their daughter the day after Draco had woken up. In an interesting twist of events, Devil was now dating Jaybird’s sister, the girl the BlackStone team had set out to save a year ago when they’d saved Nora. Snake was attached at the hip with a woman he’d helped escape an abusive relationship. They were hiding out at the crew’s vacation cabin up in Mount Ash until things settled down.

      Since everyone else was preoccupied, Hawk was working nearly twenty-four seven to keep BlackStone Securities, their private security firm, afloat after their facility was bombed two months ago.

      And Phoenix… hell, Phoenix had betrayed them all.

      Normally, Draco would sooner think everyone else had gone crazy than believe his friend and teammate had turned on them. Unfortunately, it’d all been caught on camera and the security feed was pretty fucking damning. Draco could still see the distorted footage in his mind of the man who’d shot him and kidnapped Nora, opening Phoenix’s door for him before they left BlackStone Securities in the dust. Like he was Phoenix’s fucking chauffeur. It made Draco nauseous to even think about.

      The loneliness would only be worse when he moved back into BlackStone. His teammates weren’t there, and it was going to be the first time he stayed in the facility without his friends. It was a huge former warehouse and being the only person inside was going to take some adjusting. Not to mention half the facility had been blown up days before he’d woken from his coma.

      Their war room, shooting range, and his beloved weapons room had all been decimated. The residence wing survived, thankfully. Needless to say, BlackStone no longer felt like the sanctuary it had once been.

      It’d taken the team two months to revamp the facility’s security. Even if everyone else was skittish, Draco felt comfortable enough to live there. That way he could be in familiar territory as he continued to recover, not to mention monitor the ongoing construction and the rebuilding of his weapons room.

      And he wouldn’t be lonely for too long. Hawk said he’d be moving back after he closed up his apartment. Soon, the facility would be good as new, and hopefully the rest of his teammates would come back, too. Although he doubted it. It seemed like everyone was moving on but him.

      “Hey, you know what?” Melly tossed a towel at him, breaking him from his thoughts. “Be patient. Keep working every day and don’t slack off.”

      “I’ll make sure he doesn’t. I’ve got my eye on him.” Nora waltzed into the physical therapy room with a coffee carrier and a bright smile that made Draco’s heart stutter. Her black, shoulder-length hair was pulled back into a half bun, showing off her many ear piercings. “How’s the session going today, handsome?”

      God, he loved when his little pixie called him that.

      “He’s doin’ good,” Melly answered. “Not able to climb to the top of Mount Ash yet, but he’d probably be able to go on a hike with some rests in between.” She clapped him on the shoulder before tidying up the elastic bands and other equipment they’d been using.

      “Oh, I have no doubt he’ll be able to do the whole dang Appalachian Trail by next fall.” She winked a sparkling green eye at him and he couldn’t help the grin that spread on his face.

      “It still weirds me out when you smile, Draco.” Melly gave a dramatic shiver. “Good thing it only happens at the end of your sessions. Until then, you’re as surly as ever.”

      Melly gave him a knowing look and he thanked his training for the stoic face he was able to maintain. If not for that, an embarrassing blush would’ve crept up his face. He knew exactly what she was implying.

      Nora always visited at the end of his PT, sometimes even helping. She’d apparently been by his side nonstop while he was in a coma, carrying out exercises his nurses had shown her, making sure his muscles were loose. During his first PT appointment, Melly had even remarked on how mobile he already was. He liked to think if it weren’t for Nora, he wouldn’t be anywhere near as successful with recovery, even without the meds.

      “Drake, why you gotta give our Melly a hard time?” Nora teased as she passed out their cups.

      “Yeah, Drake, why is that?” Melly asked with a smirk.

      He scowled at her before taking a sip, eager for his peppermint tea. That first week after waking up, Nora had asked him once for his coffee order. He’d ordered black coffee, per his usual. Expecting the sludge he usually drank, he’d been pleasantly surprised when she’d returned with this not-too-sweet concoction, saying, “Trust me, babe,” with a wink and a smile. He had. He’d loved it. And he hadn’t doubted her since.

      “Gotta get my tea in, is all.” He narrowed his eyes at Melly as she hummed.

      “Mmhm, I see.”

      Damn it, Melly. Shut up.

      The woman had been trying for two damn months to get him to tell Nora how he felt. But Melly didn’t understand the reasons why he held back. There was only one, really, and if he was ever out of the picture, Draco wouldn’t think twice before making his move. It’d never been in his nature to give up, and he certainly wouldn’t do it without a fight.

      “So what’s the big guy being grumpy about today?” Nora took a sip of her drink and hummed. “Mmm, nothing like sugar in the morning.”

      Her moan made him grind his teeth to the point of pain and concentrate really hard to keep his cock from standing at attention. She took another sip and made the same noise.

      What I wouldn’t give to be that cup right now.

      “Don’t you mean coffee?” Melly asked.

      “Nope, she means sugar.” Draco pointed to Nora’s cup. “There’s probably only an ounce of coffee in that drink.” Nora nodded enthusiastically and the corner of his lips tipped up in response before relaxing into their usual line as he answered her. “I’m not grumpy. I’m frustrated. I want to be back to what I once was. It makes me afraid I’ll never get there.”

      “You’ll get back in no time. You’re a friggin’ Viking, Draco Malfoy, and don’t you ever forget it.”

      He huffed a laugh. “If you say so, Pix.”

      “I know so. I’m brilliant, too, so don’t question me, handsome.” At her wink, he opened his mouth to say something else, but Melly’s voice called out in excitement.

      “Oh, Matt, hey! It’s so good to see you.”

      Draco’s lip twitched behind his cup as he followed Melly’s gaze. He wasn’t the only one pining over what they didn’t have. Her eagerness would’ve been sweet if the guy she was into wasn’t trying to date his girl.

      “Hey, Melly.” Matt grinned back at her before reaching for Nora. “Hey, babe.”
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      Draco noted Nora’s feeble smile, right before she dropped the empty coffee tray she’d been holding. “Whoopsie-daisy, uh, hey Matt.”

      Everyone simultaneously bent to get the tray, but Nora shooed them away. When she stood back up, she was a few feet from Matt and closer to where Draco sat on the PT bench.

      “Always surprised to see me, huh? Even after all this time,” Matt teased, but Nora’s eyes darted to Draco’s and Melly’s.

      Even though Nora’s physical responses were less than enthusiastic, Matt’s words were a reminder that the two of them had a history together that Draco couldn’t compete with. Draco stared at the floor. It was too hard watching them together.

      Of course, Matt was clueless about the way Draco felt and always forced him into pointless conversation. “So, Mr. Heklason. Melly. How are y’all doin’ this mornin’?”

      Fucking Nice Guy Matt.

      At first Draco had believed the guy was a sadistic son of a bitch who loved seeing Draco squirm. But over time, it became apparent that the guy’s ‘charming act’ was genuine. He was the whole package: good-looking, smart, and kind.

      Draco hated him.

      Apparently while Draco had been busy wasting his life in a coma, Nora had gotten friendly with all the hospital staff, including his own nurse, Matt. From the bright smile on the guy’s face and the way he held her to his chest, they’d gotten very friendly.

      “Matt, I was gonna meet you in the cafeteria.” Nora hugged herself while Matt’s side hug lingered. “I just wanted to visit with Drake and Melly first.”

      “It’s… um, good to see you, though, Matt. You should come by more often.” Melly’s puppy doggish eyes blinked nervously as she spoke. Nora’s head tilted and Draco could practically see the gears turning behind her rose gold frames. “You know, because of, uh, Nora’s visits and stuff.”

      Matt smiled genuinely at her and nodded before focusing his attention back on Nora. “I should! Anyway, I knew she would stop by, and I got to leave my shift early so I thought I’d walk her to the cafeteria.”

      “Cafeteria food. Delicious,” Draco muttered under his breath, although not quietly enough apparently since everyone laughed.

      “Yeah, you should try their vegetarian options.” Nora stuck her tongue out in disgust. “I tend to stick with the mac n’ cheese and call it a day.”

      Matt’s smile shined like fluorescents. “It’s not about the food, though, right, babe? It’s all about the company.” Nora gave him a pasted-on smile, but he didn’t seem to realize the difference and kept grinning back. “Plus, this way I can check up on Mr. Heklason’s recovery, too. How’s the PT goin’?”

      Draco only grunted in response. Was he being an asshole? Sure. But no one had ever accused him of being nice like Matt. If that’s what Nora was into, then Draco was shit out of luck.

      “Whoa, don’t talk my ear off.” Matt’s smile dimmed before he laughed and cleared his throat. “Um, we’re rootin’ for ya. I heard that your doctor said you can go home today? Bet you’re excited, huh?”

      Nora’s eyes widened and shot to Draco. The genuine happiness on her face was contagious. “For reals? You get to be outpatient now? Oh my gods and goddesses and the other entities, I am so effing stoked for you, Drake! That’s amazing that you’re getting out so—” She stopped mid-sentence and wheeled around to point an accusatory finger at Matt. “Wait, I know he’s doing well, but how’s he getting out so soon? If he’s not ready, he should stay safe and keep working.”

      Draco’s chest ached at her concern. It’d been a long time since anyone cared for him like that. “I’ll be fine, Nora.”

      Her bottom lip was shaking and the worry on her face was palpable. “Of course you think that. But what if you fall? Or regress? I read somewhere that can happen to quick healers! Or what if—”

      “He’s good to go,” Melly interrupted. “It’s crazy early, I’ll admit, but I told the doc myself that I’d sign off on it. As long as Draco does his work at home and comes to his therapy appointments, he’ll be right as rain in no time. He’s better than most ‘healthy’ people already.”

      Hearing it from Melly must’ve helped convince her, because Nora’s face lit up again. Her emerald-green eyes watered with relief, but he could see her trying to bottle up her emotions even as they threatened to pour from her. Draco reached for her hand, suddenly needing to hold her, only to have Matt get there first.

      Matt moved her body to face his, but her eyes were the last to follow, holding on to Draco’s until Matt began to speak. When he did, it was obvious the guy had misread her cues.

      “Hey, don’t do that, babe. Don’t be sad. This is a good thing.”

      No shit. She knows this is a good thing, moron.

      She waved him off and pinched the bridge of her nose. “I know that.” Her tone nearly mirrored the one in Draco’s head, making him almost laugh out loud. “These are happy tears. I just can’t believe it. I was so afraid for so long that this kind of news would never happen.”

      Her grateful tears made him want to tug her close. She was stiff as Matt tried to comfort her and Draco’s fingers itched to hold her in his arms.

      Fuck it.

      “Come here, Pix.” Taking a chance, he tugged her by the hand, loving the way she welcomed his embrace. She wrapped her arms around his torso, and thanks to his seated position on the bench, she was able to fit her head underneath his chin.

      “I am so glad you’re okay, Drake.”

      “Pix?” Matt whispered.

      “It’s what he calls her,” Melly answered. “Pixie. You know, ‘cause she’s Tinker Bell-sized compared to him.”

      “Oh.” Matt’s laugh seemed forced.

      Draco ignored them both as Nora’s calming lavender scent wafted up to his nostrils. Every time he got to touch her, he felt their connection deep in his bones. She needed to realize it and drop the act with the nice guy. Draco would help her get with the program if he wasn’t afraid he’d scare her off. But Nora was a free spirit through and through. He had to wait until she was ready to come to him.

      Fuck, what I’d give to hold you like this every day—

      A throat cleared and he glared up at Matt. The guy cringed and took a step back. “Uh, I, um. Sorry to interrupt.”

      “Apology not accepted.”

      Nora’s laugh bubbled against his chest as she squeezed him one last time. “Drake, you’re such a goofball.”

      She rolled her eyes at him and turned back to Matt. Draco resisted the urge to correct her and tell her that he was not fucking joking. But from the wariness on Matt’s face, the guy already knew.

      “Sorry about that, everyone. Didn’t mean to get emotional, dang. Em-barrassing.” Her singsongy self-deprecation made him want to turn her over his knee. “I-I’m glad you’re better, Drake.” She crossed her arms, seemingly gathering the pieces of her emotions together and balling them up to shove them down. “So, uh, where are you gonna live?”

      She took a step away from Draco and stood exactly halfway between him and Matt.

      “BlackStone.”

      “Man of many words, this one.” Matt laughed and attempted to pull Nora in closer, but she stiffened. Even if Nora didn’t realize the connection she and Draco had, at least her little friend, Matt, seemed to be aware of it.

      “You’re gonna be staying at BlackStone? But Drake, it’s under construction still! I know the residence wing was spared during the attack, but is the facility as a whole safe?”

      “Yeah, Pix, it’s safe. Hawk will be moving back in soon, too.”

      “Babe, he’s grown. He’ll be fine.”

      She glowered at Matt and huffed. An odd, awkward tension filled the air before Nora relaxed her posture. “Alright. I get it. I’ll leave you alone. But I’m gonna be checking on you, mister.” She wagged her finger at him and the corner of his lip lifted.

      Matt lounged his arm across Nora’s shoulders and an irrational stab of jealousy pierced through Draco’s chest. But no matter how much he wanted to, Draco couldn’t claim her.

      Yet.

      “Uh… babe, we’re kinda eatin’ into my lunch break. Maybe we should get goin’?”

      “Um… yeah, sure.” She lifted her hand. “See ya later, gators.”

      Draco seethed as Matt and Nora left the PT exercise room, heading down the hall toward the cafeteria.

      “I’m not sure if you know this, Draco, but glaring at Matt won’t make him disappear. You’re gonna have to actually tell the girl how you feel. What’s stoppin’ you?”

      “I could say the same to you.”

      Melly’s shoulders dropped as she turned away from the door. “He obviously likes her a lot. Maybe even loves her. How can I compete with that?”

      Draco scoffed at her observation. “‘Love’ is a strong word. He’s infatuated with her.”

      “It’s only a matter of time if they keep datin’.”

      “Dating? They’re not dating, Melly. They’re friends. At most, it’s a fling.”

      She slowly cleaned up the exercise equipment around them and mumbled. “Have you seen the way he looks at her?”

      A growl vibrated in his chest. “Yeah, I have, Melly. What’s your point?”

      “For starters, it’s got nothing on the way you look at her, or the way she looks at you.”

      Yeah… I know.

      He’d become addicted to her lingering, wistful gaze, but that made whatever the hell she was doing with Matt all the more confusing. Something was holding Nora back, and he needed to figure out what that was before he went in. He didn’t want to ruin what he and Nora had—or what they could have—by pursuing her before she was ready.

      What if she’s never ready? What if failing that night was unforgivable?

      An ache developed in the back of his throat at the whispered doubt in his mind. He wouldn’t blame her if that was the case. Nora always brushed off his questions whenever he asked her the details of what happened the night he’d been shot. His teammates had filled him in partly, and the facts they’d shared brought a pain in his chest that was much worse than his gunshot wound.

      They’d told him that after he’d been shot, Nora was kidnapped by the same human traffickers who’d taken Jaybird’s sister. Thankfully, the BlackStone crew was able to rescue them both, along with other kidnapped women, but if they hadn’t gotten there in time, she could’ve been sold.

      Or worse.

      He didn’t want to think about the ‘or worse.’

      “What if…” Melly’s voice was small, and out of his periphery, he could tell she was staring at the doorway again, too. “What if we don’t do anything, and they fall in love? What’ll we do if it’s too late?”

      “Trust me. I won’t let that happen.”

      The lilting hope in her question made him want to smile. “What’re you gonna do?”

      What am I gonna do with you, Pix? How do I play this?

      Peeling his eyes away from the door, he turned to his trainer, his lips finally lifting at the corner again. “I’m gonna give her the chance to figure it out for herself. Once she does that, I’ll do you and me a favor.”

      “How’s that?” She leaned forward like he was about to tell her a secret, but once he had Nora, he’d shout it to the fucking rooftops.

      “I’m making her mine.”
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      “… babe, you listenin’?”

      Shidoobie on a stick, I definitely was not.

      The label on her water bottle was partially peeled off in her hands. For the life of her, Nora couldn’t remember what Matt had been saying.

      “Um… yes. You were talking about your patient? And his”—at Matt’s slight frown, she switched—“her breakthrough?”

      The beginnings of concern transformed into a stunning wide grin, and her shoulders relaxed. She’d had to watch for subtleties in his expression when she’d chosen the wrong pronoun, but as always, his body language came through. She could read people like a book.

      The guy didn’t have a flaw as far as she could figure. He never asked too many questions, as if he realized that as soon as he started pushing her, she’d flee. She even liked the surface level ‘situationship’ they had. It was easy because they avoided every challenge rather than tackled them. And the best part about Matt? There was absolutely zero possibility of catching feelings. Her heart was safe from harm.

      Except with Drake.

      The stupid, annoying little voice in her head, somehow full of both logic and dreams, was always rooting for that handsome stud. But it was never going to happen. Drake almost died because of her. There was no way he’d ever be able to forgive her for that. And two, the guy deserved a normal chick who could adore him. Not one who was dead inside.

      “Babe, can I say something?”

      “Uh, sure, go for it.”

      Matt looked down, seemingly searching for the words in the remnants of his salad. “I feel like you’ve been distant since we left the PT room. Aren’t you happy Mr. Heklason gets to go home?”

      She felt her cheeks warm at his observation. “Of course, I’m happy. It’s an effing miracle. I was surprised to hear it, that’s all.”

      Matt’s warm-brown eyes watched her carefully. “You’ve never told me, but what is your relationship with him? I know you said you were friends and that you owe him your life. I’m grateful for that, don’t get me wrong. But I don’t know much more about y’all.”

      Well, that was a doozy of a question. What could she say? That the first few minutes after meeting him over a video conference had captured her attention more than anything—or anyone—else ever had? That the only time they met in person had been at a strip club on a reconnaissance mission for Blackstone Securities? Where she’d wound up kidnapped? Or that she’s the reason he’d almost died?

      There was a lot to unpack, and unfortunately, most of it was confidential information, since it involved BlackStone’s mission to bring human traffickers to justice. But the sad fact was, she’d dreamed up more about Drake over the past year than she’d ever known about him for real. It was one of the reasons why she questioned her sanity every time her heart stalled to the point of near cardiac arrest whenever she saw him.

      Probably should get that checked out now that I think about it.

      She didn’t want to lie to Matt, but spilling secrets had never gotten her anywhere but hurt. Finessing the truth never hurt anyone else, though. Not really.

      “He’s a good man who’s selfless to a fault. He deserved someone at his bedside while he was in a coma. That’s all.”

      Matt’s lips pursed. “So, y’all never dated?” As soon as the question came out, his chin dipped down and he began to pile one crouton on top of another. “I’m sorry. That’s none of my business. We are… We aren’t even dating.”

      The lilt at the end of his statement sounded like he wanted her to disagree. But she couldn’t. Leaning on Matt for comfort had been a selfish mistake she’d wished away every single day for the past two months. Telling a man that she’d basically used him as an emotional sponge was worse than letting him believe there was a chance.

      Besides, who could say that it wouldn’t work out between the two of them? Maybe she needed to get out of her head and accept the sweet, constant love that Matt no doubt could provide her. If she couldn’t make her heart work for a guy like him, there was no hope for her to find it with anyone else. He would be the perfect boyfriend in every way… If she liked him.

      “No, Matt. We never dated. I actually barely know the guy.” That truth burned from her chest up her throat. “He saved my life once, and I’m eternally grateful for that. Being by his bedside was the least I could do.”

      Matt’s shoulders visibly relaxed and his dark-brown eyes twinkled with relief. “You’re such a good person, babe. I’m so lucky to have you in my life.” Seeming satisfied with her answer, he pointed his fork at her congealed mac n’ cheese. “You really gonna eat that? It’s so bad for you. I don’t understand why the hospital even sells it.”

      “Yeah… I don’t think I will.” She pushed the bowl to the side. If he thought the hospital kind was unhealthy, he’d have a fit if he knew that she didn’t want the rest because nothing beat the tried-and-true, easy, fake cheesy box kind.

      Deep down, she knew the nauseous feeling turning over in her stomach had less to do with the meal, and more to do with Matt’s security in their ‘whatever-the-heck-this-was-ship’.

      Speaking of relationships.

      Melly’s infatuated, googly eyes in the physical therapy room came to mind. Nora had seen them focused on Matt before but had never talked to either of them about it. His questions about how she felt for Drake were sparking the need to revive her underused matchmaking skills. She’d always been a sucker for happy endings, even if she couldn’t imagine one for herself.

      “Hey, Matt,” she began, trying to shoot for nonchalant encouragement. “Have you ever thought about going on a date?” When his eyes brightened, she clarified. “W-with someone else, I mean.”

      The excitement that had flashed across his face disappeared just as quickly, and he shifted in his seat. “Oh, um… I don’t know…”

      “I mean, it’s totes okay if you have, ya know? I only wonder since, um, since we’re kind of seeing how things go.” He turned over one of his spinach leaves in his salad and studied it. The urge to bring back happy-go-lucky Matt made her babble. “I mean, you know, it’s like you said. We’re not dating dating, so I guess I was curious as to whether you had anyone specific in mind? ‘Cause you’re a handsome looker, obvi, so I wouldn’t be surprised if there was someone who’d caught your interest or—”

      “I really don’t wanna ruin anything we could have someday, babe.” He reached across the table for her hand and she fought the itch to snatch it away.

      She nodded slowly with a pasted-on smile before picking at the label on her water bottle again. “That’s… nice, Matt. You’re a good egg.” The bright smile on his face blinded her, and another bout of disappointment and guilt swirled in her stomach. “Um, I’m sorry, but I’m not feeling too good. I think I should go.”

      “Oh no, babe.” The genuine concern on his face leadened the mixture of emotions inside her. “You know, you’re in the right place to feel sick. I could go fetch a doctor for you.”

      She huffed a laugh at his joke, appreciating the light banter as always. How in the world was she not totally head over heels for this guy? He was everything on paper, but her heart wasn’t getting the memo. But, even if she could be into him, did she want to be?

      “Thanks, Matt. You’re sweet, but I think I’m gonna go home.”

      She stood and picked up both of their containers so she could take them to the trash and recycling bins. “When you’re finished throwing those away, I’ll walk you out.”

      A grimace threatened to twist her lips, but she flattened them into a stiff smile instead. “That would be nice, thanks.”

      When she’d finished and met him at the cafeteria door, he rested his arm across her shoulders. The weight of his comfort made her stagger, but he didn’t seem to notice, and she didn’t want to remind him for the umpteenth time that she hated the gesture. There was no use in making the guy feel bad when he only wanted to make her feel better, but she hated how small it made her feel.

      They walked out of the hospital toward her Chevy Spark with Matt jabbering about sports, and weather, and patients, and plants, and the gods knew what else. As they passed the physical therapy room, she forced her eyes to look straight ahead instead of checking inside for Drake.

      He’d been in a coma for a whole year, but the big guy was already healthy enough to leave the hospital. She didn’t have a degree, but she didn’t need one to know his recovery was nothing short of miraculous. Matt had broken HIPAA law to tell her that from the moment Drake opened his mouth, he’d defied all medical logic.

      The doctors had just said it didn’t look like Drake would even open his eyes again, let alone make conversation. The day Matt had told her had been when she’d slipped and let him comfort her more than she ever had before. It’d only been a kiss but apparently it had given Matt enough hope to think there was a future between them.

      To Matt, their kiss had meant everything. To her, kisses were never more than a means to an end.

      When she spied her periwinkle Chevy Spark in the parking lot, Nora checked back into the conversation in time to hear him snort.

      “Your car’s color always cracks me up. Anyway, text me when you get home? And if you need chicken soup? Or a meds delivery? I hate to see my girl feeling crappy.”

      ‘My girl’? Ugh, this is getting so out of hand.

      “Matt… listen, I think we should talk—”

      His eyes widened a fraction before he jerked her in for a hug. “Let’s, uh, let’s do it over dinner? Tomorrow sound good? We can talk then.”

      He could tell. She knew he could from his stiff posture, his hard embrace that felt more like a ‘please don’t go’ instead of a goodbye, and the resignation in his voice. But she nodded, her chin against his shoulder.

      “It’ll be nice,” he continued. “I’ll take you somewhere fancy—”

      “Oh, Matt, I don’t want fanc—”

      “No, it’s gonna be great. But make sure to wear a sundress or something. Can’t be going into the nicest Italian restaurant in town with combat boots, ya know.” His teasing poked harder than she’d expected, but she gave him a halfhearted laugh to appease him.

      “Yeah, okay, sure. I’ll call you later.”

      The words were tough to croak out. Usually, whatever narrative the people around her wanted to believe wasn’t so hard for her to adopt and perpetuate. Matt believed that they were a good couple together and everyone else seemed to think the same. Everyone except for her.

      Sometimes when he smiled, she even wished things were different. She wished she was different. But ‘fake it ‘til ya make it’ only works for so long, and she didn’t want to lure him into developing any actual, real feelings for her. Being an old, crazy cat lady had to be better than being responsible for a broken heart.

      Maybe I’ll feel it someday.

      It’d never happened before, but things could change, right? Relationships grow from nothing and blossom all the time. It was very possible that her feelings were deeply embedded somewhere, ready for the exact right moment to sprout into bloom. Then again, maybe she was dead inside.

      Even as she thought it, the gift of a small smile from a gruff giant floated across her mind.

      Or maybe the right one had just woken up.
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      Pix: SURPRISE! Sorry I’m late but I’ve got the groceries! You excited to see me?

      On a subconscious level, Draco knew the banter was classic Nora, but he liked to think it was different with him. The urge to flirt back was overwhelming and tingled in the pads of his fingertips as they hovered over the cell phone screen. It could all be in his head, but he was trying a new thing where he acted on what he wanted. So he did.

      More than you know.

      Even though he’d seen her less than twenty-four hours ago, it didn’t matter. Time moves differently after it’s stalled for a year, but he was finding the clock ticked slower when Nora wasn’t around. Twenty-four hours to get discharged from the hospital, move into BlackStone, sleep, and do another set of exercises, would all fly by in a second if he wasn’t counting each one down until he could see her again.

      She’d texted him a few hours after he’d left the hospital and had offered to bring him groceries the following morning. He’d looked at that text, then analyzed his full shopping cart, then looked at the text again.

      After sending a quick reply message, he’d put everything back where he’d found it, settling on a prepackaged grocery store meal for dinner instead. He only felt a little bit of guilt that she’d run an errand for him when he’d clearly had the means to do it himself, but if there was a chance to see her again, he was going to take it.

      And that chance was only going to be a three minute wait, now. Unfortunately, the time would be gone all too soon since he had his first meeting back with the team in twenty-three minutes. He’d have to make the time he had count.

      Out of more habit than necessity, he used the coffee table to steady himself as he stood from the black leather couch. He typed in the new code on his phone to let her into the garage before taking the elevator down one floor and navigating the new security measures as he went.

      Every door had a new lock now, which was annoying as fuck, but understandable. He’d put up with it for a while, at least. His teammates’ need to ramp up security was only natural, since the facility was attacked two months ago.

      He met Nora’s purple Chevy Spark as it rolled into the garage and waited until she’d turned her car off to open her door.

      “Look at you, handsome, being all gentlemanly and stuff. Your momma must’ve taught you right. But it is the twenty-first century, ya know. A girl can open her door just fine all by herself.”

      A snort escaped him as he ignored her observation and held his hand out for her elbow all the same. “I appreciate the reminder. It’s hard to remember what year it is when you lose them from time to time.”

      She slapped her hand over her mouth and her eyes widened before she spoke. “Oh, gods, I’m so sorry. I meant—”

      “Don’t do that. Joking about it—around you in particular—helps. But if I have to see that guilty look on your face again, I’m going to have to do something drastic to wipe it off.”

      She watched him for a second, like she was analyzing him before her contrite look shifted to flirtatious. He could tell her slow once-over was meant to be teasing, but it made the muscles in his biceps twitch to flip her over his shoulder and take her up to his bedroom. The urge was nearly impossible to resist when she ended her perusal with a wink.

      “Don’t threaten me with a good time, handsome.”

      Her car door was open as he leaned over her, stealing the space around her as he rested both hands against the roof of the car. He gave her the same up and down appraisal without hiding his interest.

      “I don’t make threats, Pix. Just promises.” Taking a chance on rejection, he bent low to her ear, close enough that he could tell her breathing had stopped. “And I keep them. Remember that.”

      When he pulled back, her face was white as a sheet and her eyes were closed.

      “Fuck, breathe, Nora.”

      Her eyes snapped open and she took a breath before fixing a fake smile on her face. “S-sounds good, handsome. Let’s get these groceries—”

      “Whoa, no. What was that?”

      “What was what?”

      “You’re pale and shaking. Did I scare you?”

      There’s that ridiculous smile again. “I don’t know what you’re—”

      He dipped close to her ear again and caught her when she jumped back, slapping her hand over her ear and nearly falling back into her driver’s seat.

      “That. What was that?”

      She gulped down a breath. “I-it’s nothing. Help me get the groceries?”

      Her wide eyes begged him to move on.

      “I’ll let it go for now, but if I freak you out again, you’re telling me.” He pushed away from the car, giving her a reprieve along with her breathing room.

      “Fair.” She nodded. As soon as she had the space again, she turned to retrieve the groceries from the passenger seat. The stretch left him the perfect view of her ass in her tight black jeans, and it took a second too long to realize she was blindly handing bags to him.

      “Drake… what’re you doing back there, huh? Help a girl out and let me know when your hands are full and I’ll take the rest.”

      He grabbed the bag she was dangling and took each one as she passed them, enjoying her chatter. Once they’d emptied the passenger seat, with most of the bags along his arms, he followed her back into BlackStone, curious at how confident she was in taking the lead through his own home. She didn’t even need his help as she cruised through the safety measures, like Snake hadn’t had to give his teammates an hour long lesson on how to do them correctly.

      “How do you know the protocols?”

      She lifted a shoulder and without asking him, pressed the up button on the elevator. The doors opened up immediately and she waltzed right in.

      “I helped Snake come up with them.”

      “Oh…”

      What the hell? Why would Snake need her help?

      His mind was trying to put the pieces together as he followed her inside the elevator. The ride was too quick for him to solve the puzzle, or to enjoy how close they’d had to be. Hardly a second later and they were already in BlackStone’s kitchen.

      Between the two of them and Nora’s updates on everything from Ashland to celebrity gossip, unloading the groceries took no time. That is, until he realized that the quicker everything was put away, the quicker she’d have no reason to stay. Unfortunately, she’d have to leave soon anyway, since he couldn’t miss his first meeting back with the team. He began to brainstorm how to convince her not to leave while taking his time with the rest of the bags.

      After a moment, Nora glanced at him and snorted as she pulled open a drawer. “Dang, slowpoke. I’m almost done and I don’t even know where things go. Speaking of which, where are your trash bags?”

      “Oh, they’re right—” Draco frowned at the empty drawer he’d just pulled out. “Here. At least they were… I guess… I guess they changed things.”

      A look that felt a lot like understanding washed over her face before she opened drawer after drawer. “It’s no big deal. Naomi used to live here only a short while ago. I think she spruced the pla—Ah!” she yelped and jerked away from the counter.

      Draco went on the defensive and gripped her arms before tugging her behind him, placing his body between hers and the counter. “What? What is it?”

      She trembled against his back, and he searched for the cause, but a brief scan of the countertop didn’t reveal anything. The shaking grew stronger and morphed into hiccupping.

      “Shit, Nora, are you okay?” Seeing that the room was apparently clear, he turned and pulled her close in his arms. “What’s wrong? What’re you cry—you’re laughing?”

      Her ivory skin had blushed to a bright shade of red as she giggled up at him. “L-look in the drawer.”

      Confusion made his brows pull together, but he followed her instruction and saw a flash of green fabric in the drawer. “Are those…”

      Nora was laughing with abandon now. “Yup. Those are panties. I guess Phoenix had a little fun in the kitchen before he decided to screw us all over.”

      Draco went to pick them up, but Nora slapped his hand away.

      “Ew, you can’t go around picking up random panties! That’s so gross!”

      “How am I supposed to get them out?”

      “I don’t know! I haven’t exactly read the ‘panty pickup protocol pamphlet’! Here—” She turned to another drawer and grabbed a fork to scoop the panties from the drawer. Her face scrunched up adorably as she peered over her thin wire glasses to inspect the find. “A simple green cotton thong, huh? Practical but sassy, with a slight craving to do something daring every now and then. But not too much.” On the last, she pointed the panties at him in emphasis. He held open a grocery bag, and she tossed both the panties and the silverware into the bag. “I’m surprised Phoenix would go for that type of woman, actually. She’d give him a run for his money.”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “You can tell all that from a pair of underwear?”

      “Everything is in the details. What kind, what color… where they’re found apparently.” Nora shrugged and took the bag before tying up the ends. “Panties say a lot about a woman.”

      “And what do your panties say about you?”

      She gave him a dazzling grin, a real one, and it made his breath hitch in his chest. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” Before he could answer that hell fucking yes, he would like to know immediately, she found the trash bags. “Oh, here they are.”

      While continuing to explain her ‘panty theory,’ she relined the bin and deposited the item in question inside.

      “Now where else do you think they, um, ate dessert? I’m not eating here until we’re all clear.” After another search, she discovered some spray cleaner and a roll of paper towels and cleaned the countertops. “I thought Phoenix had all his fun at the strip club. But I guess there’s a lot we didn’t know about him.”

      The accusation against his friend made him grimace and the urge to defend him was strong. He’d seen the videotape, though, and a lot had happened in a year. The combination was enough to make him question whether he really knew his friend enough to make that judgment call anymore. Their last mission in Yemen had changed all of them.

      “All done.” The words he’d been dreading sprang from her lips, almost as if she was excited to leave. He was about to come up with some lame reason to make her stay, until she spoke up again. “So, you hungry? I make a mean grilled cheese. I’ll even cut the crust off for you like Momma used to.”

      The offer caught him off guard. “How the hell did you know my mom used to do that?”

      She shrugged on her way to the refrigerator. “Just a guess, really. I saw on TV once that it’s a thing people do.”

      “Hell of a guess, then.” Draco tilted his head. “You saw it on TV? Did your mom not do the same?”

      Nora averted her gaze so slightly that if he’d blinked, he would’ve missed it. “I like the crusts personally. No reason to go wasting good food.”

      Her words were nonchalant, but he noted the slight tensing in her shoulders. “What was your mom like—”

      “Regular ol’ orange cheese, alright?”

      No personal questions. Got it, Pix.
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      He was determined to get to know her, even though it seemed she was just as determined to keep him at arm’s length. Was that because of Matt? Fuck, he sure as hell hoped not. Until she realized that Matt wasn’t the guy for her, Draco would have to take what he could get. With that in mind, he groaned, remembering he’d have to cut their time short.

      “I don’t know if I have time to eat. I’m supposed to be getting a call from Hawk.”

      “Oh my goddesses, will this be your first meeting back with the gang? Damnit… how come Snake didn’t tell me about it? When is it?”

      “Uh, why would Snake tell you—” His phone rang and he walked the few steps to the living room for the television remote. “Shit, it’s now, actually. Snake rigged this thing up so we could have teleconferences since everyone scattered now.”

      “I’m surprised you were able to get him down from that mountain with Naomi. It seems like he hasn’t left her side since he got up there.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it.” He huffed. “Anyway, rain check?” The TV screen revealed his teammates in three quadrants and another guy in the fourth corner of the screen, with him and Nora taking up a small corner at the top.

      “Oh, Nora,” Snake pointed out. “Good. You’re here. You should sit in for this one.”

      “What do you mean? She’s staying?” Draco’s attention bounced from the TV to gawk at Nora, but she didn’t seem remotely surprised by the request as she casually plopped into the corner of the black leather L-couch.

      “Yeah,” Snake responded. “We’ve got Henry on here, too.”

      “Who’s Henry?”

      The man in a cop uniform raised his hand and spoke with a heavy Southern accent. “Officer Henry Brown here, at your service.”

      Draco tipped his head in response while Snake cursed. “That’s right, sorry, Draco. I forgot you haven’t met him. Henry’s been helping us out a lot lately, especially since Phoenix…”

      He trailed off as an awful screeching echoed through the speakers. Jaybird grimaced from his quadrant.

      “Sorry, guys. Katie-Belle is refusing to nap.”

      Jules appeared on the screen with their infant daughter and waved. “Hey, y’all! Don’t mind us. We’re running on two hours of sleep. Oh, hey, Nora!”

      Another scream blasted over the TV and Devil winced from the quadrant that showed Hawk’s apartment. Snake chuckled from his position on the cabin sofa.

      “Let’s get to it, men. First order of business,” Hawk, their team lead, kicked the meeting off. “Draco, it’s good to have you back. We’ve lost too many teammates as it is.”

      His words were a stark reminder that they used to be a team of seven. On their final mission together as MF7, their original team lead, Eagle, was shot down by who they’d thought were friendlies. And the rest of the teammates were convinced that Phoenix had turned on them. Draco’s reservations didn’t change the fact that the unit that was once a covert team consisting of seven of the most talented special ops soldiers in the country was now whittled down to four men and a cripple.

      At Hawk’s welcome, Draco popped a minty toothpick from his pocket and nodded once at his team before settling into the leather couch beside Nora. There were only a few feet between them, but it felt like a canyon, with the serious air between them now that the meeting had started.

      He desperately wanted to close the space, and also know why she was privy to meetings like this. They’d talked about BlackStone, but the dynamic was mostly light and fun and they hadn’t gone into too much detail in the unprotected hospital setting. Other than an overview of everyone, they hadn’t covered what her place was for the team.

      “Yeah, we missed you, man.” Jaybird’s voice was slightly off due to the video feed. “You were out for a year and I had to depend on fucking Devil to train my baby sister in self-defense, and now the asshole’s dating her.”

      Across from Hawk, Devil leaned against the wall with a threat of a smile touching his lips.

      From how Nora told it, dating was putting it lightly. The guy was head over heels for Jaybird’s sister. It looked good on him as long as he kept his head on straight. Draco knew exactly what could happen if they got distracted at the wrong moment.

      “Yeah, sorry I wasn’t able to visit much.” Snake massaged his nose underneath his glasses. “I’ve been fortifying this cabin, making sure security for the facility is top notch again, ensuring Naomi and her daughter’s safety, and gathering more intel on those four women.”

      Draco felt his brow furrow slightly, but before he could ask a question about the women, Hawk began to speak again.

      “What’s our status with them?”

      Snake nodded and began to type. “Aguilar gave me all the files he could since he convinced his bosses to allow us to investigate as liaisons to the department…”

      Aguilar… files… he’s the prosecutor they’ve been working with.

      “…we’ve gone over the list of women who are logged as attending the Ashland County elite scholarship fundraiser”—where Jaybird’s sister was kidnapped last year—“and their whereabouts during the months after the party. Everyone’s been accounted for over the years, except for these four women.”

      Four pictures took over the center of the screen, partially covering the quadrants. “From what I can tell, these women attended a party the year before Yemen, although none of them seem to be from Ashland County. This one” —the picture of a dark-blonde woman grew in size— “is a mystery. All we know is her name: H. Smith. Other than that, we can’t find shit out about her for some reason…”

      What the fuck is going on? Draco was desperately trying to keep up, but it was becoming impossible. He’d missed so goddamn much, and it’d never been more apparent.

      “…and as for the other three women: Shanna Jacobs, Jasmine Thornton, and Calianne Castellanos. We already have them in the database, but our information is very limited. They apparently all had plans to go to college since they went to the Ashland Elite Scholarship Party, except that none of them did. In fact, each of them went totally off the radar after that. Almost like they disappeared or were scrubbed from any records. I think I’ve gained headway, but we might have to resort to a more grassroots approach.”

      “Right, then,” Hawk replied. “We’ll need to get a man out there to ask questions—”

      Draco cleared his throat and moved his toothpick to the side of his mouth. “I’ve got a question. Who are these women and why do we need to find them?”

      There was a beat of silence before Hawk scrubbed his hand over his face. “Sorry, Draco… We’ve been on this case for so long, I forg—I mean… shit. The short of it is, we’re trying to figure out the identities of the players in the human trafficking ring, particularly the ringleader.”

      Hawk had tried to stop himself, but Draco got the gist. They’d forgotten about him, plain and simple. He’d been out of commission for a year, so being out of the loop was to be expected. Reason it however he could, being useless still felt shitty.

      And none of it fucking mattered compared to the subject of conversation.

      “We’re basically looking for the people who kidnapped Ellie—”

      And Nora. Draco thought, wondering why she always seemed to be missing from his teammates’ accounts. He was about to point that fact out to Hawk, but his leader kept talking.

      “—Some of them were caught. But we found out it’s a much bigger operation than the group fundraiser party hosts. Affluent members of society are deeply embedded, as is the local government. Now we’re trying to figure out how high up this operation goes.”

      “We don’t know how far reaching their influence is,” Snake continued as he put the rest of the team back to take up most of the screen with the four women in the center. “We’re honestly grasping at straws with these women and the most telling thing we know about them so far is that they’re already part of our database—”

      “Which means…” Draco asked.

      Snake’s lips thinned before he spoke. “Which means we’ve already saved them once before.”

      “What the fuck?” Draco’s rumbled question was so low it made his throat hurt, but no one else on the screen seemed to be as surprised as him, not even the quiet newbie, Officer Brown. “We already saved them? As in MF7 already saved them?”

      “Yes,” Snake answered with a resigned sigh. “MF7, this party, the trafficking ring, these missing women… we’re all connected, and we need to figure out how. Unfortunately, these women have already been missing, or unaccounted for, for two years. Putting so much effort into searching for them could be problematic.”

      “How so?” Jaybird asked.

      “Well…” Snake held up his fingers to tick off his points. “One: we don’t know if these women are even relevant to this particular trafficking scheme that occurred at these parties, although the circumstantial evidence is really fucking damning considering we’re connected. Two: even if they are relevant, we still don’t know if they can tell us anything. And three: spending all our efforts on essentially four cold cases could frankly waste time that’s better spent searching for other, fresher leads. Especially since these women might not be a lead at all. It sounds callous, but I’m not sure if all this is a worthy use of our dwindling resources at the moment. These women could be another dead end for all we know.”

      “Fucking phrasing, man,” Jaybird ground out, and Snake’s pale cheeks reddened.

      “Shit, I always do that. Sorry. Anyway, the point being: we don’t know where to begin. We’ve got a human trafficking ring that connects a murdered, corrupt investigator, a global charity corporation that’s somehow on the hook, a missing scumbag lawyer, two assassinated scumbag lawyers, a traitor teammate, MF7, and these missing women. It feels like we’ve got huge pieces to an abstract puzzle that doesn’t have any corners, edges, or center pieces. Then again, on the other hand, finding these women should be a relatively benign task, so if we can swing it with our budget, maybe we can figure at least this one thing out while we look into all the other shit pieces.”

      Devil cleared his throat. “So what do we need to do?”

      Snake huffed and pulled up the photos of the women. “This is the easiest lead we’ve got so far… Shanna Jacobs.” The first photo in the center of the screen enlarged to a more detailed picture of the young woman with long bleached-blonde hair, a nice smile, and haunted eyes. “This picture is fairly old, as is everything we know about her. Jacobs attended the party two years ago. MF7 rescued her years ago, when she was only twelve. By the time we got to her, she’d already been missing for two years.”

      A chorus of grumbled curses filled the speakers and Draco glanced at Nora. Her green eyes were glassy behind her wire glasses, and her teeth worried over her snake bite studs. She’d crossed her arms, and the way she was sitting made it look like the large couch was swallowing her up. After staring a second too long, she caught him looking. A stiff smile appeared on her face before she averted her gaze to the TV screen.

      Snake continued on, and Draco returned his attention to the TV. “What’s amazing is once we saved her, she thrived, despite the home she went back to. The girl lived in a single-wide trailer with her mother, her mother’s boyfriend, and her three younger brothers, about two hours north of Ashland. Terrible relationship with her family. The police were called out to solve a disturbance at one time a few years before the party. It’s unclear who—if anyone—was at fault for anything. But other than that? Straight-A student. On the softball team. Probably wouldn’t have even known she was trafficked—”

      “Yeah, I fucking doubt that,” Nora whispered beside him, too low for anyone else to hear.

      “—it all changed after she went to the party. We think she attended thinking she could potentially receive a scholarship. But after that, there’s no record of her.”

      “What the hell do you mean, ‘there’s no record of her’? What about school?” Devil’s grumble was low, but Draco still felt the weight of his friend’s carefully controlled outrage. It’d always been like that between the two of them. Neither of them said much, but they were always on the same page.

      Snake sighed. “Her family moved suddenly, right after the party, to a nice house hours away. I don’t think the school asked questions—or even knew to ask questions—since she was no longer considered a student in their district. They lived there for a little while, but then they left that house and that’s where the trail stops. I don’t know how we lose a whole fucking family in the twenty-first century, but here we are. Since then, I’ve only been able to find that Shanna Jacobs might—or might not—work at a Pancake Park on the coast. Nora can vouch for that info.”

      “Yup. That’s all we got.”

      Draco nearly swallowed his toothpick as he swiveled to look at the woman now playing nonchalantly on her phone beside him, like she hadn’t been on the verge of tears moments before. “How the hell did you get involved in all this?”

      She frowned at him briefly and placed her phone in her lap before turning to the big screen.

      “Thanks for the tag in, Superman. I helped him and Naomi with the party guest list. Naomi was able to get the list from her former employer, Charitable Technologies International.”

      “Before I was freaking fired.” A woman with dark auburn hair, who Draco assumed was Naomi, appeared behind Snake. “If I never see Gail Haynesworth again, it’ll be too soon.”

      “Who’s she talking about?” Draco rumbled to Nora.

      “Her former boss. She’s the CEO of the company that helped throw the party that these women apparently disappeared from. Gail fired Naomi for questionable reasons after Naomi helped us out.”

      “Hopefully, Gail figures out she’s gotta get out of there. But I’m bettin’ she’s in too deep to escape without a scratch now.” Naomi squeezed Snake’s shoulder a few times before he seemed to do the same to her hand. She waved her goodbyes to the crew and her voice faded as she walked farther from the TV. “Gotta go negotiate with my daughter about what show she can watch during lunch. One guess as to which one it’ll be.”

      A little girl screeched on the other side, cut off abruptly as Snake grinned from ear to ear and seemingly muted his channel.

      “Nora,” Hawk brought them back to their meeting. “You were saying that you helped find out information on these women?”

      “Oh, right. Yeah, when I tell you we looked everywhere, I mean ev-er-y-where. We’ve exhausted all techie options, so if you guys are interested in learning more, it’s looking like one of you ragtag bunch of misfits is gonna have to go a’searching. By the way, thanks for the halfhearted invite, Superman. If it weren’t for Drake here, I wouldn’t have even known about this meeting.”

      Snake rolled his eyes and smiled. Draco couldn’t help the frisson of jealousy at her nickname for him but tamped it down for the sake of the conversation.

      “You guys have no trouble whatsoever involving me in the hardcore shidoobie.” Nora pointed her finger, obviously joking with the man, but her words were sending Draco into a tailspin. “But whenever it comes to my actual expertise, I don’t even get a phone call? Not cool, fam. Anywho, I vote grassroots approach, too. I can’t explain it, but I feel like this is worth looking into.”

      Draco opened his mouth to question the “hardcore ‘shidoobie’” she was referring to, but Hawk interrupted.

      “I get both sides, I do. We need to pull every thread we’re given to see what we can unravel and I can’t help but feel responsible for these women’s safety since we’ve saved them once before. But I don’t know who to send.”

      “I’m out.” Jaybird held up his hands with a grimace. “I’m sorry, Hawk. I know this is important, but I’ve got Jules and my daughter to think about now. I’ll help as much as possible on the home front. I’m fine to go on missions, but I can’t travel all the way to the coast on a wild-goose chase, man.”

      Snake unmuted himself as he cleared his throat. “I’d go… but there’s Naomi and Thea. We still don’t know where Naomi’s ex has run off to since he was bailed out of jail.”

      Draco felt the dizzying sensation of being out of the loop again, but he tried his best to pay attention to the excuses as Devil scrubbed his beard and made one himself.

      “Ellie, man… I’m sorry. I can’t leave her. She’s been through a shitload this year. We don’t even know if Shanna Jacobs works at the Pancake Park, or if she’s got information we could use. If I drive all the way out there for nothing and something happens to Ellie, I’ll never forgive myself. Or you guys, for that matter.”

      Hawk exhaled a frustrated breath. “I can’t leave either. I’ve got this business to run. That settles it. As much as I wish we could, we’re stretched too thin and we don’t have enough resources while rebuilding BlackStone to solve pro bono cases like this one—”

       “I’ll go.”
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      Even though he’d been quiet, Nora whipped her head toward him like he’d shouted.

      “Excuse me, sir. Giant Viking said what now?”

      He shrugged. “I’ll go. The doctor cleared me for outpatient. I’ll work on my exercises. Snake can fill me in and I can use his intel to find them. If he comes up with more answers while I’m gone, I’ll make the trek there next.”

      “Draco.” Hawk’s hesitant tone only served to aggravate Draco more. No one had ever stepped on eggshells around him before. “You got out of the hospital yesterday, my man. What if you hurt yourself—”

      “It’s fucking recon, Hawk. Not hunting terrorists or some shit. I’ll be fine.”

      “You’re not one hundred percent yet,” his leader countered and Draco’s frustration flared hot in his veins, nearly boiling over.

      “I’m more than capable by civilian standards. Maybe not spec ops ready, but I’m certainly clear to ask a few goddamn questions.”

      Hawk sucked his teeth and tapped his lip. “Don’t you need help with the exercises? You’ve had your physical therapist this whole time. We can’t send someone out there to help you just for that.”

      An idea clicked in Draco’s brain, and he went with it before he could chicken out. “Nora can come.”

      Nora’s eyes bugged out behind her rose gold frames. “Uh… hate to repeat myself, but giant Viking said what now?”

      The surprise in her face would’ve made a lesser man question himself, but Draco doubled down.

      “Melly isn’t the only one who’s been helping me. You have been, too. If I’m too much of an invalid for these assholes, you can come babysit me. It’s only a few interviews, and you’ve already studied up on these women, anyway.”

      Nora’s faded black hair bounced as she tilted her head from side to side, seemingly weighing the information. “That’s not a terrible idea, I guess.”

      “Really?” Draco and Snake blurted out simultaneously before Snake kept questioning her.

      “Are you sure, Nora? I know you don’t like going on missions.”

      “I’m not gonna put her in fucking danger, Snake.”

      Draco hated to admit it, but his irritation was borne less from his teammate’s logic, and more from Snake being so familiar with his little pixie.

      “Hmm… Ellie and Jules could hold down the clinic, and I do know his exercises even better than he does. We could do a little Q and A here, solve a few crimes there, and eat some subpar waffles before we skedaddle on back to Ashland. Shouldn’t be too bad. A change of scenery might do me some good anyway.” The last sentence was only a murmur, but Draco didn’t have time to analyze it before she was slapping her hands together and rubbing them like an evil villain. “Should be a good time. However, I will warn you, my handsome Viking friend: I think I’m bad luck on these things, so it’s best you know that going in.”

      He huffed and shook his head before muttering low under his breath. “Yeah, I need to fucking ask you about that after this.”

      Nora’s alabaster skin reddened and she crossed her arms in challenge before leaning up on the leather couch. “Oh, is that so? I don’t remember you being the boss of me, Malfoy.”

      He felt a grin stretch across his face. “Then it looks like I need to teach you a lesson, Pix.”

      Her jaw dropped and she seemed to be gathering up a retort in her mind, but a laughed curse from someone on the screen made them both turn toward the TV.

      “Seeing you smile is weird as fuck, man,” Jaybird pointed out with a shake of his head. “You were never this happy before your coma.”

      Hawk cleared his throat. “If you’re both willing, then let’s get this done. We don’t know how good this information is now, let alone if we sit on it. The sooner you guys can leave, the better. How soon can you leave, Nora?”

      The leather creaked as Nora shifted. “I, um…” She looked down at her phone and seemed to be scrolling over its screen. “I, uh, need to do a few things in Ashland first and I’ll be ready to go.”

      “What’re you waiting for?” Draco knew he sounded like an asshole, but her cagey excuse, the guilty look on her face, and the way she wasn’t looking at him? He hoped his suspicion wasn’t right.

      They’d asked her to go on a fact-finding mission for an unknown amount of time. She obviously needed to pack before they left, but Draco hoped her relationship with Nice Guy Matt stayed back in Ashland. Or better yet, was wiped off the map entirely.

      Her cheeks pinked and the delightful shade spread down her body to places he wouldn’t have minded exploring. Hopefully the blush wasn’t because another man was on her mind.

      But all hope was lost when a look of defiance twisted her lips before she spoke. “Whelp, Mr. Nosy Noserton, if you must know… I’ve got a date with Matt. I’ll talk to him then, but I should be able to go tomorrow morning.”

      His heart stuttered.

      A date.

      A motherfucking date.

      Obviously, he knew they were friendly, thanks to Matt’s little pop-ins while she visited. But Nora had never actually said the words to him out loud. Fuck, being physically stabbed would’ve hurt less than the way he felt right then.

      Her admission sent his mind spiraling, and the thought that someone’s name, other than his own, was being moaned from those perfect lips… it somehow made it more real to him. He’d wanted to know how to play this and she’d just given him his answer.

      No more staying on the sidelines.

      “You want to hold off for a fucking date?”

      She pushed her shoulders back before facing the screen again. “Is leaving tomorrow too late for us to act on this unknown information that may—or may not—give us any kind of clues whatsoever?”

      Hawk tapped his lips with steepled index fingers. “I don’t think so. We’ll be able to get in touch with you if we find out more information, right?”

      “Yeppers, Cap’n. Got my handy-dandy cellular phone right here.” Nora held up her phone and her false smile made Draco want to turn her over his knee.

      “Good,” Hawk replied. “We can always count on you.” And how many fucking times have they had to do that? “We’ll keep in touch. You’ll go on your date tonight and leave in the morning—”

      “Why don’t we leave after your date?” Draco interrupted.

      Nora’s nose wrinkled. “I, um… Draco. I don’t know when it’ll be over.”

      “Come on, it’s not like it’s gonna take all night.” He regretted the words as soon as they left his mouth, especially when her rosy cheeks deepened to ruby red.

      Well, fuck.

      “Oh… got it.” Except there was no way in hell he was going to sit on his ass at home while Nice Guy Matt got to watch his Pix come. No. Fucking. Way.

      An odd look passed over Nora’s face before she whispered. “I’ll… I’ll see what I can do, that’s all I can give you right now.”

      “Alright, good.” Hawk nodded. “It’s settled. Let’s move on…”

      Whatever the rest of the meeting was about, Draco had no clue. He was still reeling over Nora’s date.

      The original plan had been to let her come to him, to not scare her away, and have her figure out that Matt wasn’t the one for her. Nora was a free spirit, and Draco had been afraid that coming on too strong would scare her away. But it seemed like sitting back in the wings wasn’t working. What if she never came to that conclusion all on her own?

      Draco knew better than anyone that life was too short to sit back and let it happen. He’d been directionless before his coma, living day to day, mission to mission. But ever since he’d woken up, Nora had been his true north. It was time he followed his heart.

      “Alright, men, that’s it for now. Draco? Nora? You know your assignment. We’ll want updates.” At Hawk’s command, Draco nodded. “Good. Meeting adjourned. Have fun on your date, Nora.”

      “Uh… will do, Cap’n. Peace out, Girl Scouts.”

      After the crew said their goodbyes, Draco turned off the TV and stared at his teammates’ fading outlines on the screen. Nora’s fingers tapped against her phone as she studiously ignored him.

      Not gonna fly, Pix.

      The meeting had been a whirlwind of information, but one question stood out loud and clear. He pulled his toothpick from his mouth and bent the thin wood between his fingers. “How many times have you gone on assignment?”

      “With BlackStone?”

      He shoved the toothpick in his pocket and threw his hands up. “Who—the fuck—else, Nora? Yes, with BlackStone.”

      “Geezy Petes, calm down, big boy.” Nora shrugged. “I don’t know. However many missions they’ve been on, I’ve pretty much been dragged into all of them since that first time. Especially if you count my behind-the-screen skills.”

      “We’ve got Wes for a hacker already. They shouldn’t be involving you, at all.”

      Nora snorted. “Look who’s talkin’, handsome, since you just invited me on your own little expedition.”

      “Yeah, but I’ll be there to protect you. Those other guys don’t have the same interests. What if you’d gotten hurt those other times?”

      She tilted her head with her forehead scrunched in question. “What do you mean, ‘the other guys don’t have the same interests’?” Her eyes widened before diving back into her phone. “You know what? Never mind. No need to elaborate. Don’t worry about those other missions. Other than the time I got kidnapped, it’s been smooth sailing. Being Phoenix’s date at a party for human traffickers was fun… in a weird way, of course.” She paused, as if she was trying to remember all the times his team had traumatized her. “But, I think that’s pretty much it.”

      Draco’s chest rumbled. “You’re not going on any other fucking missions without me. Got it? The first one was hell for you.”

      “It was for you too, if I remember correctly. Does that mean you’re not allowed to go either?”

      “I’m not as good as I was before that night, but at least I’m trained in all this.” He sighed. “You’re right, though. I let myself get distracted that night. I won’t let that happen again.”

      He’d been entranced by her the night she was kidnapped, and it’d almost cost them both everything. The old him would’ve seen that as his sign to avoid a relationship. But that part of him hadn’t yet endured a thousand nightmares of losing Nora before ever having her. He’d just have to make both work this time. It was nonnegotiable. Besides, there was no better way to protect her than by having her by his side.

      Despite his promise of safety, Nora’s face fell. “So… no more distraction? That’s just… gone?”

      Her voice was an odd pitch that he couldn’t figure out. He wanted to make sure she understood exactly what he meant, what she meant to him. “Getting distracted got you kidnapped and I almost died. I’m never losing focus around you again, so you don’t have to worry. You’ll always be safe.”

      “Well, alrighty then.” She popped up from the leather couch with a false cheer that caught him off guard. “I’m gonna go ahead and have a nice time on my date tonight. You have a splendiferous time all by your lonesome not being all distracted and all that.”

      Confusion put him on edge and he stood up to follow her through the large halls. He’d shared his fears and promised her safety, essentially baring his soul, and she was… running away? And rubbing Matt in his face?

      “Fine. Have a nice time with Nice Guy Matt.”

      Nora spun on her heel, forcing him to bulldoze into her. He caught her mid-shriek and set her back on her feet. She immediately wriggled out of his grasp and swiped her black hair from her face before jabbing a slender finger into his chest.

      “You know what? He is nice. Very nice. Just… the best.”

      “That’s nice, Pix. If that’s all you want, then he’s the perfect one to give it to you. But for the record, you don’t deserve nice.” The muscles in his chest and arms tensed and he crossed his arms, not missing how her eyes followed the dragon ouroboros tattoo on his forearm.

      She shook her head and narrowed her eyes on him. “Is that right? Tell me then, Malfoy, what do I deserve?”

      The little pixie panted hard, her fists by her side. He had the sudden urge to pick her up and crush his lips to hers. But they were fighting for some reason. He’d told her that he cared enough for her to make her his number one priority, that she’d be safe with him… and now they were fighting. All the words he wanted to say got caught in his chest as angry green eyes bored into his.

      “Whatever, Draco. I don’t have time for this.” She did an about-face on her combat heels.

      “Oh right, can’t be late for your nice date.”

      The taunt didn’t do its job, though. Nora kept walking, never looking back.

      Go after her.

      The phantom urge pushed him in the back. But doubt held on to him like a leash.

      What if he’d been wrong this whole time? What if she actually did like Matt? What if Draco’s failure to protect her had made him miss his chance?

      By the time he could work out all the questions in his mind, she was long gone.

      His phone chimed. He tugged it from his jeans pocket, hoping she’d texted, but it was only the notification that the garage door was being opened. Security cam footage took over the screen, and he watched dumbstruck as her purple Chevy Spark left through the facility gates. He watched them close slowly behind her before putting his phone back in his pocket, numb to the fact that he’d let her fucking leave.

      Yet another chime on his phone snapped him out of his daze, and he snatched his phone from his pocket to see if this was a text from Nora.

      Devil: If I were you, I’d make sure that shit ends early tonight

      Despite never having told him, his best friend knew exactly how he felt about Nora.

      If he knows, how the fuck doesn’t she?

      He shook his head before typing out a text, putting on the screen his biggest fear with her.

      What if I’m already too late?

      There was only a second of waiting before his phone chimed again.

      Devil: That girl was by your bedside every gd day for the past year. You’re awake now. So wake the fuck up. Get your girl, Draco.

      A thrill of excitement made his chest feel light as the screen dimmed.

      Wake the fuck up. Get my girl.

      Now that sounded like a goddamn plan.
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      “Nora, babe, how’s your tomato soup? I still think you would’ve loved that duck con fit.”

      She felt her lip try to curl up at the suggestion, but quickly relaxed the muscle. There was absolutely no way she was going to eat Daffy Duck for dinner, no matter how fancy the restaurant or how delicious the “best food in town” was supposed to be. How would she be able to enjoy it when all she could imagine was the adorable cartoon character’s voice in her head?

      “You’re dithspicable.”

      “Babe?”

      “Huh? What?” Her head snapped up to see a confused Matt and an annoyed waitress. “Oh, sorry. Um… Looney Tunes, anyone? No?” Blank stares. She laid her spoon back into her half empty bowl, before clearing her throat and scratching the back of her neck. “Guess not. Sorry. Um, what were you saying?”

      “The soup, babe? Did you like it?”

      “The tomato soup is fine, thanks.”

      Matt’s bright smile dimmed before he turned it back on for the waitress. “Thank you, ma’am. We’ll get the check, then. The coq au vin was excellent, by the way.” The waitress beamed as if she’d made it herself and tried once again to spark up a conversation with him.

      Aside from the look of irritation she’d given Nora, the woman had been all heart eyes over Matt. Of course, he didn’t notice. Matt was the clueless romantic, totally ignoring all the women who adored him.

      Which, try as she might, was not something she could do. He was great. Safe. Still, the thought of sharing herself with him was terrifying. The man would run the other direction, or worse, mold her into something that fit his narrative better than her own.

      She picked at her itchy pastel cardigan over the sundress she’d chosen for the occasion and tried not to dwell on how it was already happening.

      Why she always fell into old patterns, seeking approval in people that would never get her, she didn’t know. The loveable, effortlessly upbeat side character was all fun and games until it came to analyzing her own plotline. It was easier to show people the version they thought they wanted to see, rather than give away the real pieces of herself.

      Apparently giving up on small talk with Matt, the waitress took their dessert menus and smiled at him before giving Nora another sour look. Nora watched as the lucky lady weaved through the restaurant, disappearing into the back with one last look toward their table.

      Girl, I would so be okay with tradesies.

      Once she was out of sight, Nora turned her attention back on Matt. “So, um, you really liked your dinner.”

      “It was fantastic. I wish you would’ve tried it.”

      She shook her head and swirled the soup with her spoon. “I’m a vegetarian.”

      “What? How did I not know this? Oh god, Nora. I’m so sorry. I should’ve taken you somewhere else. I just wanted this to be nice.”

      Nice.

      The way she and Drake had spat the word out to each other sputtered into her brain.

      She waved a dismissive hand and shrugged. “Stop worrying, Matt. It was. Nice, that is. It was nice.”

      He nodded, seemingly placated. “And the soup was good, right? When I asked your boss where we should go, she said this restaurant had the best food in town.”

      “Wait…” Nora resisted the urge to furrow her brow. “Jules suggested we eat here?”

      “Yeah, she said you’d love it.”

      Wow, Babs. Super off base with this one.

      The poor woman’s mind was usually sharp as a blade, but it’d been dull with baby brain lately.

