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            Chapter One

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dignity cannot be stolen; it can only be given away.

      

      

      No one plans to be a whore. Except maybe my mother. It certainly wasn’t my life’s dream as a little girl. As I got older, it was more of an understanding: this is what we’ve always been, and this is all we’re capable of becoming. It’s in my blood.

      In 1923, my great-grandmother Fontenot opened Maison D’amour in the heart of the French Quarter. At the time it was the only brothel of its kind, run entirely by women. My grandmother inherited it from Gigi and built the business for fifty years before passing away ten years ago, leaving Maison D’amour to my mother. One day it will be mine. No longer a pawn, but the queen. It isn’t time to entertain these thoughts—my mother is too wicked to die anytime soon.

      Most mothers are proud when their daughter graduates or learns to cook. My mother is proudest when I average at least a dozen more calls each week than any other girl on the street. She is determined that I keep it that way. As the queen madam, she doesn’t just keep track of our house. Since taking over Maison D’amour, she owns New Orleans.

      The house proudly sits on the corner: four stories of imposing stone, windows, and iron railing. Twenty-four arched windows entice people to peek into the first level. Balconies wrap around the entire second and third stories; the iron railing and black shutters around all the windows leave an intimidating air. The fourth story has dormer windows facing both streets. We’ve been labeled “haunted” by outsiders, but I’ve never come across a ghost. Gigi would be the type to haunt us all if she could. Maison D’amour—called House of Love by the regulars, but never the employees—wears its age well. Fronting as an upscale spa, the small courtyard in the main entrance leads to the plush interior.

      My mother, Alexis Fontenot, is always in the foyer, greeting the clientele. A vision of Southern gentility, Alexis is a walking contradiction of formidable and charismatic. Her look is well-crafted—never a hair out of place or a crease in her pencil skirts. She keeps a strict house; we are no seedy establishment. Top dollar is paid and we don’t stoop to service just anyone. A high level of dignity and decorum is maintained at all times, by all parties. Voices are kept at a quiet decibel. Alexis says it gives an air of mystery when people have to lean in to hear what is being said. No unseemly language, ever. Sometimes I rebel and leave the house wearing clothes Alexis would never approve of, but in the house, our clothes are sexy, yet classy. It is her firm belief that a man prefers to unwrap the package himself, rather than seeing the full view for free. And it is a given that we are all groomed in every possible sense: plucked, waxed, buffed, tinted, dyed, manicured, pedicured, once-a-week facials, and so on.

      Some do, in fact, come for the spa amenities, but the majority enter the doors of Maison D’amour for what the second, third, and occasionally, the fourth floors offer. We get deep satisfaction from the fact that our house has never been compromised. Government officials close their eyes to what goes on, largely because most of them are regulars. Once you enter our doors, you can rest assured your secrets are safe.

      If these beds could talk…

      Ten women live in the house. If Alexis is the face of the house, Darla, Jessica, Lexy, Priscilla, Talon, and I are the bodies. And the three who keep us and our surroundings looking beautiful are Angel, Jonell, and Tricia. Alexis has a way of calling us in alphabetical order, saving me—Lilith—for last. Her only outward nod to me being her daughter. We are on call six days a week, year round. No vacation time, unless an emergency arises.

      The friendships I read about seem too good to be true. It isn’t that I don’t get along with the girls—we’re mostly pleasant with each other—but Alexis has cultivated competitiveness in the house. She thrives on drama and I will do anything to avoid it. If the girls are mad at her, I’m the one who feels the sting. It’s fine—when I have downtime, the last thing I want to do is be around people anyway.

      My mind and body are resilient due to daily workouts and the pampering I get on my day off. I don’t mind sex—it’s just a job. Sex is such a mind game anyway. If I stay in the right head space, it doesn’t matter if I’m with the most repulsive man or not. I have techniques to block it all out. But for the most part, I don’t mind men either. I have something they need and I’m paid very well to give it to them.
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        * * *

      

      Jonell taps on my door. “I finished changing the sheets downstairs. You’ve had a busy one.”

      I’ve seen nine clients already and it’s only three p.m.

      “Alexis is looking for you,” she adds.

      The girls have an assigned room on each floor. Men who pay by the half-hour are assigned to the second floor. Sparse and not meant to encourage men to get cozy, the rooms hold none of our personal belongings. The hour slots go to a larger third-story room that has a comfortable bed and couch. My room on the fourth floor is my haven. I do my best to keep Alexis out of it, which drives her crazy. It’s the only place I can let my guard down and relax.

      We keep our personal things out of sight when we entertain. If a man feels he knows you too well, it can become dangerous. Far too risky. We all have extensive training in self-defense and aren’t afraid to use it. I know my way around a knife and gun. It’s a necessity in this line of work.

      Minutes before my next client is scheduled to arrive, my mom sweeps through my door on the third floor and puts her hand on my shoulder.

      “Lilith, are you ready for this one?”

      I admire her flawless skin and then notice her expression.

      “What’s wrong—?” I stop just in time. Sometimes I slip and accidentally call her Mother. Other times I call her that just to irritate her, but it’s obvious she won’t put up with much today.

      She looks me over, head to toe, and isn’t satisfied with my look. I can tell by the slight curl to her lip.

      “You need to go change. Wear something a little more … revealing. You look like a librarian.” She lifts my heavy necklace and drops it back on my neck. “Make sure you please him, Lilith. A lot is riding on this one.”

      “What do you mean? I didn’t get a chance to look over the file. Who is it?”

      “It’s not in the file.” She moves in closer and barely speaks above a whisper. “It’s Nico Santelli and I need you to make certain he has no complaints.”

      The wind is knocked right out of me. “You’re serious?”

      “When have I ever made a joke? Now, hurry up, go get changed. He’ll be here any minute.”

      “No, I won’t see him,” I hiss over my shoulder as I walk toward the back set of stairs leading to my bedroom. “I want no part of his life. I’ve made that clear.”

      I’ve entertained district attorneys, two former Presidents of the United States, and the Prime Minister of England; they’re part of the elite group who have actually been in my fourth floor room. And Nico, but that ended long ago.

      She follows me up to the fourth floor. “I don’t know what fantasy you’re living in—we’re already in about as deep as we can get. You sealed the deal when you became Nico Santelli’s lover.” She smirks and adds, “Or one of them. Once you’re as immersed in it as you’ve been, that doesn’t just go away.”

      “I meant it when I said I’d never see him again.” I ignore the sinking feeling I get whenever I think about how entrenched Nico has become in his family’s business.

      Six years ago, Nico was a client of my mother’s. He was only twenty-three at the time, but my mother must have thought he was experienced enough because she sent me to his house for the weekend right before my sixteenth birthday. I’ve never known who paid whom. I lost my virginity to him and that weekend he schooled me in the art of sex. I went to work as one of Alexis’s girls after that.

      “I’ve never shied away from having the mob in my back pocket.” Alexis lifts a shoulder. “We have an understanding. And you certainly never complained about Nico.” She waves her hand in front of my face. “I remember how heartbroken you were when he stopped coming around.”

      “He didn’t just stop coming around. I ended the relationship. It was the smart thing to do, and something you should have left alone.”

      Nico used to take priority over everyone. I haven’t met a man I can’t seduce, but I can count on one hand the number of men who have seduced me. Nico was the only man I craved for four years, and I haven’t craved another since.

      I remember the last time I saw him, before I knew everything. That he kills people for fun. That his wealth is obtained by blood. That I never meant anything to him.

      I was ready for him, wearing a red scrap of pretty lace he’d sent earlier. He leaned against the doorframe and looked me over. The lust I felt for him was always immediate. He slammed the door and stalked toward me. When he got close enough, he hiked one of my legs around his waist while unzipping his pants. He was already wearing a condom.

      “I knew I wouldn’t be able to wait once I saw you in this,” he whispered.

      He moved the fabric aside and plunged deep.

      Three hours and four positions later, I kissed him goodbye. I didn’t know it would be our last time, but once I realized who he was, I intended to keep it that way.

      I take a deep breath and unlock my bedroom door. My body is sluggish as I trudge to my closet. Most of the illegal activity in the Quarter goes back to Nico and his family. He owns a hotel not too far from here, but I’ve managed to avoid him for two years now. I lean back and put my head in my hands.

      “If anyone has to see him, it should be you,” I mutter.

      She’s across the room in seconds, gripping my chin with her bony fingers. “He wants you. And you cannot mess this up for me, Lilith Anne.”

      I jerk away from her and turn to my clothes, barely registering anything in front of me. I hold up a dress with a plunging neckline.

      She steps back. “Better,” she says. “Come down to greet him as soon as you’re dressed.” She turns once more at the door. “Oh, and bring him to this room. It’ll be like old times.”

      The doorbell rings and she floats out of the room and gently closes my door. All softness and grace, with no outward sign of the black heart she holds inside.

      There will be hell to pay, but I slip onto the balcony and go down the fire escape. I’ve lowered my conscience and lost my self-esteem in the process of keeping the peace with my mother, but this is one time I will not bow to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        No one owns their body—it’s always on display.

      

      

      I rarely venture outside. The sun and I are not friends, with my skin so pale it’s translucent. I’m a bit of a hermit anyway; it’s difficult to go out and not be recognized by someone.

      Fortune is on my side when no one notices me leaving. I walk to Cafe Amelie and have a few moments of quiet. I sit outside with a glass of wine and try to enjoy the twinkle lights and the breeze. These moments almost lure me into believing my life is uncomplicated. I don’t people-watch often, and especially not couples; it’s best I don’t go down that path when I know it will never be in my future.

      I nearly finish a bottle of wine and spend the time mentally telling my mother and Nico off. By the time I’m ready to leave, I feel better. I’ll handle my mother and I’ll force her to handle Nico. Just before sunset, one of my regulars walks into the courtyard and spots me as I’m standing. He puts his hand on my waist and swishes my hair back and forth.

      “It’s our lucky night,” he says in my ear.

      I raise an eyebrow. I don’t want to ruin the modicum of peace I’ve found, so I give in to what I know he wants.

      “Walk me back?” I ask.

      “Hell, yeah,” he says.

      I turn away before I’m too tempted to roll my eyes, and I tuck a tip under the wine glass.

      I tower over him, as I do with most, but that doesn’t seem to bother his ego. He walks with his chest puffed out. It’d be amusing if I had any humor whatsoever today; I don’t. We’ve only gone a few yards down the street when a hand brushes against my shoulder. I turn around and come to a dead stop. The guy next to me stumbles.

      Built like a gladiator, the man in front of me could squash a lion with his bare hands. My eyes hit his chest and I try not to get stuck there. His body is taut in the way a jaguar’s is before it pounces. He’s so tall I have to tilt my head back a little to see his face. His hair, wavy and not quite to his shoulders, adds to his barbaric look. I should be terrified. But his eyes. Everything goes quiet around me and all words lodge in my throat.

      “Good evening.” His voice rumbles, deep and raspy.

      I’m not sure how long I stare at him. His eyes smile at me more than his lips.

      “Do I know you?” I finally get out.

      Everywhere his gaze lands, a white-hot poker singes my skin, nicking my heart and crisping the edges. He can see right through me, I’m sure of it. When his eyes stop assessing and hold mine, it’s as if everything I work so hard to hide is laid bare. I force myself to shake it off—there’s no way he’d know me in one glance.

      In another life, he looks exactly like someone I’d want to know.

      He’s about to say something, when the jerk next to me decides to speak up, all bravado. “Back off, asshole, she’s with me.”

      I see the jaguar in action, as he moves in the other guy’s direction so quickly, the jerk cowers behind me and doesn’t say another word. I don’t stop staring at the man in front of me, but now I feel a flicker of fear.

      He chuckles and shifts toward me, stepping so close the tips of our shoes touch. My heart trips over itself.

      “I’m harmless … when it comes to you,” he whispers in my ear. “The degenerate you’re with? Can’t make any promises.”

      His accent makes me want to keep him talking just to hear the lilt in his words. He leans back to look at me and I give the smallest of smiles. It seems to be all the encouragement he needs. “You don’t have to do this. Walk away.”

      I take a sudden deep breath and my breasts brush against his chest. The contact surprises us both. I do it again, intentionally this time, trying to gain control in the only way I know how. His neck flushes and he takes a step back. I enjoy the rush it gives me, knowing that I affect him too.

      “Hey, would you like to come around the corner with me to—”

      I swallow my surprise and shake my head, holding my hand up before he says anything else.

      “Please,” he says louder.

      “What’s your name?”

      “I am Sotirios … Soti.”

      “Soti, what makes you think you know anything about me?”

      He tries to make eye contact, but I focus on a spot just past his left ear.

      “I just want to help you…” His words trail off.

      The wind blows my hair forward, a sheet of black coming between us until I smooth the long strands down on either side. I gaze down the street and see a blurry little girl with black hair down to her waist in middle school, standing shy and hopeful in front of a group of girls.

      “We know what you are,” they said. They hurled spit and names on her and she stood there, taking it, until the teacher came and helped her.

      Help only got me so far.

      “You listen to me, okay?” I say so softly he leans in to hear me. “I was born for this.”

      When my eyes finally land on his again, I know his face will haunt me forever. He looks as bleak as I feel.

      I clear my throat. “Now, if you’ll excuse us.”

      With that, I loop my hand through the arm of my next income source, calculating how I can get the most money out of him for the least amount of time. It takes every ounce of willpower I own to not look Soti’s way one more time. Once we round the corner and I know he’s out of sight, all the adrenaline leaves my body, and I’m actually glad to have someone to hold onto.

      I avoid my reflection as we walk back to the house. I don’t want to know what the rest of the world sees when they look at me.
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        * * *

      

      I take care of the guy in the courtyard, giving him one of my two-minute specials that leaves a man so glassy-eyed he doesn’t mind not getting the thirty-minute treatment. It’s a trick I only pull out when necessary, so I don’t have to see more men than makes me comfortable.

      The entryway is quiet when I step inside, but as I make my way toward the stairs, the hostility in the room thickens.

      “I’m not sure what you’ve done to make her so irate, but you need to get a handle on it so the rest of us don’t have to deal with her mood,” Lexy says.

      Angel gives me the death look as I walk past her.

      “Don’t I always?” I mutter under my breath.

      I make it up the last flight of stairs, the safety of my bedroom calling me. I skitter past my mother’s room, hoping she’s far, far away. I round the corner and come to an abrupt stop. Nico is leaning against my door, watching me. I whip around, sprinting toward the stairs.

      “Lilith, what makes you think you can avoid seeing me?” Nico’s breath is on my neck as he yanks my arm behind my back. How he moved that quickly is beyond me. “Haven’t you missed me?” His other hand holds the back of my neck in place.

      “Let go of me. I’ve met my quota for the day,” I say.

      His grip tightens. “You’re not getting rid of me so easily this time.”

      The voice that always melted me now slides down my skin like gloppy grease. I want to wash it off.

      He forces me to turn around and I get a good, long look at him. His black hair and black eyes are still compelling, but when he flashes his white teeth, all I see are weapons. He can brandish his beauty all he wants, but it won’t lure me. It can’t. I can’t survive him again.

      “Why now, Nico?”

      “I never moved on, I’ve simply been biding my time.”

      I want to rail against his chest and scream all the ways he’s such a liar, but I grit my teeth. Losing him nearly killed me, but he will never know it. It’s the one thing I did right, never letting him know I was in love with him. I’m sure he suspected, but not because I told him.

      “I let you go before—it was the right thing to do. I had to prove myself to my uncle and didn’t need any distractions.” He caresses my cheek and I resist the desire to lean into it. He’s the one who awoke me, after all. “Everything is in place now … you’re all that’s missing.” His tongue flicks against my ear and he pulls me tighter against him. “You know how good we are together, baby. You know you can’t resist—”

      I turn my head, my lips nearly touching his, and close my eyes. “I want nothing to do with you, Nico.”

      He lets go of me so quickly, I stumble forward, hitting the door.

      “I’ve waited hours for you today, and years before that … I’m done waiting, mia piccola puttana.” He leans into me. “I’ve changed. You need to understand that. You broke me and I will always love you and hate you for it, but I have to say, you taught me a lot when you walked away. This time you’ll come crawling back to me, just don’t take too long.”

      I shiver. The hundreds of times I’ve been on my knees for Nico race through my mind, always ending with the same cocky, satisfied look I’m sure he’s wearing now. I count to five before speaking. “You’ll notice I’m nowhere near crawling. And I won’t be on my knees for you again, so step away.”

      His chuckle sounds dark and he gives my neck a little bite. “You say that now, but next time I come, don’t waste my time.”

      My back feels cold when he moves away. I stay in that spot, shaking and trying to get my bearings. When I know he’s long gone, I unlock my door and collapse into bed.
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        * * *

      

      A couple of days pass with no word from Nico. I know he’ll be back, but for now, I just try to get through each day. Denial is best served with layers of heavy blankets to smother the truth.

      My mother and I fight during every ounce of downtime I have, so I pack my schedule with back-to-back appointments. The day drags. All of this with Nico, my mom—it has me on edge. I need to get out of here.

      As soon as my last appointment leaves, I shower and make a quick exit. I’ve spent more time outside the last couple of days than I have the past month. As usual, the humidity makes me want to turn around and go back inside, but I force myself to move. Each step away does make me feel better. A flyer flutters by my feet and I ignore it until it sticks to my shoe. I bend down and pull it off. A picture of food surrounds a backpack and the paragraph under the picture says:

      For many kids, school is the only place that provides food. Here at the community center, it’s become our mission to make sure they have plenty to eat during the weekend, too. We’ve partnered with several businesses and grocery stores to provide food for the schools surrounding us. Each week, we stock hundreds of backpacks with enough food to feed the students throughout the weekend, along with snacks for during the week. If you’d like to be a part of this endeavor, join us on Thursday nights at six p.m.

      Be part of the change in your community.

      So many hungry children. I can’t stand the thought. I try to give when I hear of a need in the Quarter, but it never feels like enough. I look at the location again; it’s just a few blocks away. I won’t be available Thursday but decide to see if I can contribute now. I need another shower by the time I get there. My hair is in a ponytail, with a ball cap sitting low over my eyes. I’m not wearing any makeup, so I’m hoping no one recognizes me. Alexis would die if she could see me and the thought makes me smile.

      Two WDSU news vans are parked in front of the community center. I almost turn around and go back home, but curiosity wins out and I walk inside. A lady with a kind smile welcomes me.

      “You have plenty of time to catch a seat. Right down that hall.” She points out the room and then greets the person behind me.

      The room is packed with people. I find a seat near the aisle in the back and take in all the chatter. The flyer I saw earlier sits on the seat with an envelope attached for contributions. I open my purse and put everything I have in the envelope. A lady named Miss Jez welcomes everyone in the microphone, and while I’m still struggling to close the envelope, I catch a strong whiff of something like sweat and whiskey. A giant with long, ratty hair, threadbare clothes, and dirt caked on his skin walks down the center aisle. Miss Jez stops speaking and everyone watches as he walks all the way to the front. It looks like he’s going to sit down, but instead he walks up on the stage. The energy in the room shifts from excitement to nervousness when a security guard tries to stop him from taking the microphone. Words are exchanged and the guard steps back to let the man speak.

      He stares at the crowd, long enough to make us shift in our seats. When he speaks, I gasp and sit up taller, wishing I was close enough to see him better. I should have known it was him because of how tall he is, but it’s that voice and the unique lilt to his words that I recognize first. What in the world is he doing? I want to laugh but I’m too shocked. It must have taken him forever to make himself look so bad. And then it hits me—this is where he was trying to bring me the other night, when I cut him off. I do laugh then.

      “Thanks for coming tonight,” Soti finally says.

      Whispers buzz around the room; he pauses until they quieten.

      “When I first heard WDSU was coming to film a segment on the community center, I wanted to do the forum we usually do on Tuesday nights, where we talk about everything from bullying, to safe sex, to how to survive your home situation … we cover a lot of topics every week.” He smiles and the room relaxes. “But I decided I’d rather convey what we’re really about, and that is … we value everyone. For those of you who know me, you know I don’t usually look like this, but for a few years, I did. And occasionally, I still put on these clothes and go sleep outside long enough to remember how it feels to become invisible.”

      You could hear a pin drop, it’s so quiet.

      “I don’t like having a lot of attention on me—but being this kind of invisible is different. Sometimes I think it’d be better to be just about anything than to be glanced at and then carefully avoided all the time. It’s demoralizing. Makes you feel unworthy. Hopeless. And then there are some you come across when you look like this that you’d do anything at all to not be seen by them. Instant judgment calls are made on why you look this way. It happened to me tonight, just by walking in the room. Everyone deserves to be seen … past their smelliness, their looks, their addictions. Sometimes it doesn’t take much. You’d be surprised how a full stomach can change someone’s thinking. A shower … or a jacket when they’re freezing. Kindness can seem insignificant, but sometimes it’s the only thread hanging between a kid going out and killing someone, or a kid getting off of drugs and taking care of his family.”

      He clears his throat and looks around the room. “Around here, we try to see a need and do our best to help fill it. Giving hope to every single person we come in contact with, no matter what. There will always be someone out there perpetuating hate, judgment, or that sneaky little lack of emotion called indifference. Screw that, let’s err on the side of love.”

      He walks off the stage abruptly, with the cameras following him down the aisle, right past me, and leaves me shaken once again by the encounter. It takes everything in me to leave.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Control gives me far more pleasure than sex ever will.

      

      

      I’m finishing up with a client on the second floor when someone taps on the door. We’re rarely interrupted. Someone dying would constitute as a legitimate emergency, and even that can probably be handled by someone besides me.

      I apologize profusely and throw on my shirt before opening the door. I step out and shut the door behind me.

      “You need to go to your room,” Jonell whispers. “Nico is up there.”

      I don’t even stop to think. I take the stairs two at a time. He’s by my closet, holding up one of my teddies.

      “What are you doing in here?” I can barely get the words out, I’m so angry.

      He makes a clucking sound. “Lilith. Your mother let me in. What’s the problem?”

      “You can’t be in here without me.” My voice shakes.

      “I want to see you in this one.” He holds up a black scrap of material.

      “Get out,” I yell.

      I grab the lingerie and move past him, hanging it up. He chuckles and I twist around to look at him. Secrets swirl around in his eyes that I have no desire to know. He grins.

      “Tell me, when did you get so fiery? I like it.” He taps his mouth with his fingers. “My little whore has grown up.”

      I wish I knew his game. I used to think I knew everything about him. Now, he’s a stranger to me, except when he touches me. That’s the only part of him I recognize.

      “Do your lovers know you still belong to me?” he asks.

      “I belong to no one. Does your wife know you’re here, groveling?” I glare at him.

      He winces. Yes, I know you married her, you bastard. I can still see the wedding picture I came across online that knocked me to the ground. I imagined their baby looking like a perfect mix of them, with her mocha skin and light eyes, and his full lips and eyelashes. It was the last time I stalked him on the internet.

      “Stella and I are divorced. She lost the baby,” he shrugs, “so there was nothing else tying me to her. She tried trapping me again and I cut the strings.”

      Pain rips through me, and I turn away from him so he can’t see that he still has the ability to hurt me.

      “You’re all I’ve ever wanted, Lilith. You know that.”

      I hold my hand up. “Stop. You need to leave.”

      He steps forward and pulls my back against his chest.

      “You’re no longer making the rules.” He breathes on my neck and I feel chilled despite the sweat on my brow. “Now, listen. This is what you’re going to do for me.”

      He grabs one of my books from the dresser and pulls a few papers out of his jacket, tucking them into the book while he stares me down. He holds the book in my face and shakes it. I want to pull the papers out to study them.

      “No, you’re not reading it. Do you hear me?”

      I roll my eyes and his arm tightens around me.

      “You’re going to take this over to the district attorney’s office—you know our distinguished traitor intimately, so you shouldn’t have any problem seeing him. Just like this.” He shakes it again. “I’ll know if you’ve so much as cracked open the book. I’ll know if you try to go anywhere but straight to his office. I’ll know every move you make.” His teeth dig into his bottom lip. “Make sure at least three people see you. A lasting impression. This outfit is perfect.” He pulls the neckline down and cups my breast. “There.” His pupils dilate and when he comes in close I swear he’s going to kiss me. He loosens his hold on my hair slightly, only to grip it tighter in the next second. “If he touches you, I’ll kill him. Don’t think for a second that I won’t.”

      I gulp, and with my head pulled so far back, it hurts to swallow.

      “Don’t cry, pretty thing.” He lets go of my hair and shoves me forward. “Now, go. I want you back here before it gets dark.”

      I stumble out of the room, not bothering to tell anyone I’m leaving.
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        * * *

      

      Nico broke my heart many times when we were together, but he’s never manhandled me the way he did today. A sense of foreboding winds around my chest.

      With traffic, it takes a little over thirty minutes to get to Bentley’s office. He’s been the district attorney for over a year and I’ve visited his office once. It made him too nervous, so every other time we’ve been together has been at Maison D’amour. I ask the cab driver to hurry. Once there, I mutter to myself the whole way inside. Fear has worked its way into my skin, wiping me clean of rationality. I’m not even sure he’s here. For the umpteenth time I question why I’m following Nico’s orders, but this new glint of evil in his eyes isn’t something I want to push.

      The receptionist—Lori, according to the metal placard on her desk—is a pretty blonde. Her eyes find my cleavage and take a while to work their way up to my eyes.

      She’s putting out a strong judgmental vibe, so I lean on the counter and smile. “They’re real.”

      She flushes and flips through files to busy her hands.

      “Can I help you?” she asks.

      “I need to see the D.A.” I point to Bentley’s picture hanging on the wall to the left and smile at her.

      “He’s not here right now.” She turns to the computer. Her hands cover the keyboard so fast, she can’t possibly be typing anything coherent. “I can leave a message and have him call to set up an appointment. You are?”

      “—In a hurry and don’t have time for this,” I tell her. “I’ll just take a look for myself.”

      There’s a door behind the front desk. I skirt past her and walk down the short hallway until I reach the doors.

      She chases me down.

      “I’m gonna have to ask you to wait out here.” She motions for me to join her back in the lobby.

      “Mr. Withers!” I yell.

      “Miss! I’m calling security right now! I don’t know who you think—”

      Two of the doors open and a head pops out of each one: a beautiful tall woman with short dark hair, whom I recognize from the news as Bentley’s wife, Kell, and Bentley stands in the other doorway. He looks as distinguished as ever, but I’ve seen him naked many, many times, so he doesn’t intimidate me. When he sees me, his skin takes on a greenish tint.

      The words begin pouring out of him. “You really should have called, but I have a few minutes. This way.” He glances at Kell and Lori, who haven’t said a word, and gives them a fake smile. He grips my elbow and firmly leads me into his office, shutting the door.

      “What are you doing?” he says between clenched teeth. “You shouldn’t have come here, especially dressed like that.” His eyes linger on my chest and he moves in closer. “I’ll schedule a time to come see you, but since you’re here—” He smirks and nestles his perfect blond hair into my neck.

      I groan and push him away. “Your wife!” I hiss.

      “You must have known she might be here,” he hisses back.

      I hand him the book, patting the top. “Nico wanted you to have this. He also said to make sure I was seen. So nobody will be getting their time’s worth today.”

      His eyes widen and I could swear his hands shake. The book could be a bomb, the way he’s eyeing it. He edges closer to me and puts his arms up to touch me. I back away before he can.

      “You’re involved with Nico again?” His voice sounds tired.

      “Let’s call it closure. I’ve always appreciated you giving it to me straight about Nico’s business, but I want to be kept out of it from here on.”

      “Lilith?”

      I reach the door and turn to look at him.

      “You know it’s only a matter of time, right?” he says.

      “Before what?”

      “He’s never forgiven me for telling you about Stella, and about the shootings. I’ve never regretted it, just so you know. He was my friend once, but you’ve been there for me…” He blows a long breath out. “Well, you know how I feel about you. I couldn’t leave you in the dark like that.”

      I put my hand on his arm. “I’m grateful for that.”

      He looks at me, fear swirling in his eyes. “He’s obsessed with you, Lilith.”

      “He’s been quiet for two years,” I insist.

      “The Santellis never let anything go.” He looks away and I step closer to him and lean my head against his.

      “Work out whatever this is with Nico. Make your peace with one another. It’s the only way.”

      “I have too much on him to make any peace, Lilith.” He rubs my back and I hear all that he isn’t saying.

      My heart pounds in acknowledgment and I back away, nodding. I kiss his cheek and he turns and gives me a long kiss.

      “Sure you can’t stay a little longer?” he asks when I pull away.

      I roll my eyes and pat his face. “Your wife,” I repeat. “She’s beautiful, Bentley. Treat her right. I’ll always be your friend, but you don’t need me anymore.”

      “I need you more than ever.” His shoulders drop and he kisses my cheek, lingering there for a moment.

      I give him one more glance before I leave his office and walk down the hall, passing Lori. She scowls. I stop at her desk and a tiny bead of sweat pops out on her forehead.

      “Next time we can paint nails and braid each other’s hair,” I say. “Later.”
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        * * *

      

      I’m calm as I ride back to the house. Somewhere between panic and dealing with Lori, I got some of my backbone back. I don’t believe Nico’s obsessed with me. He didn’t even fight for me when I broke up with him … and he’s never had any shortage of women. He was probably just trying to intimidate me earlier and doesn’t intend to keep strong-arming me. With anyone else, if I was shown such disrespect and a forceful hand, I’d only have to say the word and they wouldn’t be allowed back in the house. Whatever has Nico breathing down my neck again, I’m done. I won’t put up with any threats from him. I’ve survived too long in this cutthroat city to be afraid of any man.

      Some of my favorite memories with Nico were in the early days, when we’d track down old books in our favorite bookstores. We’d go to Jackson Square and sit in the grass, reading the day away. It’s hard to reconcile the man I saw today with that man who’d laugh so hard when I tried to read aloud in different accents. I thought he loved me then, which is a joke to think about now. Neither of us have ever known anything about love.

      A few pedestrians step out in front of the driver and he brakes hard. I grab the front of the seat and look out the window to make sure everyone is okay. No harm done. I must have passed it hundreds of times, but it’s just now on my radar: we’re stopped in front of the community center. A crowd has gathered to watch a basketball game. I look for Soti, but I don’t see him. I wonder if he’s as decent as he seems. No man ever is.

      There’s a tug in my chest when we pull away. When we stop a few blocks later, I reluctantly climb out of the car and walk toward Maison D’amour. I’ve never dreaded going inside so much. I try to muster up that earlier boldness and barge in the door. When I reach my bedroom, I storm inside. My mom stands up. I open my closet door. No sign of Nico.

      “Where is he?”

      “Gone.”

      I sit on the bed to catch my breath and study my mother. “What have you gotten us into?”

      “I—” She paces in front of the windows, wringing her hands. “I need you to try to understand, honey…”

      “You never ‘honey’ me—don’t start now. What does he have on you?”

      She keeps walking. “I promise I’ll tell you everything soon. I just need you to keep seeing him while I get things sorted out.”

      “I’m not seeing him again,” I say firmly. “He’s a different man now. I knew he was changing, which is part of why I got out before I had to witness it.”

      I stand up and move in front of her. I’m nearly a foot taller than she is—my dad must have been tall. I wouldn’t know—and I don’t think she knows either.

      “You have to keep seeing him,” she whispers.

      I put my hands on her shoulders. “You have to tell me what’s going on.”

      “I will. I promise I will. He left and I’m not sure when he’ll be back. He said to tell you to be waiting for him. I need you to do this, Lilith. Just one more time.” She actually pleads, rather than her usual way, which is to demand.

      Her lips tremble.

      “You’re scaring me. I’ve never seen you like this.” I rub her arms and she shivers.

      “Trust me—I don’t want you to see me like this.”

      Her lip quirks up, and just like that, her mask goes back on. Alexis Fontenot doesn’t get rattled, so it’s the first time I’ve ever realized my mother knows some of the same tricks I do. Maybe I even learned them from her. I’ve hidden my true feelings for so long, I can’t remember.

      She pulls away and pats her perfectly-in-place hair.

      “You need to freshen up, Lilith. You smell like the outdoors.”

      She doesn’t wait for my response. She turns and does her glide out of my room.
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        * * *

      

      I wait. A knife lies under my pillow, and a switchblade is tucked behind a box on my nightstand. The gun is under my mattress, loaded. I’m ready. A few clients ask for me, but I tell my mom to give them to the other girls. I’ll be waiting for Nico. That relieves her and she leaves me alone.

      Around eleven p.m. I get under the covers. I didn’t expect him to take so long. It’s almost time for the last call of the night. Sessions go until midnight during the week. I suspect he could still find a way inside.

      I wake up to a kiss on my bare shoulder. I jump and collide with a face.

      “Ahhh, dammit!” He holds onto his nose.

      “Bentley?”

      I sit up and stare at him. His suit is rumpled, hair going every which way.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      He wobbles a finger at me. “I tried … I tried to save you.”

      “You’re drunk? Why? You’ve been sober for so long…” I lead him to the other side of the bed.

      He plops down and falls back, mumbling curses and nonsense.

      “What are you saying?” I groan.

      “I should never have listened to her,” he says.

      “Who?”

      “You’ve always been my weakness. Too much blood on my hands.” He stops and holds his hands out, watching them shake.

      “What happened?”

      He nestles into the pillow and doesn’t answer. Within minutes, he’s asleep. One of his arms falls heavily across my chest.

      I put a pillow over my mouth and scream until some of the frustration drains out. And then pull out the knife. The light hits the blade and makes it glow. I move out of Bentley’s grasp. He turns over and I freeze. When I’m sure he’s sleeping, I tiptoe out of the room and down the stairs to my other bed. At least an hour passes where I stare at the ceiling, knife in hand, waiting for whatever trouble might come. But it’s quiet and sleep eventually finds me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A heated argument shakes my dreams; I know something is wrong the second I open my eyes. It’s in the hallway, but then my door opens. Someone bumps into the wall and curses. I feel around for my knife but can’t find it. An anguished groan pauses my search and I turn on the light. Nico turns to face me, bloody and wild-eyed. He’s holding my knife and blood drips onto the floor.

      I’m shaking before I even look down. Bentley is lying on the hardwood floor, blood seeping through his clothes, and eyes wide open. I rush to him, feeling his pulse. I lay my head on his chest and sob. He’s dead.

      “Get. Out. Of. Here.” Nico’s rage becomes a living, breathing organism, the ugliness of it choking out my breath.

      I stand and back into my bed and he jerks my arm hard. “No, you have to leave. Now,” he snarls. He doesn’t look at me when he says, “Don’t stop for anything. Do you understand?”

      I nod and run out of the room. I reach the end of the hall, but instead of leaving, I go upstairs to grab a few things. I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror and am shocked by all the blood on me. I shove Nico’s instruction out of my mind and take a shower. I should be scared of him. I am scared of him. He killed Bentley. Bentley, a man who was once his friend. I swipe the tears off of my face. None of this makes sense. My body trembles until I’m shaking so hard I can’t stand. I slide down the shower wall until I’m sitting and let the water wash it away, losing track of time. My brain tells me to get up and run, but my limbs are weights that won’t budge. I can’t stop thinking about Bentley’s body downstairs.

      The bathroom is thick with steam when I get out. I open the door to my bedroom and am shocked by the smell of smoke. My room is full of it. Someone screams and I hurriedly get dressed. I pause by the bed when I can’t find my gun. It’s gone. I start shaking again and lean over, hands on knees, trying to get a grip. The fire alarm isn’t going off, but I hear sirens. When the sound blasts outside the window, I finally kick into action.

      I don’t stop for anything. I run into the hall and fire is already licking the walls at the end of the hall, coming toward me. I pound on Alexis’s door and Jonell rushes out, terrified.

      “She’s not in there,” she yells.

      “Go to the balcony,” I yell back, grabbing her hand.

      The fire is nearly reaching the door to the balcony, the midway point in the hallway. When I open the door, the air is relief, but we don’t stop to appreciate it. The view is clear down the fire escape, and I tell Jonell to go first. I’m right behind her. We reach the bottom and run to the clearing. Neighbors and passersby stand watching the house burn, as firefighters hose it down. Jessica and Talon are on the grass, crying.

      “Where is everyone else?” I don’t wait to hear an answer. I run to the front door to search for the others, and a firefighter steps in front of me, blocking my way. His words don’t penetrate because another walks out carrying Angel. I change course and follow them. It’s then that I see Lexy and Tricia lying on stretchers, with the medics working over them. From the looks of it, it’s too late for Lexy. I stumble backward and hands grip my arms on either side.

      I hear the Miranda rights being said and it’s not until I register the feel of the cuffs around my wrists that I realize I’m the one being arrested. Darla, Priscilla, my mother … and Nico … I never saw them come out of the house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          SOTI

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Remove the blinders that prevent you from seeing those who make your heart ache.

      

      

      I’m up early, eating Cap’n Crunch and groaning over the damn shreds it always gives the roof of my mouth. This crap’s painful. I flip on the news while I put my bowl in the sink. There was a fire during the night—I stop to look at the screen when I hear the location. Not too far from here. As I watch the footage of the house burning, I recognize the place. I’ve admired the French architecture many times. It’s been around forever.

      And then I freeze. There she is. On the screen. She appears to be fine, but very little emotion shows on her face, so it’s hard to tell. She must be a neighbor … no—she’s being led away in handcuffs.

      Ti ékanes?

      I move closer to the TV. Breaking news scrolls across the bottom of the screen.

      “Maison D’amour, one of the French Quarter’s oldest dwellings, had a deadly fire early this morning. At this time, we know of two casualties, which cannot be disclosed at this time. Long suspected of prostitution activity, the spa has been under investigation for months. Four employees were arrested this morning and are awaiting sentencing for bail; another employee is still in critical condition. Sources are unsure of where the fire originated. If you have any information concerning this, please call our hotline…”

      The news moves on to something else, while I sit with my head in my hands. All this time and she’s been so close. Without thinking it through, I gather my ID and the cash I keep under my mattress, and go down to the police station. I know a few of the cops, having come here before to bail people out. I wait around until I see Rudy and I tell him what I want to do.

      He raises one eyebrow when I describe her, smacks his gum, and gives me a cheesy grin.

      “Didn’t know you were into that sorta thing, big guy,” he says.

      I cross my arms over my chest and give him the stare-down.

      “Sorry, man.” He lifts both hands in the air and shakes his head. “We been after these girls a long time. Come back tomorrow. Her arraignment is in the morning.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning I’m at the station a few minutes before the time Rudy recommended.

      He grins when he spots me. “You’re serious about this one, I see.”

      My jaw clenches and I don’t say anything.

      “Thousand dollars bail. You got it?”

      I nod.

      Then I sit and wait and nearly walk out the door a dozen times. I think of all I want to say to her, but none of it seems important when I actually see her.

      She walks out, her hips swaying and the curve of her body drawing the attention of every male in the building, including mine. She comes to an abrupt stop when she sees me. Her stare is unnerving, but I am determined not to blink first.

      Rudy directs his thumb my way, still grinning. “Mr. Toes here has so willingly covered your bail.” He looks back and forth between us. “You two make a fine lookin’ couple.”

      I want to plant my fist in his jaw, but instead, I put my hand near her elbow where it hovers awkwardly in the air around her.

      “Are you done, Rudy? Is she free to go?”

      “Sign this right here and you’re free to go.” He places a paper on the countertop and points to the pen beside it.

      She signs her name: Lilith Fontenot. Lilith. It doesn’t fit.

      When we finally step outside and brace ourselves against the wall of humidity, I chance another look at her. She stops walking just outside the building.

      “I don’t know why you did that—Mr. Soti Toes? But thank you.”

      “You remember. Soti Christos. Rudy thinks he’s funny.”

      “Ah, well … thank you.” Her eyes are wary and she looks exhausted.

      “I heard about the fire on the news and recognized you. Thought you might need a place to go. There’s an open apartment at the place I was trying to tell you about, not too far from here. It’s yours if you want it.”

      She looks around and I wonder if she’s looking for someone or just avoiding me. When her eyes finally light on mine, I falter. Those eyes. I could so easily drown in her.

      Her gaze travels past my shoulder and suddenly her body goes completely still.

      “Are you okay?” I turn around to see what caught her attention, but the street is full of people. I don’t see anything unusual.

      Her hand on my arm makes me turn back to her quickly, my heart skipping all over itself.

      “I need to get out of here,” she says quickly. Her eyes are frantic. “Now.”

      I put a hand on her back and one behind her thighs and pick her up. She yelps, but then buries her head in my neck as I run. When we reach the gate a few blocks later, I slow to a walk and set her down, feeling like such a brute.

      “Sorry about that, I didn’t think, just ran.” I look at her feet. Even her toes are pretty. “Didn’t jostle you too much, did I?”

      “What are you? You’re not even out of breath.” She says it like it amuses her, but her eyes are chilly.

      I apologize again.

      “No need to apologize … you got me here. Thank you.”

      I nod, trying not to stare at her fantastic legs—they’re endless. I want to wrap them around my back and say fuck off to my conscience.

      The basketball game out front stops when they see her. JT’s mouth hangs open and I whistle, making him jump. I motion for them to continue playing. Still in a stupor, JT tosses the basketball to another guy and they slowly start moving again.

      “They’re harmless,” I tell her. “I know all of them really well, and they’ll stay out of your way while you’re here. The apartment’s on the top floor. Would you like to see it?”

      The sound of the basketball and tennis shoes on the asphalt underlines her silence. Finally, she folds her arms over her chest. It takes everything in me to look away.

      “Seems like a nice place.” She takes a breath and puts a hand on her hip. “I don’t want to sound unappreciative of all your help. I am. But let me make it clear: I don’t trust anyone. And I’m not sure why I keep turning around and finding you lurking. I don’t have time for a stalker.” Her voice has gone glacial.

      I open my mouth to speak and she holds her hand up.

      “I’m glad to be out of jail. I need a place for the night, to regroup, and then I’ll be on my way. But, if there’s a knife in the building I will find it, and I don’t care how you helped me today, I won’t be afraid to slice you open if you try anything.”

      It doesn’t help matters when I snort. Her eyes narrow on me and nail me to the sidewalk.

      “Jeez. You’re a little uptight,” I say softly.

      Her eyes become even tinier slits. I clear my throat.

      “Which is completely understandable,” I add. I tuck my chin and look at her. “I tell you what … when we get upstairs, I will give you my knife. It’s yours. If you like the place, stay. If not, I can help you find something else. You can even take the knife with you.”

      She lifts her head in acknowledgment.

      “I can introduce you to everyone later.”

      She nods again.

      I lead her upstairs the back way, narrowly escaping Miss Jez and Miss Christine. I stop by my apartment and get the huge ring of keys that opens every door in the building. She looks around.

      “Not much to see,” I say.

      “It’s not bad.”

      “You can stay here tonight. I’ll sleep on the couch in the lounge area. The empty apartment is next door. I can find furniture for you in a day or two if you want to stay there.”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t belong here, Soti. You know that.” Her hands are the only indicator of any nervousness. Otherwise, she looks completely disengaged in this conversation.

      “Of course, you do.” I attempt nonchalance. “You belong as much as the rest of us,” I add. “At least stay until your hearing.”

      “Don’t push it,” she says.

      “Right.” I put my hands on my waist.

      “You don’t have to stay out there … as long as you were serious about that knife.” Her eyebrow lifts, daring me to back down.

      “You’re safe with me, Lili.”

      I swear her eyes soften. I blink and then think I imagined the whole thing.

      I show her where everything is kept. I feel like a game show host, except the prizes she could win are pitiful. I put every cent into food and the community center, and it shows in my crappy little apartment. Everything in here is battered.

      Lili’s clothes scream money. I’m glad I’ve never gone inside Maison D’amour to see the grandeur she’s accustomed to—knowing her profession is already doing a number with my testes.

      When I bend down and come back up with a large knife, she gulps. I set it on the counter.

      “Yours now. Do with it as you wish.” I smile. She doesn’t. “I have to go get ready for the dinner rush. You’re welcome to come down and grab food or help … or whatever…” I trail off.

      She seems to be done talking for the day.

      “If I don’t see you down there, I’ll bring a plate back for you. Make yourself at home. Sorry there’s nothing more exciting here.” I laugh, but it sounds lame, so I quickly shut up.

      I put my hands on the ceiling and her eyes drop down, making me aware of my stomach hanging in the breeze. My arms drop, along with the bottom of my shirt, and her eyes come back to mine.

