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      Of course I was late.

      I checked the time on my phone and glanced out of the taxi window, biting my lower lip.  The Russo Art Gallery was still at least ten minutes away, and the exhibition had already started.

      The biggest night of my life, and I couldn’t even manage to be on time for it.  No matter how hard I tried, clocks always seemed to work differently for me.  Little gremlins lived inside the gears and made time run faster when I wasn’t expecting it.

      Well, that was the only logical explanation I could come up with.

      I could play it off as the ‘fashionably late artist’.  Maybe I could tell Gianni that I was late on purpose because I wanted to make an entrance.  He was Italian, after all. He’d understand theatrics.

      My leg bounced up and down as the taxi came to a stop at a red light.  I swallowed, trying to push down my frustration.  It was no use being mad at the taxi driver—this was my own fault.

      Today was the first day that my art would be showcased in a gallery.  Not only that, Gianni Russo had agreed to feature me—me, of all people—at the biggest gallery event in Washington D.C.

      Butterflies crashed around my stomach as the taxi drove on, and I gulped down a lungful of air.  It was a beautiful Saturday evening, warm for September, and the city was alive and buzzing with energy that only served to make me more nervous.

      I’d planned on getting to the gallery early, before the crowds arrived.  I’d planned on hanging back and observing from some dark corner as people commented on my pieces—maybe even hiding in my studio at the back of the building.  But now, I’d be making a grand entrance as if I were some sort of celebrity.  Everybody would see me come in, and I’m sure Gianni would make a big deal of introducing me to D.C.’s social elite.

      I’d be the center of attention the instant I walked in.

      Also known as my worst nightmare.

      I needed to find a way to be on time to these things.  Maybe I could set all my clocks fifteen minutes ahead.  I sighed, gripping the silky fabric of my dress and smoothing it out again.  Changing the clocks never worked, because somehow, I’d then just take fifteen extra minutes to do everything.

      I’m telling you—gremlins.

      Being perpetually late was a flaw, but I couldn’t help it.  No matter how hard I tried to be on time, I always managed to lose myself in my own world.

      I should have told my best friend, Tanya, to sneak into my apartment and change the clocks without me knowing—but I lived with my boyfriend, Jayden, and he always loved making me feel bad about being late.  I didn’t want to give him more ammunition.

      Shaking my head, I took another breath.  It would be fine, right?  I could tiptoe in without anybody noticing.  I’d sneak into my studio whenever I needed a break from the crowds.

      Jayden said he’d be there as soon as he finished work, so I could use him for support.

      “You okay?” The taxi driver glanced at me in the rearview mirror.  “You look nervous.  Big date?”

      “Something like that,” I answered with a forced smile.  It still seemed surreal to tell people that my paintings were being showcased.  It was something I’d dreamed of since I was a little girl.  All the stacks of sketchbooks, the paint-stained clothes, the thousands of dollars I’d spent on art school—it all led up to this moment.

      And I was late.

      I pulled up my phone camera and checked my makeup for the thousandth time.  My phone buzzed.  It was Tanya, telling me she’d be a few minutes late.

      You and me both, girl.

      We turned the final corner and I typed out a quick answer.  I hadn’t heard from Jayden since this morning, and I had a bad feeling I’d be going in there on my own.  I sighed, shaking my head to clear my jumbled thoughts.

      The Russo Art Gallery was a grand building with big white columns and a wide, marble staircase—perfect for making an entrance, and terrible for walking in without anyone noticing.  I paid the cab driver and slipped out of the taxi, taking a deep breath.  Gianni had organized multi-colored lights to shine on the front of the building, so the whole place looked even more grand than it usually did.

      Fantastic.

      Just breathe.

      My eyes swung up the steps and my heart dropped to my stomach.  Right there, hanging from the apex of the roof—draping down the front of the entire building—was a forty-foot banner with my name plastered all over it.  My eyes widened and my heart leapt in my chest.  A subtle entrance would never have been possible, even if I had been early.

      Gripping my clutch in one hand, I gathered the silky, royal blue fabric of my rented gown and started up the steps.  A limousine pulled up behind me.  I glanced back to see an older woman in a floor-length, black gown and a man in a tuxedo exit the vehicle.  They followed me up the stairs, the man giving me a funny stare.  I glanced away from him just as my toe stumbled on the last step.  My open-toed shoe caught on the lip, pinning my long gown to the stair as I flailed forward and lost my balance.