      Still, disappointment laced her voice. “You know what I think my problem is? I’m not feeling that great. I should probably go home after we pay the check.”

      Concern marred his gorgeous, dark features. His eyebrows were upturned rather than in an angry V, and his lips were more a frown than a straight line. “That’s the second time in a row, babe, I hope you’re not comin’ down with somethin’. Of course, I’ll drop you off. No problem.”

      She gave him a half smile and folded up her napkin in her lap. “Thanks.”

      “Of course,” he repeated before clearing his throat. “Listen, I, uh, did want to talk to you about something.” The hope in his voice made her cringe inside. “It’s summertime, so maybe we could take a trip sometime? Like a day date? Go hike Mount Ash? Get outta Ashland, ya know?”

      She’d been afraid of this. Despite the fact that Nora hadn’t been with a guy in a long, long, long, long time, she’d always turned Matt down when he asked her to go on a date with him. Why she said yes the day she wanted to break it off was her own special kind of mystery that only a therapist could solve.

      It wasn’t his fault for thinking he had a shot. Ever since the night Nora had tried to get past her grief over Drake by having a hot and heavy make-out sesh with Matt, the guy had been trying his best to pursue a relationship that she didn’t have the heart to give. And she’d actually tried so damn hard this time.

      It’d been a mistake kissing him. Then again, kisses always had the potential to backfire. If she didn’t feel anything, it could still lead the other person on, and if she did feel something, she had to end it. Plus, making out with guys who were all about wifing a woman up was an unforgivable sin for a woman who had no intention of being wifey material.

      That’s how she knew for a fact that it truly was not him, it was her. She’d never given her heart to anyone before, but after getting to know him, getting to know how perfect he was, she realized the hard truth of the old cliché.

      It’s not you, it’s me, Matt.

      That was as good a place to start a breakup as any, but she couldn’t muster up the courage. It helped to remember that if there was ever a man who deserved to be loved, it was sweet and thoughtful Matt, and she couldn’t give that to him.

      Her mind flashed back to the PT room yesterday morning and Melly’s pretty googly eyes. He and Melly would be perfect together. Their names would look so cute carved into a tree—

      “Babe?” A waving hand in her face, followed by a nervous laugh, jolted her from her Cupid-esque ideations. “You’ve kinda been lookin’ at me weird for a little while. I’m starting to feel self-conscious.”

      “Shoot, I’m so sorry, Matt. I’ve been in my head lately.”

      Especially ever since Drake ended us before we even started. ‘Not a distraction anymore’, my ass.

      At least if she wasn’t a distraction, she wasn’t a liability. If that was the price of making sure she never got him hurt again… she’d hate it, but she’d take it.

      Matt’s brows pinched into the middle. “So… going on vacation together? Getting out of town? Doesn’t that sound nice?”

      Nice… Nice. Nice. Nice.

      “I don’t think I can go then.” She blurted out the rejection first and winced after. Shoot, she was bungling this up bad.

      Break it off with him… You know you want to.

      Wait, whyyyy does my inner monologue sound like an evil villain?

      “You can’t go then, huh?” Matt chuckled, but the tinge of resignation made her feel like she’d kicked a puppy. “I didn’t even say when.” He used both hands to massage his forehead. “Listen, I know you were hinting at it yesterday, and as much as I hate to say it, I do think we need to have a talk.”

      Oh, thank the gods and goddesses in the heavens. He knows.

      “We were such good friends before we… I think we should have more quality time. It feels like we’ve been drifting apart for the past couple of months.”

      “Dude, we never drifted together.” She slapped her hand over her mouth and shook her head at Matt’s shocked expression.

      That was out loud. Damn it, she’d wanted to let him down gently. She was usually better than this, but Draco had really riled her up earlier and she’d lost focus.

      “I’m so sorry. Ignore me. I had kind of a big day at work.” Remembering that Drake had volunteered them, she clung to the excuse like a lifeline. “Actually, I’m already going on a work trip.”

      Matt’s head tilted to the side. “A work trip? What work trip?”

      The anxiety that had made her so on edge started to dissipate now that she had an out. “A colleague and I got tasked with it today. But I don’t know when I’ll be back.”

      “A colleague? Um…” He gave an awkward laugh and scrubbed the back of his head. “Don’t you work at a law firm with Jules Bellarose? I’m surprised she wants to travel with an infant.”

      Shiitake mushrooms.

      “I-I’m not going with Jules.” She’d have to finesse the truth a little to avoid breaking Matt’s heart. Not many guys would be stoked to hear the girl they like is going on a business trip with another man, let alone the man she’d been keeping vigil over the past year. “I’ve gotten a special assignment. It’s a new thing with the firm. It’s, um, it’s not with Jules. It’s with Drake.”

      She groaned inwardly at the instant hurt in his deep brown eyes. It was palpable and she felt like such a jerk for putting it there.

      “A work trip, huh? Didn’t he work at a security firm before he got shot? And—you know—not with the law firm you’re an assistant at?”

      Go ahead. Let me have it.

      She looked around to see how many witnesses would be around when he made a scene, but the small, resigned smile on his face confused the heck out of her.

      “Babe, who are you tryna fool? If you don’t like me, just say so.” He shrugged with a soft laugh.

      “What? It’s a work trip! We’ve gotta figure something out for a… case. Go talk to a few witnesses and then we’ll be back. Easy peasy. Maybe we can go after that?”

      Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. He’s literally giving me an out. What the heck am I doing?

      It was one thing to ‘real talk’ strangers and friends, to convince them to leave their abusers, listen to their decisions, and encourage them to finally live the life they deserved. She could do that all day and night.

      But when it came to doing the same thing for herself? Yeah, total fail, especially when it came to relationships. She always took the coward’s way out and either ended it before it began, or let it drag on too long out of fear of hurting the guy’s feelings.

      Yup. Kissing Matt had been a huge mistake.

      He shook his head and huffed a laugh. “Babe… Nora… you’ve never looked at me the way you look at him. And damn, the way he looks at you? Whew… it might start out as a work trip, but it won’t end up that way. I can guarantee you that.”

      Nora’s cheeks heated. She wanted to deny it, but not nearly as much as she hoped he was right.

      “Just tell me this… when I asked you if y’all dated—”

      “Matt, we never did. I swear.”

      He nodded before taking a sip of water and studying her over the rim. “But you want to, right?”

      Nora tongued the flat back of her piercing inside her mouth before sighing and admitting the truth. “Honestly? I don’t think I know how to date. And even if I did, I don’t think he’d want to.”

      “Why the heck do you think that?”

      “You don’t know all of it. But I almost got him killed, Matt. There’s no way he wants me. I’m a distraction. This is seriously a business trip. Nothing more.”

      Matt’s lips pursed. “You see a lot, Nora. You know people better than anyone, and you read them like a book. But you’re wrong about this.”

      “I don’t know…”

      He chuckled and set down his glass. “How much you wanna bet?”

       “A bet? With me? You know I always win.”

      “Not this time, you won’t. So what’ll it be? You can even set the stakes.”

      His easy smile had her more relaxed by the second, thankful he wasn’t angry. It really was a shame she couldn’t commit. He’d be such a good boyfriend.

      She snapped her fingers. “How ‘bout this? If Drake and I get together, you ask Melly out.”

      “Melly, huh?” He nodded slowly before grinning wider. “Okay… and if y’all don’t?”

      Nora lifted a shoulder. “You ask her out anyway.”

      Matt tipped his head back and laughed. “You drive a hard bargain.”

      She’d sort of broken up with him, and here he was, smiling and having a good time. Happiness was his default setting. True happiness. Not the kind she painted on like another step in her makeup routine, hoping no one saw through the bright colors to the black void underneath.

      The shiny emotion dimmed for a moment as he swallowed, apprehension taking its place. “Do you, um. Do you really think she’d go for me?”

      Nora nodded so hard her neck cracked. “Absolutely, dude. While you’ve been busy seeing Drake allegedly look at me some type of way, I’ve been seeing Melly do the same for you. Seriously, you should def ask her out.”

      He sighed and rolled the bottom of his empty glass from side to side. The silence made her squirm and she couldn’t keep quiet. “Um… is it weird we’re talking about this?”

      “Nah. Different. But not weird.” He sat up in his chair with a mischievous glint in his dark brown eyes. “So the bet is that whether or not you and Draco get together… I ask Melly out?” Nora nodded. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

      “But for the record, you and Draco are gonna wind up together.” He pointed at her like a stern father. “And if he treats you wrong, I’ll take him down. I don’t care if he’s got sixty pounds on me. I’m scrappy when it comes to my friends.”

      My friends. Was it really this easy?

      “So…” she ventured. “That’s it?”

      “What’s it?”

      “You know… we’re just… done? Just like that? No yelling? No cursing? No throwing me out of the restaurant?”

      Matt reared back as if she slapped him. “The hell, Nora? What makes you think I’d do that?”

      Because that’s how men are.

      The words were on the tip of her tongue, but she bit it instead. He was right. Her reaction and the way she’d been dreading the meal, expecting him to blow up on her, wasn’t fair. It would’ve been totally out of character based off of everything she knew about him.

      Oh gods, I thought I’d gotten over my past.

      “I-I don’t know, Matt. I’m sorry. I didn’t really assume. I just expected it, I guess. People don’t usually handle being told ‘no’ very well.”

      The soft, understanding smile was back. It bewildered her to no end, but it was comforting all the same. “I can be an adult about this not working out. It sucks, because you’re great. But I can move on and hope the best for you.”

      She blinked rapidly, wondering when the apparition was going to disappear. “Is this real life right now?”

      A slow laugh rumbled out of him. “We’re good, I swear. Just relax. You’re acting like you’re about to flee the table.”

      Her lips tightened with a dry laugh. “You’re kind of freaking me out with how cool you’re being, to be honest.”

      “You don’t have to worry with me. I hope we can still be friends. And hey, thanks to you, maybe something will work out with Melly.”

      “I am pretty good at matchmaking, FYI.”

      “We’ll see… I think whoever you end up with will be the ultimate test of whether that’s true.”

      The waitress breezed by, leaving the check without a word. Nora reached for the bill but Matt snatched it up too quickly.

      “Hey now, you might’ve half broken up with me, but I’m paying this whole check and you can’t stop me.”

      “No, Matt, I need—” Her phone vibrated and she tugged it from her Hedwig purse.

      Draco (not Malfoy) is calling.

      Without another thought, she swiped the screen and held the phone to her ear. “Drake, hey, what’s up?”

      Matt gave her a knowing smile. It wouldn’t work out for them, but at least she was getting her friend back in the process.

      “Pix, listen. You’re gonna have to leave your date. We’re getting on the road tonight.”

      “What? Is everything okay?”

      “I… something’s just… come up. We need to get going. I’ll pick you up from L’Incanto.”

      “Drake, I can be at BlackStone in forty-five minutes, there’s no need—wait, how do you know what restaurant I’m in?”

      “No time to explain. Just be ready. Already grabbed your bags from Jaybird and Jules’s apartment. See you in two and a half minutes.”

      The phone went dead and Nora blinked at the empty screen, unable to figure out if she was annoyed or turned on at being bossed around. Or thankful she was getting to leave a hella awkward date turned breakup turned hang out with a friend. She tucked her phone away and gathered her purse.

      “Geezy Petes. I’m sorry he was so rude, but it looks like I’ve got to go. I really did have a good time—”

      A loud rumble outside made them both look out the window to see Drake park an enormous black truck right outside the restaurant.

      Matt chuckled. “That’s your cue. Good luck.”

      “Thanks… good luck to you, too. Not that you need it. Just be yourself. That’s all you need.” She kissed him on the cheek and smiled before heading out of the restaurant, wondering if she could ever take her own advice.
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      Blood pulsed through the veins in his hands as he consciously tried not to clench the steering wheel. Watching Nora kiss her date on the cheek had jealousy tightening every muscle in his body. He fought the overwhelming urge to jump out of his truck, run inside, and snatch her up in a fireman’s carry out of the hoity-toity restaurant.

      Why was she even there? Nora never seemed the type to like all the fancy shit.

      Maybe I don’t know her as well as I thought.

      She breezed out of the double doors and beelined for his truck. Before he could stop himself, he was out of the driver’s seat and meeting her on the passenger side. She propped her hands on her hips, perfectly accentuated by the white dress she was wearing. He frowned and took in the rest of her outfit.

      Her hair was pulled back halfway in a clip, covering her ear piercings, and her sexy snake bite studs were missing. A pastel cardigan covered the top half of her dress, and the only vibrant color she wore were purple heels. They were shorter than her usual black thigh-high combat boot heels, making her smaller than she already was.

      “What in the underworld is going on, Drake?”

      “What in the hell are you wearing, Pix?”

      Her ivory cheeks colored as she smoothed down her dress self-consciously. “You don’t like it?”

      “I mean, you look good, don’t get me wrong. But you also look… not like you. Do you like it?”

      She huffed and tugged at the hem of her cardigan. “Not really, but no one inside would like it if I went beboppin’ up in there with a Harry Potter tee and combat heels.”

      “Who the fuck cares what other people think? What about what you think?”

      “Whatever, this is irrelevant. Why are you here? I thought we were leaving in the morning.”

      He frowned at how she bypassed his questions but moved on for her sake. “Change of plans. I have all your things. Let’s get on the road.”

      Imagining Nora going home with Matt had been a special kind of torture, and had, admittedly, made him irrational. Not even bothering to use his phone, he’d driven like a madman to Jules and Jaybird’s apartment, where Nora had been staying as a safety precaution ever since BlackStone Securities was attacked. When she wasn’t there, he came up with the bullshit excuse that they needed to leave immediately.

      Could he have come up with a good story during all that time? Probably. Did he? Nope. He was too consumed by the thought of Nora doing exactly what he’d just witnessed.

      “So… I’m assuming we have new info on Shanna Jacobs? Did we definitely find her?”

      “No.”

      “No? What do you mean, no, you Neanderthal? No, what?”

      “I’ll explain on the way. Now get in the truck.”

      Her grumbling had him trying so hard to hide his grin. He figured she’d be mad once he interrupted her date. But he didn’t give a shit. If there was ever a way to sabotage her with another guy, he’d take it. It was selfish as hell, especially considering he had no right to claim her. He’d failed her once, and maybe she held that against him, but this date had made him realize sitting back waiting for her to come to him wasn’t working. Besides, it wasn’t in his nature to give up.

      He tugged the passenger side handle to punctuate the end of the conversation, holding the door wide for her to climb in and reaching for her arm to help her.

      She hmphed, her bow lips pursed in an adorable frown as she shrugged away from him. “I can open my own damn door, ya know.”

      He shrugged, loving that she was giving him grief, but knowing this was a battle she was going to have to concede. “Okay, have at it.”

      A wary expression scrunched her face up as he gave the open door a flourish. Her eyes traveled from him to the passenger seat and widened once she realized her challenge.

      “How tall is this freakin’ thing?”

      “Taller than a little pixie like you,” Draco grumbled, making sure to hide his laugh before asking the question they both knew the answer to. “Is that gonna be a problem?”

      She straightened. “Absolutely not. I’m more than capable of handling climbing into a damn vehicle. Which is obviously being used as overcompensation for something.” She gave him a pointed smirk and cheeky once-over, stalling at his crotch as she murmured. “What are you hiding, Drake?”

      He cleared his throat. Her eyes snapped back to his and her cheeks reddened, apparently only then realizing how much she’d lingered.

      “Keep looking at my cock like that, Pix, and it won’t be hiding for long. Then you’ll get to make the call yourself. So… you want to find out if you’re right out here in the open? Or…”

      Those alabaster cheeks blushed furiously. “I swear Draco Malfoy, one day Imma call your bluff.” She twisted back to glare at the truck before beginning her climb. It was almost comical to watch her try to figure out how to get her heel up or how to bend at the knee in her dress to reach the floorboard and gain purchase. He didn’t mind though, her bare, shapely legs gave him quite the view, making his dick jump inside his jeans.

      But after a few more groans and grunts of frustration from her, he couldn’t take watching her ass bob up and down anymore.

      “Give it up, Pix. The only thing we’re learning right now is that I’m gonna have to insist the heels stay on.”

      She swiveled around to scoff at him. “Draco, what the—”

      He ignored her, lifting her by her hips, feeling the exertion in muscles he was just getting to know again. That was going to be his excuse, at least, if she asked why he was squeezing tighter than necessary to do the job. She squealed his name in surprise, making him chuckle as he plopped her onto the seat.

      “Do not manhandle me, Malfoy, I will avada kedavra a bish so fast, so help me gods—”

      He closed the door on her yelling, knowing she’d get more pissed at him if she heard the laugh he barked out at her threat. Once he’d settled in behind the driver’s seat, he glanced over at his pouting passenger. Her arms were crossed and her emerald eyes glared back at him. Subtly teasing her was quickly becoming his favorite pastime.

      “What’s wrong?”

      She sputtered and gestured around her. “What’s wrong? What’s wrong?” He shrugged and started the engine, pulling out of the parking lot and setting off east toward the coast. “What’s wrong is that you basically tossed me into your truck without any warning!”

      “Don’t act like you didn’t like it, Pix.”

      She scoffed. “I absolutely did not.”

      He snorted. Damn, she was cute.

      “Don’t you” —she made an exaggerated pig noise— “at me, dude.”

      “Pix,” he sighed, and gave her a pointed look. “I don’t understand why you’re mad at me right now. I saved you from a nice date so we can hopefully save lives. You should be more grateful.”

      “Nope, all that’s beside the point. You’re the one who pulled me from dinner and haven’t told me why I’m not eating delicious, not-from-the-can tomato soup right now.”

      “Tomato soup? You went to one of the fanciest restaurants in town and only got the soup?”

      “Not really my scene.” She grimaced before looking out the window. “Everything else was ‘duck con’ something.”

      “And you’re a vegetarian.”

      “Yes! Exactly. All I could think about was cartoon characters.”

      “Donald Duck?”

      “Close. Daffy. But see?” She lifted her hand and waved it toward him. “You get it. They were looking at me like I was a crazy person.”

      He checked the clock. They still had plenty of time. Snake had called the Pancake Park, but they’d been oddly secretive about who was working what shift. Draco had reasoned with himself that if they got there in the middle of a shift switch, it’d be more likely they’d catch Shanna. But really, the whole ‘early pickup’ ruse had been to ease his jealous mind.

      “Sounds like you’re probably still hungry.”

      She lifted a shoulder. “To be honest, I could really flippin’ go for a fluffy waffle right now. None of that fanciness. But I’m good to wait until we get to the P&P.”

      An idea took root and Draco glanced at the nearest mile marker.

      Perfect.

      The highway was busy with Friday night traffic, but he made the decision and signaled to take the next exit.

      “What are you doing? Where are you going?”

      “Gonna feed you. You can’t live off of watery tomatoes.”

      “It might not’ve been my scene, but it was a five-star restaurant. The soup was obvi fine, and I can certainly wait until we finish talking to Shanna.”

      “We have time.”

      “We have time?” Her shriek caused a painful ring in his ears. “Drake, you’re being ridiculous! You pulled me from dinner so quickly that I didn’t have time to pay for my half.”

      His thoughts whirled around in his mind, unsure how to come clean without showing his hand. There was no question he was into Nora, but he didn’t want her to know that until he knew where she and Matt stood. He’d had a whole hour and some angry, desperate driving to figure out what to say to her, but he was still at a loss. Until her last sentence registered.

      “You were gonna pay? On a date?”

      Nora sighed and muttered one of her unique curses before dropping her head back to the headrest. “I ended… whatever it was Matt and I were doing… tonight.”

      “Oh. That’s… why?” He swallowed, his hopes rising in his chest, even as he tried to tamp them down. “He seemed to really like you.”

      She shrugged in his periphery. “I guess he wasn’t my scene either.”

      Gauging her reaction, he took a few more roads before clearing his throat. “Are you sad?”

      “No, it’d been a while comin’. Probably shouldn’t have started anything in the first place. He always wanted more than I could give. So, I’m not sad, reall—Drake! You could at least pretend to be sad for me. You’re smiling like a loon.”

      She laughed and reached across the center console to stroke a finger down his face. Her touch made his cock twitch in his jeans and he sat stock-still while she swiped across his lips. When she’d finished her upward motion, he shifted to get the tin canister of toothpicks from his pocket, and deposited one in his teeth, both to adjust, and to give his mouth something to work on so he didn’t crash the truck while trying to claim hers.

      “Spill! Did you not like Matt or something?”

      “I didn’t like that he liked you.”

      He felt her green eyes assess him, and her jaw dropped, but he didn’t feel the need to say anything else as he pulled into the parking lot. Once the obnoxious, bright lights invaded the cabin, Nora swiveled to the flickering sign.

      “Oh my gawd, you took me to Jacky’s?”

      Her sudden shift in tone had him questioning his decision as he took in the ostentatious neon script. It haloed the faded green awning protecting the entry to Ashland’s finest hole-in-the-wall diner.

      “We can go somewhere else—”

      “Are you kidding? Jacky’s is only my Disneyland. I freakin’ flove this place! I’d eat here for all seven meals if I could.”

      He felt his grin cracking his face. “You a hobbit now?”

      She barked out a laugh. “Leave it to the handsome Viking to know his Lord of the Rings trivia.”

      He huffed a laugh of his own and unlocked the truck. “Let’s get you fed, little pixie.”
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      “Mmmm.” She couldn’t help the indecent moan that escaped her lips as she licked the syrup from her fingers. “And on the eighth day, the goddesses gave us Jacky’s syrup, I swear it. It’s a literal liquid orgasm.”

      “You sure act like it.”

      Drake’s voice, pitched lower than usual, made her tongue pause mid-swipe, suddenly aware of how openly sexual she was making her experience. His deep blue ocean eyes had darkened to a stormy Atlantic sea, and his knuckles were white as they gripped around his silverware.

      You’re pretty delicious yourself, handsome.

      “Sorry, not sorry.” She took her time licking the already clean digit, enjoying teasing him, until his heated gaze began to make her lower belly twist.

      It wasn’t until she felt the other, greedy eyes from her periphery that she immediately stopped. She cleared her throat and wiped her hands clean on her paper napkin, trying to avoid the blatant ogling by other diners.

      Depending on what time you went to Jacky’s, the patrons ranged from ancient early birds at five a.m., tired parents trying to wrangle their children, and drunk college kids from Ashland State University. Currently, the bar a few feet from their booth seemed overrun by rude men with hungry stares.

      She gathered her courage and opened her mouth to tell them off, but a grumble silenced her. Drake had turned around in his seat and the menacing rumble was directed at the leering onlookers.

      “I know you assholes have better shit to do tonight than get your eyes plucked out by my girl’s fork.”

      Three pairs of eyes widened before they all bent in unison, suddenly very interested in their plates.

      Emotion swelled in her chest and she cleared her throat before speaking. “Thanks.”

      Drake turned slowly back to her with a scowl cut into his face. “For what?”

      She shrugged. “Not sure anyone’s stuck up for me that way before.” Her voice broke at the end, so she switched to a singsongy tone, trying to resume her usual perky self. “Usually it’s just lil’ ol’ me against the world.”

      His frown deepened. “Not around me.”

      As always, his words were measured and deliberate. She’d long gotten used to his brusque and straightforward delivery. It was refreshing not to have so many words mixed up in what they were trying to say.

      But that short sentence made her feel which was a bright red flag whipping in the wind. Getting all hot and bothered in bed with a guy was one thing. Getting warm and fuzzy in a conversation was another and that couldn’t happen. A man like Draco could make her lose all reason. Knowing her, she’d give the rest of herself while she was at it. Then what would she have left?

      Nothing.

      The depressing thought made her feel nauseous. She pushed her plate forward and decided to change the topic while Drake went back to wolfing down his burger.

      “So how do you know about Jacky’s? Jules introduced me. She found out my affinity for first and second breakfast, took me here, and the rest is history.”

      Drake stilled for a moment before relaxing. “My mom, um… she worked in a place like this.” He glanced around the busy dining room, pausing on his bite of greasy double cheeseburger. “I guess it feels like home.”

      “Worked. As in…”

      “Yeah, she died. Cancer. Quick. Right after I enlisted. Not much pain for her.”

      For her.

      “And what about you? I bet it was hard to watch.”

      His shoulders dropped as he took a sip of his drink. “It was.”

      “So you guys had a good relationship?”

      “Yeah, my parents were pretty great. My stepdad and I used to go camping all the time.” He shifted in his seat before pulling out a large, sturdy pocket knife and flicking it open and shut before showing it to her, letting her hold it. “He gave me this on our first trip.”

      “That’s so sweet.” Her heart clenched at the story. The rest of her body melted as he took her hands in his and wordlessly showed her how to open it. She repeated the movements, captivated for a moment by the way the metal glinted in her hand. His fingertips kept brushing over her skin, sending tingles up her arms.

      After opening and closing the knife a few more times, she couldn’t stand the fever beginning to burn under her skin and the warmth pooling in her core. She shoved it into his hands, then hastily picked up her silverware for something to do as he hooked it back into his pocket.

      “So, um.” She cleared her throat and cut up her overly saturated waffle. “H-How old were you when he gave it to you?”

      “Seven.”

      “What? Seven? You could’ve poked your eye out! What was he thinking?”

      Drake laughed as he shook his head. “My stepdad taught me how to safely use it. Maybe he was a hard-ass, but I think he just expected back what he put in. He was a good man who gave his all for what he loved, especially my mom, and he took it hard when she passed. She was everything to him, and I don’t think he ever recovered. Not too long after she left, he went with her.”

      “Like he couldn’t wait to see her again,” she whispered.

      His lips lifted at the corner at her observation. “That’s how I like to think of it.”

      I wonder how it feels to be loved like that. Nora grimaced and covered her heart with her hand.

      “I’ve never understood how people can devote so much of themselves to another person. I mean, if you give until there’s nothing left, then you’re just a shell when it’s inevitably over. It’s so… sad.”

      He watched her carefully before he shrugged a shoulder. “It is, and it isn’t. I think it’s pretty amazing that they both found their soul mate. There’s something to be said for finding the love of your life and fighting like hell to keep them.” A weighted pause fell between them, crushing her chest until he continued again. “Anyway, I was overseas, so I didn’t get to go to the funeral, but I don’t feel the need to go to their graves. For me, it’s places like this. Jacky’s for my mom, and camping for my stepdad.”

      She hugged herself. “I’m glad you have somewhere to go.”

      After a nod and another bite of his burger, there was a shift in his posture and the air around them, silently telling her that he was about to pivot the conversation.

      “What about your folks?”

      On the outside, she remained calm and relaxed, swirling more syrup on an already drowned waffle that she was too full to comfortably enjoy. But on the inside, tiny muscles she’d never been able to fully train, tensed at the question. She stuffed her mouth with soggy waffle, and swallowed past the nausea the topic always brought up.

      “Oh, you know. Nothing special to really talk about when you had a regular, run-of-the-mill childhood. Bo-ring. I had to make up imaginary friends just to have something to do.”

      She snorted and looked up for his agreement. But her laughter died at the sight of the sharp grim line across his mouth.

      “Why do you do that, Pix?”

      “Um… do what? Eat delicious waffles?”

      “Pretend like nothing’s wrong.”

      His words sliced through her facade, and she felt the burn of exposure, but she only shrugged with a pasted smile and a coy wink. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. My life’s peachy keen, babe.”

      “It’s annoying.”

      Her fork fell from her hand as she scoffed. “Jesus H. Christ, Drake, why dontcha tell me how you really feel?”

      “I always do. Why don’t you?”

      “Because then it’s out of my control.” She clamped her teeth shut and shook her head. “Let’s just say, I don’t have many memories of my childhood.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “So many questions,” she muttered.

      “Maybe because I’m not getting many answers.”

      She stabbed her fork into the soft food, causing a jarring clang from the metal against the hard plate. “Maybe I don’t have many memories of my childhood because I only like to remember good things.”

      A look of shock mixed with sympathy froze on his face, but thankfully, he ate the final bite of his burger, seemingly willing to let it go.

      Thank the goddesses.

      No one ever delved into her life like this. She was used to skating under the radar, with no one ever digging deeper than the surface level mirror image she showed them. It was almost refreshing to know someone cared, but it also sent every panic alarm firing in her body. Even if she could talk about her past to a BlackStone agent, she didn’t want to. Especially not with Drake. Why share your prologue with someone who’ll never bother finishing the book?

      “Anywho… What’s our plan of action, handsome? You pulled me from my date for no reason. What gives?”

      It was his turn to pause, and he swallowed before responding. “Snake said he didn’t know when the woman’s next shift was. My thought is, why wait when we can catch her at the start? If she’s working, perfect. If she’s not, we can find out when she works and be there then. Snake might gain a lead on the next woman by then, too. The quicker we get things over with, the quicker we can head back home.”

      “Quicker we can head back home.”

      See… he’s already trying to leave. Not that I expected anything less.

      Drake had already nearly given up his life for hers, why the hell would he want to give any more than that?

      She tossed her balled-up napkin onto her half empty plate. “Alrighty then. In the spirit of ‘getting things over with,’ let’s get this show on the road, shall we?”

      “You’re doing it again, Pix.” His eyes narrowed at the crumpled up paper, before looking up at her. “Talk to me. What’s wrong now?”

      The flippant smile life had beaten into her long ago stretched across her face.

      “Nothing, obvi’. Nothing at all.”
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      “Sorry, hon. She ain’t here. But if you want, I can call her and y’all can get a bite to eat while ya wait. We got our good cook in this mornin’. I always say…”

      After getting Nora some real dinner at Jacky’s, they’d driven all night to a Pancake Park in a small coastal town, showing up at the ass crack of dawn. All they knew was that Shanna worked there, although no one had been willing to give her schedule over the phone.

      His determination to pick Nora up before she went home with her date had been purely selfish, but he’d reasoned that maybe if they got to the Pancake Park between third and first shift, they had a better chance to interview her as soon as possible before they headed to a hotel for a nap. It’d been a long shot, and it was sounding like he’d missed.

      Instead, the waitress behind the counter, Tabitha, had been talking their ear off between customers for the past thirty minutes. He was exhausted and had long since stopped listening to her, letting Nora take the reins on the conversation while he daydreamed about sleeping on his pillow at BlackStone.

      “Excuse me, Miss Tabitha?” Draco tuned back in at the sound of Nora’s voice. “I hate to interrupt, but Shanna Jacobs is not here?”

      The plump woman shook her head and lifted a coffeepot toward them. “‘Fraid not, sweetie. But how ‘bout breakfast—”

      Fuck.

      “Oh golly, that’s too bad!” Nora snapped her fingers and sucked her teeth. “We’ve driven all this way to surprise her. She’s family and we haven’t seen her in ages. Do you know when her next shift is?”

      He had to hand it to his little pixie, Nora was a star at acting. Her voice dripped with her newly acquired sweet Southern accent. What with her demure outfit from the night before, she seemed like a regular Southern belle.

      It was no wonder she was good at it, though. From what he could tell, Nora had perfected her ‘everything is sunshine and laughter’ side a long time ago.

      And their waitress, Tabitha, was falling for it, hook, line, and sinker. “Ain’t that the sweetest surprise! That girl’s done had a time of it lately. She deserves some kinda happy. Hold on a sec, hon.” She glanced next to the cash register and leaned in like she was about to reveal something Top Secret. “I ain’t supposed to tell you this, now. So don’t tattle on me. But she’s scheduled for second shift this afternoon, around two.”

      “Thank you kindly, ma’am. You’ve been such a big help. I’ll keep your lil’ secret if you keep mine. Don’t wanna ruin the surprise.”

      “You got it, sugar.” Tabitha mimed locking her lips and throwing away the key.

      They said their goodbyes in ‘Southern’, and a full five minutes later, Nora waved and exchanged her final pleasantry before looping her arms around Draco’s bicep. The touch sent a shiver through his body, making him pause for the briefest of seconds. They both stared at their connection, and when she tried to pull free, he wrapped his other hand over hers.

      Her fake smile relaxed into her real grin that took over her whole face, forming the faintest of creases at the corners of her eyes behind her rose gold glasses. “Come on, handsome. Let’s go kill some time.”

      They exited the restaurant, and the sticky, hot, and humid air clung to them while they walked to Draco’s truck.

      “That was easier than I thought it’d be,” Draco admitted and opened her door. “At least she gave us a time to come back.”

      “Thank the goddesses for Southern hospitalit—Drake!” Her voice raised higher as he picked her up and deposited her on the seat.

      “Not cool, Malfoy! Not coo—”

      Draco shut the door on her objections and when he made it to the driver’s side, he was greeted once again by her stern pout. He only grinned back at her. She rolled her eyes and continued to berate him..

      “You’re incorrigible, you know that? In-cor-ri-gi-ble. This cannot be a thing that we do.”

      He pretended to weigh her words with a tilt of his head. “Eh, I think it already is.”

      She huffed and opened her plump lips, probably intending to keep arguing, but a yawn took over.

      “You tired?”

      “Ya think? It’s not exactly like the last nine hours have been full of beauty sleep, handsome. This truck is big enough to be cozy for me, but I don’t know how you’ll survive, ya giant.”

      “I’ve slept in worse. But I have a different idea.” Draco deposited another minty toothpick into his mouth before starting the truck and driving in silence. He made only a few turns before pulling into another parking lot.

      “A hotel? How’d you know this was here? You drove straight to it.”

      “While you were talking, I searched for one nearby so we could get some rest. This is the best one I could find.”

      “Geez, I normally notice stuff like that. I guess Tabby Talks-A-Lot’s conversation was more mind consuming than I thought.”

      He snorted and grinned as he parked. “I thought she’d never let you go.”

      “I have a feeling my own personal Viking savior would’ve rescued me before that.”

      “Always.” He turned and held her surprised gaze for a moment before getting out of the truck.

      “Stay here. I’ll get us a room. Keep the doors locked until I get back.”

      “Do we really need to get a room?” Her lips pursed. “What if we’re here for only a few more hours?”

      “We’ll make them count.” He grinned before closing the door behind him, letting her decide whether there was a hidden meaning.

      The bored man behind the lobby counter barely looked up as he gave Draco the room key, only taking a second glance at the black company credit card.

      When he got back to the truck, Nora sat with her door wide open, a frown marring her delicate features as she stared at the asphalt.

      “Pix, I told you to keep the doors locked.”

      “And you know good and well I don’t like being told what to do.” Frustration that hadn’t been present in her voice when he’d left her tinged her reprimand.

      “What’s wrong now? And don’t say everything’s ‘peachy keen’. You’re staring at the pavement like it’s challenged you to a fight.”

      A sheepish look pinkened her light cheeks. “Nothing’s wrong! I was, um… waiting for you, is all.”

      Draco looked down at her nemesis and then back to her, unable to hide his grin. “Afraid you’d fall if you tried getting down yourself?”

      She groaned and dramatically covered her face with her hands. “Okay, okay, okay! I’m scared of heights, alright?” He barked out a laugh. “Yeah, yeah. Go ahead and laugh. Ha ha, the short girl’s afraid of heights.”

      “Nora, it’s high, but it can’t be more than three feet.”

      “Yes, but it’s three feet to the ground, then a foot and a half to my seat, and then another two and a half feet to my eyeballs, it’s practically a skyscraper, for crying out loud! And obviously, the last time I had to jump out of a vehicle was so not a good time.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Back when I had to jump out of that godsforsaken van to stab that guy with a syringe to get away, duh.”

      Her words made his chest seize. “What are you talking about?”

      “You know… when I was kidnapped and all that jazz. You were there, don’t you remem… ber…” Green eyes shot up to his before she trailed off.

      “No. I don’t.” Guilt made his stomach turn. There was no way to have a memory of something he wasn’t there to experience. He’d failed her when she’d needed him and hadn’t been able to protect her when she’d tried to save herself over a year ago.

      Of course, he knew the gist of the story from his teammates. But not from her. Hearing it from her lips put it in a different light, especially with the flippant, faux happy voice she used that irritated the shit out of him.

      He averted his eyes, unable to meet hers anymore. Without another word, he tucked his hands under her arms and lifted her out of the truck, ignoring her halfhearted pleas for him to ‘unhand’ her.

      Once he’d placed her on the asphalt, she tried to shove him away, but he took a step closer, backing her into the truck. “Drake! For the love of Jacky’s syrup, you have got to stop. Either let me do things on my own or at least ask first! How many times do I have to tell you it’s the twenty-first century!”

      “I know that if you’re given the opportunity, you can do anything on your own, Pix. But the thing is, I also know you probably have done everything on your own. Around me, you don’t have to. I’ve got you.” He caged her in with his palms against the truck frame, and slowly bent low to meet her eyes, catching a whiff of lavender from her hair. “And if I want to hold you, I’m not asking for permission, no matter what goddamn year it is.”

      Her eyes narrowed at him in challenge, and an adorable growl vibrated from her chest. He barked out a chuckle and grinned as he pushed away from the truck frame.

      “You sound like baby Simba from The Lion King.”

      The grumble immediately turned into a laugh. “Oh my goddesses, you’ve seen The Lion King?”

      “Obviously. Who hasn’t seen The Lion King?” He gingerly climbed into his truck bed, gritting his toothpick in frustration over his weakened mobility. At one point, he’d been able to hop in and out of the thing with no problem. Maybe that would come back one day, but it hadn’t yet.

      She snorted. “I don’t know, it’s weird imagining a big ol’ Viking sitting down to watch Timon and Pumbaa teach Simba how to eat grubs.”

      With a quick movement of his fingers on the metal toolbox lock, he opened it and moved his camping gear to the side to grab a few of their bags. A pang of sadness hit when he saw the gear. It’d probably be a long time coming before he could go again. He shook away the thought and placed their bags precariously on the truck bed ledge.

      “You know I had a childhood, right? I wasn’t born six foot six with a beard.” His hands shook as he lifted each leg over the tailgate and used the extra nerf bar he’d added underneath to help him get down. It was one thing to lift a ninety-nine-pound woman. It was another to navigate his two twenty. Losing all the weight he did while he was in a coma would’ve helped if it hadn’t been mostly muscle.

      “Of course I know you were a kid once, but I can’t even imagine you ever being my size.”

      “Oh no, I was never your size. I came out bigger than you.” When he finally got to her and pulled their bags down, he grinned at the scowl on her face.

      “You’re incorrigible, Malfoy!”

      “So you’ve said. Come on, Pix. Let’s go to our room so we can at least take a nap.” He walked past her, one of their smaller bags over each shoulder.

      “Ugh, that actually sounds goo—wait… Our room? As in one room?” Her clicking heels sped up behind him.

      “Yup.”

      “‘Yup?’ That’s all you have to say?”

      “Not sure what else there is to say. You asked a question. I answered.”

      “Uh… how ‘bout explaining why there’s only one room when there’re two people?”

      “Math’s not your strong suit, huh?”

      “Ugh! We need separate rooms!”

      “Why?” He stopped abruptly on the sidewalk and swiveled around to face her, catching her before she walked right into him.

      “Why? Um… because, that’s why. I shouldn’t have to articulate a reason. You’re a boy and I’m a girl.”

      Raising his brow, he worked his toothpick and waited for her to finish, until he realized that was her whole objection. “Is there going to be a moment in this conversation when you stop stating random facts and start getting to the point?”

      She bit her lip where her snake bite piercing was supposed to be. “It’s just… it’s what people do. Boys and girls get separate rooms. Everyone knows that.”

      “I don’t give a shit what other people do. We’re sleeping in the same room.” He removed his toothpick and stuck it in his pocket to throw away before turning his back to her and closing the gap between them and the door.

      “Tell me this, then. Why do you think we should only have one room?”

      A swipe of the key card unlocked the door, but he paused before opening it to answer her question.

      “Sleeping in separate rooms is more expensive, pointless, and a liability we’d be stupid to risk. If something were to happen while you were in a separate room, it’d take me seconds longer to get to you, maybe seconds that could change everything. If we’re in the same room, we minimize that chance. So aside from the fact that I am a man and you are a woman, is there anything else you’re worried about?”

      “Um… no.”

      “Good, now let’s get inside. We need some sleep before we interview Shanna.”

      Nora seemed to drag her feet as she followed him, but once he closed the door, she turned on him again like she’d flee. “Drake! There’s only one godsdamned bed! You can’t be serious!”

      “It was the only one on the first floor available, what would you have me do?” Draco tossed his small bag on the ground and pulled down the comforter.

      “Drake, this isn’t gonna work—”

      “You know what, if you’re really bothered, I’ll sleep on the floor.” He stood up and crossed his arms, genuinely starting to wonder why she was putting up such a damn fight with him at every turn so far on this trip.

      “What? Abso-freakin-lutely not. You’re still in physical therapy! I can’t make you sleep on the floor. Besides, it’s super-duper gross.” She mimed gagging as she looked at the carpet that—admittedly—had its fair share of alarming stains.

      “I won’t let you sleep on the floor either.”

      “Let me.” She snorted. “Nice try. Now I actually want to cozy up right next to the bed just to spite you.”

      “Nora… are you seriously fighting me to sleep on a motel floor right now?”

      “Yes! Wait… No. I-I guess I’m not.”

      Her cute grimace made him chuckle as he flopped onto the crisp white sheets of the cool mattress. “I’ll leave it up to you, Pix. I’m gonna get some shut-eye though.”

      He closed his eyes and laid in silence for a moment before peeking to see her study the bed while worrying her lip. He wanted to release it from her teeth and kiss it until the tension between them finally released.

      A challenge popped into his head. She’d mentioned that she was done with Nice Guy Matt, but did that necessarily mean he had a shot?

      “What is it, Pix? You afraid you won’t be able to keep your hands off me if we sleep together?”

      Her alabaster skin heated to a deep red, and his breath stilled in his chest. She stared back at him with her wide green eyes and her lips parted. The temptation to pull her down on top of him so he could part them farther with his tongue was almost too hard to resist. But her hesitance gave him pause.

      “You stare at me with your mouth open a lot.”

      She blinked and huffed before shaking her head. “To be honest, handsome, you throw me off balance a lot.”

      “I think I’ll keep doing it. Your lips parted like that make me want to stick something in between them.”

      “Ohhh my gods. Okay, see, like that right there. I never have any idea what’s gonna come out of your mouth next—”

      She was about to tailspin into a babbling spiral again, so he decided to get to the point. They’d been dancing around each other since the day he woke up. It was time for them to face the music.

      “Nora?”

      “—get me all flustered and I don’t—”

      “Nora.”

      “What?”

      “Do you like me?”

      Her mouth hung open again and this time, the vision of sliding his cock in between those plump lips made him readjust his position on the bed. She immediately darted her gaze to his hardening dick and swallowed before answering.

      “You can’t ask things like that. What if I were to just straight up ask, ‘Hey Drake, do you like me?’”

      “I’d say yes.”

      “Dude! You just freakin’ say how you feel. How in the whole wide world do you do that?”

      “If I want to say something, I do. If I want to do something, I do that, too. Life’s too short to hold back. I had to lose a year to realize that, but it’s my motto now.”

      She huffed a relenting chuckle. “You don’t say much, but when you do, you sure make it count, don’t you, handsome?”

      With one more look at the empty space on the bed, she shook her head and plopped onto the mattress beside him. After a moment of getting comfortable on her side, she removed her glasses and set them on the bedside table. A tense silence settled over them.

      He turned to face her back and fought the urge to pull her in tight. Her black hair fell over the pillow, revealing the piercings in her ears she’d kept covered at the restaurant. Without thinking, he reached out, tracing around every metal hoop and stud along the shell, and reveled in sparking a full-body shiver. She was denying it for some reason, but her body sensed the electricity between them just as much as his did. When he finished the trail, he slipped his hand underneath his head.

      “You didn’t hate that,” he stated, already knowing.

      “No.” Her voice was cautious, like she was steeling herself for the conversation. “It’s more about… breath. I don’t, um, like lips or hot breath, near my ears.” She rolled over and smiled while she traced his ear. “I liked this, though. No one’s ever done that before.”

      “No one’s ever done that before.”

      So, what the fuck has someone done to you, Pix?

      His chest burst with the need to ask more questions, but her eyes closed and her breaths grew even with sleep almost instantly. He rolled on his back and stared up at the ceiling.

      She hadn’t answered whether she liked him, but she liked the way he touched her. That would have to be enough for now.
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      “This is our opportunity, Gail. I would do it myself, but you’re the CEO. We need to take it.”

      Do we though?

      Gail Haynesworth had been asking herself questions like that a lot lately. Her life had always been about swift decision-making and absolutes. She’d fought for every single minuscule scrap of power and independence that had jettisoned her through the proverbial glass ceiling to the top of her field. Starting a company that aided people across the globe had been nothing but a pipe dream in her business school days. Never in her worst nightmares did she imagine how painful shattered expectations are to walk on.

      And where am I even going?

      “I’m sorry Stefan, I’m not sure that going after these people is the right move. With what happened at the last party, we need to lie low for a while. If things go wrong when we find them, there’ll be no saving face.”

      Stefan Ricker, the chief operating officer for Charitable Technologies International, stood before her desk, his thick, salt-and-pepper hair slicked back and his suit crisply dry cleaned, expertly tailored on his tall, thin body. He oozed arrogance and privilege, with not even a hint of remorse for screwing their whole company over three years ago.

      And why would he feel guilty? He wasn’t the one suffering the consequences. This was all his fault, but she was the one having to clean his mess. And once she went down for it, he’d swoop right in and take her place to fix it right up.

      She should’ve fired him when she first realized he was gunning for her job. He’d been eager—maybe too eager—and had begged for the chance to work for one of the best nonprofit companies in the world. She’d hired him, despite her own reservations, and before she knew it, he was taking board members out to golf, divining better relationships with a single beer than she’d ever hoped to create among the good ol’ boys.

      She’d sat on her suspicions for too long, though, and before she could act on them, the company was no longer complying with its nonprofit status and was suddenly involved in a lawsuit that never should’ve seen the inside of a courtroom. If she’d been paying closer attention, she would’ve realized the whole thing had been contrived.

      Her eyes flitted over her favorite, and only, desk accessory in her new office.

      They’d waited for the perfect time to strike. When I was most distracted. And I played right into their hands.

      One midnight meeting later, all coordinated by her COO, and the lawsuit was dropped while her hands were tied.

      She’d always believed in going down with the ship, that leaders should accept both the benefits that came with success and the responsibilities that came with failure. Though the atrocities her COO had made her accountable for were unforgivable. And yet, here he sat, arguing for them to commit more. As if he were only advocating for a simple risk in the stock market and not sending their security team to murder two people.

      “Look, I get what happened at the party was bad—”

      “Bad? Stefan… a human trafficking ring was busted wide open at an event we hosted.”

      “It wasn’t just our party, others helped—”

      “Stefan, come now, you can’t be that naive. We threw a party where several members of Ashland County and influential men across the southeast were implicated in said trafficking ring. Not only implicated, but three of whom were murdered—”

      “Shh, shh, shh!” Stefan scrambled to check the lobby before closing her office door and whipping back toward her. He leaned over her desk, a power move he should know by now never worked for her. “Those men worked for us. They sourced the product, we bought it for him, and then we delivered it. He won’t come after us. Our trucks are too valuable and we’re too far up the chain.”

      Gail scoffed. “If you believe that, you’re not as intelligent as I once thought. Those friends of yours on the board of directors can as easily switch us for someone more compliant. Think about it, the three most influential lawyers in the southeast, Ascot, Rusnak, and Strickland organized the sourcing of the product”—the use of the inhuman word to describe the victims made her cringe, but the truth made her want to vomit—“and now they’re gone. Yes, our trucks are designed specifically for transporting purposes, but you and I are just as expendable as those three murdered attorneys.”

      “We don’t know they were murdered. One of them had a heart attack, another is on vacation—”

      “Missing. And the other was found in a river with a bullet in his head.” She raised her eyebrow. “And you still want to further volunteer our services and go looking for the BlackStone associates? Why? What do they have to do with our company? And so close to another delivery?”

      “Yes, another delivery is exactly why we should be looking for them. We have on good authority where they’re going to be. All we need to do is find them before they start looking into us.”

      “They’re already looking into us, Stefan.”

      “We don’t know that either!”

      She couldn’t tell if he was this delusional or that good at convincing himself they could get out with their hands clean.

      “…you’re rolling with pigs, Gail.”

      Her former assistant’s accusation rang in her mind and she closed her eyes against the inevitable migraine. Naomi had discovered the dirty secret. It was one of the reasons Gail had let her go in the first place. That, and her sabotage was bound to get her killed if she remained.

      “Gail, we shouldn’t be so pessimistic about this. The contact says that BlackStone Securities has suspicions that our company is involved in more than the party hosting, but nothing concrete. BlackStone may have stopped our delivery back at the Inland Port—”

      “Where you almost died during a shoot-out, am I right? And that’s why, instead of a safe, neutral location, we now have to do deliveries at our own plant, in the middle of Timbuktu, correct?”

      Stefan frowned and huffed before straightening his lapels. “The operation is mostly hands off, you know that. Only one of us needs to be here in case there’s a crisis. And I was never in any real danger with our back up. BlackStone obviously never figured out who I am, and we’re keeping it that way.”

      Why does he seem irked by that? Oh right, he likes the recognition. It’s why he rides in that ridiculous town car everywhere he goes.

      “They know who I am and they have access to my former employee. The raid on the last party was too close for comfort. I’m through with it all. Our company needs to stay out of this nonsense.”

      “Exactly! And now we know that BlackStone is looking for used products, which means they’re only one good question away from implicating the company. The boss’s goons fucked up by not expiring them when they had the chance. And now what if one of the products remembers something even after all the precautions? We could stop BlackStone in their tracks. All I have to do is say the word, and our security team can go do some quiet cleanup.” He held up his phone and wiggled it for emphasis.

      She pressed her fingers to her head. “I told you that my former assistant’s boyfriend and his security team are looking into this ring themselves. The government has been easy to avoid thanks to the boss’s position, but once BlackStone begins to point their finger solely on us, we’ll be left to fend for ourselves, or worse, mark my words. This operation was never supposed to go on as long as it did, and now we’ve outrun our luck.”

      A mix of understanding and frustration washed over Stefan’s face. “This is the last one, I swear. We just have to get through this one. No more deliveries. No more financial threats against CTI. No more time away from your family. They need you right now and facilitating this one last delivery will make that happen. After that? We’re home free.”

      “We can’t trust that this will be the last time he’ll use us.” Her eyes drifted to the frame on her desk. “How high a price are we willing to pay for the mere hope for freedom? Have we become so numb to the damage we’ve caused that lives outside our own don’t count in the equation anymore?”

      A derisive huff told her he didn’t understand.

      “I don’t know what to tell you, Gail, but the fact of the matter is, we have no other alternative but to trust him. As for the price, you know as well as I do that the market’s a bitch. In this case, the price may be fixed, but the cost still varies depending on the buyer. So you tell me.” Stefan’s hand lifted the frame, interrupting her daze, before he pointed to the rectangular glass. “Are they worth paying the price? What would happen if they find out what you’ve been up to? Would they still love you? Are they worth risking everything for?”

      “Yes,” she answered without hesitation.

      But am I?
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      Nora would’ve bet her beloved Hedwig purse that her cowardice and self-imposed sexual tension would’ve kept her from napping. But as soon as her head hit that pillow, she’d been out like a light. The next thing she knew, Drake was waking her up to leave for the P&P. Still, his direct AF question ruminated forefront in her mind as she freshened up.

      “Nora… do you like me?”

      Obviously, I like you, you sexy, grumpy Viking wet dream. I wish I could ride your longship to Valhalla and back again but I know my heart won’t survive the trip.

      Now that she was awake, she was burning to lay all her cards out on the table, but that would’ve involved a level of introspection and acceptance she didn’t have the courage for yet.

      So to keep from spilling her secrets, she refused to think about it herself.

      Instead, she focused hard on not caring how Drake’s fingers warmed the thin material of her sundress as he helped her into his truck.

      She definitely didn’t worry about how her stomach flipped twice, once when she was lifted, and once when his small smile and ocean eyes laughed at a stupid pun she made.

      Her mind was totally somewhere else while his hands circled the steering wheel and definitely not thinking about the weird fluttery sensation that firm, confident grip made her feel in her core.

      No, she was zoned in on the task at hand, not daydreaming at all, right up until Drake’s brusque tone snapped her out of her daze to realize she’d accidentally let him take the reins in the questioning.

      Gods-freakin’-dammit I’m screwed.

      “What do you mean she never showed?”

      The contentment she’d felt evaporated as Nora took in the huge, grumpy—scratch that, hella angry—line cook-slash-assistant manager, glaring at them. He was the embodiment of menacing as he slowly crossed his arms, showing off equally angry skull tattoos.

      Yeah, Drake’s accusatory delivery was not going to get this man on their side. Judging from the cook’s stiff muscles, tired posture, and the greedy way he drank Nora in, she had two persona options.

      It was time to turn on either the over-complimentary, ditzy flirt, or go with the classic no-nonsense broad. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d had to use her feminine wiles to her advantage, but the first character required her voice to take on a pitch and cadence that always made her want to use one of Drake’s toothpicks to rupture her eardrums. She couldn’t deny it worked like a charm, though.

      “Excuse me, I got this.” She cleared her throat and placed her hand on Drake’s forearm, gently tugging him away from the only person outside of BlackStone Securities who might actually give Drake a run for his money. Only because he was still recovering, of course, and because this… Joey—according to his name tag—had a chef’s knife bigger than her head.

      “No call, no show, huh?” At Joey’s terse nod, Nora continued. “That must be so difficult.” She traced her index finger lightly down his sweaty, hairy arm, over the ‘I heart mom’ tattoo. “At my last job, when bartenders failed to show up without a word, us shot girls had to bust our booties just to get by.”

      Joey gave her an eyebrow raise of approval before relaxing under her touch. “You got that right. Now we’re short staffed and I can’t rightly be bothered to sit here and shoot the shit with you and your little boyfriend. What d’y’need her for?”

      Nora giggled and swatted at the air. “Oh, silly. He’s not my boyfriend.” Heat from Drake’s stare bored into her back, but she did her best to ignore it. Instead, she plastered on a flirty smile and laid on a Southern accent so thick it’d make her Ashland County, born and raised boss, Jules, proud. “You must work so hard. I hate to keep you, but Shanna and I are family—”

      “Shanna ain’t got no family,” Joey grunted, and his muscular forearm tensed underneath her fingertip.

      Hates liars. No nonsense it is, thank the goddesses.

      She let the character switch take over and settled into a stance similar to his, countering his gruffness with Southern sass, rather than saccharine. “You got me, Joey. We just need to talk to her, is all. She might have some information that could really help a lot of people.”

      “S’that so?” A wheezy laugh barreled out of him until he hacked one final painful-sounding cough into his short shirt sleeve. Gearing up to speak, he pointed the knife at her like it was a finger.

      Suddenly, her back was flush to a human wall, but she slipped her hand behind her to tug on the hem of Drake’s shirt to hopefully get him to calm down.

      “I don’t reckon Shanna’ll care much ‘bout all that, to tell you the truth. She’s more concerned about her next high than even comin’ to work to pay for it. Doubt she’ll wanna help a stranger.”

      “She might surprise you—” Nora bit back the rest of her retort.

      Joey’s words had hit a nerve, but defending Shanna wouldn’t get the answers they wanted. He certainly knew her better than Nora did. She stretched her lips into a smile.

      “Why don’t you give her the chance to do the right thing. Is there any information you can give us about her?”

      He twirled the knife in his hand and studied them both before shaking his head. “Not for the both of ya.” His eyes settled on her, leering down her body in a way that made her queasy.

      Ew. He’s a chaser. No wonder he didn’t like the easy-to-get girl. He likes it when we run.

      It’d been years since she’d been desperate enough to use the ‘you can have me, but only for the right price’ angle. This time she wouldn’t let it get too far, though. She wanted to gag at the mere thought, but as long as they kept it PG, she could handle him groping her a little. If she had to. Although if he got even one pinky finger on her, she was going to have to take at least a billion showers back at the hotel. As it stood, she was already itching to wash her hands until they bled, but she’d take one for the team if it meant helping the cause.

      As if to prove her point, Joey’s greasy hand was already reaching for her like it was a done deal, and she had to force herself to freeze to let him make contact—

      A blur in her vision made her jerk back.

      It’d all happened so fast, she would’ve missed the switch if she hadn’t already been watching Joey’s hand move in slow motion.

      One second, Joey’s fingers were a hair away from pulling her in by the waist. The next Drake somehow had Joey’s knife pressed to the guy’s thick throat. While Joey had the muscle Drake used to have, Drake had more speed. With the blade already slicing Joey’s skin and Drake at arm’s length, there was no way the larger man could move to fight back.

      Aside from Drake breathing heavily through his nose, the rest of him was perfectly still, forcing Joey to swallow past the knife held to his neck. When her Viking hero finally spoke, his voice was deeper and more menacing than she’d ever heard it.

      “Touch her and I’ll slice every single finger off, one by one, then use them to gouge your perverted eyes out of your fucking head.”

      The commanding tone made her nipples harden and she folded her arms over her breasts.

      Chill out, ladies, we are witnessing a mother-effin’ crime right now.

      Her core clenched, and she casually leaned against the wall, crossing one purple heel over the other, because the lady parts were not listening.

      “Now… answer her questions.” At Drake’s demand, the man’s wide eyes darted to hers. A trickle of blood from the knife made him cry out and look back at Drake. “Do not look at her. We tried it her way, but you were a perverted fuck. So now we’re doing it my way. Where… is… Shanna?”

      Drake’s low voice made her realize how quiet the place was. A dripping sound caught her attention, dragging her gaze toward a spilled glass of sweet tea, dribbling from an empty table in the corner. She scanned the rest of the suddenly vacant restaurant.

      With how crowded it had been, BlackStone would’ve easily lost a pretty penny paying off witnesses. But in a culture where almost everything is videotaped, you could still count on places like P&P to do your dirty work in peace. If there was a threat of a fight or police, Pancake Park clientele usually fled the premises quicker than a call to dispatch. Staff too. Apparently ol’ Joey didn’t have many loyal friends.

      Napkins were strewn everywhere, and even though the privacy was to their advantage, it made her stomach growl with anger to see a gorgeous Belgian waffle remain untouched.

      What a waste.

      “I’m not asking again.”

      “G-get your dog off me!” Joey’s eyes were dry and furious, but his forehead wept with sweat and fear.

      Nora sucked her teeth and whistled a few notes. “Yeah, I don’t think so, buddy. Not until you give us all the deets.”

      “Fuck it, fine. She don’t mean nothin’ to me anyhow. She’s at that extended-stay motel near the overpass. I don’t know what you guys think you need her for, but I can tell ya she ain’t worth none of this. Even if she weren’t worthless, ain’t no way she’s gonna help y’all.”

      Rage shocked through her, rocking her away from the wall. She snatched Drake’s knife from his back pocket, flicking it open and aiming it at Joey in one fluid motion as she stomped forward.

      “Who—the actual—fuck are you to decide that she is worthless, huh?”

      “Whoa, Pix.”

      Before she could get up into Joey’s face, Drake snaked his free arm around her stomach and pulled her behind him. Joey howled as they moved, and Nora glared past Drake to see the knife had sliced farther into the man’s neck.

      “I-I’m sorry! I-I shouldn’t’ve said that—”

      Darkness invaded the edges of her vision and a snarl erupted from her chest, reinforcing how feral she already felt. “You’re fucking right, you shouldn’t have said that, you steaming pile of elephant shit. It’s men like you who convince women that they’re only good for one thing. You tell someone they’re nothing for long enough, they’ll start to believe it. Even when it comes from a dickwart like you.” She brandished Drake’s knife at Joey, trying in vain to break out of Drake’s tightening hold.

      The ignorant pig shook his head as much as the chef’s knife blade would allow on his neck. “I s-swear… whatever’s her damage ain’t my fault. She was like that when my m-manager found her.”

      Nora dug the nails of her free hand into Drake’s bicep as she screeched. “When he found her? What the hell does that mean?”

      “Sh-she was workin’ the streets. Shit towns like this, not much else to do for druggies. Hell, it’s a fuckin’ second job ‘round here.”

      “Pull it together, Pix. Focus, baby.”

      Drake’s firm whisper brightened her vision, pulling her back from the brink of insanity. Her movements slowed, and she swallowed down her heaving breaths to concentrate on her questions. Outrage boiled underneath the surface, but she reined it in as she lowered the knife. “A-a-and how long has she, um… how long has she worked here?”

      “I don’t fuckin’ know, six months, maybe, but she should’ve been fired after the second week. She should be grateful our bleedin’ heart pansy manager lets her keep her job even though she never shows up. And when she does, she’s higher than a fuckin’ kite.”

      Six months. She went to the party two years ago. What the heck happened in between?

      “What hotel room?” she asked.

      “N-not sure. I think she’s in 1F.”

      Her breaths began to slow to a more normal pace. The air conditioner kicked on, cooling her flaming-hot skin. She took another steadying breath before asking her next question. “Anything else you think we should know?”

      Joey gritted his teeth. “No. I hardly got nothin’ to do with that bitch.”

      Nora gave him a tight smile. “Well, aren’t you a charmer?”

      She closed Drake’s knife before tucking it back into his pocket. Keeping her eyes on Joey and the knife on his neck, she slipped her hands under the back of Drake’s shirt, feeling his holster.

      His voice rumbled through his skin. “Pix?”

      “Don’t worry, just getting some backup. Ah…” Her hand grazed over the metal handle she was looking for. “Hah! There it is. It’s loaded, right, handsome?”

      He grunted in response and she unholstered his Glock. Without taking her eyes off their newest friend, she pointed the gun at Joey around Drake’s arm.

      “Now, where’s the security camera box, my friend?”

      Sweat dripped over his brow, making his wide eyes blink as they stared at the barrel. “U-under the cash register.”

      She nodded once. “Excellent. See, if we’d had this kind of communication before, all of this could’ve been avoided.” Drake released his backward grip on her, and she stepped around him to the opening in the counter. She dipped under it, quickly retraining the gun on Joey as she took the few steps to the cash register and found the camera box in plain sight. Instead of searching its storage, she unhooked all the wires, settling for taking the entire thing with her.

      When she was ready, she returned to Drake’s side, gun still pointed at Joey. “We’re gonna leave now. And if your info is good… we’re never gonna see each other again, alright?”

      His lips tightened. “Fuckin’ fine by me.”

      “Very good. You have such a way with words.” Careful not to use his real name, her voice lilted in question at the end of his nickname. “Hey, handsome? Ready to skedaddle?” Drake grunted and pulled the knife away slowly. She continued to walk backward toward the entrance, keeping her eyes on Joey. “We’re gonna leave, and this is gonna all be behind us, alright? No one has to turn anyone in. No one has to get hu—”

      She yelped at the crashing sound that sent Joey collapsing to the ground. “Dude!” Her eyes bounced from the unconscious man on the floor to the Viking maniac with a bloody napkin dispenser in his hand. “I guess we’re taking the napkin dispenser too, since you touched it. Is he okay?”

      “He’s alive.” He snatched the gun and holstered it before taking the security box from her. In the next second, he bundled up the box, the dispenser, and the knife, carrying it all with one arm before following her out.

      “Ah, touché, my dear—Hey!” Drake wrapped his arm around her waist and the world was suddenly upside down. “Hey, hey, hey, what’re you doing?! Unhand me, you Neanderthal!”

      She had a nice view of his behind, but he was carrying her over his shoulder on the way to the truck. His ass was in easy striking distance so while she held on to a back pocket for dear life, she slapped the other in between low hisses so they wouldn’t cause too much attention.

      “What. Are. You. Do. Ing. Put. Me. Down!”

      A loud thunk told her he’d tossed the items into the back of the truck. Another click sounded like he’d opened the truck door but she was still hanging on by a pocket.

      “Let. Me. Dow—”

      Smack.

      “Ow! Son of a biscuit eat—”

      Smack. Smack. Smack.