      I tell her the quickest way to get to the kitchen downstairs and get out of there before I can further embarrass myself.
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        * * *

      

      I keep the details to a bare minimum with both JT and Miss Jez: I need to help a friend. Since JT has seen her, he has more to say about it.

      “She is the hottest thing I have ever seen,” he says, popping me on the back.

      I pop him back. “She’s not a thing.”

      “You know what I’m sayin’ though, right? I mean, I’m just sayin’. Right?”

      Every single tooth shows with his obnoxious smile and I pop him again, this time on the head.

      “Keep the guys in line while she’s here. You included. Understand?”

      His eyebrows crease and his lips poke out. “You know I will,” his voice getting higher at the end. He shakes his head at me. “Never thought I’d see the day you got defensive about a girl. Shoot. Ain’t nobody gonna mind if you have a girlfriend, Soti,” he says.

      “She’s not my girlfriend. We need to keep her a non-topic around the neighborhood, okay?”

      “Kinda hard to keep a piece like that quiet.” He grins and jumps out of the way so I can’t smack him.

      “You call her a thing or piece again and I’ll nail your ass to the wall, sure as you’re breathing. I’m as serious as I’ve ever been, JT. I need your help protecting her. I don’t know what all she’s mixed up in. Got it?”

      He grabs the back of my neck, completely serious. “Hey, I got you. No worries, preacher man. Okay? I got you.”

      I growl at him every time he calls me that and he smirks, making a quick getaway before I can clobber him.
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        * * *

      

      “She never came down.” Miss Jez points to the plate on the counter. “Take it to her while it’s still hot.”

      “Thanks. Anything left for me?” I lift both eyebrows and bare my teeth.

      “Son, you crazy.” She makes a clucking noise with her tongue. “You think I didn’t see you eatin’ earlier? Always tryin’ to sneak somethin’ past Miss Jezebel.” She shakes her head. “There’s another plate for you in the fridge. Had a feelin’ you’d be pullin’ somethin’ like that.”

      She pulls her apron off faster than I can blink and swats me in the backside with it. I leap around the kitchen, hands flying.

      She laughs so hard she wheezes. And keeps zinging me with the apron.

      “Miss Jez! You’re breakin’ my heart!” I yell.

      When she gets close enough, I grab her arm and pull her in, forcing a hug. About as tall as she is wide, her head barely reaches my waist. She grumbles, but she’s wiping her eyes and patting me.

      A pan clatters to the floor and our laughter comes to an abrupt stop. Lili bends down and picks the pan up.

      “Sorry to interrupt.” Her cheeks flush.

      She looks at Miss Jez with a sweet smile, one I haven’t seen from her yet. As soon as she looks at me, the smile drops.

      Miss Jez straightens to her full height and walks over to Lili. “Hello there. I see Soti conveniently left out how pretty you was. Ti-ninecy, though! We can fix that up in no time, don’t you worry!”

      Lili looks at me. “She means you’re tiny,” I interpret. Miss Jez has her own vocabulary. Lili still looks confused, probably because she towers over Miss Jez almost as much as I do. “Skinny,” I clarify.

      “I am jealous of those legs on you.” Miss Jez smiles. “But we’ll haveta get some meat on those bones.” She gives me her sternest look and then it is all back to sweetness with Lili. “As you can see, we need another woman ’round here to keep this boy in line.” Her shoulders bounce. “Trouble through and through.”

      “Damn, Miss Jez, you’re giving away all my secrets on the first night,” I say.

      She gives me another baleful glance and turns back, smiling at Lili.

      “Trouble,” she whispers.

      And then it is so soft, I think I’ve imagined it: Lili giggles. It’s over before it fully begins, but that happy, little sound makes me feel ten feet tall. I’ll gladly be the scapegoat for the two of them if it makes her laugh.

      Miss Jez beams and pats Lili’s arm. “We gonna get along jes’ fine.”
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        * * *

      

      The dream starts the same way every time. This time I try to pull myself out of the dream, but the images keep coming and I drift further into it.

      

      I’m itching for a hit and my insides are crawling. Instead of using what I had left, I just sold it. I’ve been too preoccupied with where I’m going to sleep and where I’ll find my next fix, but tonight when I see a beautiful girl leaning against the wall looking available, I set my shyness aside and walk over to her. For someone who’s been on the streets a while, I’m a couple years late on losing my virginity. Seeing her makes it all too clear that it’s time.

      She seems almost as shy as I am. I don’t know if it’s real or an act, but I like it.

      “You’re beautiful,” I tell her.

      She tucks her head but her eyes stay on me. She looks my age, but I can’t be sure.

      “How old are you? Are you eighteen?” I ask.

      Her eyes flit to the side and she nods. I’m not sure I should believe her.

      “Would you like to go somewhere?” she asks quietly.

      “I’d follow you anywhere,” I say.

      Her eyes widen and she leans up to whisper her rates in my ear. It tickles and I’m nodding before she finishes. I take her hand and she leads us to a small room over what looks like an old carriage house in the Quarter. I lay the money on the dresser and she undresses. I might be imagining it, but it looks like her hand is shaking. I can’t take my eyes off of her perfect body—she takes my breath away. It all happens quickly after that.

      I wanted it to be good for her. I wanted to have another chance so I could take care of her better, but right before I pull out of her, I see the tears falling down her cheeks.

      “Did I hurt you?” I ask, panicking. I move off of her and touch her face.

      She shakes her head and gets up, hurriedly putting on her clothes. It sounds like she says she’s sorry.

      “What? No, I’m the one who’s sorry. I’m so sorry if I hurt you. I’m new to this,” I ramble. “Stop, talk to me, please.”

      It’s like she doesn’t hear a word I say. She grabs the money and rushes out the door.

      

      I wake up and feel the same disgust with myself as I did back then.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Nothing highlights unworthiness more than kindness.

      

      

      Nothing could surprise me more than when I walk out and see that Soti is the one who posted my bail. Call it a weak moment for me to go with him, but I’m not overthinking it. I shouldn’t have anything to do with him, given everything I’ve been through and the fact that he could probably break my bones with one twist of his little finger, but I’m not afraid. There’s something about him that feels trustworthy.

      Endless hours of interrogation with two cops who couldn’t decide which role they wanted to take—good cop or bad cop—and I’d probably have left with anyone. I thought they were bringing me in about Bentley, but not a single word was said about him or Nico. They wanted to know two things: where my mother is, and how long we’ve been running a prostitution ring out of Maison D’amour. They eventually let up, but that doesn’t mean I want to stick around and wait for them to find something to pin on me.

      The past forty-eight hours have wrung me out and a kind face is looking pretty good right now.
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        * * *

      

      After a long shower, I tiptoe to Soti’s room. One of his T-shirts is folded on top of the covers and I put it on. Besides a few weekends at Nico’s house years ago and my nights in jail, I’ve never slept anywhere but Maison D’amour.

      I put my new knife under his pillow and let the exhaustion carry me away. I wake up feeling disoriented and misplaced, but more rested than I have in a long time.

      The room is sparse: bed, nightstand, lamp, and a chest of drawers. No pictures, no mirror, no curtains. A pile of books, a notebook, and a Power Rangers clock sits on his nightstand. I pick up the clock and frown.

      Soti confuses me. But seeing him with Miss Jez last night when they didn’t know I was watching, and the way his eyes soften every time he looks at me … I don’t know what to make of him. There’s something familiar and comforting about him, but I know better than to get too comfortable with him. I don’t like feeling I owe anyone, certainly not a man.

      The sooner I get out of here, the better. I crack open the bedroom door. The only sounds I hear are from the street. I make it to the bathroom and use the toothbrush he gave me last night. A set of clean clothes and underwear sit folded on the bathroom counter. I pick up the bra. It isn’t my size, but it’ll be better than the smoky one I’ve worn for days. I take a quick shower and dress in the things he left for me.

      I feel like a burglar, sneaking down the hall to the kitchen. No Soti. Good. A folded blanket and pillow rest on the couch, the only sign that he’s been here. I grab a bowl of cereal and sit down at the computer. I need to find everyone.

      I google ‘Maison D’amour’ and at least six articles pop up about the fire. The girls arrested are mentioned and I have a momentary pang of guilt that I hadn’t found a way to get them out yet. They don’t give her name, but Tricia must be the one they mention being in the hospital.

      A large chunk of Maison D’amour is missing; I’m amazed they were able to save any of it. A lump forms in my throat as I scroll through each article, stopping to look at old pictures of Angel and Lexy. I can’t believe they’re gone. It doesn’t seem possible. There are a few pictures of me in handcuffs—I’d been oblivious to the cameras. Numb, I guess.

      Nothing is said about Nico. I can’t get the picture out of my head of him standing over Bentley, dripping with blood. He must have had help getting out of there. Even though I’ve tried to avoid all news related to Nico and his family over the years, I do know this much: if anyone can get away with murdering the district attorney, it is the Santelli family. They get away with everything. I just never imagined it would be Nico doing those things. The man I knew acted hesitant to follow his uncle’s footsteps—maybe it was all a front. He had a gentle side that seems long gone now. It’s possible I never really knew him.

      I expected him to find a covert way of getting me out of jail. Even last night, I thought he might show up at the community center to take me somewhere safe. I hope to God he doesn’t know where I am. I’d hate to bring any harm to this place, to Soti. Maybe Nico has enough to worry about, covering his tracks about Bentley.

      I look up Bentley, but there’s no mention of him even missing yet.

      I check my email and my hands start trembling when I see an email from Jonell. Jessica and Talon were released this morning, and Jonell is with Darla and Priscilla. They’re alive, thank God. No mention is made of my mother; I still don’t even know if she was at the house that night. Jonell gives me her new cell number and tells me to call when I get the message.

      A faint knock taps on the door and then keys jangle in the lock.

      “Oh good, you found the cereal,” Soti says when he walks in. He can’t stop smiling. It makes the scar on his forehead smooth and lighten. “I’m so happy you’re still here.”

      I flush, embarrassed to be caught eating his food.

      “I have more breakfast here, if you’re still hungry.” He holds up a Café Du Monde bag and coffee.

      “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “It was nothing.” He looks at the computer screen. “Have you found out anything?”

      I tell him the little I know.

      “There’s something I should have told you last night. I don’t know why I didn’t tell you as soon as I saw you,” he says, shaking his head.

      Here it comes. The catch. What he expects of me. I have to admit, I’m curious.

      “I went by your house late last night. It’s bad, Lili. I’m sure you can tell by the pictures online. It’s all blocked off, though, so I couldn’t see everything. Maybe some of your things could be salvaged? I’m so sorry.”

      I look at the screen. “Everything I owned was on this side.” I point at the left side of the house, which is now a gaping hole.

      His hand grips my shoulder. I stiffen and he moves away. I take a deep breath and try to still my shakes. I have to find my mother. She’ll be devastated. I’m sure I’ll run into the girls once I get back to work. They’re all fully capable of taking care of themselves. We’ll find someplace temporary until the house is fixed and get back to business. It’s Alexis that worries me. The house means everything to her.

      “I’m gonna head out soon,” I say.

      “Oh.” He frowns. “Why?”

      I shrug but don’t say anything.

      “Okay, well, I want to give you this before you go then.” He pulls a cell phone out of his pocket. “Keep it. I have another one. It’s all covered. I put my number in there, if you ever need to reach me.” He smiles, but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes this time.

      I don’t want to take anything else from him, but I will take the phone.

      “I’ll return it soon—when I’m back on my feet,” I tell him.

      He looks away. “Why the rush to leave—where will you stay tonight? I’ll give you money, but it’s free to stay here.”

      “I don’t need any money,” I tell him. “I can make enough in the next few hours to cover me for the week.”

      He flinches and turns toward me. The expression on his face makes my gut cinch. His eyes are like copper in the sun. So bright I have to look away.

      I swallow and my voice shakes when I speak. “Thank you for everything. I won’t forget this.”

      I put the phone in my pocket and decide to go while we’re on the topic.

      “Wait, take this, please.” He reaches in his pocket and gives me a crumpled up wad of cash. “It’s not as much as I’d like to give you, but it’s all I have right now.”

      “Can I do anything for you?” I ask, stepping toward him.

      “No. Not everyone sees you as a business transaction, Lili,” he says softly.

      My face is heated as I take the money and shove it in my pocket. I turn around and rush to the door. Before I leave, I chance another look at his face, but when we make eye contact I’m even more unsettled.

      I lift a hand, whisper my goodbye, and stumble out of there. My eyes burn as I walk down the stairs, and even though the community center is bustling at this time of day, I don’t notice anyone else. By the time I step outside, tears are streaming down my face. I don’t even know why. His kindness … it confuses me.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as I get my bearings, I walk to a cafe. The courtyard looks inviting, so I sit at the table closest to the sidewalk while I call Jonell. She doesn’t answer, so I leave a message with my new number. She calls back within two minutes, and I pick up on the first ring.

      “Hey, you okay?” I ask.

      “Hey, where are you?”

      “I’m at Rare Form. Where are you?”

      “I’m okay. Worried about Alexis. She didn’t show up last night. Have you heard from her?”

      “No, you’re the only one I’ve heard from. Does she have her phone?”

      “She left it…”

      Someone across the street yells and I’m distracted for a moment. I clear my throat. “Sorry, when you see her, can you give her my number? I think it’s probably good that we stay spread out for a while, now that the cops are watching.”

      “You didn’t hear? Of course you didn’t, if you haven’t talked to your mère. The charges have been dropped.”

      “You’re kidding. What did she do?” I exhale and it sounds loud in the cell phone.

      “Sold her soul to le diable one too many times, I guess.” Jonell laughs. “She’s a mess. I didn’t ask any questions.”

      “I guess I shouldn’t either,” I groan. I’ve got a bad feeling about all this. Nothing is adding up. “Hey, do you know how Tricia’s doing?”

      “I heard she’s getting out tomorrow.”

      “Oh good, so she’s okay.”

      “I think so. Be careful out there,” she adds.

      “Always,” I say before hanging up.

      I guess I really am on my own. My stomach growls and I wish I’d eaten the beignets Soti bought for me so I wouldn’t want to eat everything on the menu now. Soti. It will take a while to forget him.

      PING!

      The sound bounces off my table. There are screams when a bullet lands next to me. A black sedan with tinted windows speeds past, the barrel of a gun peeking just outside the side window. I drop to the ground and start slithering toward the restaurant. Three gunshots follow in quick succession, and I cover my head and keep moving. Everyone around me scatters. When I’m almost to the door to the restaurant, two shots pop near my feet. Someone must have gotten out of the car, but I’m too scared to turn around and look. I duck inside. Once I’m a couple of yards inside, I get up and run to the back, through the kitchen, and out the back door.

      I don’t stop running until I’m inside, up the stairs, and banging on his door. I put my hands on my knees and try to catch my breath. I knock again and wipe the tears off my face. He can’t see me so weak.

      I feel a hand on my back and jump up and away.

      “Lili! What happened?”

      Soti stands behind me, his eyes full of concern.

      “Someone’s … trying … to kill me,” I gasp.

      He pulls me close and wraps his arms around me. I stand like a statue, but my entire body is humming.

      “Let’s get you inside.” He clutches my hand and pulls me in.
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        * * *

      

      I can’t stop talking. A nervous chatter so unlike me, I know I’m traumatized. But I can’t stop. And it doesn’t make any sense. I can tell I’m confusing the poor guy, but when I mention Nico Santelli, his body goes on full alert and I stop to take a breath.

      “How long have you been involved with him?” He looks like he wants to punch a wall.

      I swallow hard and let my mouth run away from me. “I have a history with him. But I didn’t see him for a couple of years … until recently,” I say, forcing myself to speak in present tense. “My mom has pushed the whole thing. I don’t know what’s going on between them. He’s changed a lot since I knew him…”

      I don’t recognize myself, telling all my business like this. I glare at him and silently will him to make me stop talking. He just studies me and waits.

      “I didn’t see who it was—it all went so fast. I didn’t think, I just ducked and ran.”

      “You did the right thing. I’m glad you came back here. Do you think anyone followed you?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “How did they know where to find you? Did they follow you from here?”

      The blood rushes out of my face. “I didn’t tell anyone that I stayed here, but … I did tell someone that I was at the cafe.”

      “How long before the shots started?”

      I turn to him. “I don’t even know you,” I whisper.

      “It won’t go past right here, I promise you.”

      “Five minutes at the most.”

      “Long enough then.”

      He lets out a long string of words in … Greek, maybe? My eyes widen and he clamps his jaw tight.

      “Pay no attention to me,” he says, his accent stronger than before.

      “You’re full of surprises.”

      He bites back a smile and walks toward the window, looking out at the street below. “I obviously can’t make you do anything you don’t want,” his voice is much calmer now, “but please stay. Let me help you.”

      It’s as if he’s aware that his eyes on me would be too much. I’m a skittish colt. One wrong move and I’ll bolt.

      “Okay,” I whisper.

      “Everyone knows you left, and we can continue making it seem that way. I’ll need to let JT and Miss Jez know—without telling them details—so they can help keep watch, but I trust them with my life. We’ll take every precaution any time you step foot outside this apartment. I’ll amp up our security and put word out that you’re under my protection. I have some resources too.”

      He doesn’t explain what that means, but I trust him enough to believe it. I feel the heat beginning to return to my cheeks.

      “If you get antsy spending so much time inside this building, we can come up with ways to get you out.” He can’t seem to hold back his smile. “You’re staying.”

      And God help me, I grin back. It catches him so off guard he just stares. It makes me smile bigger.

      “I have a little bit of good news, although now, considering the source, I’ll have to check it out. But … Jonell said all the charges were dropped.”

      “That’s great news. And you’re here, with me. That’s the best damn news I’ve had all day.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Trust is a necessary medication: hard to give and hard to take.

      

      

      When I come out of my room the next morning, Soti and JT are sitting in the stools by the bar. They each have huge mixing bowls full of Cap’n Crunch and are talking with their mouths full. I can’t understand a word they’re saying.

      Soti holds the box up to me and I shake my head. My mouth still hurts from eating it yesterday.

      It takes a minute, but JT finally finishes chewing and grins.

      “I had to come meet you for myself since you keep hiding out in here,” he says.

      Soti elbows him and he glares back. “What?”

      “Leave her alone.”

      “I’m just being friendly. You never have wom—” JT’s words are cut off from getting elbowed again and Soti shakes his head, mumbling something.

      JT moves his stool further away and dusts off his shirt.

      “He’s being all belligerent right now, but he loves me,” JT says with a cocky smirk.

      He is adorable.

      “We are twins from different con-ti-nents,” JT continues. “He has seven years on me, but whatever. Christmas babies, parentless, and bleeding hearts, that’s us.” He punches Soti in the arm and Soti has him on the ground in minutes.

      I think they’re having fun, but I’m not sure. After a few minutes of scuffling around on the floor, they get up laughing, so I guess that’s how men bond. I didn’t realize.

      Soti puts his hand on JT’s shoulder. “I couldn’t make it around here without this guy.”

      JT looks at Soti with such love, I have to look away. I get that weird feeling in my chest like I did when I saw him with Miss Jez. My emotions have woken up and are in overdrive. I want to cry one minute and laugh the next. These people are going to break me with all their goodness.
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        * * *

      

      “Why don’t you just go build a bonfire somewhere to do this?” I ask.

      I’ve spent nearly a week doing tedious things around the apartment since I’m not brave enough to leave these four walls yet—painting my nails and deep-conditioning my hair with ingredients from the kitchen. Soti came back after dinner with a huge plate of food for me, and now we’re roasting marshmallows over his gas stove. He watches as I make sure mine is thoroughly black before I put it in my mouth. His nose curls up.

      “What did that marshmallow ever do to you?”

      “You have the patience of a saint, roasting your marshmallows until they’re the perfect caramel color. I like mine this way. Try it. Toxic, but so good.” I hold up the one I’m working on and he shakes his head.

      “You’re charring your insides, eating that,” he says.

      “That already happened during the fire.”

      That sobers him right up, which makes me laugh.

      “Did you get checked out at the doctor? I can’t believe I haven’t already asked you that.”

      I pause the charring and look at him.

      “What?” He swipes his mouth with the side of his fist.

      I shake my head then clear my throat. “I’m fine. I kept my mouth covered as much as I could, and they wouldn’t let me back into the house, so my lungs seem okay. So, no to the bonfire?”

      “That would take too long. And would I be able to get you outside to enjoy the bonfire?”

      “Hmm. Good point. Maybe you’re not as patient as I thought. What made you decide to open the community center?”

      We’ve talked like this for a couple of hours. Jumping from nonsense to weighty topics with barely a breath between. I can’t stop asking him questions and he seems just as curious about me. I don’t want it to end.

      “I spent most of my childhood feeling helpless,” he finally answers.

      He holds up another marshmallow with a raised eyebrow and I stab my stick into it. He laughs and stabs one for himself, staring at the flickering flame.

      “I let that lead me for a long time, and ultimately it became a self-fulfilling prophecy. I don’t want the conversation to get too heavy, but you may as well know the mess I am,” he pauses. “I was so afraid of becoming like my dad that for a while that’s exactly what I did … I became a self-absorbed hypocrite. In different ways, but same outcome, nonetheless.”

      He glances at me and I wait, listening intently to both what he’s saying and what he isn’t.

      “My parents always said ‘you reap what you sow’ like that was a curse. They said it when I was at my worst, always when I was in trouble. My dad would wag his finger at me like he was sealing my lot in hell.” His face burns and he turns away from the stove, away from me. “They died in a car accident—my parents and my sister.” I touch his hand and he looks down, surprised by the contact. “When my sister and I were younger, we swore we’d always be together. We were going to leave Greece, come to America and work together, live together … change the world together. That didn’t quite happen. We made it here, but everything changed.” He swallows hard. “I wonder every single day if Astra would approve of this life I’ve chosen. A few years after they died … I was high all the time and always reliving those conversations in my head … I started babbling on about the ‘reap what you sow’ thing to this guy at a fire.” He points at our little flame and smirks. “What is it with fires and me getting all chatty?”

      “Don’t stop,” I say softly. “What happened?”

      “He said something that changed everything. I wish I could find him—I’ve looked, believe me—but he said … ‘It goes both ways. You don’t just reap the bad; you reap the good, too. In fact, just a little good goes a long way. Look at all the fruit that comes from one tiny seed.’” He looks away, embarrassed. “I know that isn’t the biggest revelation or anything, but for me right then, it hit me so hard. It clicked. I got it.” He shrugs. “I realized if I wanted to make a difference in anyone’s life, or be any different than my dad was, I had to break the downward spiral and start investing some…” His voice trails off. “God, I’m such a bag of wind.”

      I finish my bite of marshmallow and shake my head when he offers more. “I’ve had about thirty,” I groan. “And you’re not a bag of wind. At all. I’d think you were a real live angel if you didn’t have marshmallow on your cheek.”

      I point to it and he makes a face, going over to the sink and splashing water on his cheek.

      “I’m no angel, trust me,” he says.
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        * * *

      

      A couple nights later I nearly hyperventilate when someone knocks on the door. Soti has hardly left my side. Last night we talked until I started falling asleep, and he’s popped in throughout the day to check on me. I tiptoe to the door and don’t know what to do. There’s no peephole.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      “It’s Miss Jez. I got some supper,” she says in a low voice.

      I laugh at the thought of her trying to be sneaky.

      I unlock the door and crack it open. The biggest grin I’ve ever seen greets me. I move out of the way as she comes in, talking non-stop.

      “I can’t tell you how glad I was to have you back in this place. Soti looked ‘bout ready to squall when you left. I been dyin’ to get to know you.” She leans in. “Did you know I live catty-womperjawed from Soti?”

      I freeze when she seems to expect me to answer that question.

      “Right over there.” She points behind her. “You jes’ holla if you need a thing.” Her eyes widen. “You hear me? If you need a thing.”

      She doesn’t seem to need my response, but I say yes anyway.

      “I made chicken and dumplins tonight. It ’bout got all ate up. They’s a hungry crowd out there tonight.”

      She sets the food out on Soti’s table, pointing at a drawer. “This is all for you. I done eat already. Fatter’n a tick,” she mutters under her breath. “You probly know your way ‘round here already, but silverware is right there. Grab you a fork and knife. You’ll need it for the biscuits.” Her eyes twinkle as she holds up the pecan pie. “I made this for you. I hope you like pecan pie.”

      I smile. “I love pecan pie. Thank you.”

      “Good. I do like a girl who can eat.” She puts her hands on her hips. “Now, tell me, child, you here to stay?”

      I clear my throat and pull my hair forward on my shoulder, gripping the ends into a thick clump. “I’m … not really sure.”

      Miss Jez’s face falls a bit. She sniffs and seems to snap out of it. “Aw, you’ll like it here, you’ll see. I’m telling Soti all the time that he needs ta get out more and make new friends.” She leans in and whispers. “He hasn’t had a date in I don’t know when. That boy’s gone lose his mind, he don’t get a woman.” She eyes me, grinning. “You mighty pretty. What do you think of my Soti?”

      I press my lips together, trying not to laugh. She looks offended.

      “No, no.” I hold my hand up. “He’s wonderful. The nicest guy I’ve ever met,” I tell her. “He really is.”

      Miss Jez beams. “Yes, he is.” She winks. “He ain’t hard on the eyes neither. Shoo-wee. That boy is a looker. Someone gone snatch him up!” She laughs, leans down, and slaps her knee. When she comes back up, she sobers and stares at me again. “Y’all sho would make some pretty babies.”

      I feel the flush go up my neck and across my face, which makes Miss Jez laugh harder.

      “Oh now I done embarrassed ya. Don’t let this mouth scare you off!” Her shoulders shake.

      I can’t help but laugh, too.

      Soti walks in and seems thrilled to see us together. He’s sweaty and slightly out of breath. I want to take his shirt off and explore. At that thought I flush again and feel the need to run.

      I cannot entertain the thought of being with Soti Christos. I might have decided to trust him with some things, but I know I can’t ever fully let my guard down with him. He’s dangerous to me in an entirely different way than any other man I’ve known.

      I like him. That’s dangerous.

      Someone like me could never, ever deserve someone like him, no matter how pretty Miss Jez thinks our babies would be. Besides, I don’t do feelings. Nico is the closest I’ve come to that, and that isn’t working out so well for me.

      “Shoo, you stink,” Miss Jez says. “Go get you a showah and then you can eat with Lili.”

      She’s calling me Lili too. It makes my skin warm in the best way.

      “Sorry,” he laughs, “I’ll be quick.”

      A few minutes before he comes out, Miss Jez puts Soti’s food in the microwave and then mine.

      “Thank you so much.”

      “Now if you’re still hungry, come on over to my place,” she says. “These boys survive on cereal ’round here, and that ain’t no way to take care of you.”

      My heart swells at her attention.

      “Thank you,” I whisper again.

      Soti walks in, wet hair going everywhere and smelling like soap. I try to subtly sniff in his scent, to commit it to memory. I haven’t fully given in to the thought of staying long-term like they’re hoping—I’ve already stayed longer than I intended—but Soti is so easy to be around. And Miss Jez is hilarious. It’s nice to be with good people.

      Miss Jez squeezes us both and leaves before we know what’s happening.

      “She took off in a hurry,” he says.

      We sit down at the table and look at the spread she laid out.

      “She’s wonderful,” I say.

      His eyes smile at me. I have a hard time not smiling back. We dig into the food, and I can’t shovel it in fast enough.

      “This is the best food I’ve ever tasted.” I finish the dumplings and take a long swig of sweet tea.

      “I’m lucky to have her in my life,” Soti says. “She’s one of a kind.”

      I pause mid-bite of the most delicious pecan pie I’ve ever eaten.

      “What?” he asks.

      I set my fork down. “You’re really unusual, you know that?”

      He’s taken a bite that is at least half the slice, so it takes him a minute to respond. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re kind.”

      He chuckles. “That’s not so unusual.”

      “You don’t live in my world then, or you’d know that it is. You’re also selfless. Men are not selfless.”

      He sets his fork down. “I’m plenty selfish, but … thank you.”

      “See? I should be thanking you, and you’re the one thanking me.” I smile and try to swallow my embarrassment.

      We finish eating and I stand up to clear the table. He carries the dishes to the sink with me.

      “I’ve got this.” I place our dishes in the dishwasher.

      He bumps me away from the sink with his hip.

      “Let me,” he says.

      I start to protest and he waves me out of the tiny kitchen.

      “Relax,” he says. “It’s not much.”

      So I sit on one of the bar stools and watch him work. He looks enormous in the small space. His muscles flex as he rinses the silverware before putting it in the dishwasher. There’s very little mess, so he finishes everything quickly. It’s disappointing. I liked having an excuse to watch him.

      “Are you comfortable? We can move to the living room…”

      I move to the couch and he sits in the chair across from me.

      “You act like you’re afraid I’m gonna jump you,” I say, testing the waters. Something tells me he’d never make a move unless I did.

      “Maybe it’s the opposite,” he says.

      A trail of sweat runs down my back. I wonder if his air conditioning isn’t working right.

      “You okay?” he asks.

      “I can typically tell what a man … or woman … is like within fifteen minutes with them. It’s part of why I have the most repeat customers. My mom always says I have discernment and to use it wisely.” I laugh at how that must sound to him. An assessing whore. “I can’t say I’ve always used it wisely, but … at least I’m not oblivious when I’m being stupid. You—it’s like you don’t have a single egotistical cell in your body. Don’t take this the wrong way, but are you really as … pure as you seem? Except for the fact that I think maybe you cuss like a sailor … in some other language,” I add.

      He leans his head into the back of the chair and roars. I just thought Miss Jez was loud. His teeth look exceptionally white against his olive skin. He physically lights a room. It’s fascinating.

      When he finally catches his breath, he sputters, “I’ve been holding back for you, trust me.”

      My heart quickens and I cross my legs. He makes me feel things I don’t recognize.

      “And I can assure you, I am not pure!” And then he dies laughing again, but tries to contain it when he notices I’m not laughing with him. “But the lack of ego—that’s a huge compliment. It’s also completely untrue, but it would be nice to think that’s what comes across.” He gives me a gentle smile that turns into more of a grimace. “I’ve got plenty of skeletons.”

      “Don’t we all. I’m not used to men towering over me. What are you—six foot five, six foot six?”

      “Six-six, I think?”

      “Are you a gym rat—do you lift weights for hours every day?” I smirk.

      He tries to wipe off his smile with his hand but it doesn’t go away. “You ask more questions than I do.”

      It’s weirding me out, too, but I can’t seem to stop.

      “Uh, no, I don’t lift weights for hours every day, but I try to do some kind of exercise—whether it’s catching a game with the guys or lifting for a while.” He tilts his head toward me. “What about you?”

      “How did you get that scar on the back of your neck?” I whisper.

      His smile falters, but he doesn’t hesitate. “My dad liked to hit with hard objects.”

      “I’m sorry.” I bite the inside of my mouth and go for it. “What about the one on your forehead?”

      “Aw, you noticed that one too? I was hoping my striking good looks would cancel that one out.” His eyes are especially bright when he teases.

      “Ahhh, there’s the ego.” I laugh.

      “Can’t have you thinking I’m perfect,” he says.

      You’re the closest thing to perfect I’ve ever seen. It’s on the tip of my tongue to say it, but, fortunately, I don’t. I’ve allowed myself to get too comfortable. Something has changed for me about him, and I know it isn’t smart. I’m alarmed with how quickly I’ve let my guard down.

      “Am I sleeping with you tonight?” I ask.

      He looks like I’ve slapped him. A measure of shame fills me, but I don’t let it penetrate. This is how I survive. It will help categorize him with every other man if we have sex.

      “Lili…” He sounds wary.

      “Aren’t you tired of the couch by now? It’s no secret I sell my body. I never offer it for free, but with you, since I like what I see, and you’ve been so good to me, I’m willing to make an exception.” I lick my lips and he watches my every move. “It’s the only way I can properly thank you.” I walk to his chair and kneel in front of him. He doesn’t breathe. My hands trail his legs and up to his zipper, brushing over him. I lift an eyebrow. His eyes close. “It doesn’t take much to make you happy.”

      I’ve barely unzipped anything when he shakes my hands off and stalks to the kitchen. He runs his hands through his hair and puts both hands on the ceiling.

      I stand, stunned.

      He turns to the refrigerator, grabbing a bottled water. “Would you like one?” he asks, holding it up.

      Ever the gentleman.

      When I don’t answer, he opens the bottle and guzzles it. All of it. He crumples the bottle and tosses it in the garbage.

      He walks over and grabs my hand. My stomach falls in double-time, excited and terrified. He leads me to his bedroom and carefully places me on the bed. Then he walks to the door.

      “You’re still taking the bed. I’m still on the pull-out couch. All good in our own beds. I’ll be up early in the morning, and we can talk about this then. Night.”

      He shuts the door before I can say a word.

      I fall back on the bed and tears trail back into my hair. I’ve messed everything up, but it was just too scary to keep going the way it was. It felt too sweet. Too close to something I could covet if I let myself. I got a glimpse of what being normal feels like, and had to force it back to what I’m comfortable with. Back to pretending. I’ll make sure it stays that way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sometimes it takes stepping through a door to realize it was only the first of many.

      

      

      The nightmares come that night. After waking up in a cold sweat twice, I quietly walk to the kitchen to get a drink. Soti’s head lifts when he hears me.

      “Sorry to wake you. Just getting a drink of water,” I tell him.

      “You okay? I’ve heard you from here, talking in your sleep.” His voice is raspy.

      “Bad dreams, no big deal.”

      “Come here,” he leans up on one elbow, “tell me about them.”

      I get water for both of us and walk over. I sit down on the mattress, feeling the heat of his chest on my leg. He looks up at me and my heart drops into my lap. He’s devastating with his sleepy eyes and wild hair.

      “Just the st-standard,” I stutter. “Being chased.”

      “I hate those,” he says. “Or when I dream I’m falling.”

      “Yeah…”

      “Do you ever try to change your dreams?” he asks. “Or envision things you want to dream?”

      “I usually can’t remember dreams at all,” I admit. “And I don’t like to get my hopes up, so … to hope for things I have no control over … no. Do you?”

      “All the time.”

      “And does it work?”

      “Sometimes,” he whispers. “Not enough, though.” He takes my hand and his fingers link through mine.

      I wonder if he can smell my fear.

      “You’re safe, Lili. Lie down. We’ll sleep. That’s all. I hate bad dreams,” he adds.

      I gingerly stretch out beside him, careful not to touch him. He nixes that by putting his arm around me and curling me into his chest. I’m asleep within minutes.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up before he does and don’t dare move. My arms and legs are wrapped around him, and he feels like heaven. I don’t want to wreck it, so I keep my eyes closed and try to go back to sleep.

      His breathing changes and I’m sure he’s awake. His nose brushes my head and he breathes in deeply. I fight to keep still. Then his fingers trail down my arm and I shiver.

      “Chilly?” he asks.

      “No,” I whisper.

      “How did you sleep?” he whispers back.

      “So good. You?”

      “Better than ever.”

      My lips curve up on his chest and he chuckles.

      “Soti?”

      “Yeah?”

      “It’s peaceful here.”

      “I’m glad you think so.”

      “I don’t typically sleep with men,” I tell him. “It was nice.”

      He starts to say something but stops, and I nestle deeper into his neck.

      “You smell good.” I bury my face before I giggle like a kid.

      I can hear the smile in his voice. “Not as good as you.”

      “I’m sorry about last night.” My voice falters, but I try to keep going. “I just … it’s what I…” I shake my head. “I suck at pillow talk. Can you tell I’ve never done this?” I can’t tell which of our hearts is pounding harder.

      He touches my hand tentatively and winds his fingers through mine. My heart is definitely the one pounding the hardest.

      “You don’t owe me anything. You know that, right? None of this has been to get you to have sex with me.”

      And because I think he might mean it, my heart decides to have a mind of its own.
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        * * *

      

      Restlessness kicks in after weeks of not doing much. I haven’t forgotten the sounds of the gunshots, but I can’t live in hiding forever, either. After Soti has checked on me a second time that afternoon, I tuck all of my hair into one of his hats and go downstairs with him. He goes to a meeting while I hang out with Miss Christine and the kids. She runs the after-school program and just being near her is calming. The kids hang on her every word. When Soti comes back later, I’m sitting by a little girl named Morgan and we’re coloring a picture. He gets a funny expression on his face, watching us. Miss Christine winks at him and then looks at me, blushing when she realizes I’ve caught the exchange. He bites the inside of his jaw and stares at me. I wish I could see his thoughts.

      He bends down and smiles at the little girl. “Nice picture. Is this your first day here?”

      She nods. “Thanks. Yes,” she answers with a lisp. “Morgan.” She points to her colorful yarn necklace nametag.

      “Well, you got the star treatment on your first day, Morgan, getting to color with this lady.” He stands and we both tilt our heads way back to look at him.

      “I like it here,” Morgan says.

      “Me too,” I whisper to Morgan, but I look at Soti when I say it.

      He starts sweating. I’ve noticed in the apartment he’ll pull out a cigarette and twist it around when he gets nervous. I haven’t seen him smoke and he hasn’t smelled like smoke. Maybe he’s trying to quit. He flips one around absentmindedly and puts it back in his pocket before anyone else likely realizes what he’s doing.

      “I’d like to help in the kitchen tonight,” I tell him.

      “I … I’m not sure that’s a great idea.” He leans in closer so the kids can’t hear. “We need to keep you safe. I know all the regulars, and, for the most part, I trust them, but money makes people do crazy things.”

      “I’ll stay out of the way. I know you need help. Miss Jez told me how busy it gets during the dinner hour.”

      “You’re not exactly one who can fade into the background.”

      I’ve been paid countless compliments, but they’ve never meant anything. I already know the sweet things he says will linger in my memory long after I leave.

      I tap my hat. “I’ll keep this on and wash dishes in the back or something.”

      I finish helping Miss Christine clean up after the kids leave and head to the kitchen. Once I round the corner, I feel the heatwave. The kitchen is at least twenty degrees hotter than the rest of the building. Miss Jez fans her face with a pot holder and jumps when the timer buzzes.

      “I’ll get that.” Soti puts his hands on her arms and gently moves her aside while he takes the pans out of the oven.

      “Thank ya, honey.” She fans him with the pot holder then pauses to look over the food on the stove. “The red beans and rice is jes’ right, not too runny, not too thick.” She notices me then and they both look so happy to see me, I melt.

      Soti takes a bite of the hot sausage she’s uncovering and she glares at him.

      “I can’t get anything past her.” He winks at me.

      “Now is not the time—you’d eat me out of house and home if you could!” Her belly shakes with each chuckle. “Go ahead and open them doors. It’s time.”

      I move toward the sink and start washing pans, so those in line can’t see me. Miss Jez piles food on plates as fast as she can. Soti serves the bread pudding and gives an extra dollop of the sauce when Miss Jez isn’t looking. JT comes in to help a few minutes after they begin serving. They have quite the operation going here. When everyone has gone through the line, Miss Jez makes a plate for me and they go out to eat with everyone.

      Before Soti goes out, he stops by the sink. “I’ll help finish the dishes once it clears out. Enjoy your dinner while it’s hot or you’ll have to live with the wrath of Miss Jez.”

      I smile and nod. He leaves and I get caught up in the sounds of everyone visiting with one another. At D’amour, Tricia or Lexy would usually bring me a plate of whatever they’d made and I’d eat between appointments. Even on Sundays, no one hung around the house to eat together. I take a huge bite of a biscuit and moan—I certainly never indulged in carbs. I could get used to this.

      Once everyone leaves and we finish cleaning the kitchen, Miss Jez adds to the ongoing tally of meals they’ve served since opening: 3,405.

      “It’s really remarkable what you’ve done here,” I tell Soti.

      His eyes brighten. “Thank you. I know what it’s like to need a little help.”

      “I can’t imagine. I’ve gone through a lot, but I’ve always had food and a roof—a nice roof—over my head.”

      “You’d be surprised how quickly you learn to adapt. When I first saw you, I—” he stops and rubs his fist over his mouth.

      “What?” I press when he doesn’t say anything else.

      He looks away. “I thought you might be homeless.”

      “Why? Because I was willing to leave with that jerk?”

      “That wasn’t the first time I saw you.”

      My mouth drops open, but I don’t ask anything else; I’m scared to know. I’ve been working this city for a long time. Whatever he’s seen can’t be good.

      He places a finger between my brows and smooths. “You look so worried.”

      “What do you normally do after this?” I reach for anything to recover and he looks relieved.

      “Rush to the apartment to see you, lately.” He grins. “Just depends on the night. Basketball sometimes. You like to play?”

      “No, but sounds fun. You’re probably good, right?”

      He lifts a shoulder. “If I say I am, you’ll take back what you said about my ego.”

      “I need to retract that statement anyway…”

      “Yeah, you were setting the bar high with that one,” he teases.

      I laugh and he tugs the bill of my hat lower.

      “You should laugh more often,” he says. “Makes you even more beautiful, if that’s possible.”

      I look away, heart stuttering. We reach his door and he leans against it, studying me.

      “I … wondered if you might like to go pick up some furniture for the apartment tonight. We can get it set up next door for you,” he says.

      My face falls and he stands up straight. I can’t seem to hide what I’m thinking from him.

      “Or we don’t have to go anywhere, if you’re not in the mood. God knows I don’t want you out of my apartment … ever,” he says, running out of breath from talking so fast.

      I look up at him shyly and smile.

      “I’ll do whatever it takes to keep that look on your face.” He puts an arm around my shoulder and unlocks the door. “Anything to make you stay.”
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        * * *

      

      “You haven’t pulled a cigarette out of your pocket for at least an hour. You trying to quit?”

      We’re sitting on opposite ends of the couch and he’s been more at ease the past hour than he’s been the whole time I’ve been here.

      “Ugh,” he groans. “I’m that obvious?”

      “No, I don’t think anyone else even notices.”

      “I’ve been struggling with it again … lately,” he admits. “Miss Jez will have my hide if she so much as smells a hint of it.” He chuckles and leans his head back. “I started smoking at fifteen to piss off my parents and ended up addicted. My dad had a huge following in Greece. He was this charismatic man who attracted people wherever he went. When we came here, he became a big tele-evangelist in Baton Rouge. As his son I was expected to be a bright, shining example of perfect behavior. What a load of crap. I was—and still am—as far from perfect as my father was.”

      I’m intrigued now, knowing the little he’s said about his dad hasn’t been positive.

      “I quit the first time when they died a year later. But I didn’t last long. Losing my sister—part of me died with her. Astra was my whole world. No matter what was going on at home, we stuck together. She was three years older than me and also sick of trying to be perfect.” He leans forward, elbows on his knees. “She lashed out at my parents long before I did. The months before she died, she was getting into more trouble. I started following her everywhere, worried. She hated it.” He turns to me then, but his eyes are distant. “It’s how I knew where to go after she died. I did all the things I begged her not to do, tried every drug I could get my hands on.”

      He’s quiet for a long time and I finally get the nerve to speak. “How did you stop?”

      “One night I was looking to score, and one of my friends hunted me down. Sam, the older guy who usually slept in the same old abandoned building as I did, was asking for me. We found him leaning against the outside of the building. Both eyes were swollen and blood poured out of a gash on his head. He’d gotten into a fight and I wanted to take him to the clinic, but he kept saying no. He asked me to talk to him until he fell asleep. I don’t know how long I sat there with him. Stories just poured out of me that I’d forgotten. His eyes were closed, and his breathing became more labored.” He looks at me as if he’s just remembered I’m there. “Have you ever seen anyone die?”

      I picture Bentley and shudder. He was already dead, though, by the time I saw him. I shake my head.

      “I expected a big gasp for air, and it was like that the last hour, but my experience has been that it’s on a quiet exhale that people finally leave. That last breath just sort of dissolves into eternity.”

      We sit quietly, respecting this moment.

      When he speaks again, his voice is hushed. “Everything stilled. The air, the rustling leaves, the branch that scratched against the window. Silence. I’m not sure how much time passed before I wrenched my hand out of his and whispered in his ear: ‘All things new…’ I walked away, got clean, and never looked back. That was five years ago.”

      “It’s remarkable that you could walk away from your addictions, especially after all you went through with your dad, and losing your family. It’s even more remarkable that everything I’ve seen of you seems loving and accepting.”

      He nods. “I hope so. It’s taken time, but I’m glad that’s what shows. I didn’t want any part of the hypocrisy I’d seen growing up. Where love was spoken about but not given. Just hate and more hate. No, thank you. I didn’t have any answers; I just knew how I didn’t want to be. Some days I think this city might drown me. For every JT I’ve helped there are three Sams. Sorry, soapbox.”