      An ugly little yelp escaped my lips as my arms and legs went akimbo.  I went flying forward, straight into the grand marble staircase leading up to my first gallery exhibition.

      Of course I did.

      Maybe it was a good thing I was late.

      On any other day, I wouldn’t mind stumbling.  It happened to me more often than I liked to admit.  There could be a whole YouTube channel dedicated to me tripping over my own feet.  All my cups at home were made of plastic, because I’d grown tired of cleaning up shards of glass whenever I broke something.  I was used to it.

      This time, though, I hated it.  It didn’t matter that it was just me and the older couple on the steps.  It didn’t matter that no one would see, and that no one had their smartphone out to film me.  It didn’t matter that I caught myself with my hands before ruining my dress on the ground.

      This was supposed to be my big day.  There was a forty-foot banner above my head with my name on it, and I couldn’t even manage to make it up a set of stairs.

      The man jogged up the steps toward me.

      “Are you hurt?” He hooked his arm underneath mine to help me up.  His voice had a musical lilt to it and a depth that commanded authority.

      I snorted.  “Only my ego.”

      He flashed a grin at me as the woman—his wife, probably—made it to us.

      “Gianni should get these steps fixed,” she said.  I recognized the same Italian accent that Gianni Russo had.  She tutted, shaking her head.  “These steps are all different heights.  I’ve almost tripped on them many times.”

      “That’s very generous of you.” I laughed nervously, brushing imaginary dirt off the front of my dress.

      I couldn’t imagine the woman falling over, ever.  Her movements were graceful and fluid.  She literally didn’t have a single hair out of place, and her ears and neck glittered with expensive-looking diamond jewelry that I’d be too terrified to touch, let alone wear.

      The man was tall, with salt-and-pepper hair and sharp, blue eyes that drilled straight into my soul.  “Marco Russo,” he said, extending a hand,  “and this is my wife, Francesca.”

      “Nice to meet you.  I’m Hailey Ford.”

      “Ah,” the woman said, clasping my hand.  “Gianni has told us so much about you.”  She smiled at me and I resisted the urge to pull my hand away.  Her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes, and she kept them trained on me until I cleared my throat.

      “Shall we…” I nodded toward the entrance.

      “Of course.”  Her eyes finally left mine and a bead of sweat trickled between my shoulder blades.

      Marco led the way, while Francesca hooked her arm in mine.  I wondered if it was to be friendly, or just to make sure I didn’t fall on my face again.

      Either way, I appreciated the support.  My little tumble had distracted me long enough that I’d forgotten I was nervous… mostly.  I walked up the last few steps with my head held high, excitement curling in the pit of my stomach as we made our way to the art gallery’s big double doors.

      This was the biggest night of my life.  Tonight, my work would be thrust in front of critics and art lovers.  I was baring myself in front of them.  It was the most vulnerable I’d ever felt in my life—but also the most exhilarated.

      I’d left home when I was seventeen and for ten years, I struggled to make anything of myself.  This was my big break.  Or at least… I hoped it was.

      My future was about to be decided.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Freddy

          

        

      

    

    
      “What have you got?” I asked as Gary snapped the last few pictures with our long-lens camera.  I watched as the trio of people on the steps entered the Russo Art Gallery and disappeared out of view.  Tearing my eyes away from the door, I tried to ignore the heat coursing through my veins.  That girl…

      Gary glanced at the screen on the Canon and angled it toward me.  “Marco and Francesca Russo were talking to a woman on the steps.  Didn’t look like they knew each other.”

      “Marco and Francesca are here?”  I frowned, staring at the screen.  “We haven’t gotten any notifications from Border Security.”

      “You think they used false passports?”

      “I’ll have to find out.  Get HQ to check.  Let me see those pictures.”

      Gary handed me the camera and I zoomed in on the faces.  I scrolled through the photos, frowning.  Marco and Francesca Russo hadn’t been in the country in almost three years.  My current assignment at the CIA was to expose Gianni Russo as the human-trafficking piece of shit he was.  My team and I suspected that Marco and Francesca were involved in an international ring that traded young girls for large amounts of cash, but we’d never been able to pin anything on them.  On paper, they were clean.  The older Russos left most of the actual work to their son, Gianni.  The fact that they were in the country meant something was going on—something big.