      All of a sudden she was upright again, sitting with her stinging butt cheeks in the passenger seat and eye level with Drake. Fury swam in his ocean eyes as he grabbed her face with both hands.

      “That is not the way we get information, Pix.”

      Shoot. He’s pissed.

      “Look, I know I went a little rogue in there, handsome. I’m sorry I used your knife—”

      “You think I give a fuck about that?”

      “If not the knife, then what are you so mad abou—”

      “He almost touched you!” She clamped her lips closed as Drake shoved away and paced. He swiped the back of his hand over the sweat prickling on his pale forehead and used his other hand to cut the air, emphasizing his points. “I can handle the flirting. I can even handle it when you fucking touched him. But they can never touch you.”

      “Jesus, Drake, it’s all good—”

      “No!” In a flash, his face and eyes and body and hands and lips were all only a breath away before he tripped back just as fast, as if his mind was too chaotic to know what to do with the rest of him. “No, because, did you see him, Nora? Before my coma, I was never smaller than anyone, but this guy was bigger than me. Hell, I was relieved when you armed yourself, because all I could think was, ‘What happens if I can’t beat this guy?’”

      She stilled as his words sank in. The sweat on his brow, his white knuckles and sickly pale forehead. He was exhausted and terrified for her.

      “That’s why you went for the knockout instead of leaving him behind and alert.”

      His movements were frantic as he pointed at her. “And what if next time I can’t do that, and it’s someone I can’t beat hand to hand? What if they take you again, huh? Do you think I’ll survive seeing you get hurt? Do you think anyone else will survive if you get hurt? Because I swear to God, Nora, what I did to that fucker in there will be a goddamn mercy compared to what I’ll do if I have to kneel, helpless on the ground, and watch you get stolen from me again. Do you understand?”

      Nora gulped back emotion. His chest heaved as he tried to catch his breath. The rage in his eyes had devolved into the type of despair she’d only seen in the worst of survivor cases.

      “Yes.” She huffed out the word on a nod and reached for his hand. He met her halfway before staring down at their connection. Something like a mix of pain and relief washed over his face. Never letting go, she tugged him closer and leaned into his chest at the same time. He wrapped his free arm around her and palmed the back of her head, hugging her against his heart.

      “Yes, Drake. I understand.”
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      The drive to Shanna’s hotel was short, but Drake didn’t let go of her hand. It felt like a promise on both sides. His promise to keep her safe, and hers to give in a little. It might not have been much to anyone else, but in her mind, with her smaller grip brushing against the freshly forming calluses of his much larger one, the symbolism felt huge.

      Nora tried not to think about what that meant for them. For her. Merely holding his hand was more intimate than she’d ever been, let alone opening up emotionally. The drive was thankfully short enough that she didn’t have time to get lost in the chaotic, continuous monologue in her mind that played like a radio without an off switch.

      It wasn’t until they were parked in front of Room 1F that he let go. He didn’t acknowledge what they’d been doing, so she didn’t either. When she knocked on Shanna’s faded-blue door, Nora cleared her mind of the moment entirely, instead remembering the little details she’d memorized from Shanna’s file as they waited for her to come to the door. And waited.

      And waited.

      Nora stepped back to look around the extended-stay hotel. From what she could tell, the building used to be white with blue accents, but the paint was peeling and what was left was more beige and faded blue than anything else. The parking lot behind her had potholes and divots in nearly every space.

      “When you said our hotel was the best you could find, you weren’t kidding. It’s practically palatial compared to this.”

      Her words were low, for Draco’s ears only, and he grunted his agreement. Nora knocked again before placing her ear close to the door to see if she could hear anything.

      “Maybe she’s not home,” she murmured, trying not to get the attention of the gawkers loitering around a group of cars. The cool metal of the door shared no noises from within and she was about to call it quits when three loud booms vibrated her skull.

      “Anyone in there?” Drake pounded another set of knocks on the door.

      “Shh! Shh, shh, shh!” Nora clung to his forearm like a sloth until he stopped. “Dude, we’re tryna keep a low profile.”

      “We don’t got all damn day, and I’m starting to fade. I need to get some exercises in and rest for the remainder of the day.”

      She winced. “Shoot. You’re moving around so well it makes me forget sometimes.” The sound from the parking lot party had quieted, and she chanced a look to see that all eyes were on them. Moving her perusal to double-check the safety of their truck directly behind them, she pretended to pick off a piece of lint on Drake’s shirt before turning back to the door. “I’m glad you got a good parking space.”

      “Better to leave with, my dear,” he muttered only loud enough for her to hear.

      She snorted. “Got that right. Never know what a crowd will do.”

      Drake positioned himself beside her as she knocked again, seemingly able to see on every side and pounce to protect her if someone jumped out from behind the door.

      “Hey, Pix.” Drake’s low voice made her shiver in the heat. “I’ve got a question.”

      “Go for it.”

      “Were you really going to stab that guy back there?”

      Her heart stilled, but she scoffed and rolled her eyes at his question. “Come on, Drake. You really think I could do that?”

      She knocked on the door again, more insistently, silently begging for literally anyone to answer.

      “After what I just saw? Yeah.”

      Her eyes snapped to his and her knock paused midair, right before the blue door swung open wide from underneath her hand to reveal an elderly woman glaring at them.

      Praise sweet baby Jesus for distractions.

      “Oh, um… why hello, ma’am.” Unsure of which direction to go, she went for the default overly nice Southerner. “I’m so very sorry for botherin’ you, ma’am. We were lookin’ for someone. Maybe you know her. Her name’s Shanna Jacobs?”

      “I’m Shanna Jacobs. Who’s askin’?”

      “Uh…” Nora glanced at Drake before looking back at the old woman, whose scowl had contorted fine wrinkles into defined, carved lines. “I’m sorry. Uh, maybe we’ve got somethin’ mixed up. The Shanna Jacobs we’re lookin’ for is, um… she’s around my age, maybe—”

      “I’m twenty, bitch. Now who the fuck are y’all?”

      Nora swallowed her objection, taking a moment to compare the woman in front of her with the mental picture of Shanna she had in her head. That smiling, vibrant young woman was not standing before her.

      Her formerly tan skin was sunken and sallow, and smile lines were the only wrinkles missing on her face. The long, wavy bleached-blonde hair that had perfectly framed teenaged Shanna’s round face was now half bleached, half brunette, greasy, and chopped short. Like someone had blindly taken scissors to it. And she was teeny-tiny. Her thin camisole and terry cloth shorts revealed every skinny bone in her body. Had it not been for the woman’s same haunted brown eyes as young Shanna’s, Nora wouldn’t have believed her.

      The pain there squeezed Nora’s heart, and she pushed past the overwhelming urge to steal this woman away and force-feed her sustenance and self-love until she was healthy again. But the deep-seated anger radiating from Shanna’s tense body told Nora the woman would put up a hell of a fight.

      “Shanna, oh my gosh, girl, hey!” At the woman’s blank stare, she pointed to herself and Drake. “It’s me! Lucy! And here’s my bae, Ricky. Do you remember me?”

      “Um… no. Am I fucking supposed to?”

      “Girl, I am so sorry! It’s been so long since we’ve seen each other, I don’t know why I assumed you’d remember me. I know we’ve just sprung up on you, but we came into town and I was hopin’ to stop by and chat about old times. Good ol’ Cambo High. Those were the damn days, right? God, I miss softball. Coach Teller was a straight up B-I-T-C-H though. Don’t miss her at all.”

      “Wait… you were on the softball team? When?”

      “A few years ago. Mind if we come inside? It’s hot as blue blazes out here.”

      “Oh, um… sure, I guess.”

      “Ah! Thank you, thank you, thank you. This dress would totally show if I sweat through it. Come on, babe.” She hooked her arm loosely around Drake’s forearm and dragged him inside, chattering nonsense, until Drake closed it behind them.

      When they were finally inside, a rancid stale vinegar smell invaded Nora’s nostrils and she immediately stopped breathing to get her bearings and avoid throwing up. Drake didn’t seem to be too affected, but she wondered if his position leaning next to the door was more than a simple defensive strategy. Even the small wafts of air coming through the cracks would be a nice reprieve.

      Nora glanced around the dark room to sit, hardly able to see thanks to the sheets covering the curtained window and the dim light of the single lamp bulb. It was useless anyway. Whatever caused the smell was certainly not any kind of cleaning agent. Everything was covered in clothes, food wrappers, or… other things. She shuddered and focused on the task at hand, choosing to stay standing instead.

      “So… Lucy. Cambo grad? When did you say that was again?”

      Nora snapped her gaze back to Shanna to find her sitting on the bare mattress with a beer can in one hand and an already lit cigarette in the other.

      “After you obvi. You really don’t remember me? That’s alright. I was kinda a loner, but I remember you!”

      Shanna shook her head with narrowed eyes as she took a long sip before leaning against the dingy wall where a headboard was supposed to be. “Sorry… I’m tryin’, but you ain’t ringin’ a bell. It’s weird, too. ‘Cause I remember faces.”

      “Oh no, that’s a shame. Hey, but I bet you remember…” Nora went in on every fact she’d memorized about Cambo High during the four years Shanna was enrolled, until the tenseness in the woman’s posture relaxed. That was when Nora made her move.

      “Hey, listen. Maybe you can help me with somethin’?”

      “I can try, whatcha got?”

      “Ever since I got here, I’ve been trying to remember this one fancy party I went to. It wasn’t in Cambo though—” Shanna’s body posture stiffened back up immediately and she set down her beer. “It was a big one—”

      “Not sure. Wasn’t much of a partier back then.”

      “Sure, of course. I remember how smart you were, though. It was for a fundraiser for scholarships so maybe you heard—”

      “Never graduated.”

      “Ah, well, I went, and it was a total drag. I had to drive all the way to Ashland, too. Why all the rich bitches gotta go there to party, I have no idea. I’m good with a bonfire and some woods, ya know?”

      Shanna paused, looking Nora over as she obviously tried to figure her out. “I… I um, think I might remember it. It was that Ashland elite shit, or whatever, right?”

      “Yeah, that’s the one! And some of the students who went got a full ride to college or something.”

      “Or something.” Shanna huffed and took a sip of her beer again. Her words had grown slightly slurred from the alcohol or whatever pill she’d popped right in front of them during their reminiscing. “I definitely wasn’t that fuckin’ lucky, and I only had two other women to compete with.”

      Two other women.

      Nora held her breath, afraid any sudden movement or word would derail wherever Shanna’s mind was going. She didn’t dare look at Drake to make sure he wouldn’t fill the silence. But the man hadn’t spoken a word since they’d gotten in there, reverting back to his usual quiet self. They let the empty air rest until Shanna spoke again.

      “Probably ‘cause I wound up gettin’ drunk and makin’ a fool of myself. Never had champagne before and I guess it hit me more than I thought. But one minute I was talkin’ to one man, the next… the next I was fuckin’ another.” She took another sip of her beer, apparently getting lost in her thoughts. After another moment, Nora piped in.

      “You, um, said you were competing with two other women? Do you remember their names?”

      Shanna narrowed her eyes at her before shrugging. “Can’t say I do.”

      But you remember faces, don’t you?

      “Gotcha. Yeah, it was a while back. No worries. But say, what happened after that party? I don’t remember seeing you much after that. Didn’t you and your fam like up and move or somethin’? What’re they up to?”

      “Last I heard, they were livin’ nice and fine without me.” Shanna stilled back up and shrugged. “Haven’t talked to them since.”

      Too far, Nora. Pull back.

      Before she could divert attention away from that topic, Shanna’s now bloodshot eyes glared at her again. “You know… this has been fun and all, Lucy. But, maybe y’all oughta head out. The more I think about it. I don’t think I remember you. And I’m good at faces.”

      It’s too late. I’ve lost her. Gotta go for it before she kicks us out.

      “Yeah, totally. Like these ones?” On a hunch, Nora quickly pulled up Jasmine Thornton and Calianne Castellanos’s pictures on her phone and stepped closer to Shanna with her phone held out. “Do you remember them, Shanna?”

      Shanna’s already sickly pale face took on a green shade as she stared at Nora’s phone. She snatched it out of Nora’s hand and stared at the screen, gently tracing her fingers over the women’s faces before snapping angry eyes back to Nora and tossing the phone back at her. Nora juggled the phone in her hands as Shanna knocked back her beer. She finished it and swiped her mouth with the back of her hand before pointing at Nora and Drake with the can.

      “Who the fuck are you and why the fuck are you in my home?” Shanna slammed her can on the nightstand and a complication Nora hadn’t foreseen exploded in front of her. Apparently, Shanna was an angry drunk.

      Nora drew in on the persona that had become second nature to her way before she’d become her own person. She became smaller for Shanna’s benefit, putting her hands to the side and lowering her voice, keeping a light tone.

      “Hey, girl, it’s all good. I just wanted to chat. We’re just chatting, alright? I think… I think what happened to you at that party—what happened to you and these women… Well, you weren’t the only ones. I—” She looked to Drake, whose eyes were watching Shanna, ready to strike if necessary. “My friend and I are here, trying to figure it all out. That’s why I’m here…”

      “You askin’ ‘cause of what happened to those rich assholes that got murdered?” Shanna’s eyes were narrow slits, and she stood up, pointing at Nora as she stalked toward her, but Nora kept her ground and decided to finally cut to the chase.

      “I’m trying to find out what happened to the women who got taken from that party. Women like you. Women like Calianne and Jasmine and maybe even another woman that was there that night.”

      For the first time, fear mixed with the anger simmering in Shanna’s eyes. “Get out.”

      “Shanna—”

      “No, Lucy, Ricky—whoever the fuck you two are—get the hell out of my home right now. If rich fucks like those assholes in Ashland are gettin’ offed, they won’t think twice about doin’ the same to me. They already tried to do it once, and I already got enough problems with people tryna get at me.”

      Alarm bells rang in Nora’s head as she desperately searched her mind for anything to get her to keep talking. Her fake accent dropped as her panic rose.

      “Shanna, please, just a few more questions. You could help women in the same position. Do you know what happened to Calianne and Jasmine? Maybe someone named H. Smith? Other women have gotten hurt after going to that party—”

      “Nah, I don’t know nothin’ about that.” She lifted up the beige hotel phone from the nightstand. “Listen, you seemed nice enough at first but I never should’a let you in in the first place. Y’all need to git or I’mma call the cops.”

      “Bullshit. That phone cord is cut and there’s meth on your nightstand,” Drake countered, speaking for the first—and at the worst—time.

      “I have scarier people to call than the cops. When I find my fuckin’ phone, it’s on. I’ve got people I need off my tail and onto someone else’s. So get. The fuck. Out of my home.”

      In the next instant, Drake snatched Nora to the side as Shanna bolted in her direction. The livid woman bypassed them both, slamming the door open hard enough to send the doorknob through the hole already in the wall.

      “Get out!”

      “I hear you.” Nora held her hands out to the side as she tried to get past Drake to stand in between them. She opened her mouth to tell him to move, but the subtle shake of his head told her it wasn’t going to happen. Settling for talking around his arm like she had back at the P&P, Nora let her desperation tinge her plea. “Shanna, I’m sorry. I came in with an agenda, but we really need your help.”

      Shanna’s narrowed eyes followed Nora’s hand as she slowly reached into her back pocket.

      “What’re you doin’—”

      “It’s just my card. I’m leaving it here on this table behind me.” She tugged one of her blank cards that only had her untraceable work cell number out of her back pocket and blindly left it on the table behind her. “It has my number on it. That’s it.”

      “I ain’t callin’ y’all.”

      “I know. And that’s fine. But, if you do remember something you’d like to share. Or if you ever need help. We can help, alright? I work for people that can help. But right now, we’re leaving like you want.”

      “I already dealt with people like you who wanna help. Never again.” Shanna jutted her chin toward the open door. “Now git.”

      Nora nodded and patted Drake’s back. “We’re as good as gone. You’ll never see us again unless you want to.”

      Drake guided Nora out the door with one hand resting on his gun holster at his back. Shanna watched them, her lips in a thin, angry line as she took in every movement. Nora only stopped meeting her eyes when Drake herded her past the doorframe with him. As soon as the humidity blasted Nora’s cheeks, she turned back to face Shanna.

      “Please, call me if you need—”

      Drake snatched her back to his chest just before the faded-blue door slammed in her face.

      She sighed and sagged in Drake’s hold, taking comfort in his steady grip even as he spoke her fear out loud.

      “I don’t think she’s gonna be calling you, Pix.”
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      “You’re doing it wrong,” Nora pointed out, making Draco roll his eyes before looking back down at her. “Come on, I know you’re tired, but you’ve got it in you.”

      They’d been winding down after the disaster of an interview and walking on the soft sand for his stability therapy when they’d stumbled upon the closet-sized hole in the rock jetty. From the waterline on the wooden pillars of the pier, the space looked like it was underwater during high tide. It’d obviously been carved out to remove the column he was now using the stump of as leverage for his exercise. With how secluded they were, it felt like they were the only two people in the world.

      “I’m trying to do it faster,” he attempted to explain, but whatever he’d said sparked her mischievous grin.

      “We don’t always care about faster, handsome. We want a consistent rhythm for as long as you can go.” She winked, and he barked out a laugh, despite the fact that every flirtatious word kept jolting his dick to life.

      He exhaled harshly to get his semi to calm down so he could focus on stepping onto the short pillar stump and back down again in a modified lateral step-up. If they were going to do this recon right, he couldn’t let himself skip out on certain exercises just because his body was naturally getting more work in other areas.

      But, fuck, if she kept talking like that, his dick would get more exercise than anything else.

      “You make doing these exercises a lot harder, you know that, right?”

      “Good.” She winked again. “I like it when it gets harder for you.”

      The windy, humid air swirled away his laughing groan down the nearly empty beach. Dusk was rolling in, and beachgoers were heading in for dinner, leaving him and Nora in peace.

      “Why do you only ever say these things to me when I’m tired as shit? You afraid I’ll call your bluff?”

      Heat flashed in her wicked green eyes, but she lifted her shoulder and gave him a cheeky grin. “I don’t know. Why’re you stallin’ like a limp dick? Show me some stamina, Malfoy.”

      “God, you’re a nuisance.”

      “Absolutely, and you love me for it.”

      He paused his exercise again and gave her a deadpan look. “How’d you know?”

      Her breath hitched. He could tell she was desperately trying to search for a hidden meaning, or hoped he’d turn it into a joke, but he wasn’t going to give her an out this time. She closed her eyes and swallowed. After a moment, she seemed to mentally shake herself before breaking out into a wide smile and shrugging.

      “Of course you’d love me for it, silly. Most people do.”

      It was on the tip of his tongue to agree with her again, but she twirled away and out of sight, leaving him in the small, private alcove they’d found on the beach. It was nestled underneath the pier with the jetty rocks stacked around and behind them, making it the perfect spot to gather their wits about them.

      “I’m glad we took another nap back at the hotel after talking with Shanna. We were both pretty exhausted.” Nora twirled back into his vision, looping around the damp pillars in front of him.

      “I was exhausted. You were pretending to sleep and tapping away at your phone. At least you were the first few minutes I was able to stay awake.” He stepped up again and swallowed down the burning sensation radiating out from his quads.

      “I ended up sleeping too. I got tired of waiting around for either Shanna or Snake to call. I know we’re waiting for him to tell us if we’ve got any leads on Jasmine, Calianne, and the mysterious ‘H. Smith’ before we decide when to go back home. But I’m glad we came here after resting. I needed the fresh air after that disastrous chat.” She stopped, inhaled deeply, and exhaled before nodding once. “And something good. I needed something good.”

      “It’s not your fault, you know. That Shanna shut down on us. You did well with her.”

      She nodded and leaned against the pillar directly in front of him, apparently not caring that she was getting the back of her light-colored cardigan damp and dirty as she settled her gaze on the ocean. “Yeah, I know. She gave us more than I thought she would, honestly. It’s just, seeing women—or anyone—like that, someone who life kicked the shit out of, it’s always…”

      “Disheartening?” Her trailing off had prompted him to fill in the blank, but she shook her head.

      “Devastating.” Glassy green eyes met his, and the pain there made his heart ache. The urge to sweep her up into his arms was strong.

      She gave herself a quick hug before he could act on his need to comfort her and adopted that stupid fake smile as she began her twirling around the pillar again like a maypole dancer. Her hand dragged against the wood, reminding him again of the way she’d tried to play Joey by grazing her fingers up his arm.

      “How’d you learn to play people like that?”

      “Whatcha mean, jelly bean?”

      “Your chameleon act.”

      He gave up his exercise to snatch her hand mid-twirl. The move made him trip backward, landing his ass on a large rock as he tugged her to him. She yelped and caught herself with her hands on his shoulders. Almost as if she realized how close they were, she stilled like an actress who’d been caught in the spotlight after a curtain had been drawn up too early.

      “You did it with Tabitha, Joey, Shanna, and I even saw it with Matt. It was like you tried to morph yourself into his ideal portrait of you. You’re still in there, but you hid yourself under the painting he wanted to see. Why is that?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Drake.”

      “And when we talk to people, you analyze them and become the character they feel comfortable with. Is that why you do it? To make other people feel more comfortable?”

      She shrugged. “I mean, it doesn’t hurt to set people at ease—”

      “Or is it to hide how uncomfortable you are with sharing yourself?” Her eyes widened and locked onto him as he tucked a faded dark lock behind her ear, tracing the shell before dropping his hand. “You used to be purple. But you dull yourself by painting with everyone else’s palette.”

      “Wow… dick.” Something like a mix of hurt and anger flashed across her face. “Tell me how you really feel, why dontcha?”

      She tried to push away from him, but he used one hand to grip the back of her bare thigh under the hem of her dress, and the other spanned her lower back, locking her in place.

      “I always do, Pix. I want to know more about you. But every time we’re about to be real or personal together, you’re busy pretending to be this flat, cheery version of someone else. It’s gotta be habit by this point, because it sure as fuck isn’t for my benefit.”

      He trailed his fingertips down her soft thigh, making her shiver before he stood up. Her palms slid down his chest, and her eyes seemed to be in a trance as they followed the movement before landing on his pecs. He cupped her cheek and tipped her to force her to meet his eyes.

      “Where’d you learn to hide like that, little pixie?”

      “Um… I guess…” She swallowed and her hands flexed against his upper torso, like she was afraid to get any closer. When she finally spoke, her voice was small, and his biceps tingled to tug her flush to him.

      “I learned at an early age that if you can read the room, you can control the narrative.”

      Oh, Pix. Who the fuck hurt you?

      He stroked down her spine. “But what about your story?”

      For a moment, a dismissive wave of her hand and a snort were her only response until she finally whispered.

      “No one wants to read that.”

      “I do.”

      She sucked in a breath before rolling her lips inward, tightening them between her teeth into a straight, impenetrable line. Giving up on her replying, he relaxed his hold on her.

      “It’s fine, Nora. If you don’t want to open up to me, I get it. We’re basically strangers.” He took a step to go around her, but she pushed him against an adjacent pillar in their hidden rock alcove. The move was such a surprise he actually went with the force, and his back cooled as the damp wood soaked his thin shirt.

      “Nora, what are you—” Her hands stroked down his chest as she dropped to her knees on the hard packed sand. “Pix, what the fuck are you doing?”

      “Shh…” She rubbed her hands down his thighs, surging his cock awake again. It’d already been doing its own version of push-ups when she flirted with him during his exercises, so it didn’t take much to revive it, despite the fact alarms were blaring in his mind.

      “You want me to be vulnerable…” In a disturbingly quick move, she unzipped his pants and tugged them along with his boxers down enough to reveal his cock in the thick air. “I can be vulnerable.”

      He shot his hands down to stop her, not sure what the fuck was happening, but her palm wrapped around his shaft and pumped once right before thrusting him into her mouth.

      “Oh shit…”

      Primal instinct took over his body as wet heat enveloped him, making him forget about any argument he’d had. His eyes fell closed while his head tipped back in ecstasy, and his hands threaded through her soft hair to guide her.

      A nagging thought in the back of his mind reminded him, though, that something was very, very wrong, and he swallowed once before trying to snap out of it.

      “Pix… baby, this isn’t what I meant—fuuuck.” Her warm tongue licked the underside of his shaft before she sucked the tip into her hot mouth again. She popped his head from between her lips and used both hands to lube his shaft with her own saliva before flicking her tongue at the precum seeping from the tip. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, Pix.”

      It’d been way too goddamn long since he’d had a woman, and having this woman on her knees was almost enough to quell his objections. Almost.

      He groaned and tugged her hair tightly before pulling her off entirely. “Nora, you gotta stop, baby. This wasn’t what I meant.”

      Her hungry green eyes met his and a playful smirk curved up her pink, swollen lips. “Please, Drake. Let me… I want to do this.”

      Her plea twisted around his heart while her hands encircled his cock again. Reluctance itched at the back of his mind, insisting something wasn’t right, but fuck, his girl was literally on her knees for him. How could he deny them both this moment together?

      She barely waited enough time for him to nod his agreement before she was stroking his cock and teasing the head with her tongue, entrancing him with its dance.

      “Yes, Pix, fuck. That’s it.” Her mouth engulfed him as she hummed her enthusiasm, and he couldn’t take his eyes off where they connected. “Goddamn, I love the way my pretty pixie looks on her knees with my cock in her mouth.”

      She sped up her strokes, and he dove both hands into her black hair, tugging her close as she sucked him all the way to the back of her throat. When she gagged, worry had him trying to pull her back, but she tightened her hands where they gripped his cock, and swallowed against him, squeezing the sensitive nerves of his tip and nearly sending him over the edge. Using all the willpower he had, he dragged her back slowly, making sure she couldn’t choke herself again.

      He stroked her hair back from her forehead so he could see her eyes, but before he had the chance, she dove back in, making him moan and his own eyes roll back into his head again.

      She hummed again in response and scratched stinging lines down the tops of his thighs. He grunted her name like a curse and thrust inside her again, gaining a rhythm as she laved up and down his cock. His balls and shaft swelled with the promise of bursting free and the base of his spine tingled. Curling her hair in his fingers, he opened his eyes again and looked down at her, wanting to see her. He tilted her head back slightly so he could see those heated green eyes as she sucked him, only to find that she was so in the zone they were pinched closed.

      “Look at me, Pix.” His gruff whisper had her glancing up at him before closing them again and increasing her speed. He nearly came right then, but he tightened his grip on her tresses with both hands until her eyes snapped open again. “Come on, baby. I want to see those gorgeous eyes while I fuck your throat.”

      Her eyes widened with an unreadable emotion until she maneuvered her tongue to massage his shaft with blissfully tight pressure. Even though they were open, the green orbs dimmed, almost like she wasn’t seeing him anymore. Those alarm bells from earlier rang louder. He pulled her hair lightly, trying to slow her down.

      “Nora, look at me, baby. I want you.” Her eyelids flew back. “Yes, like that, Pix. Fuck, look at me just like that.”

      She fixed her eyes on him, but she added both hands to wind up and down his cock, sending him into a blind tailspin. He couldn’t keep up his own command, and his eyes closed with the need to release. An inferno of pleasure scorched through him, and he shoved himself inside to the hilt, rocking against her tongue as his cock spasmed cum down her throat.

      She swallowed him down until he was spent. When her fingertips dug into his thighs, he gently dragged her off and sagged against the pillar. His breaths came in pants until he finally opened his eyes again. His gaze immediately found his woman still down on her knees for him, but she wasn’t looking at him. Instead, her eyes seemed to be on everything but him as she swiped away any remnants of the moment with the back of her hand across her swollen lips.

      “Nora…” Concern began to carve a hole into his chest with his every panting inhale. He reached for her, trying to help her off her knees, but she popped up on her own with a quick grin. Relief crept into the worry, and he returned her smile before shaking his head with a small laugh.

      “Fuck, baby… that was incre—”

      “Oop, hold on, my phone is ringing.”

      The air in his chest stilled, making it hard to breathe again as he watched her turn from him and put her phone to her ear.

      “It’s Snake,” she whispered over her shoulder back at him. “Hey there, Superman.”

      Draco stuffed his softening cock back into his pants while she talked, fighting the irrational jealousy he had every time she talked to Snake. It wasn’t like he thought she liked his teammate, but their close friendship was something he coveted with her. And hell, she’d just been on her knees for him, but it’d felt like she was further away than ever.

      “Ugh… dude, that’s in the middle of Timbuktu. Are you sure Jasmine’s there?” She finally met Draco’s eyes and spoke to him while listening to Snake. “He said he thinks he found the second woman’s address, but she’s hours away. You good with checking it out?”

      He felt himself nod. She relayed his assent and continued to talk to Snake, like Draco’s cock wasn’t still wet from her mouth and he wasn’t still reeling from whatever the fuck had just happened.

      It was good they were going to be stuck together on a road trip again. If there was a chance to have more time with Nora, he would take it, no matter what. Especially now that he had to get to the bottom of this distance that was suddenly between them.

      “Alright, check back in soon.” She hung up and propped her hands on her hips before smiling at him. “Ready to go? Might as well get the show on the road.”

      His mouth sputtered as he looked from her to his unzipped pants and back again. “Nora, I think we should tal—”

      She held up her finger. “Hold that thought. Getting another call—oh shit. It’s Shanna.”

      He tensed. “Put her on speaker.”

      Nora nodded and tapped on the screen. “Shanna, girl, hey—”

      “Please…” Rushed breaths huffed on the other side. “I need your help.”
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      Drake’s truck careened into the hotel lot, parking crossways into the spot they’d left only a few hours before. When he hopped out of his side, only feet from Shanna’s room, her faded-blue door slammed open with a loud crack.

      Shanna screeched out her door, barreling straight into Drake’s arms. Even with a hysterical woman throwing herself at him, he seemed to remain focused, and all but threw Shanna into the back seat of the cab before slamming her door.

      “Drive! Drive! Drive! Oh my god, get me out of here! Get me out of here!”

      Drake leaped into the truck and sped out of the parking lot, dodging people from the party still raging on from earlier.

      “What’s going on, Shanna?” Nora raised her voice over her screams while trying to maintain a sense of calm amid Shanna’s chaotic fear.

      “They’re after me! I told you they’d be after me! I told you. Get me outta here and I’ll tell you anything you fuckin’ wanna know. Just get me outta here—”

      “Hey, it’s okay! What’s going on? Who’s after you?” When Shanna kept babbling and slapping the back of Drake’s seat, Nora twisted backward to grab hold of the woman’s thin, sweaty wrists to settle her wild movements. “I’m gonna need you to calm down, babe. Talk to me. What are you talking about?”

      “I-I got a call from one of my re-regular suppliers—”

      Oh, Hades in a handbasket, the poor thing’s high as a kite.

      Nora glanced at Drake, and, as if he’d read her mind, the truck slowed to a lawful speed.

      “No! Don’t you dare slow down.” The woman’s eyes were so wide, Nora half expected them to pop out of her head.

      “Shanna, babe, did you take something?”

      “I am not fucking high, alright? I mean, I am, but you don’t understand! They’re after me! You have to drive!”

      Nora kept her hold on the hysterical, paranoid woman and tried to talk her through her hyperventilation. “Shanna, breathe with me and try to calm down. What did you take? Do we need to go to a hospital?”

      “I don’t need to go to the hospital! I need to get the fuck out of here!”

      “Okay, okay. We won’t go there, yet. But if your symptoms start to get worse, we’ll have to.”

      “First, we’re going to our hotel and getting our things,” Drake explained. “After that, we’ll take you wherever you need to go.”

      “No! Y’all can’t go to your hotel! There’s no time! I don’t care where you take me! I’ll go anywhere, but we gotta get out of here now! Please! You have to believe me.”

      “Shanna—” Drake began, but Nora interrupted him, accessing the same voice and energy she used for survivors back at the clinic.

      “We believe you, babe. Take a deep breath, alright? Tell me what happened.”

      Shanna broke down in tears and Nora gave Drake a pointed look before mouthing. “Go to the hotel. I got this.”

      At his brief nod, Nora turned back to the sobbing woman and tucked greasy, faded two-toned hair behind Shanna’s ear so she could see her face.

      “What happened, babe?”

      Shanna’s breathing hitched, but thankfully began to slow from the dangerously fast pants she’d had. “I-I got a call from one of my guys. He said he had some new shi—don’t fuckin’ judge me.”

      She let go of Shanna’s wrists and raised her hands up in a defensive posture. “I’m not, I swear. I just want to know what’s going on.”

      Shanna sniffed and continued, seemingly placated by Nora’s insistence. “H-he told me to meet him at our usual spot and I-I walked there. Wasn’t nothin’ different ‘til I got there and he had a f-friend. S-somethin’ was weird. I just knew it. So I called it and told him I was leavin’.” She wiped her arm under her running nose. “Th-they didn’t like that. The other guy. He started sayin’… somethin’. I couldn’t understand him, but when he reached for me I figured whatever he was carryin’ on ‘bout wasn’t good and I didn’t wanna get kidnapped a fuckin’ third time—”

      A third time?

      “—so I ran. Th-they caught up to me. Hit me and tried to get me to s-stop—” She lifted her arms and Nora noticed for the first time that Shanna’s arms were covered in new bruises and fresh scratches.

      “Shit,” she muttered under her breath.

      Drake murmured out the side of his mouth. “Emergency kit’s on the floorboard back there.”

      “Thanks.” Nora climbed over the center console and joined Shanna, quickly finding a rubber tackle box with ‘MED’ and some other language painted in red across it.

      “Gloves,” Drake reminded her.

      “I know,” Nora replied absentmindedly as she opened the kit. She felt her eyes widen at the contents before shutting the case again and darting her gaze up to meet Drake’s in the rearview mirror. “Um… this is one heck of an emergency kit, my dude. Kevorkian would be proud.”

      “Half of that’s just sedatives,” he grunted and shrugged in response. Nora shook her head and went back to the kit, bypassing the gas mask, short saw, and open black case of syringes in search of gloves and more mundane necessities. Shanna’s wounds thankfully were only light scratches, so it didn’t take much time to apply ointment and bandages as she continued her story.

      “I kn-kneed the sonuvabitches in the balls and ran. Got back to my room and called y’all. I gotta get outta here.”

      “Good for you, girl. But you’re sure they followed you? Why do you think they’re after you?”

      “I know they were after me. The one… he had the same vibe as—” She swallowed. “I’ll go anywhere as long as I can lie low.”

      “We’ll help you, Shanna,” Nora answered. “We’re headed farther south from here and we’ll drop you off at a shelter on the way—”

      “No! I ain’t goin’ to one of those again.”

      “That’s the deal, Shanna.” Nora stayed firm as she met Shanna’s wild eyes. “We’ll take you wherever, but we’re dropping you off near a shelter. That’s nonnegotiable.”

      Fear, frustration, and resignation swirled in Shanna’s eyes before she finally sighed. “Fine. Have it your way. But if I get roped in again, that’s on you. Just get me the fuck outta here.”

      Get roped in again? What in the underworld is she talking about?

      “We’re gonna get on the highway as soon as we get our bags from the hotel,” Drake responded. “It’s not more than half an hour away. We’ll be there—”

      “No! We have to go now!” Shanna leaped out of her seat across the console toward Drake, aiming for the steering wheel. Nora yelped and tried to pull her back while the truck swerved.

      “Shanna! Get off of him!” Screams, arms, shouts, legs, curses, and hands were everywhere as Nora climbed on top of the flailing woman to peel her off of Drake while he kept trying to navigate the shaking truck. “Shanna!”

      The truck swerved hard right and stopped suddenly, but Shanna was still fighting for the wheel. Nora fell back into the seat and grabbed one of the syringes she’d seen in the kit and stabbed Shanna in the back of the thigh, depressing the plunger.

      The woman howled and reached for her leg, but the syringe was in too awkward of a spot for her to reach it. She writhed and Drake pushed her off of him until all of a sudden her voice cut off mid-scream. Her body went rigid just before she collapsed across the center console and slid upside down into the front passenger seat. A heavy breath escaped from her on one long groan.

      “Oh my gods… is she—”

      Shanna snored on a powerful inhale, giving Nora the ability to breathe again herself. She deflated against the back seat, gulping back her stress and taking stock of her surroundings.

      Drake had been able to pull over on the empty back road, and he seemed relatively unscathed, although the shoulder of his shirt had a rip in it. She then shifted back to the perpetrator, who was currently sawing logs headfirst on the front passenger floorboard.

      “Drake… what the actual fucking fuck did I fucking give that poor girl?”

      He hmphed as he reached for the syringe, pulling it unceremoniously from Shanna’s thigh before examining it. His placid face remained unchanging except for the slight widening of his eyes.

      “Drake… I don’t like that look.”

      “It’s fine. Just something we had leftover from MF7.” He laid the syringe in a cup holder before beginning to tap on his phone screen. “Should be fine.”

      “No, no, no. Tell me right now. What was it?”

      An agonizingly long moment passed where Nora wanted to yank his stupid, disheveled blond hair out of his stupid, sexy head.

      “Drake!”

      He finally looked up and deposited his phone back in his pocket. “It’s fine. Seriously.” He grabbed the syringe and rolled down Shanna’s window before chucking it into the woods. “She’ll probably wake up in a couple hours.”

      “Probably?”

      “Hand me one of those wipes back there.”

      Nora caught an inscription on the outside of the kit as she retrieved a pack of baby wipes. “What’s this writing?” She peered closer at the inked words. “Is this Arabic?”

      “Don’t worry about it.” He shrugged. “Get me a wipe, will you? And use one on your hands, too.”

      “Was that syringe dangerous? Is she gonna be okay?” Nora followed his directions and scrubbed her palms and fingers, curious at the way the cool cloth left a damp tingling behind.

      “She’ll be fine. And hey, these wipes are heavy duty stuff, so just swipe over your skin once, don’t keep using it or it’ll start to burn. When you’re done, toss it in the bio bag.”

      “Why didn’t you put the syringe in the bio bag?”

      His hands paused in their movements before he cleared his throat. “We, uh, we uh, just didn’t want that in here anymore.”

      “Oh my gods and goddesses and all the entities, Draco Malfoy, if you don’t start giving me some godsdamned answers I’m gonna attack you too—”

      A rumble from the previously silent back road made them both still.

      Drake’s eyes darted to the rearview mirror. “Shit, someone’s coming.”
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      She turned around to see faint headlights in the dimming summer night before shrugging and facing forward. “Big deal, it’s a road. We’ve got bigger problems like, say… I don’t know, maybe the unconscious woman in the front seat?”

      Drake put the truck in drive again and rolled out onto the street. “Yeah. It’s a back road that hasn’t had anyone on it yet besides us. I can’t tell yet because it’s too far behind us, but if it’s a police cruiser, he’s going to want to know why we stopped on the side of this road. And, as you pointed out, he’s going to wonder why we have a passed-out junkie in the front seat.”

      The idea of having to finesse their way out of a nosy cop conversation had the back of her neck sweating. “That’s fair. Let’s get a move on and hope we’re in the clear.”

      “That’s the current plan. Help me right her, will you?”

      They both tugged on various haphazardly strewn body parts—Nora more so than Drake since he was driving—until Shanna was sitting up more comfortably in the passenger seat. He sped back up and Nora buckled her in before settling into her own seat in the back.

      “You think someone was really following her?” Drake tilted his head in Shanna’s direction. “Or do you think she’s delusional and high?”

      Nora’s eyes drifted down Shanna’s pockmarked and veiny, bone-thin arms. “Probably both. What’re we gonna do with her?”

      “Not sure. She said she’d go anywhere. I say we grab our stuff back at the hotel, then head down to the address Snake gave us. Jasmine Thornton, that’s the woman’s name, right? The one we’re questioning next?”

      “Interviewing. Questioning sounds so true crime-y, and we’re not gonna get these people to talk to us if they think we’re investigating them.”

      “But we are investigating them. Isn’t it better to be up front about that?”

      She sighed and poked his shoulder. “Not everyone’s like you, Drake. People don’t just say what they think like friggin’ lunatics. A lot of people can’t handle the truth and they’ll clam up if we tell them that. Anyway, the answer to your initial question is yes. Jasmine has apparently lived with her grandmother for the last few years, but the girl’s got a history of truancy and running away. She was missing for a good chunk of that time. Still could be for all we know.” She pointed to Shanna with her thumb. “Hopefully she’ll have more to say than this one has so far.”

      “Maybe after Shanna talks to us we can figure out the best place to drop her off on the way.”

      “Like a shelter? I don’t know. The poor thing seemed really adamant about not going to one of those again. Which super sucks, because I know of one on the way that’s really reputable and can help.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Pix. If anyone can convince her, it’s you. You’ve got a silver tongue.” She shot her eyes up to the rearview and met Drake’s heated ones in the dim light, barely visible thanks to the lone car’s headlights far behind them.

      Her core tightened at the memory of them at the beach, but her heart ached. She’d gotten down on her knees for him, the epitome of vulnerability all over the world, but she hadn’t expected him to look at her like that. Like she was his world.

      His ocean-blue eyes had raged with emotion as he’d gazed down at her, as if he was begging her to dive right into those depths and share her soul with his. Thank goodness she had her defenses in place. Retreating into her own mind during intimate moments was a skill she’d honed over time, ever since the man who’d taken her virginity had stolen everything else from her, too. In the name of love.

      She’d been too young to understand how fucked up the situation was. It took years to realize that every time she’d given herself to him, she’d actually just fallen victim to his manipulation again. He’d taken until there was nothing left, without ever giving anything back. That’s not love.

      That’s theft.

      Checking out, putting on a smile, and hiding underneath the facade people wanted to see, protected who she really was from getting used again. If they didn’t see the real her, then anything bad that happened couldn’t affect the real her. It was the only way to protect her hopeful, gullible heart.

      Besides, it wasn’t like she was hurting anyone. Taking refuge in her mind helped her keep her distance, and everyone else got what they wanted to see. It was a win-win.

      Then why did it hurt with Drake?

      “We’re gonna have to talk about what happened, Nora.”

      The headlights from the encroaching car behind them shined brightly through the cabin, illuminating his dark eyes as they bore into hers.

      What in the underworld is he going on about? I gave him what he wanted.

      The fluttering in her lower belly turned into stone, weighing her to her seat. She pasted on her grin.

      “Talk about what, handsome? How I can’t wait to use that silver tongue on you again?”

      “No, we’re gonna talk about how you couldn’t even loo—shit.”

      The truck jerked as a loud crack resounded outside the cabin.

      “Fuck! Pix? You got anything important at the hotel?”

      She thought for a second as her heart raced, recalling only the spare changes of clothes. Her phone, purse, and laptop were with her, having never left her vicinity, like always.

      Crack! Crack!

      “Nora?”

      Alarm pinged through every nerve in her body as she met his serious eyes in the rearview mirror. “No! No, I’ve got all the essentials! What’s going on?!”

      Crack! Crack!

      Drake swerved on the road in a zigzag, making her seat belt work overtime to keep her from being flung around. A thunk in the truck metal made her yelp, and he slammed on the gas, plastering her body to her seat as he shouted back at her.

      “Don’t think we’re gonna make it to the hotel, Pix.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because someone’s fucking shooting at us, now get down!”

      A percussive boom filled the car, and she yelped before ducking. She waited a half second crouched over before she realized there was no explosion. No crashing glass.

      “What the heck?” She lifted her head to see a softball-sized circle of cracked glass had appeared in the window above her. Sitting up, she peered out the window to see a large, black SUV gaining ground behind them—

      Her arm was nearly yanked down, and another yelp escaped her.

      “Get the fuck down!”

      “Why aren’t I dead?”

      “Jesus, Pix, don’t say shit like that. It’s bulletproof glass,” he muttered. “Now listen to me and keep your head below the window. Bulletproof doesn’t mean impenetrable and we have to draw them in before we can get away. I installed that shit myself, but I don’t want my skills to be tested on you.”

      “What do you mean, ‘draw them in’?”

      He didn’t respond, eyes narrowed in focus.

       “Cryptic motherfudg—ahh!”

      Another thunk in the glass behind her had her cowering again, and she looked up to see the softball shape had a baseball friend beside it. She got on her knees, unable to stop herself from looking behind them.

      “Drake! They’re right there! Oh my gods, are you slowing down? Why?”

      “I’m gonna need you to shut up and trust me, Pix.”

      The SUV was gaining on them at an alarming rate and Drake was slowing down, no… drawing them in. She faced forward, wanting to ask more questions, but the concentration in his forehead made her snap her mouth shut. The two lines down the center of the road shined brightly in the truck headlights as Drake drifted over them.

      The cab began to brighten and Nora swiveled around to see that the SUV was now so near, the headlights were able to pierce the tinted windows.

      The urge to scream that they were getting closer made her slap her hand over her mouth to keep quiet. She couldn’t take her eyes off the steadily approaching enemy, though, especially when yet another softball-sized dent appeared on the right side of the rear window, as if they were aiming for Drake.

      Her heart raced faster as their truck slowed. She groaned behind her hand and hugged herself with her other arm as she watched helplessly.

      The SUV bumped into Drake’s tailgate. He slapped his hand on the underside of the dashboard. Their attacker swerved and loud tire screeches and pops replaced the gunshots. Drake stepped on the gas, flinging Nora back again. She clutched the top of her seat belt close and kept watching behind her in horror as the SUV flipped over and over again behind them.

      When it finally landed upside down, Nora squinted in the dimming light to try to identify the driver when he got out.

      Only he didn’t.

      “What just happened?” Her voice was a hoarse whisper and her breath bounced back at her from the cracked glass.

      “Steel road tacks. I installed them under the tailgate.”

      She whipped around, her jaw hanging open before her brow wrinkled. “I know you guys were fancy-pants military men, but who on earth were you expecting to come up against as a civilian private security company that you felt the need to install something like that?”

      He shrugged and gave her the tiniest grin. “I’m the weapons guy for our team. I play around with this shit for fun.”

      She looked back, the crashed SUV getting smaller with their distance. There was no other movement aside from smoke leaking from the hood.

      “Did you… are they dead?”

      His eyes glanced past her in the rearview mirror, and his lips formed a grim, thin line. “I don’t know if we’ll be that lucky. Either way, we don’t have the manpower to figure it out.”

      “Should we call the cops?”

      “We can’t. If we do, we’ll get implicated and we’re already shit at keeping a low profile as it is.”

      “Are we going back to the hotel?”

      “You said you have your essentials? I know I left a few of your bags in the toolbox in the bed of the truck.”

      Nora thought again before nodding. “Yeah, I didn’t really unpack. Just my clothing bags and toiletries.”

      “Same here. I’ve got a shit ton of camping supplies in the toolbox, too, if we need them. It’s better if we don’t go back to the hotel, then. We don’t know who those people were, whether they were for us or her.” He tipped his head to the unconscious woman beside him. “Or if they have been watching us, then for how long?”

      “They had to have been after her. No one else knew we were coming. Heck, I didn’t even know when we were leaving until I was all but thrown into the truck.”

      “Yeah… I guess you’re right. I still don’t want to chance it. No more hotels. Just in case.”

      She sighed and collapsed back into her seat. “Oh my gods, this is such a mess. What’re we gonna do?”

      His eyes met hers in the rearview before they shifted to their guest.

      “Wait until Sleeping Beauty wakes up, apparently.”
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      “What do you mean, you lost them?” Stefan hissed into his phone as he paced in front of Gail’s desk. “We have someone on the inside, and you still fucking lost them? How do you do that?”

      It was a disaster. Stefan’s men he’d sicced on the BlackStone Securities agents had failed epically. The woman the CTI security team had tailed wasn’t even meant to be alive, but someone over the last two years didn’t do their job. Or didn’t think she was worth killing.

      Thank God for that. Maybe she’ll have a chance this time.

      Of course, two years ago, Gail hadn’t known anything about Shanna Jacobs. Gail had successfully kept her head in the sand about the whole operation—and everyone involved—until two months ago. It took her assistant questioning her to her face, challenging her, and frankly, the threat of finally being caught, to go back and research her files.

      Now knowing the stories of the three women who’d attended the party at the Rahab Foundation’s request that year was the least she could do to alleviate her guilt. She still didn’t fully understand why the fourth woman had been invited, but the boss, as Stefan called him, was good at keeping his secrets.

      The new CTI security team supervisor coughed over the speakerphone. “I-I’m sorry. There was no way to know that the truck was decked out with road spikes. I lost good men today, sir.”

      “Oh, don’t give me that. The team is full of borderline thugs, and you know it. Maybe you weren’t ready for the promotion, hm?”

      There was a pause on the other side of the phone. “I’m sorry, sir. It won’t happen again.”

      “It better not. Find them before the week is out, or we’ll all be out of a fucking job.”

      He hung up the phone and crashed it to the desk, but Gail didn’t jump. She tilted her head at Stefan before continuing to type on the laptop in front of her computer monitor. “You know, if we had stayed hands off, they wouldn’t even know they’re being looked for.”

      “They might still not know that,” Stefan spat. “Our security team found Shanna Jacobs first, so they might think she was the target.”

      Gail shrugged and went back to the work on her screen. “Okay.”

      The scoff in front of her made her pause, her fingers ready over the keyboard. “Do you have something you would like to say, Stefan?”

      “Why are you so glib about this?”

      “There’s not much we can do about it one way or another, is there?” As she watched him have a meltdown in front of her, her eyes caught on the picture frame on her desk and her chest tightened. “The way I see it, we’re all operating on borrowed time anyway.”

      Besides, watching you lose it is a silver lining.

      Stefan sighed. “You’re always such a pessimist. You didn’t used to be this way, you know. What happened to you?”

      Gail pursed her lips as she mentally answered to the photo in front of her.

      What happened to me, Frank? Well, my second-in-command became a greedy leech and turned a nonprofit company with a focus on sharing technology into a human trafficking transportation hub. I’m now stuck in the middle because if I rat him out, all of us will be implicated, and then our new dreams—our lives—will go up in smoke. And how can I look in your eyes when you find out these last few years were paid in someone else’s blood?

      Her entire family had been living in limbo for a while. One decision could tip it all over the edge and have her life come crashing back down. She wasn’t even sure that was a bad thing anymore. But for her family, she would welcome any retribution. It was no less than she deserved.

      “I guess I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop. It only feels like a matter of time before we get kicked in the ass again.”

      Stefan huffed in annoyance and began to dial his phone again. “I’m going to call Vlad, maybe he’ll know what to do. He’s our best bet.”

      “I seriously doubt the Russian hitman will ever be our best bet—”

      Stefan held his finger up, making her hackles rise. Oblivious, he smiled before talking into the phone. “Vlad, I’m glad I could reach you, buddy. I know how busy you get. Hold on, I have Gail here, too.” He pressed the button for the speakerphone and leaned over the call screen. “Wanted to touch base with you. Turns out those BlackStone Securities fellas are pretty slippery—”

      “Are they alive?” An alarming scream—male or female, she couldn’t decipher, could’ve been both—echoed on the other end. Her wide eyes met Stefan’s as he gulped and answered.

      “Erm… is this, uh, a bad time?”

      “No.” A horrifying, pained cry echoed again before the slam of a door seemed to abruptly cut it off. “BlackStone, are they alive?”

      “Yes, um, technically—”

      “Technically? What does this word mean? What is this thing you say?” Another door opened and shut on the other end, and she waited with bated breath, wondering if another scream would occur. Sweat prickled on Stefan’s worried brow.

      “Answer.”

      Stefan jumped at Vlad’s terse prompting before replying. “The thing is, we had them, but then we lost them. They’re on their way south now—”

      “To you?”

      “What? Oh, no! No, no, no, no, no.” His nervous laughter made Gail wish she could stretch her leg under her desk and stab her heel into his shin. “No, we think they are still investigating. The contact says we’re not in their sights.”

      Yet.

      “Is the delivery in danger?” The menace in Vlad’s voice began to leak through the speaker, filling the room with its presence.

      “No!” Stefan yelled into the phone before clearing his throat. “I mean, no, of course not. Our facility will be open to your men. We’ll have a couple of our trusted security to help your guys out. There’s nothing to worry about. Not one bit.. I’ve got it under control.”

      The gentleman doth protest too much.

      Gail wanted to roll her eyes at Stefan’s reassurances. The way he was encouraging Vlad seemed like he’d be there himself, but it was always Gail who had to endure these things. Her interaction with the drivers was always minimal, but even a little mud on a good suit could ruin the whole day.

      Needless to say, human trafficking was more than ‘a little mud on a good suit’. It was a tragedy that she’d been too cowardly to stop.

      There was a pause over the phone, with mild murmuring, before Vlad spoke again. “The boss says you must take care of this. You must take care of this or we will not support you anymore.”

      All the blood drained from her face, leaving her cheeks cold. Prior to the lawsuit, CTI’s business had been dying a slow, cruel death, thanks to manufacturers going overseas and most big tech companies swallowing up smaller ones. Facing bankruptcy had been one of the major reasons why she’d looked the other way in the first place. For them to have gone through all this, and still get duped, had her feeling dizzy and light-headed.

      She fought the urge to vomit and had zero sympathy as Stefan collapsed in the seat across from her desk while trying in vain to argue with the formidable Russian. “B-but, you need us! Our containers! We designed them to fit your needs—”

      “Yes. Your containers. Not you.” It was surreal hearing her words preached back in his accent. Maybe if a man talked Gail’s sense into Stefan, the arrogant jackass would listen. It wouldn’t have been the first time her idea was heard better from a man’s voice. “We do not need you. You are one of many. We will shut down suppliers and buyers to your company and take your containers. Your containers can be a big help in a different company. Remember this thing.”

      “Vlad, our routes are important too! Our nonprofit status has us less monitored by government regulations and we ship all over the world, especially in locations where your deliveries are well received. You need us.”

      Gail resisted the urge to roll her eyes. She’d only met Vlad a few times at functions, but the man wasn’t one to be easily pushed around, if at all. Stefan had always been a victim of his own self-importance, but Vlad was the player who held all the cards. Her COO may believe he was high up in the chain of command, but Vlad was the de facto second to the general. And he’d been the brains of the operation from the beginning, years before Gail was ever blackmailed into joining. Now, though, she wondered which one exactly was in charge.

      “Fix this. If this delivery is in danger, so shall you be.”

      At the Russian’s last ominous words, the call cut off. Stefan stared vacantly at the phone, the same way Gail had the first time the doctor called to break the news about Frank. It’s hard to believe that your whole world can be threatened over something so mundane as a phone call.

      Stefan’s wide eyes darted to hers and his mouth opened and closed rapidly before he finally spoke. “D-do you… do you think he’s bluffing?”

      Gail huffed a laugh before she realized he was serious. Her head shook in disbelief. “You… you really thought we were untouchable, didn’t you?”

      “Maybe not untouchable,” Stefan sputtered. “But they couldn’t transport those women all over the world without our containers. They’re air-conditioned, and padded for soundproofing—”

      “They’re just metal coffins, Stefan! You should know that by all the graves surrounding us! Do you really think they give a shit whether the women are transported comfortably? The only criteria for those women is that they are alive and fuckable. And sometimes these psychopaths don’t seem to even care about that!”

      Her harsh words hurt to say aloud, but Stefan was too naive for her to use pretty metaphors or flowery language to circumvent the women’s tortured lives. When Stefan didn’t answer, his face red with emotion, she continued.

      “I think the more important question I have from that phone call was, what happened to this being the last delivery? Who cares what they do with us if we’re not working for them anymore? What are they doing threatening us if we’re supposed to be free and clear after this weekend?”

      His gaze shot to hers. “Oh, w-we’ll make sure it happens, Gail. I promise. Th-they told us that. We need this one to go off without a hitch, and then we can revisit our deal.”

      Her lips pressed together so tightly they began to hurt from the pressure. She returned her attention to her laptop and typed, not really seeing the screen through her red haze of anger.

      “Fuck, I don’t know what to do, Gail.”

      Stefan rocked and doubled over in his chair before clasping his hands over the back of his head as if he was bracing for impact. She’d always wondered why airplane safety videos instructed the stance. With the spine and neck exposed, it seemed that the position made the person more vulnerable to break where they were weakest.

      “Gail, please. What do we do? What if the delivery doesn’t pan out? We can’t have another fuckup on our hands.”

      He was right, they couldn’t. It’d be over for one, or both of them, if another deal went south on their watch.

      Her eyes drifted to the frame that held all the love she had in this world. Perhaps if she were no longer in the picture, others might be left in peace.

      She closed her laptop, deciding to call it a day and go back home. “You’ve done enough, Stefan. I’ll take care of everything.”
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      It took way too long for Shanna to open her eyes.

      Devil had warned Draco that—depending on what was already in her system—it could take a couple of hours for her to wake up from the experimental drug Nora had injected her with. But even armed with that reassurance, Draco still sweated every minute she remained unconscious.

      Nora had thankfully napped during that time, and he’d enjoyed listening to her quiet, sleeping breaths behind him. But when Shanna woke up screaming, jackknifing up like someone escaping a nightmare, she’d startled Nora awake too and he’d nearly knocked the woman out himself to shut her up again so his little pixie could get some rest.

      He’d had to pull over again on an empty country road so he could wrangle Shanna. He had to hand it to the woman, she was a fighter. By the end of it, frustration and exertion had tried his patience.

      Against Nora’s objections, he’d strapped Shanna into the back seat using his paracord key chain to tie her in a handcuff knot. The crazed woman had rightfully lost her shit then, but it was a good thing for all of them that Nora had more empathy than he did. It was only after she’d gotten Shanna to finally calm down that Nora’s no-nonsense kicked in and got down to business.

      “Alright, girl. Now’s your time to shine. We made a deal. You tell us what you know, we drop you off on our way to our destination.”

      Shanna sighed and took another sip of water from the bottle Nora had fitted in her cuffed hands. “So… what do y’all wanna know?”

      “Love the question, girl.” Now in the passenger seat, Nora swiveled around to face Shanna and sat cross-legged with her seat belt against her back. “Alright, let me go ahead and tell you who we are. My associate and I work for a group who is trying to take down awful men like the ones who hurt you—”

      An ugly snort erupted from Shanna. “That’s a long fuckin’ list, and it ain’t just men. But good on you for tryin’ I guess.”

      At Shanna’s admission, Draco could see the nearly nonexistent tells of Nora’s bottled outrage. Once again, he witnessed how exceptionally good his pixie was at shoving her emotions down for the sake of someone else as she continued the conversation.

      “I’m sorry, Shanna. But I promise you, we’re trying to take down a whole slew of big baddies. This guy here was actually on the team that rescued you when you were a kid.”

      “The fuck?” Shanna gawked at him in his rearview mirror. “Are you for real? I was shot up with drugs, but do you remember me?”

      Draco shook his head. “I don’t. It’s what we did. Unfortunately, there were a lot of people we had to save over the years.”

      Shanna didn’t reply, but the tension in the truck eased significantly.

      “The more you can share, the better prepared his team and I will be to help others who’ve suffered like you. First things first, we know that after you were rescued, you actually did okay for yourself. An all A student before you went to that party in Ashland two years ago, right? You wanna fill in the blanks?”

      “It ain’t no Disney fairy tale, just warnin’ you.”

      “Trust me.” Nora’s voice lowered and took on an edge Draco hadn’t heard before. “I’ve heard my fair share of horror stories.”

      The woman gulped audibly and nodded. “Alright. Here goes. Y’all know I was kidnapped when I was real young. Thank God I don’t remember much of it. I’ve always thought that was a superpower, being able to forget. All I know from that time is that I was a kid, they stole my innocence, and for years they tried to take the rest of me too. Until me and the other girls I was with were rescued.”

      The way she so simply described one of the most horrendous events anyone could ever experience had him grinding his teeth hard enough to make his jaw hurt.

      “A shelter helped me—”

      “The Rahab Foundation?” Nora asked about the organization his team at MF7 regularly used to help reintroduce the survivors back into the world. Apprehension twisted his stomach.

      “Yeah, that was them. They got me a therapist, drug counseling, helped me get back on track in school, even donated new clothes since I had a growth spurt while I was gone. After a while, they stopped contacting me. I guess they thought I was fine enough by then, but my home was even worse than before I was kidnapped.”

      “How so?” Nora asked.

      “My momma and I weren’t ever in a good place. Before or after. Especially not after. I don’t think she liked all the attention I got. Which was funny because I didn’t ask for any of it. Anyway, she always put her boyfriends above me and my brothers, and as I got older, she and I fought a lot. She hated that I wanted to get the hell outta Cambo, thought I was too big for my britches and ungrateful for the shitty trailer we lived in. So it was really weird when she was all excited one day because the Rahab Foundation invited me out of the blue to some fancy shindig. They told me that because I’d been trafficked, they could get me a full ride somewhere. I probably would’ve questioned it if it hadn’t felt so good to have Momma be happy with me for a change. And hell, they have scholarships based on height alone, so I figured, why the hell wouldn’t somethin’ like that exist for a girl like me after everything I’d been through?

      “Momma got me a dress and even drove me all the way to Ashland to drop me off at the party. I realized later we never even talked about what time she’d pick me up. I’ve always wondered if she left that place and never looked back.

      “The fundraiser was ritzy. A few people seemed interested in my future, but then I realized that most of the men I talked to didn’t give a shit about me, just my body. I’d been there, done that, and wasn’t interested in that kinda shit. I quit talkin’ to all of them and got to know the other two girls who were with me, instead.”

      “Two girls?” Nora pulled her phone from her back pocket. “Not three?”

      “Just two of ‘em. Jasmine and Calianne. Real sweet, too. We were all dressed to the nines with me in my red dress, Jasmine in her yellow, and Calianne rockin’ these killer orange heels. Once we all got together, we finally started havin’ fun at that godforsaken party. It was nice to meet someone with a story like mine, and we were all excited about that scholarship. We didn’t know it was bullshit at the time, though.”

      “You’re good at faces, right?” Nora showed her phone to Shanna. “Are these the women you saw that night?”

      Shanna leaned forward to inspect the screen. “Jasmine, for sure. I wanna say Calianne looked older than this picture—”

      “Yeah, I think it’s an old pic,” Nora offered.

      “Hm… maybe… Anyway, the blonde girl I don’t remember at all. She coulda been there, but I didn’t talk to her, and she wasn’t there for the Rahab Foundation’s imaginary scholarship either.”

      Draco cleared his throat. “How do you know the scholarship wasn’t real?”

      “Uh, maybe because the scholarship was BS and the Rahab Foundation is all a scam?”

      Before he could ask another question, Nora cut in again. “We believe you, babe. What happened next?”

      “I wasn’t a real big partier back then. Once you’re forced to take drugs and you quit ‘em, it ain’t so appealin’ to dive on back in, ya know? I remember havin’ two glasses of champagne one minute and then the next wakin’ up mid-fuck with some old, fat-ass white guy. Anything I blocked out as a kid… well, let’s just say I think I lost that superpower after that.”

      Her voice had been bored and irritated before, but a crack during the last sentence altered her speech into that haunting monotone he’d heard so many times from the women his team had worked to save. It had an emptiness that is only born the moment all hope is lost.

      “I couldn’t move, couldn’t feel anything, really. It was almost like I was dead inside. I could barely make out his face until I saw it a couple of months ago on TV. Mitchell Strickland.” She scoffed. “Look who’s dead now, motherfucker.”

      “His death was too easy.” The anger lacing Nora’s words made him proud.

      “After that, they put me in a tiny room full of other women, I think.”

      “Were Jasmine and Calianne there with you?” Nora asked.

      “I’m not sure. To be honest, I don’t remember much except sleepin’ and how good it felt when they shot me up to put me out. Every time I woke up and got put down again, I was somewhere different. Hotel bed, bathroom, fabric all around me, that was when I was stuffed in a bag—” Nora shuddered beside him. He reached across the console to grip her thigh in silent encouragement. One of her hands rested over his as Shanna continued her story. “Wherever we were after that, I just remember it being cold and hard on my back. When they moved me from there, I tried to look out the bag. We’d been in a big metal box. One of those, uh—” She snapped her fingers until Nora answered with a hint of dread in her voice.