      “You’re a good man, Soti. And believe me, I’ve never been able to say that about any man, ever.”

      His eyes crinkle as he smiles, back in the present with me. “You better be careful. You’re going to enlarge this ego of mine and I really won’t fit in anywhere.”

      Since we’re being open with each other, I decide to press. “So what has you wanting to smoke again?”

      “The night I saw you with that guy outside Cafe Amelie … I hadn’t smoked in two years, but I was so shaken up by you I went and bought a carton of American Spirits. ”

      “I wish I had come home with you that night,” I say. “Everything would be different now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          SOTI

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If I could break every safeguard around your heart, I would gladly risk my pride and beg for you to let me in.

      

      

      I’m in the kitchen when she stumbles out of her room, looking lost. She’s barely been in her room any time at all, but it appears she’s already had a bad dream. I lose track of time, holding her. It might be hours, but I don’t care. Just as I’m about to pull away, she leans back. She wipes her face, and I gently wipe a tear she missed. Her eyes are red, cheeks pink, and her lips are swollen. It makes my chest hurt. Something is tormenting her, but she won’t tell me what it is. I hope in time she’ll learn to trust me.

      She takes several shaky breaths and pats my hand. “You must think I’m crazy.”

      “Not even close.”

      “I don’t lose it. With anyone. You’re just so—”

      I don’t try to respond. I just want her to know I’m here. She smiles and studies my face until I get nervous. Her hand skims across my cheek, her touch so soft I would think I was imagining it, had my skin not caught on fire.

      “Soti,” she whispers.

      Her hands grip my hair and I have a hard time thinking straight. She makes the tiniest gasp when I touch her cheek. I wrap my fist around her hair and tug. Her eyes close and that mouth parts and I don’t hold back anymore, I kiss her. Softly at first, but I feel it all the way to my feet. She moans when my tongue teases hers, and her body sinks into mine. I pull her tighter against me and she still isn’t close enough. Heaven and earth converge into this one perfect moment and I’m finally able to express all I’ve wanted to say. She yanks and my shirt is on the floor.

      It knocks the smallest amount of sense into me to feel the air on my chest. I pull away from her, chest heaving.

      She looks at me differently now; I would think it was almost reverence, if that weren’t completely ridiculous. She does this all the time—holds men under her spell. I want to kick my own ass for thinking it, but it gives me the strength I need to resist picking her up and carrying her to my bed. I don’t want to be like everyone else; I want to prove that she can trust me. She steps closer again, tentatively touching the ink on my chest. It’s too much. I told her she was safe with me and here I am like every other bastard she knows. I take her hand and kiss it, taking another step back. She presses against me until my back is against the door.

      “Soti…” Her voice is husky and raw.

      There is no hiding my desire for her. I want her. More than anything.

      I put my arms on her shoulders and gently move her away from me. Surprise washes over her and maybe a little hurt. And then it’s as if an iron gate slams shut between us, and all the emotion she’s gradually revealed over the last few weeks never happened. Her face turns into stone.

      I clear my throat. No one makes me nervous, but she sure as hell does.

      “Lili. I shouldn’t have kissed you like that…”

      She looks through me and I groan. I bend down and pick up my shirt, walking to the other side of the room while I put it on.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “Knowing all you’re going through, how vulnerable you are right now…”

      She frowns and her eyes are shining. She’s not crying. Is she? Oh, God. I move toward her.

      “Don’t say that,” she whispers. “Now you’ve just made what seemed … special … feel like nothing.”

      She turns away from me, and I move closer, putting my hand on her waist.

      “That was not nothing to me,” I tell her.

      She continues looking out the window. I’m not sure she heard me.

      “Lili?”

      She turns then and it feels like the wall crumbles to the ground with her tiny grin. “I keep wondering who you’re talking to when you say Lili—makes me sound soft and gentle … all the things I’m not.”

      I hold her chin in my fingers and lift her face up. “That’s how I see you.”

      For a second, her smile crumples and I’m afraid the tears might fall for real this time, but her hair falls into her face and she turns back toward the window.

      A phone starts ringing in my room. “Is that the phone I gave you?”

      “It must be. I haven’t heard it ring yet.”

      We walk down the hall and she picks up the phone. A weird look crosses her face. She lets it ring and eventually it stops and goes to voicemail. As soon as it buzzes, she listens to the message. Her eyes are bloodshot in her pale face.

      “It’s Jonell,” she says shakily. “I need to call her back. She says it’s urgent.”

      I nod. “I’ll give you some privacy, but I’ll be right out here if you need me.” I shut the door and pace the hallway, then I dig the crusty cigarette out of my pocket and light up.
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        * * *

      

      She looks exhausted when she comes out of the bedroom. I try to wave the smoke out of her face.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m meeting her in the morning. My mom will be with her.” She takes a deep breath. “We’ll talk about what to do next.”

      I stop pacing. “I don’t think it’s a good idea. What about the shooting? Are you sure this isn’t a trap?”

      “She said my mom will tell me what’s going on.”

      “She didn’t say more than that? How are you supposed to trust her?”

      “She said we’ll talk tomorrow.” Her voice is steely.

      “I’ll go with you.”

      “No. I can handle myself with Jonell and Alexis.”

      She walks toward the bedroom and turns to look at me over her shoulder. “I slept really well last night and I’d like one more night of that before I leave. Come sleep in your bed? You’ve shut me down twice, so that other ship has sailed.” She curls up her nose and laughs to herself. “It helps that you smoke.”

      She keeps walking but turns once more to see if I’m following. Of course I’m following. I put out the cigarette first though, because I’m not stupid. I’d follow her anywhere.
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        * * *

      

      I thought it would take a long time to fall asleep with Lili in my bed, but when we get under the covers, she curls away from me and I don’t reach out for her. I don’t trust myself after that kiss. When her breathing deepens, I roll over and fall asleep. I’m not sure how much later it is when something wakes me up. Before my eyes are open, the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. I sit up and someone is standing at the foot of the bed. I get closer to Lili and put my arm on her back.

      My eyes aren’t adjusted to the dark, but I can tell the person is slight.

      “What do you want?” I snap.

      The body moves closer to Lili and I jump across the bed, grabbing an arm. It’s a woman. She yelps. I don’t loosen my grip.

      Lili sits up and turns on the lamp. “Mother! What are you doing here? How did you know where to find me?”

      “Let go, you’re hurting me,” she snaps.

      Hell no. I don’t budge. “How did you get past security?”

      Lili rolls her eyes. “My mom can pick any lock.” She points to her mother. “But you are seriously out of line! I can’t believe you did this.”

      “That doesn’t explain security—” I trail off. They’re not listening to me.

      “I need to talk to you, Lilith,” Alexis whispers. She glares up at me. “Tell this ox to let me go.”

      Lili looks at me and I drop her mom’s arm. She plops down on the bed, still rubbing her arm.

      “It’s important that you do whatever Nico says tomorrow.”

      Lili stiffens. “I never agreed to see him. Tell me what’s really going on here.”

      “I won’t be able to go with you and Jonell, but you have to promise me, Lilith, promise me you’ll do what he says.”

      “You don’t own me anymore.”

      Her mom looks livid. And scared.

      “You need to listen to me like never before, Lilith Anne. I can’t right now, but I’ll explain, I promise.”

      “If you don’t start from the beginning, right here, right now, you can get out.” Lili’s voice is like steel.

      Their relationship is not what I expected. Lili seems calm considering her mother broke in, while my heart is still tripping over itself. The fact that they’re both alive after a fatal fire doesn’t even seem to factor into their little reunion.

      Lili clutches my pillow and looks at me. I put my arm around her. Her mother’s eyes narrow on my arm. She looks at us and then focuses on Lili.

      “Can I talk to you in private?” she hisses.

      “Whatever you need to say can be said in front of him,” Lili says. She puts her hand on my chest and tucks a little closer into me.

      This flusters Alexis. She clears her throat. “I’m not sure what’s going on here, but it ends in the morning.” Her eyes flicker to mine. “Nico’s asking you to marry him tomorrow, and you’ll say yes.”

      Lili and I both speak at once.

      “What?”

      “That won’t be possible.”

      They both look at me. I take Lili’s hand and cover it with mine.

      “That won’t be possible because we’re already married,” I say.

      Lili’s mouth drops and she quickly snaps it shut. She stares at me, a faint smile edging its way out. Alexis stands in front of us with one hand on her waist. Speechless, her face turns a mottled mix of red and white. She’s good and mad and I don’t care.

      My arm tightens around Lili and I nestle my nose into her hair. I plant a kiss there and she leans into my touch. This is the best idea I’ve ever had.

      “This is nonsense. You can’t possibly be married—how long have you even known each other?” Each word is its own bullet point.

      “Long enough to get married.” I stretch my legs out and cross them at the ankles. “I’m really glad to meet the mother of my bride, but it’s our honeymoon, and it’s the middle of the night. Why don’t we get together again when we can celebrate properly?” I lean my head against the headboard and lazily eye Alexis.

      I don’t know what in the world I’m doing, but I can’t stop now.

      She sputters. I can’t make sense of half of it, but then she chants, “Not good, not good, not good,” over and over again. She puts her hands on her head and looks at Lili. A few tears run down her face and she ignores them.

      “You don’t know what you’ve done.”

      Lili stands up and puts a hand on her shoulder. “I want out,” Lili tells her softly, “of all of it. For good.”

      Alexis grips her arms. Hard. I get up and stand behind Lili.

      “You need to go,” I say.

      “You need to go and forget you were ever here,” Lili adds.

      Alexis snorts and looks to the ceiling. She’s aged at least ten years since we turned on the light.

      “It’s only a matter of time,” she says. “You’ll never make it without me, Lilith. I’m scared for you.”

      “I’ve survived a fire and a dozen gunshots recently, Mother. I think I’m ready to give it a try.”

      Alexis shakes her head and backs out of the room. We follow her down the hall and to the door. She turns and looks at Lili.

      “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll get out of this sham of a marriage and marry Nico. This is not the time to suddenly become independent. We’ve lost everything, thanks to you.”

      “Thanks to me? You can’t blame me for the fire he started … or was that you?” Lili stops and her mouth drops open.

      “What are you talking about?” Alexis asks.

      I’d like to know the answer to that, too.

      Lili shakes her head. “The night of the fire—Nico was there that night, Mother. Where were you?’

      Alexis puts her hands in her hair and gets closer to Lili. “I’m not going to dignify that with a response. If you don’t marry him, everything will be on you, Lilith.”

      I give Alexis a little nudge in the back. “Unless you want to explain yourself and stop speaking in riddles, you need to go. Now.” I pause and Alexis’s mouth clamps shut, so I nudge her further out the door. “Nice to meet you, Ms. Fontenot. Night.” As soon as she steps far enough, I close the door behind her and lock it.

      Lili leans against the door and releases a shaky breath. I rub the sides of her arms.

      “Gather your things, let’s get out. I’ve already talked to a friend about putting in all new security. There have been kinks with what we’d already put in—obviously, if she could get in here.” I curse under my breath. “He was supposed to come later today—I’ll just ask him to come sooner. We’ll get these locks replaced first thing, put deadlocks on, and when we come back you’ll feel a lot safer.”

      She stares at me and rubs her throat, flinching as she swallows. “You don’t have to keep helping me, Soti.”

      “I’m not gonna let anything happen to you. Okay?” I put my hand on my heart. “Your middle name’s Anne?” I grin.

      “Yes?”

      I lean in closer to her. “I don’t have a middle name,” I whisper.

      “Okay?” Her eyebrows crinkle.

      “Lilith Anne Fontenot, will you marry me? I promise I will protect and cherish you, always.”

      Something between a laugh and a gag comes out. Maybe both. “You … were serious about getting married?”

      “Completely.”

      “You’ve gone mad.”

      “Yes.”

      “What—how would—I don’t even know what to say.”

      “We can be married by tonight. I know a judge who can waive the three-day waiting period.”

      “But—why? We got my mom out of here by telling her we’re married. We can just keep saying we are…”

      “Nico won’t buy it and I don’t want to hang around here waiting for him to show up for you. Say yes, and let’s get out of here and figure it out. I don’t like that your mom broke in so easily.”

      She nods. “You are so unexpected,” she whispers.

      I can see the war raging in her brain. After a long silence, she finally clears her throat. “I’ll marry you,” she says. As if we’re closing a business deal.

      I pull her forward and kiss her forehead. Her eyes close as I put my hand on her cheek. We stand there for a few minutes, just like that. The best moments.

      When she moves away, I pull a duffel bag out and put a few days’ worth of clothes inside. She doesn’t have many clothes but we stuff them in, too. It’s four in the morning, but Zed answers within two rings. He says he’ll be over within the hour, hooking up more surveillance and changing all the locks. I leave messages for JT, Miss Jez, and Miss Christine, explaining just enough.

      “They’ll be fine—I rarely miss a day, but they can run the place without me,” I assure Lili.

      We go out the back of the community center, and I lead her to my beat up ’03 Mini Cooper. I rarely drive anywhere, so it’s the first time she’s seeing it.

      She cackles. “There’s no way you fit in this!”

      “It’s surprisingly roomy,” I tell her and she laughs harder.

      She snorts when she sees the seat pushed back as far as it will go.

      “It was donated to the community center, and I got kind of attached to it.” I pick up a pile of papers and candy wrappers off of her seat. “Sorry. Full future-husband disclosure: I’m a car slob.” I give her a sideways glance. “All the time.”

      She doesn’t look at me, but she looks shy all of a sudden.

      “Think you can live with that?” I ask.

      “Since your apartment is spotless, I’m hopeful your piggish ways in the car can improve,” she says.

      “Harsh.”

      This time she can’t hold back a smile.

      “It’ll take ten minutes to get to the Causeway. We’re early enough to miss all the toll traffic.”

      When we get there, she clutches my arm. “We’re crossing the bridge?”

      “You okay?”

      “I’ve never crossed the bridge. I’m a little nervous.” She picks up the Coke and Dr. Pepper cans that have been rolling by her feet and puts them in the floor of the back seat. “I feel like I’m on a junky cruise ship.”

      I grin and tap the steering wheel. “Had I known I was getting married today, I would have cleaned the car.”

      She seems to relax and settles into the seat, staring out at the water as we cross the bridge. The silence is comfortable. When we reach the other side, she points to a thrift shop.

      “I wish they were open. I could use a few things…”

      “Let’s find a place to eat breakfast and come back. The mall is close. Would you rather go there after?”

      “Sure—I won’t be long.”

      “This is your day,” I tease.

      She gives me a look and I shut up.

      We find a Waffle House and eat, killing time until the mall opens. We head to the mall right before ten. I find a spot quickly, and she shifts in the seat, facing me.

      “Meet back here in an hour?” she asks.

      “I’ll stick close but let you do your thing. How about that?”

      She grins and I kiss her cheek. She flushes and jumps out.
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        * * *

      

      I hate shopping, but it’s an experience watching her. She’s a work of art when she’s not doing a single thing, but when she’s buzzing around the room in action, she’s a fucking masterpiece.

      She spots me and points to the dressing room. I nod and look around. Besides the girl at the counter, we’re the only ones in the store, and I seem to be making the girl nervous by standing around. Sometimes it sucks to be the biggest thing in the room.

      Miss Jez calls me boxforous, a word she swears she didn’t make up, but when I pulled out the dictionary to see what it really meant, it confirmed there is no such word. She says it’s the exact word to describe me—from what I can tell, it’s basically a bull in a china closet.

      A little shop across the hall catches my eye. It looks like a hodgepodge of new and antique girly things piled into a tiny space. Normally I’d never step foot in a store like it, afraid I’d break everything just by stepping inside, but I’m drawn to the jewelry cases. This marriage might be a farce to Lili, and I’ve told myself over and over that I’m doing this to protect her, but what man feels excited about marrying someone just to protect her? I’m all in. She needs a ring.

      A little old lady sits perched on a stool at the counter. She’s too engrossed in her book to hear my hello.

      I haven’t seen Lili wearing any jewelry, so I have no idea if she even likes it. Nothing impresses me at first—too gaudy, too fake, downright ugly—but then I see it. In the last case, tucked back in the far left corner on the top shelf, is a delicate silver band. Three small round blue sapphires divide four sets of three even smaller diamonds. It looks like Lili. We’ll worry about the size later.

      “Nice cover,” I say to the lady as I step up to the counter. A brown hand and a white hand are laced together. “It’s eye-catching.”

      “What? Oh yes. I’ve read this book six times.” She chuckles, setting the book down to see what I’m buying.

      “I don’t think I’ve read anything even three times,” I admit. “Twice is my limit, and that’s rare. Maybe I should read that one.”

      “You should. It’ll make you believe in love,” she says with a smile, “and that love is colorblind. Looks like you might already believe…”

      “You know, it’s crazy, but I think I might.”

      “Nothing worth fighting for isn’t a little crazy,” she says.
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            Chapter Nine

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I will slip marriage on and hope you’re a perfect fit.

      

      

      I have bags in each hand when Soti walks back into the store. He holds out his arms and I loop the bag handles on them.

      “Impressive. You don’t mess around. Anywhere else you need to go before we get hitched?” he asks.

      “Nope, I think I’m covered.” If I didn’t know better, I’d think we’re both excited.

      I found the perfect dress. It looks vintage, even though it’s brand new. Lacy on the top, with a scalloped V-neck and a cinched waist, it falls right above my knee. Nothing too over-the-top, but still special.

      It takes less than ten minutes to reach Judge Friend’s house. I can’t help it—I gasp when I see the place.

      “I hoped you’d like it.”

      “It’s perfect,” I say.

      The large white house has tons of windows and two long staircases coming down on either side of the wraparound porch. The grass and colorful flowers make the house stand out even more.

      “I’m glad you think so. I’ve always loved this place. I think you’ll really like the Friends too.”

      We step out of the car.

      “I can’t believe his name is Judge Friend.”

      “I know. It’s a name you don’t forget, that’s for sure. It fits them both well.”

      I look at my watch. “Can we really get married at ten fifty a.m. on a weekday?”

      “I don’t see why not.” His fingers brush against my cheek. “They know we’re coming. You still want to do this?”

      “You’re the one that needs to be sure.”

      He pulls my hips against his and twists me around until my back is against the car door. His hands rest on the roof of the car, on either side of my head. He backs away just enough to look into my eyes. Our breath mingles and he rubs his nose against mine and whispers: “Marry me. I mean it. God, do I mean it.”

      “Why?” I laugh, breathless. “I know you’re helping me out here, but you do not have to do this. Why would you?”

      “I think my whole life has been leading me to you.” His cheeks flush and I want to remember this moment forever, no matter how contrived it may be. A beautiful, kind man is asking me to marry him.

      “Marry me,” he repeats, stronger this time.

      I crinkle my face, looking at him as if he’s gone mad. Maybe I have too, because I want to say yes and never look back. I laugh again and stare at him a moment longer before ducking under his arms. I grab the bags out of the car and walk to the front door.

      “Let’s do this!”
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        * * *

      

      “Growing up, I spent a fair amount of time in the Friend home. They’re the few people who were close to my parents that I genuinely like.”

      Judge Friend walks out before we ring the doorbell.

      “Sotirios Christos. How in the world are ya?” He pounds Soti on the back. “Richard Friend, and you must be Lili Fontenot,” he says, holding his hand out to me. “Welcome.”

      “Your home is beautiful,” I tell him.

      “It’s a beautiful day for a wedding, that’s for sure.” He pounds Soti on the back again. “May is definitely the time for it. How’d you get this one to settle down?”

      We check to see which one of us he’s talking about, but he puts his arm around my shoulder and leads me into the house.

      “Karen, honey, they’re here!” he calls.

      Karen rounds the corner, smiling. She gives Soti a huge hug and then introduces herself to me, squeezing my arm.

      “I’ll get you situated upstairs, dear,” she says.

      I glance at Soti over my shoulder as I walk up the long staircase.

      “I’ll be waiting,” he says.
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        * * *

      

      I tend to not let myself appreciate a man’s beauty—get the job done, in and out, no attachment, no mutual admiration. But Soti is impossible to ignore. He looks ready to fight my battles, but with the eyes of a lamb. He’s breathtaking. I can’t tear my eyes from his as I inch down the stairs to meet him. It suddenly feels very real. We barely know each other. I can’t comprehend how he could possibly go so far as to marry me. This is the favor of all favors.

      I stop in front of him and smile. The judge stands holding a Bible, while Karen and a man I haven’t met yet stand on either side of us. Our witnesses. They’ve thought of everything.

      Judge Friend smiles at us both and clears his throat. “I was so happy to get the call from Soti asking me to marry the two of you. I didn’t have to wonder why it was so fast or why I don’t know anything about you, Lili, once I met you. It’s clear that you two are meant to be together, and we’re just happy to be a part of this beautiful day.” He nods to Karen and she smiles.

      I’m surprised everyone is taking this so seriously. I assumed Soti would fill the judge in on some of our drama, but it doesn’t seem to be the case. I know we’re just playing a part and I’m getting swept up in the idea of a romance we’re not even having, but this has been the best day of my life. I will continue my role until he won’t have me anymore. Because if I know nothing else, this much I do know: Soti Christos is worth it.

      Judge Friend quotes a scripture I’m not familiar with—John 15:13. Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends. I know Soti doesn’t love me, but the scripture reminds me of what he’s doing for me. And then the judge speaks about the many challenges that come with marriage. There is no room for jealousy or competition; selfishness needs to be set aside to make a marriage work. These concepts might sound simple to some, but to me, everything he says feels brand new. I want to remember every word.

      Finally, he looks at us and says, “Would either of you like to say anything before your vows?”

      Soti looks at me and I know he’s taken aback when I nod. His huge paw of a hand covers mine and squeezes.

      “Soti, I’ve felt terrible for throwing you into my mess of a life, but right now, in this moment, I’m just grateful that you’re pulling me into your sweet life. The little I’ve seen seems to be a beautiful, peaceful chaos.”

      He smiles at that and grips my hand tighter.

      “I can tell it’s busy and not necessarily glamorous, but full of so much good—things I’ve never come close to experiencing. I don’t know how to explain it, but being around you gives me a sense of … well-being. It’s new to me, and I want you to know that I appreciate every sacrifice you’ve already made for me.”

      I kiss his cheek and step back. He kisses the top of my hand and his eyes smile at me. He swallows and presses his lips together before he speaks.

      “Lili, something happened to me regarding you that I can’t explain without coming across as a madman.” He smiles. “It’s as if I’ve been given unique, advanced goggles to look through when it comes to you. I don’t think it’s accidental. It feels right. I see you. Really see you. Maybe not the you that everyone else sees, or the one you project. We all see your beauty, believe me. You are breathtaking every minute, and especially today, but past that I see the substance, the longing … for something true.” He swallows. “And I promise you I will not take this lightly. I vow to do my best to show you a happy life. A life of being adored, honored … a life where you never doubt my loyalty. My heart—you will have all of it, from this day forward. Always.”

      My eyes blur and I gulp, trying to soften the lump in my throat. He puts his hand on my face and my blood warms.

      “Place me like a seal over your heart, like a seal on your arm; for love is as strong as death, its jealousy unyielding as the grave. It burns like blazing fire, like a mighty flame.”

      My eyes fill. “That’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard,” I whisper.

      His finger catches the tear that falls and the look he gives me in that moment makes me feel I could endure anything if I had him by my side.

      Judge Friend has us repeat our vows after him, and I manage to get through them in one piece. Soti slips a ring on my finger.

      “It’s gorgeous,” I whisper. I’m shocked he even thought of a ring.

      I didn’t expect our wedding to feel meaningful at all—more like a perfunctory exchange—but I’ve never been more wrong.

      Soti’s words penetrated and took root in my skeptical heart. Life seems hopeful.

      Lili Christos: a new name, a new life.

      Our kiss is short and sweet, but the same fire I saw in his eyes when we kissed before is burning even brighter. And my legs are wobbly from a peck. I’m in over my head.

      ***

      Karen has prepared a delicious lunch and even a small wedding cake. I fight the tears again when I see all the trouble she’s gone to. In my world where everything comes with a price, the kindness of all the people that come attached with Soti is more than I can comprehend. My suspicious nature is set aside for the deep desire that there could be people in the world like this. If they’re not genuine, I don’t want to know.

      They try to convince us to stay a few nights—their house is big enough to still have privacy, but I don’t feel comfortable in someone else’s home. Fake honeymoon or not, it’s too much pressure to live it in front of anyone else. I’m relieved when Soti tells them we have plans.

      It’s late afternoon when we get in the car, still in our wedding clothes.

      “I really am sorry about this car. It feels wrong when you’re dressed like a goddess…”

      I laugh. “So you’re saying if I keep dressing like this, you’ll keep the car clean?”

      “Oh, no. It’s starting already, isn’t it? My life is not my own,” Soti teases.

      He takes my hand and presses his lips to the palm of my hand. I feel a flurry in my stomach and suppress the urge to climb in his lap and kiss him senseless.

      “I’ll add that to my vows,” he says. “I hereby promise to keep the car clean.”

      “You’re easy.” I giggle. “The inked knight is a softie.”

      “Don’t you dare let word get out.” He tries to glare, but can’t pull it off. “Knight?” he says under his breath and chuckles.

      We reach the end of the driveway and wave one more time before turning the corner. As soon as we’re out of sight, he pulls the car to the side of the road and shifts in his seat to face me.

      “Okay, tell me honestly … I have a few ideas, but I’m in the dark about things you may or may not like. Do you like surprises? Do you like the beach, the mountains, cabins, swanky hotels? If you’d rather be close to home, I can keep us hidden for a few days. Or we can—”

      I touch his tanned, hairy arm and he pauses.

      “I’ve never left New Orleans, ever, so I’d love to do anything that isn’t there.”

      He stares at me, wide-eyed.

      “And I do like surprises,” I add.

      “You promise to speak up if you don’t like where I take you and we can try something else?”

      “I promise.”

      “Okay, we’ll be there in a few hours.”

      “Perfect.”

      He pauses. “Anywhere you’ve always wanted to go?”

      “Carmel-by-the-Sea.”

      “In California?”

      “A client brought in pictures once. The sunsets, the beach, the quaint little town—I’ve wanted to go ever since.”

      “Carmel … I like that.” He picks up his phone. “Let’s see what the flights look like…”

      I put my hand on his and smile. “I didn’t mean today! Take me where you’ve planned. Somewhere closer than California.”

      He drops the phone into the cup holder and flips his hand over to lace our fingers together. He’s quiet for a minute and doesn’t let go of my hand even after he starts to drive.

      ***

      I give it a solid effort, but the short night we had catches up, and I sleep nearly the whole way. When something touches my shoulder, I jump, spouting gibberish.

      “Sorry to wake you, Sleepyhead. We’re here.”

      I squint my eyes and look around. A pastel-turquoise oversized cottage on stilts looms over us. Just past the house is water.

      “Where are we?”

      “Orange Beach, Alabama. If you like the place, we can stay for a couple of days. Or we can keep driving down the Gulf, if you’d rather try something different.”

      “What could be better than a pastel house on stilts overlooking the water?”

      He looks slightly relieved but still nervous. I take his hand and get out of the car. We walk up the white stairs, and at the top are two white rocking chairs.

      “One for you, one for me,” he says.

      I laugh at his sheepish grin. He unlocks the door with his free hand and we walk inside. I rush inside and if I were a squealer, I’d be going at it. White woodwork, overstuffed couches, and the tropical air with an amazing view.

      “It couldn’t be any further from Maison D’amour with all the light and coziness, and look at the water … it’s beautiful!”

      We walk to the back wall of windows and stare at the water. A private pool is situated to the left and a small lagoon that leads to the gulf is past that. A path with flowers on either side leads from the house to the beach. Without saying a word, we walk outside and down the path until we hit the sand. The sun is just beginning its descent into the water. We watch as it eventually disappears.

      He turns to me and smiles. “Perfect.”

      I tilt my head up to look at him. And then lean up and lightly touch my lips to his, one barely-there kiss.

      “Thank you for a beautiful day,” I say.

      “You made it beautiful, Mrs. Lili Christos.” He brushes the hair off my shoulder and his fingers land on my waist. “I was surprised you wanted to take my name.”

      “Figured I may as well go all the way.” I can’t look at him when I say it, afraid my face will show too much truth. “And it’s a nice name.”

      He tugs me a little closer.

      I put my hands around his neck and play with his hair, wondering if he’ll turn me away this time and testing myself to see if I can do this. Be normal. Do what normal couples do. I want to. Is this real? It feels real. He leans into my hand and studies me intently.

      When he speaks, his voice is hoarse. “I’m all in, Lili. This can go however you want. I know neither of us exactly planned on getting married today, but you won’t find me complaining.” He bends to be at eye level with me. “You hardly know me, but I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since the first time I saw you. It was long before that time I chased you down with that guy.”

      I swallow and wait for him to continue. It’s obvious he’s nervous.

      “I know we don’t know each other well, but … we’ve covered a lot of ground in a short amount of time. It feels like our souls are old friends. My heart recognizes yours.” He leans his forehead on mine.

      My eyes fill and I’m grateful we’re too close for him to notice. We stand there, breathing the same air and feeling the magnitude of this day.

      His voice sounds strained, but he keeps going. “I probably can’t continue sleeping with you and keep my hands to myself forever, but I’m willing to try for as long as you need. When that stops working, I’ll sleep elsewhere.”

      I pull my head away and roll my eyes. “You seem to forget what I’ve already … oh.” My eyes widen. “Were you … waiting for marriage? Is that why you were so willing to marry me? I don’t know why I haven’t thought of it until now. I haven’t met any virgins your age, but there’s a first time for everything. It actually makes sense now—I’ve never met a man who could actually sleep with me, so…”

      He cringes and then laughs awkwardly.

      I step back.

      “No.” He clears his throat but keeps laughing. “I never imagined I’d get you to marry me so soon.” He says it under his breath, as he turns from me and looks at the water. “I want you to trust me, Lili. Trust that I’m not like all the men who have only used you. At least I’m not that way anymore. You’re so much more than that.”

      “I knew you were different the first time I saw you,” I respond. “I hoped you were anyway. I don’t know how to do a nor—” I put my hands on his cheeks and turn him toward me, leaning in close.

      He groans before pulling me against him. “I … I need to tell you something, Lili. It’s—there’s no easy way to say it.” He pulls back and looks at me.

      And once again I wait for my bubble to burst.

      “Over six years ago, I lost my virginity at eighteen … to you.”

      Pop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Acceptance is a universal longing.

      

      

      That’s his revelation. I get tunnel vision. My mind and body freeze and I’m positive the ice I’ve tried so hard to crumble with him slowly returns to my eyes when I back up.

      “Really,” I finally say. “I would think I’d remember this,” I wave my hand toward his sculpted body, “but it never crossed my mind … even though there has been something familiar about you.” My voice breaks. “I thought it was because you’re the first man I’m comfortable with.”

      I can’t look at him.

      “I look a lot different than I did back then—I kept growing until I was at least twenty-one and the hair is—” He trails off and tugs on his hair. He reaches out to touch my arm but I back further away.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask. “Why didn’t you tell me from the very beginning? You must think I’m so disgusting that I don’t even remember.”

      “Never—I’ve never thought you were disgusting. I should’ve told you immediately, but I didn’t want you to look at me differently. I know it was wrong. I’ve felt awful about that night. You left in a hurry, crying, and I have always wanted to find you and tell you I’m so sorry. I wasn’t sure what I did, if I hurt you, or scared you, or both.”

      I look at him then, cataloging every feature. He fidgets but stays quiet as I stare at him.

      “When did you say? Six years ago?” I hate the tremor in my voice.

      He nods.

      “Were we in a room over an old carriage house a couple of blocks down from Maison D’amour?”

      “Yes.”

      I nod and look away again. I’m quiet for a long time. It’s dark, but the lights of the houses nearby shimmer against the water. The waves are soothing, despite my torment. I feel his eyes on me every few seconds, but I ignore him. I look at the water and wish a wave would come and wipe me out. I could go under and never come back up.

      He shifts closer when I finally speak.

      “I remember—only because that was the first and last time I ever cried during a job.” I glance at him and tension lines his face, even in the faint light. “There was no question, ever, what I’d be doing with my life. I’d accepted it long before then, but I wanted to graduate first. Alexis decided school was getting in the way, so she took over my education. She gave me to Nico and he kept coming back. So hope burrowed its way in. I dreamed he’d take me out of there, that he’d love me the way I loved him. That morning was a reality check, when Alexis told me Nico thought I was ready … not to go live with him happily ever after, but to start my career. I hadn’t realized until then that it was the only reason he’d been with me—she said he was her best lover, so she thought he should be the one to teach me. I’d start a full schedule the next day, and Nico would stay on the books until the end of the week … which didn’t end up being true, but I didn’t know it at the time. I was so hurt and angry, but I also wanted to do it on my own terms, so I went out and stood there until … I guess it was you … came up. I can’t believe that was you. To be honest, you could look exactly the same and I don’t think I’d remember … I was so out of it.” I take a deep breath and force myself to say the rest. “I do remember that day, though. I was trying to make peace with this being my life. I hadn’t been with anyone but Nico. I remember how nervous I was. And I do remember you were young and kind, and that … broke my heart. Made me see what my life could be like. I mean, even though you were paying for my time…” I laugh and it gets caught in my throat. He puts his hand on my arm and I don’t push it off. “I tried to pretend we were just a normal teenage couple that couldn’t keep our hands off each other.” I shake my head.

      My eyes narrow as I look up at him. “So that’s why you’re doing all this?” I exhale a long whoosh of air. “It finally makes sense. You’ve got this misguided guilt in that do-gooder heart of yours. It’s really unnecessary. You didn’t hurt me. At all. You can let it go now.” Now my laugh sounds harsh, but if I don’t laugh, I’ll cry. “We should get back in the car and annul this marriage right now. You’ve gone above your duty.”

      “Duty is the last thing I think about with you, Lili,” he cuts in. “I care about you—it’d make you run if you knew how much. And yes, I’ve had a lot of guilt thinking I hurt you. I was a mess back then and barely sober when we were together. I’m a different person now. I’ve never stopped trying to find you, but what our relationship is becoming has nothing to do with guilt. I’ve felt terrible for not telling you, but I’ve been so focused on what’s happening between us, I kept avoiding bringing the past up. I’d give anything to go back and ask you on a date that day instead of sleeping with you.”

      “It wouldn’t have done any good. I was in too deep.”

      He tilts my chin up, so I’ll look at him. “I want to right every wrong that’s ever been done to you. Not because of obligation, but because my heart burns for you, Lili—you’ve given it a reason to start beating. Marrying you today was the first time anything has felt completely right in my life.”

      I shiver and he wraps his arms around me. My eyes don’t waver from his. I put my hands on his face and the tension fades.

      “Forgive me, please?” he asks.

      “I think I could forgive you for just about anything. I still think you feel like you owe me something. You don’t, but I’m selfish enough to take it anyway.” I kiss his chin before lightly sucking his bottom lip.

      It feels so good, but he’s hesitant to kiss me back. His tongue swipes across my top lip and my brain goes blank.

      “Promise me you won’t ever do anything with me because you feel you have to. That would kill me,” he says against my mouth.

      “I promise,” I whisper. “You promise the same.”

      “Easiest promise I’ve ever made,” he says.

      This time when our lips touch, there’s no past. Only this moment. My veins feel infused with blood and flames. I’m grounded and swimming upstream all in one breath. I tremble and grip his wrists. He holds onto my face like I’m his only chance of survival. His lips are my redemption, laying claim on something in me that hasn’t been alive until now. A sob escapes my throat and he pulls back, studying my eyes.

      “Don’t stop. Please.” One of my tears falls on his finger and he kisses my wet cheek.

      “Nothing has to happen tonight,” he says, pushing my hair back.

      “Please let it happen,” I ask, standing on my tiptoes to get even closer to his mouth. “I need to know what it can be like…”

      “We have plenty of time…”

      I stop his words with my mouth. The air between us crackles. I pull his hair until his lips are right where I want them and he kisses me senseless. He picks me up and carries me inside, never breaking the kiss. Up the stairs, to a bedroom we haven’t seen yet. I’m placed on the huge bed piled with pillows. He stops and stares at me.

      If he always looks at me with such adoration, I might eventually believe in this. I wait for the feeling I always get before sex—the spaced-out zone I go inside my head and where I stay until it’s over. It never comes.

      My mind and body are tuned in and I don’t want to forget anything. I put my hand on his chest, hoping to let him know, somehow, that this is new for me. That in spite of everything I’ve done, I’ve never felt like this, never been treated this way.

      I hope he sees it in my eyes and feels it in my touch because I can’t form the words. My emotions are spilling out.

      I sit up while he undoes the buttons on my dress and carefully pulls it over my head. I unbutton his vest and shirt and set them aside. It’s hard to tear my eyes away from his ripped chest, but he tilts my chin up to meet his eyes.

      “Are you still here with me?” he asks.

      “Completely,” I whisper.

      His fingers splay out on my neck and make their way to the clasp on my bra. When he unhooks it, his eyes remain on mine and his fingers brush against my nipple, making it instantly tighten. Back and forth, his touch is feather-soft. I shiver.

      “I have to tell you one more thing and then I’m going to love you,” he says.

      Another shiver. “Okay.”

      “We’re starting out with a clean slate. Both of us. I’ve made a lot of mistakes. But in our home, in our bed, it’s just you and me for as long as you want me.” He places his hand on my heart. “No more yesterdays. Only right now and the future. Together.”

      There are things he should know, but I want to believe in what he’s saying. I need to think the past can be crushed with something brand new. My smile is wobbly and my voice shakes as I repeat: “Just you and me.”

      He nods and leans me back on the pillows while he takes in my body. And then begins the assault of my senses. He slowly, methodically, awakens every single nerve ending in my body. His eyes, his lips, his tongue, and teeth … his fingers … worship me. He takes his sweet time. I lean up on my elbows, fascinated, and watch his tongue follow a trail down my skin, until the things he does with his mouth make my head fall back on the pillow, while I thrash beneath him. The tension in me builds until I shatter and cover my hands over my face, embarrassed by how much I let go.

      He works his way back up and lifts my hand off my eyes. “Are you shy?” he asks, smiling.

      “Mmm” is all I can hum.

      “You’re perfect.”

      I shake my head. So far from perfect.

      “Let me show you,” he whispers.

      He takes my arm and holds it out, kissing down to my wrist and then fingers. Then with his fingers and mine, he trails our fingers down my skin, making me feverish when we cover all the best places.

      He hears my body perfectly, taking every intake of breath, ever whimper, as his cue. I couldn’t fake it with him if I tried. Just when I think I’m spent, he does something else to send me over the edge again. He teases and tortures, until I can’t take another second.

      “Please,” I cry.

      He knows what I want.

      With one long, hard stroke, I’m shattered. Tears roll back into my hair as I moan his name over and over, like a prayer. He holds still for a moment, while we adjust to being fused together, and then we find the rhythm that only our bodies can hear. Sweat glistens on us both, making us slick. Desperate. I can’t break away from his eyes, and I don’t want to.

      He twitches inside me. “One more time, for me.”

      I clench around him, never wanting to let him go, and we ride it out until we’re both gone.
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        * * *

      

      I sleep a dreamless sleep and wake up in the night reaching for him again. Neither of us speaks, but volumes are said, restoring pieces of myself I never knew were lost.
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        * * *

      

      An odd feeling settles over me the next morning when Soti is in the bathroom. Allowing myself to get so caught up in someone is foreign to me. The loss of control makes me itchy. Every day I know so much more, but how can I really know him after so little time? I’m not sure what to expect next. Everything is upside down.

      At Maison D’amour, when a session was over, I immediately escaped to shower, while the guy quickly disposed of the condom, got out of there, and was escorted to the door by Jonell or one of the other girls. I never had to see them afterwards. Nico was the exception to that rule, but besides seeing how many hard and fast screws we could fit in a session, most of our conversations revolved around his work at the hotel.

      I stretch out under the covers and listen to the waves outside. My skin heats all over again, thinking about the way Soti paid such attention to my body. I’ve already broken so many of my own rules. In all the years we were together, I gave Nico hundreds of blow jobs, but I can only remember a few times when he returned the favor. He’s the only one I’ve allowed to have that liberty with my body.

      Such is the life of a whore, I guess.

      Ex-whore.

      I don’t want to think about Nico, but it’s hard not to compare the only consistent relationship I had to what I feel with Soti. Can this be my life now? Being someone’s wife, especially the wife of a man like him? It isn’t something I’ve ever considered. Girls like me know better than to dream about guys like him. Even with his imperfections, he’s perfect to me. I got caught up in the romance of the wedding and then experiencing sex with him—in such a different realm of what I know—I can’t figure out how to catalog it.

      The thought flits across my brain that maybe what has been part of the generations before me could change, just like that—snap—with one split decision to trust the right person. One split decision to make a right choice instead of a thousand wrong ones.

      But no, life isn’t that simple … is it?

      My mind is going too fast. I can’t breathe. It isn’t healthy for me to think this way. Some of the things Soti said made everything feel so real—I’m in the dream state of wishing it really were—that’s what they mean by afterglow. I can’t forget that this marriage is a ruse. I need to just appreciate his help, stay in the moment, and enjoy him for as long as he puts up with me. He thinks he wants me now, but he’ll get tired of me eventually, and when he does, I’ll be glad I kept my heart intact.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Obligation is a corset, choking the life out of a perfectly beautiful body.

      

      

      He walks in, and his hulking frame instantly takes over the room. He’s wearing new boxer briefs and I have to choke down a swallow as I take him in. I didn’t really get a good look at him last night, when he so thoroughly distracted me. I knew he would look like sin, the way he filled me up and I was right. I flush, wanting him all over again. His eyes light up when he sees me ogling his body, and he gives me a shy smile. I don’t want to stop staring at him, but I do, turning to look out the window.

      He sits on my side of the bed and his fingers skim over my hair. I have the covers tucked up to my chest and tug them tighter. His hand brushes the bare skin of my shoulder and I shiver but still don’t look at him.

      “Lili?” he says quietly.

      My eyes tip to his. The lightness he had a moment ago is gone, and now there are questions in his eyes that I don’t want to answer. Concern joins his curiosity.

      “Do you … should we not have—” His voice trails off, along with his fingers. He picks up my hand and kisses it. “Are you okay? Is it … was our night okay?”

      For some reason I’m terrified I’m going to bawl. I’m wrung out, too full of too many feelings all at once. I force my face and heart to go back to neutral.

      “Of course,” I say. “Sex is the one thing I know.” But I’ve realized I know nothing. Not about the kind of sex we had. I smile anyway. He doesn’t. “Come here,” I whisper, leaning up on my elbows. “I’ll show you my specialty.”

      He stands up and rubs a hand over his face. “I—I’m sure everything you do is … fuc-fantastic. I’d just rather…” He turns and looks at me. “I think I went about this all wrong, Lili. I wanted to show you how much I…” He swallows. “I imagined you felt the same. I got all caught up in the wedding and everything. I meant it when I said I’m in this, but I’ve had more time to get used to the idea of us than you have.”

      My mask falters, along with my pounding heart. “You need to stop apologizing. I’ve turned your life upside down, and yet, here you are, still apologizing.” I sit up, pulling the covers up with me and leaning against the headboard. “I did feel—” I clear my throat. “I do want you. This is just … new for me. And unexpected. All of it.”

      He pulls the truth out of me, whether I want him to or not.

      He nods. “It’s new for me too, actually.”

      “Pfft. Yeah.” I click my tongue on the roof of my mouth. “You with someone like me. I can see how that’s a lot different.”

      His voice softens and lowers even more. “I didn’t mean anything like that. I meant … having something more than meaningless sex.”

      I look at him, surprised. For one, that what we’d just done felt meaningful to him too. But also, the obvious. “Regardless of you losing your virginity to a prostitute—you are not the only guy to do that, believe me—you really don’t seem like a one-night stand kind of guy. Or the love ‘em and leave ‘em type. At all.”

      “It’s been a while,” he says, “but yeah, that’s how I’ve been. I mean, I haven’t paid for sex since that one time…” He clears his throat. “I tried to only be with people who didn’t want a commitment any more than I did. But I’ve hurt people. Someone always wants more. It’s just never been me that did. So I took a little break from the whole scene.”

      I stare at him, waiting for him to say more. When he doesn’t, I dig. “What happened?”