      I flicked through the photos again, sighing.  “You didn’t get a shot of the girl’s face.”  I didn’t mean to sound so disappointed.  I zoomed in on a photo of her, taken right after she fell, wondering why my heart was beating so erratically.

      Her dress clung to her curves like it was painted on, and even from a distance—without a clear shot of her face—I could tell she was beautiful.

      “She never turned this way.”

      I cleared my throat.  “That’s a shame.  It would have been good to get an I.D.  She might be important.”  I handed the camera back to him and looked at the wide steps leading up to the art gallery.  This was my first lead role on an operation.  It was the first time I wasn’t playing backup for someone like Chris or Zane.  I didn’t want to mess it up.  My boss, Berkeley, was relying on me.

      Not only that, but I’d spent the better part of my life working to be exactly where I was at this moment.  It felt significant.  If I could get a big bust and put these greasy, pedophilia-supporting assholes in a cell, all the better for me—and my career.

      The lights on the art gallery changed colors, throwing the big, white columns into multiple shades of blue.  My jaw ticked.  “I’m going in.”

      “What?”  Gary’s eyes bugged behind his wire-framed glasses.

      “I have to see what Marco and Francesca are up to.”

      “We’re only supposed to be gathering intel, Freddy.”

      “Yeah, and that’s what I’ll be doing.  What kind of intel are we gathering from this van, while everybody is in there?  We won’t learn anything until the whole event is over, and by that time, the Russos could have already made contact with whoever they’re here to see.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “No, but I also know that I can’t just sit in here waiting.”

      Gary pushed his glasses up his nose and chewed his bottom lip.  He didn’t like this.  Hell—I didn’t like this.  But I wasn’t going to go back to headquarters empty-handed.  Sitting on the sidelines had never been my forte.  I had to do something.

      I reached into the backseat of the van and pulled out my suit jacket.  I kept a spare suit jacket and an extra change of clothes nearby wherever we went, because I never knew what kind of situation I might find myself in—like attending the biggest art exhibition of the year.

      I threw my suit jacket on and pulled down the visor to check my hair in the mirror.

      “Freddy…”

      “Watch the door, okay?”

      Garry huffed, but finally nodded.  I slipped out of the van and scanned the road before jogging across.  I took the steps two at a time before coming to a stop in front of the massive double doors.  My heart thudded, and I took a moment to compose myself.  I had to be smart.  In a moment, I’d be in the same room as our targets, and I couldn’t afford to blow it.  This whole operation was resting on my shoulders.

      With a deep breath, I pushed the doors open and stepped through.

      I was greeted with the sound of delicate, classical music, interspersed with intermingling conversations and glasses clinking.  Everything stank of money.  I’d grown up surrounded by people like this, and an uncomfortable feeling started crawling up my spine.  I never fit into places like this, and memories of prep school—of never fitting in—started to tickle the base of my skull.

      The walls in the gallery were stark white, which made the artwork on them stand out even more.  The edges of the room had smaller pieces of art hung up on the walls, with small huddles of people admiring the paintings.

      Directly in front of me, in the position of honor, with a crowd of at least a dozen people in front of it, was a huge canvas.  My eyes widened.  The painting was pure agony in visual form.  A woman tore at her face as her body melted off the bottom of the canvas, with angry brushstrokes forming her every curve.  I stood still, staring at the canvas from across the room.  Noise faded and all my senses honed in on the painting.  I could almost smell the oils from the paint.  It was exquisite.

      I wasn’t an art person.  I’d never been to a gallery opening, and I’d never really understood what the big deal was.  I grew up needing to do well to provide for myself and my family.  I was the first person in my family to go to college.  I was pragmatic.  Utilitarian.  Even though I got scholarships to the best schools, there had never been time to spend on things as frivolous as art.

      But at that moment, I stood rooted to the ground, staring at the painting.

      “Gorgeous, isn’t it?”

      I jumped at the sound of a man’s voice.  Gianni Russo stood next to me, his face angled toward the painting.  His curly, black mop of hair was wild on his head.  One side of his scalp was shaved, and his shirt had one button too many undone.  He was thin and wiry, with long, slender, almost feminine fingers.  He glanced at me, a light twinkling in his eye.