      “A shipping container?”

      “Yeah, one of those! When they took me away, I remember peekin’ out of the bag and seein’ a string of letters and numbers on the doors. Or maybe it was another letter. I honestly don’t know anymore.”

      “What were they?” Nora asked.

      “Lemme think… it was, um. C, T, and then all I remember after that was a bunch of numbers.”

      Nora’s thigh tensed underneath his fingertips. “Let me ask,” she began. “Is there any chance it said ‘CTI’?”

      “Psh, I don’t fuckin’ know. It wasn’t like I had a damn pencil.”

      “That’s okay. Just what you remember, then. No pressure,” Nora responded with all the kindness he lacked. “What happened after that?”

      “Everything’s a blur except for the first time I was in front of all these men, naked. They were talkin’ and laughin’ and I couldn’t understand what was goin’ on until I was passed around. That happened a few times. Different places. Mostly shitty hotels.”

      Nora sucked in a breath. “I’m so sorry, Shanna.”

      She lifted a shoulder. “I think I was sold. Everyone always asks, ‘why didn’t you run away?’ but eventually I checked out. Forgot what I used to be. Where I wanted to go. I liked the sleep they gave me and the high they supplied me. I mean, maybe this was my punishment for fightin’ with my mom all the time, I don’t fuckin’ know, but it had to be somethin’ wrong with me, since this was the second time I’d been caught up in it.”

      “Don’t blame yourself.” Nora’s voice was full of conviction. “It had nothing to do with you, Shanna.”

      “Actually, I think it did have to do with me. At that first party, one of them talked about how I was one of the Rahab Foundation’s girls and how they were supposed to ‘expire’ me after or some shit. I don’t fuckin’ know why they were told that, and why they didn’t. Sometimes, I wish they had.”

      While Nora tried her best to cure Shanna of her worst thoughts, Draco’s spiraled around the organization his team had used for seven years. He wished Shanna was wrong, but his gut told him she was telling the truth.

      His teammates had mentioned that their prior contacts might’ve been compromised. Their mission as MF7 had been to rescue trafficking victims all over the world. They’d used the Rahab Foundation specifically to provide a multitude of services and reconnect survivors with their families.

      The way she’d talked before about how they’d helped her had given him a modicum of hope. But this woman had confirmed independently that the organization was a sham. And no doubt, all their hard work had been for the enemy, not for the good. The realization made him sick.

      “After the parties started—and that’s what they called them, too, parties—I didn’t give a shit about anything. I gave up. Let them fuck me. Begged for the drugs. I was the party favor everyone wanted until one day I guess I wasn’t good enough anymore. They took me to a hotel. Had a party and I passed out from the drugs. When I woke up, they’d all left.”

      “They just… left?” Nora asked. “They left you there?”

      “Yup. I was there for a while too, until I realized I could leave. It took me needin’ my next fix to figure it out. After that, I tried to find my family. I did, actually, at one point. They were livin’ in a nice house, much nicer than where we lived before. I saw my mom. She told me that their lives were better off without me and if I came back, I’d be makin’ my brother’s lives worse. She wouldn’t tell me how. I wouldn’t have believed her, except she looked real scared, and actually gave me money for a change. So I took it and stayed gone.

      “Didn’t rightly know what to do with myself, so I kinda… kept on keepin’ on. Doin’ what I knew: men and drugs. I didn’t want this for myself—” Her voice broke before she cleared her throat. “I don’t want this for anyone except all the bastards that put me there. But at least what I’m doin’ to myself now is me doin’ it.”

      “Did you ever try to find help?” Nora asked.

      Shanna’s face darkened. “After the Rahab Foundation fucked me over royally like that? Hell no. I wanted to. Even went to libraries and tried to find the foundation again so I could give ‘em a piece of my mind, but no one knew what the fuck I was talkin’ about,” she scoffed. “Figures. I almost didn’t wanna use y’all, but you guys were my ticket out.” She shook her rope handcuffs. “Didn’t know y’all’d knock me out and be up for kinky shit though, or I might’ve changed my mind.”

      “Yeah, about that,” Nora began. “If you hadn’t freaked out on us twice, you’d be free right now. I promise we’ll let you go wherever we drop you off.”

      “What’d you hit me with? I actually feel… good. Not like ‘high’ good. But good good. It’s weird.”

      “Irrelevant. It didn’t harm you, so you don’t need to worry about that,” Draco answered before Nora could. “What is important is while you were passed out, someone in a black SUV attacked us. Do you happen to know anything about that? Like who or why?”

      Shanna’s sickly skin paled. “I… I don’t know, honestly. I’m sorta runnin’ low on cash lately, which means I’ve got my share of enemies. But usually I can um… pay for that in a different way, if you catch my drift.”

      Nora nodded. “Okay… is there anything else you can think of?

      “That’s everythin’ to know about me, really. Not very glamorous, huh?”

      Nora’s smile was genuine, but sad. “You could start over, you know. New town, new life? You’ve done it once, you can do it again. I work with survivors professionally, and I know a place that’s great—”

      “Nope. Not doin’ it. I ain’t goin’ back into that shit—”

      “They’ll take care of you, I swear. They’re not like the people who’ve hurt you. There are good resources out there that you can use. The Rahab Foundation, what they did, was horrible in so many ways, one of which is they made you think there aren’t people who want to help you. But we exist, I promise. Just… trust me? Please?”

      “I’m sorry. I can’t. I won’t go back. I don’t know you from Adam. Y’all are nice for lettin’ me hitch a ride with you, but you’re basically a free bus ticket. That don’t mean I trust you.”

      A defeated sigh left Nora’s body as she sagged against the seat belt. “Fair. I can’t fault you for that.”

      They’d arrived at the small town, two hours from Jasmine’s home, and while Nora talked with Shanna, Draco had already slowed outside the shelter Nora had told him about. Before he could speed back up, Shanna seemed to realize where they were and screamed bloody murder again.

      “No! I said no! No!”

      Nora clasped Shanna’s bony shoulders and reassured her until the scared woman calmed down again. “Listen to me Shanna. Listen, listen, listen. We’re dropping you off down the street. What you do from there is up to you, got it? You have my number, but I’m not leaving you without giving you access to possible resources, okay?”

      Shanna’s bottom lip quivered and pure, unadulterated fear shone in her glassy eyes. Anger flooded through him while guilt stabbed icy needles into his chest. By using the Rahab Foundation, MF7 could’ve caused the same fear in women, just like Shanna.

      How the fuck can we fix this shit?

      He parked down the street in a superstore parking lot and turned to untie the rope around Shanna’s wrists.

      “Y-y’all won’t force me to go?” Shanna asked.

      Nora shook her head while Draco unraveled the rope. Shanna rubbed her wrists, even though he hadn’t made the cuffs tight enough to cause any pain.

      “Fine,” Shanna continued. “I-I’ll think about it. I got your number and I know where this place is. If I need it, I’ll use it.”

      A huge exhale left Nora’s small body. “Good. Thank you. I know that’s a hard decision, but I also know you’re making the right one. Call me literally any time.” She turned toward the supermarket and flashed a grin back at him. “My associate here seems to be able to read my mind. Let’s go inside here. We’ll buy you some groceries, some clothes if they’ve got them, and a bag. Then you can be on your way and go wherever you need to go. Sound good?”

      Shanna swallowed and nodded once more. “Th-thank you. I, um, I don’t have anything to give you, though.”

      “Don’t worry about it. No need to thank me. Just love yourself, alright? That’s what I want from you.”

      The woman’s voice was small, but had a hopeful tone as she nodded and spoke. “I’ll um, I’ll do my best.”

      Nora’s genuine, wide smile made his chest squeeze as she spoke. “That’s all we can ever do, my friend.”
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      Nora could tell by his easing posture when they’d left the small town that they’d stayed too long for his liking. They’d gotten their own essentials at the department store and sent Shanna on her way. The parting was brief, and Nora couldn’t help but hope that the girl would take her advice and get some help. That was all that they could do for her. Nora had learned at an early age you can’t force people to help themselves.

      After they’d left Shanna, they’d stopped by a gas station with a truckers’ bathroom. Both of them had taken showers and Drake had kindly waited for her on a bench outside the restroom, which she waltzed out of in her new cheap department store dress. She hadn’t known which outfit would be best for questioning Jasmine, but cheerful Southern belle worked a good percentage of the time, so she’d rolled with it again.

      “I feel like a brand-new woman,” she exclaimed as soon as she’d twirled out of the bathroom. Drake had his phone to his ear and a sour expression on his face, no doubt at her signature Southern girl sundress, purple heels, and cardigan. “Don’t give me that look, sir. I’m not dressing for you. I’m dressing for the interview with Jasmine. Are we driving there first or staying somewhere around here?”

      “Let’s talk about it in the truck. I’m on the phone with Snake now, so let’s go,” his low grumble made the butterflies dance in her belly. She crossed her arms, just in case her nipples decided to come out too, and followed behind Drake into the truck.

      “Hold on, Snake.” Drake tucked his phone in his pocket and opened her door. Without a word, he picked her up and deposited her into the truck. He didn’t even seem to notice the epic scowl she was giving him after he’d manhandled her yet again.

      Okay, so he probably already knows I sorta, kinda like it. But who the eff cares? Feminism is what I say it is, damnit.

      “Hi, Nora.” Snake’s voice came out over the Bluetooth speaker, interrupting her inner tirade against the patriarchy.

      “Superman! What’s going on, my friend.” Draco stiffened beside her.

      “Draco was filling me in on what Shanna said. Poor woman, especially after her own family turned her away like that.”

      “Yeah,” Nora replied with a grimace, her bubbly, fresh mood quickly deflating with the topic. “I-I think they sold her. That’s my initial theory, anyway.”

      “Really?” Snake asked. The sound of typing on a keyboard began on the other end as Drake turned on the truck and began to drive. The veins underneath his dragon ouroboros tattoo moved while he turned the wheel, and she crossed her legs because apparently, her body was majorly sex deprived and couldn’t keep it together. Being alone with him for the first time since she’d had him in her mouth probably wasn’t helping, either.

      “There’s a safe rest stop near Jasmine’s house. I looked it up while you were showering. I’m afraid to stay at a hotel since we don’t know who was in that SUV, and this way, we’ll have a quick getaway if we have to.”

      “Makes sense. It’s too bad though.” She huffed, more than a little disappointed they wouldn’t be able to explore what they’d started on the beach in a bed. Her cheeks began to heat as her mind started to wander, and she tried to cover the one on Drake’s side with her hand.

      She glanced at him, wondering if he’d noticed the hot blush, only to see the same desire she felt reflected in his eyes. Unbidden, her tongue darted out to lick her lips, and a rumble began in his chest.

      Oh my goddesses, get a grip lady bits. Concentrate. This is important. Get this convo out and then we can do whatever it is the both of us are obviously thinking.

      She imagined physically pushing away her lust to continue the conversation. Thankfully, Snake paused in whatever he was typing and asked another question.

      “Why are you thinking her family sold her, Nora?”

      “Um, right. Shanna.” She cleared her throat and tried to do the same with her mind. “Shanna said her mother somehow received an invite, suddenly got all mother-daughter with her, then dropped her off and literally never looked back. I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s what happened since they popped up in a nice little mini-mansion afterward. Plus, when Shanna tried to go back home, her mom gave her money to disappear.”

      Draco muttered a curse under his breath, only low enough for Nora to hear. Now that the conversation had continued, his entire body was tense again.

      “What do you think about the ‘CT’ container?” Nora asked, hoping to move the conversation along so she could talk to Drake alone and get him to relax again.

      “I’m really fucking pissed at myself for this one. I don’t know if you remember, Nora, but the information we were given when we went to save Ellie that night—”

      And me.

      “And Nora,” Drake growled her thought out loud. Her eyes snapped to his furrowed brow before his knuckles popping drew her attention away. His hands were so tight on the steering wheel, it looked like either they or the wheel were about to snap.

      He was mad… wait, no. He was furious. For her. When was the last time someone had stuck up for her the way he consistently did?

      No, don’t go down that road. Thinking like that will only lead to heartbreak.

      The pause over the phone dragged on until Snake finally spoke again. “Uh, I’m sorry, Draco, I don’t know if I heard you correctly.”

      “You said you went to go save Ellie. You went to go save Nora that night, too.”

      “Oh… right, yeah.” Snake’s dismissive laugh on the other side made her grimace. “Sorry, of course. Sorry, Nora, I forget sometimes.”

      “I forget sometimes.”

      She was used to them talking about Ellie’s kidnapping, and Ellie being the one they searched for, and Ellie being the one they’d saved. But Draco was right, she’d been there too in the end. The fact that someone remembered—the fact that he remembered—gave her a pang in her chest, and her stomach fluttered again.

      She fought the instinct to wrap Drake up in an embrace and cleared her throat instead. “It’s alright, Snake—”

      “The fuck it is, Pix.” His stormy ocean eyes bore into her. “You were kidnapped right in front of me.” He faced the dashboard again and shouted at Snake. “Every time I hear about that night, Nora’s never mentioned. What the fuck is up with that?”

      Her heart swelled with emotion—

      Nope. Shut it down. Think about anything else, stupid heart.

      As if her brain wanted to rebel, too, a vision flashed across her mind of his strong protector’s hands gripping her hips hard enough to leave fingerprints.

      “Shit… you’re right, I’m so sorry, Nora. That was insensitive of me. It’s just, you were the one who helped cause a distraction that night and rescuing Ellie was already our objective, so I forget about you—”

      “Goddamnit, Snake—”

      Nora reached across the center console and gently squeezed his forearm, trying to calm his anger. His tense muscles relaxed under her touch and she began to stroke up and down the coarse blond hair. He shivered and focused on her again. That desire was definitely back for both of them—not that it’d ever left for her—and her body wasn’t going to let her ignore her needs this time.

      “I know, I know, guys. I’m sorry. That sounds shitty… but it’s really a compliment. I mean, you were so capable that it’s hard to remember that you even needed saving.”

      Complimentary or not, Snake’s sentiment made her smile crack in half. But Drake’s undivided attention pieced her back together. Aside from driving, he was fixated solely on her.

      The way his hungry eyes watched her every movement as she tried to calm him down gave her a wicked idea. She’d have to play it just right.

      “Let’s move on,” she suggested, now massaging his bicep. “What were you saying about the container, Snake?”

      “Oh, right. Okay, so the address we were given was actually for the location of a certain container. The first three letters in the code are C-T-I. We thought originally that it’d been a meeting spot, but Hawk says he thinks he remembers one of the guys talking about them.”

      “What’s that mean?” Nora asked as she leaned over the center console. Drake’s eyes flared with interest as she rubbed her hand up his thigh.

      “Those codes on the container are apparently serial numbers. The first three letters signify who owns the container. Give you a guess on who owns the one with C-T-I emblazoned on it. I don’t know why I didn’t fucking think of it before.”

      “Me either,” Drake grumbled under his breath, as he gently pushed her shoulder back and pointed to the center console before pressing a small button. The entire console flattened, effectively transforming the front bucket seats into a bench seat, making it easier for her to kneel right beside him.

      “We’ve had a lot going on, to be fair,” Nora reasoned, giving Drake a mocking frown. “And none of us are experts in container codes.”

      He shrugged, wholly unapologetic for his sass, and rested his long arm across her back. When he cupped her ass cheek, she gave him a wicked grin and delved under his T-shirt to trace the warm skin above his waistband. 

      “Bottom line,” Snake continued. “We already knew from Naomi that CTI is mixed up in this somehow. We need to figure out the extent of that involvement. I haven’t discussed this with anyone other than Hawk yet, but are you guys up for another leg on your road trip?”

      A small smile formed on Drake’s face, and Nora couldn’t help but match him before she drew down the zipper over the bulge in his jeans. “I’m down if Drake is up for it.”

      “Believe me, I’m up for it. Where are we going?” He dragged the hem of her dress up to her lower back and kneaded her panty-clad ass cheek, pulling her impossibly closer to his cock. She peered over the steering wheel, impressed that the man was navigating the dark back road effortlessly despite what they were doing.

      “There’s a CTI distribution plant near your next destination. I think it’d be good if you guys, erm, stopped by. Maybe scoped the place out a little bit?”

      “Oh, oh, oh! A stakeout!”

      Drake laughed at her antics, but it shifted to a dark chuckle as his hand curved over her butt and down in between her legs. His index finger and pinky nudged her inner thighs apart before his middle and ring fingers began to caress the thin fabric covering her center.

      Nora half listened to Snake blab on as she worked to free Drake’s hardened shaft from the confines of his jeans. She left his pants buttoned and tugged him through the zipper hole before stroking up and down his rigid length in retaliation.

      “Yup,” Snake agreed. “At the very least, you could maybe confirm the codes on the containers. Other than that, you could try to see if there’s anything else interesting going on. Nora, do you have your jammer?”

      Drake pushed her panties aside and found her core, making it impossible for her to hide the breathiness in her voice. “Drake… did you, uh… did you grab my black bag from Jules’s place?”

      “The one that says ‘Mischief Managed’? Obviously.” His index finger spread her arousal to her clit before swirling around her entrance. “It’s one of the bags I left in the toolbox, so we still have it.”

      Her laugh coughed out at the same time as a moan tried to escape. “What do you mean, ‘obviously’? You don’t even know what’s in it.”

      His voice was matter of fact as he sank his fingers into her pussy, making her cry out. “If it’s got that on it, I figured it was one of your wizarding bags of tricks you’d need.”

      Nora bent to lick his cockhead, loving the way he hissed above her. She whispered against his hard shaft. “Aw… my little Malfoy knows me so well.”

      She took him in hand and encircled her lips around the tip before sucking the length of him into her mouth. His low groan made her clit tingle. “I think you know I’m not little.”

      “What the hell?” Snake’s voice was sharp on the other line. “What am I listening to here?”

      “Nothing,” Drake answered before jutting his hips up to plunge his cock against the back of her throat, nearly making her gag. “The jammer’s in that bag, Pix?” She nodded up and down his shaft and hummed her assent. “Fu—yeah, she has her jammer, then.”

      “Okay… just, make sure to get as close as you can without their video surveillance catching you and then you can use the jam—”

      Nora jerked up, making Drake’s cock pop from her mouth. She glared at the speakers, wishing Snake could see her scoff. “Snake, are you for real mansplaining me my own device right now? I know how to jam surveillance feeds. It’s why I friggin’ bought the thi—”

      In one quick move, Drake slipped his finger out from inside her and palmed the back of her head. In the next motion, his cock probed her open lips before slipping back into her mouth.

      She hummed a giggle before flattening her tongue to make room for his size and let him set her pace with his hand on the back of her head.

      “Good, I’m glad you have it…” Snake is still talking? “Like I said, I don’t know what we’re looking for specifically, but I’m sure the two of you can find something out when you get there…”

      Drake whispered into her hair. “Do you like sucking my cock while another man is talking to you? I could put the call on video, so he has a good view.”

      As Snake droned on, Nora sat up on her knees and kept her hands moving while she whispered back. “You wouldn’t.”

      “Don’t challenge me, Pix.” His blond eyebrows raised before a small smile formed on his face. “What about a wager?” Excitement made her giddy at the prospect of a bet. “If I come before you do, I turn it on. He’ll have to watch you come after you’ve swallowed me down. That way we’ll all know you’re mine.”

      The thrill she’d felt was sliced down by a double-edged sword.

      I’m his.

      The two words struck a nerve and her heart did a peculiar jump. She swallowed and looked at the phone on the dashboard where Snake was now apparently chatting about Naomi’s homemade chocolate chip cookies, still unaware of what they were doing.

      “And if I come before you do?” she asked, her voice wavering.

      His finger traced the sensitive shell of her ear, sending delicious shivers down her spine, threatening an orgasm with that gentle caress alone.

      “If you come before I do, little pixie, all you have to do is look in my eyes when I finally get to be inside that sweet cunt of yours.”

      Panic shot through her, and the urge to flee was so strong she nearly ripped out of Drake’s hold. His grip on her head loosened and his lips tightened into a thin, grim line. The hurt in his eyes crushed her.

      Fuck, she hated herself for ruining the moment. He’d been so relaxed and happy a millisecond before. She blinked slowly and swallowed down her fear. When her eyes opened again, she cocked a smirk and gave him a wink before giving him the reassurance he needed.

      “Deal. Either way I win.”

      It’s not a lie. It’s not.

      She pulled from his loosened grasp and dove onto his cock, relaxing her throat and not thinking about her gag reflex so she could swallow the tip at the back.

      “Fuck.” Drake immediately curved his long arm over her back before snaking his hand underneath her panties and between her thighs. His fingers immediately found her core and spread her pussy before pushing his thumb inside her channel. She moaned around his cock while Drake moved his other hand to the bottom of the steering wheel, somehow still driving.

      “Draco? Nora? Did I lose you?”

      “No. Keep going,” Drake answered, whether to her or Snake, she didn’t know, but she didn’t dare break her connection. Instead, she wrapped her fingers around the base of his cock and hollowed her cheeks. The new grip helped her increase her pace as she bobbed up and down his length.

      “Okay… well the woman you’re on your way to see now, Jasmine Thornton, I really don’t have much info on her. The gap between her rescue by MF7 and the party is alarmingly small. Not even six months. It’s almost like we rescued her, then she attended the party and went missing again. You’re going to her grandmother’s house…”

      Nora tuned out again as Drake stroked his thumb against her G-spot while massaging her clit with his index finger. Almost like her brain wasn’t in charge anymore, her hips lifted to help him get a better angle.

      Trying to take control, she shifted one hand to glide along his length while she sucked him and cradled his balls with the other. She lightly grazed the sensitive flesh with her nails, aiming to give him a mix of sensations so he’d hopefully come before her.

      Sorry, Snake. I don’t want you to see this either, but a bet’s a bet, and I have to win.

      But her body continued to betray her, tightening around his thumb as it rubbed against the sensitive spot inside of her and his index finger gained speed. Her breath came in pants, making it nearly impossible to keep her rhythm on his shaft.

      Godsdamnit, even the lead-up with this man is better than any sex I’ve had before.

      The realization terrified her.

      She closed her eyes and tried to block everything out, switching it up and using both hands to squeeze and stroke his shaft, working hard to make sure he came first. She swallowed him to the back of her throat again, eliciting a curse from Drake, and only letting up when the truck jerked.

      “Everything alright? Nora? You’re pretty quiet, what do you think?”

      “We’re fine. Had to dodge a pothole on this back country road. Nora’s… um, asleep,” Drake answered aloud before grumbling so low she almost couldn’t hear herself. “You’re trying really fucking hard not to have to look at me when we have sex. Aren’t you, Pix?”

      Her heart fluttered along with her pussy, reminding her that somewhere deep down she wanted to have that moment of sheer intimacy with him.

      But she didn’t. She couldn’t. She’d learned the hard way how important it was to keep people at arm’s length. Her mind couldn’t forget, even if her heart and body were desperate to repeat past mistakes.

      Every moment with Drake, every word, every look, brought him closer than she’d ever let herself get before. Goddesses above, his fingers alone were coaxing her very soul to the surface with every featherlight caress.

      Her pussy began to flutter as she climbed that peak. Despite all her efforts to make him come first, to avoid letting him see the depth of her secrets in her eyes, her muscles vibrated with tension, seeking release as he kept his steady rhythm inside and outside her core. Her hands barely propped herself up above his cock as he brought her ecstasy with every slight movement inside her.

      She finally gave in.

      Her lower belly tightened and her sex thrummed with her release. Nerve endings fired off in response, making her lose her mind while she tried not to collapse onto his cock. Her walls spasmed around his fingers as she whimpered.

      “That’s it, Pixie. Let me see you come apart.”

      Heavy tension evaporated from every muscle in her body, leaving a floating sensation behind. He gently eased his thumb out of her, keeping his index finger on her clit until the aftershocks were finally over.

      After a moment of collecting her breath and sanity, movement underneath her brought her back to the present. It took a second to realize he was stuffing his cock back in his jeans.

      This dude really thinks we’re finished. Abso-fucking-lutely not, handsome.

      “No,” she whispered, waving his hand away with hers before pumping his shaft. “I might’ve lost the bet, but I’m still good to fulfill the rest of my bargain.”

      “Nora, you don’t have to—” She enveloped his cock and swallowed the head at the back of her throat. “Motherfucker.”

      “This is ridiculous, I feel like I’m talking to a wall,” Snake whined. “Ah, there you are, now I can see you, Draco.”

      “Shit. Snake, what the fuck, man?” Drake’s hand shoved her all the way down his thick length, nearly making her gag if she hadn’t been prepared.

      “I figured I’d video chat you. I don’t think we could hear each other well before and I wanted to touch all the bases before you get to your rest stop for the night. So how close are you?”

      “Pretty goddamn fucking close, Snake. You didn’t need to fucking video—”

      “Good, let me know when you guys get there. I know you’re driving but I wanted to show you this before we got off.”

      “I think that’s gonna happen on my end sooner than you think.”

      Knowing Snake was one enthusiastic head bob away sent a thrill of excitement through her veins. Even if Drake let her stop, she wasn’t sure she wanted to. Who in the underworld would’ve figured her for having a voyeurism kink? She went back to milking his cock, pumping him up and down with the naughty goal to make Drake feel so much pleasure it’d be obvious to Snake.

      “Um… I’m sorry, Draco, I don’t think I understand. What do you mean by you’ll be getting off soone—”

      “Nothing.” Drake leaned forward and did something above her head. “Finally, he’s gone. Thank fuck.” He collapsed back down in the seat and gripped her nape before thrusting down her throat. “And just in time. I’m coming, Pix.”

      Right when he moaned her nickname, shots of cum painted the back of her throat. She swallowed greedily, enjoying the way he unraveled under her touch. He pulsed inside her mouth until every hard-as-brick muscle under her fingers was relaxed.

      When he let up on the pressure on the back of her neck, he pulled her up slowly, hissing while she sucked down the remnants of his pleasure as she rose. He popped free from her mouth, and she immediately looked at the phone now ringing on the dashboard with Snake’s name on the screen.

      “You hung up on him?” Nora giggled before looking back at Drake. The emotion brimming in his eyes stole her breath.

      “Fuck yeah, I hung up on him, Pix. From now on, no one else knows how good at head you are. That’s for me and me alone, got it?” He gave her a stern look while he tucked himself back into his jeans.

      Nora bit her lip and fought back the dueling need to flee or abandon her insecurities instead. She gave him the cheekiest grin she could muster and leaned back to return to her seat.

      “No, come here, baby.” Drake wrapped his hand around her nape again and dragged her in for a kiss. She diverted her lips quickly away from his, kissing him on the cheek instead.

      When she jolted back, she couldn’t stand seeing the look of hurt he now wore.

      “I, uh, need to get some water, is all.”

      He nodded once, his lips a grim line. “Alright, Pix, whatever you need.”

      Slightly thrown off by his defeated tone, she took a sip of water from the bottle on the floorboard. When she glanced at him again, his focus had already returned to the road and his center console was raising again, reinforcing the sudden emotional barrier between them with a physical one.

      Deciding not to look too much further into it, afraid of the answers she’d find, she kissed him on the cheek again and righted her dress before sitting in her seat. Once she’d settled, she grinned at him, but he didn’t face her.

      “So, um… you think I give good road head, huh?”

      He snorted and swiped down his face. “Can’t say I have much—or any—road head experience, Pix. But yeah, I’d say you give pretty fucking great road head.”

      “Aw, I was your first? How cute.”

      He huffed out a laugh. “Nothing like losing your road head virginity and winning a bet at the same time. Maybe in the next wager I’ll bet a kiss from you, too.”

      His smile was soft, and it was her turn to laugh, but all she could manage was a tinny and hollow chuckle as it left her chest.

      The air in the cabin grew thick as silence rested between them. They drove for a few more silent minutes on the dark road, where her mind wandered and worried about whether she’d ruined everything. Again.

      He wanted to kiss her, but didn’t he know that kisses are all or nothing? If the guy didn’t matter, then none of it did.

      But something in her gut and chest— oh, and the cathartic AF orgasm—told her Drake was different. If she wasn’t careful, he’d consume her like an inferno, burning up everything she’d worked so hard to build.

      She was terrified his kiss would be the catalyst.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      By the time they got to Jasmine Thornton’s town, Draco’s eyes were so dry and tired it hurt to blink. Knowing someone could be on their tail, going to a hotel was out of the question. There was no telling who was in whose pocket, and the last thing Draco and Nora needed was for someone to report to their boss that they saw a giant and his little pixie staying the night in a crappy, low-security motel with only one exit in every room.

      He wasn’t sure whether those pricks who had attacked them were there for Shanna or for them, but he didn’t want to tell Nora what he was afraid of. That SUV had been an expensive model, and they’d had no problem shooting in the early evening hours at what should’ve been a random stranger’s truck. Maybe Shanna had gotten mixed up with people that bad, but he doubted it. Men with too much money and nothing holding them back didn’t spend that many resources on sick junkies.

      He’d come across men like that throughout his entire adult life. Men who saw dollar signs instead of obstacles. Growing up, he’d lived in a modest house with his mother and stepdad. They weren’t rich by any means, but they never wanted for food, clothing, medicine, or shelter, and that was all he’d ever thought anyone needed.

      But as soon as he went off and became something in the military, he saw how greedy people could be and how they had no qualms with taking what wasn’t theirs. That realization had been what spurred him to sign up immediately when Eagle had recruited him as a SEAL for MF7.

      The opportunity to help human trafficking victims? Absolutely. Not a second thought. Sure, in the end, their head commander had been spineless when it came to sticking up to the general who’d originally backed them. But the mission had been why he was there in the first place. Not to appease some asshole who hadn’t seen combat in so long, he’d forgotten what it was like to have a gun barrel in his face.

      So he’d be more surprised if the men who were chasing them were after Shanna than if they were after them. He and Nora had slept the few hours before daylight in the cab of his truck. Places like the truckers’ parking lot of a rest stop were far from ideal, but at least they didn’t leave a trail, and at least it was empty enough that he had the advantage to see who was coming near them. Nora had slept, he’d more or less blinked in and out of consciousness. It’d been better than nothing.

      As soon as the sun rose, they both took showers in the rest area and changed back into their cheap department store clothes. Nora hadn’t packed enough “cosplay” as she’d put it, and wore another plain pastel dress that threw him off balance. The only real color she wore were those purple shoes. The rest of her was muted. He’d slowly figured out that this Nora he was experiencing was the one she wore for everyone else. Her hair was pulled half up again, covering her earrings, tiny dimples peeked out from under her lips where her piercings usually were, and aside from her wire glasses, she looked nothing like the Nora he was used to. She was gorgeous, but she wasn’t her.

      Instead of continuing to gawk at the outfit this “cosplayer” beside him wore, he sat back in his driver’s seat to look up the dirt driveway to Jasmine’s house. The left side of the one-story brick duplex was hers and had thriving ferns hanging from the porch ceiling with a rocking chair underneath in front of the windows.

      “This reminds me of where I grew up,” Drake offered, not entirely sure why he was sharing, only that he wanted Nora to know.

      “Yeah?” Nora asked with a small, genuine smile.  

      He nodded. “We didn’t have a lot, but my mom always made sure it looked nice inside and out. My stepdad was busy working a lot, but he always made time to play catch with me out in the yard.” He glanced back at Nora to find a wistful look in her eyes. “What about you? What was it like where you grew up?”

      “Me? Oh, I um… my mom always made sure we looked nice too, but the inside didn’t really matter. Not much to tell there.” Her smile went on a little too long and was tense at the edges. “You ready to go inside?”

      He watched another twitch in her strained cheek muscle before nodding. It only took him a second to get out of the truck and meet Nora on her side to help her down. When he reached for her, she didn’t put up a pointless fight about being helped this time.

      Now we’re getting somewhere, Pix.

      That, coupled with her confession about her childhood, made his chest ache with emotion. He suspected that she thought her one sentence about her past hadn’t given him too much to work with, but it all made sense to him. The more he watched her, the more he realized that while he was straightforward, her subtext spoke volumes about what she really wanted to say.

      The ‘outside’ was what she wasn’t afraid to show, because she grew up thinking no one wanted to see her ‘inside’. What people thought of her mattered more than who she actually was.

      He was sure there was more, but he’d take what he could get for now. At least she was beginning to trust him with that part of her she hid from everyone else.

      As soon as he settled her to her feet, she began talking again. “We’ve been pretty craptastic at making up personas so let’s stick with these ones, okay?”

      “Wait, I’m… Fred? Is that who I’m supposed to be?”

      Nora sighed dramatically, flinging her arm over her eyes. “Just let me do the talking, how ‘bout that? Sheesh, amateurs.”

      They walked down the cement path up to the door and Nora smoothed her dress before she knocked. They only waited for a second before an elderly woman’s friendly voice shouted from the other side.

      “I’m a’comin’, I’m a’comin, hold y’all’s horses, now.” After a few more reassurances that got progressively louder, the door opened and an elderly black woman in a long faded flower dress smiled at them from behind the screen door.

      “Look at who we got here.” A glance up and down at them both had her tilting her head with an expectant smile. “Well? Y’all gonna tell me or am I gonna have to guess, hm?”

      “Oh, sorry! Hi, ma’am. I’m Kitty and this is my husband, Red.” She indicated to Draco, and he nodded once, hiding his confusion that her secret identity would include naming themselves after an animal and a color. “I was hopin’ we could see if Jasmine is around?”

      The old woman’s expressive face ran through the gamut with Nora’s introduction before she seemed to settle on a soft smile. “I’m Beatrice Thornton, her grandmother. What is this about, child?”

      “Oh, we just have a few questions,” Nora reassured her with a smile. “We hope she can help us and—potentially—a lot of other people, too.”

      Beatrice frowned. “Why don’t y’all come on in and sit a spell. I think this calls for some tea.”

      Nora and Draco exchanged a glance and a slight nod before Nora answered. “Alright… um, I think we can do that.”

      The entrance opened up to the living room. Draco and Nora followed Beatrice’s gesture to the worn, floral couch against the left wall, and sat comfortably side by side. “Y’all make yourselves comfortable. I’ll be right back.”

      The elderly woman left the room with surprising mobility and came back with two glasses of ice and a pitcher of tea. She set them beside the half-full glass, sweating on a cork coaster on the coffee table and began pouring. “I already got myself one, so here y’all go.”

      “Thank you,” Nora took a sip of the tea and moaned the same sound he knew for a fact she made when she came. He shifted on the couch beside her and leaned back with his ankle over his knee and his arm over the back of the fabric. “Beatrice, this is scrumptious.”

      “Made it myself.” Beatrice’s chuckle drifted into a nostalgic smile.

      Draco sampled the tea with a sneaking suspicion he wasn’t going to like it. At the slightest taste, cloyingly sweet sugar coated his tongue, nearly making him gag. He feigned a cough before putting the glass down.

      “Mmm. Delicious.”

      A mischievous grin spread across her dark cheeks. “I been makin’ sweet tea for a long time, child. I know when someone don’t have the taste for it. Hold on a sec.”

      Before he could object, Beatrice was already back with a glass of ice water. He guzzled it down to drown out the sugary residue before nodding his thanks.

      “Thank you again so much for invitin’ us into your home, Bee. Do you think Jasmine could meet us here, or…”

      Beatrice’s dark cloudy eyes stared off as she smiled. “I ain’t been called Bee in a while. Jasmine used to. But not anymore. Shoot… feels good to talk about her again.” She snapped her gaze back to him and Nora and they both waited for her to continue. “She was like you, once. Bubbly, always had a smile on her face, and a sweet-talker, too. But there was always something else brewin’ under the surface. That was even before she first ran away. We all thought she was just a teenager, but when she ran off that second time, we realized it was more than that.”

      “Ran off? Twice?” Nora asked as she took another sip. “What do you mean?”

      “Her momma never did do right by her. I don’t know how my daughter got such a mean streak in her. This house wasn’t enough for her, and I guess she got obsessed with living better than we did when she was growin’ up. She had these impossible expectations for the poor child. I wondered if that was what it was. If Jazz had left instead of putting up with feelin’ like a disappointment. The older Jazz got, the worse their relationship was. Her momma said she ran off that first time, and none of us expected her to come back. I think her momma was embarrassed about losin’ her own daughter. She was as surprised as the rest of us when Jazz came back. But after that, Jazz was… different. Like she’d seen too much. This group was helpin’ her. The Rahab Group, or somethin’ or other. Apparently she’d gotten into it with some bad folks and she’d needed help. She came to live with me after that, durin’ her last year of high school. I thought she was doin’ better, but one day she just… disappeared again.”

      “Disappeared how?” Nora pushed gently. Her body had tightened beside him with every word, and he desperately wished he could know what she was thinking.

      “She wanted to go to college, but we didn’t have the money. There was some fundraiser up north that she heard about at a college fair. Said she’d been offered a scholarship from some foundation that’d tried to help her out a time or two. She used her waitress tips to get a dress and went up there, tellin’ me she was gonna stay with a friend. When I didn’t hear from her, I figured she was still with her friend, but after two weeks went by, I went up there and spoke to the police. One of the investigators said they couldn’t help me. That because she had a history of truancy before she was eighteen and was now an adult, they figured she’d gotten into somethin’ bad or ran off on her own for good.”

      “What do you think happened?” Nora asked and Beatrice shrugged her small shoulders.

      “I’ll never know. She came back a year later, bone thin, hooked on the same poison as her daddy had been on before he overdosed. That darkness inside my granddaughter had boiled over, burnin’ away everything good she’d tried to show people. She had come back to me, but her mind was still sufferin’ wherever she’d come from, sayin’ she wasn’t supposed to be here. That they were comin’ to get her again.”

      “Wh-who’s they?” Nora asked.

      “Beats me, child. Ain’t no tellin’ with Jazz.”

      “I’m… I’m so sorry, Beatrice. But maybe I can help? I work with survivors and it sounds like Jazz is in desperate need of someone to walk her through what she’s feelin’. Does she still live here? Or can you tell us how we can get in touch with her?”

      Sadness swelled in Beatrice’s eyes as she shook her head. “I’m afraid you ain’t gonna like where you find her, baby.”
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      “So you’re saying you can definitely confirm that Shanna’s family sold her?” Drake asked into the phone as he paced along the grass.

      “Yup,” Snake answered. “Went back and checked some bank statements from around the time of that party two years ago. I had to find some defunct bank accounts and ones that were under false names, but it was all there, just took some digging. Shanna’s family received a big payday the day before and the day after the party. Now all I have to do is follow the money trail. I don’t know how they hid that shit from the IRS.”

      “I don’t know how anyone is hiding any of this. Fuck, Snake. Did MF7 not make a fucking dent? Did we make it worse?”

      A sigh on the other line made his heart heavy. “I’m sorry you’re just now finding out about all this, man. We couldn’t tell you in the hospital, but yeah, what Shanna said about the Rahab Foundation checks out. I don’t know the extent of it, or who, if anyone, we were actually helping.”

      Draco swiped down his face and beard before shaking his head. “That fucking sucks.”

      “It does.” Snake hesitated for a long moment before continuing. “But there was no way we could’ve known—”

      “Wasn’t there, though? You can’t tell me we couldn’t have figured it out. That was our literal job, Snake. Why didn’t we see the signs ourselves? Why didn’t the commander tell Eagle, or the general tell any of us? They had to have known, or else who the fuck was pulling all our strings?”

      “I think we both know who that probably was, Draco. And as far as we know, he’s with the fucking enemy as we speak.”

      Phoenix.

      Draco blew out a breath and bit back his argument. He wished he was confident enough in his friendship and teammate to fight for him. But security tapes don’t lie, and it looked like Phoenix had, for a long time apparently.

      “Fuck, this is a goddamn shit show,” Draco muttered under his breath.

      “I’m sorry, man. I wish I knew what to say. At least we’re unraveling it all now, right? How’re things with Jasmine? Getting any new leads from your interview?”

      Draco scanned the sea of stones until he found faded black hair blowing in the wind. His heart ached at the sorrow emanating from her, even at that distance. The only reason he’d taken the call was because Snake had been persistent since they’d woken up that morning. It also gave Nora a chance to be alone. Draco had walked over to the paved road that wound through the grounds to make sure she could have that moment to herself.

      “No new leads,” Draco finally replied with a sigh.

      “Shit, you guys found her, didn’t you?”

      “Yeah… we found her. At a fucking cemetery.”

      Snake hissed on the other line. “Shit.”

      “Her grandmother said she went missing for a while. Twice. I’m guessing the first time was before MF7 got involved. Her mom was apparently embarrassed that her own daughter would ‘run away’, so she’d never reported it. The second time she went missing was from that godforsaken party. When Jasmine came back that time, she was different. Hollow. It wasn’t long after she returned that she was gone again. For good.”

      “How’d it happen?”

      “Suicide. About a year ago.” The memory of Nora trembling beside him as she tried not to crumple, replayed in his mind. From Nora’s smooth face and empathetic eyes, Jasmine’s grandmother wouldn’t have been able to see her brittle smile as anything other than sympathy. But he knew Nora’s pain didn’t stop there. “Nora’s torn up about it. I think she feels responsible.”

      “Fuck, she can’t think that way. Let me talk to her. I’ll convince her—”

      “Don’t overstep, Snake.” His voice was harsh even to his own ears. “She’s not yours.”

      His friend scoffed. “Of course she’s not. I’m in love with Naomi. Nora’s practically a sister to me. But man, do you, um… do you think she’s yours?”

      He fixed his eyes on her, wishing he knew what to do or say. “I know she is. She just hasn’t admitted it to herself yet.” Nora’s green eyes found him, and the stifled pain hidden in them called to something deep in Draco’s chest. “Gotta go.”

      Draco hung up the call in the middle of Snake’s reply and made his way through the short grass, navigating the burial plots.

      When he finally got there, his little pixie wasn’t facing him anymore, her sad eyes back on the still fresh-looking grave in front of her. He sat on the sparse grass, with his knees propping up his arms and close enough to touch hers in the same position. After a few breaths, her lyrical voice began a lament.

      “‘Here lies a beloved granddaughter’… That’s all she got to be.” Nora sniffed and her head rose and sank as she talked with her chin resting on her forearm. “The rest of them also have ‘mother’ or ‘wife’ or ‘teacher’ or even ‘friend’. But she only got to be this one.” Her breath shuddered from her. “Do you think she wanted to be more?”

      He regarded the stone in question for a second before wrapping his arm around her back and tugging her in. “Don’t we all?”

      After a moment, she shook her head and swiped at her eyes before pulling away from him. Her face cracked into a painfully wide smile. Tears marred the fake cheer in her voice.

      “Sorry about all this. I don’t know what’s come over me. Off to the CTI distribution center next, right? Ready for a little Draco and Nora the Explorer action?”

      “Pix, you don’t have to do that.”

      She shrugged, but her tight smile began to break at the edges. “Do what? Stay on track? Get the show on the road?”

      “Hide.”

      “Hide?” Her eyes widened before they narrowed with emotion that was finally too much for her to pretend away. “Why in the universes and underworlds do you think I’m hiding? I’m trying to get us answers.”

      “Something about Jasmine’s death is getting to you, baby. You can’t just act like you’re not affected by it. You clearly are. And that’s okay. Let yourself feel it.”

      “But there’s no point in feeling it! So what if I’m upset? I can’t do anything. We missed—” Her voice broke, and she cleared her throat. “We missed our chance to stop this from happening and that’s that. I didn’t even know the girl so I shouldn’t care this much anyhow. And… and if I give in to it, crying my eyes out will only bring you down and it’ll make it harder to do our jobs. So let’s get a move on, shall we?”

      She began to stand up but Drake tugged her back down to his lap. He wrapped one arm around her to keep her close and used his other hand to hold her chin so she had to look in his eyes.

      “You’re worried about ‘bringing me down’, Pix? How do you know if you’re ‘bringing me down’ if you don’t even know how I feel about all this?”

      “I-I don’t know.”

      “Ask me. Ask me how I feel.”

      “Fine.” She sighed heavily and shrugged. “How do you feel about it all, Drake?”

      “I’m fucking furious. I’m furious that nearly a decade of my life might’ve been for nothing, or worse. I’m furious that I lost an entire year of my life after failing you. And I’m furious that we weren’t here in time to stop this poor girl from having her life ruined so much that she couldn’t stand living it anymore. Now…” He let go of her face and squeezed her waist with both hands. “You go.”

      Green glassy eyes searched his. She bit her trembling lip until finally she seemed to find what she was looking for.

      “I… I’m mad, Drake.” Her words came out in a fierce whisper but gained volume with every sentence. “I’m so angry because sickos and undeserving men use women up all the time until there’s nothing left. Until women like Shanna are left. Until this—” She threw her hand out at the headstone. “Until this is left. A simple sentence carved in stone, and both will be around longer than she ever was.”

      She collapsed against him, tucking her head in the crook of his neck and they sat, letting the humid air gently blow around them as she caught her breath.

      “Drake? Do you ever imagine what’ll be on your gravestone?”

      “Goddamnit, Pix, don’t talk like that.”

      She stayed silent for a breath until she tried again. “I imagined what would be on yours.”

      Curiosity kept him from objecting further. If this was her way of talking her feelings out, he needed to listen. It wasn’t her fault he was already plagued by nightmares of her being kidnapped in front of him.

      “What did you come up with?”

      She pulled back and sat up in his lap, looking at the stone in front of them. A soft smile played on her lips.

      “‘He gave everything for a stranger.’” She turned her head to look at him and meet his eyes again. “No one’s ever done that for me before. I think that, more than anything, is what initially drew me to you.”

      “I’d do it again. Over and over and over.”

      “I know you would. That’s what’s so crazy to me about it. Because… I mean, why?”

      “What do you mean, why? Because you’re you, idiot.”

      She snorted and wiped at her damp face. “Not everyone has the same glowing perception of me, you know. My own mother didn’t.”

      The opportunity to learn more about her stilled him like one of the many stones around them, and he felt the weight of anticipation grip his chest.

      “I was a means to an end for her. My family’s from a little Eastern European town but my mom had huge dreams. Everything was drama, drama, drama, and she always wanted more. What we had was never enough for her. I was never enough for her. I’ve always been small, but she still thought I took up too much space. One day, my mom got an opportunity to make more than she could imagine. At least I hope it was a lot of money. All she had to do was part with something she already didn’t want. Me.”

      “Your mother sold you?” Draco asked in a strained whisper, his anger barely contained underneath his skin. “How old were you?”

      “Thirteen,” Nora answered with a shake of her head. “And no. She tried. But I ran away and did everything I could to get a one-way ticket to the States. That ticket ended up having a crap ton of stops along the way. Metaphorically and literally, especially since I had even less to bargain with than my mother. One thing I did have that she never did, though, was people smarts. I get people and I get math and—at least in my experience—that’s all you need to get by.

      “Still, I got mixed up with the wrong people along the way. The only good thing that came out of that was probably all the scrappy fighting I had to learn and I met this hacker who taught me pretty much everything computer-y that I know. No one ever thinks it’s the tiny little girl who did the crime, so I was his perfect partner and did anything he asked to make him happy. But I was too young to know that relationship was… wrong. I fell in love and that’s when I realized my mother wasn’t the only monster. He just, um… showed it differently, I guess you could say.”

      “When you were thirteen?” A painful growl rattled the stale air burning in his chest.

      “Yeah. It’s funny, because looking back, I don’t know which outcome—being used for my mother’s money, or being used for free—would’ve been worse.”

      Nora leaned into his chest and rested her head against him again. She was delicate in his arms, and apparently oblivious that he was barely holding back the urge to scorch the earth around them until everyone who had ever hurt her was frying in hell. Her gentle hands stroked the dragon ouroboros tattoo on his forearm, but for once, her soft touch did little to soothe the beast inside him.

      Finally, he gritted through his anger enough to ask the question that would light the match. “Who is this fucker, Pix? I swear to god I’ll—”

      “I killed him.”

      A small jolt of shock had him straightening at that, but then he relaxed and hugged her tighter. “Good. Whatever you did to him, he deserved worse.”

      “Maybe.” She huffed out a laugh. “One day, I looked in the mirror at my bruises and realized I kept giving myself to people who wanted to suck my soul from my chest and call it love. I depended on him and he used that against me, used what I felt for him against me, until I couldn’t stand it anymore. I began to build my plan and used all the things he’d taught me against him. That last night, before he had a chance to, um, t-take me again—” She tugged on her ear. “He used to, um… from behind. It was better that way because I didn’t have to look at him. But then he’d whisper in my ear and tell me I liked it. I didn’t.”

      He squeezed her tight, trying to focus on her words instead of his rage. Her breath shuddered from her and trembled down her body as she continued.

      “That night, though, I hid his gun underneath my pillow. When he didn’t listen, I couldn’t take it anymore, and I… I shot him. Then I took the new identity I’d made and enough money to survive for a while. Thanks to him, I became Honora French. So I learned everything there was to know about America, trained my accent away and took odd jobs here and there across the world until I eventually found Jules. And the rest is history, I guess. I wasn’t always a good person, doing what I needed to survive. If Hawk or Snake knew half the things I did, they’d probably have me locked up.”

      “The fuck they would.” His arms stiffened around her, locking her in and his voice was barely above a growl at even the thought. “I wouldn’t let them.”

      “You know? For some reason, I believe you, Malfoy.”

      “So… your real name’s not Nora?”

      She shook her head and gave him a small, apologetic smile. “It’s Timea. Not that it matters anymore. I’m a completely different person now.” She looked back to Jasmine’s grave. “Besides, it won’t be on my gravestone. That life already died.” She tilted her head toward the stone. “This could’ve been me. Twice if you think about it.”

      Guilt filtered into his mind and he kissed the side of her head. “I’m sorry I couldn’t save you, Nora. And I’m sorry you’ve had to save yourself too many goddamn times.”

      She turned to him, her lips nearly meeting his, and he held his breath while she looked from his eyes to his lips and back again. “I always say our best is all we can do, and you almost died for me, Drake. You gave everything for me. Never believe your everything isn’t enough.”

      He held her face in his hand and stroked her cheek. “And never think your life isn’t worth my everything.”
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      “Um… delusional Viking Survivorman said what now?”

      He rolled his eyes and sipped his leftover peppermint tea as he drove down the back roads toward whatever-the-heck reserve he was taking them to.

      “The closest thing to a town is two hours away from the last diner we stopped at. The CTI distribution center is along the edge of a national reserve in bumfuck nowhere, but I’ve actually hiked the trails around here with my stepdad.”

      Her heart squeezed. “You guys did stuff like that a lot, huh?”

      “Yeah. We were always camping, hiking, hunting, or fishing.” He chuckled and shook his head. “Sometimes I think he was trying to give my mom a break from my rowdy ass, but those trips were still some of my favorites.”

      “It’s really cool how close you were with your family. I, um, I wish I’d had that.”

      Sympathy shined in his eyes as he glanced at her. “Me too.”

      She gave him a small smile and resisted the urge to make a joke. After they shared a comfortable moment of silence for the childhood she’d never had, she cleared her throat and spoke again.

      “So what were you saying about your little plan?”

      He smiled. “Well, I figured that while we twiddle our thumbs and wait for word on the last two women, we can camp on the outskirts of the facility and scope it out.”

      Nora scoffed and pointed to the outfit she’d changed into at the diner. Her “I solemnly swear I am up to no good” black T-shirt, black jeans, and rose gold snake bite studs finally made her feel more like herself. Dressing the part for everyone was fun, but exhausting.

      “I don’t know what part of my semi-emo, Goth chick, hacker vibe gave you the impression that I do nature, but I assure you, all it will take is one chunky heel thigh-high, combat boot inside that forest and you will be remedied of that misconception real friggin’ quick.”

      “I thought you liked to try new things. Just pretend it’s a different persona.”

      “I don’t need lumberjane added to my repertoire.”

      He snorted. “I think you’ll make an adorable lumberjane, but in any case, I don’t know where this is coming from. I told you the plan back at the diner. You nodded, said ‘sounds good’ and asked me for my bacon. Which reminds me, I thought you were a vegetarian?”

      “See, that’s where we went wrong in our communication. You can’t tell me important things while I’m eating delicious waffle-y goodness! I probably was in the middle of ecstasy and said ‘so good’ not ‘sounds good’. And get off my back, dude, I am a vegetarian. Breakfast food doesn’t count. I have morals sorta, but unfortunately no self-control and I’ve learned to accept that about myself.”

      “That lack of self-control is why I keep taking you to diners.” He tilted his head and unabashedly scanned her up and down. “Your waffle-eating-face looks just like your come face.” The heat in his eyes made her nipples stiffen underneath her clothes, but she didn’t cover them this time.

      “If you think you can butter me up to get me to go on a backwoods vacay with you, you’ve got another thing coming, mister.”

      “Yeah… hopefully you.”

      “Hey! There shall be no Naked and Afraid. I’m trying to be mad at you right now, so get your mind out of the gutter and explain yourself. Why don’t we stay in the closest hotel and come do stakeouts throughout the day?”

      He sighed. “We couldn’t stay there, Pix. Hotels in a small town are not an option, since we might have someone after us. It’s too far to go back and forth and we don’t know how long we’ll be here waiting for info on the third woman. Besides, we wouldn’t exactly be keeping a low profile in a truck riddled with bullet holes.”

      She nearly laughed at the way he grumbled the last bit. He’d complained about the state of his truck baby quite a few times.

      “Who cares if your truck is holey as long as our heads are hole-free?” She crossed her arms as he rolled into a poorly maintained gravel parking lot where the truck was the sole occupant. “I still vote no.”

      “Too bad. We’re here.”

      “‘Here?’” She looked around the empty lot. “Where is here, exactly?”

      “Our destination.” He hopped out of the truck and rounded the hood before opening her door. She crossed her arms and stared at his outstretched hands. He gave her a cheeky grin, obviously enjoying her faux tantrum, and picked her up and set her on the ground. “We’re at a lesser-used entrance to the park. I can’t drive us straight up to the facility. We’ll hike a little bit and find a spot with a good view before nightfall.”

      He turned around and gingerly climbed into his truck bed. She frowned. “Are you, um… are you sure hiking is a good idea? We’ve hardly had any rest and I sorta cut off your last exercise session. Guess I make a crappy personal trainer, huh?”

      “I’ll be fine, Nora.” His face wrinkled into a frown as he searched through the silver toolbox in the back of his truck. He unloaded bags that looked chock-full with supplies, setting them on the ledge before getting down.

      When he finally stood in front of her again, he handed her a duffel and took her Sketchers out of a smaller bag.

      “It’s a good thing Jules convinced me to pack more of your shoes.”

      Nora snorted and exchanged her heels for the flat sneakers. “Jules understands how important they are. The periwinkle pumps served their purpose. People think you’re easier to talk to if you’re wearing pastels.”

      “I’ve got an idea of where I want to see those heels and nothing else, but talking wouldn’t be on the agenda.” He winked and joined her purple heels with the thigh-high combat heels and slung the bag into the back seat. Her lips parted and her heart raced. The way this man flirted with her was going to be the godsdamned death of her.

      When he turned around and faced her again, he chuckled as he loaded the rest of the bags onto his back. “I’ve told you before, Pix, keep your mouth open like that and you might as well be begging me to fill it with my cock again.”

      With that, he turned around and disappeared into the woods. It took a second of staring to realize he’d been swallowed up by the trees, leaving her no choice but to chase after his firm, muscular behind.

      “Wait!” She heaved her bag onto her back and sprinted after him. When she reached him, she slowed to follow a few feet behind so she could watch and copy his footsteps over the brush and branches. “Dude, is this even a trail?”

      “Except for the boulders, it’s relatively flat around here, so we won’t need to fight with the terrain. I checked a map to see the direction we should go to find the facility. We don’t need anything else. No point in following a trail if it leads you in the wrong direction.”

      She sucked her teeth and kept walking, taking in the rustling green trees and inhaling the warm pine breeze to cleanse her chaotic mind.

      A few hours ago, she’d shared more with Drake than she had with anyone in her life. Remembering her past, her abusers, and the people that helped her escape—in both good and bad ways—had been a cathartic moment in that cemetery. Shanna’s spiral into drugs, and Jasmine’s suicide were hitting her harder than she would’ve expected. Normally it was easier to keep those types of negative feelings in check, but she’d had a more difficult time hiding behind her smile lately.

      The rhythm of Drake’s deliberate stride through the thick forest hypnotized her as she moseyed behind him. She trusted him to know the way, and let herself get lost in her mind, zoning out and copying his steps, soaking in the quiet rustling of the leaves and the way the large bags on his back shifted as they bobbed up and down with every step.

      He was the reason for her emotional one-eighty. The brick wall inside her mind had hidden each painful memory of someone using her up, leeching off her for their own gain, and spitting her back out when there was nothing left. With barely any effort at all, he’d blown that wall up, and she’d given in and shared her broken past.

      Would he leave her all alone to pick up the pieces? She hadn’t been able to stop that emotional takeover before. Had she learned the signs now? Or was Drake going to cause yet another tragedy of her identity? Deep down, she knew without a shadow of a doubt that if she lost herself this time, gave every piece of herself to him until there was nothing left, she’d never recover.

      As they trekked through the forest, Nora noticed Drake begin to slow. She’d expected it earlier, but his stamina always surprised her and he’d been seemingly fine up until that point. But as they kept going, he tripped over little branches and had even picked up a larger one to use as a cane. Her heart squeezed every time he cursed under his breath in frustration, but she didn’t dare question his capability. He’d already made it clear when she’d asked the first time that this was something he was going to push through, whether it was beyond his abilities or not.

      After a few more moments—or miles, who knew at this point since she was on autopilot—Drake glanced over his shoulder and laughed. “I just realized you’re not fighting me anymore. Finally run out of arguments?”

      She huffed and shook her head from her musings. “‘Fraid so. Unfortunately, I’ve moved on from the objection phase and am now fully entrenched in the ‘this-is-my-life-now-so-suck-it-up-buttercup’ phase.”

      “Ah, it shouldn’t be too much longer. From the map I looked at while you were napping in the truck, the facility’s back half is basically surrounded by the national forest and we’ve parked at the closest trail mouth. We’ll need to find a flat area of ground and I know where to look—”

      “Oh my goddesses, is that a river?”

      Drake halted in front of her and she bumped into him so hard she nearly fell, but he twisted and caught her with one hand on her shoulder.

      “Shit, sorry, Pix. But this is where I wanted to stop. It’s only about a quarter mile away from the forest line on the facility side and this is a perfect place to set up camp.” His lightly tanned face was relaxed, even at his sharp jawline. It was lit up with a smile, seemingly entranced and excited as he gazed off at the small, rushing river.

      This whole spy-on-CTI thing could be a bust, her shoes were most definitely not for hiking, and they’d just come from a freaking cemetery, but if she got to admire him like this, in his element, it would be worth every blister.
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      “You make a pretty cozy campsite, Viking man.”

      Draco stood beside Nora with his hands on his hips, taking in the tent and campfire he’d built. Before he’d left to sabotage Nora’s date, he’d reupped his camping supplies. He’d known they were only going on a fact-finding mission, but his stepdad and the military had always taught him to be prepared for anything. The prep had paid off this time.

      “You helped, my little lumberjane. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      She snorted. “If I’m your lumberjane, then you’re my lumbersnack.”

      The laugh that was always brimming under the surface around her burst from his chest. “As long as you’re just mine, I don’t care what you call either of us.”

      Nora turned slightly away from him with her hand over her mouth, but he saw her smile before she’d been able to hide it, and he couldn’t help but radiate the one he felt, too.

      He stayed with his arms crossed, feeling the moment and the weighted energy between them. After a moment of staring into the fire, she bumped into him with her shoulder and grinned. “You’re sexy when you smile, you know that? You haven’t stopped since we started making camp.”

      “That so?” He felt his lips widen a fraction. Around Nora it was becoming a regular occurrence, but out in the forest, it made sense that it would come naturally, too. “Maybe I should try it more often.”

      Nora’s forehead wrinkled and her lip poked out in a frown before she widened it into a stiff grin. “If that’s what you want, go for it. The ladies—and some gents, too, I’m sure—will love it.”

      He snorted before taking a sip of the water Nora had gathered using a straw purifier and flask. “You think I give a fuck about anyone else? I meant for you, obviously.”

      The hurt on her face vanished and she smiled back. “That makes me feel all warm and fuzzy inside.” She rubbed her arms. “Unlike the outside of me right now. Geez Louise, it’s supposed to be summer and it’s colder than a frozen dildo out here.”

      The water spewed out of his mouth as he laughed.

      “Hey! I slaved over every drop of that! It was hard making sure I didn’t fall in. The water’s chilly, you know.”

      “But I thought you liked the cold,” he deadpanned, before tilting his head. “Unless the frozen dildo doesn’t get you off?”

      She swatted him in the stomach and shrugged. “Judge not, lest ye be judged vanilla, sir. I’ve never done temperature play, but I read it in a magazine and I’m game to try anything once.”

      Her words made his cock twitch in his jeans, he shifted on his feet and successfully gulped down another sip of water. “I’ll have to remember that. It can get cool at night still and it’s probably affecting you more since you’re small. Here, take my jacket.”

      He bit the flask tip between his teeth in order to hold it and shrugged out of his tactical jacket before handing it to her. “Wear this and sit on the blanket by the fire while I make us dinner.”

      Her eyes widened and looked at him, then the offering, then back at him. “Are you sure?”

      He nodded. “I’ve got Icelandic blood. Plus, my stepdad and I used to do this stuff all the time. And I had to endure a chilly night or two as a SEAL and in MF7.” He shrugged his shoulders under his black T-shirt, welcoming the cool air against his skin after working up a sweat building their campsite. “This is nothing.”

      She eyed him again, almost as if she was waiting for him to take back the offer, before she finally nodded. “Thanks. This is super-duper sweet of you.”

      “It’s a jacket, Pix. Not a kidney transplant.” He laughed and gave her a wink before pointing at the log he’d rolled over for them to lean back on. “Now sit your ass down while I feed you, woman.”

      She snorted but did what she was told and sat on the blanket she’d laid out, resting her back against the log. His jacket was comically large and swallowed her whole. Her eyes were full of hungry interest as she watched him pour an ounce of water in both MRE bags to activate the heater.

      “Who knew I had to come to the wilderness to get a man to cook a meal for me?”

      “You don’t want me cooking for you. This is about as gourmet as I get, and trust me. This shit gets really old, really fast. Hope you like” —he checked the wrapper— “vegetarian chili and crackers.”

      “Ah! It’s a vegetarian option, too? How’d I get so lucky?”

      “What do you mean, lucky?” he asked before sealing both his chili mac n’ beef bag and her bag in their respective boxes to heat.

      “I’m sure you don’t normally go for vegetarian so I didn’t expect one to be an option.”

      “No, I’m not a vegetarian, but you are, so I packed it.” He tilted the boxes up against a rock and sat back on his heels, accidentally landing on his ass instead.

      It’d been a long day and his underused muscles had been screaming at him since their hike. It hadn’t helped that before he’d built the camp, he’d done a quick assessment of their area, making quick traps, and walked the additional round trip half mile to test out his binoculars and a good perch for spying on the distribution center. It was a Friday night, and he’d been correct in assuming the whole place was closed down. It probably would be until Monday, but they would be there if anything fishy happened. He wasn’t sure what they were going to be looking for, but he had a feeling they’d figure it out when they found it.

      “You… you packed it for me?” Nora’s voice was small and hopeful and he turned toward her with a frown.

      “Yeah? Why wouldn’t I?” he snorted and looked up at her, but her wide green eyes averted to the fire as soon as he met them.

      “Nothing. Just… thankful is all.” He frowned at her and opened his mouth to question her but she beat him to it. “I think the MREs are done. It’s been a few minutes and I think I read on the back of one of them, that’s all it takes.”

      He nodded and served them in silence, his mind working. As soon as she cracked open the MRE, Nora was all chatter again, talking to him about anything and everything under the sun. He loved every word, and he watched her face animate in the firelight.