      “I got tired of feeling empty,” he admits. “And bottom line—there’s nothing much lonelier than being with someone night after night that I don’t feel anything for…”

      His eyes laser in on me and my insides tighten in a painful twist. Nothing lonelier. I know. I look down and find a string to pull on the comforter.

      “So why not find a nice girl you like to settle down with?” I ask.

      “I’ve tried to focus on other things. You sort of … dropped in my lap like a present. A present that I like,” he adds, eyes smiling. “And you are a nice girl, Lili, who I’d like very much to settle down with…”

      I roll my eyes. “Not exactly a nice girl.”

      “You have the best manners of anyone I’ve ever met.” His eyebrows rise as he teases me. “You have a way better mouth on you than I do. You’re fun and smart … and so beautiful it hurts.”

      My cheeks grow hot. “I wish I could take credit, but my mother feels that excellent manners and proper grammar are vital to being a successful, high-end whore,” I bite out.

      He cringes. “Did you mean it when you said you wanted out of that life? Because I married you thinking that’s what you wanted. And I’m gonna be honest—I know we’re going about this backwards, but I’m hoping one day, you might even want me.”

      “I never thought I could get out,” I answer. “I haven’t even known to wish for that. And I never would’ve believed someone like you existed. I’m still not fully sure you do.”

      “You’re not sure I exist? Here—pinch me.” He holds his arm up. When I tug his skin between my fingers, he leans his forehead against mine. “See? Real.” His hand holds my cheek and it’s immediately comforting. “Do you think maybe we were put into each other’s lives for a reason?”

      “I never would have thought so until meeting you,” I admit, “but yesterday, the whole day, everything felt … possible. I don’t deserve any of this, but even I can see that I’m being handed something really … beautiful … in the middle of something really awful.” I look up at him and want to kiss those cushiony lips. I blink and sit back a little. “I don’t just get handed something for nothing. I don’t have that kind of luck. Everything costs something. So far, I can’t see what this is going to cost me. I can see that it’s costing you plenty, though.”

      “I don’t see it that way,” he says.

      I want to hear more, but he just smiles and I know the moment has passed for talking. He’s such a strange mixture of fearlessness and caution. Despite his loopy reasoning, it’s intoxicating to know he’d do anything for me. No one has ever put me first, and the way he seems to be treading very carefully with my feelings—the combination makes me trust him more than I want to admit.

      He leans over and lightly touches his lips to mine, still tentative. I wrap my arms around his head and dig my hands into his waves, pulling him closer. For a moment, he loses all inhibition and kisses me until my body feels like goopy honey, seeping into the bed, heavy and thick. When he pulls away and stands up, I’m disappointed and know my face shows it. I want more. Another new feeling for me.

      He kisses my forehead. “Why don’t we go find some lunch?”

      “What?” I can’t quite pull out of my haze. “Lunch? Did we sleep through breakfast?”

      “Sure did.” He smiles. “Let’s get some food in you, then maybe grab some groceries too.”

      “This is so weird. We’re married!”

      “Yep. Honeymooners.”

      “We’re not supposed to leave the bed for days on a honeymoon, you know,” I say under my breath.

      His mouth drops a little; he closes it and pauses before speaking.

      “Let’s keep getting to know each other, and if there comes a time when you want to stay in bed for days … I—” He rubs his hand over his face and groans. “I … don’t want you to think I’m only about that. Even though both times were earth shattering…”

      He leans down and lifts my chin to meet his eyes. These gentle touches he does—I’ve never known anything sweeter.

      “I’d planned on holding out longer, so you’d fall in love with my amazing personality,” he says, trying to hold back his smirk. “But who am I kidding? My body is your wonderland.”

      I cover my mouth as I let out a loud laugh. He’s smiling before he straightens again.

      “Seriously though, I’ll follow your lead. Okay? I just want to take care of you, in whatever way you need to be taken care of.” His hand lightly presses my cheek.

      “I appreciate it, I really do, but I might be in shock for a while over the fact that we actually got married.” I shake my head. “And I was your first. And we’ve had … ‘earth shattering’ sex.”

      He grins so big, I have to laugh.

      “Tell me you’re not in a little bit of shock right now!” I yelp.

      His chuckle rumbles low in his chest. “Things have a way of working out.”

      He looks at me with that adoring look again and I feel my face flush. What is happening to me?

      His hand drops to my arm and he rubs it. “I know we’ve been quiet about Nico since yesterday—I want to talk about what we’re going to do … just not today.”

      I nod. I could never talk about Nico again and be so happy.

      He lifts a thumb over his shoulder. “There’s another bathroom down the hall. I’ll hit that one and get a quick shower. Take your time.”

      “Okay. I’ll be quick too.”

      I watch him walk away, enjoying the view.
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        * * *

      

      I point out a little hole-in-the-wall seafood restaurant not too far from the house.

      “You really want to go there?” He pulls over.

      “I bet it’s delicious. It has to be, to look that bad.”

      He chuckles. “Not exactly what I had in mind, but…”

      “Pretty sure neither of us signed up for predictable.”

      “True.”

      The restaurant is nothing to look at, but it’s clean. A pile of spicy boiled shrimp, crab legs, boiled potatoes and slaw comes out on two platters. We dig in.

      “Oh my goodness, you were so right,” he moans.

      My hands are a mess, but it’s worth it. “Best crab legs I’ve ever eaten.”

      The waitress keeps coming over and chatting for long stretches. She’s friendly and curious. Soti keeps trying to get me to answer her questions, but I just smile and let him do all the talking. When the plates are finally cleared, he takes a deep breath and leans in.

      “Looks like we’re gonna have to leave to get a word in edgewise,” he says.

      I lean in too, and surprise him by reaching out and touching the scar on his forehead.

      “Tell me one thing you haven’t done yet, but you really want to do,” I say.

      “I’ve never lived with my wife.”

      I frown. “Come on. That’s cheating.”

      “How is that cheating? It’s true. I’ve … wanted to bring you home with me for a long time. Never wanted you to leave. The nights you’ve slept in my bed were just a tease.” His cheeks turn that darker shade they get when he’s nervous. “I’m … looking forward to it.”

      I narrow my eyes.

      “What are you thinking?” he asks.

      “That you’re the hardest person I’ve ever tried to read. I don’t know why. You seem so sincere…”

      He frowns. “This is me. If I don’t mean it, I don’t say it.”

      I don’t respond, just study him.

      “You do that a lot.”

      “What?” I ask.

      “Look like you’re trying to read my mind.”

      “I wish I could.”

      “I know the feeling.” He grins. “So tell me yours.”

      “My what?”

      “The one thing you’d do, if you could.”

      “Have babies,” I answer immediately. As soon as it’s out, my cheeks flame. “I can’t believe I said that out loud.”

      He reaches across the table and traces circles on the top of my hand. “Are you not able to have children?”

      I clear my throat and grip a napkin. “As far as I know I can—I’ve been on birth control for a long time and have never had sex without a condom, so there haven’t been any scares. It just … wouldn’t make sense to bring a baby into my life.” I gasp and look at him in panic.

      “What?”

      “I didn’t bring my pills! I’ve never forgotten to take them, ever.” I put my head in my hands. “I didn’t even think about it until this minute!”

      “Hey—things were crazy when we left. It’s okay. We used condoms.”

      He laces our fingers together, but I can’t bring myself to look at him. He shakes my hand until I do.

      “Thank you for telling me what you want. I’d like a family, too.”

      I can’t even answer, I’m so embarrassed.

      “How many kids should we have?”

      I roll my eyes. He laughs.

      “I’m serious,” he says, just as our waitress comes back.

      I focus on the waitress, who asks if we need anything else.

      “I’m trying to convince her to have my babies,” he tells her, still looking at me.

      I giggle and pull my hand away.

      “Girl, if I’s you, I’d take him up on that, like, yesterday.” She puts her hand on her hip and stares Soti down. “Look at him!” She waves her hand emphatically in my direction. “And look at you! Y’all are gonna have some pretty babies.”

      We laugh and I mumble about Miss Jez under my breath. I put my hands on my icy glass and then on my cheeks, trying to cool off.

      “You’re adorable,” he says. “A conversation about having my baby has you more flustered than when someone tried to kill you.”

      I laugh and shrug. He’s right. “Hey, I’m shocked I’ve lived this long. I’ve always had one eye looking over my shoulder, knowing the life I live will catch up with me eventually. A husband and a baby have never been a consideration. I’ve never seen that coming.”

      “Well, let’s change that, starting right now.” He grins and I die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          SOTI

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One day with you is better than a thousand tacos.

      

      

      “Would you like to find some live music? Take a walk? Sky dive? Swim?” I ask after we’ve unpacked the groceries.

      I hate grocery shopping, but she even makes that fun.

      She laughs. “So many choices. A swim sounds nice,” she says.

      The thought of her in a tiny bikini immediately puts my head in the gutter. I try to get a grip. She wiggles her eyebrows like she can tell what I’m thinking. I’m so screwed.

      “All right. I’ll check in with JT and Zed and be right out.”

      Both JT and Zed assure me everything is running smoothly. Zed has finished installing new deadbolt locks, security cameras, and a better alarm system than our previous one.

      “It’s ready for ya,” he says before we hang up.

      I thank him and breathe easier knowing I’ll be taking Lili back to a safer place. JT doesn’t have any news for me, just keeps reiterating that I need to enjoy my time away. I don’t tell either one of them we got married. I’m not sure how everyone will take the news. Before Lili, I’ve never even brought a girl to the community center, preferring to keep that part of my life completely separate. I chuckle to myself at the thought of bringing a wife home, but it quickly dies in my throat. A wife.

      I allow myself a few minutes of internal panic. I knew it would come eventually, and it hits me with a punch. I’m already in too deep. It scares me how much I want this, how much I see forever with her. I count backwards from fifty, breathing slowly. Our paths were designed to intersect—that’s the only way I can make sense of this. I forced the issue a bit, bailing her out of jail and bringing her home with me. And being on the hunt for her all these years … it makes me sound like a man obsessed. Maybe I am. Maybe she’s the only reason I haven’t been able to commit to anyone—I’ve spent all this time consumed with her. I can still picture her in that bed, that very first time, and the way her vulnerability gripped my chest so tight. It’s always been her.

      Sleeping with her last night took it to the rawest level. I should have waited for her to actually reciprocate feelings for me before going there, but there are times when I imagine that she already does.

      I’m doing the right thing by protecting her. I won’t let her live in fear of Nico, or anyone else, for that matter. If it costs me everything to do it, it will be worth it. I exhale an unsteady breath and splash cold water on my face.

      She’s already swimming by the time I venture outside. The sunlight casts an indigo shade to the water, and when she comes up to take a breath, her eyes glow the same color. Her skin looks especially luminous against the water and her dark swimsuit.

      “You coming in?” she asks.

      I want to devour her, but I don’t say that. I hope my eyes don’t look too wolfish when I look at her. I’m fighting a constant battle to show her, and myself, that I’m not like every other hot-blooded pervert who looks at her, but my body betrays me. My heart confuses me. It’s foolish to be in love with her, but I can’t deny the fact that I never want to be without her. I want to give her every luxury. Worship her mind and body and never let her doubt my … love.

      Fuck. I put both hands on top of my head.

      “Soti?”

      I blink and focus on her. I don’t have time for fear. She comes first.

      It’s all about her.

      I give her a shaky smile and she returns a faint one. I kneel down and sit in front of where her arms are resting on the tile. The water splashes as I put a leg on either side of her.

      Her hands drag leisurely up my legs until they reach my waist, and then she pulls hard, until I slip in the water with her. Her smile is full of mischief. My chest might cave in, it’s pounding so hard.

      “There. Doesn’t it feel good in here?” She puts her arms around my neck and wraps her legs around my waist.

      I grip her thighs, drawing her closer. “Like heaven,” I mutter.

      Her hands dig into my hair, as she leans in and gives me the barest whisper of a kiss. Her eyes seem shy, but then she traces my bottom lip with her tongue. She smiles when it becomes obvious just how much her touch controls me.

      “I like you, husband,” she whispers.

      “I like you, too, my wife,” I whisper against her lips.

      Our kiss deepens and I can’t tell if she’s trembling or if it’s me. Our hands are everywhere at once. My tongue twists with hers like it has finally found its favorite place. Our bodies leave no room for doubt. She engraves her name on my heart; I know exactly when it happens. She leans back just long enough to look in my eyes, as if checking to see if this is real. What she sees there reassures her, and we both shake with the knowledge of it. Two lost souls, found.

      I don’t venture from her lips for the longest time. I could kiss her for an eternity, and hope to, but our bodies crave more. Eventually I carry her out of the pool and lay her on the canopy daybed next to the water. Then I make sure I don’t miss an inch of her body.

      She writhes under me, impatient and greedy. I continue tormenting her with my mouth, heady with the power her whimpers give me. She begs me for more and I wait until I don’t think I can stand another second. I slowly lower into her and we both let out a relieved breath when I sink all the way in. When I lean over her, she looks like an angel. But I go completely still when I see that her face is wet with tears.

      She cried earlier when we kissed but begged me not to stop. This time it’s more than a tear or two.

      I lean on my elbows and wipe her tears. They keep falling. I try to lift off of her, but she clutches me tightly.

      “Talk to me, love.” I brush her hair out of her eyes.

      She draws a long, shuddering breath and licks her swollen lips. Her face scrunches up and she lifts her head to nestle into my neck. I’m shocked to hear her weeping. She won’t let go of me, so I hold her and whisper, “It’ll be okay,” even though I’m not sure it will be. When she quiets, I pull back just enough to look in her eyes. She has a wobbly smile.

      I kiss her forehead and cheeks and feel another tear meet my lips. I don’t know what to do, so I just keep stroking her hair. She puts her hands on either side of my face and blows out a deep sigh. Her mouth parts, like she’s going to say something and I wait, barely breathing.

      “I’ve … never … felt … like … this,” she chokes out. “So h-happy.” She gasps as another sob comes out. “Sorry!” She rolls her eyes and covers her face.

      My eyes fill even as I laugh. “You make me happy too.” I lift her hands and put them back on my face. “We deserve to be happy. Do you believe that?”

      She blinks and nods, her eyes never leaving mine. “I want to … I want to believe it.” Her voice gets higher as she says the last words and I kiss the new tears. A breeze blows the canopy curtain into us and she shivers.

      I pick her up. “Hang on tight.”

      When we reach the bed, I sit and lean against the headboard, still holding her. I pull the comforter over us. Her fingers tickle my chest and her tears are drying up.

      “I’m sorry for losing it. Worst timing ever, huh?” she says.

      “Don’t be sorry. It’s all been a whirlwind.”

      “Is it crazy that I feel completely peaceful, with all the junk going on at home?” she says. “I know it’s not over. Yet here I am, lost with you, and it feels … perfect.”

      I pick up her hand and run my fingers over each long, slender finger. Every part of her is graceful.

      “I’m glad you feel safe with me.” I kiss her fingers.

      “I’ve never been kissed the way you kiss me.” Her voice is timid. “It … gets to me in a way I didn’t expect.” She buries her head in my chest. “I want you to know, with you, I forget … I don’t think about…” She stops and shakes her head. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” She repeats my line, laughing. Her eyes skirt away. “It’s like magic. You make everything new.”

      “Together, we’re magic,” I tell her, grinning. I put my hand on her heart. “What’s in here speaks to what’s in here.” I put both of our hands on my heart.

      She laughs. “That’s another thing. I’ve never brought out the mush in someone. The sleaze, yes, but not the cheese.”

      I turn and have her on her back in seconds. I nip her ribs with my teeth and she howls, pushing me away.

      “You making fun of my mushy side? Huh?” I taunt, leaning over her. I find her ticklish spots and am relentless.

      She laughs until she can’t breathe and holds up a hand. “I like it! I like it.” She catches her breath. Her face grows serious as she looks at me. “I love it,” she says, pulling my face to hers.
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        * * *

      

      Her eyes hold a thousand secrets, threatening to spill over; I want to unlock each and every one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Let’s fall headlong into our own tsunami.

      

      

      We sleep in the next morning. I wake up smiling, thinking about our night. We didn’t drift off until after four a.m. I ache in all the best ways. Just thinking about him, my chest dips. He’s a dream.

      I hear his voice in the other room. He must be on the phone.

      “I think we’ll stay another day. Maybe two.”

      He chuckles and curses under his breath.

      “You have no idea.”

      “Listen, Zed, I need you to look into something. Right away. Nico Santelli. There’s a history between them.” He clears his throat. “There was a fire. Nico was apparently there that night. Couple days later, Lili’s getting shots fired at her in broad daylight. Then all is quiet and her mom shows up out of the blue and says she has to marry Nico. None of it makes any sense.”

      He pauses and is louder when he responds. “Lilith Fontenot. And very. So you do know her.” He sighs and I cringe.

      I wonder if I’ve slept with Zed.

      “I’ll tell you more when we get back. Can you do this for me? I’ll pay double.” He groans. “No, and I don’t want one either.”

      Quiet.

      “Yeah, understood. And thank you. Okay, man. I’ll keep in touch.”

      I hear him start the shower and eventually fall back to sleep. He’s leaning over my pillow with a note when I open my eyes. I squint then focus on him, leaning up on my elbows.

      “I remembered something about the fire.” My voice is thick with sleep. “Well, I think I did, anyway. I think Kell was there—Bentley’s—”

      I realize my mistake too late and stop talking.

      “Who are Kell and Bentley?” He sits on the bed and I fall back on the pillow.

      “Oh, just a client and his wife. It’s not a big deal.” I gnaw the inside of my cheek, kicking myself for opening my mouth.

      “Where was she?”

      “Across the street. I haven’t thought about it since then, but I keep dreaming about that night. The details were sharper in this one.”

      “And this Bentley? He wasn’t with her?”

      “No.”

      “Do you have a history with her? She knows about you?”

      “The first time I’ve seen her was the day of the fire. I didn’t think she knew about me, but after that day, I’m sure she did.”

      “Come here.” He reaches for me. “We’re gonna figure this out. I’ve already called Zed this morning. I’ll tell him about Kell, too.”

      My arms rest on his shoulders as I tickle his back. “I overheard you with Zed. I don’t want you getting into this, Soti. It’s too dangerous. I’m already nervous about what could happen to you, just by association…” I kiss his shoulder. “Nothing can happen to you. Understand?”

      He pulls my head toward him and kisses the tip of my nose. “I can handle myself. Don’t worry about that. You feel up to breakfast? We could go to that cafe we saw last night. And I want to hear anything else you remember.”

      I tug his hair and get out of bed.

      “God, your skin.” He runs his fingers down my lower back and over one cheek, squeezing. “You make my mind cloudy,” his voice is low. “I wish I were artistic, so I could capture you in this exact moment. Perfection,” he whispers.

      I smile over my shoulder, catching him gawking. “The things you say. I’ll never get used to it.” I lean down and kiss him.

      He wraps my legs around his waist and pulls me on top of him. We get lost in each other for who knows how long.

      “I have no control with you,” he says later. “I need to give you a break. I have good intentions, but when you kiss me like that, nope … lose my mind.”

      “I like it when you lose control. Makes it feel like you mean it.”

      “I promise you I mean it,” he says, kissing me.

      After my shower, he’s watching the waves outside our window as I get dressed. I come up behind him, my wet hair sticking to his shirt as I put my arms around him.

      “You okay?” I ask.

      He stiffens. And then turns to face me while backing us away from the window.

      “Someone’s out there,” he whispers. “Leave everything. Let’s get to the car.”

      I break loose and grab my wedding dress, lying on the chair by the bed. “I’ll leave everything but this,” I say.

      “I’ll buy you another one.”

      “But it wouldn’t be this one,” I whisper.

      He nods, tucking me behind him as we rush into the living room. He curses the floor to ceiling windows that could expose us. We run through the kitchen, down the steps to the garage and get in, breathing hard. He quickly backs into the driveway. A man jumps out and bashes the windshield with a club. Glass rains all over us and the dashboard. I duck and shriek. He swerves and puts his foot to the floor, reversing all the way down the driveway. The guy runs to the front and just as Soti puts the car in drive, the guy fires his first shot. And then another. And another. They ding off the car.

      “You okay?” he yells, zipping around cars going too slow.

      “Yes,” I yell, terrified. “Faster!”

      “You see someone behind us?”

      “Not yet.”

      We speed down the road, ignoring the ocean views and only watching the rear view mirrors. I breathe a little easier when we reach the highway.

      “I think if they’re following, we lost them,” I say.

      I begin picking the shards of glass out of his hands and face.

      “You think they were watching us the whole time?” I ask.

      I pluck a deep shard out of his hand and he flinches.

      “Sorry!” I blow on the cut and throw the glass in the Dr. Pepper can.

      “I didn’t notice anyone following us yesterday. I mean, we were preoccupied, at least I was, but … I think we would have felt something. Maybe not,” he rambles. “Or maybe they’re watching my credit card. I used it for the cottage and at dinner last night.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Did you recognize either one of them?” he asks.

      “No.”

      We’re quiet for a long time, both deep in thought. The road whizzes by us in a blur.

      “I’ve been meaning to ask you—when I picked you up at the police station, who were you running from that day?”

      “Nico has a fleet of black Lincoln town cars. I didn’t see him, but it looked like one of his across the street.”

      “And you saw it the day you were shot, too?”

      “I’m not positive. It was black, but it all happened so fast, and I didn’t wait around to get a better look.”

      He looks in the rear view mirror. “Gamoto! Watch that blue car. Does it seem like it’s gaining on us?” He switches lanes and goes faster.

      “Yes! They’re getting closer!”

      “Gamoto!” he mutters.

      “What are you saying?” I yell.

      “They’re pissing me off!” He yells back, giving me the general idea. “Hang on.”

      I’m surprised his car is hanging in there. Somehow she kicks in and finds her stride.

      “That’s it,” he whispers, patting the steering wheel. “Grab my phone and call Zed. He’s the last person I called.”

      When it’s dialing, I put it on speaker and hold it close to him.

      Zed answers on the second ring. “What’s up?”

      “We have two guys, maybe more, chasing us by car. Not far from Mobile. Is Mitchell still there?”

      “I knew you needed a gun! No, Mitchell’s long gone. Lose them. You think there’s a tracker on the car?”

      “I’m not sure,” he admits.

      “First chance you get, check. Then get to my place and we’ll figure out the next move.”

      He hangs up and looks at me.

      “I haven’t seen them for a few minutes.”

      He blows out a breath. “I’ve done so many things wrong. Why the hell didn’t I bring enough cash to cover everything? This piece of crap car. I need a cigarette, dammit! Of course, I didn’t pack those in my attempt to impress you. I promised to protect you and managed to lead them straight to you. If it were just me I’d be out of this car so fast, daring them to fight it out, man to man. Fucking coward’s way—hiding behind a gun.”

      He pounds his fist on the steering wheel.

      The miles whiz past. Neither of us speaks. I glance behind us every few seconds then at Soti, like a record needle stuttering over the same phrase.

      “I want to kick their scrawny asses for scaring you,” he yells. “And I want to make the bastards pay for interrupting our honeymoon. Just when we were … gamoto…”

      “Is that their car? Five or six cars back?”

      “I can’t tell for sure,” he says.

      But he knows it is. He presses the pedal as far as it will go and passes a handful of cars.

      It takes forever to get to the Causeway, but I see the end in sight. They’re on the bridge with us, just too far back now to see. Once we finally get off, the streets are familiar. He pulls around the back of a gas station and stops the car.

      “What are you doing?” I’m terrified.

      “I need to make sure we don’t have a tracker on the car.”

      “Hurry,” I plead.

      He checks every possible hiding place and the car is clean. I lean my head back on the seat and close my eyes.

      “All clean.” He shifts to reverse and the car chokes, shakes, and dies. “Skata!” He lets the engine sit for a minute and tries again. Nothing. He shoots off another long string of words I don’t know then reaches over and pulls my wedding dress out of the backseat. “We can get a cab a block over. That’s better anyway.”

      I take his hand when we reach the back of the car and we run toward Saint Charles Avenue. I spot a cab on the corner across the street and we stand with a crowd of people waiting to cross. I recognize the car as it drives slowly through the intersection, both guys searching for our car. We duck behind a group of tourists and walk with them as the car moves further away from us. I drop Soti’s hand and put my arm around his waist, holding onto his belt loop. When we reach the cab, we climb in the back and I turn into his chest, hiding my head in his neck.

      “Camp Street, please,” he tells the driver.

      He wraps his arms around me, holding me close. Our breathing slows, as he slides his hand through my hair and watches the thick strands glide through his fingers. He draws circles on my back with his other hand, and I take huge, gasping breaths of air every few minutes until I calm down.

      “We’re almost there, Lili. Almost there,” he whispers.

      I’ve made a terrible mistake. I should’ve never married Soti … and the first chance I get, I’m leaving.

      In the meantime, I’m like a koala wrapped around him.

      He doesn’t take his eyes off the street, looking for anyone who seems suspicious. Nothing seems out of the ordinary around Zed’s house.

      Soti pays the driver and we hurriedly walk to the door. A guy I would’ve thought was the best looking guy I’d ever seen, until I saw Soti, opens it before we knock. I’m almost positive I’ve never slept with him. When the door is closed behind us, he looks us over, gives as much of a smile as he seems capable of, and pounds Soti on the back. He must be Zed but no one says, and I don’t bother asking.

      He looks me over and nods. Fortunately, I’m not getting any vibes from him that we’ve been intimate. My shoulders relax.

      “Been a long time,” he says, shaking Soti’s shoulder.

      “Too long,” Soti answers. “You’re looking good.”

      He motions for us to sit down. We keep standing and he shrugs and leans against the wall. “You’ve got some serious fuckers on your tail. I haven’t gotten close to the bottom of it yet. Have you?” He looks at Soti for a moment, but then focuses on me.

      I flush but don’t say anything. I want to know what Soti’s thinking. And why hasn’t he introduced us? My face grows warm. He must be embarrassed of me.

      Soti clears his throat. “I wish I knew, Zed.”

      “Don’t know what you’re plannin’, but if I were you, I’d lay low for a while,” Zed says. “You’re welcome here for as long as you need.”

      “Thanks, man. I appreciate it.” Soti looks at me, but I keep my eyes on the floor. “Mind if we take a minute and catch our breath—figure out what we’re gonna do?”

      “Take your time. You’ll have more privacy back here.”

      We walk down a short hallway, into a bedroom. Zed closes the door behind him as he walks out.

      Soti puts his hands on my shoulders, rubbing down my arms. I don’t move. I don’t want him to stop touching me, but I still can’t look at him.

      “Are you breathing any easier from our little car chase?” He pulls me closer. I stiffen and don’t hug him back.

      “Yeah.”

      “Talk to me. Where’s your head right now?” He tilts my chin up.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Doesn’t feel fine,” he says.

      “We don’t have time for this,” I snap, pulling away. “We need to figure out what we’re doing.” I glance at him in time to see his wince.

      He nods. “Okay. My vote is, we stay here for a few days while Zed watches the community center. If anything suspicious happens over there, we either stay put or find another safe place, but if it’s quiet, we sneak back in over there. He has it so secure now, I don’t think anyone can get through, but I want to be sure they’re not trying in the meantime. I’ll run that by him and see what he thinks, but…”

      “Whatever … okay.”

      “Are you upset with me?”

      I turn away. “No.”

      “I don’t believe you. What did I do?” He moves in front of me again. His hand strokes my cheek as he leans his forehead against mine.

      “Just stop,” I cry, pulling away. “We can both stop pretending now.”

      I turn and stalk to the door. He moves behind me and hesitates before putting his hands on my shoulders. I go completely still.

      “Lili?” He breathes. “Talk to me.”

      “You’re ashamed of me,” I whisper.

      “What?” He backs up and turns me around. “Not even a little bit.” He picks up my hands. “What did I do to make you feel that way?”

      “It’s nothing. I know what I know.”

      “No. You’re completely wrong here. I’m in awe of you. And I’m not pretending, Lili. Well, that’s not true. The only pretending I’m doing is acting like I’m calm and not madly in love with you already.”

      I gulp and stare at him.

      “You didn’t even introduce me to Zed, not really. And you left out the dirty little secret of us getting married, even though you’ve been all about it up until we got here,” I say.

      He shakes his head before I finish talking. “No, I just didn’t want to make you uncomfortable. I want to tell everyone we’re married, especially everyone at the community center. Zed, too. It might take everyone a while to catch up though, right? I promise you I’m exactly where I want to be. I mean, I don’t want guys with guns chasing us, but…”

      I shrug.

      “Stop shrugging. It hurts my feelings,” he says.

      I can’t help but smile.

      He kisses me. I’m reluctant at first, but then my arms go around his waist and I kiss him back until we’re both breathless.

      When we pull apart, he bends to whisper in my ear. “I don’t think you’ve realized yet that I’m in this for keeps. What can I do to prove it? So you’ll believe it—I mean really believe it.”

      A dog barks in the other room and I jump, but my eyes never leave his. I grip his shirt in my fists.

      “I don’t know how I will ever really believe it.”

      “Please tell me you’ll try,” he pleads.

      “There’s no way of knowing who my dad is, and you’ve had a small taste of what my mother is like. She’s given me to every man who has walked through our doors, as long as he paid. Men use me up and I let them. And now someone wants me dead.” My gaze stays fixed on a spot just over his shoulder. “We should part ways here, right now, before you get hurt any further.”

      “I’m not leaving you, Lili. I wish I could wander through your mind and heal every single bad memory.”

      “I’m a hazard and a throwaway,” I tell him. “That’s the truth. You’ll realize it eventually. I’m saving you the time by cutting you off here.”

      “I will stay in this room forever if I have to, if it means getting through to you. I’m standing right here, fighting for you. You’re not a throwaway, and I don’t care if you’re a hazard, you’re my wife now. You’re also no one’s property, least of all mine, but I’ve never come close to marrying anyone, and I happily put my ring on your finger.” He shifts, so I can’t look away from him if I tried. “Getting away from Nico might have been your excuse for marrying me, but I didn’t have any excuses, only dreams coming true.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek and try not to smile. Finally, it breaks out and I sputter a laugh. “You say the corniest things.”

      “You are putting my ‘non-existent’ ego through a paper shredder while I’m pouring my heart out.” He pulls me closer. “Do I look like a sap to you? Do not answer that. Hell no. I’m in this!” He nuzzles my neck. “You’ve got me saying sappy skata and meaning it!”

      “Time will tell,” I say.

      “I don’t like that ominous tone in your voice, but yes, time will tell.”

      “What is skata?” I ask.

      He busts out laughing and tries to smooth the deep V in my brows. “I told you Miss Jez has me trained—even when she’s not around, I’m trying to keep the dirty words in Greek to avoid her taking a strap to me. And you still think I have a sailor mouth. Here I thought I was doing so well. You’re too observant, Mrs. Christos.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hand me your candy-coated heart.

      

      

      Zed knocks on the door an hour later. Soti and I stretched out on the bed after we talked and I fell asleep with my head on his chest. I fade in and out of sleep to his hands playing with my hair, and I will away thoughts of losing him.

      He lifts my leg off of his and shifts a pillow under my head. I pull the pillow tighter and try to keep sleeping. I’m not ready to face any of this. But sleep evades me without my human pillow.

      I lay there for a while, then open the door and walk into the hallway. I shouldn’t eavesdrop, but I do.

      “I set up a phone call with Nico.” His voice is so low, I lean closer to the doorway to hear him.

      “How did you manage that?” Soti sounds surprised. “How are we going to keep him from finding us?”

      “It wasn’t that hard. He wants the girl,” Zed says calmly. “The call will be untraceable. I’ll talk to him, find out why she’s so important to him.”

      “Let me talk to him. I’m sure he already knows about me and if he doesn’t, it’s time he’s made aware. We’re married, Zed. I … married her.”

      I wish I could see Zed’s expression. It’s quiet for a couple of minutes.

      “I don’t even know who you are right now,” he finally says. “What the ever lovin’ … start from the beginning.”

      Soti goes for it. From our first time—I’m still having trouble processing that he’s the boy I chose to be my first customer—to the time he saw me again, to bailing me out of jail, to my mom’s visit, to our honeymoon…

      I want to hear him talk about us forever. He makes us sound like a beautiful love story instead of the twisted tragedy we really are.

      “I know it’s too soon and ridiculous—I know all that—but I want to be with her. You know me, Zed. I don’t get involved like this—I don’t do relationships. There’s something about her. I need her and she needs me. I want to do right by her, take care of her … prove that she’s worth every ounce of good I can offer. I want to give her … everything.” He runs out of breath and pauses, and I nearly go through the door and crawl in his lap to thank him for meaning even half of that.

      “Well, shit,” Zed says. “Looks like she found the right man to captivate.” His voice is equal parts laughter and sarcasm. “Be careful, my friend.” The smile leaves his voice and my heart starts pounding. “If anyone can turn someone’s life around, it’s you. I’ve seen you do it countless times. I’ve also seen a lot of beautiful women’s hopeless attempts to catch you. How this one managed, I’ll never—”

      I don’t give him time to say another word. Spying time is over. He looks over his shoulder and Soti glances up. I walk into the room and lean against the wall.

      Soti walks over and takes my hand. “I told him we’re married.”

      I glance at Zed.

      “Congratulations to you both,” he says.

      “Thank you,” Soti and I murmur at the same time.

      I’m grateful he leaves it at that.
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        * * *

      

      “I wish you hadn’t done this,” I say, when they tell me about the phone call. “It needs to be me who calls him.”

      “No, I don’t want you talking to him ever again,” Soti says. “He tried to kill you.” He looks to Zed for backup, but Zed is watching me. “Zed, tell her.”

      “I think it’d be best if I talked to him, but if we record the conversation and you don’t pull any tricks with us…” Zed’s voice trails off.

      I flush and Soti squeezes my hand. “I’m not pulling any tricks. We just don’t know it was him. I really don’t think he’d ever hurt me,” I say softly. I picture Bentley’s eyes the last time I saw him and shudder. “I think we need to stay quiet and let him forget about me for a while.”

      Bentley’s words keep running through my mind. The Santellis never let anything go. He’s obsessed with you. I saw him murder someone—I think that’s why Nico won’t leave me alone at this point. He wants to ensure that I keep my mouth closed. As for why he came back into my life before the fire, I’m still confused, but I’m desperate to hold onto any time I can keep with Soti. Maybe if I assure Nico I’m not going to tell anyone what I saw … maybe he’ll have mercy on me and let me walk away. It’s a delicate line to balance: to remind him of our past and also reiterate that we have no future.

      “Don’t give him any indication of where we are. Try to find out what he wants and get off quickly.” Soti kisses my hand.

      “I can do that.”
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        * * *

      

      I’m shaking as I dial the number, but I close my eyes and do my best to relax, hoping he doesn’t hear the shakes when he answers.

      “Hello?”

      “Nico? It’s Lilith.”

      “Why did you run from me, Lilith?” I hardly recognize his voice. He sounds like a stranger—it’s time I realize that’s all he is to me. “You’ve made all of this much more complicated than it needed to be.”

      “Why did you try to kill me?” As much as I try, the quiver is still in my voice.

      “You should know by now that if I tried to kill you, you would be dead,” he says with a chuckle and I start sweating. “If you prolong being with me, it might come to that.”

      “Why now, Nico? We haven’t been together in so long. I’m not coming back,” I sputter.

      “I know your mother told you about the marriage arrangements. I’m simply trying to collect you.”

      “By sending guys to shoot me? That doesn’t exactly win me over.”

      “I don’t need anyone to do my dirty work, Lilith … as you witnessed with Bentley. What I do need is for you to stop being so childish and agree to this marriage before it’s too late.”

      “What happened to you? Have you always been this heartless?”

      “I gave my heart to a child and she threw it in my face, so you’ll forgive me, if yes, I am a heartless fucker. You made me this way, mia piccola puttana.”

      “You can’t put this on me, Nico. I begged you—begged you—to get out. To take me with you. Instead, I found out you were responsible for half the murders in the Quarter … and that you’d slept with half the women, too.” My voice catches and a tear rolls down my cheek. I hurriedly wipe it off before Soti and Zed see. My hurt needs to stay dead and buried.

      “What, I couldn’t play too?” he scoffs. “You knew you mattered to me where it counted. I would’ve married you back then, if you hadn’t thrown your little fit. Stella meant nothing. It’s always been you, always will be.”

      “You’re too late. Didn’t my mother tell you? I’m already married! What made you think I’d ever marry you?”

      Silence.

      “Hello?”

      “Why are beautiful women always such fools?” He sighs. “Such a waste of beauty.” He blows air into the phone and my blood churns. “I will make sure no one touches you, Lilith Fontenot. I need you alive. We will be watching. But I promise you, when the time is right, nothing will stop me from taking what is mine. You were always going to be mine. Nothing’s changed. You’re just prolonging the inevitable, and you will pay for that, trust me.”

      “What do you mean? What is inevitable?” I snap.

      The line goes dead.

      Soti and Zed are both watching me. They heard everything, and I can see the skepticism on their faces.

      “I have no idea what he’s talking about,” I say, putting my head in my hands. No one says anything for a while and when I look up, their eyes are still on me. “I don’t. You’re looking at me like you don’t believe me, but I’m just as clueless as you are about what he wants.”

      “He wants you, that much is clear,” Soti says, looking at Zed.

      “Don’t look at him. He doesn’t know me.” I can’t stop the bitterness from leaking out. “You barely know me either, Soti, but why would I lie to you? I have no reason to. I never asked you to do any of this!”

      “No one is saying you’re lying. I believe you,” he says, moving next to me. He pulls me into his side. “We’re just trying to figure this out. Do you think it’s possible Nico wasn’t the one behind the shootings?”

      “I have no idea who was behind the shooting. I know Nico is capable of it, but why would he want to marry me if he’s already tried to kill me? It makes no sense.”

      “You seem to have a way about you—you got this guy to marry you. Before today I would’ve never believed that was possible either,” Zed says, trying to read my mind with his soulful eyes.

      I turn around and leave the room before I bash their too-good-looking-for-their-own-good faces together.
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        * * *

      

      I fall asleep hearing them continue to strategize in the other room. My mother is the only person I’ve ever tolerated making plans for me, but I’m too tired to put up a fight. I’ve already decided to trust Soti. I don’t really have anything else to lose.

      I wake up to Soti coming in the bedroom and softly shutting the door behind him. Once he gets in bed, his arm wraps around my stomach and his chest feels warm against my back. I take a deep breath, and the second before I drift off again, I think: it’s all been worth it. The fear, losing everything, being completely misplaced—to feel this right now—whatever this is … I would go through it all again to be with him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next morning I wake up and stare at Soti sleeping. His body looks like a Greek god carved into granite, but his face and the slight smile even when he’s sleeping softens all the hard edges. I reach over and grab a piece of the cinnamon candy I left on the nightstand, popping it in my mouth while I enjoy the freedom to watch my husband as openly as I want.

      He stirs and opens one eye, looking right at me. Caught.

      “You okay?” he asks. His hoarse voice makes my stomach tumble over itself.

      I nod.

      “Mmm, you smell good,” he says, smiling. His mouth opens slightly and I put a piece of the hard candy on his tongue. “I’d rather have yours. Come here.” He leans his forehead onto mine and winds his fingers through my hair. “Good morning.”

      “What do you think about going back to your place today?”

      “I think it’s too soon.”

      “I have no idea what to do anymore, but I don’t want to keep stalling your life. Whatever Nico’s going to do, I’d rather just get it over with and live our lives, now. He says he needs me alive, so I don’t think I’ll be dying anytime soon.”

      He puts his arms around me and kisses my forehead. “It’s not stalling my life when we’re together. And I am not letting you die, ever. Don’t even talk like that. I just found you. You can’t go anywhere.”

      I don’t tell him Nico usually gets exactly what he wants; I just didn’t realize until now that I’m what he claims to want. Instead, I lean into his kiss.

      “I guess we do have as much security coverage there as we could possibly want. Trouble is, whoever is after you will know you’re back. Unless we keep a low profile, which we can do for a while, see how it goes. We could continue the honeymoon over there,” he says, grinning.

      “I don’t see you really having time for a honeymoon at the community center. Seems pretty busy to me,” I say, smirking.

      “Oh, you think I can’t multi-task?” he says, nipping my neck and then kissing further down my chest.

      My breath quickens. I wish he didn’t have such mastery over my body, but he does. Just as I’m thinking I need to gain the upper hand, his mouth finds mine and every sane thought floats away.

      His lips are an invitation I can’t refuse. Tasting, teasing, promising. My mind and heart flutter to the same beat:

      I. Am. His.

      He. Is. Mine.

      I roll on top of him and he guides my hips, driving deep inside. My head falls back and all my “experience” falls away as his fingers explore every secret place. He’s unrelenting and I give over to his onslaught, gladly. He wins. Every part of me wants to be consumed by every part of him.

      “Soti,” I whimper over and over.

      It only spurs him on. The pleasure becomes almost unbearable. And still he doesn’t stop. When I can’t take anymore, he pulls us into a sitting position, burrowing deeper yet, and kisses me to heaven. His eyes burn into mine, and I know he’s leaving a permanent mark.

      “I love you,” he whispers.

      I start trembling, first on the inside and then deep shudders on the outside. I shake until my teeth are chattering and I cannot stop. Every rejection I’ve known flashes through my mind. My mother daily choosing someone—anyone—over me. Nico pummeling my innocence. Regulars I’ve let myself get attached to, only to never see them again. Even the girls I thought were the closest thing I have to family can turn on me for the right price.

      Face-to-face with Soti’s unfettered heart, I crumble. If I could be even an ounce as good as he is…

      I will never be.

      “Lili…” his voice catches. He pushes my hair back and I take deep, gasping breaths. “Your heart is safe with me,” he says so softly I can barely hear him.

      Tears stream down my face as I shake and he continues to whisper sweet promises in my ear. When the tremors have stilled, he slowly lifts me off of him and my body feels empty without him inside.

      “I love you,” he whispers again.

      “How can you love someone who will never be whole?” I choke out.

      He takes a breath and then it all comes rushing out. “All of us are just fragments trying to grasp onto the next broken piece, trying to be a little more complete.”

      His hands hold my face and I try to hold onto his gaze, even though I want to hide.

      “I love all the pieces of you I see and the ones I know you’re holding back.” His lips brush against mine, he’s so close. “Let me in, Lili. Together, the sum of our broken parts makes something pretty damn powerful.”

      I feel his smile against my skin and my lips curve up in spite of my tears. My cheesy husband. It’s hard to not adore him.

      His arms wrap around me, holding me tight. The hope … the passion he evokes in me … I don’t know what to do with it. Is this love? I don’t know love well enough to recognize it. I only know I never want this to end.

      “Let’s go home,” he says, kissing me again.
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        * * *

      

      Zed isn’t as easy to talk into letting us leave, but he finally gives in when Soti reminds him of all the security cameras in place.

      “Just don’t forget us over there. Keep someone on us at all times. If it isn’t Nico after us, I want to know who it is. Maybe us going back will draw them out. Ideally, Nico would take them out for us. In the meantime, find out what he really wants with her, besides marrying her. Because that’s out.”

      Soti’s voice gets more forceful the longer he talks to Zed. It lets me know he’s not as calm as he’s letting on. I hear the fear in his voice, but when my eyes catch his, he smiles and smooths over his expression like there’s nothing to worry about.

      For a moment, I want to convince him to run with me to the other side of the world, but then I remember all the work he’s invested in the community center. I’ve already been selfish enough with him—I can’t ask him to give that up, too. But if anything happens to him, I’ll never forgive myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Let me lie to myself a little longer.

      

      

      I expected the anxiety to continue or even build when we got back to Soti’s apartment, but instead I’m instantly calm. When we walk through the door, he sets our overnight bags on the floor and takes me in his arms. I almost forget we’ve been running for our lives.

      “Welcome home,” he says, eyes crinkling with his smile.

      He tilts my head up and kisses me weak. His tongue still tastes faintly of cinnamon. My heart thumps out of beat, remembering our time earlier and anticipating what he’ll do next. He picks me up and carries me to the bedroom, pulling my shirt over my head and letting it drop behind us.

      When we reach the bed, he tosses me on it and leans over me, grinning. It’s infectious and I have to bite the inside of my cheek to not go full-on beaming.

      “We’re home,” he says. “Let’s get naked. We have a honeymoon to continue.”

      “You get naked.” I point to my bra. “I’m already halfway there. You’ve got some catching up to do.”