      She always seemed different when they were alone, but they’d hardly spent any relaxing time together. They’d either been on the move, or around people, even on this trip. But now, it was just the two of them.

      When they’d finished, she picked up his trash and bagged it in the designated trash bag to make sure they left no trace behind them.

      The faded-black color in her hair had mixed with the glossy shine of the moon, making it look like she had silver-purple tendrils brushing her shoulders. She was breathtaking. It reminded him of the first time he’d seen her, over the video screen while she helped BlackStone Securities, Jules, and Jaybird find his sister.

      And then it dawned on him.

      “You take care of everyone else. That’s why it surprised you.”

      “What?”

      “The women who seek help at the clinic,” he began to list. “Jules, her daughter, her business, Naomi, Thea, the women we’re searching for, my team. Me.” He took her chin in between his fingers and steered her to meet his gaze. “But who takes care of you?”

      She watched him for a second before sputtering a laugh and waving him off. “Please, I’m a needy bi-atch, you don’t even know how big a handful I can be to take care of—”

      “No.” He grabbed her hand and held it before pulling her down on the log beside him. “Don’t do that.”

      “D-do… do what?”

      “Downplay how much you do for people, how much you mean to people, how you deserve to be treated the same way and so much more.”

      Her forehead wrinkled, and she tried to tug her hand away. “Drake, come on. None of this is a big deal. Don’t be such a silly goose—”

      “If you think I’m so off base, then answer the question.”

      She stilled, and he stroked along her jawline and down her throat to rest his grip around her neck. He followed the motion with his eyes before meeting hers, waiting—hoping—she would reply. But she didn’t.

      “Fuck, you can’t answer me, can you?” he murmured the question.

      A tear trailed down one of her ivory cheeks, and he bent to kiss it away. She moved at the last second and got down on her knees in front of him, already going for his zipper.

      “No, Pix.” There was only one way he was going to allow her to escape this conversation.

      Without giving her a second to object, he picked her up and carried her to the tent. Once inside, he kneeled down and laid her gently on the sleeping bag.

      “Drake, what’re you—”

      He stroked down her sides, outlining her figure over her clothing until he met the waistband of her jeans. “I’m gonna take care of you.”

      She sucked in a breath and her eyes widened. The moonlight shining through the open vent at the top of the tent made it look like she had flecks of molten silver in the green. The heat there made his dick twitch in anticipation.

      He unbuttoned her jeans and stroked his fingers over the silky thong covering her mound as he drew the zipper down. The motion over the soft fabric made his cock harden, and the swelling nearly drove him off course, but he had a different plan for the night.

      He continued to trail his hands down her clothed legs until he reached the hem of her jeans and began to take off her sneakers. She immediately winced and started pulling away, trying to sit up on the sleeping bag, but he scowled and tugged backward, catching her off balance so she’d land on her elbows.

      “You don’t have to do this. My feet stink, I’m sure. I’m sorry.”

      “You’re not allowed to say anything else bad about yourself, Nora.” He continued past her objections and pulled her socks and shoes off. “Especially not while I’m on my knees for you.”

      “But—”

      He interrupted her by tugging off her pants and thong, making her yelp as she held on to the sleeping bag for dear life, only to be dragged with it on the slippery bottom of the tent.

      “Careful. We’re potentially in enemy territory, little pixie, and sound carries in the forest. Don’t make them come looking for us,” he teased with a deadpan face as he laid down on his stomach. In the next move, he hooked her legs over his shoulders so that her bare pussy took up most of his view. “But the next time I ask you who takes care of you, I want to hear my fucking name. And when we get back home. I want to hear you scream it.”

      When he met her eyes again, her brow was furrowed in concern. “Drake, wait. Do you really think someone might actually hear me?”

      He scowled at her and lightly slapped her clit with his fingers, making her shout again and squirm. “Come on now, Pix. You know me. Do you really think I’d be face-first in your cunt if I thought you were in danger?”

      “I have a feeling I’m not gonna care one way or another soon.”

      “Not if I take my time, and I’ve got all night.”

      He smiled before finally taking in the sight before him. Gorgeously intricate tattoos inked across her thighs glittered in the moonlight, and he made a mental note to explore them next time. At the apex of her legs, the faint light revealed her already dripping cunt. He used one finger to glide through her sweetness and his mouth watered as he held the drenched digit up to the light.

      “It’s been so long since I’ve tasted a woman,” he sucked his finger into his mouth. Her unique flavor teased his tongue with what was to come and he moaned his approval. “But no one’s ever come close to tasting as good as you.”

      That possessive flare he’d spied earlier burned in her eyes again, and he couldn’t help his wicked grin. “There she is… my green-eyed little pixie. No need to be jealous, baby. My cock is all yours. And no one but me ever touches—” She hissed a breath as he swiped his tongue up her center. “You again. This cunt is all mine. Say it, Nora. Tell me whose cunt this is.”

      He tongued along her glistening entrance before ending at her clit. When he looked up to meet her eyes again, she had them pinched closed. His fingers dug into the muscles in her ass cheeks and began to massage, just as he sucked on her little bundle of sensitive nerves. Her frantic inhales and exhales made her breasts rise and fall beneath his half open jacket until they took on the same rhythmic pulse as his lips and tongue.

      “Answer me, Pix.” Using one elbow and his abs to hold himself up, he freed his other hand to paint his finger with her arousal before delving two fingers deep inside her. “Who does your cunt belong to?”

      “Oh… my god. You. It’s yours. My pussy is yours.” Her fingers were now digging into the sleeping bag underneath her, obviously enjoying the moment, but her eyes were shut tight.

      “Fucking right, it’s mine. Look at me. Who takes care of you, Pix?”

      She seemed to force her eyes to flicker open, only for a second, before she moaned and threw her head back onto the small built-in pillow of the sleeping bag.

      At least she’d tried to meet his eyes. When she had, he’d seen a mixture of desire and maybe even fear shining in the moonlight.

      That one look of panic made him squash his urge to demand more. From everything he’d told her, she needed to know that he wouldn’t take more from her cup than he’d pour back into it. Hopefully his plan tonight would help bring her one step closer to realizing that.

      He wanted her to admit at least one thing out loud, though.

      “Give this to me. Who takes care of you, Nora?”

      Her voice caught on his name in a hushed whisper and he focused again on coaxing the truth from her. She was so primed for him, her inner muscles were already spasming around his fingers. All he wanted to do was sink inside her and fuck her all night until the fire behind them burned out and the moon above them disappeared. He had to thrust his hips against the cold, hard tent floor to keep his dick from making the decisions.

      Later.

      He silently made the promise to himself and his weeping cock, before curving his fingers inside her tight channel, brushing against her g-spot while his tongue concentrated on her clit. Her thighs squeezed around his head, and her hands reached for his hair to rein him in, soaking his entire face in her pleasure.

      She was so close, riding that peak. He didn’t dare talk, or even fucking breathe, making sure he kept up the exact motion that was taking her to nirvana. It only took one, two more pulses from his tongue and then—

      “Drake… you take care of me. You!”

      She rode his face as she climaxed and whispered his name from her lips. Every letter danced along his spine, making him shudder with a thrill of his own. His boxer briefs were soaked with precum and he fought the urge to push inside the grip currently holding his fingers hostage.

      Finally, she let go. Her hands relaxed in his hair, and her pussy and thighs released him from their grip.

      He lifted her legs from his shoulders and sat up along with her. Before she could find her thong, he gathered her into his lap and unzipped the sleeping bag for them.

      “What about you?” She wrapped her arm around his neck and her warm breath whispered against it, sending shivers and goose bumps all over his sensitive skin as she searched for his zipper with her other hand. “I’ve gotta do it back.”

      “Next time, baby. Tonight was about you.” He laid her down in the open sleeping bag and bent to kiss her, but she shifted and his lips ended up meeting her forehead instead.

      Fuck me, that’s a pattern.

      An ache pounded in his chest at the confirmation. She’d constantly refused to look at him, and now he was realizing she thought she could withhold kisses from him too. If she thought he was going to sit idly by without tasting those perfect plump lips, she was out of her goddamn mind.

      That’s not gonna fly forever, baby.

      How he’d approach it was still a mystery, but right after an orgasm was not the time. It was clear her pleasure had compounded her exhaustion. She was clay in his hands as he changed into sweats and dressed her in his shirt, setting her glasses aside before laying her down. The T-shirt swallowed her whole, but it comforted his new possessive streak.

      He peeled his own shirt off, knowing his body would heat her up like a furnace. The night was comfortably cool for him and with her wrapped in his embrace, she’d be able to stay warm. He tucked her into his arms, both of them easily fitting inside his XXL sleeping bag.

      When they were finally situated with her in his arms, it was stiflingly hot in the close confines of the sleeping bag, but at least his cock had finally settled enough that it wasn’t nearly bursting at the tip anymore. He curled around her body, using his bicep as her pillow and his other arm to lock her in tight against him. Before long, both of their breaths had evened out with sleepy relaxation filtering in.

      Before he drifted off to sleep, he traced the shell of her ear, rising and falling along her piercings, and murmured against her head. “Who takes care of you, Pix?”

      “You.” It escaped on a sigh, barely a whisper. But he’d heard it and that step in the right direction gave him hope. Soon, the woman who did everything for everyone else would realize she was everything to him.
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      “I want everything, Nora. I need all of you.”

      “You have me Drake, I’m yours.” Nora rolled her hips on top of him, and he moaned as he palmed her hips and drove up. He moved one hand to massage her clit and couldn’t take his gaze off her while her green eyes shined brightly down at him.

      Her smile was genuine, and he knew he was mirroring hers. She bent over him, brushing her lips over his before she whispered. “I want everything, too.”

      It was only then that she closed her eyes and met his mouth, diving her tongue inside as he continued to thrust. Her pussy fluttered around his cock and he knew they were both about to come. She licked his lip before sitting back up. Those gorgeous green orbs looked down at him and she spoke through a beautiful, real smile.

      “Open your eyes, Drake. See the stars with me.”

      “Fuck, Nora.”

      Cool air skittered over his thighs and a gentle humming around his cock blurred the dream with reality. He opened his eyes to see their sleeping bag opened up, his sweats down his thighs, and his pixie’s mouth tight around his length.

      “Holy fuck, Pix. Goddamn.” He tucked one arm under his head to prop himself up for a better view and knotted his fingers through her silky hair. Drawing her up higher on his cock, he watched as she laved and swirled her tongue around the tip, licking away the precum like it was fucking candy. On her way back down, he massaged her scalp, lightly guiding the pace.

      She hummed again, and the gentle vibration made his erection swell, threatening to come already. He pushed his hips up to seek release down her throat and tightened his grip on his fistful of hair.

      “I thought you were a dream, baby, but what a fucking wake-up call.” He pulled her hair back to reveal her relaxed face, her eyes closed even though he was nearly choking her. “Were you dreaming of me, too? Is that why you couldn’t wait until I woke up?”

      Her smooth, ivory skin never changed its empty expression as he spoke, almost like she hadn’t heard a word he’d said, and his chest squeezed.

      Fuck, I can’t take her this way again.

      Last night had been about her, so he hadn’t pushed the issue, but every time they’d been together, it was like he had to force her to be in the present. He knew she had a past that still affected her, but did she not trust him? Was it because of her past… or theirs? She’d felt in danger with a man once before, did she think she was in danger with him?

      It’s not like I have a great track record of protecting her.

      If she didn’t trust him, she couldn’t have possibly forgiven him for failing her. But she had to know it’d be different this time, right? The question made his stomach churn and his desire began to fade as he tried again.

      “Was I taking care of you again in the dream, Nora? Did you call out my name like you did last night?”

      He’d had to drag it out from her then. Would she ever give him his name freely? Would she ever give herself freely?

      He shoved inside her throat, making her gag as he surged forward and pulled her back, letting her gasp for air.

      “Answer me, baby.” His cock threatened to explode, but her breath was the only reaction he got from her, and his mind was quickly retreating. “Fucking look at me, Nora.”

      He was practically begging for a reaction from her. To connect with her, but it was like he wasn’t even there. Like he could’ve been anyone. He tugged her hair back and thrust back into her, over and over, despite the fact his dick was beginning to lose its hardness. Frustration and hurt welled within him, and he shoved her down his entire length until her nose was pressed to his pelvis. He held her there, choking her, forcing her to look at him and be present.

      She pushed against his thighs and gagged before finally opening her eyes. Need and hunger flashed within the green depths. He dragged her back up his cock, granting her a breath and he felt them both relax before he led her back down.

      “Yes, Pix… fuck, I love seeing those gorgeous eyes while your lips are wrapped around my cock. Do you want it in your cunt next?” He pumped gently into her wet mouth, letting her take over the motion again, and she moaned along his shaft. “Don’t worry, baby. I love the way you need me inside you. I can’t keep you waiting for long.”

      Her eyes widened, and the hungry expression turned to panic until the emerald stones lost their shine. They became vacant. Detached. Empty.

      “Goddamnit, no.” He yanked her off him completely and jerked her arm to him so she had to meet his face as he sat up.

      “What?” she sputtered, her eyes blinking back to the present. She choked on her needy breaths before swiping at her mouth with the back of her hand. The passion she’d been missing finally flared back at him in full force. “What the hell, Drake? What’re you doing?”

      “Me? What the fuck were you doing? Where were you?”

      “Are you out of your godsdamned mind?” She scoffed and pointed at his already softening dick. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I think I was busy giving you a stellar ‘good morning blow job’ that you stopped mid-orgasm like an actual fucking lunatic.”

      “Ha, I don’t think so.” He huffed and dropped her arm before shoving himself painfully back into his sweats. An acidic mixture of varying emotions boiled in his veins with hurt rising to the top. “There was no way I was coming with you looking at me like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like a fucking lifeless sex doll! If I wanted to jack off into a void, I could use my own hand.”

      The air stilled in the tent and he watched as her fury transformed in front of him into something heartbreaking.

      “A… a void? You think… I’m nothing?”

      As soon as she said the words, all the heat left his body. He reached for her reddening face as her teary eyes closed. “Fuck, Nora. I didn’t mean it like—”

      She waved her hand at him and took a steadying breath. When she opened her eyes again, the tears were gone and a flippant smile took over her face. The only evidence that she was upset was the redness remaining in the whites of her eyes.

      “Someone sure got up on the wrong side of the sleeping bag. Noted, yes to road head, no to morning head. Don’t worry, next time you go down on me, I won’t return the favor again.”

      “Returning the favor?” A thought popped into his head. “What about the first time? At the beach? Should I have returned the favor?”

      “No, of course not.” Her face scrunched up and her confusion would’ve been adorable if the rest of her answer wasn’t so fucked up. “You were upset with me then and I was making you feel better.”

      His heart dropped. “Did you just hear yourself? Last night wasn’t a fucking favor and I don’t need you to make me feel better with a goddamn blow job. We’re not transactional and you mean more to me than an exchange of orgasms. I don’t think you’re nothing, Nora. You’re everything. But when you don’t even look at me, I feel like a random dick to you.”

      She waved both her hands and an awkward laugh escaped her. “Okay, okay, okay. Whatever. I got it. Sorry, I didn’t realize looking at you was so godsdamned important, geez—”

      She began to sit up, but he tugged her back down and used his hand under her jaw to turn her face. “Pix, stop. I wanted you. Here with me. Don’t you get it? That’s all I want.”

      She gulped, her eyes wide as they searched his. After a moment of them both catching their breath, her bottom lip quivered. “All you want is me. A-all of me?”

      Hope lighted in his chest that she finally understood, and he nodded. “Yeah, baby. All of you. That’s all I need.”

      “All you need… is everything. I…” She averted her eyes and her lips tightened into a grim line before she spoke, her voice cracking on the last word. “I can’t do that. I’m s-sorry.”

      He blinked and dropped his hold on her. Every thought, every emotion, ceased and he let the numbness wash over him as she turned to leave the tent without looking back.

      This time, when she ran away, he let her go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “If a giant falls in the forest, and no one is around, does he make a sound?”

      Nora watched, her heart squeezing as Drake riffled through his bag, hoping he’d take the bait. He’d been in a sassy ass mood all morning. Scratch that, both of them had been. One of them was better at hiding it than the other apparently.

      “Is that supposed to be some kind of joke?” He continued to jam items into his bag, obviously pretending like she wasn’t hilarious.

      Still a grumpy lump, I see.

      “Depends on you, my handsome giant. If you let me go with you, then there’s a punch line. But if you go limping in the woods all by yourself, then you’ll be the punch line.”

      His back stiffened. Her core clenched, her heart panicked, and her brain did an obnoxious little ‘I told you so’ dance.

      She’d never had to tamp down so many conflicting feelings all at once in her life, but with Drake, even his back muscles made her pussy flutter. Her heart and body were already in too deep, berating herself for not opening up to the man when he clearly wanted it. And her mind reminded her that this sullen behavior was one of the exact reasons why she did the right thing shutting him down.

      He’s allowed to have feelings.

      Yeah, but I’m allowed to keep mine to myself.

      Hiding myself made him look like I crashed his truck and set it on fire!

      Worse. He looked heartbroken.

      Godsdamnit, shut up all of you.

      The object of all her internal woe stood up, slinging his bag across his sexy back. “I want to go alone.”

      “Yeah, see, that’s what I’m afraid of. You’ve been tripping and limping all morning, don’t think I haven’t seen you. Yesterday rightfully wore you out. I don’t want you going out in the woods to do whatever the heck you’re doing all by yourself. What if you get hurt? Besides, aren’t we supposed to be doing these recon shenanigans together?”

      This give and take had been happening all morning, serving up a whole bowl of awkward that she’d had to choke down, along with every word she’d kept from saying. They’d eaten in silence, almost like he was waiting for her to come clean with him, to explain why she was so eff’d in the head. She was proud she’d stuck to her guns but as she watched him close off more and more throughout the day, she wondered if she’d gotten so good at faking it, that even her internal feelings were now a facade.

      “I don’t need your help today, Nora. You did your part talking to the women. Now it’s my turn to be useful.” She thought she heard him mutter, “For a change,” but she didn’t call him on it. If she hadn’t been paying so much attention to him, she might not even have noticed.

      There’d already been enough real talking for one day. She would’ve left it alone entirely, and let him go on his way, but anxiety gripped her throat at the thought of what would happen after he left.

      Different tactic.

      “What is it you’re doing again?” she asked, following behind him and hoping one—or both—of them talking would keep him distracted.

      “I’m gonna watch the CTI facility today. Double-check that no one is around, so it’ll likely be boring as fuck. It’s a weekend and when I checked yesterday, it was shut down. If that’s still the case, it should be easy to see any movement that happens, but I doubt anything will until Monday.”

      “So… we’re gonna be here for a few more days.” Knowing which direction he’d come from yesterday, she began to move toward the edge of the perimeter, silently hoping he’d subconsciously let her tag along.

      He glanced at her, his face unreadable. She thought the jig was up, but he shook his head and replied. “Yeah, it’s recon. Basically a stakeout until we hear from Snake about the third woman. Is that gonna be a problem? We can get someone to take you home and I can go through the rest of the mission myself.”

      “No! I want to stay with you!” His dark-blond brows raised, and she cleared her throat. “I mean, who wouldn’t want to be around a handsome stud like you, amirite?” It physically hurt to lay on the charm like that, but if it worked, she’d suck it up. He’d resumed his surly face, the one he wore for everyone else, but when they reached the edge of their little clearing and he kept walking, forgetting that she was following, she counted it as a win. Flirting always proved to be an excellent strategy to get things done. She did it all the time, in fact.

      So why did she feel sick about it now?

      They walked in silence the entire way to the perch he’d found the day before, but the farther they went, the more thankful she was that she’d tricked him into compliance. She didn’t miss how his steps were slower, more deliberate than they were yesterday. She and Drake had been metaphorically and literally running nonstop for three days, but he insisted on acting like he wasn’t dragging. Every time she saw him trip, despite each painstaking step, her heart squeezed in her chest.

      They’d been separated for barely half an hour the day before, long enough for him to confirm before dark that they were in a good position for spying on the CTI facility, but not so long that her paranoia could kick in. Now she was bone tired, and couldn’t imagine the shock his exhausted muscles were getting. If he’d left her for an hours-long stakeout, she would’ve been terrified every second that he wouldn’t come back.

      When they reached a large tree with thick branches and flat ground underneath, Drake set his bag down and tapped on a low, thick branch. “Think you can climb this or do you need a boost?”

      It was only about her height from the ground, but she glanced at the trunk of the tree with its hard bark and questionable footholds and absolutely did not want to climb it. But Drake was unpacking his bag and obviously frustrated with her. She didn’t want to irritate him anymore.

      Before she could open her mouth to make an excuse, she was yelping as Drake lifted her up into the tree. She grappled with branches on the way up to literally get a grip until she finally settled on the thick branch with a huff.

      “A little warning might’ve been nice,” she muttered.

      “Just didn’t want you to have to guess what I wanted to hear.”

      The back of her neck grew hot at his insinuation. “Oh, don’t worry, I won’t ever be doing that again.”

      Indecipherable grumbling below her was the only response. The urge to defend herself further was strong, but the cold hard truth cooled her anger.

      Was he wrong?

      She was coming to realize she had two settings, both centering on everyone but herself: being open and honest with people about their problems and giving people what they wanted. Either way, focusing on others ensured that she could avoid confronting her own issues.

      Hades in a handbasket… I’m gonna have to go back to therapy again.

      She’d never considered a therapist before working for her boss. Jules was a huge cheerleader for it, so Nora had gone but had stopped when she never really got anything out of it. It was their motto at the clinic that everyone needed a therapist, and she preached it to survivors all day, but now she was beginning to wonder if she’d ever really taken the advice seriously.

      Maybe not since Drake’s officially the only person to know my past.

      Her brain stuttered. Had she been doing therapy wrong? Was that even possible?

      With a sigh, she blinked and strained her eyes to see the details of the compound. “I’m looking, but I don’t know what I’m looking for exactly.”

      “At least you’re looking at something,” he grumbled under his breath and she tightened her lips.

      Only an out of touch idiot would think he wasn’t annoyed with her. She could admit that zero eye contact during steamy times was weird AF, but this was uncharted territory for her. Obviously her current strategy for not getting too caught up in the intimate moment wasn’t working. She’d have to think of something else—and quick. Being with Drake was one good eye-fuck away from getting screwed over by her feelings again.

      “Here…” A pair of black binoculars appeared in front of her from Drake’s outstretched hand. “You can use these.”

      Her mini life crisis thoughts interrupted, she took the pair of binoculars Drake was lifting up from below.

      “Thanks, but don’t you want to see?”

      “I have this.”

      She peered around her branch to see him piecing together a sniper rifle on the flat ground. “Geez, do you plan to actually use that thing?”

      He settled down behind the scope. “Only when necessary.”

      “Oh… okay then…”

      On that encouraging note.

      She pretended like she was totally cool with being in a situation that required a freakin’ sniper rifle and directed the binoculars toward their target. Shimmering water reflected back at her and she leaned back to see it curving around the facility as a whole.

      “Oh! Another pretty river!”

      “That’s no river. That’s a moat.”

      “A moat? Why on earth would a technology distribution center need a freakin’ moat? It’s not like it’s a castle. They ain’t that special.”

      Drake’s grunt was his only response, so she shrugged and squinted to see the rest of the compound.

      The edge of the forest jutted up to the moat that surrounded a large field of vibrant, green grass, and in the center of the field was the distribution center: a plain, nondescript building, with a glass entrance in front of a large parking lot. In the back, four cargo doors faced her and Drake. The structure wasn’t as big as she’d imagined, but what did stand out about the facility was the surrounding tall chain-link fence.

      “Is that… razor wire on the top of that fence?”

      “Yup.”

      She pressed the binoculars so hard to her glasses, her eyelashes bent against the lenses. “Shouldn’t the wire be leaning the other way? You know, to keep people out?”

      “Looks like they’re more concerned with keeping whatever they’re distributing in.”

      A shudder rolled through her. “They’re Charitable Technologies International. They’re supposed to be selling and donating technology around the world. It’s not like it’s gonna run away.”

      “If I was a betting man, I’d wager someone hasn’t been too honest about their job description.”

      “I am a betting woman, and I wouldn’t take that bet.” Bile burned her throat, and she swallowed down her disgust. “I don’t like the odds.”
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      “Stakeouts? Zero out of ten stars. Would not recommend.” Nora rubbed her numb butt for effect. “We were here for hours and literally nothing happened. I don’t think we even saw a godsdamned blade of grass move.”

      Drake lifted his shoulder before loading his bag onto his back. “I tried to tell you.”

      “Yeah, well, remind me to listen to you next time.” She clapped her hands and rubbed them together before propping her fists on her hips. “What’s next for us spy kids?”

      He grunted and began the trek back to the campsite with those infuriatingly long—painfully deliberate—steps of his. “Now I check the traps I’ve made to secure our perimeter. I’ll take you back to camp first—”

      “No!”

      Panic had her leaping and grabbing onto Drake’s arm. His forehead wrinkled, and he glanced from her hand to her face with concern. She let go and cleared her throat, her mind racing to come up with a reason why they shouldn’t separate. It made sense. She wasn’t going to be useful, but the idea that he could leave…

      “I mean… uh, maybe I can help.” His brow raised, obviously disbelieving that was the case, and she decided to go back to the flirting angle. She massaged his forearm and gave him a cheeky grin. “Or, ya know…. we can finish what we started this morn—”

      He snatched his arm away from her and she stumbled back. A pointed look darkened his face as he crossed his arms. She averted her eyes so she wouldn’t get sidetracked by the beautiful dragon ouroboros tattoo peeking out at her from his forearm.

      “Nora… are you flirting to distract me again?”

      She felt her cheeks redden and sputtered. “Oh, I um… wait, what do you mean ‘again’?”

      A blond brow raised in question.

      Ugh, wrong question, dummy.

      “You don’t think I realized what you were doing this morning? When you flirted with me? And practically herded me like a sheepdog in the direction you thought I wanted to go so I wouldn’t realize you were tagging along?”

      Her cheeks were on fire and every thought had as much substance as ash. She couldn’t for the life of her think of a response.

      “I, um… usually nobody catches me.” Wrong again. What am I doing?

      “Not really an answer.” He stepped closer, crowding her space and making it impossible to breathe anything but his crisp, minty scent mixed with the woodsmoke that clung to his skin, reminding her of the night before. Her skin flushed as his stormy ocean eyes bore down on her. “And I’m not nobody. Tell me why you wanted to tagalong so badly that you resorted to trying to trick me? Listen or talk to me, but don’t manipulate me.”

      Manipulate. Ouch. But that’s exactly what I’m doing, though… isn’t it?

      That reality made her chest tighten with guilt. And as much as it terrified her, he was right. Drake wasn’t ‘nobody’ to her. The least she could give him was the truth.

      She took a breath and decided to come clean. “I’m afraid you won’t come back.” His eyes narrowed and her heart quickened at making him angry, but she forged on. “I know you don’t want to admit it to me, but you’re struggling today. I realize it’s totally different, but my brain can’t stop thinking about the last time we separated on a mission. You got hurt and… and we didn’t come back together.”

      His mouth fell open slightly until his face shifted into a look of understanding. The deep voice that always made her lower belly flip replied back in a soothing tone. “That’s not gonna happen, Pix. You can trust that I’ll protect us both this time. I promise.”

      “I know.” Her voice was embarrassingly small. “It’s a fear all the same, though. But I get it. I’ll stay here—”

      “No… it’s fine.” A teasing note played in his voice as he interrupted her, easing the pressure in her chest. “It’s why I didn’t say anything earlier. I’d rather you tagalong on my own terms than think you successfully conned me into it. But I did warn you that stakeouts are boring as fuck.”

      She giggled, thankful for the lifeline he threw her in their sea of awkwardness. “Absolutely agree. Next time you suggest stakeout, I’m ordering something else from the menu.” At his confused look, she smiled and winked. “Get it? Stakeout. You know, since I’m a vegetarian?”

      He snorted. “Good one.” It was the first time he’d smiled since yesterday, and she hadn’t truly realized how much she already craved it. And that she’d missed it.

      Terrifying.

      Her delicious nightmare turned around and continued back toward the camp on a different path than the one they’d used to go to the stakeout tree.

      “We’ll check the traps together, then. We’re already close. Shouldn’t take too long.”

      She glanced around on their walk, as if he’d made it easy to spot any snares. As it was, trees shaded them from the afternoon sun, making it hard to see, while branches and vines created thick walls beside them.

      “Traps are freakin’ cool. You’re practically the real Survivorman, like from the TV show.”

      His long steps were slow enough, but they easily left her behind. She stretched her tired legs to keep up with him as they navigated the skinny path. When the path got slightly wider, she jogged around him to get ahead a few feet.

      “How far from the camp are they—”

      She yelped as the floor beneath her fell. Her arms flung around as she tried to gain purchase from the branches and roots around her. But before she could drop to her doom, strong arms banded around her waist.

      “This far.” Drake’s breath puffed against the top of her head as he held her back flush to his chest. She shivered in his arms but didn’t demand to be let down. The ground in front of them had indeed disappeared, and a loosely woven blanket of thin branches and dead leaves now caved into a steep hole.

      “You saved me.” Her own chest was heaving from the adrenaline as she clutched his forearms for dear life. After a few more breaths, she realized the pressure at her back was gone. Drake had loosened his grip to set her on her feet and was now chuckling at her.

      “You can let go now, Pix. You’re safe.”

      “Oh… right.” Very slowly, she released her grip on the poor man and he positioned her beside him, cautiously, away from the hole. “No need to cling to you like a koala.”

      “Not as long as you don’t go running blindly into my traps anymore. There’re little reflective tape strips up there on the trees. They should pick up the sun or moonlight, so if you’re away from camp without me, make sure to keep your head up. They’ll warn you to stay vigilant so you don’t fall into a literal hole. This one is brutal.” He bent and grabbed the thin blanket before pulling it aside to reveal a number of sharpened sticks at the bottom.

      “Holy shiitake mushrooms, you dug all this yesterday? What the heck was I doing? You were only out of sight for like thirty minutes.”

      He chuckled. “Keeping an eye on me, were you? We’re not far away from the camp,” he pointed ahead of them where she could see their neon-green tent peeking through the flora.

      “Oh, so this is what you were doing over here.”

      “Yeah, what did you think I was doing?”

      “I don’t know, practicing your woodcarving?”

      To be brutally honest, she’d tried not to notice. She’d been just as conflicted with her feelings the day before as she was then. The entire time they’d made camp, she’d been hyperaware of his presence, listening for his footsteps in the leaves, all while trying very hard to convince herself that she wasn’t practically stalking the man with all five of her senses.

      “None of my traps took too long. This one, for example, was a sinkhole I repurposed. All I did was get lucky and add this covering.”

      “What if a bear or something gets in it?”

      “There shouldn’t be any large game in this area, but even if there were, they typically don’t want anything to do with humans. That’s why I made all of our traps relatively close to home base. They’ll be deterred by us already and we’ll still be protected if a human decides to fuck with us.”

      “That’s so epically amazing. I feel like I’m on Naked and Afraid or something.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “The first one can be arranged, Pix.” Heat flooded her face, and she covered her cheeks with her hands. He wrapped his fingers around her wrists and pulled them down. “I like it when you blush for me. I’ve watched you flirt to get what you want, but this—” He stroked her cheek, making a shiver vibrate down her spine. “You don’t do this for anyone but me.”

      She opened her mouth to respond, but he dove in too quickly for her to stop him from kissing her hot cheek. “Let’s rain check that little arrangement, shall we? I’ve got some more traps to check and then we can head back to camp.”

      With that, he repositioned the crude leaf and vine blanket over the hole and started back down the path, holding her hand as they gingerly circumnavigated the death trap. When they were on their way to the ‘deadfall’ trap, he paused and gave her an appraising look.

      “What was the punch line?”

      She tilted her head. “Punch line?”

      “Yeah, you know. ‘If a giant falls in the forest.’ What was the punch line?”

      “Oh!” She chuckled. “Okay, okay, ask it again.”

      He rolled his eyes but the soft smirk on his face told her he was having fun playing along. “If a giant falls in the forest, and no one is around, does he make a sound?”

      “Only if he gets a splinter. Ba dum tss.” She giggled despite his confused expression. “You know, ‘cause trees to a giant are just sticks with leaves?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “That’s kind of what trees are, Pix.”

      It was her turn to roll her eyes. “Of course you think that. You are the sexy giant.”

      He threw his head back with a loud laugh that made her smile from ear to ear. She soaked in his happiness until a panicked thought crossed her mind.  

      If I fall in the forest, will my heart make a sound?

      Only if it breaks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Draco laid his head back on the log and stretched out on the blanket, not nearly as full as he wished he was after eating that MRE. He’d been working all day, and that, plus their hike and their whirlwind of a mission so far, had worn him the fuck out.

      Nora was having the time of her life eating her MRE, though. With how small she was, it probably did actually fill her up.

      “You can be tired, you know,” Nora pointed out as he helped her pack their trash into their designated bag. “You’ve worked harder today and yesterday than you have in over a year. I know I’m worn out. I can’t wait to take a shower and go to sleep in a bed again.”

      He huffed a laugh and laid his arm out for her to rest on while they sat in front of the campfire. “I think I’ve had enough sleep for a lifetime. Besides, those traps aren’t gonna check themselves. I texted Snake earlier and there are still no updates on the other women. I don’t know how long we’ll be here until we eventually pack up and move on. Hopefully, the traps aren’t necessary, but we’re prepared if they are.”

      Nora nodded thoughtfully before speaking. “I think my favorite is the flying ball thing.”

      “The flying mace?”

      “Yeah, it gives me Home Alone vibes.”

      “Good to know. The other ones didn’t do it for you then?” At her shaking head, he scoffed. “Really? Not even the spring-loaded Tannerite one?”

      “That one was alright, I guess. I just feel like boys always fall back on explosions for action sequences. It’s a little gauche at this point. And the deadfall freaked me out a little bit. I could fit under that big ol’ rock. I don’t know how you lifted it up.” She mimed a brain explosion.

      “Leverage, strong trees, and wire. If you know the right angles, it’s not so hard to do.”

      “Well, I’m certainly not gonna go play ‘hide the Nora’ underneath it anytime soon.”

      “No, you certainly will not. I won’t let you.” He turned her head to face him and gave her a pointed look to make sure she knew he meant more. “You’re not allowed to hide from me, either.”

      She bit her lip before turning out of his grip to face the fire. After a moment, she cleared her throat and resumed her lighthearted tone. “The, uh, the other booby traps you did, I’ve seen in cartoons and on TV. So, I unfortunately can’t give you points for ingenuity there. And you have to admit that the sinkhole turned death hole got a little played out after the third one. I mean, come on, now, you couldn’t be more creative?”

      He chuckled and pulled her closer to his side. “I’m sorry my lifesaving measures weren’t up to your artistic standards. They were the easiest ones to take advantage of. I’ll have to do better next time we go camping on recon.”

      “Next time, huh? You know, I might not actually hate that idea. This has been pretty fun when you haven’t been a surly Shirley. I could even live here if you add a running toilet, queen-size mattress, good lighting, delivery service, roof, some walls, Wi-Fi, and places to go.” He snorted but stilled when she licked her finger and swiped at his cheek. “Oh, and a shower. You are absolutely filthy, Malfoy.”

      “Me? What about you?” He brushed away some ash on her cheek. “You’re a little dirty yourself, Pix.”

      “But I thought you liked me dirty.” She gave him a wink while her words perked up the only part of him that hadn’t had a full workout that day. “A warm bath would be nice. I shiver at the thought of dipping just a toe in that river.”

      The vision of his naked body warming hers in the water made his heart rate speed up. He knew that, with her small frame, she’d be miserable even with his heat, though. But maybe they wouldn’t have to get in the water…  

      “You know what? I have an idea of how we can have the best of both.” He retracted his arm from under her head.

      The large stainless steel bottle they used for collecting water was at the end of the log, and he sat up to reach for it. Thankfully, it was mostly full since they hadn’t needed to use any for their dinner. The river’s source was a mountain spring a few miles northwest, so the water in the canteen was indeed frigid.

      “What’re you up to, Malfoy?” Nora asked, her lilting voice full of curiosity as he grabbed a set of tongs from a bag nearby.

      “You wanted a hot bath, right? Grab a washcloth, will you?” Using a stick, he poked at the fire, making a bed of hot embers. He hooked the tongs to their water bottle and positioned the bottle upright near the coals to heat the water inside.

      He looked back to see Nora on her knees over the bag. “Can’t find the washcloth? It should be in one of the front pockets.”

      “It was. Along with this.” She pulled out the small black case, and a chill shot down his spine as she unzipped it. “Drake, what are these for?”

      Inside were the four syringes he’d packed for their mission, one for each week, depending on how long they’d be gone. They were the medication he’d been using to accelerate his recovery, and the drugs he hadn’t wanted Nora to know anything about.

      “I can explain.”

      Her lips tightened into a grim line before sighing. “Oh goody. The three words every woman is dying to hear.”

      “It’s for my recovery. It’s medication that we had to take in MF7 every time we got hurt. It accelerates recovery. We all got emergency kits that were regularly stocked, and before we got out, we stole them. It accelerates healing to a certain degree, and it’s the only reason why I’ve been recovering as well as I have been.”

      Her scowl dropped to hurt. “The only reason?”

      Fuck.

      Before he could stop himself, he was in front of her, holding her wrists lightly and making sure she was looking in his eyes as he spoke. “Stop that, Pix. I know what you’re thinking. I wouldn’t be here without you, too. The medicine is mostly there to jump-start big injuries. I’d probably still be pissing in a bag if it weren’t for it.”

      She zipped the case up, moving her wrists from his grip, and loaded the case back into the bag. When it was inside, she retrieved the washcloths and crawled around him to sit on the blanket again. As he returned to her side, his hands itched to reach her, but he kept them to himself, waiting until he couldn’t take her silence anymore.

      “Talk to me, Nora.”

      She sighed, her thick burst of breath reaching him. “I thought I helped, that’s all.”

      “You did. Without you helping with my exercises, making me feel like a goddamn warrior whenever I lifted five pound weights in the beginning, I wouldn’t have made it mentally. Yeah, the meds helped me. But without you? The past couple of months would’ve sucked and my morale would’ve been shit. Having you by my side got me through what the medicine couldn’t.”

      “I just… hate that you had to resort to drugs.”

      “It’s not like that. We were government guinea pigs that cost too much for them to hurt us. They wouldn’t have given us the stuff if it did.”

      Hopefully.

      She nodded slowly. “Okay, I get it. But I helped? I mean… at least a little?”

      “Not a little.” He smiled despite her frown. “You’re everything, Pix.”

      Her face brightened with that flash of panic he desperately wanted to find the source for. But as quickly as it appeared, it was gone, and she was smiling and swatting him with the washcloths.

      “Moving on… I think a certain handsome stud mentioned a bath? And I don’t really see a clawfoot tub anywhere in these woods.”

      He knew she was pushing her feelings aside for his sake. He felt like a dick for it, but he appreciated the reprieve for now. “We don’t need a tub when we’ve got a fire.”

      Her eyes lighted with excitement and she smiled before climbing onto her knees. “What do you have in mind, exactly, Survivorman?”

      He grinned as he roved his eyes up and down her body for emphasis. “I want to take care of you. Every single inch of you.”
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      The adoration in his eyes burned hotter than the fire crackling beside them, making her stomach flip.

      He hooked a stick through the hole at the top of the fish-shaped tongs. They worked like a hook for the water bottle as he maneuvered it to tip water onto the washcloth before setting the container upright again. He gently pushed her shoulder until she was leaning back onto the log.

      “Here, sit back, little pixie.”

      “Ooh, I can’t wait.” She relaxed and reached for the washcloth in his hands, but he snatched it from her reach.

      “No, Pix, let me.”

      Not giving her the chance to object again, he kneeled over her and carefully removed her glasses, setting them on the nearby bag. Despite his big body blocking out the heat from the fire, her skin flushed with anticipation. The warm, damp towel brushed down her cheek using gentleness that she’d always instinctively known was inside him.

      Shuddering inhales and exhales escaped her, joining their crackling fire soundtrack as his eyes locked onto hers. The chilly night kissed her skin where the heated cloth left her face, following his strokes down her neck. He leaned closer and left a trail of soft kisses along her throat. Her chest ached when she realized he was carefully avoiding her ear.

      He tugged at the hem of her short-sleeved shirt and his soft beard made her shiver as he whispered against her neck. “Off.”

      She nodded in a daze before pulling the shirt over her head and laying back down, covering herself with her arms while using his jacket as a makeshift pillow.  

      He pulled her shivering arms away, revealing her black bra. His large hands stroked down her slight curves, his tan skin against her light, both different shades of gold thanks to the campfire. They molded around her breasts before he fingered her bra straps.

      “No wait. Not yet.” She squeezed his forearms to stop him. No way in all of the goddesses’ green earth would this man get to have all the fun. “Let me do you, first.”

      Her phrasing had the desired effect, and he smirked while she grabbed the second washcloth on the blanket. He used the canteen to dampen both washcloths before setting the bottle back near the coals.

      “Switch with me and lie back, handsome.”

      A small thrill shot down her spine when he immediately listened to her, resting his hands behind his head. If it wasn’t for the electric hunger passing between them with every touch and glance, she would’ve thought him to be the epitome of relaxation. Her own body was wound up tight, practically drooling at the way the pose showed off his thick biceps and the winding tattoos up his arm.

      When she straddled his waist, a moan slipped from her mouth thanks to her restrictive jeans, adding pressure to her sensitive core. He was already hard underneath her, making her ache for him to be inside.

      He massaged along her outer thighs with his hands and his insistent thrusts below her made her pussy ache to be filled.

      “I need… I need you inside me, Drake.”

      “I won’t make you wait long, Pix. I want to know you inside and out.”

      Those hands she was so obsessed with stroked her bare torso, sparking goose bumps. Getting back to the task at hand, she wiped the washcloth down his face, smiling back when his lips stretched wide.

      He sat up and brushed the towel’s warmth down her spine, dripping tiny hot droplets into the back of her jeans. She held on to his strong biceps as he rolled his cock underneath her.

      The entire moment, she fought the need to look in his eyes, instead following her own movements over his cheeks, his neck, and underneath his ears. She avoided his lips, knowing that there was no way she’d be able to keep from pressing hers to his if she focused on them. Then she’d be a goner.

      When the light showed his face was clean, she danced her fingers down his torso, feeling the hard muscles underneath her fingertips. She dipped her hands underneath the hem of his shirt to scratch down his abs. He tugged at the back of his collar with one hand, still holding her waist with the other. She sucked in a breath when his muscular torso was finally revealed in the dim light. Her eyes immediately gravitated to the bullet wounds on his chest and side.

      She lightly grazed the glossy, raised scar near his heart with her fingertips. Her own heart clenched as she choked out her worst fear.

      “What if… what if you hadn’t made it?”

      “That would’ve never happened.” Drake gathered her hands in his and kissed them before lifting her chin. His ocean eyes swam with emotion. “I fought for you that night, and every night after that. If you haven’t learned by now, Pix, I never give up.”

      His pointed look said so much more than the simple phrase and her heart thundered in her chest. She searched her mind for what to say back but was surprised when she realized he didn’t seem to expect a reply. Instead, he scooted them so their sides were closer to the fire and the water canteen.

      The heat dried her skin where the washcloth had left damp trails, while the other half of her shivered. She let him resoak her washcloth before returning it to caress the divots and valleys of his muscles. His ouroboros tattoo circled and wound up his left forearm and she traced it with the cloth, dripping water down the scaled path.

      A pop made her gasp and clutch her breasts with her free hand as her bra came loose. A wicked grin stretched across his face as he pulled her hand away, letting the soft fabric fall between their chests before he set her bra aside.

      With her breasts free, her already aroused peaks perked up, and the brisk air immediately cooled the metal in her nipple rings. His eyes were hungry on her as he moved the cloth over her breasts.

      “I really fucking love these.” He ran his thumbs over the small metal bars and teased them with his fingers. Each tip felt like it was connected directly to her clit. The bundle of nerves fluttered in response, begging for the same attention.

      Under the slow ministrations, the towel began to lose its heat. One side of her burned while the other shivered.

      “The towel is getting colder on my skin.”

      “I know…” He didn’t look up as he molded her breasts in his palms. “I’ll warm it up again, but right now I can do this instead.”

      His biceps tensed underneath her hands as he lifted her higher up on his torso and bent to her nipples. She couldn’t take her eyes off his warm tongue as it swirled around a peak, teasing the metal bar, heightening her pleasure with every twirl. His ocean eyes captured hers as he widened his mouth around her breast, flicking his tongue along the piercing at the same time. She used his blond hair like reins to pull him closer as he sucked and massaged.

      “Oh my… goddesses. Drake, that feels so good.”

      One hand completely spanned her lower back, arching her farther into his mouth while he twisted the other barbell gently with his fingers. When he’d laved one nipple until it was almost too sensitive to bear, he switched to the other, making her feverish with need. She clawed his back, aching to find relief. His towel might’ve been drying and forgotten, but her panties were absolutely soaked.

      When he popped her nipple from his mouth, she took the opportunity to push him back, rinsing his chest with her lukewarm towel. She ground her clit against the hard-as-steel bulge in his jeans while he caressed her naked skin. His cock jumped underneath her, as if it was already trying to bring her the relief that she desperately needed. Unable to wait any longer, her pussy throbbing with need, she pulled at his jeans, unbuttoning him as he did the same for her.

      It was suddenly a race to see who could undress the other first, but when he unzipped her, he jerked up and laid her out on the blanket in one swift move. With her switched position, the cooled side of her skin began to heat immediately while the other side gained goose bumps with the switch in temperature.

      “Hurry, Drake, I need you.”

      He sat back on his heels and pulled her jeans off. When she lay bare in front of him, desire flashed in his eyes. He poured the heated water onto his cloth and wiped it down her body again, lighting up parts of her she had no idea could get sensitive. The firelight’s shadows flickered over his skin as he worked, showing off his muscles. His Adonis belt teased her as it disappeared behind his unbuttoned low-slung jeans, where his cock threatened to push free from his strained boxers.

      Warm water ran down the apex of her thighs, no doubt joining the moisture that was already pooled in her thong.

      “Why an owl?” His fingers traced over the large owl on her left thigh, its feathers were a mix of black, silver, and violet accents with one violet eye gazing out. Before she could answer, he was already chuckling. “Hedwig, from Harry Potter?”

      She smiled at him, loving that he knew that reference, but she shook her head and swallowed around the emotions clogging her throat again. “Owls see everything, even through the darkness. Even though no one else can see them.”

      He held her gaze while he bent low and kissed the top of her upper thigh above the owl’s head. His beard brushed her skin as he spoke, making her tremble. “Owls mate for life… I’ve always been a little jealous of the animals that do that.”

      Tears pricked at her eyes and she averted her gaze to the canopy above them. “I’ve always been a little jealous of the humans who do that too.”

      “Say the word, baby, and you’ll never have to be jealous again.”
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      She choked on the emotion behind his promise, not sure how to respond. Instead of addressing the emotions warring inside her, she allowed herself to physically feel everything else. The way he cared for every single inch of her body was easier to concentrate on than thinking about the way he’d take care of her heart.

      Thankfully, he didn’t force her to say anything as he continued the trail down her thigh. Continuing to attend to every single inch of the rest of her, he warmed the towel periodically while he washed her, creating alternating hot and cool sensations over her skin.

      When he’d trailed all the way down her legs to her feet, he tugged her socks off, dragging each one in such a way that it tickled her soles. He grinned back at her as she giggled and reluctantly let him scrub her toes before ending with his lips on her instep.

      “You make it hard to kiss you properly.”

      Her breath hitched, but he wasn’t looking at her anymore, bestowing a kiss on the inside of her heel as he traveled up.

      “I make it hard… to kiss me? H-how?” she asked, her voice catching at the end as she realized he was leaving kisses all the way up the inside of her legs.

      “I’ve never smiled as much as I do with you. Even while I’m trying to pleasure you with my mouth, I can’t seem to get it together. I want to kiss every inch of your skin, but it’s hard to do that with a smile on my face.”

      He looked at her expectantly, but for what, she didn’t know. Her heart was bursting from her chest with the need to shout her feelings to him, but if she gave in to him, he could take everything. A big part of her knew that even if he took all that she gave him, he wouldn’t use her up and spit her out. He’d hold the most vulnerable parts of her like he was now, like they were precious. She knew that, deep down, but she still couldn’t let go.

      “I… I like that I can make you smile. It feels special when I do.”

      “You’re more than special, Pix. You’re unique. One of a kind. The only woman who makes me smile.”

      When his tongue and lips finally reached her thong, she lifted her butt up so he could tug the thin fabric down. Like everything else, he did it with painstaking care, dragging the washcloth with it.

      A second later, he’d propped her left leg onto his shoulder while he kneeled before her and washed even her most intimate areas. When he’d finished dragging the washcloth up her center, he scooped her other leg over his shoulder and dove in. With every delicate plunge of his tongue through her core, he wrenched his name from her chest.

      “Drake!”

      “You’re dripping, Pix. Fuck, you’re gonna have to drag me off of you.”

      Before she could reply, his impossibly long tongue surged into her entrance again while his thumb massaged her clit. His insistent swirls around her opening drove her wild, and she couldn’t stop her legs from squeezing around his head. Her thighs tingled in his strong grip as he spread her apart and his tongue lapped up her arousal. When he pumped one finger inside her, she cried out and squirmed.

      The pad of his fingertip zeroed in on her most sensitive spot, suddenly sending her over the edge before she was ready and coaxed his name from her throat. A wave of pleasure racked her body as her muscles tightened around his finger.

      Throbbing pulses shot through her body as he unzipped his jeans and pulled himself free. In one swift motion, he banded his arm around her lower back and thrust inside her, making her cry out again and tug his hair. Without giving her a chance to accommodate his size, he propped himself up on his forearm and cupped her ass, gaining traction before spearing her again. His moans mixed with hers as he plunged inside her, creating a rhythm.

      She thought she heard him curse the word condom under his breath, but he never stopped and she sure as hell wasn’t going to. When she thought he was going to slow down, she hooked her legs around his lower back and pulled him close. Almost as if he could read her mind, his thrusts increased in speed.

      “I’m not gonna stop, Pix.” He growled in warning and she nodded.

      “Good.” It was intimate. Way too intimate. Having him come inside her was another step toward losing her control, where she’d need to retreat after, but she gave into this connection with him. She’d been craving it for so long, she would give herself this. Even if she didn’t let herself enjoy it later, even if she’d regret it, even if she had to take it all back, she at least wanted this moment to remember.

      His next push inside her was so hard it was painful, but the new angle was obviously what they both needed.

      “Fuck yes, Pix. I’m glad I already made you come. It’s been a while and you feel so fucking good. I don’t know how long I’ll last.”

      “Same,” she breathed. I waited for you. The thought had her panicking, and she wrapped her legs tighter, pulling him closer while she shut her eyes against the truth.

      “Holy shit, Drake, this feels so… oh my goddesses, yes.”

      Every curve upward threatened another orgasm as he dragged back out.

      “Open your eyes for me, Pix.”

      Please… I want to, but I can’t. It’s too much.

      “That was the bet, Nora. Back in the truck. I won, baby. Now open your eyes while I fuck another orgasm from your tight cunt.”

      She bit her top lip and tried to feel every sensation as he moved inside her until he slowed. She tried to increase their speed, but he gripped her ass hard enough to make her hiss and flare her eyes open.

      Panic shot through her at the emotion swirling in his eyes as he began to move again.

      One. Two. Three.

      After meeting his eyes for three seconds she slammed them shut again. She tried to tug him in, but he thrusted so hard she yelped. Instead of pulling back out, he stayed buried deep inside. A frustrated growl erupted from her chest.

      “Drake, please. I’m so close. Please move!”

      “I don’t fucking care how close you are, Pix. I’ll take you to the edge and back again all night until you look in my eyes while I make you come.”

      It hurt to deny him this. Her heart ached, but she had to hold something back. If she gave every piece of her, there was no way to take them back whenever she’d have to make herself whole all over again. It’d taken so long before she wouldn’t be able to survive it with Drake.

      Make me, please.

      She silently begged, knowing she couldn’t do it herself. His hand gripped her entire throat and squeezed before taking her lips in his.

      You’re everything.

      The words he’d used earlier scratched at her throat to say back at him, but fear and terror overrode like muscle memory. Even as she wanted to tug him closer, when his tongue caressed the seam of her lips, she grew stiff under his arms until his soft lips left hers.

      He tightened his grip until the need to gasp for air made her eyelids snap open on reflex. Her eyes finally held his, and he began to move again at a faster pace.

      “I know you want me. I know you feel this. I don’t know why you’re afraid to admit that to yourself, but I will fuck the admission out of you if I have to.”

      Panic that she’d have to moan her truth had her rolling her lips inward, biting them so hard she could feel her heartbeat in them. Her brain told her to look away, but his grip grew painful as he forced her head in his direction.

      Yes, please. Keep going.

      “Nora, goddamnit, fucking look at me.”

      His hand let in precious air, but after one gulp, she slapped her hands over his and squeezed. If he made her look at him, it wouldn’t be enough, but it would be as much as she could give right then. She couldn’t do more. Not yet. His confusion made him slow, but she nodded and forced her eyes to stay on him as she took small sips of breath.

      “Please… I can’t. But I want to. Make me. Please.”

      His disappointment tore at her soul as it reflected in the flames in his eyes, but he nodded and tightened again. She was nearly wheezing, but her eyes were on his. The moment was so intense, the emotions forced a tear from her as her entire body began to convulse. Her inner walls fluttered at the promise of coming again. She clawed down his back as pleasure racked her body. All the while her eyes met his, and she hoped that he could see everything she couldn’t say.

      Thrusting into her at a punishing speed, she tried to match him until she couldn’t take it anymore. She cried out his name, past the pressure on her neck, while he used the hold he had on her throat and hip for leverage to move her up and down his cock.

      A loud roar echoed through the trees until she realized he was calling out her name as he ground into her heat and came inside her in hot jets. Watching him pour everything into her made her chest heave against him. With every rocking motion, he drew yet another spasm from her, sending her into spiraling bliss.

      When he was finally spent, he caught himself from collapsing against her. An overwhelming feeling of security flowed through her as he wrapped his arms underneath her back and hugged her close. They breathed in sync a few breaths before she returned the embrace. Palming her ass and tugging her against him, he pushed inside her impossibly farther before he flipped them over.

      She panted on top of him, the cool air kissing her skin again before he wrapped his arms around her, protecting her from the chill. He caressed down her back before resting his hands on her ass cheeks and kneading them gently as he kept up small thrusts.

      This was the most intimate she’d ever been with anyone. Usually she jumped up and was on to the next, whatever that may be. But leaving was the last thing she wanted at the moment. Eventually she felt him softening within her and she cursed her inner muscles for trying to push him out.

      His hand fit underneath her chin and lifted her up by her neck to meet his eyes. She waited for the panic to set in, but she was only delirious with pleasure.

      “Why don’t you look at me, Pix?”

      She winced but kept his gaze as she told him the truth. He deserved that at least.

      “It’s too much, Drake. You. Me. It scares me. This—” She rested her right hand over his heart before freeing her neck from his grasp. Propping herself up, she placed his hand over her own thundering heart. “This scares me. I’ve never felt anything this much before. I know how lost I got once, when I never felt half this. I’m afraid of losing myself again.”

      His eyes softened as he brushed her hair back from her forehead. “Nora, you make me a fucking mess. I know you didn’t know me before I got shot, but I never used to be such a sappy son of a bitch. I’m sure as hell making up for lost time now.”

      The returned confession soothed some of the terror in her mind, but she had to ask. “Does it… does it scare you? How you feel?”

      “The only thing I’ve ever been scared of is losing you.” The hand over her heart added pressure. “But even knowing that the way I feel might scare you away, I also know if I don’t give you everything—if I don’t give you all of me—I wouldn’t blame you for not trusting me. I’ll regret losing you more if I had more left to give.”

      A small tear burned her eye before it escaped. She wiped it away and gasped as his cock slipped all the way out of her, his cum escaping with it.

      His growl underneath her made her lift her head to see the flare of possession filling his eyes. He pushed his cock back inside her, pumping lightly until she was moaning and he was hard enough to stay inside. His big arms wrapped around her, pulling her tight against his chest as he whispered against her forehead.

      “I came inside you without a condom, baby.”

      She nodded, loving the way his soft beard brushed her forehead. “I know… it’s o-okay… I, um, like kids and all…one day, obviously. But I’m on birth control and I haven’t been with anyone in… a long time.”

      His body tensed underneath her. “Matt?” He squeezed her too tightly, but she managed to shake her head before yawning.

      “We only ever kissed.”

      She melted on top of him, allowing herself to rest her eyes and trusting him to take her back to the tent whenever he was ready. Maybe it was because her body was completely relaxed above him that she finally realized he was tense as stone underneath her. She fell with his deflating chest as he exhaled and whispered against the top of her head.

      “But you won’t even kiss me, Pix.”

      Fuck.

      The last thing she wanted was for him to look into that the wrong way, but she couldn’t bring herself to fight against his assumptions yet. Almost as if his body was taking the thoughts to heart, his cock slipped out from her again.

      She maintained that foggy alertness while the night grew cooler around them and the fire died down. Her body shivered involuntarily and Drake wrapped them up in the blanket before carrying her back to the tent. When he finally curved around her in their sleeping bag, she’d nearly fallen asleep. He must’ve believed she had, because he softly whispered into the night.

      “I need it all, Pix. Everything. Or I can’t do any of it.”

      He kissed the back of her head and squeezed her closer. She hoped with everything inside her that it wouldn’t be the last time he held her like this.
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      “Mom, Dad said he wasn’t hungry.” Carmen, Gail’s daughter, laid the full plate on the dining room table. “He said he didn’t want to come down to the table. So I brought his plate up for him to see if he wanted to eat in bed, but he said no to both.”

      Gail finished her bite before nodding at her daughter and son. “Thank you for trying. I was hoping we could have early dinner together as a family before I have to drive to work for that late delivery, but do you two mind eating together while I join him?”

      Jonas, ever the conversationalist, shrugged and took another bite of his dinner, chewing until a roll smacked him in the head.

      “Hey!”

      Gail hid her laugh as Carmen stuck out her tongue. Before, she would’ve reprimanded her. But after Frank’s diagnosis, her parenting style became a lot more relaxed. Patience is easier to come by if you’re grateful.

      “We’ll be fine, Mom. Don’t take it too hard this time. His appetite has been wonky, but it is an early dinner for his schedule,” Carmen answered. “Just make sure he eats. He’s been down lately.”

      Gail reached out and cupped her daughter’s cheek, loving how dedicated she was to her father’s health. “You’re my favorite daughter.”

      Carmen and Jonas snorted with laughter, the reaction she’d been hoping for as she stood up with plates in hand. “I’ll be down when I’m finished. If you’re done before I am, do you mind clearing the table?”

      Both of them nodded their agreement before she walked out of the dining room. Every stair to their bedroom made her thighs and her chest burn, a daily reminder of how many Frank had to tumble down for them to finally acknowledge that his balance was worsening again.

      When she opened the door to their room, the familiar astringent smell that’d taken over the master bedroom assaulted her senses. She wouldn’t have been surprised if it’d already given the food in her hand a metallic taste.

      Their dog Chewster leaped from the bed and out the door, as if they were switching shifts. She petted him as he trotted by before gazing back at her husband.

      Frank sat in bed, his reading glasses on as he read his tablet. It was the nightly routine he’d kept religiously before his diagnosis, but now it was late afternoon and time was relative. She shut the door gently, but he still looked up from the screen and smiled the grin that made her fall in love with him nearly three decades ago.

      “Gail, my gal, did my master plan work? You’re coming to eat with me?”

      She couldn’t resist a smile as she laid their plates on the side table and brought the TV dinner table next to his side of the bed. “Oh, so you’re an evil villain now, huh?”

      “The worst.” He snorted and helped her situate the bed tray over his lap before setting his meal on top. “Of course I knew that if I turned down Carmen’s dinner invitation, you’d insist it still be the two of us. And you know I’d do anything for a moment with you, darling.”

      As would I. She whispered in her mind but rolled her eyes playfully at her husband.

      “Still a charmer, even after all these years.”

      “And all the chemo,” he joked and began to eat.

      She didn’t flinch at his dark humor. The first few times he’d done it, she’d sobbed for hours. But when she realized laughter was one of his only outlets, she sucked it up and smiled for the love of her life. Still, her husband knew her better than anyone.

      “None of that sad face nonsense, my gal. The doctor said this time shouldn’t be as rough. We’ll have a little surgery here, a little chemo there, no big deal.”

      He was right. The doctor had a much better feeling about this round than he had years ago. While the cancer had been extracted from his body, it’d never felt like it really left their home. For years, every day had been a question about whether the poison being used as medication was actually helping. When the oncologist gave them the all clear, the next year had still been a tentative celebration, always waiting for something bad to happen. And then it did.

      “I’m glad you’re in good spirits. I think with the appointment so fresh in my mind, it’s hard to laugh about it for now.”

      He nodded knowingly. “I know. Me too, but let’s sit a while and enjoy each other’s company.”

      She smiled softly and settled down at the makeshift dining area in their bedroom. “That’s not much of a hardship.” When he smiled back, she decided to tease him again. “So tell me about this evil scheme, my dear.”

      “Well, you see. I’ve noticed that my damsel has been in distress. I figured you’d like some cheering up and a little dinner date has always done the trick.”

      Her heart cracked. Even after everything he’d been through, she was still number one on his mind.

      “Frank, I—”

      “No, listen. I know you’ve been under a lot of stress. I can tell.” He watched her as she ate a bite of mashed potatoes. “But it’s different this time. There’s something else going on. Isn’t there?”

      She paused mid-bite, sure she was about to choke, even though the food was nowhere near her throat. Her face grew clammy, and she snatched a paper towel from the bedside table to spit her food into. Trying not to meet her husband’s eyes, she tossed the paper towel onto her plate and placed everything on the bedside table before drinking a sip of water. But as usual, he saw everything.

      “Come here, my gal.” He moved his bed tray to the side and beckoned her with his hand. Her hand slid smoothly into his and they both pretended his weakened grip helped her rise from her chair.

      She settled on top of him, careful not to hurt him. Even though he was still the picture of the sturdy man she knew, memories of him wasting away for months kept her from relaxing.

      “Let me dry your tears.” Only his words and the rough paper towel he used to gently pat down her cheeks made her realize she’d been crying. The combination made all of her worries pour out and she squeezed him closer to take comfort in his embrace.

      When her silent weeping finally dried up, they sat in silence for a little while longer. She knew she had to get up at some point, go into work, participate in a mess that she’d allowed to happen because she’d been too afraid of the consequences of cleaning it up when she’d had the chance.

      “You can tell me anything, you know.” Frank rubbed her back as he spoke. She clutched him tighter, not even caring that she was ruining her suit.

      “I know.” She nodded against his chest, ready for what he would surely say next.

      “We can get through anything, you know.”

      She huffed a laugh at their little mantra. “I know.”

      “I love you, you know.”

      A tear escaped down her cheek again. “I know.”

      “Even if you’ve done something you’re not proud of.”

      She paused at the deviation and lifted her head to whisper. “How did you know?”

      His soft smile mended her heart. “I know you, Gail. You’re my gal. But I need you to trust me with what’s killing you. I can’t have you go before I do.”

      That dark humor made her laugh this time. Funny how when it came to her darkness, she got the joke.

      “I don’t want you to see me differently.”

      He stroked down her spine and kissed her head. “Even if I saw you differently, it wouldn’t make me love you less.”

      “You promise?”

      She felt him nod without looking. “Promise. Even the worst things.”

      His voice was calm, but strong with conviction, healing her broken soul after everything she’d done. Or hadn’t done.

      Their family had been in limbo for years, but this felt like the breaking point. Like if she told him everything, she’d be admitting her awful flaws that had hurt so many over the years. She believed him when he said he’d love her through it, but she wasn’t sure she was ready to see that love tested yet.

      “I want to tell you. But tomorrow. Right now I want to lie here in this moment with you before I have to drive back to work. Let me be your gal, just a little while longer.”

      He kissed her head again and squeezed her. “Why settle for a little while if I’m promising forever?”

      Her cheeks raised on his chest when she smiled. “I’d do anything for a moment with you, darling.”
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      Nora watched Drake with interest from her perch on the log as he stoked the fire with a stick, bringing it back to a steady flame. His dark shirt was tight, and the glow on his face and beard highlighted the sharp lines of his nose and cheekbones. His mouth opened, reminding her they were mid-conversation, and she tuned back in.

      “Listen, I don’t care that you haven’t been in the service. You can’t convince me that MREs are ‘delish,’ Pix. It’s not about eating them so much that they lose all taste, they’re literally precooked food in a bag.”

      She took a final bite of said delish dinner before tapping her chin in thought as she chewed over his reply. When she swallowed, she lifted her finger as a point. “Chips are in a bag.”

      He gave her a wary look before rolling back on his heels to lounge on the blanketed ground next to her. “Yeah… and?”

      “Cheetos are in a bag. Popcorn’s in a bag. Tater tots come in a bag.” His pointed look made her shrug. “Hey, don’t give me the stink eye, mister. It’s not my fault your criterion is flawed. Just admit I’ve got this argument… in the bag. Ba dum tss.” She played the air like a snare drum and cymbal and waited for him to look at her.

      Waiting for him to look at me, hm? Like he wanted me to last night? Ironic. Way to stumble right into his point of view.

      Thankfully not a mind reader, he flashed his wide grin at her before returning his gaze to the fire. Her heart literally skipped like a freakin’ double Dutch champion.

      That smile.

      It’d been a long day of trap-checking, exercises, and absolutely no smiles. Something had happened last night when they’d had sex. Everything had been great from her standpoint, but as soon as they began to talk afterward, the glow faded quicker than an ember. She couldn’t recall what she’d said, only that it’d been about Matt. Whatever was bugging Draco had plagued him all day, and she’d been trying to cheer him up. The guy always did like a good pun.

      The first time she’d ever seen him, it was over a video conference with his teammates. He’d laughed at something corny she’d said and everyone had reacted like seeing his smile was such a big deal. It’d made her feel… special. She’d decided then that she was going to have her way with him. Nothing like a casual fling to get a girl’s self-esteem up. She’d even fantasized about kissing him, never once considering that he would be too dangerous for that kind of intimacy.

      But then he’d almost died for her. He fell into a coma, and now—kiss or no kiss—she’d gone and fallen in lo—

      No.

      All that feeling-that-must-not-be-named had ever done for her was get her hurt, and she wasn’t prepared to lose herself to a man again.

      “Hate to break it to you.” His voice brought her back to the moment. “But none of those bagged foods should be considered ‘delicious’. A lot of people might not even consider it food.” He chuckled and shook his head. “You’ve been all over the world and yet you still eat like a five-year-old.”

      She scoffed and threw her hand to her chest as if she was offended. “Rude. It’s not like I was slurping escargot while rocking a fur coat as a teenage runaway.”

      A dark look flickered over his face and his fist clenched on his knee as he stared into the fire. “I hate that you had to do that.”

      Nora began to clean up their trash to put in the designated trash bag. “Do what?”

      “Run away. Save yourself. All of it.” He grabbed her forearm on her way to return to her seat on the log. His gentle tug pulled her down to sit next to him on the blanket.

      She felt the tone shift and tried to redirect it with a swat of her hand. “Handsome, that’s what boss ass bitches like myself do, we save ourselves.”

      “You shouldn’t have to.” He gave a heavy sigh. “I let you down, Nora, the night you were taken. I’m sorry.”

      Nora scrambled to straddle him and held his face in her hands. “No. ‘Cause what we’re not gonna do is let you blame yourself for getting shot. Capisce? We did the best we could that night, and it all worked out in the end. Peachy keen.” She smiled but his face grew grimmer in the dimming light.

      “In no world is getting kidnapped fucking ‘peachy keen.’ Why do you do that? Downplay everything? Are you truly not affected by it at all or is there more in here” —he covered her heart with his large hand, and a soft fluttering began low in her core— “than you’re willing to show everyone? To show me?” He tugged her black hair. “Everyone thinks you’re ‘peachy keen’. But I remember when you were purple. You’ve been through so much already in your life. So what happened that night that turned everything black for you?”

      His question made her heart beat painfully in her chest and his eyes captured hers. The words inside hurt to keep in, like they were punching through the walls around her heart.

      “I-I guess I try not to think about it. So much happened. The man who grabbed me reminded me of…” She shook her head. “My scrappy fighting kicked in, and I fought back. Then you were shot, and I… I froze again. Got drugged, kidnapped.” She huffed a laugh. “One of the men who kidnapped me, he knew Jules. He apparently got a conscience in the end and gave me a syringe of some knockout drug. I used that to inject one of the kidnappers to try to get away and then all hell broke loose.” She sighed and began to play with the collar of his shirt as a memory that she’d pushed down for the past year came resurfacing.

      “Your team came. Devil helped me back into the van because it turned out that was the safest place at the time. I-I remember… I pointed to Jason’s sister Ellie, she was in the van with me. And then both of them checked on her. They literally climbed over me to get to her. I didn’t know them from Adam. I shouldn’t have expected more. But with the drugs in my system, I just remember thinking… Drake would’ve stopped for me if I hadn’t gotten him killed.”

      “Pix, fuck.” His arms surrounded her, and she felt a warm tear trail down her cheek. “What happened wasn’t because of you.”

      “I know that, but I didn’t believe it then.” She shuddered into his shirt, muffling her words. “I’ve felt so guilty, Drake. I thought you were gonna die because of me. I hurt so much inside, but everyone else needed me, so I pushed it down. My hair, my eyes… it felt like the only way I could express myself, I guess. This”—she tugged her hair and waved her hands at her eyes— “my hair and eyes are actually natural now. Actually, my hair is from a box, but it’s the same color, just a little faded. I used to wear colored contacts. Violet ones, actually. Don’t get me wrong, I like my natural hair and eyes. But once I left home, I loved how wild I could be, the different people I could pretend to be. Being different was me. But I guess somewhere along the way, I stopped letting people see underneath too.”

      “You became the chameleon.”

      She nodded. “I’m the happy-go-lucky girl with wild hair, an owl purse, and nonprescription glasses over colored contacts. I love to take care of people, and I love to make people smile. But it becomes a shield at some point. I can hide behind what I really feel. Because when you give people your feelings, you give them the reins. They can use you, manipulate you, control you—”

      “—hurt you. Like the people in your past.”

      “Yes. Yes, exactly.”

      He sat for a minute before speaking again and the pain in his voice nearly broke her all over again. “Do you think I’ll hurt you?”

      She breathed deeply. “I nearly fell apart over you once and I didn’t even know you. Turning into the shell of a person who basically lived for everyone else. Now that I do? I’m afraid I’ll lose myself in you entirely, just to make you happy. And that might hurt me more than anything.”

      “Nora, you don’t trust me by now to call you out on that shit? Is all this why you don’t give in to your feelings? Why you ignore them?”

      She nodded. “I was the mood moderator. I still am. It’s a role I’ve always had. It’s always been easier to deal with other people’s dreams and hopes and moods than my own. Growing up with my mom. Everything was my fault. I learned to walk on eggshells and that anticipating and fending off other people’s moods was easier than sharing mine. And whenever I did share mine, they were invalidated. I felt like I didn’t matter. Same thing with him, but with him it was worse because I let it happen.”

      “You were thirteen, Pix.”

      She gave a sad smile. “I know. But I still feel responsible. That nothingness he made me into, I don’t think it ever went away. You make me feel… more, for the first time. Like I’m something someone wants to know. And that’s terrifying. It makes me afraid that one day I won’t be enough. You, Drake… you are the only one who sees me. You see all of me. What if all of me isn’t enough for you?”

      He held her face in his hands and bore his stormy ocean eyes into hers. “You’re right. All of you will never be enough.” Her heart seized until he shook his head. “Not because I want more from you, but because I’ll never get enough of you. Do you understand?”

      She bit her upper lip, trying hard to think of how she could explain it to him. “I think… I think you could tell me that forever, and I’m afraid I’d still never believe it.”

      He sighed. “I don’t know how to convince you, Pix.” He swiped his hand through his hair. “You and Matt. You said last night that you never slept with him.”

      She frowned at the change of topic but nodded. “We only made out, like once. And it was after…”

      “After what?”

      “After he told me you wouldn’t wake up again.”

      “Shit. He took advantage of you?” Drake’s hands were tight on her waist, but she shook her head.

      “No, he didn’t. He’d been flirting with me for months, he’d been transferred to your unit and he was someone I felt I could talk to when I was tired of you not talking back. I couldn’t have been more forceful with the friend zoning, but it felt good to have someone who didn’t have a ton of other major shit going on. At the time, Ellie was recovering from her trauma, Jules was pregnant, and I was helping survivors day in and day out. It didn’t feel right to… right to complain, but he listened.”

      “Yeah, until his tongue was down your fucking throat.”

      She waved her hand at him with a smirk. “Come on Drake, don’t be so PB and jelly. I’ve actually had sex with you. It was just kissing with Matt. Basically a fling, and one I immediately regretted.”

      Instead of relaxing like she thought he would, Drake tensed. “But you kissed him.”

      She nodded slowly, not sure what he was getting at. “Yeah… but I’ve slept, like literally and sexually, with you.”

      “Yeah, but you’ve never kissed me.” She stilled and the wind in the leaves was the only sound around them as she waited, not sure what to say. “If Matt was a fling you regret, then what the fuck am I?” Her mouth opened and shut and she searched in her mind for what to say, averting her eyes, but he gently pulled her face back to him. “Am I nothing?”

      She gasped at the question. “No. Of course not.” Being nothing was one of her worst fears, she absolutely didn’t want Draco to feel that way.

      “Then what am I? Tell me, Pix. Because I don’t think I’ll be able to handle just being a fling—”

      “You’re not a fling… and… and that’s the problem.”

      “What’s that mean?” She wanted to answer, desperately. But the words never came out. He dropped his hand from her face and shook his head.

      “See, I wouldn’t have hesitated, baby.” She rolled her lips inward, silently cursing herself. “I wouldn’t have hesitated because it’s easy for me to say that you’re everything to me, Pix. I love you. I think I have since the first time you made me laugh.”

      Her heart pounded into her throat, like the same words were trying to escape. Thankfully he kept talking, inadvertently giving her more time to be a coward.

      “I’ve loved you with purple hair and black. Violet eyes and green. I know I’ll love you when you’re gray. But I can’t love you if you don’t give me everything, too. I’m an all-or-nothing guy, Pix. If I can’t have all of you, it’ll be too hard. I’ll hate knowing that I’m not enough to take a risk on. To trust enough to give me your whole self.”

      “Drake… why does it bother you so much?”

      “Because, Pix. If you don’t trust me with everything, then how am I gonna know that you forgive me for getting kidnapped? For failing you so miserably before? How am I supposed to forgive myself if I don’t know you can?”

      Her heart cracked. “Drake, I don’t blame you—”

      A loud dragging metal sound interrupted their conversation, and the forest silenced around them as they stilled. After a quiet moment of listening, they looked at each other before looking around.

      “What was that?” Nora whispered, unsure if she should talk out loud or not.

      Male voices sounded far off and in the next motion Drake had moved them both to standing and was already grabbing his stakeout equipment.

      “Follow me.”
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      Draco led them through the woods, carefully making sure his stubborn little pixie didn’t wind up in one of his traps again. Even though, admittedly, all he wanted to do at the moment was tie her to a tree and demand answers.

      He knew that tactic would backfire. Nora was a people pleaser, but she’d failed to realize her tricks never worked for him. If he tied her up and made her come until she admitted how she felt for him, she’d admit it all right, but she’d convince herself she was doing it for his benefit, rather than to share the truth.

      No, he’d realized the night before that chasing Nora wasn’t going to work. Even if he caught her, she’d find a way to convince herself that she should stay at arm’s length. He was going to have to wait for her to come to him. Again. It hadn’t worked the last time and that sure as fuck didn’t give him hope about this one.

      They navigated the short journey to the edge of the forest line and he was silently grateful that he’d been able to sleep the past few nights with Nora. He was never a great sleeper before the coma, and afterward he’d been afraid to close his eyes, scared he might not wake up. But holding Nora kept that fear at bay.

      Another thing I can’t tell her yet.

      He hadn’t even meant to tell her he loved her. It certainly hadn’t been the way he wanted to tell her. The monologue had slipped out as he tried to get her to open up. And now whatever the fuck that noise was, was putting off yet another attempt at her ‘come to Jesus’ moment, as she would call it.

      When they reached the forest line, the metal scraping and shouts were louder and he and Nora ducked low, careful not to bring attention to themselves as they watched. He pulled the binoculars from his bag and handed them to Nora before he grabbed the disconnected rifle scope from his bag and peered through it.

      A man with gloves on was closing the chain-link fence behind a van as it rolled into the lot toward an open garage door. Inside the door was a container on an eighteen-wheeler. He and Nora watched as the van backed up and a man opened the container door. Another opened the back of the van, but at their angle, it was impossible to see what was happening in the space between.

      “Can you see what they’re doing?” Nora asked.

      He shook his head and strained his eye into the scope. “I think they’re taking something from the van and putting it into the container, but what, I’m not sure.”

      After several moments, Draco racked his brain trying to figure out how to get closer, but the moat was in front of them and it was still daylight. He watched frustrated until the van door shut, leaving the container door open.

      Nora gasped. “There are boxes inside, but I think I might’ve also seen bags. L-like the ones Ellie and I were in.”

      “Shit.” Draco panned his scope over the inside of the container, but only saw plastic-wrapped stacks of cardboard boxes on top of pallets. “Are you sure?”

      “No.” Nora groaned slightly. “I’m not.”  

      The man helping unload hopped down from inside the container and shut the door before locking it. The van rolled away and parked alongside vans like it. After a moment, one of the shorter men pulled a chain down in a pulley system to close the garage door. Draco moved his scope to see the logo and code on the back before it disappeared: CTIU 148729 7.

      “You got those numbers, Pix?”

      “Got it.”

      He memorized what he could of the numbers emblazoned across the blue metal before it disappeared and saw Nora out of his periphery, tracing numbers in the dirt.

      The man who had closed the fence behind the van raced underneath the closing door, looking around behind and beside him before going out of sight.

      After a moment, the forest was quiet around them. The birds chirped and a gentle wind rustled the leaves. A few more wind gusts passed before Nora’s soft voice spoke beside him.

      “Drake, what if there were bags in there? What if there’re women inside that container right now?”

      He kept looking into the scope, waiting for any movement. “People coming in on a weekend with a new ‘delivery’. Sketchy shit. With what these bastards have been involved in so far, it wouldn’t surprise me. The code on the back, did you get it?” He rambled off the code he remembered.

      “Yup. All that. Samesies.” She underlined the numbers she’d drawn on the ground. Despite her flippant word choice, her face was anything but. She swallowed, and whether purposely or not, he didn’t know, but she sidled up against him and he wrapped his arm around her back, tugging her close while they lay on the ground.

      Everything comes second nature with us, Pix. Why can’t you see how good we fit together?

      “Also looks like they’re not supposed to be here,” she pointed out. “It looks like they were bypassing CTI’s tech to get inside. See that box outside the fence and the guard station on the inside?”

      Draco pointed his scope to see a mailbox-shaped box outside the fence gate and a small, closet-sized building inside the fence. “Yeah.”

      “That fence isn’t meant to be manual, and it’s supposed to be operated from within that guard post. Whoever those men are, they somehow know the way CTI’s security works and manually unlocked the chain on the gate to bypass it. They did it for the garage doors for the warehouse too, with that guy who was opening it manually.”

      “What does it matter that they bypass security when there are cameras?”

      “From my research on Charitable Technologies International in Ashland, these types of places have pretty tight security. As in everything is logged and kept record of. I bet the mechanism that opens the gate from within the security building would normally log that someone had entered the facility. Whoever they’re working for probably is in charge of the cameras too. It would take nothing to scrub the cameras or have them look the other way for an hour or two.”

      “Shit, I bet you’re right.” He reached for his phone from his pocket. They needed to call his teammates, tell them what they saw, and ask what the next course of action was.

      “Drake, I think we should call Snake.”

      Draco bristled at the suggestion and he silently cursed himself for his ill-placed jealousy, especially since he’d been thinking the same thing.

      “On it. About to call Hawk since he’s lead.” Telling himself he wasn’t a petty asshole, he turned on the phone for the first time that day. He had a radio system back at the camp that used solar to power on so they wouldn’t use up their phone battery or the solar power charger he had for their phones. If his teammates needed to talk to them, they could use the radio, but Draco wasn’t ready to leave their perch yet.

      The phone rang once before Hawk answered without preamble. “Draco, any news?”

      “We’ve got movement at CTI. A few minutes ago, a van dropped off something into a container matching Shanna’s. Code on the back is charlie-tango-india-uniform, one-four-eight-seven-two-nine-seven. We think there were canvas bags inside, but not clear.”

      “I’ll get Snake to investigate what he can from here. See if there’s anything out of the ordinary.”

      Nora leaned close to speak into the phone, wafting her lavender scent, faint, but still present even days after a proper bath.

      “Shanna said that’s how she was transported and these guys are here on a weekend and not using their logging system to get inside.”

      “Got it. I’ll have Snake on it and get back to you ASAP.”

      Before Draco could reply, the call died, and he made sure it was on vibrate before sliding it back into his pocket. He hoped they’d get back to them soon, or he’d have to take matters into his own hands.

      “I don’t want to leave yet,” Nora whispered. “This is big, I can feel it.”

      “I feel it, too.”

      After a few more minutes, Nora shifted out from under his arm. “What if they think it’s nothing?”

      “They won’t.”

      “Yeah, but what if they do? My spidey senses are tingling, but that’s not exactly evidence that some bad mamma jammas are doing sketchy shit.”

      “We’ll figure it out—”

      His phone vibrated against his leg and he answered while peering through his scope. Nothing had changed.

      “Draco,” Hawk began, once again without any preamble. “Snake and I have three-way called you. We’ll share with the others, but Snake has information.”

      “Yeah, I’ve been looking into CTI’s transports ever since you guys talked to Shanna. I searched today’s intake, but there’s nothing, however the log does show a lot of importing and exporting tomorrow. That container’s one of them. What’s really interesting is the last time this container was meant to be exported was the weekend after the party we busted a few months back. It was marked as canceled for weather, but the whole state had blue skies all that week. Last week it was marked as loaded and is set for an export, bright and early, on its way to the coast. You guys are right. That special delivery you witnessed shouldn’t exist. The container was already considered ready to go.”

      Draco felt his lips tighten at all the implications before he spoke. “I think we should investigate it.”

      There was a pause on the other line before Hawk spoke again. “I agree. I’d say get the police involved but since we know for a fact that at least our county has been caught up in it in a bad way, we’ll keep it on the down low until we’ve got some irrefutable answers. Now that we’ve got a potential lead, we’ll send our team down there.”

      “A team?” Draco couldn’t help the irritation lacing his voice. “You guys are hours away. By the time you get everyone together and down here, it could already be shipped off. What if it’s too late?”

      Snake’s voice muttered. “Too bad we don’t have our fucking two-faced pilot.”

      Draco winced at the accusation. Phoenix was their wheelman, always had been. It seemed they were going to have to find another helicopter pilot for their team.

      There was a sigh on the other end of the phone before Hawk’s deep voice answered. “It’s the best I can do right now. You’re right and it fucking sucks, but logistics are logistics and this is what we’re working with right now. All I can say is we’ll get there as soon as possible.”

      “Hawk, I’m here. Why do we need a team to recon?”

      “Draco, we don’t know what you’ll be facing. There are at least three men that you know of. Maybe more, and that doesn’t account for camera security—”

      “I’ve got my jammer for that. If I get close enough, I can block the system,” Nora offered. He glared at her but she just shrugged. The urge to tell her that she wasn’t going on the mission with him was strong, but he had to admit he didn’t know the first thing on how to use one.

      “I won’t allow two civilians to put themselves in danger on my watch.”

      Draco’s heart stilled in his chest and resolution made his teeth grind. “I’m not a civilian.”

      There was another infuriating pause before Hawk spoke. “I hate to tell you this, brother, but you are.”

      He closed his eyes and breathed through his frustration. At the situation, at the man who shot him, at all the fuckers involved in the scheme, even Hawk. But what made him the angriest was the truth in his leader’s words. A small, soft hand wrapped around his forearm, over his dragon ouroboros tattoo as he worked out what to say.

      “So what’re we supposed to do? Sit and wait for you guys to come? Even though there might be women in that container? Even though we have no idea what’s gonna happen to them while I sit on my ass being useless? Even though they might be gone by the time you get here?”

      The line went quiet and Draco was becoming even more infuriated from the silence that kept interrupting them.

      “As your team lead, I’m telling you to sit this one out. We don’t know all the details here. The last time we went into a mission half-cocked, we got played. You did a good job on recon, leave the rest to us.”

      Draco remembered the time they all stormed the hotel that Jaybird’s sister was supposed to be held in, only for someone to report them to the cops. They should’ve figured then that something was up with that bastard investigator. Hawk was right. Going in without any information had bitten them in the ass before, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that this was a mistake.

      “Hey, Cap’n, when do you think you’ll be able to get here?” Nora asked and squeezed his arm. A glint of mischief in her eyes had him narrowing his.

      What are you up to, little pixie?

      “Right before dawn, probably, and that’s being generous. The possibility that we miss the export is high, so we may need you and Nora to follow the truck if you can, Draco.”

      Nora met his eyes before shaking her head and speaking into the phone. “Here’s what we’re gonna do, Cap’n. Drake and I are gonna race you. We’ll wait until full dark. That way I can get close enough to jam the systems, but far away enough that the darkness will make it hard for the cameras to see us. We’re gonna be quiet little church mice while we investigate, but if we find out there are women in that truck and if there’s a way to free them before you guys get here, then we’re gonna do it. Capisce?”

      Draco felt his eyes widen in disbelief. He’d never heard anyone counter Hawk, especially not someone the guy could bend in half with his bare hands. But hell, he liked what she was saying, even if it did involve her. It meant that he wouldn’t be sitting on his sorry ass while god knew what happened in that facility.

      “Nora…” Hawk growled. “We need you to keep doing recon, let us know if anything changes, but your orders are to stay. Put.”

      She winked at Draco before tsking over the phone. “Sorry, Cap’n. No can do. See, us civilians don’t have to take orders from you. I don’t care if you look like Idris Elba and James Bond had a badass thirtysomething, tall, dark, and handsome love child. We’re gonna do what we gotta do. So… see you in the morning, sir.”

      “Nora!” Hawk and Snake raised their voices on the other end, raising Draco’s hackles in her defense.

      He cleared his throat and backed his girl’s plan. “If you guys don’t like it, just beat us to it. Either way, we’re gonna come up with our game plan and get going after nightfall.” He went to press the red button on the screen but Nora grabbed the phone and spoke into the speaker with a prim voice.

      “Good luck, gentlemen. May the best man or woman win, and the odds be ever in our favor.”

      She pressed the red button and smiled conspiratorially at him. Despite his reservations about including her, excitement sparked up his spine, and he grinned back.

      “Ready to kick some ass, Pix?”
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      “Over the river and through the woods, to Sketchy McSketcherson’s house we go. The Nora knows the way to carry the Dra—”

      “Pix, I’m gonna need you to shut that pretty mouth of yours up before I give it something to do. I’m thinking.”

      The thought of being on her knees for him again would’ve been an instant panty dampener if she weren’t freaking the underworld out. Outwardly, she rolled her eyes and scoffed before putting the security jammer into her bag. “I’ll have you know, I’ve been working on those lyrics ever since I came up with this plan.”

      “It might be the most thought-out thing about this.”

      She scoffed and flew her hand to her chest. “Okay, Rudy Trudy, you don’t have to get all bent out of shape about it. It’ll be fine. And if it’s not. Then it won’t be. Easy as pie.” Her shrug turned into a shiver and she crossed her arms, making sure her smile was as infectious as possible for him.

      He tied off the bag with the tent inside and hid it under a tree before facing her with a pointed look. His toothpick rolled in his mouth thoughtfully before stuffing it in the trash bag. She analyzed the way his brows furrowed in the center and he rolled his shoulders to slide his own backpack on. He was more anxious than annoyed, and when his eyes softened, she realized her feelings must be showing through, too. Taking one of her hands in his, he used the other to brush the shell of her ear, traveling down until his fingers were around her neck and his thumb was brushing her cheek.

      “You’re right, Pix. It’ll be fine. We’ll be fine.”

      An immediate sense of security flowed over her. He’d basically repeated back to her the words she’d said to get him to chill out, but hearing it from him in his calm, deep voice relaxed her more than her nervous energy babbling ever did.

      She exhaled and nodded. “Yeah… exactly.”

      “You want to go over the plan again?”

      A small chuckle bubbled up from inside her. “How’d you know?”

      His mouth tipped up as he lifted a shoulder. “Snake’s the same way. He likes to go over the plan a million times without taking a breath. You guys really are like siblings, aren’t you?”

      She snorted. “I’m the sister he never wanted, and he’s the brother I’ve always wanted to annoy the sanity out of. It’s totes a symbiotic relationship, I swear.”

      He huffed a laugh before facing the direction they’d mapped out for their quest. “Go over the plan for me then, little pixie.”

      “Well, we do literally cross the river. Then, using the cover of nightfall, we traverse through the grassy plain and I render their security useless with a mere push of a button.”

      “You make this sound so much more fun than it’s gonna be.” Draco chuckled as he pulled back a branch, not taking into account that she could totally walk under it.

      “What can I say? Dissociative humor and storytelling are some of my perks. Sorry if it’s annoying. It’s not for everyone, I know.”

      He grunted. His minimal response sent her into an abrupt tailspin of panic about oversharing. She opened her mouth to move on, make a joke, or take it back, but he interrupted her.

      “I like all your perks, Pix. Perks, flaws. All of you.”

      The metal zippers on his backpack gleamed in the moonlight shimmering through the trees. It took her a moment before she realized she’d stopped to gawk at him. The thick air in her chest finally released like a balloon and she hastened her steps to catch back up to him.

      They continued to walk in silence until they got to the river. Nora checked to make sure the moon wasn’t glinting off some camera they hadn’t seen earlier that day. She pulled out the black jammer box and ran a scan. It didn’t reveal any available systems to jam yet, so she pushed it back into her bag and handed the pack to Drake.

      “Here ya go, handsome. This’ll be safer with a man the size of a tree rather than lil’ ol’ me,” she whispered.

      Taking the bag without question, he hooked it to his. He held both up in the sky, readying to cross the water. The point in the river was the smallest they could find closest to their camp. The alternative, way more desirable option, was to use the one lane road only about a half mile away from the campsite, with a bridge over the moat.

      Unfortunately, the road had blind spots, and would be impossible to pass if someone were to drive over it at the wrong time. They couldn’t chance it. Walking all the way around the facility and right up to the front door didn’t seem plausible, either. Instead, they’d opted for the shortest distance over the grassy plain between the moat and the fence, thanks to a log that had fallen more than three-quarters of the way across.

      “Me first, remember?” Draco didn’t need to remind her, but she liked it anyway and nodded.

      Holding the bags over his head, he walked the length of fallen tree trunk. When he reached the end, he tossed their bags onto the mound of grass. Then, taking barely a lengthy stride, he crossed over the remainder of the river, landing with only a stutter step on the other side.

      Nora pursed her lips as she assessed the log, bending over to touch the bark. It was much wider for her than it had been compared to Drake, and the wood was even dry since the moat was basically stagnant.

      “You’ve got this, Pix. The log’s not that hard to cross and I’ll catch you.”

      At Drake’s whisper, she glared up at him, hoping he could feel her sass even if he couldn’t see it. “Easy for you to say. You’re a freakin’ tree all by yourself and you don’t have to deal with low-key, paralysis-inducing acrophobia.”

      “Acro… what?”

      She waved him away, trying to concentrate as she took her first steps. Once she got the hang of it, it was indeed fairly simple, and she inwardly chastised herself for making such a big deal out of it. When she reached the edge of the tree and stared at the huge mound of dirt she had to land on, she still felt a rush of confidence and took the biggest jump of her life.

      Which was so not far enough.

      She swallowed her yelp as she threw her hands in front of her as if she could catch herself before hitting the water. The chilly water stung against her hands, and she could already feel the need to seize up at the temperature. It all happened so quickly and slowly at the same time. Just as she was certain she was going to suffer a watery doom, she was snatched up and enveloped by warmth.

      “Jesus, Pix. I thought I lost you. Why didn’t you reach for me? You basically dove in headfirst.”

      Adrenaline spiked through her and she panted against his shirt. “I-I didn’t think of it. I was just trying to save myself.”

      He shook his head above her. “You never have to do that again, as long as you trust me.”

      “Trust you. Got it. I’ll add it to my list for my therapist.”

      He snorted and put her down, righting her so her soggy tennis shoes were flat on the soft ground again. It was chilly but not unbearable since, thankfully, the water had only gotten up to her elbows and knees.

      “Freakin’ moat. You’d think they’d at least build a pretty castle we can go save people in, but no.” She waved her hands as she whispered.

      Drake shook his head before stopping her theatrical gesture by tossing her bag at her. She caught it with a huff and removed her jammer. Hoisting the backpack over her shoulders again, she followed her partner-in-crime until Drake halted in front of her. She barely stopped herself from bumping into his back and peered around to see him holding binoculars to his head.

      “Doesn’t look like anyone’s outside,” he offered.

      “Cool beans.” She flipped the switch on the jammer, but the frequency dial stayed with the red arrow at ‘0’. Turning it back off, she looked up with a shake of her head at Drake’s waiting face. “Not close enough yet. I’ve rigged it to work within one hundred feet for two hours. We need to get closer before I turn it on, so I don’t waste the battery.”

      His lips formed a grim line as he nodded and lay on the ground.

      “Smart,” she whispered and crouched low beside him, incapable of restraining her babbling. “A tree out here roaming around might cause a wee bit of trouble and we need you to walk faster than one of those slow, talking tree beings in the Lord of the Rings. What are they called? Ents? Yeah, you’re an Ent.”

      He huffed a laugh. “Pix, I know this is your process, but I’m gonna need you to shut that pretty little mouth of yours. That, or else the next time you make a LOTR joke, I won’t be able to keep quiet and I might have to murder people.”

      “Eep!” She slapped her hand over her mouth, hoping he was joking before she whispered through her fingers. “Sorry, it’s nerves. I forget how hilarious I am. I’ll shut up, no need to redrum anyone.”

      She put on her game face, and kneeled beside him, not needing to army crawl through the tall grass thanks to her short stature. They traveled as silently as they could through the tall stalks. The slow speed drove her crazy and she tried to quiet the buzzing in her mind to stop herself from jumping out of her skin.

      They made their way toward the metal fence and the light buzzing noise grew louder, until she realized it hadn’t been in her head at all.

      “Is the fence electric?” she asked, nearly squeaking at the question.

      “Yup,” he replied slowly. “Will your jammer work with that?”

      “Hopefully, or else this is gonna be a real short mission.”

      He growled and sat up a little to peek over the grass with her. “We should be close enough. Let’s try it now before we get too close and out ourselves for no reason.”

      She nodded and switched the jammer box on, finally seeing the red megahertz arrow moving.

      “Yes, we’re close enough.” She twisted the antenna until the frequency arrow was in the right place and switched the on button. Drake waited, looking through his binoculars. “Should be active in three… two…” Right on cue, the buzz from the electric fence silenced and she did a little mini jazz-hands dance before stuffing the jammer into her tight back pocket.

      “Coast is clear on the outside. Come on, let’s go,” Drake ordered before standing up. He maintained his low position, but they moved a lot faster than the snail’s pace they had been. On the way, Drake reached into a side pocket of his bag and pulled the pair of wire cutters she’d seen him use for his traps.

      By the time she got to the fence, he was already cutting a link just above his head. He then cut a link at the bottom and began to unwind a section of the fence, parting it to create a hole big enough for him, plus another half of him, to slide through. They both got on their knees and one after another entered the fenced-in area.

      The area surrounded the empty distribution truck parking lot and encompassed the entire side of the building. They followed along the fence crouching down despite the fact that they were pretty much sitting ducks if anyone stepped outside.

      Nora’s heart raced as they reached the point at which they had to cross the lot near the security guard building and she swallowed past the urge to vomit up all the fear swirling in her stomach. As they passed the single door to the building with its closed blinds, she was certain some large Russian dude would burst through the door and fly at them, guns blazing. Nora nervously checked Drake, relaxing at the sight of a gun already in his hand. They went by the security building without incident, though she turned around to make sure no one was following them. Everything was totally empty. Quiet.

      Sweat pricked the back of her neck as she followed him to the side door. Like she expected, it had a wireless key card door lock with a backup PIN code entry pad. She removed her phone from her bag and quickly navigated through the screen to find the app that she’d created to toy with Snake’s security system. Placing the phone screen against the security box, she waited and glanced at Drake. He frowned from her to her phone and back again.

      “What’re you doing?” he asked, his low voice making her clit tingle despite the fact that they were breaking into a high-tech facility in the middle of the night.

      Stupid clit. Calm down girl.

      “I’m waiting for it to figure out the code. This usually takes a while when I break into BlackStone—” Her phone made a gentle chirp, and the sound of a dead bolt sliding back shortly followed. She looked at Drake expectantly for him to open the door but he was staring at her with an intense, heated look.

      “What?”

      “You’re sexy when you commit crimes.”

      Her lower abdomen clenched, but she snorted and rolled her eyes. “I’ll keep that in mind the next time I want to jump your bones. Now open the door before it locks again.”

      He immediately reached for it and pulled. “Does Snake know you have that?”

      “No, and if you tattle, I’ll blab about how you’re jealous of him like a big dummy.”

      His eyes widened, and he gave her a growl before entering the building. “You win this round, Pix.”

      She smirked and did a little curtsy for her own benefit since he’d already turned away from her. As they entered, a far-off rumble made her pause.

      “What is it?” His forehead wrinkled.

      “I thought I heard a car.”
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      They waited for a moment, but whatever she’d heard was either too faint or a figment of her imagination. Drake gave her a silent nod before continuing down the hallway. The glowing red from the ‘EXIT’ sign tinted his back, and the dim emergency lighting every few yards illuminated their way.

      A loud click behind her sent a shock of panic down her spine, and she reached for Drake, her chest heaving.

      “It’s fine, Nora. It was just the door reengaging.”

      She glanced up at him with a sheepish smile, and his small, teasing grin made her relax as it lifted in the corner.

      “Jumpy little pixie, aren’t you?”

      “Har, har, har.” She tilted her head back and forth before sticking her tongue out. “Make fun of the poor girl who keeps getting herself roped into these situations despite never having any formal training. Real manly of you, Malfoy.”

      He rolled his eyes at her theatrics and continued down the hallway, past a sign that pointed them in different directions they could possibly go.

      “Wait,” she whisper-yelled and tugged on Drake’s shirt. He turned around with a glare, but Nora pointed to the black sign with the white arrow indicating straight ahead. “The executive suites are that way.”

      Draco shrugged. “Okay? Good to know we need to go this way to the warehouse.” He tried to turn, but she tugged his shirt again.

      “No, wait. What if there are answers there? I have to at least download a computer or two.” His brow furrowed as he looked from her to the hallway with the executive suites, then toward the warehouse and back again. Finally he grimaced and nodded once.

      “You have to be quick.”

      On the last word, he was already heading down the hallway toward the rooms. Three had placards beside the door indicating the conference room, Chief Operating Officer Stefan Ricker, and Chief Executive Officer Gail Haynesworth.

      They searched through the conference room first, finding nothing but a coffee bar and some mints, which Nora looked longingly at, finally getting what Drake had meant about MREs never filling him up all the way.

      Next they went into Stefan Ricker’s office. Attempting not to touch anything with her fingertips, she used her shirt hem to help her open every drawer she could see. Drake wordlessly flipped through the pages of files in the cabinet with care, obviously understanding the importance of not leaving fingerprints.

      “Make sure to take pictures if anything looks remotely even sorta important.” Nora pressed her knuckle to the power button on the computer before withdrawing her flash drive from her key chain in her bag.

      “How’d you know we would need that?”

      “I didn’t.” She shrugged. “A good hacker never leaves home without one—”

      Two loud notes blared from the speaker bar underneath the monitor as it turned on. She waved her hands like a lunatic and tried to shush the inanimate object, but the moment had already passed.

      They stood stock-still, waiting to see if anyone or anything would come investigate the sound. After a few silent breaths, Nora exhaled, and she plugged her thumb drive in before activating the app on her phone she’d created.

      “It’s password protected,” Drake pointed out, and she nodded.

      “Ain’t no thang, though. I designed a handy-dandy phone app that utilizes Bluetooth so I can download a hard drive within two terabytes of memory without having to be logged in as long as there’s not any legitimate spyware installed. The computer just has to be on.” At his confused look, she sighed. “I’ve got a stick thingy that can copy everything from here…” She pointed to the computer below the desk to where the flash drive was connected. “To here. As long as there isn’t a program installed that says I can’t, aka spyware.”

      His forehead wrinkled in thought. “How do you know there’s no spyware?”

      She lifted a shoulder and checked her app to make sure the computer was successfully downloading, proving there wasn’t anything blocking the transfer. “I don’t. But most people are cheap, lazy, and arrogant. They think their free virus scanner is as good as a program subscription, worth hundreds of dollars monthly. Looks like we’ve got all three at this company. That, or it’s a front.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, if I were an evil empire, I’d set up a front that looked semi-easy to hack into. That way, it’d deter people from delving deeper once they got to what they thought was the good stuff. But then real files would be well hidden behind tons of security.”

      He narrowed his eyes before giving her a resigned sigh. “I can see why my team has used you so much.”

      “Yeah, I’m a pretty hot commodity.”

      His uncharacteristic snort made her grin. “Can’t argue with you there.”

      Her cheeks warmed, and she blushed until a green check mark appeared on the screen, signaling the download was complete. Back on track, she ejected the device before returning it to her pocket to retrieve for the next room.

      “Okay, ready to keep moving?”

      Drake nodded, and she joined him in closing the drawers before going on to the next room, Gail Haynesworth’s office.

      “You know Snake’s girlfriend? Naomi?” Nora continued without waiting for Drake to reply. “She used to work for Gail Haynesworth. Naomi was convinced that Gail didn’t know anything about what was going on, but if Gail was hiding anything, it probably would be in plain sight… just not in Naomi’s view. I think she’d keep things here instead of back at the Ashland office since Naomi couldn’t travel much without her daughter.”

      “Same thing then? Drawers, pictures of files, and your ‘stick thingy’?”

      “Works for me, handsome.” Nora repeated the same routine she had in the COO’s office, this time using her knuckles to twirl the sound bar knob all the way off before turning the computer on.

      By the time Drake had finished, he was standing guard near the door, so quiet she nearly forgot he was there. His silence made her slow her movements until they were soundless too.

      She opened the drawers in Gail’s desk, looking over the odds and ends, but her eyes caught on a picture of Gail and what Nora assumed was her family: a husband, two children—a boy and a girl—that were the spitting image of both of them, all in their Sunday best in front of a hydrangea bush. The daughter held a dog that weirdly looked like its owners with its brown eyes and curly russet and cream fur.

      They looked… happy. Not like those portraits where everyone looks like they’re being held at gunpoint to give a fake smile. Everyone seemed like they’d heard the funniest joke, and from the adoring way Gail was looking at her husband, it might’ve been the love of her life who’d delivered the punch line. The only thing off about the picture were her eyes.

      The small creases around them tugged down, and even while she was looking up with a wide smile, those tiny muscles looked tense. Of course it could’ve all been her own imagination, but Nora always believed that like recognized like. She could have identified that painted mask anywhere. It’s the same one she’d seen every morning in the mirror, right up to the day Drake finally woke up.

      A click made Nora snap her head up.

      Drake’s entire body was tense as he spoke, with his readied gun trained in between the actual Gail Haynesworth’s sad eyes.

      “Don’t. Move.”
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      The command wasn’t necessary. The woman seemed shocked with her hand clutching her closed laptop bag against herself. He would’ve felt bad for holding her at gunpoint if he hadn’t seen her picture posted everywhere as the head of this godforsaken sham of a charitable company. Gail Haynesworth deserved no leniency from him.

      His hand was steady despite the fact that having this civilian practically sneak up on them had him vibrating with fury inside. Once he’d finally heard her, it’d taken too long for his tired mind to register what he was listening to. He was too damn out of practice. If she’d been carrying a gun, Nora could’ve been hurt or worse, and fuck, that would’ve been on him. Again. Hawk’s words about his civilian status echoed in Draco’s mind.

      He pushed that reality out of his mind and focused on his target. “Put your bag down—slowly.”

      Gail shook as she freed the bag from her grip, the strap sliding down her arm as she bent at the knees in her skirt.

      “Hands up. You alone?”

      “Y-yes.”

      When she raised her arms, he patted her down with one hand, the gun still pointed at her with the other as he ran a weapons check down her body. He’d doubted the fifty-something woman in a skirt suit was carrying a firearm, but it was the South and they could never be too careful.

      “Go there…” He pointed to the chair in the corner farthest from Nora and the door, following Gail as she complied. “Sit. Hands flat on your legs. Then do not move.”

      With Nora several feet away behind the desk in the large office, and the intruder in a subdued position, he finally took a breath. His chest felt like it was caving in with the pressure in his lungs, but he maintained focus on Gail’s minute movements.

      “A-are you with B-BlackStone S-Securities?”

      They didn’t reply and Draco watched Gail’s body language change with the passing milliseconds. The small bead of sweat pricking her brow, the way her shoulders shook, her fingers widely splayed and trembling, like she was doing her best to follow his orders exactly. Her mouth flapped open and closed before she swallowed and spoke.

      “I-Is there something in p-particular you are looking for?”

      Draco waited for Nora to speak, not looking at her, trusting that she was the perfect person in the situation to do the talking. When she finally did, her voice was calm and curious.

      “Love this pic. You’ve got a beautiful family.”

      “Oh… um, th-thank you,” Gail whispered and swallowed again. “Uh… m-my husband… F-Frank. My ch-children. They’re uh… they’re uh, Jonas a-and, um… C-Carmen.” Every word seemed easier than the last, but she still had to take a gulp between phrases.

      “And the dog? What’s the pupper’s name?”

      Gail’s shoulders began to relax, and she inhaled a heavy breath before she answered with a slight smile. “That’s Chewster.”

      “Huh… rhymes with the ice cream?”

      A nervous laugh escaped Gail as she nodded. “Y-yeah. The kids, uh, couldn’t decide between Chewy a-and Bruiser, but they both love the ice cream, so they did a combination of the two. You, uh, you should’ve seen them arguing over dinner the night we got him. They only came to a consensus after Frank and I took them for dessert to get them to quit bickering and decide.”

      “That’s so adorable…” Nora’s soft laugh seemed to act like a balm to the woman’s fear. “Say, do they know that you aid and abet human trafficking, or is that not dinner table talk?”

      Gail’s lips snapped into a thin line, and the pearl of sweat that had been threatening to drop finally slid down her sallow cheeks. She blinked several times before she closed her eyes and rested with her back against the plush chair.

      “She asked you a question.” Draco’s voice was like gravel and hurt to push out of his dry throat. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d swallowed since the woman arrived.

      “Th-they don’t know anything. They know their dad is sick and their mom loves the way he still looks at her, even after all these years. That would all be ruined if he knew. I-I can’t have him finding out.”

      Nora tsked. “Hm… we’re at an impasse there, I believe. ‘Cause see, my associate and I, we’re gonna make sure the world finds out. You understand? I am sympathetic to your sick husband, truly. Finding out your loved one is a ruthless monster is a crushing blow. I would know. But you? Yeah, I don’t really have much sympathy for you, babe. Especially not when I think of the very real women I’ve had to help through the trauma that you’ve helped cause. Honestly, if I have anything to do with it, your husband’s perception of you will be the least of your problems. Besides, you won’t have to worry about that when you’re stuck all by your lonesome in a jail cell.”

      Gail gulped before a nervous laugh escaped her. She moved to clasp her hands together in front of her but Draco grunted. Her eyes widened, as if she’d almost forgotten somehow that he was there, and she resumed her posture before clearing her throat.

      “Jail never crossed my mind. All I could think about was that look in his eyes. The kind of look that forms only after years of trust and devotion—”

      “The kind of look that can disappear in an instant,” Nora finished for her.

      Gail paused and gave her a single nod. “Yes. Exactly.”

      Nora hummed her agreement before sucking her teeth. “See, I can’t stop thinking about the look my friend had when she realized that her best friend had been kidnapped, raped, and murdered, all in front of her eyes. That it hadn’t all been a nightmare.”

      Draco fought back the wince at Nora’s reference to the time Jaybird’s sister, Ellie, was kidnapped. He’d heard that she’d had a rough time going through therapy while he was in a coma. He’d never imagined how it would’ve been for Nora to be one of the ones to comfort her.

      “I’m sorry about your friend. I-I’m sorry for all of it.”

      “Are you? Splendid. How ‘bout you help us, then? Let’s start from the beginning. What gave you the idea of running a human trafficking ring through your company, hm? Or better yet, who?”

      Gail swiped at the sweat on her forehead and quickly moved her hand back to position. “It wasn’t like that.”

      “So enlighten me then. Please, I’m in the mood for a good story, but make it quick. My associate and I have plans for the rest of our night.”

      Gail’s chin trembled before she finally sighed. “The company hasn’t always been bad. I had the best intentions when I formed it.”

      “The best villains always do,” Nora chimed.

      “You’re right,” Gail agreed without any emotion. “I guess it makes sense that you’d see me like that. But to tell you the truth, it all started with a frivolous lawsuit. The patent kind that would tank our company if it had any validity, but also the kind the board of directors and I were sure would get laughed out of the court. Except it wasn’t. At every turn, there was an obstacle, a legal hoop we had to leap through. It became clear that the law firm going against us—”

      “The Ascot, Rusnak, and Strickland firm?” Nora asked, referencing the high profile attorneys who had been implicated in the trafficking ring, and subsequently murdered.

      Gail nodded. “Yes, it became clear that aside from the lawsuit itself, they had a completely different agenda, not to mention financial backers with endless reach. It went on so long that it was beginning to bankrupt us just to defend ourselves. One clandestine meeting in the middle of the night later, and we took their offer. All we had to do for the lawsuit to go away was let them use our shipping containers and help host a party. That was all we had to do. Initially.”

      “Who’s ‘we’? Was someone else helping make these decisions with you?”

      Gail clamped her mouth shut and shook her head. “I will tell you my part.”

      Nora sighed. “Fine, I didn’t realize you were gonna be giving us an abridged version, but let’s hear it.”

      Gail seemed like she wanted to bite back, but she held her tongue. Good thing too, because Draco had even less patience for the woman than Nora was showing.

      “We agreed to play party host. There were other parties like it all over the southeast. We couldn’t depend on Ashland County being our sole, um, provider of product. So the firm sent out a liaison to go to college fairs and recruit women. We didn’t think anything of it at the time. We just thought they were branching out scholarship recipients.”

      “Did you really think that?” Nora’s razor-sharp voice made Gail flinch. “You really had no idea what direction all this was going?”

      “How could I have possibly fathomed the extent of this operation? These things don’t happen all at once. They’re small, bad decisions that compound and become worse over time. I didn’t realize it until the structure inside the company changed. The board of directors started getting new members, and as a result, we lost most of our longtime employees. Those who couldn’t be deemed trusted by the board were pushed out. They were the lucky ones. Their hands remained clean. Before the party, our trucks got revamped. The nature of the patent lawsuit had given us the excuse to be even more secretive with our tech, blueprints, plans, all the way down to transportation. So we claimed that our trucks had the right equipment to protect the technology within it from overheating, and to make sure our privacy remained intact, some trucks had multiple men to protect the cargo. No one questioned—”

      “No one questioned if they had odd scheduling or received more cargo off hours?”

      Gail nodded with a resigned look on her face. “That was the idea.”

      “And of course, no one would ever accuse a company of foul play when it devotes so much time and money to charitable causes.”

      “Of course not.” Gail’s voice was almost a whisper. “Especially not with the annual fundraiser to support underprivileged, but promising, students scholarship aid to go to college.”

      “Speaking of which… I met someone recently—”

      “Shanna Jacobs,” Gail finished.

      Nora paused, no doubt hearing the same silent alarm bells Draco had going off in his head, before finally asking her question. “How do you know that name?”

      “We got a tip that BlackStone Securities was going after her. It was our security who followed you.”

      Draco grunted. “They’re dead.”

      Gail averted her gaze, nodding once. “I know.”

      Nora sighed behind him. “Anyway, my friend said she got an invitation from the Rahab—”

      “The Rahab Foundation, yes.” Gail swallowed. “The… boss… he got spooked a couple years ago. Believed that there was a whistleblower at the top of the chain. After that, the boss unraveled everything from the bottom up. Women who’d been vetted by the Rahab Foundation were contacted and told they were eligible for scholarships. Every party that year had recipients.”

      Draco bit back a curse, but Nora stayed focused as she kept up the interrogation. “How many attended the Ashland County party?”

      “You don’t know?” Gail asked, her head tilted in question.

      “Humor me, doll.”

      “Okay… um. There were three. Shanna was one of them.” Gail closed her eyes, seemingly accessing her memory. “Jasmine Thornton, and Calianne Castellanos were the other two.”

      What about H. Smith?

      “So… just three women were invited by the Rahab Foundation?” At Gail’s nod, Nora continued. “Do you know where all these women are?”

      Smart, Pix. Don’t let on how much we know.

      Gail’s lips tightened. “I believe you know where Shanna is. But Jasmine’s… gone. The women who were taken from that party weren’t the kind who were missed, or they were already so damaged in society that the world expected them to fail. It was intended that they be, erm, taken care of. But unfortunately—or fortunately, maybe, I don’t know—the women ended up being more of a liability dead than alive.”

      “What’s that mean?” Nora asked. “And what about Calianne Castellanos?”

      “They didn’t know anything to implicate anyone important, I suppose. And as for Calianne… Calianne was very sick. Her mind was broken and her sister had to institutionalize her in a mental hospital several times before the party occurred. I was surprised she even showed up. Although I don’t know what happened to her, I doubt she lasted long after attending.”

      The room was silent again until Gail sighed. “I wish… I wish I’d known what they’d been shipping inside our containers before it was too late.”

      “What do you mean, ‘too late’?” Nora asked. “It was never ‘too late.’ Why didn’t you report everyone as soon as you found out? Get your PR team to go to bat for you? You would’ve been able to survive it with the right spin. Shit, you could’ve gone to the authorities way before you found out there was human trafficking going on, right? Like you said, small, bad decisions? You could’ve reported any one of those.”

      “If I’d gone pulling that thread, it would’ve undone everything I’d worked so hard for. This company, my name, my family, the good the company does still. I didn’t want all that to get slung in the mud. One small scandal can destroy a world of enormous good.”

      “A scandal.” Nora snorted. “Wow, that’s a generous word for it, don’t you think?”

      “I didn’t know what to do. All I could do was my job, what I felt was best for the company, but most importantly, what was best for my family. If that required me not to look closely at things, at least I wasn’t a part of the worst of it.”

      Draco felt his jaw drop. “Shit, you really believe that, don’t you?”

      “Gail, babe, sitting back and doing nothing is still ‘a part of it’. Evil thrives when good men do nothing, and all that. It’s Philosophy 101.”

      “I just don’t see it that way.”

      “You didn’t want to see it that way, you mean,” Nora accused.

      Her eyes closed before she opened them again to speak. “All I knew was if I let this scandal get out, all of what we’ve worked for would be tainted. Since that stupid meeting, I’ve been barely holding my head above water to make sure this company doesn’t drown in the blood the parasites have sucked from it.”

      “Scandal. There you go with that word again. At what point do you think a scandal becomes a crisis? And at what point do you think evil starts to outweigh the good? Maybe the first woman who was kidnapped? Raped? Tortured? What about the first woman who was killed? Was it a crisis then or just a scandal? Was one death on your conscience not enough for you? How about the tenth? The hundredth? How many evil things have snowballed in the name of you saving face? And now, let me guess. It’s more than your company at stake, right? Now they’re coming for your sweet family?”

      Tears began to fall down Gail’s face at Nora’s rapid-fire questioning, joining the small beads of sweat forming as she nodded.

      “You might’ve done some good with your company, Gail. But it doesn’t absolve you from the evil it caused too. If you want recognition for the good, you also have to take accountability for the evil, even if that accountability requires you to suffer the consequences.”

      “I’ve always believed that, too. But I’ve found it’s easier to solve problems when they’re not your own.”

      Nora sucked in a breath, like she’d been caught off guard. Draco didn’t dare look away from his target, but the anger vibrating from Nora shifted in the room as she stood up.

      “No. It’s not easy, and that’s the whole point. Being good, righteous, upstanding, that’s hard. It’s why we admire the people who have the cleanest slates, because they somehow got through this shitty world without sullying themselves like the rest of us. But your slate isn’t clean, Gail. Far from it. And you’re gonna have to answer for the dirt you’ve smeared on it. You can’t paint over shit and sell it as art, baby doll. Now you’ve waited so long that your consequences are going to hurt more than just the people who deserve it.”

      Silence filled the room, and the air became thick with tension while Nora obviously waited for Gail to crack. A somber laugh huffed out of the woman.

      “I let down someone recently. I valued her as a friend. I didn’t realize how much her perception of me would matter. Until… until she called me a pawn. At the time, I thought she was arrogant and didn’t understand the gravity of the situation. But maybe she was right. I told her justice is a fairy tale. But I suppose that as long as there are heroes to keep villains in line, there’s hope for justice to be the winning side after all. Maybe in letting this get out of control, I became an easy piece to manipulate.”

      “The thing about manipulators is when you’re no longer useful to them, they discard you without a second thought. Let’s hope whoever you’re working with doesn’t think the same way about you.”

      Nora’s words made Draco’s lungs constrict. Was that a confession? A warning? He silently hoped there wasn’t more subtext in his little manipulator’s observation.

      Movement sounded behind him and he thought he heard Nora gather her things. “I think I have all I need. It’s been an unpleasant—but enlightening—chat. Let’s not do it again, shall we?”

      “Wait!” Gail’s objection made both Draco and Nora pause. “Those… those computers, they don’t have anything. We don’t keep the, um, important transactions on our own servers. But our laptops are different. It’s in that bag. And um, if you were looking for something, or someone in particular, you might be interested to see what’s in the warehouse. Two lefts and straight through the double doors at the end.”

      “Got it… thanks for the tip, Gail.” Nora began to move but stilled again when Gail began to speak.

      “Uh, by the way… you won’t have to worry about our security anymore, although I can’t say the same for the one who ordered your attack. It’ll take them a while to figure out what to do with you after tonight, so you’ll probably be safe, at least for a little while. After that, though, it would be best to stay low with whoever you’re working with. The person who’s in charge has a wide reach and eyes and ears everywhere.”

      Nora nodded. “We’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Also, um. I-I’m calling the police. There’s been a break-in and I’ve been held at gunpoint. The police will search for the suspect, but there are still places they won’t search without a warrant. Just… make sure you’ve done everything you need to do before then.”

      “You’re calling the police?” Draco asked, unable to keep his mouth shut. “If you stay, you’ll get caught.”

      Gail sighed. “There won’t be much of a chase.”

      Nora apparently had the same question he did. “So you’ll wait for them, but you won’t tell us who you work with or for? You do know what happened to those attorneys in Ashland, don’t you?”

      Gail nodded, and she wiped her cheeks. “I do. But they got what they deserved. Maybe it’s time I do, too.” She sighed and gave them a sad smile. “But at least this way, they won’t go after my family.”
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      “I’m surprised you’re leaving her there,” Nora whispered as she rolled her shoulders.

      Guilt made him wince. She was obviously uncomfortable with the added laptop weight in her bag. Draco would’ve put it in his if it wasn’t already packed tight, and hers had soft lining that would accommodate anything fragile. It was another stark reminder that at one point he could’ve carried everything, including Nora, on his back. But his already tired limbs were screaming at him after being tense and moving covertly for so long, confirming that those days were a lifetime ago.

      They slowly migrated down the dark hallway, giving Nora time to get situated. The painstakingly slow pace allowed him enough time to investigate each office before passing its open doorway. He’d already been snuck up on by a fifty-year-old female civilian. His heart raced at the thought that someone formidable might be behind a random door.

      Not that he trusted her, but considering that Gail had already been up front with damning information, she would’ve likely told them if there was someone else to watch for. He didn’t want to take any chances though.

      “I only left Gail there after searching her and her office for weapons. Locking her in the closet was a nice touch, by the way. Aside from murdering the woman, I didn’t know what else to do.”

      He turned around to see Nora checking the magazine on the Glock she’d borrowed. “That gun looks huge in your hands. Are you sure you know how to work it?”

      “That’s what she said,” Nora quipped, but he only gave her a stern look.

      “Seriously, Pix—”

      “Chill out, Malfoy, I do know how to use it. I took lessons a ways back.”

      Jealousy that he still couldn’t explain had him clenching his teeth as he gritted out his question. “Lessons from who?”

      “Before Jules had her baby, Jason taught her, Ellie, and me.”

      “Jaybird taught you? Hell, he’s the worst shot of us all. You’d’ve been better off with a blind guy.”

      “Whatever,” Nora waved away his objection. “I know how to use it. I don’t know why you’re freaking out now. I’ve had it holstered this whole time.”

      “Yeah, we might have to use our guns soon and you accidentally shooting me in the back is a potential reality. So be careful.” She rolled her eyes, and he resisted the urge to turn her over his knee. He took a steadying breath and turned back to the warehouse door. “Come on. The closest legitimate police station is at least an hour away. Even though Gail called, we should be out of here before they arrive. I am worried about the jammer battery. How much time did you say was left on it?”

      She pulled the jammer from her back pocket before whispering one of her colorful curses. “Fifteen minutes.”

      “Fuck Gail for not turning the security system off for us. She’s the CEO of a tech company. How the hell doesn’t she know how to turn it off?”

      “Drake, my dude, not all technology is created equal. Just because I know everything about all the things, doesn’t mean that every techie does. After how talkative she was, trusting us to call 911 with her and then leaving her phone out of reach, I believe her when she says she doesn’t know how.”

      “Good point. Okay, enough chat. Let’s go. Make sure to stay behind me. I don’t want you getting in front of my bullet by mistake.”

      He turned around and headed toward the double doors at the end of the hallway. Nora lightly placed her small hand on his back, a silent encouragement that she was following safely behind. The simple gesture released some of the tension in his pounding chest.

      When they finally reached the double doors, he depressed the metal bar so slowly he could practically feel the seconds ticking on their getaway clock. If they didn’t make it in time, they’d have to figure out how to scrub all the cameras, not to mention getting back to the hole in the fence they’d created that could help them avoid electric shock. The alternative was going down the one-lane bridge, potentially with traffickers on their tail. Not fucking ideal.

      He finally fully disengaged the lock mechanism. Nora pressed her phone to the lock pad next to the doors and used it like a key card again. The gentle chirp sent a shock of panic down his spine, but they couldn’t fuck around and wait to find out if someone had heard. He pressed his shoulder against the door and backed into the metal, his eyes scanning outside the open door.

      Hushed male voices echoing from inside nearly had him throwing Nora into a fireman’s carry and running, but he forced the tightened muscles in his shoulders to relax. Fatigue already threatened his upper biceps thanks to holding his Glock in ready position for so long.

      Fuck, when was the last time I shot a gun?

      Having a firearm in his hand been second nature since the first time he’d gone hunting with his stepdad. Draco had forgotten that it’d been a whole fucking year since he’d held one. He was so goddamn out of shape for this, it was terrifying knowing that Nora had to depend on him.

      Closing his eyes, he listened, not moving a stiff muscle, and tried to count how many different voices he could hear, but the deep whispers and harsh consonants all sounded too alike. The only comfort he took in that was knowing they were far enough away to hopefully sneak inside, assuming the door wasn’t in clear view.

      He peered around the door, confirming the coast was clear inside, and signaled for Nora to follow him. Keeping his body low, he entered the cold, dark warehouse. It reminded him of one of those large home improvement stores, except the large metal shelves of boxes and crates stacked to the ceiling were only lit up by emergency lighting. On his right were the huge garage doors used for the loading and unloading docks and ramps. The shelving aisles were widely spaced out and separated in the middle making it possible to see straight down the center to the other side of the warehouse. He couldn’t see the truck through the shelving, nor the men’s location. Cool sweat pricked the back of his neck.

      Draco checked behind him to make sure Nora was careful to hold down the handle to close the door silently. When the door was quietly shut, he turned back to scan the warehouse, looking for the best route to travel to see the truck. He couldn’t immediately see an exit door, but logic told him there would have to be some along the garage wall line, considering they weren’t entirely sure if the other side led to the outside or had more offices alongside it. Finally making a decision to stay close to a potential exit, he silently shuffled to the right toward the garage doors.

      His heartbeat clogged his throat as he tried to swallow back nerves that had never plagued him on a mission before. Thankfully, Nora was on his heel like a shadow, soothing away his fear that she’d fall behind and he wouldn’t be able to save her before someone snatched her away.

      Once they got to the end of the first shelving on the garage door side, they traveled from aisle to aisle. They hid behind the merchandise and waited for the voices to increase in volume before moving again. A faint glow grew brighter with every step.

      Finally they got to an aisle that was close enough to allow him to see over the inventory and spy the truck he and Nora witnessed earlier. The glow he’d seen on the floor brightened up the side of the truck, illuminating the men in front of it. If he could see them, that meant that they could see him, and that realization made Draco still as he spied, hoping slower movements or no movement at all wouldn’t garner any suspicion.

      Five men sat on crates around a utility lamp like campers by a fire. If the campers were also cleaning guns, drinking vodka, and smoking. Thankfully, they seemed oblivious to him and Nora. One of them might have actually been asleep, and another was searching through some kind of box.

      “We could shoot ‘em up with one of these.” The man with the case held up a syringe with a hungry smile. “That way they’ll put up a little fight before we have our fun.”

      The man loading his gun sighed before speaking in a light Russian accent. “You know we cannot.”

      His accent sparked a memory in Draco’s mind of the night Nora was kidnapped, but the speaker wasn’t big enough to be the one who’d shot him. The man with the needle whined, his words slurring.

      “But why though? No one has to know. I need something to relax after riding in the back of that damn truck all day.”

      “It is simple,” the man with the Russian accent explained. “If we lose or damage the products, we will be shot. You may not value your life, but I do not wish to die.”

      “Come on, man. Vlad won’t off us. Who will run shit for them if they keep killing everybody?”

      The man Draco had thought was asleep muttered something that sounded Russian, too. The other Russian laughed.

      “Hey!” At the new voice, Draco’s sweaty grip on his gun tightened, but relaxed when the man with the vodka pointed the bottle at the faux-sleeping man. “English. We don’t need no private Commie communications around here. I won’t allow nobody to take over my country. We fight for our freedom ‘round here, and I ain’t ‘fraid to do it.”

      The Russian rolled his eyes. “Calm down. You Americans always think everyone wants your country. We are all working for same team here, da?”