      He pulls his shirt off in one tug and throws it across the room. My bra quickly follows, then my jeans, his jeans, until eventually, nothing is left. I let him do all the work, entertained by how fast he can move when he wants my clothes off.

      It’s hard to believe it’s only been a few days since my mother was in this room threatening us. I quickly shove thoughts of her aside. My past doesn’t belong in our bed. That’s become my constant motto when we’re together.

      “Are you still with me?” His voice is raspy and makes my stomach clench.

      He tilts my chin up to meet his eyes and I lose my breath. The sun streaming through the window hits his amber eyes just right and reminds me of a late night summer bonfire. I can’t look away.

      The playful mood is gone. He lowers his bare chest onto mine, propping his elbows on either side of me while we stare at each other. Something is shifting and I don’t know why, but it feels bigger than both of us.

      I nod.

      “Say it,” he whispers.

      “I’m with you. Just you—”

      His eyes stay locked on mine as he slowly fills me.

      “And me,” I whisper.

      I get lost in him, not sure if he’s hypnotizing me with the fire in his eyes or if I’m wide awake and willingly going under.
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        * * *

      

      Over the next few weeks, I live a life I never dreamed I could have. I wake up and fall asleep with Soti by my side. We cook meals together and talk and laugh over everything and nothing. We hang out with Miss Jez and JT throughout the day, doing whatever needs to be done around the community center. I stay busy with the behind-the-scenes jobs—helping get art supplies ready for Miss Christine, chopping all the vegetables for Miss Jez, cleaning the community center after it closes—yet I still don’t feel like I’m doing enough to contribute. Soti says he doesn’t know how they survived without me. I think he’s just being his sweet self; clearly, I’m the one who could never survive without him.

      JT, Miss Jez, and Miss Christine take the news of our marriage a lot better than Zed, after the initial disappointment that we had a wedding without them. Once we tell them the risks involved with me being here, they understand and seem to accept me without question.

      I look in the mirror and can hardly believe the change. My eyes are bright. My cheeks are flushed. I have a constant smile ready to break out into a laugh at any moment. I’ll never be able to fully show Soti how happy he makes me. But I try. And so does he. He goes out of his way to please me. Too much, even. He noticed that I like my toast buttered on both sides, so he beats me to it every morning. The exact amount of sugar I like in my sweet tea. My favorite ice cream—mint chocolate chip—is always in the freezer. After he’s worked out, I have an ice pack ready for him. I make sure the laundry never fills up the basket, even though he fusses at me, saying I don’t need to do it. I love taking care of him.

      At least once a day, he says in some variation: “You’re working too hard. Don’t forget we’re in this together.”

      He’s too good for me.

      “I’ve never done laundry or cooked for anyone. These simple things I can do for you are a privilege, the way sleeping in your bed is. Except that’s beyond a privilege,” I tell him.

      “I want it to feel like less of a privilege and more like your rightful place,” he says. “You make me complete, Lili.”

      I turn to face him in bed that night after we make love. We don’t call it that out loud, but I’m getting closer to slipping.

      “Sex before you was like peering through a gauzy veil at something I tried not to see. An onlooker watching vile acts between strangers. Someone who resembled me on the outside but couldn’t possibly be me.” I smile. “You’ve shown me the person I’m no longer hiding behind. You’re the one teaching me.” I lean in to kiss him. “Each time is a revelation,” I whisper, kissing him with each word. “A benediction…”

      “God, I love you,” he whispers.

      He’s said it every day since Zed’s house. I haven’t said it back yet; I’m afraid to put those words out into the universe, afraid to hope that he won’t still be snatched away from me. But I want to hear him say it again and again.

      We fall into bed each night saying we’ve just had the best day of our lives. Looking too far ahead is scary. The future is unsettled, so we don’t think about it.

      The longer I’m away from my mother and the house, the more I see how destructive all of my previous relationships have been. We don’t hear a word from Nico. The disappearance of Bentley is being speculated about on the news every day, but so far no connection has been made to Maison D’amour or Nico. I’ve managed to keep my mouth shut about it. Call it denial or cowardice, but I’ll do anything to protect this new life.
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        * * *

      

      Next week will be July fourth and two months since we got married. We’ve decided to throw a party to celebrate both. Turns out, the universe has only momentarily shifted on my behalf and I am living a dream.

      Soti kisses me goodbye and JT groans. “You’ll see her the minute we get back.”

      They have a meeting across town and I’m helping Miss Christine all morning, so we won’t see each other until this afternoon.

      “I miss you already.” I stand on my tiptoes to whisper in his ear.

      He gives me one more lingering kiss and bops JT on the back of the head when he keeps griping. JT bops him back. I used to worry they’d hurt each other, but now I laugh and back up before they wrestle each other to the ground.

      They’re gone maybe twenty minutes when someone knocks on my door. I’m putting my shoes on and don’t get to it right away.

      “I know you’re in there, Lilith,” my mom says, pounding. “Let me in.”

      My hands start shaking. Zed’s security team is supposed to keep visits like this from happening.

      “I don’t want to see you, Alexis. You need to go.”

      “I’m not leaving until I’ve seen you, so we may as well get it over with,” she says.

      A wave of hatred passes through me, and I don’t try to fight it the way I did growing up. I open the door and she rushes in, already spewing her nonsense.

      “There’s a way out of here without anyone seeing you and you need to take it. Tonight, Lilith. It has to be tonight. If you have to break cameras doing it, whatever it takes … I can’t wait any—”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I break her tirade. “You need to get that through your head and leave me alone, Mother.”

      The look she gives me feels like a stake in my back.

      When she speaks, her voice is low and deliberate. “If you want this community center to keep standing, and all the people in it, you’ll leave. Now. Otherwise, your husband,” she spits the words, “will go up in flames just like Maison D’amour.”

      I gasp and she grabs my arm, shoving me toward the bedroom. My phone starts ringing in the other room.

      “Figure out a way to make it believable. If you tell anyone you’re leaving, we’ll come and get you out ourselves. But it won’t be as pretty that way, someone will get hurt.” She looks in my eyes and when she sees the fear, she lets go of my arm. “I’m glad you’re listening. You’ve wasted too much time as it is.” She looks around my room with contempt and then sets something on my bed.

      I have to hold onto the dresser when I see what it is. “Get that gun out of here! Are you crazy?” Of course, she’s crazy. How have I never fully seen her madness before now?

      “I’m leaving it. You might need it to leave.”

      “Take the gun. I won’t need it. Or maybe I should just use it on you.” I hate how shaky my words come out.

      She shrugs. “Try it and you’ll see I’m right about everything I’ve said. Soti Christos will be ashes.”

      “I hate you,” I whisper. I put the gun in her hands and she tucks it away.

      Tears blur my vision, and I rub my eyes in time to see her going out the bedroom door. She stops in the hallway.

      “Don’t try to stop this, Lilith.” Her voice is like steel.

      I shake my head.

      The door flies open and Soti rushes in. “Lili, are you okay?” He’s in front of us in seconds, his chest caving in and out from running.

      “I’m okay,” I lie. The first of many lies I will tell him today. My heart splits open and cracks with each word that follows. “My mom and I needed to talk. We’re done now.” I even smile, and, in that moment, I hate myself more than I could ever hate her.

      “I’m so sorry,” he says. “I tried to warn you.”

      I bite my lip until it hurts. “It’s all right. We needed to clear the air a little bit.”

      He tries to read my eyes to see if I’m telling him everything, but I look down and squeeze his arm.

      “I was just leaving,” Alexis says. “Thanks for seeing me, Lilith.”

      “Next time, let me know when you’re coming.” I think I sound convincing. I’ve been out of practice, but she did raise a good liar, after all.

      It feels as if hours have passed since everything turned upside down, but in reality, it’s only been minutes. The universe doesn’t shift for anyone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The rest of the morning passes in a fog. Soti doesn’t leave my side. He wants to know every detail of what happened with Alexis and how she managed to bypass the new security detail. I haven’t fully figured that out myself, only that Alexis has her ways. I should have grilled her more. I gloss over everything, telling him she was only here for a few minutes and wanted to make sure I hadn’t changed my mind about anything. I assure him I’ve taken care of her. We won’t be seeing her again. She knows I’m not going anywhere.

      Lie after lie.

      He’d been in a meeting with a potential contributor to the locker bags and left without much explanation when Zed called to tell him Alexis was inside the community center. He really needed that account, so after he’s sure we’ve covered everything, I convince him that I’m fine and he makes a few phone calls to reschedule the meeting.

      I zombie through the rest of the day, somehow managing to put one foot in front of the other, while my mind somersaults over itself to come up with a way out of leaving. I don’t see another way. If I stay, it only dead-ends to Soti getting hurt. If I leave, he’ll still be hurt, but at least he’ll be safe. I’ll just have to live with the guilt of breaking his heart.

      While Soti helps with dinner, I catch Miss Christine before she leaves for the day and give her a book she’d loaned me. I thank her for it and give her a quick hug. She’s surprised at first and then squeezes me tighter. When the dinner crowd has cleared out, I get after the dishes, working next to Miss Jez.

      JT walks in and grins expectantly. He grabs a piece of pie. I force a smile and hold up a bigger piece of pie.

      “Trade ya,” I tell him.

      He gladly takes the bigger piece. “You’re all right, Lili Christos,” he says.

      I’ve never hugged JT or even touched him, but I wish I could right now, more than anything.

      “You are too, JT.”

      The lump in my throat grows and I hurry to finish cleaning so I won’t cry in front of them. Miss Jez chats away, used to my quiet. When we’re done, she gives me her usual smile.

      “Shoo-wee, my bones is tired,” she says. “I sho do appreciate the help, pretty girl. You have made this old woman’s life a whole lot easier.” She chuckles and leans against the door, watching me.

      I busy myself with the mop so she won’t see the misery on my face. “Get some rest, Miss Jez.”

      “Will do, honey. Will do. And I asked JT to take care of the bathrooms tonight, so you don’t need to worry ‘bout that, okay? You look like you could use some rest, too.”

      “You’re too good to me, Miss Jez. Thank you.” I look at her and try to store away this memory. I want to remember what this warmth in my chest feels like … the feeling of being cared about, tended to.

      She shushes me with her hand, unable to take much praise from me.

      “Nighty-night,” she says and is gone.

      Soti peeks through the door just as I’m finishing mopping. “Ready to go home?” he asks, grinning.

      I stare at him and swallow hard. The thought of not seeing him again is crippling. But the thought of him dead is much, much worse. A world without Soti Christos in it would be a heartless place. The unthinkable. Every time I’ve considered telling him everything, I’m reminded of how Maison D’amour burned that night and might never be restored to what it once was. How the lifeless body of Bentley looked lying on that floor. Angel and Lexy. I believe my mother this time. The outcome would be just as she said.

      “You okay, love?” His husky voice slides around my heart like warm caramel sauce, covering all the gaping holes.

      “Yeah,” I whisper. “Take me home, husband.”
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        * * *

      

      We have sex twice—the first time against the wall in our living room, and the second time in our bed. I take snapshots in my head of every part of his body, every freckle, every shade in his tattoos, every sinew and muscle, every characteristic of his face. For the first time, I admit it: I love him with everything in me.

      My brain screams it all the time: “I love you!” But I never say the words out loud. And tonight it’s too late. I want him to know how completely and helplessly in love with him I am, but if I tell him, he’ll come looking for me, and he has to let me go.

      When he’s asleep, exhausted from the hours we’ve spent together, I get out of bed and leave the room. Earlier, I placed clothes under the bathroom sink, and now, I hurriedly put them on. I write a quick note on a notepad we keep in a nearby drawer.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Soti,

        Thank you for everything. The part I didn’t tell you about my mom’s visit is that all threats are gone. She says the situation has been taken care of and won’t ever come up again. All very mysterious, I know, but she assures me it’s true and I believe her. You should too.

        Don’t look for me. This is my decision and it’s final.

        I didn’t want to say goodbye, but it’s time for me to go. I will never forget your kindness. Thank you, Soti. You’re the best kind of man.

        I’ve decided to go to Paris or Italy and start over, finally free for the first time. It’s because of you that I even have a life and I will always be grateful. I will remember our time together with fondness, always.

        All the best,

        Lili
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        * * *

      

      I don’t go back to look at him one more time, although everything in me wants to. I set the note on the kitchen counter and walk out carrying nothing but my purse. At the last minute, I turn around to pick up one of the framed pictures of us on our wedding day and put it in my bag.

      I walk down the steps and out the back of the community center, not bothering to hide from the surveillance cameras, but waiting to run for the alley until the exact moment the guard outside isn’t looking. I move quickly, unsure how many other guards are watching this late at night. I run a couple of blocks over and the car is sitting exactly where she said it would be.

      The door opens as I get closer, and before I can run back to safety, I’m blindfolded and shoved inside the car.

      My life with Soti is officially over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          SOTI

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sting me again, I beg you.

      

      

      I wake up smiling and reach out for Lili before I even open my eyes. God, last night. Heaven opened up and swallowed us whole. I’ve never experienced anything like it. In those hours, we didn’t utter a single word but said everything. I saw the future in her eyes. My wife … I’m pretty sure she’s falling in love with me. It’s becoming more apparent every day and I’m trying to keep calm, but she makes it really difficult. She shows me in the way she smiles after I kiss her when she thinks I’m not looking, when she tickles her fingers across my skin when she thinks I’ve fallen asleep, when I wake up in the night and she slides on top of me to get as close as she possibly can…

      I reach out further and peek open one eye. The covers on her side are rumpled, but she’s not there. Damn. I’ll never get enough of her. I glance at the clock. It’s a little later than I normally wake up, but she usually sleeps for another hour. I need to get her back in this bed.

      I get up, expecting to find her in the kitchen, but it’s empty. I rub the scruff on my chin and start the coffee. She must have gotten an early start with Miss Christine. We talked about having a Game of Thrones marathon later. We’re halfway through the series … I need a haircut because she’s started calling me Drogo.

      Sometimes after we’ve had a mind-blowing night, she seems shy in the daylight. I don’t blame her—so much has happened in a relatively short amount of time. It’s an exercise in restraint to give enough to make her want more of me, but also hold back enough to not rush her. I think it’s working. I hope it is.

      Once I’m pouring a cup of coffee, I turn and look out at the living room. Something’s off—oh, my favorite picture of us is missing. I look around to see where she moved it and when I can’t find it, I step toward the side table to see if it’s fallen. That’s when I notice a note on the countertop.

      I’m still in my euphoric state from our night when I start reading, totally unprepared. When I get to “don’t look for me” I crumple the paper into a tiny ball, but seconds later, I’m too desperate to know what else she said to leave it at that.

      She sounds like a stranger. She’ll remember our time with fondness always? Ti sto diaolo?! I read it over and over, looking for clues to what she could be trying to say, what could be hidden or coerced, anything to make this not be true. It doesn’t sound anything like her. I read it again, getting snagged each time on one sentence. I wouldn’t believe she’d written the letter, except for this: You’re the best kind of man. She says that to me all the time.
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        * * *

      

      Someone took her. I know it. She was forced to write that note. Taken from me against her will. I believe it with everything in me … until I see her leaving with my own eyes. Zed and I watch the surveillance videos all the way through and then rewind to watch again.

      “This is on me, Soti. I’m so sorry. Bill was on the clock last night and says he fell asleep,” Zed mutters. “And Joe and Caleb were outside; both said they didn’t see or hear anything unusual. I fired Bill and will be talking to Joe and Caleb again to see if they’ve gotta go, but it’s on me. With her mother’s visit yesterday, I should have stayed up all night making sure nothing happened.”

      I ignore him and watch again. She walks boldly and leaves on her own. At least as far as the cameras were able to record, there is no one forcing her to go. No sign of fear in the way she’s moving. She wanted to leave.

      Flashes of the way she looked into my eyes last night as she gave me everything play tricks with my mind. She built my world up like an elaborate sandcastle before the tide came crashing in, only to crumble into a lump of wet sand with a single blow.

      She made me believe.

      Or maybe that was just goodbye.
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        * * *

      

      After I’ve questioned JT, Miss Jez, and Miss Christine more times than I’d like to admit and they’re in just as much shock as I am, I set my pride aside and go to the police station to talk Rudy into filing a missing persons report. He gets stuck on the fact that she left a note telling me she was leaving, but once he hears about the gunshots, her involvement with Santelli, and the way her mother threatened her a couple of months ago, he reads me the Riot Act for not coming in to chat about all of this sooner. He promises to look into her disappearance, and I promise I’ll be bugging him until he finds her.

      Everything inside me rages against letting her go. I need her to look me in the eye and tell me she doesn’t want to be with me. If she can do that, I’ll have to try to accept it. Even though the thought of living without her feels like annihilation.

      I’ve been her drone, the male wasp who has only one purpose for his queen. Now that I’ve fulfilled whatever her mission was for me, I can wither up and die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE DOWNFALL

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Destiny sometimes fools us into thinking it’s giving us a break.

      

      

      I first smelled Odin 04 Petrana that weekend at Nico’s house six years ago. He’d douse himself with it after a shower and I’d bury my face in his neck and inhale. He knew I loved it, so he wore it every time we were together. The first time he came to my fourth-floor room smelling different, I felt a prickle of fear. I told myself I was being silly, but he was distant. I thought maybe he’d grown tired of me, or found someone else, but I later found out he’d killed a man that day.

      I smell it now, his cologne. He’s in the room with me. It’s pitch black, but when I wake up I know I’m not alone. I stay completely still, breathing deeply to make it sound like I’m still asleep. A hand touches my face and I manage to stay still, even though I’m dying to gouge his eyes out.

      His hand trails down my cheek and then slowly moves down my neck. When fingers graze across my breast, I lean up quickly, and whisper in his ear, “I hope you rot in hell.”

      “You’ll come around.” He sighs and leaves.

      I hear commotion outside my door, but then it’s silent again. There are no outside sounds to give away where I am. It’s unnerving how hushed the air is. I doze and when I wake up, I wonder if I dreamed the whole interaction.

      The first few weeks I was here, I was left alone. Usually a huge bald man, or sometimes a tall woman who only speaks French—came in while it was dark and left a tray of food. One tray of food for the day. I probably couldn’t have eaten more anyway, I was constantly crying.

      I’m locked in a room with no outside light. I have a lamp attached to the bedpost. And books. The books help. There’s also a shower. No towels or washcloths … or shampoo … but there’s soap and water. Some days I have as many as four showers; it gives me something to do. My hair feels like straw.

      I regret saying that to Nico last night—or it could be day for all I know—because I don’t want it to be weeks before he comes back. I haven’t seen my mother or Nico since that night in the car. They were both waiting for me. I’m almost positive it was my mother who gave me the injection after I was already in the car, while Nico held me down. Why they’ve treated me like a prisoner when I came willingly makes no sense. If this is their way of breaking me, the joke is on them. The last held-together piece of me crumpled when I gave my body to Soti one more time. When I tried to show him how much I loved him and had to bite down the words begging to be said. When I watched him sleep, trusting that I would be by his side when he woke up the next morning. When I walked away knowing I’d never have his love again … that destroyed every single piece of me he’d lovingly stitched back together.

      I don’t want to live without Soti, but I’m afraid of what would happen to him if I die. I need to know why Nico is going to all this trouble and I have to keep Soti safe.

      This is what keeps me going.
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        * * *

      

      The books in my prison have a twist of the ironic.

      Example: The Count of Monte Cristo by Alexandre Dumas, a book of revenge. Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl by Anne Frank, a book about being locked away while hiding from the Nazis. Room by Emma Donaghue, a book about a boy and his mother being held captive in a small room. The Godfather by Mario Puzo, the most well-known mob book.

      Someone with a sick sense of humor. I don’t know if I was too naive to see it before, or if the past few years have turned Nico into a monster. Was he all along? How did I miss it all those years? I guess he hid a lot in the time he spent away from me but then made our four hours once or twice a week seem idyllic.

      I look at The Godfather again and roll my eyes. Pssshh. Nico wishes he could be The Godfather.

      I dog-ear the pages to The Count of Monte Cristo: one page for each day I’ve been here. I lost a few days in the beginning, but I think I’ve been here around twenty-eight days, give or take a day or two. Before the books came, I tore strips of toilet paper for each day I was awake. It’s often hard to tell if a day has passed or not, without the sunlight to help me gauge. I dog-ear to page twenty-eight, which is chapter five in the book.

      I know that even locked inside, being in this room would have been a relief at times compared to my life as a prostitute. But during my time with Soti, I tasted freedom and soared. Life has never tasted so sweet as it did with him. It’s as if we were freeze-framed in a snippet of bliss, just happy being together. It makes being here even more bitter. Now I’m tossed back into a cage, aware of every bar and every lock. Some days I don’t think I can stand being cooped inside any longer. When the claustrophobia becomes too much, I visualize what might be on the outside of my cage, and how I might escape.

      After what feels like a full day inside my head, I hear the lock on my door turning and I stand up. It’s the woman and she has her hands full—a dress and more food. Instead of leaving, she sets the tray on the bed and stands there, motioning for me to go ahead and eat it. I stare at her, until my stomach growls … then I sit down and eat.

      When I finish, she holds out the blue dress. “S’habiller.”

      I eye the dress and stiffen. This is the kind of dress that shows everything. The kind I haven’t worn since inside my fourth-floor bedroom with Nico. He’d buy dresses that I could only wear for him, too jealous to think about me wearing them for anyone else.

      I washed my underwear earlier, so it’s still too wet to wear. The woman motions for me to hurry. She doesn’t seem at all flustered when I take my clothes off in front of her and squeeze into the dress. She smooths down my hair and studies my face, frowning, but then she nods.

      “Tu vas bien.”

      She leaves and I don’t know what to do with myself in my tight blue dress and smooth hair.

      I don’t have to wait long.

      Nico enters my cell, looking out of place in his expensive suit. I catch a whiff of the signature scent I’m sure he’s wearing for me and wonder when I should tell him it turns my stomach. He studies me and I do the same to him, neither of us speaking for some time. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he doesn’t know what to do with me.

      “I was hoping for a better welcome,” he finally says.

      I don’t bother responding.

      “I’ve been out of the country, but now that I’m back, things will be different. I’m told you’ve been no trouble…” His white teeth suddenly appear like spears and then his smile is gone so quickly I think I must have imagined it.

      He folds one hand across his waist and the other hand rests above his lips, tapping his mouth.

      “You put this into action, Lilith. I hope you know that.” He has the audacity to look angry with me. “Our life can be so much better than this.” He steps closer and twists my hair around his hand. “Remember how good we were?”

      His hand caresses my face and my eyes close. I hate myself for the tear that rolls down my cheek.

      “Baby,” he whispers. “I’ll remind you of what we had before, but you also need to know the consequences of what you’ve done, and what you stand to lose if you don’t cooperate. You have the choice.” His eyes appraise my body again and I sit on the end of the bed, suddenly feeling weak. “I’ll tell you how it’s going to be. Divorce papers have already been sent to Christos, with your signature. It’s merely a formality, not a necessity.” He gives a mocking bow. “You ever try to escape and I will kill your soon-to-be ex-husband.”

      The blood in my veins turns to ice. I swallow and keep my eyes trained on his.

      He takes a breath and smiles. “Now that I’m here, there’s no need for you to be completely isolated. You’ll be in my bed tonight.”

      I struggle to keep my expression neutral, as I close my eyes and give a single nod. I don’t trust myself to speak.

      When I open my eyes, Nico’s smug expression sickens me. He seems satisfied by what he sees. I struggle to hide my thoughts from him; I don’t want him thinking he knows me anymore.

      He moves toward the door and turns before opening it.

      “I’ll let you gather a few things. Don’t forget a book—I know how you love to read.” He winks and walks out.

      He’s trying to keep me off balance and, so far, it’s working.
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        * * *

      

      I get the huge guy instead of the woman when it’s time to move. He puts a blindfold over my eyes, and by the time we stop, I’m dizzy. The blindfold is removed. My dizziness and the faint light make the surroundings blurry, but when Nico steps closer, he’s all I can make out.

      I’ve never been afraid to speak my mind with him, but here, on his turf and with his threats about Soti, I’m terrified. He knows it.

      He takes the book and change of clothes I brought with me and sets it next to him. Then he leans forward and with his lips on mine, he says, “Strip.”

      I pause and then hear it before I see it—a blade being unsheathed. I lose my breath.

      My hands shake as I try to gather composure. I need to hold onto a few more seconds of dignity.

      “I came willingly. I don’t understand why you’re doing this.”

      “Did you think I wouldn’t find out you married Soti after your mother paid you a visit?” he scoffs, shaking his head. “Big mistake, Lilith. You have to learn that I don’t make idle promises.”

      Please don’t do this, my heart whispers, but no words come out.

      Tears swim in my eyes, making it impossible to see him.

      “You can make this easy or you can make this a nightmare,” he says, digging the blade to my stomach until a dot of blood appears on the fabric of my dress.

      I tremble harder, angry that he has all the control, but not too proud to give it to him if it means I’m the only one he hurts. I pull the tight material up as fast as I can manage, struggling to get it over my head while his blade lingers on my skin.

      “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” he asks.

      I swallow and shake my head. I can do this. This is what I know, what is instilled deep inside. Soti’s love was foreign to me, but this—this is my birthright. I cannot break who I am. I can only aim to protect.

      When the dress is finally wedged over my arms, the rest comes off easily. I stand tall, naked, my shoulders back. It all comes back to me, like singing an old familiar song. This is the role I play so well, where everything goes dead inside. Everything Soti awakened, every dream … disintegrates into nothingness.

      Nico knocks me back on the bed, looking excited to finally unleash his pent-up anger toward me. The knife never leaves his hand, always hovering, but it isn’t necessary. I don’t resist.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Why?

      

      

      The day he brings the divorce papers with Soti’s signature, my sanity shatters.

      I can’t do this.

      I’m on the floor in a ball.

      I lose hours. Days. Weeks, maybe.

      I’m being pulled out of bed. Dressed.

      Weak.

      There is a small ceremony in Nico’s room, if you can call it that when strangers surround you and coerce you into signing a marriage certificate. My second marriage is the antithesis of the first marriage Nico unknowingly forced on me. There will be no bliss this time.

      Throughout my life, I’ve tried to not be a why me? person. The kind of person who’s always expecting the worst. One of my clients used to come in once a week and pay for two hours of my time. The first hour and forty-five minutes he’d talk, and the last fifteen minutes he expected me to do my job. In every story he told me, his life sounded as close to perfect as I could imagine, but he could never enjoy it. He expected it to all crash and burn because every good thing always crashes and burns. I’ve been guilty of holding my breath, waiting for the other shoe to drop. But a why me? girl can have all the money in the world, the finest clothes and house, the love of her life, and when she gets a flat tire or a summer cold, says, “Why does this always happen to me?”

      I’ve preferred to be a never expect anything and be pleasantly surprised person. I never expected to meet someone like Soti. I didn’t need material things or vacations in beach houses. I wouldn’t let myself admit I even needed a friend, so it was mind-blowing to have something I couldn’t fully dare dream about actually coming true.

      Now I see that it doesn’t matter what kind of person I am or want to be. My stint of being seen as anything more than an object was short-lived and I have come to terms with the fact that I am nothing. Whores simply don’t count. We are disqualified, discounted: our thoughts and feelings bear no weight.

      This isn’t me moaning, “Why me?” I know exactly why.

      And I will never expect anything again, so there will be no happy—or sad, for that matter—surprises.

      This is reality and I accept it.

      Every moment I’m not with Nico, and many when I am, I am reliving my memories with Soti. I go over every touch, every smile, every conversation in my head again and again. I can almost feel his hair in my fingers, almost feel him when he’s close to moaning my name. I draw his tattoos in my sketchbook, along with my wedding dress and wedding ring. Our apartment. His messy car. It’s all in my mind and sketched in my books.

      I may be withering up and dying here, but I’m keeping him alive in me. His voice, his eyes, his lips, the feel of his hands on my skin—that’s what makes me get up every day. I don’t hope for a future with him, because if I never get out of this prison and I never see his face again, the way he loved me is enough for the rest of my life and then some. It was that good and sweet and real.

      I talk to him. I pray for him. I encourage him to move on, to live. I will him to stop smoking cigarettes and to eat something healthier than Cap’n Crunch every morning and night. I imagine him with a tall, beautiful woman who can be the mother of all his babies and his partner at the community center … someone as loving and kind as he is. Someone with a sense of humor.

      He made me laugh when I didn’t think I had anything to laugh about, and he needs someone who makes him laugh that barrel-y laugh that always swept straight through my heart like a tidal wave.

      I wish for him wealth that makes his service to others less work and more fulfilling. Health so he has the strength to hold up under all the pressure it takes to love people so hard. He deserves happiness after so much loss and heartache, some of the heartache I know I’m responsible for. I long for him to forgive me, even now, before any more time passes, so he doesn’t carry the weight of hating me.

      I let his words sweep through my mind and coat the dry places. I function for him. I breathe for him, because he saw something in me worth fighting for and the tiniest part of me hopes he was right. But mostly, I am relieved for him, that he got away from the sullied shell that is me before I wrecked all that is beautiful in him.

      Shame is a disease. It takes root and spreads throughout your bloodstream, blotting out what is flourishing and leaving festering wounds that never heal. Common sense has no room to grow. Self-doubt is all that is visible in the murky looking glass we peer through.

      Nico gets off on feeding my shame. Lord knows I had enough before he discovered my weakness. My sins are how I wound up locked away, and my shame is what will put me under the ground.

      It hasn’t been so bad here really. I deserve this and much worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Some days have too much sand in the hourglass.

      

      

      
        
        MONTHS LATER

      

      

      Weeks ago, I asked for a calendar and someone pushed one under my door a few minutes ago. Christmas early. Nothing fancy, just a sheet with the whole year in tiny font. That doesn’t tell me what today is, but I found out yesterday in Nico’s room. I ended up on his side of the bed and his watch faced me on the nightstand. Knowing the date has felt urgent—it’s ridiculous really—but I’ve needed the stability of one constant in this house of madness.

      I hold the paper in the light and go back to the last date I was with Soti. I think it was June twenty-sixth or twenty-seventh. We were about to celebrate July fourth. I don’t know if it was five days or exactly a week before, when I left. The days seem all jumbled up now. I’ve missed more days than I realized of dog-earing The Count. Today is … November eighteenth. My hand shakes as I circle June twenty-seventh and November eighteenth. Almost five months in hell.

      I haven’t had to go back to that first dark, smelly room again. Good behavior is rewarded, so for maybe three months now, I’ve been a well-kept prisoner who doesn’t lack for much of anything, except freedom.

      Sometimes it feels familiar, as if I’m back at Maison D’amour, but now the only man I have to service full-time is Nico. He visits every night, unless he’s out of town. The only time I leave this room is when Nico decides he wants me in his bed for a few hours.

      The days drag on endlessly, even though I have things to occupy my time. Any movie or book I could wish for shows up if I mention it. I have art supplies, a beautiful vintage typewriter, a treadmill, a sauna … all within this space. Gourmet meals are prepared for me daily. Sometimes Nico joins me; mostly I’m alone.

      Until nighttime, when I long for the time I’ll be left alone again.

      It’s impossible to imagine what I once felt for Nico when every touch from him now curdles my blood. All the obscenities Alexis never allowed in the house roar through my mind when he comes near me. His dark black hair that is thick and shiny slithers like oil through my fingers. His perfect shade of smooth skin feels like poison. His curly eyelashes dry up my insides. He disgusts me. My hands burn to choke the life out of him.

      But I don’t. Like an opossum playing dead, I lie in wait.

      He pulls the knife out occasionally to encourage me to perform with more emotion. I do just enough to appease him, and when I don’t, he cuts me. Sometimes I need the slashes to gash me open, so I’m reminded to keep feeling. Sometimes I need them to punish me the way I deserve.

      The lowest times are when even the touch of the one I hate sounds better than no touch at all. I wish I could say I’m fully void of desire for him, but that would be a lie. My body sometimes betrays me. It has a twisted longing for contact. When I find myself wanting interaction so badly that I’m willing to talk to him, make conversation, hear his thoughts … that’s how I know my soul has died and left this shell in its place.

      Nico has two guards of his own, and I still have the French woman and bald guy tending to me. I know now that she is Louise and he is Cal. They haven’t softened toward me at all. They’re automatons, merely going through the motions of being human. I’ve come to despise them almost more than Nico. He’s at least capable of expressing something, whether it’s rage or sadistic pleasure.

      The last couple of days I’ve tried to shove down this sick feeling I’m having. Even now, I can hardly think the thoughts. I’ll know soon enough. A pregnancy test was left in my room this morning along with the breakfast tray. I’m terrified of what it will show. Deep down, I know.

      Nico has forced me to take regular pregnancy tests since we started sleeping together here. Once before—I guess to make sure I wasn’t already pregnant with Soti’s baby, and oh, how I wished I was, even though I couldn’t really wish that on him—and then every couple of weeks since then. My period has been unpredictable, and Nico isn’t usually patient enough to wait until I start. Last month I spotted a little and didn’t have to take the test when I told him I was on my period. But what I didn’t tell him is that it never fully turned into one.

      I put it off. I read. I pace. I watch Sense and Sensibility and cry every time I see Colonel Brandon. His voice soothes Marianne and me. I hate that Alan Rickman is dead.

      I stare into space and think of all the ways I could get rid of the test without him knowing. I pace a little longer and then take a nap. Movements in his room wake me up and I know it won’t be long before he’s walking through my door.

      A few minutes later, I hear the lock turning and he walks in. He sees the test lying on the dresser and picks it up.

      “Why haven’t you done it yet?”

      I shrug.

      He grabs my arm and leads me to the bathroom then opens the package and forces the test into my hands.

      “Do it. Now.”

      He doesn’t give me privacy, and now I wish I’d done it before he came. He would have found out anyway.

      We sit and wait. I don’t watch the test. I already know. And when he sees the result and yells with excitement, I realize I’ve just given him exactly what he was after all along: an heir.
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        * * *

      

      “This calls for a celebration,” Nico says later that night, pouring sparkling juice for me and champagne for himself. Selfish bastard. “You have made me so happy, Lilith.” He clinks his glass to mine and we sip. “To prove it, tomorrow afternoon, I will be attending the groundbreaking ceremony for our new venture, and you, mia piccola puttana, will be by my side. I want to officially let the world know you’re mine.”

      “You’re taking me with you?” I don’t like showing any emotion with him, but I can’t hide my surprise. The thought of going outside, possibly seeing where I am, the possibility that I could get away … my mind goes on overdrive.

      “You’re sealing our future with this baby, giving me everything I’ve ever wanted. It’s the beginning of some changes for you, Lilith. I told you there were choices to be made. You have chosen well. It can all change just like that,” his fingers snap with a loud pop, “but I hope you will continue to value all the lives at stake now.”

      I shakily set down the glass and will my heart to not jump out of my throat. Tomorrow might not be the time to escape, but something tells me I’ll at least be closer to finding out what all of this has been about.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Louise brings in a silky gold blouse for me to wear with cream pants and a jacket, gold pumps to match. Much more conservative and classy than what Nico usually chooses for me. I need a haircut and tell Louise so. My hair is past my waist; soon I’ll be able to sit on it. She comes back with scissors and cuts off a few inches. With the new clothes and trim, and Nico taking me outside these walls, I’m antsy and excited. I need to settle down and come up with a plan. Day in and day out, all I’ve thought about is escaping, but now that I could be one step closer to actually doing it, all I can think about is fresh air and seeing anyone other than Nico … hopefully someone outside of the mafia.

      When Nico comes in an hour later, he whistles as he turns me around, like he’s admiring his prize breeding horse.

      “I can’t wait until your belly is fat with my baby,” he whispers, nipping my ear.

      His chest presses into my back and I take a step forward, away from him. He pulls my hips back to meet his hardening bulge, adjusting to hit me in just the right spot, and I’m caught off guard by how much my body wants more.

      If there was ever any doubt before, it’s been fucked out of me: I am finally, completely and unequivocally, a whore.
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        * * *

      

      Nico takes my hand and pulls me to the door of my room, and for a moment, I’m elated. Finally! I’ll see the house! And outside!

      He reaches into his back pocket and pulls out a mask, covering my eyes and carefully adjusting the thin strap on the back of my head. I whimper when he slips something over my head. It’s lightweight and effective. I see nothing.

      “Nico, please take it off. I tried so hard to look good for you. I wasted my time if you’re just going to wreck my hair and makeup.”

      “You look beautiful, Lilith. I have you right where I want you.” He chuckles. Then his hand shifts off my back and he slides a ring on my finger. “A little something to look forward to seeing when we get there.”

      I swallow hard. Please don’t cry, please don’t cry. “I just want to see trees and grass and water. I need to see it. Please, Nico.” I haven’t begged him for anything since I was sixteen.

      “You’ll see trees and grass and water soon enough, my little dramatic puttana.”

      The tears gather at the bottom of my mask; some still finding their way out through the thick material. I chew the inside of my cheek and take a shuddered breath.

      Nico puts a hand on each of my shoulders and we leave my cell. We turn to the right and then Nico picks me up and I get confused about our direction. I think we take another right and go down a flight of stairs, but I’m not certain. Nico’s guards join us, asking if he’s ready to go, but they’re quiet after he answers. Nico keeps walking. The house must be big. I hear a door close quietly and feel a breeze on my hand. Air. I want more of it.

      Nico sets me down and moves me forward. There’s a faint familiar smell that tugs on the outskirts of my memory. It’s sweet. I should know what it is. If I could whip this material off of my head and inhale, I’d know. Hands grip my arm and the ground wavers. A boat? Curse you, Nico. Have I been on an island all this time? I hope to God I haven’t. The thought of it makes me even more claustrophobic. I’m forced to sit and we begin moving right away. The ride is ten minutes tops and from there I’m shoved into a car for another ten or fifteen minutes. I’m grateful when we stop—my stomach isn’t happy.

      The material is removed first, and my hair is smoothed down. A finger rubs by my lips and then the mask comes off. Nico places his hands on either side of my face and looks in my eyes, keeping my head from turning.

      “One wrong move, Lilith. One wrong move is all it takes. I’m assuming you’ve moved past Soti by now, the way you act in my bed,” he sneers, “but either way, he’ll be the first to go. Then everyone in the community center … I’ve heard you were quite fond of Miss Jez? Miss Christine? JT?” His eyes narrow. “Have I missed anyone else important? It’ll come to me. You get my point. You’ve done well, proven yourself trustworthy … don’t do anything to mess that up today.” He plants a kiss on my lips and slowly moves back to look me in the eyes again. “Once you have my baby, the mask will be history. You have my word.” He smiles and his hands drop.

      The car door opens before I have time to think about what he means, and he steps out, reaching for my hand. I take it and get out of the car. My lungs fill with precious air and I feel lightheaded with relief that I’m outside my cage. We walk out of a garage and the moment is quickly broken with cameras going off and the chatter of reporters. Nico smiles and moves us through the small crowd gathered. It’s then that I see where we are. Maison D’amour looms over me, in all its restored glory, and looking better than it ever has. But it isn’t just my home anymore. The huge house still takes up the corner but looks small compared to the massive extension that has been added to the right side. Our sign has been taken down and a new sign with a huge yellow bow around it reads L’hôtel Amour.

      Guards close in around me, while Nico says a few words about the anticipated opening of the new hotel and goes on and on about all the amenities. What creates a stir is when he mentions the laws lifted for the ban on gambling in the upcoming grand hotel. Several reporters bring up Harrah’s and they launch into a long discussion that I have a hard time following. I wonder what Nico had to do to get those laws lifted. I’m sure Bentley fits in there somewhere.

      I can’t stop looking at the house. It was a lifetime ago that I lived here, when my entire world was inside those walls. So many memories I’d rather not remember come to mind, underlining the fact that I never want to set foot in there again. I moved from one prison to the next, with Soti being the small interlude in between.

      Soti. What if he’s here? I spin around suddenly, causing the guards to move in closer. I glare at them. “Back off,” I spit out. It doesn’t work. They ignore me and I do my best to work around them. The community center is just a few blocks away and knowing Soti, he already knows about the hotel. Who knows how long today’s festivities were planned? Still, it’s possible.

      Nico drones on and I turn around, standing on my tiptoes to see around the tallest guard. My stomach drops out when I see her. She’s standing across the street, eyes on me, her expression almost daring me to make a wrong move. Not that she would save me if I did, more like she’d squash me like a bug. Mommy Dearest. Has there been a time when she loved me, or have I only ever been the means to her greedy end? Slight movement to the left of her catches my attention. Less than five feet from Alexis is Kell, Bentley’s wife. She’s tucked behind a column, but from the way she’s watching me I’m certain she wants me to know she’s there. She stares until I start to get antsy, then she looks back at my mother and they smile at one another. The exchange gives me the creeps. Does Kell think I was responsible for Bentley’s death? She must know he’s dead.

      I fold my arms around myself and resist the urge to run. I wouldn’t get very far, with too many of Nico’s allies surrounding me. This desperate stuck feeling, always trapped: I’m weary of it. Better than being locked away inside, I have to remind myself. If I can just get him to trust me, he’ll bring me out more. He’ll slip sometime and when he does, I’ll be ready.

      A break in the clouds parts and a stream of sunlight hits my face. I tilt my head back and close my eyes, the sun like heaven caressing my skin. A baby. I’m going to be a mother. It sinks in with a ring of threat and promise. It hasn’t felt real, but whether I want Nico’s baby or not, I’m bringing a life into his world.

      I can do this. I have to. The choices are to either go back to that house and be locked in denial or to plot my way out of there. It’s not just me anymore. I don’t know how I can ever be a good mother, but maybe if I simply do everything my mother didn’t do, I’ll be okay. For the first time, I feel a rush of love for my baby. I may have been a pawn all this time—my entire life, really—in a game I was never given all the rules to, but as long as I’m breathing, my child won’t ever be part of that game.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          SOTI

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I see you everywhere but where I want.

      

      

      I’ve had times in my life when I’m so overwhelmed with gratitude and awe, I have to say thank you out loud to the heavens and whoever might be listening.

      How quickly I fall to the other end of the spectrum.

      The landmarks I’ve set up in my memory—of all the impossibilities conquered—fall away, and I see them for what they really are … slippery stones that momentarily stacked up but are now receding back into the water. My words have become a gross unloading of all the injustice that weighs down my chest. I can’t climb my way out of the dark, dirty manhole—I only slip further. Every problem is bigger, more difficult to solve. The poverty around me is insurmountable, my help will never make a significant difference. It’s all been a facade and now I feel I am impersonating someone who no longer exists.

      Everywhere I look I see her and am reminded that my heart might have been recognized for a moment, but it was only long enough for her to wink and keep walking.

      I’ve tried to find Lili; Rudy has done his best. She doesn’t want to be found. When the divorce papers came, I signed them. I didn’t need to see her to believe it anymore. Her note rings truer with each day she doesn’t come back, and her signature rejecting our marriage seals it. I curl up with my old lover, Whiskey, and give myself permission to break from reality for a good long time.

      It gets ugly. I become all the worst parts of myself, the me I’d counted on being dead and buried. I drink until I pass out and can hardly get up in the morning. There are missing days, whole twenty-four-hour blocks of time I’ve completely misplaced. Days that JT pulls me out of bed and tosses me, fully dressed, in the shower. If it were just the one time, it’d be bad but not the worst thing I’ve ever done. But it’s countless mornings. JT never shows me anything but kindness. I show up at the right place and the right time and get things done, but it’s all thanks to him. On the days the alcohol is coming out of my pores, he goes to the meetings in my place. I can’t keep letting him down.

      Losing Lili brings back a lot of the feelings I faced when I lost my sister. I think I’ve been trying to save everyone in her place, and maybe that’s what I did with Lili, too. It’s always been me who needed saving.

      If she was able to fool me so well, how can I trust my heart again? About anything? I can’t. But life doesn’t stop for anyone. I can’t solve my own problems, and if I don’t get it together soon, I won’t be able to help solve anyone else’s either.

      I spiral until there’s nowhere left to spiral.

      It lands me a month in rehab.
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        * * *

      

      “It looks like your time away did the trick. It’s a good thing your hiney has straightened up and you’re not drinkin’ yourself into a gutter,” Miss Jez announces. “Don’t have time for none of that, you hear? We missed you. You’re lookin’ better all the way around—‘cept you need to cut that hair and shave. Startin’ to look like the Beast.” Her voice softens. “We need you, Soti.” She pats my arm and moves past me in the kitchen.