      The vodka drinker mumbled before taking a swig from the bottle. Draco took in each of their positions, noting that all of them had guns within arm’s reach. The silent one cleaning his gun and the Russian seemed to be the most alert of the bunch, but Draco didn’t know how well trained anyone was.

      “I think we can come up with some reason why there’s one less needle.” The man with the box protested. “We don’t have to damage them or anything, just have a good time. This will perk ‘em up. They’re not that bad off, so it should heal them in no time. Then we can even make sure they like it before we dose ‘em up again and put them back in the truck.”

      The awake Russian muttered something in his language again, sparking the English debate from the drinker. But instead of listening, Draco finally registered what the man with the box said.

      …it should heal them in no time…

      Shit.

      His eyes darted from the truck to the box, where he noticed the familiar size and inscription. He slowly ducked his head and turned around, bending low and mouthing a whisper so Nora could read his lips.

      “There’s a box one of them has. We have to get it.”

      She nodded and gestured for him to stay low before leaning in his direction. Her warm lips brushed the shell of his ear, and his muscles stiffened in an effort to resist the threatening shiver at her touch.

      “What’s our plan?”

      His mind sprinted a million miles an hour while his shoulders sagged, reminding him how fatigued he already was. He straightened and assessed his surroundings before answering. They needed that box, and to aid the women inside the cargo container, while defeating several different obstacles of varying degrees of difficulty.

      Five men with readily accessible guns, unknown training, and unknown weaponry capabilities. A truck, presumably with an unknown number of women in unknown states of consciousness inside, and a padlock on the door. A warehouse full of unknown material with garage doors that would take precious time to manually open and a security system engaging at any moment.

      Then there was him, Nora, two guns, and sixty bullets.

      Fuck.

      And the element of surprise.

      But we don’t know how capable they are.

      What happens if we kill them all?

      We still can’t get the women out. The police are on the way and we don’t know if they’ll be on our side, especially if everyone else is dead. If we get the wrong cop, it’s shoot first, formally apologize later.

      What happens if we don’t kill the men? Or it takes too much time to take them out?

      Nora could get hurt. We might get caught. If they know the value of that box, they’ll come after us. Or if they don’t come after us, they could just drive the women away in the truck.

      If everything works out, where will we go?

      The woods?

      The thought made him pause. It’d been a trek to get to CTI, but if all hell broke loose, would they be able to get back to the campsite quickly? It would be safest for him and Nora if they were far away before the police arrived and the security cameras reengaged. The fastest route back to camp would be the bridge, and the police would most likely come through the main entrance on the other side of the facility.

      After making sure the enemy was still debating won the cold war, Draco bent lower again to confer with Nora.

      “This entire mission was a real fucking bad idea,” he admitted.

      There was no right—or safe—way to escape, help the women, and get that damn box, but if he didn’t figure out a plan soon, they’d be forced to make split-second decisions, potentially going the worst way.

      “Yeah, I don’t know why I let you talk me into this.” Nora shook her head and his jaw dropped.

      “Me? You’re the one who volunteered us.”

      “Only because I thought you were a big Viking Survivorman who wouldn’t wimp out at the first obstacle.”

      “Wimp out?” He scowled at her as the heat of defiance burned in his chest, ignited by newfound adrenaline. Her terrified eyes flashed to him in a silent plea, making him realize his reaction to her taunt had been her intention. Refusing to second-guess himself, he palmed the back of her head and kissed her on the lips.

      Even though she was stiff everywhere else, her mouth melted under his. Before he could get lost in what was hopefully not the first and last real kiss they’d ever had, he used the fight she’d just motivated in him and stood back up, exhaling and inhaling deeply to relax his mind.

      The men were still drunkenly arguing over revisionist history. One was even waving his gun around like it was helping him make his points.

      Draco kept brainstorming.

      The guns. The truck. The lock. The tires. The box. The lamp.

      His mind stilled as an idea took root. Relief and focus relaxed the tension in his muscles as he fixed his eyes back on Nora.

      “Do you trust me, Pix?”

      She nodded before a curious look of surprise flashed over her face.

      “Do you trust me enough to do exactly what I say? Follow my orders? No questions asked?”

      She nodded again, with even more confidence this time. But the vision from that first night, the night he was shot in front of her and she was stolen from him, entered his mind. She hadn’t listened then, and it’d cost her that small window of escape. Would she trust him now?

      “You promise? That you’ll follow my orders to the letter? Without question?” He placed his shooting hand on her shoulder and cupped her cheek with the other so she’d meet his eyes. “Say it, Pix.”

      “I promise.”

      “Okay… I have a plan.”
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      It was official. Kisses were cursed. She’d just had her first real kiss, the kind with all that mushy emotion behind it, and it’d scrambled her head like a godsdamned egg. After all her hard work, she’d gone and fallen for the man like a total fool, and now he was proving to be either a mad genius or completely insane with a death wish. Either one would be kinda sexy though.

      Love a good psycho.

      No. Concentrate.

      Nora was hiding at the end of the aisle, feeling naked and practically out in the open without her giant Viking bodyguard she’d had by her side for days. Her gun shook in her hand and her ears rang as she strained to make sure she didn’t miss her sexy lunatic’s cue.

      Not that a gunshot is especially stealthy.

      She inhaled and exhaled slowly through her nose to calm her nerves and waited.

      Loud pops echoed through the warehouse and she slapped her hands over her ears, hitting herself in the head with the gun barrel so hard that she cursed. Although, being quiet wasn’t a big concern anymore, considering there were now sharp gunshots resounding throughout the metal building.

      Everything happened all at once, but she watched as the men in front of her leaped from their positions. The man who’d been quiet earlier sagged to the ground, apparently Drake’s first casualty.

      One of the men with a Russian accent jumped into action, despite having been seemingly asleep, and hid with the other Russian behind the truck. From her position, she could see them checking their guns and trying to assess where the shots had come from. She gripped tighter to the gun in her sweaty hand in case they saw her.

      Thankfully, part two of Drake’s plan was possible, since the guy with the box had let it spill to the ground. He was clutching his shoulder and scrambling on the ground to join the two Russians behind the truck.

      The drunk one was swinging around the vodka bottle with one arm and his gun with the other. He sprayed bullets widely in Drake’s direction. Nora hoped with every fiber in her being that he had terrible aim.

      Pings and the sound of metal ricocheting against metal told her Drake had shot the lock on the container door. Loud pops and hisses filled the cacophony as Drake picked off the tires one-by-one. From what she could see, each one got hit a few times before it began to deflate, until the container on top finally began to sink as a unit.

      “That way, no matter what happens to us, they can’t leave with the women.”

      It’d been a good plan. Erm, okay, maybe a mediocre plan. But the two Russians were obviously skilled and were already fighting back. They stayed positioned behind the eighteen-wheeler, frustratingly still in her view, but not in Drake’s.

      What does this mean? Should I shoot them?

      Indecision warred in her mind as she watched the large tires lower and the guy with the arm injury join the other three in hiding. The one with the bottle kept shooting wildly but now the obviously more skilled Russians had joined him. Even the injured one seemed to be loading his gun.

      Drake’s position was getting flooded with bullets. There was no way he was getting out of this without any new wounds.

      What if he gets hurt? Will I have to watch him die again? What will I do? What should I do?

      Her promise rang in her mind and she cursed herself. It’d been his plan to take out the men so she could run for the rubber box of syringes Drake wanted, then they could both hightail it out of the warehouse through the far-off security door.

      But if Drake needed her, if he couldn’t fend them off…

      A hand grabbed her shoulder and turned her around, pushing her back against the shelf before another hand slapped over her mouth. Drake’s dark ocean eyes widened at her as he held a finger to his lips. He glanced down at her gun and back at her before silently shaking his head, like he’d known she was thinking of coming to his aid by firing her gun. She nodded and wrestled back control from the adrenaline that’d been making her mind run wild.

      Drake was there, alive. She hadn’t had to step in. He was unharmed, and from the look in his eyes, steady as a rock. A numbness took over, and she blanked from anything but his plan.

      Trust him. Focus on the plan. Nothing else. Just the task at hand.

      Trauma responses burned over her body like water popping on hot oil. Her hands tremored and her heart threatened to beat out of her chest, but she’d been given orders. She could follow them and shut down all her fear. Turns out, being good at dissociating wasn’t always a curse.

      Drake tilted his head to the side, indicating that she run to the opposite end of the aisle, where he’d been shooting from. Gunshots rang at the end, but she trusted him. She nodded once before running and hiding behind a pallet of packages.

      Shots echoed from the direction she’d just fled, and a man cried out in pain.

      Drake…

      No.

      The gunshots switched from her new position to Drake’s. She took a chance and peered around the big packages, seeing the guns that had been peeking out from the end of the truck were now all facing toward Drake, near the warehouse garage doors. Praying quickly to all the entities, she crouched low and sprinted across the open aisle toward the eighteen-wheeler’s engine.

      She waited a moment to make sure no bullets were fired her way. When she figured the coast was clear, she slid along the tractor unit with her backpack as flush to the metal as possible, crossing one foot over the other slowly until she reached the circle of upside down crates the men had been sitting on near the middle of the cargo container.

      The crate the injured man had been sitting on was the perfect height for her to shield her body from view. She stooped low and glanced around before reaching for the handle on the red box. Its rubber casing made it skip across the cement, threatening to spill its contents, but the gunfight toward the end of the truck masked the noise. She resisted her curious nature to investigate what was inside, and closed it up, locking it with both latches. Staggering to stand again, she grunted from the added weight before flinging her back against the side of the truck again.

      After a few more seconds of constant gunfire, Nora used her racing adrenaline to focus her mind and muscles in order to sprint back across the aisle, this time never stopping.

      Alarmed shouts chorused behind her, followed by the slapping of shoes on concrete. But she kept running, aiming for the exit sign they’d passed on the way to the truck. Gunshots rang past her and she immediately realized her faulty plan. The center aisle was literally a straight-down-the-barrel shot, making her an easy target.

      As soon as she could, she took the immediate left turn down a side aisle, running and hiding behind tall stacked pallets and forklifts. When she got to the end of the row, her only goal was to take the right-hand ninety-degree turn to get to the door, but a mountain of a man stopped her.

      Strong arms gripped her and scooped her up, but immediately the pine, mint, and campfire scent she’d come to adore filled her senses, calming her. Drake sped past the last two aisles before dropping her in front of the security code pad at the door, steadying her with one hand and spraying bullets with the other. Clutching the box, she tugged her phone out of her pocket with her shooting hand, the sweat on her palms making the glass screen hard to grip.

      “Unlock the door, Pix.” Drake’s backpack was flush against hers as he growled over his shoulder. His breath was ragged with every word.

      “I’m trying,” she shouted back as she held the phone up to the security card reader box. A bullet pinged into the metal above the security pad and she yelped, nearly dropping her phone.

      “You okay?”

      “Peachy fuckin’ keen,” she yelled, before shoving her gun behind her. “Here, hold this.”

      Drake snagged it and turned back, now shooting both guns. She took a breath and closed her eyes before holding the phone up against the card key lock again, silently promising herself to keep it flush to the security pad until it was unlocked, despite the firefight around her.

      She listened, her eardrums hurting from the shouts and gunshots echoing off the metal walls, and the blood rushing in her ears. Finally, she heard the gentle chirp. In her next move, she flung the door open, and ran.

      As soon as she felt the crisp night air on her face, relief threatened to slow her down, but she dug her heels into the pavement and ran for the hole in the fence, hoping that Drake was behind her. Her job was to get to safety. That’s what they’d agreed on, and she was going to do her damnedest to get there without Drake having to get distracted by her again.

      She raced across the pavement, the box awkward in her arms and the laptop slapping against her back, until the door at the other end of the warehouse opened.

      Shit, what if that guy gets to me before I get to the fence? What do I do?

      “Gate, Pix!”

      Thankfully Drake was once again on the same wavelength, answering her question. She pivoted toward the entrance to the parking lot, sprinting past his limping jog, and tried not to get sidetracked over how slow he was getting. The gate was her goal. She had to get it open for them both so they could run toward freedom.

      Steps away from the mechanical gate, she reached out, grabbed a hold of the metal and flung it open, just as the fence hummed to life. Bright white light flashed in her mind and a jolt of hot pain shocked through her body as she snatched her hand back with a scream.

      Drake cursed behind her as he stopped by her side. He picked her up and set her down on the other side. Once she was back on her feet, he grabbed the rubber box from her arms and used it to shove the electric gate closed so hard it bounced against the fencing.

      She didn’t wait to see if it opened again, instead pushing past the burning pain shooting through her hand and every nerve to run away. After a few strides, Drake grabbed her arm and tugged her against a nearby tree before pushing the box at her again and meeting her eyes.

      “I know it’s heavy and I know you hurt, Pix, but you’ve gotta take this and trust me. I’ll meet you at the campsite.”

      His words came in huffs and his shoulders drooped. Panic filled her as she saw his normally tan face was now pale under the streetlight, sweat pouring down his skin.

      “What do you mean, you’ll meet me there, Drake? Come with me! We can help each other get there!”

      He glanced to the side, and she peered around the trunk to see the men at the gate were trying to figure out how to open it, while the drunk one from before kept shooting. Drake examined both guns, ejecting their magazines, revealing not nearly enough bullets before popping them back in.

      Fear choked her. “Do you have any more?”

      His lips tightened in a thin line before plucking the extra magazine from her back pocket, all but forgotten until now.

      “This will have to do.”

      She clutched his forearm, digging her fingernails into his tattoo. “Please, Drake. Come with me.”

      “I will. But I’m gonna slow you down and they’re not gonna stop coming for us until they get that box. So go to the campsite and hide, alright?” A bullet thunked against the tree and Drake pushed her farther behind the trunk before firing off a shot of his own. “Please, baby. Listen to me.”

      Her heart wrenched at the realization that he was all but begging her. A warm tear ran down her hot face in the cool wind, but she nodded.

      I have to trust him. He’ll get through this. We’ll get through this.

      Standing on her tiptoes, she left a final kiss on his cheek before taking off. She sprinted past bushes and small trees, successfully waiting until she got to the bridge to finally look back.

      Drake was fending off two of the men now. A third was running toward the distribution center, while the other two were still shooting by the fence. One of the shooters noticed her and fired off a wild shot in her general direction. She immediately ducked behind a bush. Drake turned around, horror in his eyes, and guilt flooded her as the shooter then turned on him again.

      “Nora, fucking run!”

      She turned on her heel again, barreling around the bend in the road and over the bridge, straight into the woods, this time not once looking back.

      Not even when a pained scream filled the night.
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      The woods were impossible to run through in the night without tripping and falling. Add to that the ever-increasing exhaustion and the danger of Drake’s oh-so-effective traps, she was practically crawling toward their campsite.

      At least she hoped she was going in the right direction. She tried to listen for the river and orient herself that way but doing so required completely tuning out the gunshots and shouts. That was something that was becoming increasingly hard to do the longer she was away from Drake. The sharp cracks in the night were terrifying, but at least with the gunshots, she knew he was still fighting. Still alive.

      When the shots stopped, her chest squeezed until she was certain she was going to pass out or have a heart attack. After pausing for a moment to listen, she swallowed and trudged on, hoping the quiet night was good news.

      The farther into the forest she went, the more convinced she became that she was lost. She didn’t want to take out her phone for fear that the light would immediately reveal her location. The box was heavy in both her arms, not helping her balance at all, and with her adrenaline dropping, so did the blessed numbness that came with it. Her back was already sore where her backpack had banged against her while she ran and every step felt like her legs were an odd combination of wobbly Jell-O and heavy lead.

      A flicker in her periphery made her still, and she darted her eyes up to the shiny mark on the tree.

      What the…

      The moonlight was reflecting whatever was on the tree, and she squinted to identify what it was. Another glimmer caught her eye on the adjacent tree, and when she went to follow that, a straight line across the canopy made her narrowed eyes widen as she realized what the reflectors were.

      Shoot a monkey, I’m in a trap.

      She stilled completely, not moving a weary muscle as she tried to scan her surroundings and determine which snare she’d walked in on. The reflective tape Drake had marked each tree with was there to help her if she ever got lost at night. It told her she was close to camp, and now she had the chance to find the trap before it found her. Gulping back her stress, she relaxed enough to focus on locating a wire anywhere near the trees.

      It took a long minute, during which the box nearly fell out of her sweaty hands and throbbing arms twice, but she finally found it. The thin silver wire held up an enormous slab of rock. Once again, she marveled at the pulley system he’d created to lift it. A thick piece of tree trunk propped up the bottom of the rock.

      Deadfall.

      Knowing this particular trap was so close to camp, her tense shoulders sagged with tentative relief. She paused before taking another step, only remembering after she felt her empty pocket that she’d given her gun to Drake for their getaway.

      Even though the campsite was nearby and surrounded by traps for her safety, she’d be completely defenseless inside the small clearing until Drake met her there. She’d felt safer there than she ever had, but that was only because Drake had been with her. Without him, she’d never felt safe.

      Beside the big boulder, she found a tree with a trunk bigger than her. She kneeled down in front of it, trying to make herself small as she brainstormed her next move.

      Her eyes traveled up the massive rock, and a cold chill ran down her spine just thinking about how freaking heavy the thing was. Three of her could fit comfortably underneath. The rock would have no problem squashing a man.

      Her mind raced with ideas and worst-case scenarios until the wind gently rustled the leaves around her, nearly making her jump out of her hiding spot. They’d been so loud they’d snapped her out of her thoughts. The realization rang through her mind.

      It was quiet.

      At some point, the gunshots and shouting had stopped. The only sounds she heard in the night were the leaves, the wind, a distant owl, and her rapidly beating heart.

      She was alone.

      Drake said he’d meet me. Where is he? Is he okay? Should I go check?

      Her mind went back to running a mile a minute until another thought sparked.

      Maybe I just need to get back to the campsite. Maybe he doesn’t know where I am and we’re both hiding.

      Deciding that was her next course of action, she waited for a few more breaths before finally getting the courage to move.

      Heavy footfalls… much too heavy for a forest lover like Drake… made her still.

      Angry, whispered muttering confirmed her suspicions.

      “Where the fuck are you, little bitch? Fuck, that hurts.”

      Leaves crashed around, muffling which direction the man was coming from. With his slurred American accent, it had to be the drunkest one. She tried to figure out which way he’d come when he stumbled down the same path she and Drake had been using. If the man hadn’t been cursing up a storm, she might have mistaken him for a bear the way he was lumbering around. He was heading straight for her, holding his phone flashlight out to the ground. If he found her before she could run away…

      She scrambled up, leaving her backpack and the box where she’d sat and stood right beside the tree that was barely holding up the rock.

      “Hey there, mister. Lookin’ for me?”

      The whites of his shocked eyes gleamed in the moonlight before he glared at her. “You… little… bitch. Where the fuck is it?”

      “Where is what? I’m sorry, you’re gonna have to be—”

      He lunged for her, collapsing to the ground and landing on his knee with a wail. She tripped away, barely remembering to kick out and try to knock the log out from under the rock. But the drunk man screamed out and grabbed her leg.

      “Gotcha you little bi—”

      A pop and loud boom interrupted him. Screaming followed shortly after, and Nora slapped her hands over her ears before turning to see a fiery eruption about twenty feet from her, catching both her and her captor by surprise. She collected herself first and looked back at her attacker, still splayed out on the ground and holding her ankle. He stared dumbly at his friend screeching in pain, seemingly enraptured by the blaze.

      Yeah, definitely the drunk one.

      He had a bloody wound on his free arm curled up against his chest. She scooted on her butt closer to him, causing his eyes to snap back to her. Before he could get a better grip on her, she kicked his bloody sleeve. He howled and let go of her, clutching his arm as he curled to a fetal position. Without a second thought, she got up from the ground and kicked the log as hard as she could.

      A loud snap made her instinctively crouch on the ground at the same speed that the large boulder crushed her attacker. The sickening crunch of bones combined with his chilling howl of agony. It silenced just as the earth shook underneath her knees. Dust and leaves scattered over her scalp and her forearms as they uselessly tried to protect her face and head.

      The shrieks behind her crescendoed and cut off abruptly, but the crackling flames blazed on. Her breath shuddered from her chest.

      She waited, quaking in the explosive silence ringing in her mind. The air seemed to thicken as she tried to listen for any indication that someone else was out there.

      Faint sirens sent a jolt of panic in her chest before she relaxed again.

      Oh right… Gail called the police.

      Slowly, she lifted her head and took stock of her surroundings. The fire made Nora’s shadow dance against the large boulder she’d released. A lone hand stretched out for her. It twitched, and she ducked her mouth into the crook of her arm to keep from gagging.

      I killed a man.

      Again.

      She swallowed and caught her breath.

      Gotta get up. Go to the clearing so Drake can find me. If the fire starts spreading, meet him at the truck. Get out of here before the police come.

      She got up, gathering the box in her arms and her backpack onto her tired body. Her muscles screamed at her, threatening to give out after all the tension, the literal electric shock from the gate, and the nonstop exercise she’d put her body through.

      A lifetime of never working out is finally catching up to me. Drake is probably in more shape than I am right now.

      Drake… where are you?

      Taking slow, measured steps, she continued down the thin path toward the camp, hunching low now. The fire might’ve been helpful to guide her way, but it also illuminated her like a target for enemy eyes.

      Her brain planned and strategized. All the while, her limbs grew heavier with each step, her fingers trembled, and sweat poured down her back as the adrenaline roller coaster once again went on a downslope. It was the strangest feeling, like her brain had walled off everything from the neck down in order to concentrate on her next move, leaving her body to fend for itself against all her fighting emotions.

      Whelp, compartmentalization is killing my relationship with Drake, but at least it’s saving my life right now.

      Despite the fact that her mind was convinced otherwise, Drake wasn’t a threat to her physical or emotional safety. He’d only ever been solely devoted to saving her.

      This is just great. Nothing like a useful revelation at a useless time.

      She added “scary good at dissociating” to the list she was going to unpack during her reunion with her therapist before giving in to the need to protect herself. Detaching further, she cleared her mind to focus on getting to Drake and getting them both out of there alive.

      As she neared the clearing, she slowed and squinted in the distant firelight to survey the campsite. It was odd having the dim glow when their own firepit was extinguished. The humidity mixed with the heat blowing from the flames, but her face felt cold as she looked around.

      Across the clearing, their camping equipment and belongings were piled up underneath a small shrub, left for them to retrieve after the mission. She could clearly see the outline of the tent on the ground and the log Drake had rolled for them to have a place to sit.

      Drawn by something outside herself, she tripped to the spot and kneeled to the ground. She tugged her bag off to one side and laid the box down on the other before brushing her hands against the dirt.

      This was where Drake told her he loved her. And she’d… fought herself from saying it, nearly choking on the words as she’d forced them back down her throat into her empty chest. Tears burned in her eyes, but she let them fall freely.

      “I can’t love you if you don’t give me everything, too.”

      He’d thought she blamed him for being kidnapped, when the thought had literally never crossed her mind. All this time, he’d been hurting, wondering how she’d felt about him, and she’d been too much of a coward to admit anything.

      “Do you trust me, Pix?”

      When he’d asked, she’d nodded without a second thought, that unerring truth shocking her more than anything in his cockamamie plan had. The plan that now had her by herself in the middle of a memory.

      The fire was encroaching, heating only the front of her body and leaving the rest in the cooler air, making her confused and hurt body shiver. Her cheeks stung, and she reached up to swipe at the warm tear trails staining them. She pulled her hand away from her face and examined the dirt-covered smear, realizing only then that her glasses had miraculously survived, but the glass was quickly becoming hazy with smoke.

      She would have to leave soon. Follow the plan. Trust that he’d meet her there, like he promised. A ragged sob escaped her, ending in a cough before she whispered to the flames.

      “I trusted you, handsome. So where are you?”

      A twig snapped.

      Her head jerked up to see a large man, merely a shadowy outline from her glasses and blaze as he loomed over her. She craned her neck to see better, forcing another cough from her chest. Her voice was raspy as tears streamed like freaking rivers around the hopeful smile on her face.

      “Drake?”
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      Frigid pins stabbed every inch of Draco’s skin as he drifted.

      How the fuck did I fucking forget how fucking cold water can fucking be? Fuck.

      Bailing into the moat hadn’t been the ideal escape route, but being out of bullets, ideas, stamina, and time while three men shot at him had forced his hand.

      Thankfully, coma or not, BUD/S training kicked in immediately, and he’d allowed the current to drag him under the bridge, holding his breath so the men above couldn’t see him down below. They’d stopped shooting into the water, at least. That either meant he’d lost them or they’d run out of bullets.

      Just a little bit longer.

      His little pixie should be safe for the next ninety seconds. She knew her way around in the dark forest better than the three men chasing them did. Or two men, if the guy he’d shot outside had succumbed to his injuries already. Unfortunately, the man still had the capacity to scream bloody murder, so it was likely more of a painful blow than a killing one. At least the two guys Draco had put down inside the warehouse weren’t going to get back up, so that gave Nora and him both more time to escape.

      The water’s quiet stillness warred with his heartbeat throbbing in his ears. Judging by its cool temperature, the moat was no doubt filled by the nearby spring-fed river, and the unseasonably cold liquid pricked needles through his skin all the way to his nerve endings. Stale air began to feel heavy in his lungs. The urge to open his mouth nearly overrode every impulse.

      If it hurts, I’m alive. Don’t panic. Think of Pix.

      Nora. This was for her. So he could see her bite one of those sexy snake bite piercings as she analyzed a situation. Feel how soft she was inside and out when he rolled his body into hers. Encourage her when the corners of her eyes tipped down in desperation, obviously dying to feel, but too terrified to be vulnerable.

      It was all for her.

      A comforting numbness began to wash over him. The water became lukewarm rather than frigid. The ache in his lungs eased, and his tense muscles relaxed—

      Oh shit, yup. Time to rise.

      He pumped his legs and opened his eyes, hoping to see above him through the water, only to get darkness. It was risky, but he took the chance and surfaced blind. He fought against sucking in a breath, instead taking measured inhales and exhales despite his body screaming at him to do otherwise.

      The night seemed quiet around him as he waded to the embankment on the forest side. When he got to the edge, he slowly rose out of the water, careful not to splash, and stopped with his hands on his knees, staying absolutely still as he collected his breath. He strained to hear past his pulse pounding in his ears.

      After a few moments, his heart rate calmed down enough for him to pick up the heavy, careless, and obviously human steps rustling leaves in the distance.

      Draco listened until his ears began to ring, trying to figure out how far away the man was—and whether he was alone—before finally entering the forest. His disoriented body tried to rebel as it came down from almost drowning and he concentrated on being cautious and silent, anything to avoid succumbing to the increasing need to take a shot and go to sleep.

      Even his soft steps announced his movements like a megaphone. Water droplets crashed to the brush around him, and he stopped to remove his sopping shirt. The fabric would eventually stiffen up as it dried, causing him to chafe and dangerously restrict his movements. Getting rid of it saved him from a rash and potentially getting caught.

      Even though the temperature was in the low sixties, he shivered thanks to the new, crisp air pinching his shirtless skin. He gingerly laid the bundle on the ground before getting his knife out of his back pocket and continuing toward camp. Every squishy, painful, crunchy step on the dry leaves in his wet shoes made his exhausted heart want to explode with anxiety.

      A few dead ends, caused by dense low-hanging branches, led him to a skinny path going in the same direction. He followed it, thankful that the dirt was relatively clear from foliage and would aid him in being a silent shadow. The clumsy person he’d heard walking through the forest earlier had footsteps that were too heavy for Nora. While he wanted to go after them, he’d promised to meet her back at the campsite, so that was where he’d go first.

      It was slow going, using one hand to help steady him while the other held his knife at the ready, but eventually he found the reflective tape high in the trees that signaled the beginning of his traps.

      Flying mace… Pix’s favorite.

      He carefully sidestepped the tripwire he’d hidden and continued down the path until he finally reached the clearing where their site had been. His chest soared with relief and he almost grinned, except…

      It was empty.

      Their bags were there, but there was no little pixie to give him a hard time.

       She had to have made it. Where the fuck—

      “—are you, little bitch? Fuck, that hurts.”

      Sweat pricked on his forehead and he tightened his grip on his knife before melting back into the forest. A large tree protected him from view as he tried to assess what direction the sound was coming from. The intruder wasn’t even trying to hide their presence anymore. The lumbering footsteps drew Draco to the trails on his right.

      He edged back into the forest, trying to remember which trap he’d laid for that location. When he came across the reflective tape, he recognized the area and ducked before circling the pile of leaves he’d gathered. He’d made the spring-loaded trap too high for Pix to get caught up in, but it still made him nervous that she could be close by.

      A soft, distant voice accompanied the loud man’s grumbling. Draco’s head snapped toward the new voice.

      Shit.

      Desperate to find Pix before the enemy did, Draco pivoted so quickly he tripped and had to use a tree trunk to keep him upright. A shock of panic jolted through him as a short figure emerged from the thick brush right into—

      The wire bent as the figure walked straight into it, tripping the bullet Draco had spring-loaded in the gun at the base of the tree, right where he’d buried a block of Tannerite in a pile of dry leaves and brush.

      The path exploded.

      Ha! Fucking cool—

      The blast flung Draco back, landing him against a root system and making him drop his knife. He winced and caught his breath before he huffed a laugh.

      I can’t wait to tell Pix—

      The small figure…

      A horrifying male scream erupted from the explosion. Relief that he hadn’t just blown up Nora flowed through him, collapsing him against a tree trunk.

      Too close… way too goddamn close.

      Another male scream and simultaneous percussive boom clapped through the woods. Pained cries from the man on fire in front of him literally died on the guy’s lips as he crumpled to the ground.

      Is that a fucking siren?

      Way too much was going on, too fast, and he just wanted to get to Nora. He pushed from the tree and picked his knife back up.

      Go back to the campsite. She’ll be there. She has to be there.

      He forged ahead, carefully treading away from the burning body and the fire popping in the leaves. A brief look back showed the flames spreading away from the campsite, and a brief pang of guilt for burning the forest made him wince. Hopefully, it would die down, but he had to focus on getting to Nora first. She was the priority. Always.

      Anticipation, hope, and firelight had him navigating the forest with more ease, and in a matter of minutes he was back at the site. He stayed close to the clearing before entering, still wary. His heart clenched at the sight.

      Pix was on her knees, with the firelight in front of her illuminating her side profile for him. Her dirty cheeks glistened where the light highlighted wet tear stains. She stared at the dirt on her fingers, crying, coughing, seemingly lost in thought and pain before she spoke barely loud enough to hear.

      “I trusted you, handsome. So where are you?”

      His breath stalled in his chest.

      She trusts me.

      He couldn’t wait any longer, he took a step into the clearing—

      A crack unlike the ones from the fire made him pause his foot in midair.

      Nora lifted her head, gorgeous hope on her face.

      But it wasn’t for him.

      One of the big Russian motherfuckers was standing right in front of her. It was obvious that Nora couldn’t see the man properly with the fire behind him.

      “Drake?”

      Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.

      Draco tightened his grip on his knife and discreetly rounded the inside of the clearing, his back flush to the forest line. Going from tree to tree, he used their size to mask his while he glared at the enemy.

      It physically pained him more than any other present injury to move so slowly while Nora was in danger, but this had to be done right. He couldn’t get distracted.

      Draco never made a sound. Not even when the man snatched Nora up by her arm, likely jerking it out of its socket. Not even when she cried out Draco’s name for help. Not even when the bastard held her back to his front, clamping his hand over half her face and laughing. His mouth was at her ear, the way he had traumatized her all those years ago, the way she hated.

      She screamed, fighting, kicking, scratching, her hands reaching out to something, anything.

      And still.

      Draco.

      Never.

      Made.

      A.

      Sound.

      Until his prey did.

      “You are a little fighter, hm? I have a friend who likes this. I will take you to him. First… you have something of mine—”

      “No.” He yanked the enemy’s hair and kneed him in the back. Using the angle to his advantage, Draco dug the knife into the man’s jugular, carving the blade across his prey’s neck before shoving the body to the ground.

      “You had something of mine.”
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      The gurgling noise behind her had Nora scrambling backward, away from the dying man. She turned on her knees to see Drake, the fire from the woods flickered across his skin where blood wasn’t splattered all over it.

      His? Someone else’s?

      She caught Drake’s dark eyes, full of relief, before looking back to the man bleeding out on the ground.

      The man who had almost kidnapped her.

      But he hadn’t had the chance, because…

      “You rescued me.”

      Her eyes snapped back to Drake, taking in his swaying body.

      “Always.”

      His lips lifted at the corner right before his eyes rolled back into his head and he collapsed to the ground.

      “Drake!”

      She crawled to him, tripping over herself until she reached him. Flinging herself over his torso, she placed her hands on either side of his cheeks, slightly shaking him, praying his eyes would freaking open.

      “Drake, handsome. Pix is gonna need you to wake up right now, alright? Come on…” She tapped his cheeks before checking his pulse, not really knowing what the hell she was doing, but knowing instinctively it was too slow.

      “Shit. What the fuck do I do?” He was breathing. But was he passed out? Worse? “Oh, for the love…” She crawled on top of him, grabbing the sides of his bearded face. Her voice took on a cheery, singsongy quality. “Drake… this is very ru-ude. If this is a joke, it’s not a good one and very Draco Malfoy of you. Not cool. Not cool. Not cool.” She slapped him lightly. “You have to wake up. Wake up so you can laugh at me for freaking the fudge out. Wake up, wake up, wake up.”

      A thought crossed her mind and she settled her gaze on his lips. Holding his head straight, she bent over him and kissed him, making sure she poured in every emotion she’d been holding back. She stayed absolutely still, kissing him chastely for three whole seconds before lifting up and watching for any sign of movement.

      Nothing.

      “Are you freaking kidding me? That’s supposed to fucking work!” She crashed her fists onto his chest and shouted. “That. Always. Fucking. Works. Why. Didn’t. It. Work?”

      Her breaths came out in pants and she cupped his cheeks in her hands again. He was getting blurry thanks to the tears filling her eyes.

      Finally, she couldn’t hold back anymore. She sobbed and held on to him tightly, no longer capable of keeping the sheer agony and desperation from her voice.

      “Drake, please. Please… you have to wake up. I can’t fucking do this again. Please wake up! I need you!”

      Her hold relaxed as she crumpled against his chest and wrapped her arms under his head, embracing him as she wept against his bare chest.

      “Please… please… I can’t. I can’t do it again, Drake. I can’t. I need you. I lov—”

      Big hands soothed down her back, and she jerked up.

      “Drake?”

      Tired, dark eyes opened, resting on hers. “Hey, Pix.”

      “Oh my gods, and goddesses, and all that is holy and unholy, thank the motherfucking sun, moon, and stars.” She threw herself at him and hugged him as tight as she could. Even though his arms weren’t cutting off her circulation like hers was to him, he was embracing her back and it felt glorious. “You’re alive.”

      He patted her back and snickered. “I’m alive.”

      She jerked up again and slapped his bare chest. “Don’t laugh! That was super-duper uncool of you, dude. Real Cedric Diggory death scene vibes over here.”

      A chuckle rumbled underneath her anyway, but as much as she tried, she knew her scowl had no teeth. His eyes softened.

      “I’m sorry I scared you, Pix. Believe it or not, that wasn’t my intent when I murdered a guy in front of you.”

      “Oh, right… believe it or not, the scary part wasn’t the murder in front of me. It was you collapsing like an inconsiderate butthead afterward.” She swiveled around to face the body bleeding out a few feet away before returning to Drake. “How the fudge did I forget about the dead guy?” The man under the boulder flashed in her mind. “Shoot, two dead guys. Other one got the deadfall.”

      “Five, I think. I got one of them early. The other I managed to shoot twice in the warehouse and I never saw him come out.”

      She counted mentally in her head before tilting her head. “And the last one?”

      “Trap.”

      “Ooo, really? Which one? The flying mace?”

      He snorted and shook his head. “Nope, the spring-loaded one.”

      She sucked her teeth and shook her head. “Of course. Go ahead. Tell me how cool it was.”

      “Pretty fucking cool. Until I got blown back from the blast.”

      “Wait.” She recalled the moment she’d been able to engage the deadfall trap. “That explosion was that?”

      “Yup.”

      “Huh.” She nodded, trying for nonchalance until his pointed look got on her nerves. “Oh my gods. What?”

      “Say it.”

      I love you. Panic and relief swirled in her stomach. “Say what?”

      “Say you thought the spring-loaded Tannerite trap was cool.”

      Disappointment knotted all her emotions up in a confusing twist, but she managed to smile.

      “I mean… I thought the explosion was alright.” He raised an eyebrow. “Okay, fine. Fine. It was cool, is that better? Really, really cool. You’re the master of traps. The trap king, if you will.”

      His big laugh shook her, and she steadied herself, using her hands on his pecs. The cheeky grin afterward made her belly flutter, and she realized for the first time that she was straddling his abs.

      His naked abs.

      His naked, chiseled abs.

      His naked, chiseled, oh-wait-shit-there’s-still-blood-on-him abs.

      “Who’s blood is that?” she screeched, trying to slide off of him but his hands gripped her butt, forcing her to stay. “Are you slowly bleeding out while I’m relief bantering with you? Godsdamnit, Drake, if you die—”

      “It’s not mine. I’m good, I promise. It’s all that guy’s.” His forehead tilted to the dead man before he tried to sit up. He fell back and Nora gripped her hands on his shoulders to try to pull him up. She was ninety-nine percent sure she was zero help as he held on to her with one arm banded around her waist and used the other to clumsily push himself up.

      “You don’t seem good.”

      “Fair, good might be a stretch. I feel like shit. But I’m alive.” His hands and eyes lightly roved over her as he scanned her, for injuries, she guessed. But the attention made her breath still in her chest. “You’re alive. Fuck, Pix, for a split second when the spring loader went off, I thought it was you.”

      Oh gods, if he felt anything like I did when I thought he was gone—

      “Wait a minute.” She crossed her arms and glared at him. “You thought I had been blown up, and you still thought that trap was cool? What in the world, Malfoy?”

      “I said it was for a split second. Passing thought and then the guy screamed and then I thought it was cool.”

      His words hit her like a freight train.

      The guy screamed.

      Because he’s dead.

      They’re all dead.

      Because of us.

      “Pix, what’s up? You’ve got a weird look on your face.”

      She opened her mouth to answer him, but the clarity in her mind made her finally take in her surroundings. As if her body was catching up with her mind, she coughed and waved away smoke she hadn’t realized was getting so thick. She glanced past Drake’s head and felt her eyes widen.

      “For one thing, we’re really fucked up joking like this and I’m definitely booking a therapy appointment once we get home.”

      He seemed to weigh her point before nodding. “Very fair.”

      “And two… I think we need to leave.”

      Drake turned toward the blaze roaring twenty feet behind him. His hands flexed around her waist. “Another good idea, Pix.”

      His hands gripped her waist, but he’d barely lifted her from his waist before she’d plopped back down amid his cursing.

      “Contrary to your caveman Viking beliefs and our history with your impossibly tall truck, I can get up on my own.” She pushed off from him, only to immediately stumble back down on the ground. “Whelp… that’s not really a ringing endorsement for myself now, is it?” She coughed into her elbow before glancing back up at Drake’s worried wince.

      Instead of saying anything further, they both huffed and took several precious seconds to get up on all fours. Nora stood before he did and swallowed the smoky taste in her dry mouth. Drake finally crawled to the tree, where she bent to wrap his arm over her shoulder so he could use both her and the tree to get up.

      When he finally stood, he looked around, his eyes fixing on one spot, and groaned.

      “What is it?” She looked back to the two huge bags, her backpack, and the emergency box they still had to take back to the truck. The very far away truck.

      Shidoobie on a stick.

      “We need to leave, but we can’t take everything,” Drake explained. “Those need to come with us, but we have to decide what’s important.” He glanced at the fire, then back at her. “And quick. I’ve had training in fucked-up situations. You haven’t.”

      “I’ll be fine.” She exhaled harshly and dragged his pack to him so he could decide what all they could take in her small one, her thighs screaming every step and her shoulders straining with every pull. She was exhausted herself, and he could barely even bend over without falling, bringing her back to the anxiety of those first couple of weeks he’d been awake.

      “Drake, are you sure you are gonna be okay?” Her voice was small, but a part of her realized she wasn’t embarrassed about it.

      He stopped his packing and looked up at her, holding her eyes. The resignation there squeezed her chest with sympathy. “Now that all my adrenaline’s gone, I’m spent. But the pain means I’m alive.” Tears pricked her eyes. “I’ll be fine, Pix. I promise. I’m just not as good as I once was.”

      A Toby Keith country song popped into her head, and she felt the urge to belt it out to get him to smile again. But she pushed it down.

      The pain means I’m alive.

      It hurt to feel it, but that was okay. As if he could read her mind, an encouraging smile lifted his lips.

      “We can be sad about this, Pix. It’s important to feel it. But we need to focus on leaving now.”

      She nodded.

      We can feel sad about this. But later.

      At the moment, they had a fire to race.
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      She pushed her thoughts and weariness away, immersing herself in unpacking, packing, and listening to Drake’s instructions. With every item they went over, the heat from the fire increased until sweat poured down her back, pushing her to go faster.

      But the closer the fire got, the more she accidentally fixated on sorting the last few items into the bag just right, until Drake’s voice began to get more and more urgent.

      “Pix… baby… the fire’s getting pretty fucking close.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I get it. I can’t look at it or I’ll freak out.”

      I think I’m freaking out anyway.

      Slamming her eyes closed, she took a deep breath before stuffing the rest of the items in. She forced herself to keep from opening her eyes again until it was all shoved to the bottom and she was zipping it up. The bag was about to burst but it closed, and that’s what counted.

      She stood up slowly, her thighs burning with fatigue.

      The shadows in Drake’s concerned face were made deeper in the firelight. “You alright?”

      She waved him off. “Yeah, yeah. Just a little worn out. It’s fine though. Nothing a fire-fueled boost of adrenaline can’t fix.”

      He snorted and beckoned her closer with his hand. She complied so he could lean against the tree to help her put the bigger backpack on. When he finished tightening the straps for her and buckling it across her stomach, she grunted as she hauled up whatever the heck the box was, too.

      It certainly wasn’t heavy heavy, but it wasn’t freaking light either. Even though her body screamed against the weight, and her chest was starting to feel like it was caving in, Drake was barely standing. He needed the least amount to carry as possible. She heaved the box into an awkward embrace and nearly fell.

      Oh fudge, this is gonna suck.

      Drake unhooked some carabiners and straps from her backpack and wrapped them around his shoulders, back, and waist before taking the box from her arms.

      “No, Drake. Let me. You can’t carry—”

      “It’s fine, Nora. Lock this to my back. If it’s too much, I’ll set it down. But the smoke is making it hard to breathe and you’re tired too. If we’re gonna get out of this, we have to do it together.”

      “Okay… okay, yeah. We can do it,” she agreed, and helped him tie the box to his back. By the time they were done, he looked like an old-school station wagon with luggage strapped on top. She didn’t have it in her to joke around, so instead she made a mental note to ask about what the heck was in it later. At the moment, she wanted to make sure the rubber box wasn’t the only thing that would survive.

      “We can do it,” she muttered again under her breath. Maybe if she repeated it enough, she’d believe it.

      He turned his head. “We’ll do it together. Lean forward to keep from falling back as we go.”

      With both their backpacks loaded up, she finally looked at the fire. Panic sent an electric shock into her chest as she slowly spun to see all the ground the fire had swallowed up outside of their clearing.

      No wonder she was fucking roasting.

      “Pix, don’t focus on that—”

      “It’s blocking our way to the godsdamned truck, Drake, I don’t know how I can’t focus on that.”

      The fire had engulfed everything in the truck’s direction. Her eyes burned, but she couldn’t tell if it was because they had tears or because the tears had dried up. Terror slithered down every droplet of cold sweat on her hot skin and exhausted resignation took over. Her chest squeezed to the point of pain and her tired muscles felt like they were sagging off her body, trying to convince her to lie down and go to sleep.

      We’re gonna die here.

      “Why does just looking at that make me want to take a nap?” She coughed out the question and the alarmed look on Drake’s face tried to tell her brain to send even more adrenaline through her, but she was tapped out.

      “I think the fire’s getting to you. Your lungs and body aren’t trained for withstanding smoke and heat like this.”

      “Oh… that’s cool.” She blinked slowly, zoning out until Drake’s voice drifted her back into the moment.

      “Good news or bad news?”

      The question and his airy tone caught her off guard enough to make her jerk her head to look at him.

      “Good news… or bad news, Pix?” The calm, urgency in his tense eyes made her take a deep breath and force a laugh. The tension release helped with the fear.

      “Whelp. I don’t know how we’re gonna Shadrach, Meshach, and a billy goat the fuck out of here, so if your good news consists of tips on how to walk through a fiery furnace, I’m all ears.”

      He barked a laugh back at her, but when she began to cough again, his voice quavered with concern. “There’s the spirit, little pixie. Alright, the wind seems to be pushing the fire toward my truck.”

      She sucked her teeth, trying to imagine the good. “Toward the truck means away from us, right?”

      “Erm… not exactly. It’s sort of spreading on all sides.”

      “Super. Is that the bad news, then?”

      His nose scrunched up into a wince was the only answer she needed, but he elaborated anyway. “No… I’m not sure how far either of us can go right now. We’re exhausted and the smoke’s already affecting you. I think going in CTI’s direction is our best bet. Get to the embankment, then follow it within the tree line until we get to the service road. But we have to both work hard together, or… or I don’t think we’ll make it.”

      She laughed at the absurdity of their situation until smoke invaded her lungs and made her choke. Drake reached for her but she waved him away. “Next time? We do ‘no news’. Just leave me in suspense and we’ll see if I can figure it out. This night has started to get dull, what with all our being safe and alive BS.”

      He snorted back at her. “The only easy day was yesterday.”

      “That’s just great, ‘cause yesterday wasn’t too flippin’ easy either!” She tilted her head up, closed her eyes, and swore at the gods because it had to be the men’s fault that they were caught up in this. Then she blew out a breath and nodded toward the facility. “Let’s get to it then, shall we?”

      He took a deep breath and nodded before pushing away from the tree… only to go toppling down.

      “Drake!” she screamed and jolted forward to help him up, but stopped herself just in time. Thankfully, he’d mostly caught himself on a nearby branch, but kneeling for her would be a really freaking bad idea. The bag she was carrying was way too heavy for her to jump around. Fear and frustration made her tremble. She watched helplessly as the fire kept encroaching dangerously close to their getaway route and Drake struggled to get upright again.

      “Pix, if I can’t keep going, take the box—”

      “Shut the actual godsdamned fuck up right the heck now, Draco Malfoy. I’m not leaving you. If you go down, I go down with you this time.”

      He huffed. “That’s one hell of an incentive.”

      She tried to think of something pithy to say, but an ember drifted toward her, and she shrieked into another hacking cough before swatting it away. “Yeah, we gotta skedaddle. This time we use each other to lean on, alright?”

      He gave her a doubtful look up and down but nodded and waved her toward him. She complied and sturdied herself as he gently laid his arm across her shoulders.

      “You’re gonna have to do more than that, handsome.”

      His frustrated sigh stuttered before he cleared his throat. Nora tried to cover her nose with the hem of her shirt. She wanted to ask him where his own shirt went, but the fire was quickly closing in on their path toward the facility. All questions would have to be saved for later.

      When he finally leaned heavily on her, she was sure she’d fall, but she wrapped her own arm around his waist to help steady her too. The touch of her skin on his helped soothe her anxiety, but the relief only made her want to go to sleep.

      “I’ll lean on you, but we both use the trees around us for help, deal? And try to breathe with me.”

      She nodded and exhaled deeply before they both took a step. The air was hot around them, and smoky fire tainted the oxygen that burned as it went down her throat. She looked up to see Drake taking measured breaths, and she tried to adopt his cadence, but they were too slow, and her lungs were screaming at her, begging her to take much bigger gulps of air than she was trying to allow.

      Every step and reach out to a tree took an eternity they didn’t have, and the heat was oppressive, making everything around her feel heavy. Where they were connected, her hand slid against the slick skin of Drake’s torso. The trees themselves were warm to the touch as she leaned and pushed against their trunks. Even the ground was fighting them, trying to trip them with roots and holes as they painstakingly maneuvered around them.

      The safest place she could think for them was the perch he’d created to spy on the facility, or straight to the road if they could swing that. But she already didn’t know which direction to go in the daylight, let alone through the smoke with a fire burning at their back and quickly closing in on the sides. Without Drake, she’d have been lost in an inferno.

      Her heart thumped in her chest as her entire body screamed at her, pleading for her to just lay down until the fire was gone.

      What if we don’t make it?

      “Hey… Drake…”

      Her words were labored, and when he responded, his single one wasn’t much better. “Yeah?”

      “I, um, I was about to tell you something. When you were… passed out. I’ve never said this to anyone. It’s hard… to say, but here goes… Drake, I lo—”

      “Don’t.”

      She sluggishly turned her pounding head up at him, nearly causing both of them to stumble. But if she crashed down to the forest floor, who cared if her heart ripped in half before she landed? “You… you don’t love me?”

      “No. It’s not that. Save it.” He smiled wearily. “No dying declarations allowed. Just… tell me over waffles.”

      She huffed a cough and nodded. “Deal… Jacky’s?”

      “As if we’d go anywhere else.”

      Her eyelids began to get heavy, and she tripped over a root. Drake caught her midair by tugging her backpack up and he grunted as she used a tree trunk to help herself up. When she was upright again, the smoke in her lungs made her cough until she was bent over, gagging while Drake held her. When her body was finished, she swiped her shirt across her mouth.

      “Nice… fluffy… golden Belgian waffle.” His deep, comforting voice deposited the image into her mind, and even though confusion was settling in, she clung to the vision as he spoke. “Bacon… for the vegetarian, of course.”

      “Ob-obviously.”

      “That sugary drink… with a splash of coffee… so you can joke how you’re a caffeine addict… like everyone else.”

      “Peppermint tea… for you.”

      “I’ll have one of everything, too… and you’ll even let me have a bite of your waffle.”

      “Yeah right. Over my dead bo—” She swallowed. “Maybe… maybe… just a bite.”

      It looked like the smoke was clearing above, but the lighting was weird, different than the fire glowing all around. The closer they got, the brighter, even though it was nighttime. She began to fade…

      “Drake…”

      “Stay with me, Pix.” Her body felt heavy, and she vaguely registered him tugging her to the tree he was resting on. “Come on, baby. Stay with me. We’re almost there. I can see it.”

      The bright light shined down at her through the trees, hurting her eyes. “I can too.” They weren’t seeing the same thing, but that was okay. He didn’t need to know.

      “You’ll be okay. We just need some fresh air.”

      She nodded, wanting to make him happy. To cure the panic in his voice. But always trying to figure out how to make people feel better was exhausting.

      “Everything… it’s too heavy.”

      The weight on her suddenly disappeared, and she felt like she was floating. Soft murmuring became ragged, shouting against her forehead, but it still comforted her.

      “We’re leaving this shit here. I don’t give a fuck if it burns as long as you don’t.”

      “O… kay,” she whispered, not sure what he was talking about anymore. Not sure that she cared.

      “You’re gonna stay with me, Pix. You’re not allowed to leave me. That’s not how our story ends. I don’t get you just to lose you.”

      She wanted to believe him and tried to grab onto his words, to grab on to anything to keep her there.

      “You can let go now, Nora. Let go of everything except for my hand.”

      That sounded nice. She could do that.

      All the tension in her body, every muscle that ached and strained, the unbearable pain suffocating her chest, she let go, focusing it all into her palm and fingers as she held as tight as she could.

      “Yes, Pix. That’s it, baby. Hold my hand. I can see it. We’re almost there.”

      She might’ve murmured her agreement, but no matter what, she held his hand, even as her back scratched and scraped on whatever was underneath her. Her eyes pinched shut as she tried to shut out the pain and the bright fluorescent burning in the sky.

      Was this how she went? With Drake literally dragging her to heaven? Was heaven real?

      All her life, she’d been swearing on, blaming, and invoking deities she never believed in. It’d always been fun to curse the gods and thank the goddesses, like a harmless fudge you to the patriarchy. But she’d be lying if she didn’t admit that there was always that quiet hope. That maybe… just maybe, she was speaking to someone good up there who was listening.

      Regardless of where she was going, or who or what was on the other side, holding Drake’s hand on the way to find out was exactly how she wanted to get there.

      Her eyelids fluttered open, cool tears streaming down her hot cheeks. The blinding light beamed down on her and realization depleted her of everything but cleansing relief. This was it. This was how it ended. She closed her eyes against the bright light and exhaled, ready to leave the world, hoping she’d left it better than she found it.

      “Open your eyes, Pix. We made it.”
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      It was surreal, sitting inside the tree line on the embankment, the night breeze cooling his face while the world burned behind him. He held Nora’s weak hand while rocking her in his arms and watched his team clear the CTI facility one hundred yards away.

      With all the helicopter searchlights shining down on the facility, accompanied with all the police and FBI headlights, emergency lights, and utility lamps, Drake had a pretty epic view as EMTs helped several women out of the container that’d started the whole night.

      He pushed Nora’s hair back with his free hand and spoke against her forehead. “We did it, Pix. We helped save them. If we hadn’t been here, who knows what would’ve happened to them?”

      “We did it.” She sighed. He tried not to let her mild response get to him. Guilt rode him hard as he cleaned the soot from her cheek. She’d gotten hurt. If he hadn’t gotten there in time, what would’ve—

      No. Not now. Don’t think like that. Wait until later.

      He took comfort in knowing she was finally resting after their ordeal. She was exhausted and her body was catching up and healing. That was all either of them could do.

      The relaxed rhythm of her breathing was exactly what she needed to make sure she didn’t overwork her abused lungs more than she already had. There was no way they hadn’t suffered smoke inhalation damage, not to mention exhaustion, and no doubt there were injuries they hadn’t let themselves address. Even though she was conscious, she needed medical attention as soon as possible.

      A harsh truth kept pounding in his chest. Over a year ago, it would’ve been faster for him to carry her and all their bags over the bridge to the facility. But now?

      He was so. Fucking. Tired.

      The box on his back dug into his spine, reminding him that relief would come soon. He didn’t want to take the medicine yet, wanting to stay alert for Nora until help arrived.

      Push through. The only easy day was yesterday.

      He stared down at the texts on Nora’s phone sitting beside him. Back when they were in Gail’s office, Nora had apparently messaged Snake to confirm that something important was definitely going down. Snake had told her their team was already close by. Everyone but Phoenix.

      Their team. Am I really a part of it anymore?

      It didn’t hurt to think about like it had before their mission. Draco actually couldn’t wait to hear his team tell their story at the upcoming after-action report Hawk was always so religious about having.

      “Hopefully we won’t have to wait for long,” Draco muttered as he scrolled down the screen, his legs shaking with a mixture of impatience and exhaustion.

      As soon as they’d arrived on the embankment, Draco had texted his teammates from Nora’s phone since his was waterlogged. Thankfully, he’d been able to navigate through the woods to get as close to the road as he could, all things considered. Now they had to wait.

      A rumble coming from CTI’s direction made him snap his head up and scoot back farther into the trees. Bright headlights flooded the asphalt, but the closer they got, the more relaxed he became. When Snake’s Trackhawk finally appeared, the familiar grill and size sent relief pouring from Draco like a wave. He scooted out into the open and waved in time for the vehicle to slow down. It parked in front of him, and the driver hopped out without turning the engine off.

      “Man, you look like shit.” Devil laughed, an edge of concern at the end of the sentence as he jogged over with two large bags. He held his arms out for Nora, but Draco jerked back. Understanding relaxed Devil’s strawberry-blond brows and his voice gentled, making Draco wonder if he looked as feral as he felt. There was no hope for curbing the protective instinct though. He’d never been able to with her, and certainly not after what they’d just been through.

      “Drake, I’m okay. Just… let the man… work.”

      “Come on, man, let me look her over. And you, from the looks of it. You guys need these.” He unzipped the bag and pulled out two portable oxygen masks. “Here, put this on. I’ll put hers on.”

      “I’ve got hers—”

      “No! You put yours on first.” Devil shoved the mask in Draco’s hand but before he could argue further, Devil was already helping Nora fit one over her head and had his fingers on her pulse while he concentrated on his watch. After a moment, he nodded to himself, apparently satisfied with the result.

      “Nora… how are you feeling?”

      She tipped her oxygen mask up and answered sleepily. “Peachy keen.”

      “Fuck, Pix… don’t lie.”

      “I’m not, I swear… I’m okay… just exhausted. We napped before everything. But… a lot has happened since then. And Drake’s comfy. So… do you guys need me for this? ‘Cause if not… I’m gonna go to sleep.”

      Devil snorted. “Wait until I’m done, if you can.”

      “And if she can’t?” Draco demanded. “She’s basically been running for her life all night, nearly fell into the cold river, was attacked and God knows what else, and she’s suffered smoke inhalation. She’s small, what if it’s damaged her lungs permanently or—”

      “Relax, Draco. Let me assess you both. Yes, she’s small, but she’s also alert and talking.”

      “And she’s right here, so chill out, handsome.”

      Draco nodded at her insistence and finally tugged his mask down over his head. Devil pressed a button in the bag. Gentle, cool, crisp oxygen immediately entered the mask, and they both sucked in a deep breath, only for Nora’s to end in a cough.

      “Try to breathe normally. You’ll be fine, but your throat and lungs are trying to recover. Good thing it’s just a forest fire, or we’d have to worry about chemicals.” Devil retrieved two electrolyte sports drinks from his other bag and handed them off. “After a few minutes, drink these between breaths. Nora, your pulse is okay, considering what you guys have been through, and the fire seems to be dying down. Not sure it’s big enough to jump roads and I don’t think it knows where to go with two rivers helping to cage it in.”

      Draco pointed to the water with his thumb. His voice sounded muffled in the mask. “Not a river. That’s a moat.”

      Devil didn’t look where he was pointing, his eyes roving over Nora instead as he shook his head. “Fuck me, this place is a goddamn prison.”

      “The women?” Draco asked. Nora stiffened in his arms. “Were there women in the container on the back of that truck?”

      “Yeah, you guys were right. We got ‘em. Hawk, Snake, and Jaybird are back there, helping coordinate everything. It took me a minute to convince an EMT to give me an oxygen bag without coming with me. I’ll tell you all about it later. Let’s get you guys in the back seat.”

      Draco nodded and clumsily rose to his feet without letting Nora go.

      “Drake, I can walk—”

      “Man, let me—”

      “No!” Draco practically hissed at Devil when he reached for her again and held Nora tighter. “Don’t touch her. You can help me, but don’t touch her. Just… not yet. I need this right now.”

      Nora’s green eyes filled with understanding as she nodded and wrapped her arms around his neck, helping him hold her better.

      Devil’s eyebrow raised before he helped prop Draco up instead. “You’re as bad as I am.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      His friend shook his head and chuckled. “Don’t worry about it. Here, let me at least get all this stuff off you and carry the oxygen bag while I walk you.”

      Despite knowing Devil was right, Draco instinctively bristled again at the insinuation that he’d need help, until he took his first step with Nora in his arms and the world tilted precariously around him.

      “Shit, yeah… I think that’s a good idea. Oh, that reminds me. Nora’s bag is in the woods. You might want to go for a scavenger hunt when the fire dies down. It had Gail’s laptop in it.”

      “Noted.” Devil began to unwrap the box from Draco’s back and sucked in a breath. “Wait, is that…”

      “Yeah.”

      “This one isn’t yours, is it?”

      “Nope. They had it.” Draco nodded toward the CTI facility.

      Anger and confusion laced Devil’s voice. “And how the fuck did they have it?”

      “What is it?” Nora asked. The curiosity in her question gave him a little more encouragement that she’d be fine.

      “Later, Pix,” he replied before shrugging back at Devil. Even that slight movement reminded him how exhausted he was. “And I don’t fucking know, but we nearly died for it, so let’s figure it all out when we’re home.”

      Devil nodded and quickly took the box, the oxygen bag, and Nora’s backpack Draco had gone back to retrieve after he’d removed it so he could drag her tree by tree to the edge of the forest. Guilt tinged his thoughts as he remembered checking her back for the nasty scrapes he’d put there.

      “Do you… do you think we could use the stuff inside the box on her—”

      “No.” Devil’s voice was firm and cut to a whisper, shutting down any hope Draco had. “It’d kill her, man. She’s way too tiny. I think the only reason Shanna Jacobs survived was because she’s a junkie. God knows what Shanna’s been putting into her body for years.”

      “Fuck, that’s what I thought.” He sighed. “Help me in with her, will you?”

      She stiffened in Draco’s arms as Devil helped him take the short steps to the road. When they got to the back seat, he still didn’t want to let her go so Devil helped him stumble inside, positioning Nora in his lap. Finally, they both were situated with Draco perpendicular in the seat and the oxygen bag on the floorboard. Devil could easily assess them both with his emergency kit he’d placed in the driver’s seat.

      “Is she gonna be okay?” Draco asked, lifting up his oxygen mask so he could be heard better. He took the opportunity to take a sip of the sports drink and helped Nora do the same. On some level, he knew he was being paranoid, but he still needed to hear his friend give her the all clear.

      “Hold on a second. Let me look and keep that mask on when you’re not drinking. I can hear what you’re saying fine with it on.”

      They both took sips from their drinks while Devil examined them. The fact that Draco’s normally talkative, joking little pixie stayed quiet and compliant during the examination scared the shit out of Draco. And still, he couldn’t help from watching his friend’s every movement as he aided Nora, making sure he wasn’t hurting her unnecessarily.

      Once the front of her body had been checked out, Draco lifted their oxygen bag to sit in the middle of the seat and turned so Nora’s back was facing the open door. When Devil lifted her shirt to examine her, every muscle in Draco’s body seized with the urge to throttle his teammate.

      “Stop looking at me like that, Draco.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you want to murder me for making sure your girl doesn’t need to go to the hospital. The mask makes it more believable since you look like Bane in that Batman movie.”

      “Not gonna lie, it feels believable too. Just watch yourself with her and for fuck’s sake, tell me she’s gonna be alright already.”

      “Like you’re really up for sparring right now, asshole.” Devil rolled his eyes and muttered under his breath as he peered at her injuries. “No wonder people think I’m fucking crazy.”

      Devil cleaned her back with one of the heavy duty wipes from his emergency kit and administered salves and bandages over the scrapes on her back. Every time Nora fidgeted and whimpered quietly in Draco’s arms, he smoothed her hair and glared at Devil. After one particular yelp, Draco growled low under his breath at his teammate.

      “I said watch yourself.”

      “He’s fine, Drake. Let him work. It just stings.” Nora’s soft voice was muffled in her mask. He looked down at her, but her eyes were closed, whether from exhaustion or pain, he didn’t know, but both set his nerves on fire.

      “Yeah, relax, man. This isn’t gonna feel great for your girl, no matter who’s doing it. Her scrapes look pretty bad.” The reminder made Draco feel like shit and he nodded for Devil to continue, mindlessly tracing Nora’s ear as Draco worked and talked.

      “So… couple of questions.” Devil tapped the plastic bottle in Draco’s hands, reminding him to keep drinking. Draco lifted his mask and took another sip before helping Nora do the same again. “First, is that blood all over you, yours?”

      Draco looked down, having totally forgotten he was covered in it thanks to Nora’s attacker. “No.”

      “Good… second, why the fuck are your pants wet if you were in a fire?”

      Draco glanced at the bridge he’d had to jump off of. “Went for a swim to escape.”

      A wry laugh huffed from Devil’s chest. “Bet that brought up some memories. And, third, where’s your shirt?”

      “The dripping was too loud in the forest.”

      Devil paused for a second and glanced at Draco before continuing to bandage Nora up. “Why did you need to be quiet in the forest?”