      JT smiles at me from the other side of the counter and I have to look away quickly to keep it together. I’ve been getting clean while my people here at the community center have done their best to keep things running without a glitch. They held me together for months before that, too, while I was having my little reunion with alcohol. I didn’t start using again, but I was this close to it so many times that I can’t really credit myself for not going there. I made a mess of myself enough with the booze.

      “I’m going to say this fast so I don’t bawl like a baby.” I look at JT, Miss Jez, and Miss Christine standing there, looking at me with love in their eyes, and I nearly lose it. “Thank you for not giving up on me. You’ve seen me at my worst and are still standing here, loving me. You’re the family I’d choose again and again. I don’t know what I’d do without you. I really don’t.”

      “We don’t know what we’d do without you, man,” JT says. “I’m just glad you’re back. We got lots to do…” He gives me a punch in the arm and I grip him a headlock/hug.

      “Cap’n Crunch tonight?” I ask.

      “You know we got some shreds to catch up on.” He laughs and maneuvers his way out of my arm.

      I swallow the knot in my throat. “I’ll make this up to you. I’m sorry for—”

      “—You don’t need to apologize another time, Soti. Hear me?” Miss Jez interrupts. “You said it all before you left and we know you meant it because you went and got some help. We all have a little bump in the road from time to time. And you being a big ol’ thing, you had further to fall.” Her belly shakes with that and she grabs my arms. “Not one of us is perfect. Not one. We just have to be stickin’ together. Okay? You tell us when you’re strugglin’ and we will drop everything to try and help.” She looks around me to JT and Miss Christine. “Right?” she asks them.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Miss Christine chirps in and gives me a hug.

      “I’ll drop everything, but I ain’t throwing your ass in the shower again,” JT adds.

      “Fair enough,” I say.

      “You stayin’ in today, boss? Or you wanna go check out the new market they put in a couple blocks over? Maria works there and she thinks they’d be interested in contributing.”

      “Getting out sounds good to me. And I need to meet this Maria person you keep talking about.” I laugh when JT’s cheeks darken.

      “She is so hot. You better not embarrass me in front of her,” he mutters.

      “As if.” I snort.

      I run up to the apartment to grab my phone before we leave and see the picture of Lili sitting by the bed. I grab it and the other pictures of us, and I put them all in a box in the closet. I’m not ready to throw them away yet, but I can’t look at her anymore.
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        * * *

      

      JT and I cross the street and walk a few blocks without saying much, just enjoying the day. I’ve been cooped up too long, “exploring” my weaknesses and communicating them to a roomful of strangers. It feels good to get out and just be my wrecked self in the crisp air. We get to the street where Maison D’amour sits further down the next corner and there are news trucks and cars lined along both sides. JT’s steps pick up, as he tries to move away from the house.

      “What’s going on over there? Have they finished building the hotel?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure.” He points ahead. “We’re close, just a few more blocks this way.”

      “We have time, right? Let’s see what all the commotion is about.” I turn and make my way toward the crowd gathered in front of the house.

      JT grabs my arm. “I don’t think it’s a good idea, not today. Do you? Come on, you’re moving on, remember?”

      “I know. I am.” I’m trying. Not quite there yet. “It’s not like I’m gonna see her,” I tell him. “I just want to find out what’s going on.”

      He rolls his eyes but moves in step next to me. It’s too crowded to get very close, but it looks like some sort of ceremony or press conference is either about to happen or has already. The house looks beautiful, completely restored. I think about the night I came to see what was left of the place and can’t believe what they’ve accomplished. Whoever has been working on this project has gotten the job done much quicker than most construction around here. The hotel is massive and isn’t quite finished yet, but it looks like it’ll be quite the production. To me it takes away from the beauty of the house to have that monstrosity of a hotel connected to it, but no one asked me. We wait a few minutes and JT gets antsy.

      “We’re cutting it close, man. I don’t wanna be late,” he says.

      My heart skips a beat and I look around, eyes scanning the crowd for her tall, slender body, and her long black hair. I feel her. I think she’s here. I want to see her, just one more time. The girl who ripped my heart out and stomped all over it. The girl who nearly cost me my sanity. I think about the day I saw Lili on the news outside this house—the only time I ever saw her here—and I’m overwhelmed with the need to drink. My hands shake and I bend over, taking a cleansing breath. I can’t go chasing delusions.

      “You’re right, we better go.” The words rush out.

      We turn around and walk away from Maison D’amour and all the lives destined to be tangled in its spell.
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        * * *

      

      Zed calls as I walk into my apartment.

      It’s irrational, but I haven’t talked to him since the night Lili left. Logic tells me it’s my own damn fault: we were in bed together and I didn’t even know she was gone. But Zed said he wouldn’t let me down. I paid him to have eyes on the place at all times. I trusted him and should have at least been informed when my wife bailed on me in the middle of the night … in plain sight. Yeah, I’m an idiot. I let my walls down with Lili, got too comfortable, and no one is to blame for that but me. Yet, I still can’t seem to let Zed off the hook.

      I pick up the phone.

      “Hey, man. I have some news,” he says.

      “Yeah?” The flood of dread is instantaneous. I sink into a chair.

      “I know I’m the last person you want to talk to, but I think you should know. JT says you’re better but still not the same. I need you to not lose it when I tell you, Soti—can you do that? You’ll stay sober?”

      “Fuck, Zed. I’ve never heard you nervous. Spit your shit out.” I’m talking to him, doesn’t mean I have to be nice.

      “Right. Okay.” He clears his throat. “I saw Lili.”

      My throat shuts off and I pull the phone away and rub my hand across my face. I hear him talking and put the phone back to my ear.

      “You there?” he asks.

      “Yeah,” I say in the calmest voice I can manage. “Where?”

      “She was at the ribbon-cutting ceremony of the completion of Maison D’amour and press c—”

      His words fade. She was there. I felt it. Did she see me? Has she been right here all this time? What about France or wherever the hell else she was going to see as she traveled the world?

      Zed is still talking when I come back to the conversation.

      “Nico Santelli is over the entire outfit, and Lili had guards surrounding her every move, at least four on her … I couldn’t get anywhere close to talking to her.”

      “Did she look the same?” I don’t know why it matters, but I have to know.

      “Her hair might have been longer? I don’t know—something about her looked different.” He pauses and lets out a loud whoosh of air over the phone. “There’s something else … I don’t know how…”

      “Just say it,” I mutter. Honestly, I can’t think of anything worse than her leaving.

      “They’re married.”

      I choke. “Who?”

      “Nico and Lili. They’re married.”

      I hang up on him, throw the phone and everything else in sight.

      Gamo ti zoi mou.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning I’m at the police station before Rudy. When he walks in, he gives me a nod and says, “Come on back.”

      I slouch in the seat across from him.

      “Coffee?” he asks.

      I shake my head. “She married him.”

      Rudy’s eyes are uneasy, but he doesn’t say anything.

      “Can’t you confront him about it?” I sit up and lean into the desk. Rudy backs away. I don’t give a shit if I’m scaring him right now.

      “He’s not breaking the law if she agreed to marry him,” he says quietly.

      “You and I both know she didn’t agree to it.” I stand up and shove the chair behind me. “When are you gonna pin something on him? Anything? And what does it hurt to ask him about her? What are you guys scared of?”

      “Besides botching up our investigation on him?” He chokes out an uncomfortable laugh. “We’re working on it, Soti. He’s all over the place right now, though. I heard he was in town yesterday, but he goes missing for stretches and as hard as we’re working to get his location, he’s working to keep us guessing. You’ll know the minute we have something solid.”

      I lean over and pound his desk. “If he hurts her, you’ll have me to deal with … this is crazy.”

      “No need for threats, big man.”

      Rudy chuckles, but the steel behind his eyes makes me back off. Not because he scares me, but because I don’t want to be on the bad side of the police department when Lili is out there without me.

      I stalk out of there and dial Zed.

      “You have to find her,” I tell him.

      “I won’t rest until I do, I promise you that,” he says.

      “I wish I could count on promises, but they’re feeling pretty damn empty right about now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Not even a puppet can pretend to dance when it’s squashed.

      

      

      My freedom is cut off as soon as Nico is done with the reporters. He comes to stand by me, taking my arm as the guards make room for him.

      “Smile,” Nico says through gritted teeth.

      His grip is tight as we walk back to the car. I make a last attempt to look around, but the guards are so close, it’s hard to see anyone around them. When we reach the car, a driver is waiting. One of the guards gets in the front, and the others shut our doors before moving to their car.

      “Did you like my surprise?” Nico reaches into his pocket and pulls out the soft mask.

      I groan. “I enjoyed getting out, but don’t put that—”

      He pushes the mask over my head, lowering it toward my eyes.

      “Please let me enjoy being out a little longer,” I plead. I see the covering on the seat by him and he smirks.

      “You did well today. Perhaps I’ll allow more next time.” He pulls the mask all the way over my eyes and the covering follows.

      I want to scream and cry and punch and bite—claw my way out of this car—but I force myself to go numb. I pay attention to every sound and every turn that takes me further away from Soti.
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        * * *

      

      When we get back to the house and I’m back in the room, Nico paces in front of me like a wild boar.

      “I thought you would have more to say about the hotel.” He glares at me. “Do you like how I did all of this right under your nose?”

      “How long have you been planning this?”—is all I can say.

      “Oh, far longer than you’d think.” He smirks. “Women don’t like when their husbands are messed with, you know.”

      “Are you talking about Kell Withers? Is she behind all this?” I wave my hand around my room. “I saw her today.”

      “Surely you knew the day would come when you’d mess with the wrong husband…”

      So you let a woman pull your strings? I want to say, but I don’t. I need to preserve this hatred a while longer and carry it out when it can propel me forward, not bury me further underground. I need to be quiet, but … I can’t.

      “She started the fire, didn’t she?” I turn and watch his reaction. “I saw her watching it burn. Did she want him dead? Were you working together before or after, when she was wrecking your plan with the hotel?”

      He rubs his hands together and grins. “She fell in perfectly with my plan—she did not wreck it.” His shoulder lifts nonchalantly. “Bentley betrayed me when he turned you against me, and she had a grudge toward the whore who regularly took her husband away from her. I needed the whore, specifically, the whore’s baby, for the property…” He laughs and rubs my stomach. “The fire helped us both. Killing Bentley was personal. I told him to leave you alone years ago and he kept coming back for more. Kell let me know every time he paid you a visit and when she saw you at his office that day, she let me know that too … but I was always a step ahead of her. She was at the house that night, watching her husband visit his whore. It wouldn’t be hard to make it look like she started the fire, but we’ll never really know, will we?”

      I muddle my way through the atrocities he’s just confessed, more than he’s admitted in all my months here. He needed my baby for the property … that takes a moment to register and when it does, I go into a full-out rage. I turn and pummel him with my fists, scratching and hitting, and when he restrains my arms and picks me up, I kick and scream.

      “You won’t get away with this. You won’t.” I cry until I’m too weak to make sense.

      “You can shout all you want, but no one will save you. You’ve given me everything I wanted, mia piccola puttana. Everything. I’m not letting you go. I even like it when you fight me.”

      He shoves me face-down into the mattress as he demonstrates his control over me. I curl into a ball when he’s done and go into my head, but even that isn’t a safe place for me anymore. I’m afraid of where my head goes: Your mom sold you one last time. You’re nothing. You are cursed and will die here in this godforsaken hole. You’ll never get out of here and your baby will be the child of this madman.

      Later, he tries to make me eat, all gentleman and sweetness, but I know I can’t keep anything down. My brain can’t keep up with his fluctuating moods.

      “I forgive you,” he says, sticking the fork to my mouth, trying to force feed me. “I’m giving you a pass this one time, because you’re carrying my baby, but if you ever hit me again,” he throws the fork across the room when I won’t open my mouth, “you will suffer in ways you’ve never dreamed of, mother of my baby or not.”

      The next morning, as he’s sending me back to my room with Louise, he picks up a book and throws it, hitting me in the face. I clutch my cheek but bend down to pick it up, and Louise leaves marks on my arm from holding onto me so tightly.

      Ah, The Scarlet Letter. Perfect addition to my collection.
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        * * *

      

      Ignominy. Ignominious. Ignominiously. I don’t remember ever hearing the word before reading The Scarlet Letter. I wish I had a highlighter for every time I find it. Nathaniel Hawthorne either loved these words or was trying really hard to get the message across. Both, I guess. At last count, I think I found ignominy sixteen times, aside from ignominious and ignominiously. I don’t have a dictionary, but it’s not hard to figure out that the word is about shame.

      I’m forced to face myself. There’s no escaping it. Sometimes one hour feels like a day, the time passes so slowly. But seeing Maison D’amour has made it worse. When I try to muster up a little faith, maybe think about what I would do if I could ever escape Nico, I come up empty. My body is all I’ve ever had to offer anyone. I’ve slept with hundreds of men and never felt the full shame of it until I met Soti. And now that I know I’m bringing a child into this world, I feel really hopeless. What can I possibly give a child? What chance does he or she have of a future with me as its mother and a mobster for a father? It’s too terrifying to imagine.

      The book hits all my weak spots, strengthens my insecurities. I was already teetering on the bottom rung and this spirals me down further. For a few days I fall headlong into that web. Exactly what Nico meant by giving me this book, I’m not sure. Maybe to show me that I’ll never be released from my past. That even with his child, I’ll still live under the shroud of dishonor. Or maybe it’s simply to put me in my place and extinguish the heart of who I am … I can’t pretend to understand his thinking, as hard as I try. I want to. I need to understand him, so I can outmaneuver him.

      I finish the book and start back at the beginning. Each time I go away with something different, but the bottom line is: Hester Prynne is a badass. At every cost, regardless of how she might feel about herself, she protects her child.

      Will I always be a victim of my circumstances? First it was my mother, then Nico, the countless men, and now, Nico again. Where is my backbone? If my calculations about the baby are close, I have thirty-two or thirty-three weeks to find one.

      I need to go back to reading The Count of Monte Cristo. It will serve me better.
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        * * *

      

      I never want to be blindfolded again.

      “I thought about what you said, about needing to see the grass and trees,” he says, lifting my mask. “I want you to be healthy for the baby.” He steps back and waits for my reaction. “The only step up from this is moving into my room.” He smirks. “You know the spiel … if you keep cooperating.”

      This latest room has windows—a vast improvement over the other rooms. I plan on never fully cooperating so I can stay right here until it’s time to go. I rush to the window and take it all in. Sunshine. Blue sky. Pineapple sage—that’s what I smelled that day. Bentley once gave me a pineapple sage plant to enjoy on the balcony off of my bedroom. I wish I could smell the fragrance of the blossoms. The red flowers serve as a reminder that Bentley could be alive if it weren’t for me. I left him drunk and alone when I should’ve been protecting him from Nico. He was nothing but kind to me, and I let him down. I can’t let his death be in vain. I pat my stomach and watch the flowers dance in the breeze.

      A large body of water surrounds what I can see of the property—maybe Lake Pontchartrain? I’m not positive. But I can already breathe easier.

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      Nico’s eyes soften and for a moment I see a glimpse of the man I used to know.
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        * * *

      

      A few nights later, as I’m turning off the lamp next to my bed, Nico comes into my room. I’m exhausted and the last thing I want is to be manhandled by him, but when I look over my shoulder, he’s in a tux and has a gown draped over his arm.

      “It’s a little early for bed, isn’t it?” he teases.

      “I don’t pay much attention to time in here,” I tell him.

      He sobers and for a moment something like pity flits across his face. It’s gone in the next second.

      “Get up. I’m taking you out tonight.” He holds up a beautiful red gown.

      “Tonight? What’s going on?”

      “It’s time for a little test,” he says. “Louise will be here in a few minutes to help you get ready.” He lays the dress on the bed and walks toward the door. “Don’t be long.”

      I get up and quickly freshen up before putting on the dress. The front is fitted on top with a plunging neckline and flared bottom. The back has more personality with a cut out just above the waist and a ruffle that flounces down the middle of the dress, all the way to the floor. I’ve never worn anything this expensive and wonder where he’s taking me with so much of my skin exposed. I try to tuck my breasts in further, but to no avail.

      Louise comes in and motions for me to stand in front of the mirror. She goes to work on my face and must agree with Nico about my hair because she leaves it alone.

      It’s then I notice the sparkly shoes, but when I put them on they don’t even show underneath the dress. I get a second burst of energy, excited in spite of myself, wondering where he’s taking me. I didn’t expect to get out of the house again so soon, but you won’t find me complaining.

      Nico taps on the door and has the mask in his hands. I roll my eyes and he grins.

      “It’s dark out there. How am I going to see anything?” I ask, as he ties the cloth over my eyes.

      “No backtalk out of you,” he whispers in my ear.

      “You used to like it,” I mutter.

      His hand traces its way down my throat, to my cleavage, and he places a kiss there. “You look stunning.”

      He leads me out of the room and once again I try to memorize the feel of the path. We get in a boat again and he puts something on my wrist before we move.

      “In case you feel sick.”

      I thank him and he pats my arm. His sweetness is grating on me. He’s up to something and I’d rather he just tell me than pretend this is a cozy night out.

      When we reach land and get off the boat, we drive for a few minutes. The car stops and he puts his hand on my face.

      “I’ll have eyes and ears everywhere. One wrong breath and it’s over. When anyone asks, you’re my wife. We had a private ceremony several months ago and couldn’t be happier. We’re here to support the community and are glad to be contributing toward such a worthy cause.”

      My heart skips over itself.

      “Yes, Soti will be here,” he answers as if I’ve spoken, “and you’ll talk to him. Let him know you’re happy and in love with me.” He pinches the inside of my wrist until I yelp. “If you so much as give him a fleeting hint about your circumstances at the house, his life will be over. I don’t care if it looks suspicious or not. I want you to leave no doubt in his mind that you’ve moved on, whatever you have to do to convince him. Am I clear?”

      “Yes.”

      I would agree to anything. Anything to see him. And everything to keep him alive.

      When we get out of the car, the shuffled steps of the guards surround us, but I’m kept in the dark. The air shifts and a door slams behind me. Nico stops me and takes off my mask. I can’t tell where we are at first. A dark, twisty hallway. Claustrophobia filters through my consciousness, but I remind myself that this is much better than the room I’ve been locked in for months. Just then another door opens, and the light is blinding. I stumble, blinking to see if my eyes will adjust.

      “I need to use the restroom,” I tell Nico.

      “Louise will accompany you.” He steps aside and Louise moves toward me, placing her hand on my back.

      I imagine flipping her over my head and digging my heel into her neck, but instead, I move in the direction she takes me. My dress is difficult to work around in the restroom, but I manage. When I come out to wash my hands, I take a long look at myself, wondering what Soti will think when he sees me. Will he believe my act? Do I look different? Pregnant? Brokenhearted? I feel so different, it seems strange that it wouldn’t show in the mirror. I catch Louise’s eyes in the mirror and envision slamming her face in the mirror and running out, but instead, I dry my hands and face her.

      “Shall we?” I motion to the door, and her hand returns to my back.
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        * * *

      

      The banquet hall shines from the light bouncing off of the chandelier, fine cutlery, and staggering display of diamonds. Perfume and fresh flowers mix into a combination that makes my stomach roil. Every direction I look, those attending the fundraiser are dressed as beautifully as I am. If it were another time, another situation, I would enjoy admiring all the beauty in the room, but as it is, they’re in my way. I scan the room for Soti. Back and forth, top to bottom. Where are you? I lean against our table, breathing through the panic. Nico’s hold on me tightens.

      He pulls out a chair for me. I hesitate, afraid I won’t be able to see him once I sit down. Too many are standing around. Nico’s hand presses into my shoulder until I’m forced to sit.

      “Don’t you dare make a scene.” He hands me a cloth napkin and I dab my eyes.

      Our table gradually fills up and with each new person comes another round of introductions. I’m out of practice being sociable and mostly smile and play the dutiful, if not doting, wife. My shoulders sag and it takes a conscious effort to engage. I’d forgotten how exhausting it is to be in performance mode. I fade in and out of the conversation.

      “—Oh, you know Sotirios Christos?” The man to my right asks Nico. I jump to attention. “I haven’t seen him yet, but I’m sure he’s here somewhere. I believe he’s one of the main coordinators of this event.”

      I take the opportunity to look over the crowded room again and vow to pay better attention to the conversation. I pick at the salad and chicken cordon bleu; it’s tasteless. Midway through the cheesecake, which is delicious, the hair on the back of my neck prickles.

      I look up and Soti stands beside me. His eyes are wide, but other than that, his face is void of emotion. My beautiful man. I take in every feature. The familiar and the new. A burly beard, slicked back hair that falls to his shoulders, and a grey suit, all new. The scar on his forehead, the light reflecting in his eyes, and the danger he radiates but which couldn’t be further from the truth, I recognize. He’s more devastating than ever.

      Nico stiffens next to me and takes my hand in his. Soti watches it all, his eyes giving away nothing. And then she speaks, and my heart bleeds.

      “Looks like our exes have reunited,” Stella says.

      It’s then that I notice Stella standing next to Soti, her hand on his back, looking like an exotic goddess who has cast her spell on him.

      “Stella and Soti? Now that could work.” Nico laughs. He could be fooling us all, but he looks surprised yet pleased, as if this is going even better than he imagined.

      I push back my chair and stand up, I’m not sure why, maybe to break from Nico, or to feel less intimidated by Soti and Stella looming over me. Together. A couple. They look beautiful together. Untamed. Powerful.

      “I had to see for myself that it was you.” His voice scrapes over my skin like sandpaper, anger coating each word.

      I shiver. “It’s me,” I say, then chuckle. Before I can stop myself, I reach out and touch his hand.

      He’s startled by it then quickly recovers, lifting my hand to his lips. “You look well. So beautiful.” His kiss lingers on my hand, making me flush.

      Nico stands up and pulls my back against his chest. He wraps his arms around me on either side, and his hands rest on my stomach. I freeze.

      “My wife is more beautiful than ever, isn’t she? She has that glow about her, don’t you think?” He rubs my stomach and Soti pales and lets go of my hand.

      A choked cry comes from Stella’s direction and we all turn to look at her. A tear runs down her cheek. She gathers her gown in her hands and rushes off.

      “You’re really okay, then?” Soti asks.

      Nico’s arms tighten around me, heavy as chains.

      “I am. I’m sorry I left the way I did, Soti, but as you can see, I’m fine.” I tremble when the words leave my mouth, and if it weren’t for Nico holding me up, I’d crumble.

      Soti stares at me for a moment—his eyes assessing it all—and then he nods.

      “I should check on Stella,” he says, stepping back. “Take care, Lilith.”

      And with that one word—Lilith—all hope is obliterated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Insanity doesn’t wait for convenience.

      

      

      I cry. And cry and cry and cry. Wells of tears I didn’t know I had left. There is a place beyond grief and brokenness and that is where I live. Where a far off flicker brightens long enough to fool you into thinking there is a reason for light, only to drill reality home in the next moment.

      No one plans to be a whore. But these are the repercussions.

      It’s in my blood. And I will never escape it.

      I replay the anguish in Soti’s face—it was a window inside his thoughts for the briefest of seconds, but in that time I saw my pain reflected. I saw that I’ve hurt him irreparably and that he’s suffered as much as I have in our time apart. It doesn’t give me relief; it drives the point home that I do not deserve him.

      I obsess over Stella. Is she a good person? Does she genuinely care for him or is she using him? Did she cry because I’m pregnant with Nico’s baby or because she wants her own baby? Will she be the one to give Soti a baby?

      I lose a few days to this. Nico brings in Dr. Bryson to talk sense into me.

      “You have to eat, Lilith.”

      I sit in the chair by the window and stare at the way the water laps around a protruding tree.

      “Lilith … does anything sound good? Maybe some soup?”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      Dr. Bryson moves in front of me, looking confused. “What … do you want me to call you?”

      “Lili.”

      “Oh, okay. You have to stay healthy for the baby, Lili. ”

      “Do you think I’m a good person, Dr. Bryson?”

      He clears his throat. “You seem to be a good person.” He nods.

      “I’m not. How can I bring a baby into the world when I’m not good and neither is the father? What kind of cruelty is that?”

      “What are you proposing you do? Starve yourself to death? Give the baby no choice of survival one way or the other?”

      I glare at him. “What kind of life is this for anyone, locked up? Get me out of here and I’ll eat.”

      “You know I can’t do that.”

      “And you know it’s okay if I can’t eat right now. Plenty of women have morning sickness and can’t keep anything down.” I move my chair so he’s not in front of me anymore. “This place is making me sick and I can’t keep anything down. It’s not the baby’s fault. It’s Nico’s fault. It’s your fault. So get out of here and leave me alone!” I scream.
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        * * *

      

      Solitude is driving me mad. Privacy and a day to myself used to be my end goal. I longed for a day without any human interaction. A day with nothing to do but read and think and be. Sundays were the closest thing I had to time alone, but that was just because I didn’t take any customers. My day off was still filled with conversation and Angel or Tricia waxing or massaging me.

      Now, days and days go by when I don’t see anyone. Nico is gone most of the time, and the rest of the house reverts to radio silence when he’s away. My food shows up in my room when I’m sleeping. I don’t hear a single mortal sound.

      Unless Nico shaves my legs and under my arms, they don’t get done. He doesn’t trust me with a blade and he’s right not to. I dream of getting his knife or a razor blade and having my way with it. Before I got pregnant, I’d dream about the day it’d happen, and I’d know in a flash, which of us I should go after: myself or him. Most days I would have chosen myself, but now I don’t have that luxury. For now, I will get out of here and anyone who gets in my way will die trying.

      My thoughts tangle me up until I don’t trust what is real and what is something I’ve made up in one of my head tangents.

      I write in my journal—sometimes just one word for the day, other days endless run-on sentences. Today I write: I never knew true loneliness until I met Soti. He saw inside my shell and filled the void. Yesterday I wrote: RAGE. The day before that: There is no such thing as justice. For every person that gets caught for an outrageous crime or grievance, there are thousands who get away with not just one crime, but many. What is justice anyway? Loss of freedom? Lack of love? Many who are loved are not worthy of it. Where is the justice in that? Who decides? The day before: How did I ever think I loved Nico Santelli?

      The night I saw Soti, I wrote: He was never mine, so why do I feel like I’ve lost him?

      I talk to my baby all day long. I tell her everything—I feel certain it’s a girl. I can admit it might be wishful thinking, but still, I know. I pace and pretend like I’m at the community center, and that everything is just as it was in the days before I left. My thoughts go from deranged to practical. Sometimes I write down the ingredients of dishes I saw Miss Jez make and hope that I can one day make them. I draw pictures of Miss Christine with the kids and Miss Jez by the stove. Miss Jez got most of my attention because she was so vocal, but I was drawn to Miss Christine’s quiet spirit the most. She felt like still waters on a stormy day. I’m not even sure what she thought of me, she was so quiet, but I hope she knew how much I admired her. If I think of what I’d want in a sister, she’d be it.

      I wonder if they miss me, but then it gets too hard to think about and I walk to the window and think about escaping. The window is my only proof that the outside world still exists.

      At some point, I wonder if I am finding myself in the madness. If maybe I can finally see who I am and make peace with it. My mother can no longer shape and control me. Nico, even in keeping me locked away, cannot make me who I am. It’s in these quiet moments that I know I still have some control. I can let them win or I can become defiant. It’s not over yet.

      Louise comes in my room and sets down a tray of food.

      “Hi. Would you care to join me for lunch?” I ask, as if she’s my guest.

      She doesn’t acknowledge my question. The tray goes on the table and she makes a quick exit.

      I roll my eyes.

      “It wouldn’t kill you to be nice to me once in a while,” I yell, as the door locks behind her.

      What’s going to happen if she talks to me? What does she think I’m going to do? Use her to escape? Ha. Yes. One day I will, and she will regret not talking to me then.

      A lot of my time is spent thinking about all the things I’ve never done. And besides thinking about Soti and having a baby in this awful nightmare, that is when I cry the most. I’ve never filled a car with gas. Put up a Christmas tree. Roller-skated. Attempted to ride a bike. Picked berries. Gone sledding. Had a birthday cake. Planned a party. Planted flowers. Owned a pet. I’ve never been to that place I always thought had such a romantic name: Carmel-by-the-Sea.

      This is why it needs to be Nico and not me when I finally get my razor blade moment … because I may never get to experience all these things, but I have to make sure my baby does.
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        * * *

      

      Louise sets a negligee on the bed and tells me to be ready to go to Nico in twenty minutes. I pick up the sheer material and go over my new strategy as I get ready. It’s time to put all those acting lessons whoredom taught me to the test. This will be the ultimate role to play.
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        * * *

      

      His eyes glaze over when I walk in. He glances down at the curve of my stomach and smiles. When I smile back, he freezes and looks suspicious. I turn around slowly, letting him admire my body. His eyes are black lust when I face him.

      “What are you up to?” He traces a trail from my neck to the swell of my breasts.

      “There was a time when we were really good at this,” I purr. I take his suit jacket off. He doesn’t wear ties or belts around me. Strangely enough, the bastard doesn’t trust me.

      “We’ve always been good at this,” he argues, grabbing my wrist as I undo his pants. My eyes snap to his. “Tell me you’re coming back to me, Lilith.” His hand wraps around my neck.

      The name threatens to undo me. I’m his puttana.

      “Who says I ever left?” I push his pants and boxer briefs down and wrap my hands around him, stroking up and down with the exact amount of pressure I know drives him crazy.

      His head falls back. “I’ve missed you,” he groans. “Get on your knees, baby.”

      I hesitate. Since that day I told him I wouldn’t be on my knees for him again I’ve managed to keep my word. It’s hard to relinquish my stubbornness, but I do. I fall to my knees and take him deep, gazing in his eyes as if I live and breathe for him. Nico thinks he taught me everything I know, but there are some things you have to discover on your own. You can know every technique out there, and I’ve made sure to do so, but every man is different. A man likes to be in control one time and surprised the next. The secret comes down to this: learn his tells; the signs he gives you each time you’re together; the shudder that tells you what you’re doing is working. Whatever he’s loving in the moment, do that like it’s all you were put on this earth to do—your only driving purpose being to please him—and he’ll be putty in your hands.

      Nico doesn’t even last thirty seconds in my mouth; it’s pathetic, really. I keep my eyes trained adoringly on him and release him with a pop, my lips breaking into a satisfied grin.

      He bends down and lifts me, hugging me and kissing my face.

      “There’s my girl. I was afraid I’d lost you,” he says.

      I swallow back tears. Maybe he’ll think I’m overcome with love for him and not the truth, which is I hate him.

      He walks me to the bed and slowly lays me bare before him, looking down at my body as if he owns it.

      “Thanks to you and the hotel, my uncle is trusting me more, leaning on me more. It hasn’t meant anything until today, with you coming to me willingly. I love you, mia piccola puttana. I love that you’re giving me a child. I love the way your body knows mine. I love that you’re such a good student.” He smirks and kisses down my jaw. I feel him hardening between my legs.

      I close my eyes and let the tears fall. Let him think what he will.

      He’s gentler this time, the sex less urgent, and just as I relax, hoping he will stay that way, his hands grip my face, hard.

      “Tell me you love me.” His words dig in with each thrust.

      I stare at him.

      He yanks my hair until I cry out.

      “Lilith.”

      “I love you,” I whisper.

      His head falls back as he finishes and my body wars against me, trying to revolt. When I can’t hold back any longer, I push him off of me and run to the toilet, purging the words out of my mouth.

      I had a window of honesty with Soti. It will take practice to revert to being a liar again.
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        * * *

      

      A couple nights later, when I see Nico, he’s pacing and looks exhausted. I put my hand on his shoulder and it startles him. He stops walking and places his hands against the wall, his head bowed.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Everything is so right. Finally,” he says softly. He turns to face me and it seems a lifetime ago since I saw him this vulnerable. “My uncle passed away tonight … heart attack.”

      “What?” My mouth drops open. “I’m so sorry.”

      His hands wrap around my waist. “It was time. My uncle is … it was just time. It means more responsibility for me, but I’m ready. Building this place is the best thing I’ve done … I can protect you here. And I can run the business the way I want.”

      My stomach churns with every word out of his mouth. I swallow my pride and disgust and put my hand on his cheek. “I thought you loved your uncle like a father.”

      The corners of his mouth lift. “I did—I do—but he would’ve never retired.” He almost looks tender if it weren’t for the horrible things he’s saying. “He was already slipping. I’ve been cleaning up his messes for the past year. I’ll miss him, but it’s best this way. It wasn’t a mob war or anything tragic like that. All the obstacles are simply gone and now I can really get to work.”

      I stare at him, wondering how he ever deceived me so completely and terrified of what it means for our future if he can discard his family this easily.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Here a kick, there a kick, everywhere a kick, kick.

      

      

      
        
        SIX MONTHS LATER

      

      

      “Once the hotel is running smoothly, I want to take you and the baby to Brazil. There’s a city on the northeast coast—Recife. I’ve been looking into properties there. I think it’s the perfect place for us to raise the baby.” He leans in to nuzzle my nose. “We’ll need a place to get away when things get too crazy here. If you like it there, we can make it our permanent home when I retire.”

      Thinking about the future with Nico piles more chains around my neck. His softening toward me started out gradually—the room with windows, excitement about the baby—and after our confrontation and rage with each other that night when he threw the book at my face, he’s had a gentler approach. Especially once he thought I was back. Recently, it’s more than that. Nico behaves like a man in love. Baby on the way, happy little family-to-be. I’m not sure what to make of it. He mostly seems like the old Nico. I’m constantly waiting for him to backslide into the gross, violent man I’ve seen, but he keeps surprising me. He doesn’t need me to pretend to be happy; he’s still twisted enough that he gets off on my misery. Payback for me leaving him those years ago. I don’t think he’ll ever forgive me for that, but he dotes on me and seems to be under the illusion that I want to be here. Or maybe he’s playing me just as I’m playing him. I don’t know which way is up anymore. The times I’m cold only add fuel to his fire—he blames it on my hormones.

      “You make me feel so good, tesoro. The way you take whatever I give you. I know we’ve had a rough stretch here, but I think you have to taste the bitter to get to the sweet. Give me your sweet now.”

      I close my eyes and shut out Nico’s voice.

      For all the times I keep Soti alive in my mind when I’m alone, I can’t think of him when Nico is inside me. I won’t give Nico that honor. I go through the motions like the good little whore he thinks I am and afterward, he spoons me. His hands touch my stomach and I want to pretend they’re Soti’s hands, but I don’t deserve that honor. Nico props his head on his hand, his chest still against my back.

      I feel his eyes on me, but I keep mine closed. The baby stirs and his hands press against the movement.

      “Oh, such a wonder. A new life in the world … it’s like everything suddenly makes sense. That baby in there is going to change everything, tesoro. A new beginning…” His voice trails off, as his hands explore my stomach, waiting for more kicks. He keeps talking softly and when both the baby and I are still for a while, he eventually stops. “Sleep well, mia piccola puttana. I hope you dream of me tonight.” He plants another kiss against my hair and gets up, closing the door quietly behind him.

      Either he’s a brilliant pretender, or he’s convinced himself we’re a loving family. He still doesn’t trust me enough to fall asleep with me, which says a lot. I’m also not crazy enough to think the danger isn’t just below the surface, but the kinder version of Nico has been much easier to deal with than the beast I’ve witnessed. His tone and touch have been sweet. I guess I should be grateful for that.

      The knife isn’t aimed at me anymore, but it’s never far. I haven’t tried to take it, so he’s become more relaxed with it. He places it on the pillow next to us sometimes, or even on the nightstand … usually those times when my rage is a physical presence in our bed. After he uses me, he stays and talks to me and the baby until I fall asleep. He shows his vulnerability during those times, but I know it’s also his way of trying to break me down. In reality, I’m numb and usually tune out every word. It makes my stomach turn to know my baby will know his voice.

      He doesn’t trust me, because he still keeps me locked inside.

      I had a rough time a couple weeks ago—it would have been my first anniversary with Soti. I had another crying jag. For days. Dr. Bryson came every day for two weeks. They didn’t know what to do with me. Eventually I dried up, and once again, my hormones were blamed. Fortunately for me, a broken heart cannot be diagnosed.

      Dr. Bryson has examined me every few weeks since I took the pregnancy test. He thought I was nearly eight weeks then. He does ultrasounds regularly, and they are the highlight of my life. I’m thirty-five weeks and my baby is doing well.

      I was right—it’s a girl.

      Every day consists of an eerie juxtaposition: maintaining a bubble of calm around me and the baby, and imagining a way out of here. The bubble is bursting more and more. The further along I get, the harder it gets to feel calm. I have too much time in my head, and the little time I’m with anyone it’s with a psycho … I’m drowning here. I’ve learned next to nothing about what lies outside this room.

      I do know a few things now, though … it helps to be next to his room. I hear more this way.

      My mom has been here several times, but she doesn’t come to see me. It’s for the best. I can’t begin to imagine what I’d do to her, but sometimes I dream of killing her. I hope I wouldn’t, but I don’t view her as a mother anymore. And now that I’m going to be a mother myself, I reject Alexis even more. This was their plan for me all along, to have Nico’s baby. Kell and Nico must have been blackmailing Bentley and got my mother involved to get Maison D’amour. What I don’t know is why Nico wanted me to have his baby when he could get anyone to do that. I guess the reason doesn’t really matter.

      When the baby started kicking, it broke through some of my fog. She jostles my senses with each little kick. The more she moves, the more I vow to her that I will get her out of here.

      Nico never tells me ahead of time when he’s going out of town on business, but I know he’s gone if he doesn’t come to my room that night. The next day, he visits earlier, stays longer, and usually has some sort of gift for the baby from wherever he’s been. It happens once every week, but not a specific day. I don’t hear his guards when he’s gone. They’re typically quiet but talk back and forth when they’re around. When they all leave the house, occasionally I hear Louise and Cal, but mostly it’s just me and the crickets.
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        * * *

      

      It’s a good day. Dr. Bryson visited earlier and I managed to swipe the reflex hammer out of his bag when he wasn’t looking. It has a triangular rubber head, but the handle’s end is pointy, so it has possibilities.

      I haven’t figured out Dr. Bryson. He’s the only employee around here who has been kind. An elderly man; he looks like a nice grandfather, nothing like the sort of man I’d expect Nico to hire. Since he knows I’m being kept here against my will, he’s only playing the part, but it’s a lie I need to keep believing. I need to believe someone is going to keep my baby safe.

      He thinks I’m in “tip-top shape” and tells me to keep exercising every day. What he’s really saying is that I need to stay in shape so I can deliver a baby in this prison.

      I have to get out of here.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, it’s long past dark and Nico hasn’t shown up. Typically he shows up before sunset. I listen for any signs of him or his guards in the house. All is quiet. My heart skips ahead. This might be it.

      It’s going to be impossible for me to be as quick as I want. I’m huge, and regardless of what Dr. Bryson said, I’m not in great shape. I’ve tried to stay as fit as I can, but after being holed up in a room for so long, I’m cumbersome. I’m counting on my determination to make up the difference. It has to. The timing is critical.

      I keep the reflex hammer by me and wait. When Louise comes in I’m ready.

      “Puis-je vous apporter quelque chose avant le coucher, madame Santelli?”

      “Yes. You know what I’d like more than anything, Louise?” I startle her by saying her name. I’ve never said it.

      She shakes her head and looks at me suspiciously.

      “I’d love to go outside for a bit of fresh air … can you take me outside tonight?”

      She shakes her head harder, looking away as she says, “Non.”

      “Please! I need to feel the breeze on my face. It’s been so long. Just…”

      “Non. Parlez à M. Santelli quand il reviendra. Je ne peux pas.”

      So he is gone.

      “You could let me go outside for a little while … I know you could.”

      She turns away from me and walks toward the door. I move quietly behind her and jab the pointy end of the reflex hammer into her neck.

      She screams.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I whisper, as I jab, jab, jab. “I hoped you’d help me, but you really are heartless.”

      She falls forward and then turns quickly, stretching her hands around my neck and squeezing, while I stab her harder. She knocks the hammer out of my hands and I stumble, but quickly catch myself by grabbing her arm. I knee her hard in the groin and bend down to get the hammer. She tries to rush out the door, but I bang her head into the wall. Hard. She goes down on the fourth strike.

      I don’t wait around to see how long she stays down. I get out of the room and take in the house while I hurry through the halls. It’s dark and there are mostly closed doors. I pass one that’s open and barely stop to see what’s in there, too intent on getting out. Carefully moving down the stairs, I find the living room with a wall of windows that faces the lit water. Beyond a closed door to the left is a sound coming from what must be the kitchen. I wonder if it’s Cal or more staff. I don’t stick around long enough to find out. I rush to the door leading out to the deck and open it. I have to do it all the right way so no harm comes to Soti. I should have planned better than this, but I saw my chance and I took it.

      The breeze feels divine. I want to close my eyes and soak it in, but I can’t afford to waste a minute. The lights are bright enough to see the stairs leading down to the water. I rush down them, high on adrenaline and pure fear.

      I rush down the steps and run along the back of the house. Water, nothing but water. When I reach the end of the house, I turn and make my way along the side of the house. The lamps aren’t lighting the area as much on this side. The front of the house is the same, but I can see lights in the distance. I feel the first flicker of hope and breathe through the rush it gives me.

      I should have tried in the daylight, even with the risks. Taking another gulp of the fresh air, I turn and run toward the road. I’m about ten steps onto the street when an arm squeezes around my neck from behind.

      “I’ll let Nico decide on how to punish you. But you try what you did with Louise on me, I’ll put a bullet through your head. You understand?”

      “Yes,” I choke out.

      I feel the gun on my back as Cal twists me around and walks me back toward the house.

      I stop walking and he runs into me.

      “You kill me and Nico will never let you survive. Let me go and you have a chance.”

      “You have a point there.” He jams the gun into my back. “So let’s get you back safe and sound in your room.”

      Louise and Cal have said more to me tonight than the whole time I’ve been here.

      I slam my head back against Cal’s and it surprises him. He loosens his grip enough for me to turn around and knee him. He grunts and drops his gun then scrambles to reach it, but I beat him to it. He rushes forward and I shoot his leg. Blood spurts out and my stomach heaves. Cal yells and stumbles but keeps moving toward me. I shoot again and turn around in time to see another man coming out of the house. He has a gun but hasn’t seen me yet. I keep the gun trained on him. He sees Cal groaning on the ground and looks up. He lifts his hands and drops his gun.

      I see the conflict in his eyes as I keep backing up. Nico will kill him if I’m hurt, and I will make sure he suffers if he doesn’t let me go.

      Even though he’s set his gun down, he doesn’t stop advancing.

      “Stop right there.” My voice shakes, but my hand is steady.

      “Kill the bitch, Andy,” Cal groans, reaching for his pocket.

      Andy is fast but not fast enough. He pulls another gun out and shoots Cal’s hand as I shoot him. He goes down and I don’t stop to see the damage. I run.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          SOTI

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Even the mustard seed is gone.

      

      

      I’ve barely managed to stay sober, came this close to losing the fight after seeing Lili all those months ago, and again on our non-anniversary. I’ve never wanted a drink more. I bought a bottle of whiskey and divided my time staring at a poured glass and our wedding picture. I know I’m pathetic, but I can’t shake it. For years I searched for her and it wasn’t enough that I finally found her—the miracle was that we had a life beyond what I could’ve ever dreamed of. It must not have been real. She didn’t mean it, but gamoto, she sure fooled me.

      I have to remind myself that I’m the one who forced it to be a relationship; otherwise, I’m deluded thinking she was ever here to stay.

      When it first sunk in that she was married to Nico and having his baby, the first thought I had was: He won. The second thought was: He tricked her. And the third thought was: I have to find her and get to the bottom of what happened.

      But days turned into weeks, which turned into months, and not only did I not find her, but she never reached out to me, never showed up at another one of my events, didn’t give me a single thing to go on. And if what he insinuated is true and she’s having his baby, what kind of man am I to get in the way of that? I have to hold onto some morals and dignity. Right?

      After not sleeping the past few nights, I’m ready to do anything to get Lili out of my system. I almost call Stella but stop myself. She showed up at the community center about eight months ago and has volunteered occasionally since then. We were hanging out more before we saw Nico and Lili together. About a month ago, she let me know she has feelings for me and will be here when I’m ready to move on. She’s beautiful and part of me thinks I’m stupid to not give her a chance, but besides not being ready yet, the fact that she’s Nico’s ex doesn’t sit well with me … one that cried when she saw him again, at that. She claims she’s over him, but there’s really only one wife of his that I want. I push the pain in my chest over the fact that the wife I’m thinking of isn’t mine anymore. I’d best remember it. Being involved with one of his exes is enough. I could use a friend, though—someone like her who has been through a lot and understands. I just don’t want to hurt her.

      A knock on the door brings me out of my thoughts. Everyone has been worried sick about me. I see it in their faces and feel terrible that I can’t snap out of this for them.

      JT walks in before I reach the door.

      “Get ready, man. There are some charbroiled oysters with your name on them,” he says.

      I rub my eyes. “Not tonight, JT. I’m exhausted and not the best company.”

      “You haven’t been the best company for a long time, but I remember when you were like no other, so I’m hanging in there, hoping you’ll come back,” he says.

      I put my hand on his shoulder. “You’ve been carrying me too long. I’m supposed to be the one carrying you.”

      “None of that crazy talk tonight. You might be an old man compared to me, but I’ve got the brains right now, so listen up. We are going out tonight. You are getting out of this crappy apartment. And we are going to have some fun. Call Stella while you’re at it.”

      I groan. “When did you start channeling Miss Jez’s bossiness?” I ask.

      He bops me on the back of the head the way I used to always nail him and I glare.

      “Since you became the loser asshole who lost his way. Now get ready. Maria is going to beat us there and she will not be happy with me if I’m late. I will make you pay if she’s angry.” He points to my bedroom. “Go.”

      I shave and put on a nice shirt. My hair is past my shoulders and I hear Lili telling me I look like Drogo. I should probably cut it, but she didn’t seem to mind Drogo. If she comes back, would she like it this long? I groan. That settles it. I’m getting a haircut tomorrow. But for tonight, I put it in a man bun for the first and only time ever. I look in the mirror and cross my eyes. Who gives a shit what Lili would think? She’s not here.

      JT is in the refrigerator when I come out. “You gotta get some groceries, man. You’re gonna lose your bulk. Can’t get all skinny ass on me, now…”

      I pat my biceps and grin. “Don’t you worry. This won’t go anywhere. I can still whip you when I need to.”

      He laughs. “I wouldn’t count on that. The way you’ve moped around here and gotten all nooty-headed … I could take you one-handed.”

      I laugh. “What does nooty-headed even mean?”

      “Whatever the hell you’ve been. You ready?”
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        * * *

      

      We get to Drago’s and Maria and Stella are waiting in a booth. I glare at JT, but he ignores me. I’ve been around Maria a lot the last few months and like her. She’s good for JT. She’s never hung out with Stella before, though, and the air is tense between them. JT gives me a look before we sit down and I want to tell him it serves him right for sabotaging me. I hate setups, but I push it aside and decide to make the best of it.

      “Hey, handsome,” Stella purrs and kisses my cheek.

      The woman is sexy as hell, I’m not the first to notice that. The night gets more comfortable. Whatever was going on with the girls before we got there eases and we have a good time. Stella’s easy to be around, funny and charming, and on paper, she’s everything I should want in a woman. I try to stay in the moment and not compare her to Lili, and I succeed more than usual. At the end of the night, JT and Maria leave and Stella and I linger outside.

      “I had a good time tonight,” I tell her. “We should do it again. I’ve missed hanging out with you.”

      She lights up and I instantly wonder if I’ve made a mistake, but I forge on. Her fingers feel nice on my chest and she smiles up at me. Standing on her tiptoes, she places a feather-soft kiss on my lips.

      “Anytime,” she says.

      I’m ready to be sane again, and if that means moving on, I need to. I want to. That’s a lie. I don’t want to, but I think I have to. Moving on doesn’t mean getting into another relationship, though.

      “I’m not over her, Stella, and I don’t think I ever will be. I need a friend. That’s it.”

      She deflates right before my eyes and I put my hand on her shoulder then drop it quickly.

      “I can do that,” she says. She takes a deep breath and smiles.

      “You sure?”

      “Positive. I don’t want to lose you and I’m still willing to wait and … see what happens.”

      I shake my head and suppress the urge to argue with her. I decide to focus on our friendship instead of any feelings she might think she has. We set a time for me to pick her up on Sunday and she offers to drive me back to the community center, but I opt for walking back.

      Later that night when JT comes over for the Cap’n, he’s flying high.

      “Stella is into you. How do you rate, getting all the babes?” He laughs and if I didn’t love him, I’d hit him. In fact, I might hit him anyway.

      “It’s the hair.” I pull my hair out of the bun and shake it, making JT groan.

      “No, it’s not the hair, trust me. You need to cut that shit, by the way. You look like a walking dirty mop with that mess.”

      “I’m clean!” I put my armpit in his face to prove it.

      JT backs up and scowls at me. “It’s all the brooding—makes women want to be the one to finally open you up, expose all the angst you’re holding so close to the chest. Angst does look pretty good on you—Maria even says so—but I’m ready for the happy-go-lucky Soti to come back.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I tell him. He reaches over and hugs me, and in that moment I know how worried he really is for me.

      “She was crazy to leave you,” he says. “Just so you know. Crazy. You’re the best man I know.”

      “I’m sure she had her reasons.” I’m unable to place blame on her, regardless of how she left. I’ve tried.

      “Even so, I have to say it.” He holds up his hand. “There are the good guys,” he raises his hand higher, “and then there’s you.”

      “You know that saying about good guys finishing last? I think that might apply here.”

      “Finishing last could mean you’re the one they come around to in the end.”

      I wish I had his optimism. “That’s one way to look at it. If that’s true, do you think Lili’s coming back?”

      “I think she’ll regret her decision to leave you, yes. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if she came back. That doesn’t mean you should wait for her, though. You know I loved Lili,” he says. “But she’s moved on and so should you.”

      “I’ll get there,” I tell him and I hope that I’m right. It feels like an exercise in rhetoric for now.

      Stella texts me later that night.

      We’re good together, I know it, Soti. As friends and otherwise.

      I wish I could take it as it is, a sweet message from a beautiful woman, but I can’t help but think of Lili. God, I miss her.
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            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Most justices will never be served in one lifetime.

      

      

      I’m both wishful and terrified that someone will drive by and see me out here running. I really, really, really want to sit down and be driven away from here, but it would probably be someone evil that picked me up. I don’t seem to have the best luck. It’s dark and there are very few streetlights. I don’t know where I am, but every step away from that house strengthens me. I can’t go back there. I pray for the strength to keep moving. I’ve run at a snail’s pace for what feels like an eternity but is probably only about fifteen minutes. Any lies I’ve been telling myself about being somewhat in shape are mocking me now.

      Finally, I see a house. The lights are on and there are pretty flowers out front, making it look inviting. I want to kiss the ground, I’m so relieved.

      There’s a sharp pain in my side and I bend over, catching my breath. When I stand back up, I see a cat rubbing against the front door. It reassures me further that an animal lover lives here.

      I walk to the door, rubbing my lower back on the right side. I feel old and tired. And dusty. I feel dusty.

      “I’m sorry for jostling you all that way, baby girl,” I whisper as I ring the doorbell.

      It takes a minute, but finally I hear someone unlocking the door. A woman a little older than me cracks open the door.

      “Yes?” she asks.

      I take a deep breath and my exhale sounds long and shaky when I let it out. “I’m sorry, I know it’s getting late, but I was wondering if I could use your phone. I need to … call a tow truck.” The lie comes out before I can think it through.

      She looks at my swollen stomach and opens her door wider. “Come in. I’ll get the phone for you. Would you like something to drink?” she asks.

      “That would be wonderful. Thank you.”

      “Have a seat. I’ll grab the phone and get you some water.” She holds her right shoulder up a little, motioning toward the kitchen, and I notice she’s missing most of her right arm.

      I sink into the chair, thanking heaven and earth and the stars that I found a nice place to stop with a woman instead of a man. Across the room, I see a phone. As much as it hurts to get back up, I rush to it and dial 911. When they answer, I start to cry and the words start gushing out of me.

      “This is Lilith Chr-Fontenot and I’ve been held prisoner for nearly a year by Nico Santelli. I just escaped.”

      “Can you tell me where you are, Miss?”

      “I’m not sure. I’m at a house maybe a mile from where I’ve been kept. We took a boat the last time we went into the city, but I was blindfolded, so I couldn’t tell where…” The line goes dead.

      I look at the phone. No power. The girl walks back in the room. She smiles and holds out the glass of water.

      I stand and move toward the door. “I’ve got help coming soon. I just need to meet them at the car.”

      I’ve nearly reached the door when she giggles. The sound makes me break into a sweat. That feeling of trying to run underwater washes over me, like I could move but I wouldn’t get very far no matter how hard I tried. The door opens and Nico walks in, two guards rushing in behind him.

      “Thanks, Coco.” He tosses a large handful of bills toward the girl and she catches it easily with her left hand. When she sees me watching, she blows her black bangs out of her eyes and smirks at me. I lean over and throw up on her living room floor.

      I hear her cussing as I’m carried out. One of the guards is holding me because I’m too heavy for Nico to lift now. Wuss. I laugh at myself, but I’m shaking so hard it comes out as a yelp. Just as quickly, I flip-flop and weep.

      A guard blindfolds me and then shoves me into a car. We speed away. Nico’s hands wrap around my throat. He’s livid, and this time I’m truly afraid.

      “I’m so disappointed in you, Lilith. You really thought you’d get away from me?” He snorts. “I told you. I have eyes everywhere. You underestimate me.”

      “Louise wouldn’t let me go outside.” It’s not why I jabbed her in the neck, but I keep that to myself.

      “Oh and that’s why you were at the neighbor’s house? Because you wanted to go outside? Don’t play me for a fool, Lilith. Who did you call?”

      I feel a blade on my thigh and cry out when he stabs my leg with it. For a moment, I think I’m going to pass out.

      “Tell me who you called. Was it Soti?”

      “No, I tried a couple of the girls, but I didn’t get anyone, I swear I didn’t.”

      The car stops and I’m carried back inside. I recognize the smell and start kicking. “No, don’t put me back here. Nico, please.” The mask comes off, and I’m back in the first tiny, dank room. I sob so hard I throw up again.

      “Shut up, puttana,” he yells and slaps me when I don’t.

      “Please don’t leave me here,” I cry. “I won’t do it again. I promise you I won’t. I’m going crazy being inside all the time. Louise doesn’t talk to me. It’s awful when you’re away...”

      He pushes me onto the bed and holds both my wrists, motioning for the guard to tie one side while he ties up the other. He wraps cloth around the gash on my leg and pulls it taut. I barely hold back a scream.

      “Because of your little phone call, you won’t be here very long. You killed one of my men and only time will tell if Louise and Cal make it. You’ll pay for that.”

      I look at him with terror and shake my head. “I wasn’t trying to kill anyone. I just needed to get out for a little while…”

      “You need to calm down. If you hurt my baby, there will be no mercy for you. No mercy. Beyond giving me a healthy child, you are nothing. Are we clear?”

      I choke back the sobs and my hiccups echo through the bare room. “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I’m so sorry, Nico.”

      “I’ll make sure you prove it.” He backs up.

      “No, please don’t go…”

      He turns off the light, leaving me in pitch black.

      I hear the lock on the door click and I yell until I lose my voice. My arms ache, not being able to wrap them around my stomach. I cry for my baby girl. I’ve failed her.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning a guard I don’t recognize brings food. He puts the bowl of oatmeal on my chest and laughs as he watches me try to eat it with my hands tied. I’m weak from crying and losing so much blood, and I’m so hungry I don’t have the energy to pay attention to him. I barely slept, thinking about what I should have done differently. I can’t help but hope that the short amount of time on the 911 call was enough to trace the general area of where I am. I should have made a fail-safe plan before I left. I shouldn’t have trusted anyone. Next time I have to do better, because now I think he’s going to kill me once I have the baby.
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        * * *

      

      Days pass. I’m not sleeping. My mind won’t stop. I can’t keep track of time, without the light and strips of toilet paper. The more time I lay here trapped, the more unhinged I feel.

      The ropes came off my wrists earlier this morning, and right after, Dr. Bryson arrives to examine me. I can tell by the look on his face that the room and my appearance shock him. I wonder if my ropes are only off long enough for him to see me and then they’ll go back on as soon as he leaves.

      He asks if I’m eating enough, how I’m feeling. I ignore him. He glances down and sees the bloody cloth around my thigh.

      “What happened here?”

      “Stabbed.”

      He looks surprised but doesn’t respond. I turn away from him and hear him rustling around in his bag, but I can’t look at him anymore.

      “It’s too late for stitches, but I’ll put this on it, see if it helps heal faster.”

      “How do you sleep at night, Dr. Bryson?” I look in his face and he avoids my eyes. “Answer me. Are you even really a doctor? How do you live with yourself, knowing you’re helping keep a pregnant woman prisoner…” His skin flushes. “I hope you slip soon and get…” I put my finger across my throat in a slashing motion. “I’ll be waiting and watching.” His eyes bulge, either from what I’ve said or when he notices my bloody wrists.

      His hands tremble when he puts salve on my wrists. When he’s done, he gathers his things and leaves without another word. I add him to my list of people who will pay for what they’ve done.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve just dozed off and wake up startled, gasping for air. Someone is in the room with me. Once I recognize Nico’s scent, I try to calm my breathing. The baby gives me a swift kick in the side. Nico puts his hand over my mouth and then wraps a cloth over it, tying it tightly in the back.

      I feel his breath before I hear him. His mouth is on my ear. “Don’t make a sound. Do you hear me, Lilith? Promise me you won’t and I’ll get you out of here.” His voice is different, urgent.

      I nod and he leaves the room, completely silent himself. In the distance I hear shouts and gunfire—and something else—a loud motor of some kind? I hear footsteps above me, but all noise is still too far away to tell what’s really happening.

      My heart goes into triple time. I lean up in the bed. It’s too dark to see anything, so I just listen. Stay calm, stay calm, stay calm.

      There are more gunshots and then it’s quiet. I haven’t made any noise and I won’t, I can’t, but I need this thing off my mouth. My nose is stopped up and I can’t breathe.

      Later, when I’m still waiting, alone, I agonize over the fact that I didn’t scream. Even if it was one of Nico’s enemies coming to kill me, I would’ve been better off than alone in this dungeon. Seeing someone, anyone, means a chance of escape.
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        * * *

      

      I get a sharp cramp and fall to my knees by the water, breathing through the pain. When it passes, I stand up and shakily walk around the edge of the water, until I end up where I started. I nearly fall back into the sand. I sob until there is nothing left. When my breaths sound like hiccuping gasps, a cold stillness comes over me. I look out at the black water, contemplating walking into it and never walking out. I stare at it until I feel peace. Taking a small step forward, the baby gives me a sudden kick and then my whole belly shifts as she turns. I pause, the moment broken.

      Wiping my face and taking another gulp of the fresh air, I turn and walk toward the house. I quietly open the door from the deck and come face-to-face with Cal.

      “I needed some air,” I tell him, not trying to stop him from yanking me down the hall and to my room.

      Louise is on the floor when Cal leads me inside. He doesn’t pay much attention to her, his focus is on holding the gun to my back as he guides me to the bed. Once we’re there, he pushes me and I fall forward, doing a stomach-plant on the mattress.

      “Move an inch before I’m out of this room and I’ll shoot. I dare ya. It’d be much more fun than waiting for Nico to deal with you.”

      I deserve that after what I did to him, I think. The gun leaves my back and I take a deep breath. When the door closes, I turn on my left side and curl up as small as I can get.

      The cramping picks up later and doesn’t stop. When I have a break between contractions, I get up and pound on the door for Cal to come back. He ignores me, so I start yelling for him to call Nico.

      I jerk and wake up disoriented, moaning. My arms are still tied. Oh God, how loud was I? No, you’re dreaming. I don’t know what’s real. I thought … no, it was all a dream. I’m still stuck in here, helpless. My mind is playing tricks on me. I haven’t seen Louise and Cal since I hurt them … I wonder if they’re really dead. I doze again. My stomach contracts and I hear a muffled cry that must be me. I turn to my shoulder and try pushing the cloth off of my mouth.

      My stomach eases for only a few minutes before it tightens again.

      It’s too soon. The baby shouldn’t come yet.

      I don’t think about the repercussions, I yell as loud as I can.

      Nothing happens. I keep yelling. I don’t even hear footsteps.

      No one comes. Total quiet.

      The contractions are getting closer together, and I try yelling again. I’ve rubbed my chin raw trying to scrape the cloth off my mouth, but I keep working it, stopping only to breathe through the contractions. When it comes free, I cry and yell louder. Now if I can get my arms free. Nico knew this would be extreme torture for me. Ever since I found out I was pregnant I’ve had my hands on my stomach, talking to her, comforting her, letting her know not everyone is as evil as the world we’re sometimes surrounded by. Goodness can still be found out there. I’m determined to show her that, even if I have to die trying.

      The day or night drags on, and it’s a long time before I finally get a hand free. Once that’s loose, I hurriedly work on the other side. When it comes off, I laugh out loud, no longer afraid of the noise I might make. I get up and bang on the door until a contraction starts. Then I hobble back to the bed and cry my way through it.

      “Where is everyone?” I say out loud. My voice sounds hollow. Raspy and weak. I need to save my strength. “It’s up to me … ahhhhhh,” I groan. The pains are getting stronger. “Baby girl, you can’t come yet,” I keep saying over and over.

      She’s already not listening to me.

      I look around the room—there’s nothing to work with, not even towels. All I can do is wait this out. Stay calm, stay calm, stay calm.

      Time seems to slide to a standstill. I slip in and out of moments of rest, so brief, yet each time I jerk awake I’m confused once again of where I am, what’s happening to me. I sit up and try to find a comfortable position and my water breaks. After that, my stomach is ripped apart. She’s on her way whether I’m ready or not. I panic and give up being calm, thrashing around on the bed through the contractions, trying to find a way, any way, to get through it.

      My eyes roll back in my head. I want to give up, but I imagine my little girl. She’s sitting in the sand by the ocean. Her eyes are the shape of Nico’s, but they’re blue like mine. The water nudges her feet and she laughs, smiling at me as if we’re in on a secret together.

      I want to know her.

      I imagine him.

      So-ti. So-ti. So-ti.

      Every heartbeat his name.

      The pressure, so much pressure. I save up strength for a few moments and then push again. My eyes blur. When the pain lifts momentarily, I think I’m imagining it when I hear something.

      “Hello? Help.” Barely a sound comes out. “Please … find me.”

      And then a bright light blinds me when the door is shoved open. I see him walking through the door. I cry harder. Save me from this hell. He takes my hand and my heart lulls into a second of peace. Several other men fill the room.

      “Soti, how did you find me?” I whisper.

      “Don’t worry, ma’am. I’m David. I’ll get you the help you need,” he says. “Do you want me to try and reach—what was the name—Soti?”

      I squint and see a badge. I grab his arm.

      “Save my baby,” I rush out before another contraction. The pain is consuming and the edges of my vision keep going grey. So tired.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sunlight, stroke my face once more.

        Warm me with your light.

      

      

      I come to and it sounds like I’m in a helicopter. Without the ear plugs it would be deafening. My body vibrates. Oxygen is strapped over my face and an IV is in my arm. I look around hoping I’ll see him. Kind eyes study me but they’re not his. I think I imagined his voice.

      “We’re almost there,” the man yells.

      I gasp and shut my eyes. All my focus goes toward pushing. We land and I’m wheeled out. I want to be aware of my surroundings, but this baby is making it hard to think of anything else. I feel someone by my feet, pushing my legs wider.

      “You’re doing good,” a woman says. “Looks like the baby is not going to wait!” She chuckles. “You’re in an FBI facility. You’re safe here.”

      “Oh thank God,” I whisper.

      “Name’s Angela and I’ve delivered lots of babies. Just breathe and concentrate on pushing…”

      I grip her hand as if it’s my salvation and push until my veins feel as if they’re going to explode out of my body. When I hear my baby cry for the first time, I’m edging delirium. I lift my head to see her and quickly sag back into the pillow when Angela lifts her up so I can see. Tears blur my focus, but I can still make out her perfect features. She’s tiny, but if the way her lungs are working is any proof, I think she’ll be okay. Angela places her on my chest and tucks a warm blanket around us.

      The world comes to a standstill as I stare at my girl in wonder. She stops crying and looks up at me.

      “Astra Simone, you are the beginning of a new bloodline of Fontenots,” I whisper. “You are my hope and my happiness.” My tears drip on her face and I smile, wiping her cheek. “Your body and your mind will always be your own, my love. I will do everything in my power to protect you, everything. I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      Astra weighs four pounds and eleven ounces, and everything looks good from her tests. She’s alert and breathing with no help. I’m in awe of her. She’s in an incubator next to me and I hold her foot and talk to her until we both fall asleep. A knock on the door jars me awake. I’m having a hard time keeping my eyes open, but I mumble for them to come in.

      Angela steps in first. “I’d hoped they’d let you rest longer, but crime waits for no one.” She glares at the men behind her. Two distinguished-looking gentlemen walk in and stand at the foot of the bed, hands clasped behind their backs.

      The taller one speaks first. “My name is Tomas Ford and I’m with the Federal Bureau of Investigation.” He motions to the man next to him, who picks up where he left off.

      “And I’m Michael Samson of the United States Marshals Service.”

      “Your daughter is beautiful. We’d also hoped to give you more time to recover, Mrs. Santelli, but it was urgent we speak with you,” Mr. Ford says.

      “Please don’t call me that.”

      “I apologize. Lilith?”

      “Lili.”

      “Lili it is.” He motions to the chair. I nod and he sits down. Mr. Samson continues to stand.

      “I’ll get right to it then,” he says. “We need you to answer a few questions.”

      I nod.

      “What was your involvement with Nico Santelli?”

      I’m incredulous. “He kept me as a prisoner for the past year.” I don’t give them any more than that. “How about you tell me where you’ve been all this time.”

      “I’m so sorry for the trauma you’ve endured, Mrs.—Lili. I’ll fill you in as much as I’m permitted. We watched Nico’s uncle, Antonio Santelli, for a decade and he managed to evade us at every turn. Since your husband took over, Nico hasn’t covered his tracks very well … except when it comes to you. We knew nothing about you until the day of the ribbon cutting at L’hôtel Amour.” He clears his throat. “He started slipping especially around the time of his uncle’s death, which we believe he was responsible for. We were able to track his location and put an undercover agent in the house around the time of the funeral—one who already had the trust of Nico. Up until a week ago, he was leaking details about you and Nico’s business dealings. He assured us you were being held there against your will, but I wanted confirmation from you. We have every reason to believe that’s the case, since you tried to escape. But it’s also our understanding that you shot our informant twice.”

      I stare at them in shock and swallow hard, shaking my head, remembering the other guard after Cal. “No, he had a gun … two guns … on me…” I notice my surroundings then. It’s like another cell. There are no windows, no decorations; a lifeless room. I start trembling.

      “Andy Ortiz would have done everything possible to protect the case, but not at the expense of you. I’ve worked with him for twenty years and trust him with my life. If anyone else was endangering you, he would have risked everything to save you.”

      The scene replays over and over through my head, looking much different now that I’ve heard the truth.

      “Cal was reaching for another gun and told Andy to kill me. When Andy pulled out another gun, I didn’t think, I just shot. I killed an agent?” I start crying and the baby stirs and whimpers. “I’m sorry. This is all so confusing. What happens now? Do I go to jail?”

      Mr. Ford looks much calmer than anyone discussing dead people should. “We’ll want to hear your testimony, but because of Andy Ortiz, we know some of what you’ve been through and were able to get more than enough to put Nico away. We raided the house a couple of days ago and it appears he is the only one who escaped. Evidence is being pulled from the house still.” He pauses to see if I’m still listening and continues. “When you’re released from here, you’ll be heavily guarded, and once Nico is caught, you’ll be put into the witness protection program—Mr. Samson is here to talk to you about that.”

      Mr. Samson speaks up. “It can take a few weeks to place someone in the program, but with you being at such high risk, we’ll make sure to secure you as soon as possible.”

      “Do I get a say in any of this?” I ask.

      They glance at each other briefly.

      Mr. Ford’s attempt at a gentle smile comes across as patronizing. He wants something from me. I recognize that look; it’s one my mother gave me often. My gut twists.

      “Our job is to put Nico away. He won’t be able to hide too long, his cockiness will lead us to him. In the meantime, your safety is crucial to us and we’ll do everything to uphold that. We’ll need you to testify when this goes to trial, Lili.”

      I shake my head. “I shouldn’t have to see him again. Don’t you have enough on him without me?” I sit up higher in the bed and take a deep breath, trying to not wake up the baby. “I’m sorry if I don’t trust you to find him—I’ve been missing all this time and no one even knew I was missing,” I hiss.

      “We’re told your ex-husband, Soti Christos, was very vocal about the lack of attention regarding your disappearance,” Mr. Ford says.

      That stops me cold. I wait for him to say more, but he doesn’t.

      “Does he know I’m here?” I whisper.

      “No, and if we have any hope of protecting you, he can’t know. No one can.”

      I’m in complete agreement there, not only for my sake, but Soti’s. He deserves a life free of the pain that goes hand-in-hand with me. The best thing for him is to forget I exist. I’m quiet too long and they get antsy. Mr. Samson coughs lightly and Mr. Ford’s fingers tap together. Tap, tap, tap. I stare at him until he stops.

      “Let me put it to you this way, Lilith. You’ve been a major player in the prostitution ring in the French Quarter for years. Then there was the arson to your place that we still haven’t gotten to the bottom of. You were arrested, the charges were suspiciously dropped … and you shock us by showing up with New Orleans’ largest crime lord—turns out you’re married and having his baby, AND he’s fixed up your burned up house real nice and added a hotel. Lotta money in it for you. Then you kill one of our undercover agents. That’s a lot stacked against you.”

      There’s the real character. He lured me in with false security and then goes for the kill. I shiver and tuck the blanket around me.

      “Now, we can make sure none of that pops back up, or we can take a closer look at why you seem to be the common denominator here. How about you help us and we’ll help you.”

      All pretense has been set aside, and now we all quietly assess how much we can get out of the other.

      I give in first. “Promise me that my baby and Soti Christos will be protected and I’ll testify against Nico.” I shakily finger the rim of the blanket and then cover my hand so they can’t see my nerves. “And if you also agree to protect me in all of this, I will give you information about Bentley and Kell Waters, a man called Dr. Bryson, and Alexis Fontenot, my mother … all information that’s relevant to this case.
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        * * *

      

      After my experience with Nico, it’s going to take a lot for me to trust anyone, but the day I meet Jennie, and the days following, are life-changing. She’s the exception. There’s something about her that I immediately trust, similar to the way I felt when I looked into Soti’s eyes, a knowing. She doesn’t have to say much: “Hi, I’m Jennie. I’ll be going with you and Astra to California.” And in that sentence and the warmth in her eyes, I hear her heart: I will defend you to death, if it ever comes to that. You can count on me.

      Why is a bond formed instantly with some people? I don’t know how with some you just instantly know. Before Soti, I didn’t believe it was possible. He paved the way. Now that I’m positive it exists, I don’t want to waste my time on anyone but the few whose hearts link with mine. It’s more than a feeling, it’s a deep down truth: some people are forever locked in love in one meeting, whether it’s ever spoken out loud or just known in the gut. If I can learn to hone in on that intuition, I think I’ll survive, maybe even be happy. I’m forging ahead. I know I could doubt everyone and everything, but I won’t let the love Soti showed me be in vain. I want to learn from it, grow from it, and experience all life has to offer. Even if I can’t have him—especially since I can’t have him—I want to make sure I don’t miss any other quality relationships.

      I think about him constantly. I’m telling myself it’s my way of saying goodbye. It’s a process. I’m not sure I’ll ever fully get over him, but I hope soon I’ll be able to let go. Maybe once I know we’re settled.

      Jennie walks in as I’m changing Astra. “I swear she’s grown every time I walk in the room.”

      “I know. It’s only been two weeks and she’s outgrown the preemie clothes.” I pick up Astra and stick my nose in her neck, inhaling her baby smell.

      “You ready to get on that plane tomorrow?” Jennie asks.

      My heart quickens every time I think about my first flight on a tiny private plane, but I haven’t let anyone else know. There have been so many firsts the past year, I’ve lost count. What’s one more?

      “I’ve never been more ready. I just have one more thing to take care of before we leave.”
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        * * *

      

      Mr. Ford slides the papers in front of me and allows me time to read them. A lawyer and notary are also present, but even with us all crammed in the office, it’s silent. No one smiles and it’s a mercy. I’ll lose it if anyone shows me kindness.

      The lawyer clears his throat after a few minutes and picks up his copy of the will. “Okay, if you’ve had time to read the papers thoroughly, let’s get started.” His eyes peer over the documents and I nod. He reads page after page out loud and when he’s done, he waits for my acknowledgment. Once I’ve agreed it’s all in order, he points to the list of addresses to verify if they’re correct.

      I study them and nod. “Yes, everything seems to be in order.”

      “Very well. Take your time looking over the papers and when you’re ready, sign at every X.”

      The gravity of what I’m doing sinks in and my signature is shaky. All that matters now is protecting Astra.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Come out, cat. Let’s play.

      

      

      
        
        TWO MONTHS LATER

      

      

      I pluck a dozen lemons off the tree and put them in a basket, moving toward the tomatoes. I don’t think I’m biased when I say we’ve had the best tomatoes I’ve ever eaten. I pick a plump one and can’t even wait to wash it. I take a big bite and the juice runs down my chin. Jennie laughs.

      “You’re gonna be a sticky mess,” she says.

      “I don’t care,” I sing back to her.

      Astra is in her bouncy seat next to me, sitting in the shade. She’s almost three months old and I can’t believe how big she is. She laughs when I sing, so I don’t stop. I bend down to kiss her and she latches onto my chin, sucking as hard as she can.

      Jennie loses it. We laugh harder at the suction cup sound Astra makes when she lets go. I sit on the little bench by the back door and lift my top. She nurses like a greedy little beast, so loud that I flush.

      “I guess you were hungry,” I coo at her.

      The breeze blows my hair into her face and she crinkles her nose. I like it here; the weather has been perfect and I love having fresh fruit and vegetables outside my back door. We’re in Campbell, California, and even though we’re in town, it feels like we’re tucked away in a little farmhouse. The house sits on a larger lot than the surrounding houses and has a high fence surrounding the yard. We have a pool and spend a lot of time outside. When we first came, there were three other people staying in the house, and it was uncomfortably crowded. They’ve gradually left, and now it’s just Jennie, Troi, and us.

      Jennie’s teaching me so much—about gardening, cooking … she’s also a master instructor of Krav Maga and when Astra naps, we train. I’m gaining confidence each week. At first, I felt like a weakling compared to her, but she’s patient and my endurance level is growing. I still have nightmares of Nico finding me and taking Astra.

      “Let the fear push you toward gaining strength,” is Jennie’s daily mantra.

      Troi is the guard who rarely speaks. He’s not intrusive, but I know he’s always on watch, never breaking his role, and I’m fine with that. Most of the time I’m not afraid, although I’ll feel much safer when Nico is caught. I’m not naive enough to think Troi and Jennie are strictly here for my protection—they have to make sure I don’t try to get out of testifying against Nico.

      If it weren’t for Astra, I would make sure he could find me … my way, and we’d fight until one of us went down. Cut this cat and mouse game short. But Astra changes everything. She’s my world. I don’t know how I lived without her, but I know I’ll die protecting her, if it comes to that.

      At night, when Astra is tucked in her crib and I’m alone in my bed, the thoughts of Soti are too much. Loneliness finds me in the dark and won’t let go.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up antsy. My head hurts. Stir crazy. I have to get out of this house. Tinkering around in the backyard doesn’t help.

      Astra is sleeping snugly in the baby wrap—we love this thing. I find Jennie in the shed and when she sees my crazed expression, she stops in her tracks.

      “I think I’m going to take a walk.” I tug my hat over my eyes. “We’ll be okay, right?”

      She quietly gives me the once-over and nods. “I think your disguise is working.” She bites the inside of her cheek to keep from smiling.

      I grin. If the patrons of Maison D’amour could see me now, they’d run the opposite direction. “Alexis would be mortified.” We say it at least once a week.

      “Just don’t stay long. Your phone is charged, right?”

      “Yeah, I’m good to go.” I’ve only ventured to the front yard once, so this walk feels momentous.

      “Why don’t you go to the park I told you about that’s close? Take a right when you leave here, right on Winchester, left on Rincon. Fifteen minutes, max.”

      “I’ll text you when we get there … I don’t plan on staying long.”

      “Take your time. I’ll let Troi know. He’ll trail you. I have a Skype meeting with the office.” She looks at her watch. “Unless you want to wait an hour.”

      “Meet me there when you’re done.”

      “Sounds good. And hey, pay attention to your surroundings and all that.”

      “Right.” I tuck Astra’s hand against my chest and lower my hat again.
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        * * *

      

      I feel like dandelion seeds taking flight as I start off on my walk, light as a feather and a bit erratic in my eagerness. The air is so much crisper than the bogged down humidity of New Orleans. I inhale the breeze and lean back for a moment to appreciate the birds singing above us. Walking down the sidewalk with my baby girl strapped to my chest is a luxury.

      I’m careful to follow the directions just as Jennie told them. It took us thirteen minutes to get here; I make note of it when I text Jennie that we’ve made it. Several kids are playing on the playground and three or four adults are scattered nearby. Just as I’m rejoicing in the fact that it’s not too busy, a news van pulls up and three guys get out. I groan and move to a shady tree and sit under it, where I’m facing everyone but still feel hidden.

      They set up a camera and one guy stands close by, professional on the top with a dress shirt and tie, but wearing shorts and flip flops waist down.

      The camera guy sets the camera in the direction he wants and it faces Astra and me. My heart drops. I stand up and make my way to the sidewalk. He leans his face away from the lens and smiles at me. When I move to leave, he calls out.

      “Sorry, I didn’t notice you there at first,” he grins, “but you’re perfect. Stay.” He walks toward me. “Would you mind answering a few questions about the park?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know anything about the park, sorry.”

      He grins bigger and flips his shaggy, blond hair. “Where are you from? I can’t place the accent.”

      “Gotta go.” I wave a hand then place it on Astra’s bum as I haul it out of there.

      I make it home in ten minutes, sweating by the time I reach the door. My headache has returned, thumping with a vengeance.

      “What happened?” Jennie rushes to me.

      “A guy got a little too friendly. He was part of a news crew—I guess they’re doing a segment on the park and he wanted me to answer a few questions.

      She’s already texting Troi before I can get the words out. A text pings back.

      “Troi’s there and he says they seem legit. It’ll be okay,” she says.

      My vision blurs and I lean against the doorjamb. “I need to lie down. Not feeling so well.”

      “I can take Astra for a little while…”

      “It’s okay. Maybe she’ll take a nap, too.” I lift her out of the sling and shuffle to the bedroom.

      I fall into a fitful sleep and when I hear something at the door a while later, I try to lift my head and the pain is so intense I cover my eyes and groan.

      “You sure you’re okay? You’ve been asleep for three hours.”

      “Really?” I croak. “It didn’t feel that long.”

      “Want me to take Astra? She’s been cooing for a while now.” Jennie walks closer to the bed and touches my forehead. “Holy mother, you’re so hot.”

      She picks up the baby and I watch through squinted eyes as she feels Astra’s forehead too. “I don’t think she has a fever. I’ll be right back with some medicine. Why don’t I keep her with me while you rest.”

      My body is too foggy to protest. Everything hurts.
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        * * *

      

      The days and nights collide with no clear meter. I vaguely remember snapshots of Jennie coming in and out of the room holding Astra. My fever rages. In the early morning hours, I sweat it out until the sheets are soaked. My breasts are hard, engorged orbs; I try to get relief with a breast pump instead of exposing my baby girl to this. It takes every ounce of energy I have, but I fill both bottles; an accomplishment I’d be so proud of if I had enough strength to care … and if I didn’t throw it all out.

      I can’t keep anything down, but Jennie continues trying with broth and ginger ale. Sleep is all I’m capable of, but I miss my baby. She’s in every dream and the first word out of my mouth every time I wake.

      In my lucid times, I wonder if I will ever have a night that I don’t dream about Soti. One dream is so vivid, I look for him when I wake up and cry when he isn’t there. The hollowed out desperation of missing him is akin to claustrophobia, where there is no way out of the longing. There are days I think my heart can’t break any more than it already has, but it manages to crack further.

      A few mornings later I wake up and some of my strength has returned. I sit up and feel lightheaded, but at least I’m not rushing to the bathroom to throw up. Jennie walks by the room and peeks in. She’s holding Astra and picks up the diaper bag hanging by my door.

      “How are you feeling this morning? Your coloring looks better,” she adds.

      I nod. “I do feel better.”

      “I wanted to be back before you woke up, but I’m glad to see you. Is it okay if I take Astra with me?”

      I cringe before I can stop myself.

      “Back in twenty minutes, tops. I just need a few groceries. Troi is working in the yard and I’d rather not leave her with him for the first time when you’re sick. He hasn’t even held her yet.” She rolls her eyes.

      I nod. “Yeah, it’s probably best that you take her. I really don’t want her to get whatever this has been.”

      “All right. Your phone is charged up. Text me if you think of anything we need.”

      I smile at Astra, and Jennie turns before seeing my eyes fill.

      “Hurry back,” my voice cracks.

      Jennie looks over her shoulder and smiles. “We’ll be back before you even miss us.”

      “Too late!” Tears drip down my cheeks and I groan. “Sorry. I’m just missing her so much.”

      “Get better. She’s missing you, too.”

      When they leave, I venture to the bathtub and sit on the ledge as I run the water. Being upright winds me. I strip and sink into the tub, lying back, but all I can think about is getting back in bed, so I hurry through the motions.

      I bend over and wrap the towel around my head. My softest pajamas are on the counter and I slowly pull them on. The door bursts open and my head whips up. Troi stands there, his eyes urgent. He motions me forward and I don’t hesitate, rushing toward the door. He reaches out to grab my arm and goes down. I shriek and cover my mouth, seeing the blood spill out on the floor. I bend down to feel his pulse. It’s faint. God.

      Troi’s eyes flutter and he looks at me. “Take my gun,” he sputters.

      I fumble for it but don’t find it on him. I look around the room frantically and see it by the door. I crawl toward it, shaking my head when the room spins in front of me. I hear footsteps coming toward me.

      “Get up.”

      My stomach free-falls. Nico bends down, eyes never leaving mine, and has the gun pointed at me before I can move. I scramble backwards and he advances just as quickly, looming over me, full beard and long hair, eyes crazed. I hardly see Nico in there.

      He grabs my arm and drags me out of the room. “Where’s the baby?”

      “Let me go. You won’t get away with it, Nico. They’ll be coming for you any minute…”

      The gun digs into my side. “Where. Is. She?”

      “She’s gone.” Tears trickle down my cheeks and neck.

      We move into the hallway and he quickly scans each room. I hear his sharp intake of breath and then see it—the blood on the floor of the dining room. I hope to God it’s one of his men and not Jennie. When we get to the kitchen, it’s too still. My heartbeat quickens and I look for any traces of them. A shot rings out. Nico stiffens and makes a guttural sound before stumbling forward. A burst of red blooms through his shirt, blood swirling a pattern on his grey shirt. I look over my shoulder and Jennie rushes at us, still aiming the gun at him.

      Jennie knees him and I lunge along with Nico, his hands digging into one side of my waist and the gun digging into the other. He turns around so quickly I’d go flying if he didn’t have such a firm grip. My side feels cold when he raises it and fires the gun at Jennie.

      “Jennie!” I scream when she falls onto her knees and slumps over.

      I try to get loose but he holds me tighter, dragging me out the kitchen door. After days of barely keeping anything down, every attempt I make to fight him is useless. I’m like a gnat to a bear. He’s been training since we saw each other, too, not even slowing down with a bullet in his shoulder.

      Please be okay, Jennie. Please. Protect Astra. Protect her. Protect her.

      I chant it in my head over and over on an endless loop. I can’t breathe I’m crying so hard.

      “Shut up. Just shut up.” He pauses long enough to dig his fingers into my face and neck. A cloth goes over my mouth. “Shut up.”

      Everything goes black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          SOTI

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I need a reason to exist.

      

      

      The phone rings in the middle of the night and I fumble around for it, trying to answer it before it wakes up Stella. I sit up and finally get my hands on the phone, cursing under my breath.

      “Hello?”

      Thank God I answered.
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        * * *

      

      I take the first flight out, not stopping to let anyone but JT know where I’m going. My mind doesn’t stop the whole way to San Francisco. I arrive just before eleven a.m. and a car is there to take me to an office downtown. I’m ushered into an empty office where I wait on the edge of my seat. I wasn’t given much information, just asked to come and I didn’t question it.

      “Mr. Christos, thank you for coming. I’m Tomas Ford with the Federal Bureau. Can I get you a drink?”

      I shake his hand. “No, thank you.”

      “I’ll get right to the matter at hand. I have news about Lili Santelli.”

      I grip the armrests and brace myself.

      “Jennie wanted to be the one to meet with you, but she had to go into emergency surgery. She’s in recovery now.”

      I gulp to fight the rising nausea. “Is Lili alive?”

      “We have every reason to believe she is, yes, but—”

      “You don’t know?”

      “I see that Jennie didn’t tell you much in her phone call. She went against protocol by calling you first. I’m afraid we’re left scrambling with her mishap. She has a sense of loyalty to Lili, but it seems to have gotten in the way of her doing her job properly. Count yourself lucky to be here.”

      “Why am I here?” I ask. I would show up every single time, always, for Lili, but the man is grating on me.

      Mr. Ford opens the office door and motions someone inside. A woman walks in holding a baby. The baby is crying but beautiful with black hair and eyes as blue as—oh God, it’s like looking into Lili’s eyes.

      My adrenalin picks up. It’s instinct to move closer to her, but I look at Mr. Ford, waiting for him to explain.

      “I don’t have a lot of time to explain the ins and outs, but the gist is that Lili was taken by Nico Santelli again late yesterday afternoon. He shot three of our agents, two of them staying in the house with Lili the past few months, the other watching the grounds. Lili was held against her will by Nico for nearly a year before we got her out, and she has been in seclusion while the hunt for Santelli continues. We will find her. Jennie shot Nico and we have every reason to believe he’ll be coming back for the baby. Two of his men did already and Jennie and the baby were already gone.” He nods at the baby. “That’s where you come in. Before Lili went into hiding, she asked that if anything happened to her, you would be given guardianship of Astra. Lili refused to enter the father’s name on the birth certificate, so for the time being, you won’t have any issues with a daddy coming into the scene, okay?”

      I’m speechless but manage a nod.

      “We would have been calling you later today or tomorrow to have you come, but Jennie rushed it a bit.”

      Astra. Her name floods into my chest. She named her after my sister. Tears well up in my eyes. The baby fusses and I move toward her, holding out my hands for her. She comes to me. I can’t believe it at first, but she nestles into my chest and puts her thumb in her mouth. I swallow hard, trying to keep it together.

      “I tried for months to get the police to search for her. You’re telling me she was his prisoner that whole time? And you let him take her again?” I tilt my head up to the ceiling and a soft, slobbery hand touches my neck. The tears roll down my face then. Lili’s baby. I will die for her if I have to, no one will take her from me.

      I proceed to curse the very breath Mr. Ford breathes before I stalk out of his office.

      “Wait!” he calls. Guards step out of nowhere, surrounding me. “You can’t just leave with her. We’ll need you to sign a few documents and introduce you to your guards, Ethan and Steve. If you agree to do this, which I sincerely hope you will since it’s what Lili wanted, they will accompany you to our holding house. Returning to New Orleans isn’t an option yet…”

      “Don’t talk about Lili like she’s dead. She isn’t. And quit wasting time here with me. Find her.”

      “I appreciate your fervor, Mr. Christos. I assure you we’re doing everything in our power to get Lili safely reunited with her child.”

      “You’ll forgive me if I don’t hold my breath while you do so,” I snap. “Where are these papers? And I think it’s perfect if I return to New Orleans. It’s the first place he’ll look for her and you can be waiting for him.”

      Mr. Ford’s eyes tighten. “That’s one option. First things first.” He motions toward his office and I carry Astra back inside, even though it takes everything in me to give this guy another second.