      “Because of the three men who were chasing Nora.”

      “Hm… KIA?”

      Draco nodded once to confirm their attackers were dead. They’d never needed too many words to get each other.

      The curve in Devil’s frown darkened in the SUV’s dim lighting. “So you asked about the women. There were eight of them trapped in that truck. We got here right before the police and were able to go in. Saw the two guys you took down in there. Single shot to the head on one of them. Nice. You’ve still got it.”

      Draco nodded once, knowing more than ever that wasn’t true. The entire mission had been one harsh reality after another. He’d put every last ounce of effort into getting them out of the woods safe and sound, but they’d barely made it. Something that wouldn’t have been a question if he’d been back to his pre-coma self.

      “We broke into the truck, found the women,” Devil continued. “They’re not good, but they’re not dead. Called Marco Aguilar, that prosecutor we’ve been working with back in Ashland. He called his FBI contacts. The police arrived before the FBI did, which was an unpleasant conversation. Police officers don’t like coming to a crime scene with four guys in tactical gear and two dead men. Once they found that CEO woman, though, she actually came out and spoke on our behalf. Then she turned herself in willingly, if you can believe it. The FBI got here shortly after that and cleared it all up. Now we’ve just gotta deal with the fallout.”

      “What should Nora and I do?”

      He stepped away from Nora, letting her shirt fall down before scanning her one more time. “How do you feel, Nora?”

      “Nora, if you say peachy keen, I swear to God—”

      “I’m much better after the oxygen and having something to drink,” Nora replied through her mask. “But my bones are tired. Is there any way I can go to sleep now?”

      Her voice was earnest, and the honesty lessened his fears. Devil nodded, also seemingly satisfied.

      “That should be fine. I put some numbing cream around your cuts, so that should help with any pain you might have. Draco’s gonna keep watch over you.”

      “Always,” she murmured and completely relaxed in his arms. Draco wrapped his around her and hugged her, careful not to hurt her back.

      Devil gave him a funny look before continuing. “I don’t think you guys need a hospital, but to be certain, I’d like for you guys to stick around a little longer. Nora’s alert and responsive and your injuries are minor. Which is good, because if you guys went to the hospital, I don’t know how we’d explain your situation without the cops. Same if you go back to CTI.”

      His friend turned around and Draco peered around him to see the flames had dimmed. Devil turned back around and packed up the first aid materials while he spoke.

      “The fire seems to be dying, so I say, if you’re up for it, park your truck somewhere on the other side of this reserve, sleep while we’re working here. That way you’re close by in case we need you and you can rest before getting on the road. When we’re done, one of us can drive your truck or you can follow us home. If we have to stay here longer, you can make the trek yourself after sleeping off the night. I’d say one of us could drive you now, but I barely got to sneak away to help you. I don’t want the FBI asking where one of us is when we don’t have answers yet. We can fill them in on your part later, after our team has gone over what you’ve found. But right now, we don’t have a good story as to why you guys broke into CTI by yourselves.”

      Devil gave him a pointed look, obviously not happy with the way he and Nora went rogue, but Draco only shrugged. He didn’t regret it. He regretted Nora getting hurt, but not the decision to go in. Without them going in and putting a fire under BlackStone to get there quicker, who knows what would’ve happened.

      “And even if we did have a good story for the authorities,” Devil continued, “you guys aren’t in any shape to field questions right now. By the way, how’re you feeling?”

      “Like shit.”

      “Sounds right. You look like it. You, uh…” Devil’s eyes darted to Nora before he whispered, “You gonna take the medicine once you find a place to park so you can sleep through it?”

      Draco shook his head. “She knows about the shots and the kit.” At Devil’s widened eyes, Draco continued. “She doesn’t know everything, but I plan to tell her. After what we’ve been through, she deserves to know what she risked her life for. But I’m not going to take it yet. I’ll wait until we’re safe at BlackStone to crash. That way I can leave here as soon as possible.”

      Devil nodded and extracted one of the heavy-duty wipes from a pack and reached to clean Nora’s face, but Draco grabbed his wrist.

      “You fixed her up, but I can do this.”

      His friend rolled his eyes before taking a cloth himself and scrubbing his hands. “Fine with me. Use it everywhere and get as many as you need to get that blood off of you, too. If you’re doing that, then I’ve done all I can for now. Want me to take you to your truck?”

      A brief flash of panic made him grimace. “Fuck, I hope it’s intact. It was in the fire’s path at one point.”

      “Shit. Yeah, let’s go.” He walked around the back, lifted the trunk and rooted around before closing and hopping into the driver’s seat. He tossed something black behind him, it landed in the middle seat beside Draco. “Don’t say I never gave you anything.”

      Draco examined the fabric and his lips ticked up when he realized it was a T-shirt. “You’re so generous.”

      His friend snorted before putting the SUV in drive and riding off toward Draco’s hidden truck. Draco gave him directions while gently cleaning Nora’s face around her mask and every visible inch of her skin. At one point, her sleepy eyes fluttered and her smile behind her mask melted his heart.

      “That feels good. Like the other night.”

      Strawberry-blond eyebrows raised in the rearview mirror. Draco scowled at his teammate before murmuring against Nora’s hair. “Sleep, Pix. Devil’s taking us to my truck and then we’ll find somewhere to rest before going home.”

      She nodded and yawned before cuddling him with her mask bumping against his neck.

      He moved on to awkwardly use the wipes on his own skin, scrubbing at the blood as gently as he could so he didn’t jostle her. By the time he was finished, Nora was out like a light and they’d made it to his pristine, untouched truck, aside from the fucking bullet holes, of course. Relief unleashed the hold it had on his chest, and he inhaled and exhaled, the oxygen still pumping through the mask.

      Devil parked the SUV behind the truck. “I’ll help you guys into the truck. On the way in, I saw a few side roads in the reserve that you could park in to rest.”

      “Yeah, those dirt access roads help rangers get through the forest when necessary.”

      “We can call them and have them look the other way while you sleep. After all, there is a fire to settle down. We’ll probably be at CTI for a while, but if you leave before we do, Dr. Layton’s on call if you want a checkup when you get back.”

      “Thanks.” He smoothed Nora’s hair down. He’d call the team’s emergency doctor if he had to, but all he wanted to do was curl up with Nora and sleep for a week. Unfortunately they were hours from the true safety that BlackStone’s new security measures could provide. A shitty power nap was all he could allow.

      He’d worried about waking her up when she needed all the rest she could get, but it looked like she was down for the count now. Hopefully she would sleep most of the way home. He gathered her in his arms again before reaching for his door handle.

      “It’s weird watching you with her.” Devil’s words made him pause, and he met his eyes in the rearview mirror. “I’m just getting used to having you back again, and now that you are, I’m seeing you like this. It’s weird. But nice at the same time. I’m happy for you, man.”

      His resting little pixie didn’t stir as he looked down at her. “Me too.” He kissed the top of her head and hoped like hell she felt the same way.
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      A sweet, delicious, scrumdiliumptious, sugar scent filled her nose, and she breathed in deeply before letting out an orgasmic moan. A grumble echoed back to her.

      “Goddamn, Pix.”

      She opened her eyes to see Drake driving one handed. His eyes were full of heat and a slice of crispy bacon was paused halfway to his mouth. Slightly confused, she glanced around for the syrup smell.

      “We’re in your truck?”

      “Yeah, have been for half a day. You’ve been out the whole time. I took a power nap back at the reserve. The team was still at CTI so once I woke up I left without them.”

      “And now we’re on our way home?” She glanced out the window at the winding road with tall forest on either side of them.

      “Yeah. I’m taking back roads. I like how empty they are. I haven’t seen another car in hours and they’ve got some nice views. Unfortunately, these drives through the country make getting anywhere take twice as long.” He popped that crunchy bite of bacon into his mouth. Hers salivated for it and for a taste of the scent that had woken her up.

      “Where’s the syrup?”

      He snorted before reaching behind her and shoving his to-go box into an empty bag in the back seat.

      “Drake,” she whined. “Please don’t tell me you threw away the last remnants of all the goodness.”

      He shook his head with a laugh before taking a sip of water from the half-full bottle in the middle console. “I can’t believe you’d think I would do that to you.”

      “Well, seeing as how you’ve tried to die on me, withholding waffles seems like child’s play, if I’m honest.”

      “Nah, withholding waffles would be way worse. Don’t worry, though. I got us takeout from a diner on the way. Not as good as Jacky’s, but it’ll do for now. It’s behind my seat.”

      She swiveled around, trying to scramble to the back of the truck until a shooting ache radiated all over her body. “Oh my gods, I hurt all over. Why?”

      “You almost died yourself. I’ve found it puts a strain on the body.” His deadpan delivery made her chuckle until the details of the night flashed into her mind.

      “Oh right… that’s why.” She gulped and looked down at herself, taking mental stock of her physical health before looking at him again. “Are we okay? You and me? I know Devil looked at us both…”

      His smile was brittle as he answered, but why, she didn’t know.

      “Devil said we’re good to go. We had oxygen, electrolytes, and rest. You didn’t have any injuries except for your back. I put some more numbing cream and ointment on it when you were asleep.” He winced and his face had brokenhearted all over it. “I’m so sorry about that, Pix. I had to get you out of there and I… I couldn’t pick you up.”

      She twisted gingerly to feel her back with her hand and pulled up her shirt to look. It wasn’t too bad, but the poor guy was obviously tearing himself apart.

      “Drake, don’t worry about it. I barely feel it now. It’s no big deal—”

      “You trusted me and got hurt. You could’ve even gotten seriously hurt, or worse, and that would’ve been on my watch. Again. It is a big deal, Nora.”

      “Nora? Geez, just yell at me, why don’t you? Someone is migh-ty grumpy this morning.”

      “Please, Pix. I don’t want you to be flippant about this. I’ve asked you to trust me with your emotions, with everything, and you did. You trusted me. And you got hurt. Aren’t you upset about it? Why are you hiding from this?”

      Translation: You trusted me and you got hurt, do you still trust me to be vulnerable?

      Guilt made her frown. She’d been teasing him, not lying to him, but he was actually blaming himself for this one. Again. And he thought she was hiding the truth from him. His words from the day before rang in her mind.

      “If you don’t trust me with everything, then how am I gonna know that you forgive me for failing you so miserably before? How am I supposed to forgive myself if I don’t know you can?”

      Because I love you, Drake, I could never blame you.

      They were the ultimate words of trust and she was ready to say them, but if she did right then, he would think she was just trying to appease him again.

      Wait for the right moment. Be vulnerable.

      She reached up and placed her hand over his bearded cheek, hoping he felt her sincerity. “No. I’m not upset about it. And you shouldn’t be either. I trusted you and we’re both here. Alive. Together. You did that.”

      His frown and narrowed eyes showed he doubted her words.

      We’ve both been so terrified the other would leave, just in different ways.

      And the only way to prove them both wrong was if she gave him everything.

      She dropped her hand and reached more slowly for the white Styrofoam container of heaven behind Drake’s seat.

      “And you know what? We all get grumpy sometimes. You can trust me with your grumpiness, and I can trust you with mine.”

      Just you wait, Draco Malfoy, when the time is right, I’m gonna love you so hard.

      The doubt turned to confusion, but she gave him a genuine smile and turned back to her food.

      She closed her eyes and gave her meal a reverent pause, thanking all the goddesses for waffles, before lifting the top to see the glorious dessert that someone brilliant somewhere decided to call breakfast.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      Before she could think, she turned to him and held the Styrofoam with one hand while using the other to wrap around his neck to gain leverage to kiss him on the cheek. When she pulled back, she realized what she’d done and her eyes widened. From the way he sat stock-still, it was evident that they were both taken aback by her gesture. She hadn’t even overthought it this time, she’d just done it like it was freaking natural to kiss him whenever she wanted.

      Maybe it is.

      His eyes darkened with need as he watched her sit back down.

      She shivered at the heat pouring into her. “Um… th-thank you for feeding me.”

      His voice was deep and low as he turned back to face the road. “You’re pretty easy to please, Pix.”

      “Or maybe you’re just good at it.”

      She turned back to her food, trying her best to hold back all her emotions for a little while longer. Her chest was full of those three words that she’d been too afraid to say to him. She was dying to say them right then, but she wasn’t sure if it was actually the right time. The kiss had obviously helped lighten the mood, but had it been enough? Would he still think she was doing it to appease him?

      Brain, you are screwing things up. Chill out. Eat our waffle.

      The deliciousness in front of her was dark brown from the syrup oversaturating it and she decided to table the decision for then. A grin widened on her face as she took the plasticware from the middle console and dove in, carefully making sure not to poke a hole in the bottom of the box.

      “I am starving.” She stuffed her mouth full of a huge bite of waffle and moaned again, taking her time to chew and taste before swallowing. “This is amazeballs. Leftover waffles and syrup is now officially the only way to eat waffles. It’s soaked all the way through, and so juicy I could literally come right here. You want a bite?” She turned with the next bite already on her fork but when she faced Drake, his hands were all but crushing the steering wheel, his eyes solely on the road. “Uh… you okay, handsome?”

      He coughed and cleared his throat. “Yup.”

      She frowned and ate, talking around her mouthful. “You sure? You look a little… murder-y.”

      He shifted in his seat like he was uncomfortable. “Just driving.”

      Eyes narrowed, she watched him as she took another slow bite of waffle. He glanced over at her and when she licked her lips, he did the same. Her squeezing chest had absolutely nothing to do with the smoke inhalation.

      If she was going to say this—and she definitely wanted to—she wanted to do it right. But her brain was going haywire. When was the best time?

      Is it now?

      Not if he’s in a sassy ass mood…

      Or is that the perfect time?

      Heck, I don’t know. I’ve never freaking done this before!

      What does he want? Would he want to hear it now?

      Ugh… whatever. No more thinking. No more analyzing. Do what I feel.

      But how do I feel?

      Oh my gods! Shut up, already, brain! I’ve got this.

      She exhaled, cleared her mind, and let her heart come out to play. “Just driving, huh?”

      “Yup.”

      She used her fork to point to the long stretch of road absolutely free from cars. “You get road rage on empty streets often?”

      He huffed and gritted through his teeth. “I’m just… concentrating.”

      She danced her fork at him before singing her next words and stuffing her mouth. “Mm-kay-ay. But for the record, I do not believe you.”

      The syrup hit her tongue, and she moaned again, even louder, testing her theory. She stared at him, watching in awe as the muscles in his left forearm tensed underneath his dragon ouroboros tattoo.

      Bingo.

      “You’ve gotta be fucking doing this shit on purpose.”

      She paused before continuing her show. “And if I was? What would you do about it, handsome?”

      “Fuck, Nora, I’m being respectful. You’re hurt because of me—”

      “Drake, you drama king.” She pulled her shirt up to her shoulders and turned to show him the mild scrapes and bandages. “Look, it’s barely anything. It stings, but it’s just a few scratches.” She pulled her shirt down and caught his heated gaze on her again, but he snapped his eyes back to the road. A mischievous sense of satisfaction rolled through her, and she cleared her throat before hiding her smile. “So, compared to the alternative, I’d say I came out on top. I mean, I thought I was gonna see God there for a sec.”

      Drake’s normally tan skin blanched in horror. “I would never let that happen.”

      She raised her brow. “You sure about that?” When he nodded, she released her cheeky grin. “But what if I beg?”

      Confusion wrinkled his forehead before she watched the gears working in his brain flip the switch on his face. His eyes darted to her lips before he cursed and whipped his head back to the road.

      “Don’t fucking try me, Pix. You’ve been through a lot. I don’t have it in me to be gentle right now, and we’re miles from home.”

      “Who said I want gentle?” She stroked her hand down his arm, not at all missing the bulge growing in his jeans. “And you driving hasn’t stopped us before.”

      He growled at her touch. “I mean it, Pix. Feed yourself and leave me alone.”

      She gave a dramatic sigh before falling back into her seat. “Fine, have it your way, then.”

      Without any intention of letting his way happen, she took another big bite and made an utterly scandalous groan, loving the way he vibrated with sexual tension beside her. On her last bite, she let syrup drip down her fingers as she closed up the container and reached for the trash bag behind her to deposit her empty box. She took her time, wiggling her butt before she got a reaction.

      “Goddamnit, Nora, just throw it back there. Quit being a brat and sit your little pixie ass down.”

      She collapsed back into her seat before sighing in a heavy—and what she hoped was sexy—whimper before pretending to examine her hand.

      “Oops. I’m so sticky.”

      Admittedly, not my best work, but he looks about to crack any minute. Keeping him in her periphery, she moaned again as she methodically licked up and down every digit.

      His knuckles on the steering wheel rolled and whitened as they gripped tighter.

      Goddesses above, I love his hands. Who needs butterflies when your pussy can flutter instead?

      Her core clenched as her imagination went wild, and this time her moaned lick was purely sexual and wholly involuntary.

      “That’s it.”

      The truck swerved to the side on the empty road, and she yelped and hung on to the oh-shit handle, until he parked the truck in between two large trees. He didn’t even bother turning it off before pressing the button to lower the middle console. As he reached for her legs, he shifted with one knee on the floorboard, and the other on the cushion of the driver’s seat. In one swift motion, he’d pulled her sideways, wrapping her legs around him. He kneeled over her while his hungry eyes grabbed hers. Anticipation vibrated through her body and she imagined looking into those stormy ocean blues while she finally gave him everything.

      “You asked for this, Pix. I hope you’re sure.”

      “Oh, handsome.” She smiled and reached up to tug his shirt collar. “I’ve never been more sure in my life.”
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      Her eyes glinted with something that made Draco’s heart ache.

      Calm down. It’s just sex for her. I’m only a fling.

      His cock didn’t give a fuck, but his mind knew that his heart was about to hurt. Every time he forced her to even look in his eyes, it broke him a little more. This time, he was vowing not to let it bother him.

      Give her what we both need right now and keep waiting. Prove that I’ll stay… until I just can’t fucking take it anymore. Hopefully it won’t come to that.

      He closed his eyes and before she could unzip his pants, he’d successfully set aside his hopes. Opening them again, he immediately unbuttoned her jeans while she tugged her shirt and bra off, revealing those sexy nipple piercings.

      “Fuck, I wish I could take my time,” he murmured before tweaking her nipple, pulling a whimper from her.

      Gail had told them that no one was going to come after them anytime soon. That, plus the fact they’d been the only car driving in the middle of nowhere for hours, gave Draco the reassurance that the two trees he’d parked between provided enough cover. But he didn’t want to risk it any more than he already was, and he couldn’t wait to get to BlackStone to fuck her, so he had to make it quick.

      Even though the cabin of his truck was roomy, he was big, and eating her out like this wasn’t going to be comfortable for either of them.

      She should’ve thought about that before licking goddamn syrup off her fingers like it was his cock.

      Still, she was injured…

      “Your back okay, baby?”

      She groaned and scratched at his shirt. “For the love of all the gods and goddesses, Draco Malfoy, I am fine. Now if you don’t—”

      He’d heard what he needed and ignored the rest. Thankfully, he’d divested her of her wet shoes, so while she argued with him, it took nothing for him to slide her jeans and thong off in one fell swoop before flinging them somewhere in the cab. In the movement, she’d been able to tug his shirt mostly off, so he finished the job and sat on his heels, looming over her naked body.

      The sun shimmered against her alabaster skin, turning it gold. He couldn’t resist stroking his hands up her soft curves before palming her small breasts in his hands. Taking each nipple in his fingers, he teased and massaged them both before bending over one, taking it into his mouth and sucking. She moaned his name underneath him and wrapped her legs around his back, her hands in his hair. He latched onto the tip and flicked his tongue over it, drawing it higher while his fingers rolled the metal bar in the other nipple. When the pebbled peak was hard as a diamond, he switched sides and did the same to the other, while his hand used the moisture to massage over her entire breast.

      Her moans were loud in the cabin and her body undulated underneath him, seeking relief that he was going to torture from her first. His cock pushed against his zipper in revolt, trying to end both of their suffering. Her hands tore at his hair, tugging the roots at his scalp as she pushed her tits into his face and hands. He sucked as much as he could of one breast into his mouth and swirled his tongue over her nipple.

      “Drake!” His name was a loud cry on her tongue and he let her nipple pop from his mouth before moving down her body. After extricating his waist from between her legs, he propped them on his shoulders. He licked and kissed his way over her soft belly, and stroked her owl tattoo with his hand while he made his way to her bare mound.

      The way he was sitting up, her body was hanging from him up in the air and he squeezed the backs of her thighs right under her ass to spread her legs for his mouth. Careful not to look up, not wanting to see her eyes closed again like last time, he spoke against her clit, teasing his beard and lips against her core, but not yet touching.

      “While you were being a brat, teasing me, licking your fingers, pretending like you were swallowing down my dick, I was hard as a fucking rock, thinking of tasting your cunt.”

      Her bare pussy glistened for him as he spread her with his tongue and swiped up her center, eliciting a cry. He zeroed in on her clit and lifted her up to get a better angle.

      His shaft was painfully hard, and he could feel precum leaking for her already. She held tight to his hair like a rope and her other hand clutched the back of the passenger seat. Her contorted body writhed on his tongue as he lapped up her wet core again, devouring her before dragging her arousal up to her clit, making absolutely sure she would be ready for him.

      “Jesus H. Christ, oh fuck, please, I’m so close, Drake. I’m so close.”

      “You want to come on my tongue, Pix? Have me lick you up like you did that syrup?”

      “Yes, please, Drake. I need it.”

      She kept begging as he squeezed the globes of her ass in his palms, getting harder just knowing his fingertips were marking her. He worked her clit as fast as he could, and he felt her ass cheeks tense up as she got closer. Her screams became louder and louder, as if she was taking him to the peak with her, and on one final groan, he pulled away.

      “Too fucking bad.”

      “Are you kidding me! I was so clo—”

      She yelped as he dropped her down on the bench seat and freed himself from his boxers and jeans. Before she could curse him in frustration, he picked her up to straddle him as he sat back in the driver’s seat. She was so close they had barely any room, but he couldn’t push his seat back any farther. Even if he could’ve, he didn’t want the distance.

      Gripping her throat with one hand, he forced her to look at him again, just once, so he could catch her eyes quickly. It took all his willpower, but he refused to dwell on how the emerald orbs would look away as soon as he let go. Instead, he captured her gaze and stroked his cock along her entrance, soaking himself in her arousal.

      “I tried to be good to you, baby. I wanted to wait for you to be healed, but now we’re both getting what we wanted.”

      “Drake, I—”

      He dropped his eyes down to watch as he impaled her with his cock. Whatever she was about to say turned into a moan, and she wrapped her arms over his shoulders before burying her face into his neck.

      “Fuck, Pix. You feel so goddamn good. I’d fuck you all damn day, every day if I could, but I’d never last for long.”

      She muffled something in response right before he shoved inside her again. He was ready to drive into her at a punishing speed, but she pushed back from him and took his face in her hands. The abrupt shift in the air made him pause his movements as his eyes automatically went to hers. The glassy emeralds were full of emotion.

      “All day, every day?”

      He softened his hold on her and shifted into a gentle roll, up and down her channel. “Yeah, Pix. All day, every day.”

      Her swollen, viselike grip tightened around his cock as he pushed in. The urge to look at their connection called to him, but her nails dug into his cheeks and neck.

      “For how long?”

      Unable to figure out what she wanted, he frowned, trying to decipher the source of the earnestness in her eyes but coming up empty.

      “‘For how long’, what?”

      “All day, every day. For how long?”

      A spark of irritation had him rebelling against the question. He’d told her exactly how he felt time and again, and she’d given him nothing but a dying declaration, which didn’t fucking count in his book. People said all kinds of shit before they died. He was tempted to argue but her pleading eyes begged him to answer.

      Curling into her tight sheath again, he let the head drag over her G-spot, watching as her eyelids tried to flutter closed. But she maintained eye contact. He did it again… and again, hope rising in his chest, when he realized she was consciously refusing to look away.

      “Nora… are we still talking about just sex?”

      She shook her head slowly and bit her lip. “No… more than just sex.”

      “More than a fling?”

      She nodded. “Much more… I’m asking… I’m asking about all of it.”

      “Everything?”

      She gave him a genuine smile. “Everything.”

      His hand curved around her hip while he wrapped his other underneath her arm to grip her small shoulder, careful not to aggravate the scrapes on her back. The hold locked her onto him, forcing her entire body to roll with him as he punctuated each phrase with every thrust inside her.

      “In that case… I’m an all-or-nothing guy. So… I want it all. All day… every day. For the rest of our days,” she moaned while her red lip turned white under the pressure from her teeth. “Forever.”

      Tears sparkled in her eyes. Her grin widened and his heart stalled out completely before she spoke again.

      “Forever…” she whispered. “Good. ‘Cause that’s how long I’ll love you too.”

      “Pix—”

      “You’re everything to me, too, Drake. I fell in love with the idea of you while you were in a coma. This man who would give up everything for me, even his life. And I didn’t deserve that sacrifice—”

      “Nora—”

      She covered his mouth with her hand and shook her head. “Please, let me finish.”

      He nodded slowly, and she sighed with a soft smile.

      “I fell in love, even though I didn’t know you. That’s all it took. Then you woke up. And I realized just how dangerous you actually were. To me, to all the wrong convictions and beliefs I had twisted up in my mind. I was dying to give you everything, to tell you everything, to open up and share everything with you. Because being around you made me want to give you everything. I was terrified of that, and worried about what would be left of me.”

      He bit his tongue to stop himself from telling her that he would never abuse the trust she gave him, but she beat him to the punch.

      “Then… then I slowly realized over the past few days that I’d given myself to the wrong people and my fears could be healed with the right person. You would never take more from me than I wanted to give. Heck, you nearly died for me and didn’t even know me.

      “Which meant the man I’d fallen in love with already gave me everything without expecting anything in return. The least I could do is take the risk and do the same. So… here it goes. Drake, I promise to give you everything forever, as long as you love me forever.”

      His smile stretched across his face as he poured his soul into her gaze. “Get ready for forever, baby, because there’s no way I’m settling for less.”

      She grabbed his shoulders before crushing her soft lips to his. When his jaw fell open in surprise, she dove her tongue inside while melding her entire body to his.

      Her kiss was flavored with syrup and surrender, and goddamn if that didn’t taste sweet.

      After a few moments of loving her lips, his cock twitched impatiently, reminding him that they hadn’t moved in too damn long. She must’ve gotten the message too, and began to ride him slowly, moaning her pleasure into his mouth. He moved the hand gripping her shoulder to clutch her hair as he sank inside her. Together, they began a new rhythm with every thrust. The strands tangled in between his fingertips as he tugged her closer and picked up the pace, helping them finally reach their peak together.

      Even as they went faster, she met him stroke for stroke, her soft walls squeezing him tighter and tighter as her pussy fluttered and tensed against his bare cock. She broke their kiss and whispered against his lips.

      “Drake, I’m gonna come soon, please… please don’t stop this time.”

      “Like I could, Pix. Like I fucking could.” He swallowed and kissed her lips softly, loving the way she was giving in to him. “I love you, Nora. I could never stop.”

      “Good.” She leaned back and met his eyes. “I don’t want you to.”

      He plunged inside her while her nails dug into his shoulders. Her inner muscles constricted the length of his cock, nearly to his breaking point. When he focused on curving his tip against her G-spot, her moans and whimpers increased in speed too. The base of his spine tingled and his cock swelled, ready to explode. He gritted his teeth as his thrusts became harder to maintain rhythm until Nora’s cries peaked and her entire body tensed in his embrace. All the while, her eyes focused on him while she convulsed on his cock, sending him into oblivion with her.

      “Yes, Drake, right there.”

      She moaned his name as her pussy strangled the life and cum out of his cock, milking him with her hot grip in every erratic thrust until it was too much to hold back.

      “Fuuuuck.”

      He pumped into her slowly until he was completely spent. She collapsed against his chest and he wrapped his arms around her, holding her close.

      That sense of possession he’d felt the first time he’d been inside her flared up again. He’d been a twisted motherfucker, telling her he wouldn’t stop despite not knowing whether she was on birth control. Then, it’d flashed across his mind that he could trap her into staying with him. He’d been horrified at the idea and would never act on it. But fuck, he’d be lying to himself if he said it hadn’t been tempting. Even now, the mere thought of getting her pregnant had his cock twitching back to life again.

      All that could come later on, though. He wouldn’t have to trap his pixie to keep her. She already wanted to stay.

      After a few moments of catching their breath, she huffed a delirious laugh against his pecs. “Whelp. They said ‘hi’.”

      Confusion made him chuckle. “Who’s they?”

      The combination of her just-fucked look and her still fluttering pussy made his cock twitch again, but her gorgeous, smiling green eyes stole his attention.

      She spoke as she leaned up in his arms again. “I told you I’d beg to see God. Well, I didn’t just see one of them. I saw them all. Gods… goddesses… demigods… titans… the whole lot. Which makes sense, if you think about it.”

      He barked a laugh and tucked a dark strand of hair behind her ear, dancing his fingers along the shell before pressing his lips to hers again. This level of their relationship had just begun, but he already knew he’d never stop marveling over the way she freely kissed him back. When he broke away, he couldn’t keep the grin off of his face.

      “Seeing all the gods makes sense, huh? How’s that?”

      “‘Cause, handsome.” She kissed him again before giving him a genuine smile back. “You’re my all-or-nothing guy.”
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      “We’ve all had a week to recover. Draco, how’s Nora doing?” Hawk’s dark eyes focused on him over the screen. Devil stood behind their leader, while Jaybird, Snake, and Officer Henry Brown took up the remainder of the screen.

      Draco’s teeth ground into his toothpick. He wasn’t comfortable allowing this outsider into their small team, but Hawk was vetting him to become a member, so Draco would have to get used to it. Instead of frowning at the new presence, he imagined his little pixie’s smile.

      “She’s good. You wouldn’t even know she had multiple near-death experiences in the last week.”

      A snort came from Snake’s quadrant on the screen. “Yup. Sounds like Nora. Always resilient.”

      The assessment irked Draco, but not in a jealous way like it used to. It did sound like Nora, but only because in front of everyone else, she was impervious.

      Ever since they’d gotten back, Draco saw her: the fervent checks for exits around the room, the waning smile when she’d been around people for too long, the way she jumped at the slightest noise. She wasn’t ‘good’. But she’d get there. And that was okay.

      The first thing she’d done when they got home was make an appointment with an old therapist. The next had been to finally break down in Draco’s arms before they unpacked everything together. Literally and emotionally. With him, she didn’t have to hide behind her smile anymore.

      “You ragtag team of misfits looking for me?” Nora’s lyrical voice sang down the hallway before she bounced into the living room. His heart stuttered, and he nearly choked on his toothpick as she waltzed toward the couch and plopped beside him.

      She was dressed in her signature punky goth look, with purple accents and thigh-high black combat heels, but it was the rest of her that made his jaw drop. Her black, straight hair was now a brilliant, curly violet, with matching dyed eyebrows.

      A vision flashed in his mind of him clutching her gorgeous hair in his grip, pulling her up to look into her eager eyes as she sucked his cock. She handed him his peppermint tea with a nervous look in her new, dark-purple irises. Her teeth worried over her rose gold snake bite stud and his cock twitched to life. She must’ve seen what she was looking for, because a mischievous gleam sparked in her eyes and she scooted closer, sidling right up to him on the cushion.

      “I see you’ve started your meeting without me, again. Rude. Can’t a girl get ready without being rushed anymore?”

      “We started on time and you’re carrying coffee,” Snake argued, letting the implication hang. “And what are you drinking coffee so late for? It’s almost dinnertime.”

      “It’s mostly sugar,” Draco answered and Nora winked at him before shrugging toward the TV screen with a huff.

      “Starbies time doesn’t count, so subtract the time it took to go through the drive-through. If you do that, I’m early.” She took a sip before placing the cup on a coaster and reaching for a blanket to throw over them both.

      “Brr, it’s freaking cold in here. I can’t wait for this place to be deemed ‘fortress’ enough for you guys so the feminine energy can return and the thermostat can be turned back up. It’s frigid.”

      Draco hooked his arm over the back of the leather couch to give her more room to cuddle up to him. He traced the shell of her ear as she flushed up to his side, loving the way she shivered against him. But his movements stilled when her hand rested on his upper thigh. He narrowed his eyes at the top of her head, but she didn’t look at him.

      What’re you up to, little pixie?

      “Glad to see your hair’s back in action, Nora. It looks good,” Snake offered. Nora smiled back at him on the screen.

      “Thanks, Superman. It was a long time coming. My therapist says I need to try to welcome my truest self to the world. So, here I am, bishes.”

      “Your truest self?” Jaybird whispered from his quadrant of the screen. It was right before dinner, but apparently Katie-Belle and Jules didn’t run on the same schedule and had just settled down for a nap. “You’re a force to reckon with, so if you’ve been holding back, I don’t know how much ‘Nora’ the world can handle.”

      She lifted a shoulder without missing a beat. “The people who matter will be able to handle me.”

      “The rest can try to keep up,” Draco finished for her. She finally looked up at him with a genuine smile as her hand gravitated over his jeans zipper. His eyes threatened to bug out, but he schooled his features and directed his attention to the screen.

      “Nora? Is that you?” Snake’s girlfriend Naomi peered over his shoulder with a smile. “Girl, I love the hair. You look happy. It’s good to see the real you.”

      Nora’s grin widened as she thanked her before Naomi went left to wrangle her four-year-old. There was at least one other person who saw Pix. Draco didn’t know Snake’s girlfriend at all, but if she could make his girl smile like that, she was good people in his book.

      “Let’s move along,” Hawk began. “Marco Aguilar, the prosecutor we’ve been working with.” He tipped his head toward Draco as he filled him in. “Said that Gail Haynesworth has agreed to testify against everyone she worked with directly in the trafficking scheme. We were able to find Nora’s backpack in the woods, so her laptop will corroborate any testimony she gives. She and her family have entered the witness protection program, but we’ve been given the all clear to help hide them. Gail hasn’t shared everything she knows, but apparently the head of the ring is high up in the government, so the Marshals are permitting outside sources to help ensure their safety.”

      “Her whole family?” Officer Brown chimed in for the first time. His deep Southern accent was jarring, even worse than Phoenix’s, when he was three sheets to the wind. Their mannerisms were so alike, it hurt to listen to. Hopefully, the guy didn’t think he was a worthy substitute. Draco didn’t care what his former teammate had done. No one could replace him because no one else could possibly know the type of shit his team had gone through together.

      Snake nodded. “Yeah, the whole family is in hiding. Naomi says Gail’s husband was really sick for the past few years. Her children were already being homeschooled so they could spend more time together as a family. What with the reach these traffickers seem to have, it makes sense that Gail would agree to testify only if the rest of her family was included in the protection. Naomi and I are looking for an appropriate safe house, hopefully near one of the leading cancer centers in the country.”

      Her husband has cancer.

      Draco glanced at Nora. He’d burn the world down for her. What had Gail done for her family?

      “Cancer, huh? Damn, that sucks. My ma had to have a stint at MD Anderson down in Texas a few years back. But, uh… she didn’t make it.”

      “Shit, that sucks, man. I’m sorry,” Snake replied, while the rest of them offered their condolences. “If you ever need to talk, let any of us know. We’ve all been through shit in one way or another.”

      Officer Brown’s face was full of gratitude and something else Draco couldn’t define. “Thanks. That… that really means a lot.”

      Snake smiled kindly before continuing. “Gail’s testimony will be pivotal in the case. Especially since the FBI found those bodies buried around the CTI facility.”

      Nora tensed against him. “But… we didn’t bury the men who were after us.”

      Snake winced. “Yeah, uh… I’m not talking about them. You know those ‘sinkholes’ you found Draco?” The question made the hair on the back of his neck stand up as he nodded. “Turns out, if you’d had a shovel to dig deeper, you would’ve found more than just a depression in the ground.”

      Nora gasped. Disgust made Draco’s stomach roll over.

      “The fuck?” Jaybird asked. “Do you think the two women we haven’t found yet could be buried there?”

      “Yeah, do we know much about their whereabouts?” Officer Brown asked.

      “Gail said that Calianne’s ‘brain was sick’ or something,” Nora responded. “She didn’t seem to think Calianne was alive. No one we talked to said anything about H. Smith.”

      “Hm… so any of those graves could be theirs?” Officer Brown asked.

      A look passed between Snake and Hawk before Snake cleared his throat. “We’re not sure. The remains they’ve found haven’t been excavated fully or identified, and they’re going to have to use cadaver dogs to see if there are any more. I’m going to keep trying to find as much out about Calianne Castellanos as possible.”

      “And H. Smith,” Nora finished for him.

      “Right. Her too,” Snake agreed. “Hopefully our answers aren’t in those woods.”

      “Terrifying,” Nora muttered under her breath. He palmed the side of her head and kissed it, ignoring the blatant stares from his team members.

      No one would confront him about it, and only Devil would probably ever initiate a conversation about his relationship with Nora. If Phoenix had been there, he would’ve made fun of him, called him out for their PDA.

      But he wasn’t. The pit in his stomach burned again at the thought that his teammate was gone. After what he’d done, though, Draco was going to have to accept that.

      “What about the women in the container?” Devil asked.

      Nora cleared her throat. “Naomi, Ellie, Jules, and I are working with the FBI to return them to their homes. They were collected from all over the southeast, some from parties like the Ashland Elite Scholarship Fundraiser, where Ellie was taken. Some off the street after an already horrendous bout of luck.”

      “Did they seem like they had any helpful info, Nora?” Officer Brown asked.

      Nora shook her head. “From what we could tell, none of them know any more than what Shanna, Ellie, and I know from our kidnappings.”

      Draco’s hands flexed around her shoulder and squeezed at the reminder of Nora’s past, but the guilt didn’t settle in as much as it used to. She didn’t blame him, and for the first time, it felt like he could really live without blaming himself.

      Nora squeezed him back, accidentally gripping his shaft. Except she stroked him again. Her fingers began to work his fly down, and he shifted as his length began to harden under her touch. Curious excitement made his heart race. He propped his leg on the coffee table to avoid the blanket from tenting.

      “Draco, have you been able to get back into your physical therapy routine?”

      At Hawk’s question, Draco blinked past the reality that Nora’s hands were now delving past his open fly and boxers and pulling his cock free from its confines while his totally clueless teammates conducted a meeting.

      “Yes,” he gritted out, his toothpick barely moving through his clenched teeth.

      Fuck, it was a good thing his team never expected him to chat, because Nora’s thumb swirled around the precum already accumulating on the tip before massaging it down his shaft.

      “And, for any romantics in this meeting,” Nora chirped up. “You guys would be happy to know that Drake’s physical therapist, Melly, is already happily dating Matt.”

      “Phoenix was the romantic,” Jaybird muttered. An awkward silence fell on the conversation before Snake cleared his throat.

      “Matt? Your Matt, Nora? That was quick.”

      “Not Nora’s.” The growl rolled out of Draco’s chest but ended abruptly when Nora’s hand tightened around the base of his cock.

      “Right, not mine. Never was,” Nora agreed as she caught Draco’s eyes and held his gaze. “I’ve had my sights set on my very own Viking for a while now. Besides, good things happen fast, don’t they, Drake?” Her grip tightened.

      “Fu—” Draco coughed through a moan. His toothpick flew somewhere, but he didn’t give a fuck as he finally answered. “Yeah, that’s right.”

      “Is that so?” Snake asked, a smile in his voice. When Draco looked at the screen, the man seemed genuinely happy for them. “That’s great, Nora. You both deserve it.”

      She shrugged with a grin of her own. “I know.”

      The meeting continued in the background, but Draco didn’t give two shits. Nora’s hand milked his hard-on as she whispered. “How about a wager?”

      “The fuck, Nora? My team can literally see everything.” His quiet, halfhearted objection fell on deaf ears as her hand began to go faster up and down his shaft. He double-checked to make sure the blanket was sufficiently covering his little vixen’s movements but didn’t stop her.

      “If you come before the end of this meeting, you have to take me where I want to go for dinner. But if you don’t, then you can take me wherever you want to go.”

      He huffed a laugh and repeated back to her what she’d said to him the week before. “Deal. Either way, I win.”

      “Have you thought anymore about that, Draco?”

      Hawk’s question threw him off guard and he whipped his attention back to the screen before clearing his throat. “Run it by me again.”

      His leader’s eyes narrowed as he tapped his lips, but he shrugged before apparently repeating his question. “How did you feel about your mission? I know you’ve been through a lot and we don’t have any big plans on the agenda right now, but if we have to haul ass on an assignment, will you be able to join?”

      Draco’s heart thumped, reminding him of the conversation he’d wanted to have with his teammates. The one he’d already had with Nora. Her hand stilled while he spoke.

      “I’ve thought about that a lot actually. I’m not at my best and coming out alive isn’t the same as a successful mission. I want to sit the next few out, at least until I get more PT under my belt. In the meantime, I want to restock the weapons room and train with you guys. After seeing Pix here handle a gun, I think I should start with teaching Jaybird how to hold one at all.”

      Nora and Jaybird scoffed at the same time while Devil laughed. Instead of fighting with him, Nora got even and stroked Draco with a new fervor that made his balls tighten and him curse under his breath.

      Jaybird argued back, obviously clueless about how close Draco was to losing it.

      “I did great at teaching her. I taught her, Jules, and Ellie at the same time. Chalk up any inadequacies with lack of time and opportunity to practice during a crisis. Not me.”

      Nora’s hand increased pace as she collected more precum from the head. She spread it in a circular motion before rubbing it down his cock.

      “He’s teasing, Jason. I held my own. Draco’s being a grump. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure he gets in a better mood.”

      Jaybird grumbled a retort and crossed his arms. Draco tried to concentrate, but all his focus pivoted to keep from coming all over the blanket and Nora’s hand. Eventually it registered that Snake was already well into his repetitive post-meeting wrap-up.

      “Are we done here?” Draco asked gruffly. “Nora and I have a date.”

      Snake frowned but nodded his head. “There’s one more matter—”

      “We’ll get to that later,” Hawk interrupted. “I think we can adjourn for now.”

      Nora sputtered and worked him with a fervor as she yelled at the TV. “Wait, are you sure we don’t have anything to talk about? Anything else at all?”

      Draco cursed under his breath and breathed through the first spasms of an impending orgasm. “Shut up, Pix.”

      Hawk shook his head. “Uh, stay close to your phones. We may have updates very soon, but we’ll get off for now.”

      “My thoughts exactly.” Draco nodded and turned the call off with his phone and TV at the same time.

      “Hey! That’s cheat—” Nora yelped as he grabbed the back of her purple hair while pulling aside the blanket. In the next move, he was already pushing her open mouth down his shaft and throwing the blanket over her head. She giggled, her mouth vibrating as she used both hands to help suck down his length like a motherfucking champ.

      His head fell back against the leather couch with a groan as he met the back of her throat with every thrust, tugging her hair around his fist. After a few more pumps, he lifted the blanket up with his free hand. She immediately met his gaze.

      “Goddamn, Pix. This was exactly what I envisioned when you walked in. Fucking these gorgeous lips while I tugged your pretty hair. These eyes were practically begging me to feed you my cock before dinner.”

      The sensation of her hum in agreement pushed him over the edge. He cried out her name while he shoved down her throat, emptying inside her as she swallowed the tip.

      When he was finally spent, he collapsed against the couch and eased her off. The blanket landed back over his cock, covering him from Snake’s invasive cameras. When he was able to catch his breath, he opened his eyes and saw her smiling around her straw as she drank her iced coffee.

      “Come here.” His voice was rough and thick with emotion as he reached for her. She met him halfway before he pulled her in for a kiss. Sugary maple from her coffee hit his tastebuds as she brushed her tongue against his and kissed him back. “I always wondered what your coffee tasted like,” he whispered against her lips.

      “Almost as good as you, handsome.” She winked and hopped up from the couch, flinging the blanket back, revealing his semi.

      “Fuck, Pix.” He hastily tucked himself into his pants. “We keep giving Snake one hell of a show.”

      “Don’t worry about the cameras. Starbies was a good excuse, but I was actually late because I disabled the living room cameras before the meeting.”

      His cock twitched in his boxers and he huffed a laugh. “Is it weird that you pulling one over on Snake makes me want to fuck you even more?”

      Nora snorted. “Nope. I think my big brain is pretty sexy too. As much as I hate to say it, let’s get this show on the road. I’m always down for a good appetizer, and I desperately want to serve you dessert, but I’m gonna need you to feed me something besides protein before I waste away.”

      He shook his head at her waggling eyebrows before finally zipping his jeans up. “Is that dessert offer a promise?”

      “Absolutely. I would never deprive my man of sweets. Speaking of which… where are we going?”

      “Like you need to ask.”

      “Jacky’s?” She squealed at his nod. “Yes! I was gonna insist on that if you hadn’t cheated. Looks like I won either way, too.”

      He grinned and winked before repeating her words back to her. “I would never deprive my woman of sweets. Let’s go, Pix, before I haul you over my shoulder and toss you in my truck myself.”

      She snorted. “None of that sounds like a bad thing, you know. I rather like being tossed around in your truck.”

      “In that case—” He bent to pick her up when his phone rang. “What the fuck is it now?”

      “What a grump,” Nora chided before picking his phone up from the coffee table and frowning.

      “Who is it?”

      Without answering, she turned the TV back on. Snake, Devil, Hawk, and Jaybird all appeared back on the screen, taking it up in thirds with a blank square where Officer Brown was.

      “There’s been a development,” Snake began. “Hawk and I thought it was best if we waited to share with everyone until it was just our team—Nora, obviously at this point you count.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Obviously. What’s going on?”

      Snake blew out a breath. “I haven’t looked at it. But it’s a video from an encrypted email account. The subject line said we needed to watch it together.”

      “What if it’s a trap?” Jaybird asked.

      “I don’t know what kind of trap it could entail,” Snake replied. “I ran all the necessary ransomware checks, but other than that, I left it alone. I didn’t want to screw anything up in case we should in fact watch it together.”

      Hawk nodded. “Any objections to playing the video now?”

      No one objected, and Hawk nodded for Snake to continue. When the dark video filled the fourth quadrant of the screen, Draco involuntarily stepped toward the screen as a man with a familiar build walked into the frame.

      The man lifted his face, his mouth an uncharacteristically grim line.

      A chorus of cursing from his teammates filled the speakers.

      Nora’s breath hitched. “Is that—”

      “My name is Chief Warrant Officer Felix Santori. The BlackStone Securities team knows me by my call sign, Phoenix.” His hard eyes focused directly into the camera. “I have a message from the general.”
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      Your message has been downloaded.

      He couldn’t help his chuckle as the notification popped up on the screen. “According to this, the BlackStone Securities team has finally decided to open my message.”

      It felt good to taunt the bastards who—in one single mission—had nearly ruined everything he’d worked for. If his most successful team had just toed the line like good little soldiers, they could’ve kept on fueling his project.

      Creating private teams of former special ops soldiers to ‘save’ women from human trafficking had been an exceptionally ingenious idea. The teams had run like clockwork for years. Unbeknownst to the little heroes, some women—the ones who were already used beyond all utility, of course—were indeed returned to their homes. The other women remained missing, getting fed back into the market under his direction and—thanks to his program—with one less competitor to worry about.

      It’d only taken one potential whistleblower to force him to shut it all down, scrubbing the programs entirely.

      His irritation raged on in his mind until he realized the other two people in the room were silent.

      “What do you have to say for yourselves?” He stared Vlad down, waiting for him to speak.

      The Russian didn’t flinch, despite his commanding tone. The eerie, vacant look on the thug’s face alone threatened to make him squirm. He slowly shifted to the weaker target, hoping the Russian didn’t notice he’d had an effect.

      “Has your contact gotten back to you yet, Jones?”

      Dean Jones shook his head rapidly. The former cop liked to think he was disciplined, but compared to his boys and Vlad, Jones had the self-restraint of a kindergartener. If it weren’t for his connection with the BlackStone crew, he would’ve let Dean rot in jail for his failings.

      “Uh, um…” Dean glanced down at his phone. “N-no, sir. Not yet.”

      “That’s disappointing.” He sighed and stared back at the notification on his computer screen. “What about the star of our little show? Is he still holding up?”

      “Y-yes, sir.” The imbecile nodded, failing to correctly read the room. After much too long of a moment, Jones’s nod finally pivoted into a shake of his head. “I-I mean, no, sir.”

      He sighed heavily, stretching his uniform he hadn’t had time to change out of. “You really are worthless, aren’t you?” Jones’s lips tightened, but he didn’t respond. “No wonder you had to use your fists to keep your fiancée in line. Then again, I suppose you couldn’t even do that since your Naomi’s debasing herself by fucking one of the BlackStone boys.”

      Jones’s face purpled at the observation, but he kept his idiot mouth shut, at least. He’d learned in the past couple months.

      Progress, I suppose. Although there’s no use spit-shining holey boots.

      “Jones, did you know that I started the MF paramilitary—branch, so to speak—all on my own?”

      “Um… no sir.”

      “Well, I did. It was my brainchild. And I’ve worked hard for every dime that’s come from it. After making my way up in the ranks, I’ve kept my stranglehold on my position. I’ve been smart, thorough, and I’ve used the resources at my disposal. It all culminated in the perfect program, dependable and profitable. Until one of my boys decided to buck that system.” He toyed with the sharp, golden letter opener in his hands. “Do you know what happened to him, Jones?”

      “Um—”

      “He’s dead.” The room was silent as he let the information sink in. “One of my own men. One of my best. Gone. But, you see, he was no longer useful to me. It would benefit you to remember that no matter how helpful something has been to me in the past, what is no longer useful gets discarded. Do you understand?”

      The color left Jones’s face, and he swallowed heavily before nodding.

      “Good. If our guest needs another dose before your next session, don’t be shy about it. Make sure my girl keeps feeding him. I think he has a fondness for her, while I’m finding her less pleasant every time I entertain her. Maybe if she sees how we treat our residents, she’ll decide to become more hospitable herself. And if he’s still the bleeding heart I knew him to be, then he’ll likely confide in her, which will be all the better, don’t you think?”

      “Y-yes, sir.”

      He waited a beat of silence before shooing the vermin away. “You’re dismissed, Jones. Run along.”

      Jones scurried from his chair, nearly bumping into the silent guard as he bolted out.

      Another chuckle rumbled from his chest before he settled his eyes on Vlad.

      “I have a saying, Vlad. The rat believes he deserves the cheese until the trap snaps his neck. No doubt, Jones thinks he’s being treated unfairly. Pathetic, don’t you think?”

      The giant Russian sat with an air of ease, but he knew for a fact that Vlad could move quicker than anyone he had ever trained. It was unnerving being watched so closely, so unflinchingly. He waited for the Russian to speak, but he never did.

      “What do you think?”

      “Why do you toy with these men?” Vlad’s thick, Russian accent was more questioning than accusatory. “This Gail… she knows much and is the threat. We need to find her and be done with her.”

      “Gail Haynesworth?” He barked a laugh. “She’s a woman.”

      “Da, she is a woman.” Vlad gave him a pointed look. “And she is a threat.”

      He sighed at the obvious loss in translation. “Even if she wasn’t just a woman, she wouldn’t snitch. There’s too much at stake for her.”

      “This is the truth if we know where she is hiding. But we do not know where to find her. If we cannot find her, she can point to us, no? She is being hidden by the ‘BlackStone boys’ you mock. You are distracted. Kill them and be done, da?”

      “Not yet. It isn’t that simple. I was going to leave them alone, but then they started sticking their noses where they didn’t belong again. They need to be taught a lesson.”

      “Ah. I see.” Vlad nodded and nonchalantly stood to leave before he’d been dismissed. “Your revenge makes you blind to danger. And you still have… affection for them? I think is the word. Da?”

      He frowned, not sure what was the best play. If he didn’t point out that he never told Vlad he could leave, he could pretend he had allowed it. And if he did point it out, it would acknowledge weakness and encourage more insubordination from the Russian. He chose the former, unsure if he could come back from the second.

      “I am not blind. What do you know about any of this? You’re a glorified henchman. I’ve built this organization from the ground up. You work for me. Remember that, Vlad.”

      Vlad literally turned his back on him until he was nearly out the door. Before he closed it, the Russian turned around to speak, steadily meeting his eyes without flinching.

      “The trap is not the only danger to the rat, ser. Mice feel free until the cat appears. Remember that when your BlackStone boys come sniffing.”
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      The screams hurt the most. 

      It didn’t matter if they were all in his head, like they had been all day every day since that goddamn mission in Yemen. Or whether they were the cries coming from whatever fucked up torture room existed down the hall. Either way, the pain became a tangible grip around Phoenix’s heart, twisting until the ache was worse than any physical injury he’d ever experienced, making him want to end it altogether.

      He would’ve, too, if he wasn’t such a pussy. And if his chains weren’t hooked to the ground. 

      Back home, he’d just have drowned the voices out with booze and fucking. He lacked both in his shitty six foot by nine foot metal and concrete cell. He’d been there for God knew how long. Maybe a week? Without windows or natural light, the gnawing pangs in his stomach were the only indicator of the time passing by. 

      Thank God his captors had the decency to stick him in a room with a stainless steel toilet. His restraints were barely long enough to allow him to sit on it, and standing to piss was out of the question, but fuck it was better than a bucket. 

      For days, he’d been without food, water, exercise, or any social interaction. Of all the deprivation, the lack of human contact was the worst. He’d always needed to be around people. It was one of the reasons why he thrived so much in the Army. Cutting up with and fighting beside his fellow soldiers gave him a sense of belonging and purpose he craved. 

      Those feelings only deepened when he signed on to MF7, the special ops team of seven men, dedicated to fighting human trafficking all over the world. Even though MF7 had disbanded, the guys still worked together at BlackStone Securities, and fuck did he miss his team.

      My team.

      Fear for his friends kept him up at all hours, despite his tired, bored, and starving body begging him to sleep just to pass the time. When he’d last seen any of them, the facility they called home, had just been attacked and partially blown up. No one was injured by the blast, that he knew of. Now, Phoenix wished more than anything that he’d gone with his teammate, Snake, when the guy fled the building. But of course, his own fucking bleeding heart insisted on securing the prisoner, Andrew Ascot, in the basement first. 

      Phoenix hated to admit it, but before Yemen, he wouldn’t have given two shits about Andrew Ascot. The rich asshole deserved much worse than his teammates were doing to him, that’s for fucking sure. When the Russian bastard who’d captured them both had threatened the man’s life, old Phoenix would’ve shrugged and said good riddance. But ever since those goddamn screams broke something inside him, Phoenix hadn’t been able to stomach hearing them in person, and he sure as hell couldn’t bear to have another death on his hands. 

      That last mission two years ago had gone all kinds of wrong. Their target had somehow been warned that MF7 was coming, and the enemy booby trapped the location. Snake was on communications and drones back at their base. Phoenix was their helicopter pilot and remained on the Bird with Devil and Draco, while Jaybird, Eagle, and Hawk went in. 

      His three teammates found their target, along with several trafficking victims. No women were supposed to be there, but their enemy had piled them all in the same room with him, where he’d strapped a bomb to his chest. The motherfucking psycho set it off as soon as they stormed in. Phoenix’s teammates were able to escape that room, but in their retreat, Eagle’s headset came off his head somehow. 

      That’s when the screams began.  

      Snake claimed he had no idea what happened that day to the commo, that he’s clueless as to how everyone’s headsets broke, only allowing static in. Everyone’s except for Phoenix’s… and Eagle’s. 

      Eagle’s headset worked perfectly, giving Phoenix a surround sound experience to the agony those dying women suffered in their final breaths. He’d listened in horror as the wails rose to a deafening crescendo until the chorus faded out, voice by voice, leaving him with a sickening silence. 

      Phoenix and his team had lost a lot that day, their leader, Eagle, their jobs, their mission, those women. But he couldn’t get rid of those cries of pain no matter how hard he’d tried. And he’d worked at that shit harder than anything else he’d ever worked for in his life. 

      Granted the way he coped with things wasn’t exactly by the book. Phoenix and his friend, Henry Brown, coped at the local strip club. The phantom screams were worse at night and fucking and drinking until he passed out was the only sure way Phoenix had found that would quiet the noise.

      And now he got to hear them in person again. 

      As if to emphasize the thought, another long, tortured wail from beyond the steel door to his cell, crashed against his senses, louder than any other before it. He stilled his rocking movements in order to focus on his surroundings and figure out why the shriek seemed closer. When he opened his eyes, the pressure in his eyelids after being squeezed shut for so long released like water from a balloon. His chains clinked as he slowly lifted his hands away from his ears. 

      For the first time since he’d been thrown inside the dim cell, the small confines were illuminated, revealing the steel walls and concrete floors he’d felt but hadn’t been able to see properly. The source came from the lights of the hallway through the new rectangular opening at the bottom of the door. 

      Just as soon as he identified the reason for the louder screams, a small box shot across the concrete ground. Fear took over his body at the unknown object and he quickly scrambled to the corner of the room, straining the length of his chains to avoid getting hit. His blood pumped in his ears as his heart raced and he tried to catch his breath. 

      “It’s food.” 

      The soft voice drifted in like a gentle breeze. His gaze snapped to the door to see deep brown eyes set against olive skin peeking through the small hole. 

      “What?” His voice cracked from disuse. 

      “It’s food. I-it won’t hurt you.”

      His focus shifted to the rectangular box in the center of the cell. He squinted, finally able to make out the carton with the Ensure logo. Half a second passed before his stomach twisted in anger, forcing him to fall to his knees and snatch the meal replacement up. 

      The seal broke as he twisted it open. Before he could stop himself, he’d guzzled half of the thick milky contents. His dry throat spasmed against the texture, but he choked back the need to spew the only sustenance he’d had in days. After a few more sips, he finally pulled the drink from his lips to breathe and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He settled his gaze back on the woman at the door, still staring at him with curiosity. 

      “Are you a prisoner, too?” his voice sounded less hoarse.

      She bit her full bottom lip and hesitated before nodding once and continuing to stare at him. When he realized she wasn’t going to speak he cleared his throat. 

      “My friends, they’re gonna be comin’ for me. They’ll be able to save you, too. It’s what we do.”

      The woman’s expression became thoughtful, like she was trying to figure him out. He felt oddly naked under her scrutiny, even though he still wore the same clothes from home. 

      After another moment, he couldn’t take the silence anymore. 

      “What’s your name?” 

      She released her bottom lip and opened to answer, only to end in a gasp. Her deep brown eyes widened in fear before snapping her gaze down the hallway. 

      “What is it? Are you okay?” Phoenix crawled quickly toward the door. His chains clacked against the concrete as he reached for the hole, but the woman disappeared from his view.

      No.

      His heart began to race again, and cold sweat pricked his brow. He wanted to yell after her, but steps sounded from the still open slot. 

      As quietly as he could, Phoenix scooted back to his place in the corner, and waited. Black boots paused outside of his door. 

      I bet that hole is big enough for me to get my arm through. I could grab his ankle and pull. Make him fall. How far up is the keyhole? Maybe I’d be able to reach his keys if he has them. Or a weapon. 

      The urge to break free was strong, but he knew he was too weak and exhausted to fight. Not to mention, he had no game plan whatsoever. He didn’t want to waste any potential chance to escape on a half-baked scheme. 

      Finally, the boots continued down the hall. The air he hadn’t realized he’d been holding deflated from his chest as he collapsed back against the wall and unclenched his fists. 

      The fuck am I supposed to do now?

      He closed his eyes and tried to clear his mind to come up with some sort of strategy. If his friends couldn’t find him soon, hopefully he’d be able to cook up something better than “trip a guy through a hole”. 

      A faint rustling made him go on alert and he looked back at the door again. Those beautiful brown eyes met his. He opened his mouth to attempt to talk to the woman, but she beat him to the punch. 

      “Callie… my name is Callie Castellanos.”
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      Thank you for reading! 

      Please consider leaving a review on Amazon, Goodreads, and Bookbub! 

      Just one word can make all the difference.
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        A Second Chance Romantic Suspense

      

      Jason 

      I’m not letting her go after this. 

      I left the love of my life when she needed me most. I thought I was saving the world, but instead I lost everything. 

      Now I need her.  

      My sister is missing and I'm suspect #1. Without Jules as my defense attorney, I would be locked in a cell instead of trying to save my sister. Once I find Ellie, I’m never letting either of them out of my sight.  

      There’s no way I’m making that mistake again.  

      Jules 

      He’s just like every other client.  

      The man I thought was the love of my life, ghosted me when I needed him most. I’d like to say he was the one that got away. But no. He’s the bullet I dodged.   

      Now he needs me.  

      His sister is missing and he’s being charged with her kidnapping. He thinks we can mend what he broke. But I can’t trust him.

      There’s no way I’m making that mistake again.

      

      Read Escaping Conviction on Amazon or FREE on Kindle Unlimited!
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        A Brother’s Best Friend, Age Gap Romantic Suspense

      

      
        
        AN AMAZON TOP 100 BESTSELLER 

        #1 Best Seller Vigilante Justice 

        #1 Best Seller Love & Romance 

        #1 Best Seller Action & Adventure Romance Fiction 

      

      

      Devil 

      They call me Devil. 

      But I'm haunted by the deaths I've caused. 

      That's why I've hidden who I am. 

      A failure.

      I control everything or I fight to block it out. 

      If I don't care, I don't lose. 

      But my defenses don't work on Ellie. 

      I saved her once. Now she's learning to save herself. 

      If only teaching her how didn't test my control. 

      She's my friend's sister. 

      Warm. Light. Innocent. 

      That's what I need to remember. 

      All I want is to fuel my angel's desire. 

      Ellie 

      He calls me angel. 

      But I'm no one's saving grace. 

      I hate what I am. 

      A victim. 

      I lost so much before Devil found me. 

      And I'm afraid of losing what's left. 

      But fear made me a coward. 

      He saved me then. Now he's teaching me to save myself. 

      If only he didn't make me lose control. 

      He's my brother's friend. 

      Cold. Dark. Forbidden.

      That's what he wants me to think. 

      All I want is to feel Devil's burn. 

      

      Read Fighting Conviction on Amazon or FREE on Kindle Unlimited!
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        A Small Town, Protective Hero Romantic Suspense

      

      Snake 

      The enemy is two steps ahead. 

      Every time we think we have answers, 

      We're left with only more questions. 

      I've made mistakes, 

      Hunted the wrong villains, 

      And now innocents are paying the price. 

      Naomi's found herself in the middle of it all. 

      She can't know how broken I am, 

      The rage that I keep buried inside, 

      Or that my past has become her nightmare. 

      Naomi fears she's a damsel trapped by her villain, 

      But she's my queen. 

      And it's time she breaks free. 

      Naomi 

      The villain has me trapped. 

      Every time I think I can escape, 

      The chains strengthen and my hope fades. 

      I've made mistakes, 

      Trusted the wrong man, 

      And now I'm paying the price. 

      Snake wants me to run away from it all.

      He doesn't know how caged I am, 

      The fears that keep me frozen in place. 

      Or that my dream has become my nightmare. 

      Snake worries he's a monster ruined by his past, 

      But he's my knight. 

      And it's time I break free.

      

      Read Breaking Conviction on Amazon or FREE on Kindle Unlimited!
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      Greer Rivers is a former crime fighter in a suit, but now happily leaves that to her characters! A born and raised Carolinian, Greer says “y’all,” the occasional “bless your heart” (when necessary), and feels comfortable using legal jargon in everyday life. 

      She lives in the mountains with her husband/ critique partner/ irl book boyfriend and their three fur babies. She’s a sucker for reality TV, New Girl, and scary movies in the daytime. Greer admits she’s a messy eater, ruiner of shirts, and does NOT share food or wine. 

      Greer adores strong, sassy heroines and steamy second chances. She hopes to give readers an escape from the craziness of life and a safe place to feel too much. She’d LOVE to hear from you anytime! Except the morning. She hates mornings.
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