      My mind races with all that I’ve just heard. How am I supposed to process this? They lost Lili. How has she survived all this time? And to have this beautiful, innocent baby. She was taken from you first, what makes you think you can protect Astra when you couldn’t protect Lili? But I saw her leave. I don’t understand. I sit down and listen to what Mr. Ford has to say. He tells me the little they know so far, then explains the documents in front of me. She made sure that even if she wasn’t dead but unable to safely care for her child, I would be given custody. The enormity of the gift Lili is entrusting me with settles in my chest. I take a deep breath and sign the papers.

      When I’m done, I look down and Astra has fallen asleep. I already love her.
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        * * *

      

      It’s late before we get settled in the house. Steve and Ethan haven’t said much. Astra has fussed off and on. I can’t imagine what she’s thinking. I’m all thumbs as I try to change her diaper and figure out how to make a bottle. I have no experience whatsoever with babies, other than making them laugh when they come into the community center. A crib has been set up in my room but I have a hard time putting her in it. After she has a bottle, we stare at one another for a long time. My muscles are tight from holding her all day, but I don’t want to let her go. Her eyes get heavier and heavier; one little touch across her brow and she gives in to sleep. I place her on my chest, her little heart beating against mine, and lie back on the pile of pillows, eventually closing my eyes.

      The tears come as I think about the horror Lili has been through. I should have tried harder to find her, done more to get the police to search. I should have seen something at the fundraiser … I should have known. I should’ve demanded answers and not let her out of my sight.

      She got her wish about having a baby and that is the one good thing in all of this hell. Astra is the beauty from the ashes, the joy despite all the sorrow. I will keep her safe until they can be together again.

      I can’t even contemplate her not coming back.
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        * * *

      

      Astra wakes up crying.

      “I don’t blame you. I wouldn’t want to see my ugly mug first thing either. Are you hungry?”

      My shirt is damp from where she was lying; maybe I didn’t do as well with that diaper as I thought. I change her on the bed while she wails. Her despair escalates while I’m making a bottle, her lips quivering and her face turning purple. By the time I get my shirt changed and start feeding her, I’m shaking. A grown ass man trembling from a baby’s tears. I’ll have to buck up quick to survive her.

      “You’re a powerful little thing, aren’t you?”

      Her lashes are wet and her hiccups gradually soften as she studies me. Actually, I think she’s glaring. I fall even harder.
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        * * *

      

      It takes a few days to acclimate. We’re getting used to one another. I get somewhat faster at all the baby stuff. We don’t sleep much and that’s wearing us both down. I’m trying to get her to like her crib; she sleeps better on my chest, but I’m terrified of crushing her if I fall asleep.

      She occasionally cries when everything should be fine and I sometimes lose it right along with her, knowing how much she wants her mama. I know that feeling so well. I want her mama, too.

      There’s hardly time to think about anyone back home, something I’ll have to face soon.
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        * * *

      

      The longer Lili is missing, the more desperate I become. It’s a thousand times worse than losing her before, knowing the danger she’s in and knowing she’d give anything to be with her baby. I don’t know where I stand in all of this, with her, other than she trusts me with her baby, which is everything right now.

      I’m barely sleeping or eating, but when Astra nestles into my chest or gives me a small grin, I get such a rush, nothing else matters. The way she relies on me for her survival is a heady, humbling thought. She’s become the center of my world, alongside Lili. I have to get her back, for Astra’s sake.

      I asked to meet with Mr. Ford almost as soon as our first meeting was over, but he doesn’t agree to it until four days later. Four days that creep along like years. After a few hours of pleading and then talking the logistics of it all, I convince him to let us go back to New Orleans. He gives me the night to prepare and we’re scheduled to leave first thing in the morning.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Astra cries as we take off, but she sleeps the rest of the time. No one will tell me much, except that we’ll stay close to the community center. Ethan and Steve are on the private flight, along with June, a nanny who keeps trying to take Astra from me. I don’t let her. I guess more guards will be staying with us and others will be in the surrounding houses and community center. Since Nico doesn’t know I have Astra—I’m not able to call her ‘his daughter’—I’m not sure how the FBI plans to lure him in, and it’s driving me crazy being kept in the dark.
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        * * *

      

      “Stella? We need to talk,” I say it as quietly as I can.

      “Soti? Where are you? You disappeared on me!” She sounds pissed and I feel bad.

      “It’s a long story. I’m sorry, Stella. So much is going on. I feel like I’m going to hurt you no matter what I do and I never wanted that. I shouldn’t have pushed for a friendship knowing how you felt. You’ve helped me a lot and I just—”

      “You found Lili, didn’t you?” she says softly.

      “No, but I’m going to, and when I do, I’m going to beg her not to ever let me go again.”

      I hear her sharp intake of breath right before Astra cries out in her sleep.

      “Who was that?” Stella snaps. “Soti, what’s going on?”

      “I have to go. Your place should be ready by now, right? It’s time for you to go home.”

      “I’ll tell him you have her, Soti, so help me God, I will have him in your face with one phone call.”

      “How did you know it was a girl?” I ask, squeezing the phone so tight it squeaks. I pick up the cell phone I use for Zed and text him while holding the other phone up to my ear with my shoulder.

      Stella was in on it with Nico. She’s at the apartment. Take care of it.

      “I knew he was closing in on them,” she says. “I just hoped you’d make the right decision and choose me.”

      “You weren’t even in the running,” I tell her. “Not even close.”

      “You would’ve eventually fallen for me, Soti.”

      “My heart will always be consumed with one person and her name is Lili. Whether she’ll have me after this or not, I will always be hers.”

      I hang up on her and smile down at the beautiful sleeping baby girl. I wrap her tiny hand around my finger.

      “Okay, so maybe there is room in my heart for one more.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If you don’t recognize yourself,

        how will you know when you arrive?

      

      

      I’m being dragged across the dirt when I wake up. The sun is setting and besides the shack I’m being led to, all I see is desert. Nico shoves me in the door and I stumble to the floor. It’s bigger, but this place reminds me of that first room where I was kept prisoner in Nico’s house. Only much hotter. At first I think my fever has come back, but sweat is pouring off of Nico, too.

      I huddle in the corner and watch him pace back and forth in the cramped quarters. His hair is long and matted, he smells like he hasn’t bathed in a week, and his clothes are covered with dirt and blood. I wouldn’t recognize him on the street. It’s only the way his eyes pierce into mine that is familiar. I shiver remembering how there used to be a time when I craved his attention.

      He turns suddenly, as if he can hear my thoughts.

      “Get on the bed,” he rasps.

      “No.” It’s soft but he hears me.

      He’s in front of me in an instant, yanking my arm and throwing me on the bed. I need more time to get my strength back, I’m too weak to fight like I want to.

      His face is an inch from mine, as he hovers over me. “Where is she? Where is our baby?”

      “I will never tell you.”

      The slap across my face makes my eyes blur, but I stare him down.

      “Tell me or he dies.”

      I can’t think about Soti being in danger right now. I can’t. My body shakes uncontrollably and the tears are clouding my vision, but I don’t stop staring at him.

      “I’ll die protecting her if I have to, I swear it, Nico.”

      “It’s all closing in on me.” He jumps off of me and runs his hands through his hair, then gets back in my face. “We’re crossing the border tomorrow night. Make the trip with us or die here in this hellhole—choice is yours—but I’m not going without my daughter. I’ll find her, with or without you. But you tell me and I won’t make a trip to New Orleans to kill Soti before I take the baby into hiding for good.”

      He’s shifted while he’s talking, lying across my body and almost tenderly stroking my hair. His weight is heavy on top of me, and I battle with holding my breath to avoid the stench and taking deep gulps to not pass out.

      “I won’t kill him, I swear it … if you just talk to me. Tell me.” His hand finds its way around my throat. “I’m giving you another chance. Don’t you see? He’ll live and we can be with our baby girl, together, as we planned.”

      “I don’t know where she is.” I can hardly get the words out. “I’ve been sick. So weak,” I whisper, and his eyes flit back and forth between my eyes trying to discern how truthful I’m being.

      “I know. You were beginning to worry me,” he says softly. He lifts up on his elbows and I breathe deeply.

      “How long were you watching?”

      “I should’ve taken the baby first.” He ignores my question and rolls onto his side.

      “How did you find me?”

      He smiles and my stomach curls into itself. “Don’t you know by now that I have my ways? I will always find you.”

      I clutch his hand hard and startle him. “Take me. You’ll get caught if we go back for the baby. Let’s just go, we’ll start over somewhere else.”

      His eyes darken and he studies me for what feels like endless minutes before rolling back on top of me.

      “You mean it?” he asks.

      I put my hand in his greasy hair and nod. He’s lost it. I guess he did a long time ago, but seeing him this gross is still a shock to my system. He’s always been more vain than even my mother.

      “How can I trust you?” He pulls his shirt off with one hand and I yank his pants down. I lean up a little and he slips my shirt over my head.

      “Let’s not talk right now.” I feel him harden in my hand and smile. “This is the one thing we do right.” I lean in to kiss him and he thrusts into me.

      A whore is always ready, even if she hasn’t been worked over properly, because a whore doesn’t have to enjoy it. She is merely a vessel.

      But I enjoy this moment. Once he was the man who taught me about sex; it’s only fitting that we end with sex.

      This time I pay attention to when his eyes glaze over, every sound outside—a bird caws just outside the cabin—and I feel the brush of every moan that escapes his lips. And I wait. I wait until that perfect moment when he begins to shudder just so, my name falling out of his mouth, his body taut with the crest of release … that moment right before the fall.

      That’s when I strike. Because if I’ve learned anything at all in my profession, it’s that when a man feels his most omnipotent, when he’s spewing his most precious gift of semen everywhere, that’s when he’s the very weakest.

      I kick him back hard enough that his fluid empties out onto my stomach instead of inside of me. He’s coming too hard to fully digest what’s happening and while he’s in that state, I punch him hard, sending him reeling back. He yells, still ejaculating, and too slow to keep me from moving out from under him. I have his gun in my hands before he realizes what’s happening.

      “I wish I’d done this so long ago,” I tell him. I hold up the gun and aim.

      “Wait, Lilith, please!” he cries.

      I shoot him in both legs and he wails.

      “What, I’m not your little whore now?” I laugh. “I didn’t know it’d take a gun to get a little respect. Who knows we’re here?” I yell.

      “No one. No one, I promise,” he whimpers.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      I point at the scars he etched into my skin and he tries to look away. “Look at me. I want this to be the last thing you think about. Look.” He lifts his eyes and stares at all the scars left from when he carved into my stomach and legs throughout the year I’d been his prisoner. “You know the kind of animal who would do this to a woman? You’re no man. And you know what’s pathetic? No one will miss you when you’re gone. You might’ve made your mark on me, but I’m going to forget you when you’re gone. Do you hear me, Nico? You don’t own me. You are nothing.”

      His face crumples and he looks around the room, afraid. I watch him for a few moments and see when it all registers, and he realizes I’m going to kill him. He starts scooting toward his phone and a knife I hadn’t noticed before now.

      I shoot him in the right shoulder then the left. He topples onto the floor in pain, mumbling incoherently.

      “Finish,” he moans.

      “No.”

      “Finish!” he screams.

      If I leave him here like this he’ll bleed out. Blood is already everywhere.

      I sit on the bed and stare into nothingness. The thought that one of Nico’s men could be coming to help him runs through my head more than once, but I can’t seem to make myself move. Nico groans. I think about Astra’s eyes and her pink cheeks. Everything starts to move in real time instead of slow motion.

      I pick up the phone and thank God I can still pull the number out of my memory. He gave it to me once and made me vow to memorize it.

      “Ford here.”

      “I’ve shot Nico Santelli,” I say in the same voice I’d recite a grocery list to Jennie. “He’s not dead yet. If you’d come quickly, I’d appreciate it.”

      “Where are you?”

      “I don’t know. A little cabin somewhere. Is my baby okay?”

      “Yes. Stay with me long enough to get your location. I’ll send someone, okay? Lilith?”

      “I need to get out of here. I need to get to Astra.” I drop the phone and start shaking all over.

      Nico is curled into a ball on the floor. I turn away and put my shirt back on. I open the door and the only light is from the stars. It’s as dark as my soul has turned. Now I have two eternal stains: whore and soon-to-be murderer. I’m really no better than Nico. I feel myself spiraling into a black hole of shame when a picture flashes across my memory of the agony: he kept me locked away in his house all that time. A prisoner, shown no compassion and no remorse. My hand steadies. The fact that he will die, slowly, by my hand, unless help comes quickly … I’ve already made my peace with it.

      There’s a car parked a dozen feet away and I quickly scan the place for the keys. I find them in Nico’s pants pocket and step over him to get out the door.

      “Goodbye, Nico. You won’t find me this time.”

      I get in the car and start driving. Good thing I’ve paid attention. Maybe when I get home Jennie can give me a proper driving lesson.

      The only problem is I’m not sure where home is anymore.
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        * * *

      

      Barstow, California: that’s the first town I see. I regret not bringing Nico’s phone, but it’s the only way I knew to lead Ford to him. I just couldn’t wait another second with the blood. Barstow is too close to the cabin so I keep driving north until I see signs of Bakersfield approaching. It’s a slow ride. I’m a little herky-jerky behind the wheel but already improving. I see a little bar and pull over. Maybe it’ll be dark enough in there that the blood that sprayed onto my shirt won’t be noticed.

      It’s late. The clock over the bar says midnight. Only a handful of men sit at the bar, and a couple sits at one of the three tables. The bartender seems nice enough.

      “Long night?” he asks.

      I should’ve made an effort to look a little better before coming inside.

      “Really long.” I think about giving him the sideways smile with shy eyes and slightly lowered lashes—it’s a look that’s never failed me yet—but I’m so sick of the game. I don’t want to play it a second longer. “I need to use your phone. It’s important,” I tell him.

      He doesn’t hesitate. His head jerks back and to the left and I see the phone behind him.

      I move toward it, and feel relief with each step closer to freedom.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, wake up.”

      A hand jostles my shoulder and I lift my head off the table, disoriented.

      “We’re closing.” It’s the bartender.

      I glance at the clock, and sure enough, it’s two o’clock. The bar has cleared out and it’s just the two of us in there.

      “I can’t believe I fell asleep.” I stand up and walk toward the door. Someone was supposed to be here by now. “Thank you. I appreciate you letting me stay without even ordering anything.”

      “Are you okay?” He steps closer and I back out of the door, lifting a hand. “Can I do anything to help?”

      “I will be. Thanks.”

      I get in my car and watch through the window as he closes up, eventually shutting off the lights and walking outside. He’s surprised to see me still sitting here and makes his way over to my car. I roll the window down a crack and that’s when the sound deafens me.

      A helicopter lands on the dirt behind the bar and two men run out, holding guns. The bartender’s eyes go wide and he lifts his hands.

      “They’re here for me,” I yell. And then I laugh and I laugh so hard that I cry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Save a seat for me.

        I’ll be the one next to the sun.

      

      

      The pilot and the men with guns are nice enough, but no one wants to answer any of my questions. They tell me Mr. Ford has sent them and show me their badges, but that’s about all I get. I give up trying to get more information out of them and look down at the lights from the sky. We’re only in the air for what seems like ten minutes before we stop on the roof of a building.

      “We’re having a doctor look you over before going any further,” I’m told. I shuffle inside what looks like an office building and a doctor is standing in the door of an office. He does all kinds of swabs and tests and shows me where I can shower. It feels so good to get all of Nico’s grime and blood off of me. A clean set of clothes is waiting on the chair outside the shower and I gratefully put them on.

      “You need a lot of fluids. You’re dehydrated and I can see the effects of the flu you’re getting over. But everything else looks okay. No pregnancy, no STDs,” he says in a lower voice.

      My shoulders relax when he says that.

      “You need lots of rest. Your body has been through a lot.” He clears his throat. “And I’m going to suggest that you see a therapist when you get settled, someone you can talk to about everything that’s happened.”

      I nod. “You’re right, I should,” I admit. “Thank you for seeing me tonight.”

      We get back in the air and fly an hour and a half, at most, before we land and get in a car. I’m shocked when we stop again after only fifteen or twenty minutes. We’re in front of a well-lit house. The driver opens my door and I get out, hearing the crash of waves nearby.

      The porch light is on and I’m able to see that I’m in beautiful surroundings, even though it’s the middle of the night. The front door opens and I look up, my feet nearly buckling beneath me when I see them standing there.

      Soti stands there, holding Astra in his arms, and smiling. He’s smiling at me after everything I put him through. There are others behind them, but Soti and Astra are all I see. I stumble to them and he’s there to keep me standing when I reach him.

      “The locals don’t call it Carmel-by-the-Sea,” he whispers into my ear, his smile lifting with each word, “but I think we should always call it that.” He kisses my head then leans back to look in my eyes. “Welcome home.”

      I’m crying again, a big mess, as I take him in, holding my baby girl and here, with me.

      “Is this real?” I’m afraid to touch him, afraid to blink, afraid I’ll open my eyes and they’ll both be gone.

      “Kiss me and you’ll know.”

      “Really? You still want me after everything I’ve done to you?” I sob.

      His arms wrap around me. “I’ll never stop wanting you,” he whispers.

      I sink into him and his kiss tells me all I will ever need to know.
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        * * *

      

      After a long shower, I go into the living room and face everyone. Mr. Ford and several guards are there.

      “Is he dead?”

      Ford nods. I exhale a long, shaky breath.

      “Is Jennie okay?” I’m scared to ask about her.

      “She’ll be in the hospital a few more days, but she’s doing well. She wanted to come, but I told her hell no!” Ford laughs.

      “Thank God. I would’ve thought you’d send someone else. Thank you for coming,” I tell him.

      “You scared me when you dropped the phone. I assumed all the worst scenarios. Thanks for trusting me enough to call in the first place. We let you down in Campbell,” he says.

      I shrug. “I knew there was the risk of that happening one day. Jennie and Troi did the best they could. I’ll always be grateful for what they did. Jennie kept Astra safe”—I take a shaky breath and wipe my face—“I’m still not sure how she kept Nico from finding her, but I’ll never forget that she saved us.” I turn to Soti. “And the fact that you came to get her. I don’t know any other man who loves the way you do.”

      His eyes shine in the dim light, enough to brighten the whole room. I have missed this man so much.

      “Just warn me the next time you feel like leaving and I’ll go with you.” He says it with a smile, but his eyes are intense.

      “He threatened to kill you and everyone in the community center if I didn’t marry him. I didn’t fully know what he wanted until I got pregnant. Alexis had worked out some kind of a deal with him.”

      Ford clears his throat. “I haven’t had a chance to tell you yet, but we have both Alexis and Kell in custody and it doesn’t look like they’re going anywhere. The evidence is piling against them all the time. Blackmail, arson, manslaughter in the second degree … the list goes on. From what we can tell, your grandmother put Maison D’amour and the surrounding property in your name. It was to be completely yours upon the birth of your first child. Nico must have agreed to give your mom a portion if he could be the one to father your child. Did you know what a wealthy woman you’d be once you had this baby?”

      “No idea,” I tell them. “I’ll have to figure out something more useful to do with that property now that I have a choice. I’m sure Soti could give me some pointers on how to help the most people with the use of that space.” I grin at him and the way he looks at me with such adoration steals my breath.

      “Is this real?” I ask again and he laughs.

      “I’m happy to prove it as many times as you need.” He leans over and kisses me, while Ford and the others groan.

      “What is this place?” I ask when I come up for air.

      “It’s your house, if you want it,” Ford says.

      “What?”

      “We asked Soti to look at a few properties you might like on our flight here. He said you had a fondness for Carmel, so that narrowed our choices. What do you think—would you like to settle here? It might be good to have a little break from New Orleans while things are being resolved. I’d feel better about your safety if you’re tucked away here while we continue arresting Nico’s men.”

      I’ve hardly taken in the beauty of the place for staring at Soti, but all I’ve seen of the house is gorgeous. He looks at me with hope in his eyes, but I see the fear there too. I hope I can reassure him of my love for the rest of my life.

      “I’d love to stay here. Can we talk about all of this later, though? I’m exhausted, and if Soti is willing, I really want to talk to him.”

      Mr. Ford nods and stands, and the other men follow suit. “I’ll be flying back tonight, but the guards will be surrounding the house. Just until I know everything is in order.”

      “I can’t thank you enough.” I stand and shake his hand.

      “One day I’ll tell you about all the times I’ve come close to nailing Nico Santelli and his uncle. He took care of his uncle for me, but Nico’s been dangling just out of reach for so long. Tonight maybe I’ll sleep for the first time in years. Thank you,” he says.
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        * * *

      

      I hold Astra while Soti sees the men to the door. I feel stronger than I’ve felt in weeks, all the weakness from being sick and the fatigue of being on the run are forgotten when I hold my baby girl. I swear she’s grown an inch since I saw her and I mourn the loss of not seeing it happen for myself.

      Soti walks back in the room and I watch as he gets closer.

      “I’ve fallen in love with her,” he says when he reaches us. “Thank you for naming her after my sister.”

      I swallow hard and feel my cheeks heat. “I needed a piece of you with me. And the name fits her, don’t you think?” He smiles at us, eyes bright. “It was presumptuous to think you’d be able to take her, but I just knew there wasn’t a single person out there that I’d want to trust with my child’s life. You’re the only one I know who could take another man’s child … with or without any explanation or help from me … and love her as your own, no matter how awful that man was or how it might hurt. I don’t think many would do that.”

      “She’s yours,” he says. “It’s as simple as that.”

      “Will you ever forgive me for all of the pain?” I ask.

      He sits beside me and places his hand on my leg. “When will you understand the depth of my love for you? ‘If I go up to the heavens, you are there … if I make my bed in the depths, you are there.’ There is nothing to forgive. I want your forgiveness for not finding you sooner, for not knowing without a shadow of a doubt that Nico had taken you. I’m not sure I can ever forgive myself for that, and I don’t blame you if you can’t forgive me either.”

      “I would never hold that against you. I’m surprised you haven’t moved on and found someone else by now. A man like you … you deserve the whole world.”

      A shadow moves across his eyes and my mouth drops. “You’re with someone else, aren’t you?” I’d put it out of my mind, seeing him with Stella. It hurt too much to survive and think about that too, so I’d categorized it in a box and put it somewhere far, far away from my heart.

      “No, there’s no one else,” he says. “Stella tried, but I’ve never felt the same.” He leans back, breaking eye contact with me. “She sort of took over my apartment for the last couple of months, saying her house was being worked on. I slept in the living room.”

      He looks at me with pain in his eyes and I wait.

      “She was working with Nico.” He swallows hard. “I’m not sure if she ever felt anything for me or if she was just sent to distract me from finding you. I’m pretty sure it was the latter. I will never forgive myself for not finding you, Lili. I tried but I didn’t try hard enough.”

      I put my hand on his lips. “Stop. Nico had a lot of help keeping me hidden. You thought I was long gone and then found out I was married. I’ve never deserved you and I don’t now. If you need to take time to sort some things out, I completely understand that, too. I don’t want you to feel obligated in any—”

      He leans over until his forehead touches mine. “I’ve never felt obligated to love you, Lili. I just do.”

      “I love you, too.” I say it boldly and honestly and from the bottom of my heart. If I’m going to say these words to him for the first time, he’s going to hear it loud and clear and know that I mean it.

      His eyes get watery and his hand clutches my jaw, bringing my lips to his.

      “Say it again,” he says against my mouth.

      “I love you. I love you so much.”

      Our kiss feels like saltwater and sunshine and blood and pain and bliss, culminating in two hearts finally syncing up to the same heartbeat. Believing. To believe in love is to accept it, to be sure of it. I finally believe.
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        * * *

      

      He wants me to rest. I want to rid myself of all memories of Nico and remind every crevice in my body of Soti’s place there. I win. I first explore his body with abandon, taking every wish I’d been too timid to explore with him before and discovering him again like it’s the first time. I think I’d love him even if he weren’t so beautiful, because of his heart, but his body is miraculous. A dream. I will never tire of looking at him, touching him, reminding myself that he is mine and I am his.

      He cries out when he sees all my scars, the anguish covering his face as his fingertips brush over them all.

      “It doesn’t matter. It’s over,” I tell him.

      His touch awakens every cell in me, and that alone makes me in awe of him. That someone could make me desire him and make this feel brand new. I drink him in. My heart bleeds him and only him. I can’t get enough.

      “Say. It. Again,” he says. His hair falls forward and I clutch it in both fists.

      “I. Love. You.” My hips rise to meet his with each word, and my eyes close even though I want to watch his face as he falls apart.

      “Look at me,” he groans.

      I force my eyes open and when he falls, so do I.

      “I love you, Lili,” he roars.
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        * * *

      

      Later we laugh about how loud we were. Astra slept right through it. The guards might have gotten an earful, but hopefully soon we’ll never have to see them again.

      “It’s a lot more freeing in this huge house overlooking the ocean than it was at the community center, isn’t it,” Soti says as he gets up to go to the bathroom.

      I watch him walk away and can’t wipe the grin off my face.

      “I couldn’t have faced Miss Jez in the morning if she’d heard me scream like that,” I admit, laughing.

      I turn over and sit up, catching a glimpse of my face in the mirror. I look like a different person. Too thin and older, but my eyes look honest and peaceful.

      Soti walks back in and sits beside me, looking at both our faces in the mirror. He crosses his eyes and sticks out his tongue after a while, making me laugh. I do the same.

      “Is it too soon to ask you to marry me again?” he asks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

          LILITH

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A good husband is one you’d marry again.

      

      

      
        
        A FEW WEEKS LATER

      

      

      This time we get married in our backyard, barefoot in the sand, and with all our friends cheering us on. Well, Zed was left to run the community center. He said it was the least he could do for us. But everyone else is here and we have had two days of non-stop festivities. Astra is drunk on all the attention from JT, Miss Jez, Miss Christine, and Jennie, and I’m drunk on Soti.

      Something changed for me in that cabin. Some might say killing a man does that, but I think it was before that. Knowing I might die in the middle of nowhere and leave my child without a mother … maybe I had to get to that point before knowing it was up to me to change the course of my life. Maybe I could’ve stood up to my mother when I was fifteen or sixteen and not led the same kind of life. Maybe I could’ve gotten away from Nico if I’d tried harder and more often. I’ll never know. All I know is I saw the next best opportunity I was given and I took it.

      And if my mother shows up one day, demanding anything of me, I’ll take that opportunity, too. I’ll know what to do when the time comes—not that I’ll have to—she’s going to be stuck in a prison cell for decades. I don’t even feel sorry for her. I’m not afraid anymore. I’m not ashamed anymore. A life without guilt gets better every day.

      After we put Astra to bed and everyone says their goodbyes, Soti and I take our sticks to the patio. A brick firepit and grill with built-in couches and plush cushions are a huge departure from the gas stove up above the community center. The marshmallows are already by the fire and the baby monitor is turned up as high as it will go. From every angle, inside or out, you can see mountains and the ocean. I am still pinching myself that we live here. It feels like home.

      We’ll eventually go back to New Orleans for a visit, maybe even have another place there someday, but I’m not ready yet. And the beautiful thing is we have plenty of time to figure it out.

      “Dance with me first?” Soti asks.

      “Always.”

      We set our roasting sticks aside and dance until the sun goes down. The firelight flickers and I shiver.

      “I’ll put another log on the fire.”

      “No, it’s just right for your scaredy-cat marshmallows,” I tell him.

      He lowers his head and gives me his fake glare that doesn’t instill an ounce of fear in me. I lift one eyebrow, daring him to argue, which sometimes does instill fear in him, but not tonight. I’m biting the side of my cheek too hard to keep from laughing and he knows it.

      “Just because you want to char your insides doesn’t mean my perfectly roasted marshmallows are chicken,” he says, putting his marshmallow on the stick.

      I gobble and squawk while I get my marshmallow ready.

      He tosses a marshmallow and it bounces off my nose. I start laughing and throw a handful at him, none of them touching him.

      “Ugh!” I keep trying and missing.

      He cracks up and manages to nail me with every one he throws. I laugh until I hurt and he goes still.

      “Happiness is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen on you,” he says.

      He grabs my arm and pulls me to his chest, his giant hand on my face making me feel cherished. His lips brush mine and my heart dives to my bare feet. I am so in love with him, and this time, it’s okay. In fact, it’s more than okay, it’s heaven.

      “Race you to our bed?” I ask, backing up with his hands clasped tightly in mine.

      “I’d follow you anywhere.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hosea and Gomer

          

        

      

    

    
      The story of Hosea and Gomer in the Bible has always fascinated me. God told Hosea to go marry a whore (Hosea 1:2, The Message) and he did. She even went back to her old ways after they got married and still Hosea went back for her. There’s not enough about it in the Bible to satisfy my curiosity, so I had to get a little creative with my modern-day version.

      For a while, I had sections of Hosea and Gomer’s “story” in here, too. I decided to cut those sections and focus on Soti and Lili, but the common thread is still there: a story of redemption and unconditional love.
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        An epic story of childhood friends to lovers at a time when it was unacceptable … not so long ago.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          1977

        

      

    

    
      THERE IS NOT one specific minute, hour, or even day that changed my life. It was one summer; one twisted summer when everything derailed into endless complication.

      

      It was the summer I said goodbye to my childhood.
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        * * *

      

      THE MEMORIES ARE suffocating me. I should have never come back.

      I walk into the kitchen, a place so familiar and yet, I’m a stranger here. My hands shake as I pour my umpteenth cup of tea. I lean against the counter and stare out the window. It looks the same as it did all those years ago. I see the place it happened. I feel the sweltering heat of the day. I hear the cries and curses that were spoken.

      My breath is ragged as I abandon the tea and walk into my old bedroom. Pale lavender, with a few stuffed animals sitting on top of the chest of drawers—nothing has changed. When we left, Nellie kept everything together for us, never giving up hope that we would be back. I’m not sure if I left everything because I thought she might like to have my things, or if I simply never wanted to see them again. Maybe a little bit of both.

      I make my way into my parents’ bedroom. I will always think of it as their room, even though they haven’t slept here together in years. A picture of Gracie and me sits on the nightstand, turned toward the bed. The tears fall then, and as much as I try to fight them, they’re unrelenting.

      In my dad’s closet, I pick up one of his shirts and try to smell it, hoping to feel connected to him somehow. I don’t smell anything but cotton. I hang it up again, feeling disappointed with myself and the shirt.

      The screen door slams and I hurriedly swipe the tears away. Leaving the bedroom and hopefully some of the ghosts along with it, I square my shoulders and take a deep breath.

      Gracie stands at the sink, her ringlets bouncing with each movement. Her face is shining with sweat, but she doesn’t seem to mind the heat. She’s eating a peach and with every bite, the juice drips down her chin. I hand her a towel and she grins up at me. Her face falters when she sees my splotchy face, but I put my hand over hers with a smile and she relaxes.

      “You all right, Mama?”

      “I will be, baby girl.”

      She lays her head on my stomach for a minute and pats it, and then leans back over the sink.

      “This is the best peach I’ve ever eaten,” she says with her mouth full.

      “Mr. Talbot’s peaches—I’ve had a few of them in my day,” I say.

      “I filled up a basket and put it on the back porch. Do you think we can make a pie?”

      “I don’t see why not. We don’t have to be at the funeral home for a few hours yet. We’ll be overrun with pies shortly from all the little old ladies in town, but I happen to have all of Miss Sue’s recipes right here.” I tap my right temple. “All other pies are just a waste of time.”

      Gracie beams.

      Anything to distract myself from the memories of this place is a welcome relief. As we get all the ingredients assembled, Gracie chatters nonstop, not minding if I answer or not. I’ve been distracted since we got here, but she’s been too excited to notice. She has heard stories about Tulma for as long as she can remember. I felt I had to keep it alive for her somehow since I knew I’d never be back, but here I am. Inside this godforsaken house.

      Before I know it, she’s putting the pie in the oven. My heart turns over with love for her. I hope and pray that everyone will be kind to her. A fierce protectiveness overtakes me at the thought of anyone mistreating her. If someone so much as looks at her cross-eyed tonight, we’ll leave. Another middle-of-the-night getaway. She doesn’t even know to be anxious, and I seem to be enough for both of us.

      Gracie goes back outside and stretches out on the hammock my dad put between the two oak trees closest to the house. If it had been there when I was a child, I would have spent a lot of time reading there. I finally move away from the window and hope the past will finally be put to rest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Tulma, Tennessee

        

      

    

    
      ￼May, 1971

      DO YOU EVER wish to be invisible, but when you are, feel desperate to be noticed?

      This morning I woke up at six o’clock, took a quick bath, unrolled the pink foam curlers my mom insists I wear every night, made scrambled eggs, ate them, put the leftovers in the refrigerator for my parents to eat when they got up, let Josh the dog out, picked up my dad’s beer bottles from last night, ironed my mom’s shirt for work, dusted off her Miss Tennessee picture, and was on the bus for school all before 7 o’clock.

      This is my daily routine. There are a few variations, but it mostly stays the same. To mix it up sometimes, I make waffles instead of eggs or iron my mother’s shirt first, but I find that any change throws me off schedule.

      I hate routines. I wish I could sleep in and that when I went into the kitchen, my mom would be standing at the stove, saying, “I’ve got your breakfast all ready, sweetie.” I’d say, “Oh, thanks, Mama, how did you know I was hungry for pancakes?” She’d tuck a loose strand of hair behind my ear and kiss my cheek while I ate my delicious breakfast. My dad would saunter in, smelling like aftershave and say, “How are my girls this morning?”

      I’m going to be fifteen in a month. I hope to get my wish for a normal family then.
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        * * *

      

      TODAY MISS GREENER has a baseball cap with a pink feather peeking out over her ear. Her grey hair is going every direction, tamed only by the cap. Most days, she doesn’t care about her mop-top. She’s proud of her hat collection and can’t be bothered by whether they ever match her outfit or not.

      As she opens the door of the bus for me, I feel the gust of wind on my face and it cools me off for a second. May is usually the nicest time of year, not too hot yet, but we’re having record temperatures this spring. Yesterday, it hit one hundred degrees and the humidity was so thick you could bounce it like a ball.

      “Caroline, how are you this refreshing morning?” Miss Greener is perpetually sunny.

      “I’m good, Miss Greener. I thought of you this morning. The peony bush out back looks almost as pretty as yours.”

      “Oh my, I’ll have to take a look at that on Saturday. Are you still up for me bringing over my azaleas?”

      “I can’t wait.” I take my place on the right side of the bus and take my book out while we stop every other minute on the way to school.

      I’m fully engrossed in my Beverly Cleary book by the time Clara Mae gets on and plops down beside me. She immediately starts telling me about a crazy dream she had, and once I tear myself away from my book, I’m engaged in her story, laughing at the way she goes on about it. This makes her sit up taller and talk even faster.

      I can’t figure it out. Outside my home, in the real world, people like me. I could do jumping jacks all day long in front of my parents and they wouldn’t even blink, but at school and even around town, where I’m horribly shy and would rather just be left alone, people reach out to me. Maybe my shyness disguised as standoffishness makes kids at school try harder. I guess I can just pretend to be mysterious, when really I’m about as bold as a bowl of noodles.

      The black girls love my long hair. It falls in soft waves with a halo of frizziness around my scalp. I don’t care for it very much, but they think it’s beautiful and soft. Jackie does six tiny, perfect cornrows on my head before she gets in trouble from the teacher. My hair gets greasy from all the hands, but it doesn’t bother me a bit. When they play with my hair, it makes me feel like I’m one of them, and I like that. I like to take out Jackie and Beck’s braids and arrange their hair in pretty, cottony curls.

      My mama used to tell me that if I let all those little black girls play with my hair all the time, I’d turn into one. Don’t let them touch you too much, she’d say, or it’ll wear off on you!

      It backfired on her because I never minded that thought one bit.

      Black folks intrigue me. If I was black, then I could be done with the pink foam rollers. I could sing like Sister Bessie. I heard her at a funeral once and the next Sunday I asked if we could go visit the church where Sister Bessie sings.

      “That would not be appropriate, Caroline,” my mother sniffed.

      To me, not appropriate is not wearing a slip under a white skirt, but I didn’t say this.

      My family is not racist. Really.

      “We don’t have anything against black people,” my parents say.

      I rolled my eyes at my mom for saying that once and got my mouth popped.

      “I ain’t got nothin’ agin niggers,” my grandpaw says. “They’s good people, I got lots of nigger friends.”

      The n-word is his favorite word. This has always really bugged me about him.

      “They need to be with their kind; we need to be with our kind.”

      Well, that settles it then.
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        * * *

      

      THE ONLY TIME my mom seems proud of me is when we’re out in public. When we’re at the store, someone will inevitably stop her to say hello. She’s a teller at Tulma First Bank on Pope and Third Street, so everyone feels like they know her.

      “Such a pretty little thing,” they say, sometimes reaching out to touch my hair or pat my cheek.

      My deep down shyness rears up and I try not to stiffen. My skin gives me away, turning a mottled red on my neck and cheeks. My mother practically falls over with a big head every time I’m paid a compliment.

      She smiles her pageant smile and says, “Thank you,” and then, “What do you say, Caroline Josephine?”

      Sometimes I’m even swept up in her beauty when she gives me that smile. If it would only pop out at home—I might be more inclined to believe in it. She will never let me forget she was Miss Tennessee. Or that her waist was only 22 inches when she got married. Or that every man in the county wanted to date her. I do think she’s beautiful, but I’d like to think it on my own without her ever-lovin’ constant reminders. And just for once, I’d like for something besides beauty to matter to her, especially my beauty.

      When I’m feeling a mite bit rebellious, I think dumb thoughts like:

      I wish my teeth would all fall out. Then what would Mama say…

      Maybe when she’s telling me to quit eating because I’ll get chubby one day, I’ll just stare at her and shove all the food in my mouth. At every meal. Until I do get chubby and then she’ll be so mortified.

      If I didn’t wash my hair for two weeks, she wouldn’t puff up with pride every time someone stopped us on the street to compliment me. It would sure save time at the grocery store.

      I’m afraid my mama doesn’t bring out the best in me. And I must be a real wimp because I just bite my tongue and do whatever she says. Yes, ma’am. No, ma’am. Whatever you say, Mama.

      Because that’s what good girls do.
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        * * *

      

      TULMA HAS A population of 6,579. We did have 6,583 until Mr. Jefferson, Jocelyn Sanders, Berlin Smith, and baby Edna passed away. It’s a river town with one bridge leading the way in and out. Tulma Elementary, Tulma Middle School, and Tulma High are all connected with each other, sitting in a row on Main Street. It’s the most impressive structure we’ve got in town, which is kinda sad when you think about it.

      Today in gym, we’re learning to waltz. I love to dance but feel nervous at the thought of having to pick a boy partner. There’s only one boy I want to dance with. Ever. My hands start to sweat.

      I look over and catch his eye. Isaiah. Isaiah Washington. He walks over.

      “Hi, Caroline. Do you have a partner yet?”

      “No, do you?” I try to act nonchalant.

      “I do now,” he takes my hand, “if it’s okay with you.”

      I smile my answer.

      As all the other boys in class cut up with their partners, rolling their eyes at how juvenile it is to dance with a girl of all things, Isaiah and I dance the waltz like we were born doing this very thing.

      Isaiah has mesmerizing eyes, flecks of gold in green. His hair has soft, short curls. His skin is smooth and clear and the color of milk chocolate. He is the most beautiful person I have ever seen.

      He smiles at me. “What are you thinking right now, Caroline Josephine Carson?”

      “I’m thinking ... I hope we don’t get a lot of homework tonight.”

      His eyes crinkle. He knows I’m lying.

      My heart returns to normal as I walk back to my class. The dance ended way too soon.
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        * * *

      

      ISAIAH AND I had a class together last year. He’s a year ahead of me, but we’ve shared some of the same classes. We became friends while working on a project together in Miss Spain’s history class. While we were supposed to talk, study, and basically breathe everything pyramid-related, we were getting to know each other. Isaiah was a straight-A student, possibly the smartest kid in school. I admired that. Any awkwardness flew out with the chickens when he cracked a silly joke about elephants in the refrigerator. He was smart and funny. I was in love.

      Once our project was completed, I didn’t get to talk to him much, but I’d catch him watching me. Whenever our eyes met, he’d give me that smile of his that seemed like I was the only girl in the world. I thought I might be imagining it, but a month later, he passed a note to me in gym that said:

      

      Caroline, your smile is better than my mama’s chocolate pie, which is one of my favorite things.

      I like you.

      If you don’t like me the same way, just ignore this ... I’ll understand.

      If you do, can I call you tonight?

      

      I sent a note back with my phone number. He smiled when he read it and tucked it into his jeans pocket. As soon as I walked in the door that afternoon, the phone was ringing. I ran to answer it and we talked for an hour.

      And the next day and the next. Nothing was different at school. We didn’t talk, didn’t sit by each other, didn’t do anything to draw attention to ourselves, but in the afternoons, I began walking home from school and so did he. He had always taken his bike to school, but we realized that after everyone else in the group got to their houses, we had fifteen minutes to walk together, just the two of us.

      Isaiah was romantic from the very beginning. He knew I liked wildflowers, so he picked them for me as we walked. He wrote poems for me like this one, which I still have in a little box he gave me for Valentine’s Day…

      

      Someday…

      I will hold your hand

      Dance in the sand

      With our favorite band.

      Someday…

      I will steal a kiss

      Little miss,

      It will be bliss.

      Someday…

      I will shout that you’re mine,

      Caroline…

      Till the end of time.

      Someday.

      

      Since that first day he called, he has been my favorite person and I’ve been his.

      I still feel empty every day when I turn to go to my house and leave Isaiah for the day. Sometimes I see his mother standing in the doorway of their tiny ramshackle house. He never invites me in, but he waves until I’m out of sight.

      “Bye, Miss Caroline,” his mother calls.

      She always has a smile for me but never asks if I want to stay awhile. I always wish she would, but know better than to ask. Today Sadie is wearing a handkerchief around her head and has a bowl in her hand, stirring, as Isaiah goes in the house. Maybe if I rush home, I can talk to him a little longer before my parents get there.
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        * * *

      

      WE LIVE ON the outskirts of town, just a mile or so past Isaiah’s house, but the scenery changes dramatically as soon as I turn the corner. Fields of fruit grow on one side of the road and a pasture for the Talbots’ horses stretches out on the other side. Our house is a little rambler on the far corner of the Talbot’s field. On the edge of town lie beautiful green mountains and we are nestled in the first valley.

      Mama says we would be well-off if Daddy wouldn’t drink away our money. Daddy says we’d be well-off if she’d stuck to pageants and to just shut up. It never goes too far because Mama does bring home the money. She has had her job for fifteen years and even though she’s constantly remembering the good ole days when she didn’t have to do anything but look pretty, I think she actually likes her job. She would never admit it, but I assume she does since she’s there every waking minute. Even Saturdays.

      When Daddy is having a good bout, he works construction in Tulma and the neighboring towns. Once he made it a year without taking a drink, but eventually he gave in and went back to the bottle. This time has been three months of solid drinking, and I’m beginning to think the daddy I used to know is gone.

      When I was little, Daddy would tell me stories, not just little nursery rhymes, but long, detailed stories that he would add to each night. Clovis the Bunny was one of my favorites and if I was sick, or had a bad dream, or just couldn’t sleep, Daddy would come in and tell me the adventures Clovis had been in that day. Nothing could make me laugh like the thought of Clovis hanging from our curtains or Clovis scaring the postman by talking like an old lady.

      I can see my house just a football field ahead. I try to remember all the nice things about my daddy in the time it takes to get to the door. If I think nice things about him, it will stick. He will remember to be strong and will come home sober and happy.

      When I finally reach the door, I’m sweating like my Aunt Josephine, who always has wet marks under her armpits. Josh is so happy to see me; he does a little dance around my feet. This is the one time of day that I’m happy to be home. Just me and my dog.

      I step into the shower and wash quickly with cold water and get out just in time to hear the phone ringing. Isaiah knows the exact time to call. I run to the phone and we talk for an hour and a half today. I stretch it out until I hear my mom’s car turning in the driveway.

      I’ve been preparing supper as I talk to Isaiah. The cornbread is ready to come out of the oven, the black-eyed peas are simmering on the stove, and the pork chops are all ready.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I whisper to Isaiah.

      “Sweet dreams, Caroline,” he whispers because I’m whispering.

      “Sweet dreams back.”

      This is our hanging-up ritual. I know I won’t get a chance to talk to him again for the night. I hang up quickly before my mom can catch me on the phone with him. We’re very careful to not get caught. She would never approve of me loving a black boy.
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