      “Yeah,” I said.  “It’s awesome.”  I cringed at my word choice.

      Like I said—not an art person.

      Gianni chuckled and waved over a waiter who was carrying a tray of champagne.  He took two flutes off the tray, handing one of them to me.  “I’ll agree with you there—it is awesome.”  His slight Italian accent made the word sound more sophisticated than it had on my own tongue.  Gianni touched his glass to mine and took a sip.  I nodded, only pretending to drink.  I hadn’t had a sip of alcohol for ten years, and I didn’t intend to start now.

      “Is that one of Hailey Ford’s?” I asked, remembering the name on the banner outside.

      “It is.  Come.”  He nodded his head toward a side room.  Following Gianni Russo into a side room on my own wasn’t part of the plan.  I scanned the crowd around me, suddenly nervous.  Was this a set-up?  Did he know I was CIA?

      Gianni Russo—one of the United States’ most notorious criminals, suspected of funding at least half a dozen human trafficking rings from here all the way to Asia—was leading me away from the main gallery.  All my alarm bells blared.  I gripped the champagne flute so hard I thought it might crack between my fingers.

      We made our way down a short corridor and turned a corner.  I almost panicked as the walls started closing in around me.  An excuse was on the tip of my tongue, ready to make my exit.  I needed to leave.  Nothing about this felt good.

      Gary was right.  I should have stayed in the van.

      But then, the hallway opened up onto a smaller gallery room, and I knew that this was the jewel of the exhibition.  At a glance, I could tell that every piece was Hailey Ford’s.  Her paintings all bled pain and anguish, but looking at them made me feel oddly hopeful.  This was a woman who understood pain, and who didn’t let it destroy her.

      Gianni took a deep breath, standing in the middle of the room.  He swept his arms around and shook his head.  “Have you ever seen anything so glorious?”  He took a step toward me and continued talking without waiting for an answer.  “I could tell by the look on your face as soon as you entered the gallery that you were taken by her—by Hailey.  Everyone else in there…” He waved a hand.  “They don’t get it.  But you?  You’re a true art lover.”

      I almost laughed.  “That’s not how I would describe myself.”

      “But you feel it, don’t you?  You feel her paintings right here.”  He poked me in the chest so hard I took a step back.

      I cleared my throat.  “I… I guess so.”

      Gianni sighed, looking around the room again.  “In a few minutes, we’ll open this side of the exhibition to those pretenders out there, and they’ll soil the room with their empty comments and pretentious airs.  I wanted to show it to someone before it was ruined.”

      “I… Thank you.”  Standing in that room, watching Gianni’s rapt expression, I almost forgot he was our target.  The way he spoke about the art made me think that he really was just an art dealer, and maybe we’d had it all wrong.  He had such reverence for the paintings that surrounded us that I could tell he was being honest.

      How could this man be behind the uptick in child abductions that had been happening from D.C. to New York?  How could he be selling young girls for profit?

      Gianni looked at the paintings, and I looked at him.  We stood still for a few moments, until he took a deep breath and shook his head.  “Well, I suppose it’s time to let that crowd ruin it all.”

      I glanced around the room one last time as Gianni turned toward the exit.  Movement caught my eye in the far corner of the room.  A door swung out into the room, its outline so smooth that it almost looked like part of the wall. My jaw dropped as the woman from the steps outside walked out.  She was turned away from me, closing the invisible door again.

      Up close, she was far more stunning than I’d anticipated.  Her soft, brown hair was gathered at the nape of her neck, which curved gracefully upward from her spine.  Her dress flowed like water as she moved, the open back revealing her silken skin.  Something familiar curled in my gut.  My fingers itched to run up the length of her spine and tangle themselves into those curls, and my whole body leaned in toward her.

      She was magnetic.

      I longed to find out what she smelled like, how her voice sounded, how my name sounded on her lips.  I wanted to hear her moan in my ear as I pressed myself inside her.

      Vaguely, I felt Gianni move beside me but all I could look at was her.  She turned toward us and lifted her eyes to mine.

      “Hailey,” Gianni said, extending his arms toward her.  “The star of the show.”

      For an interminable moment, Hailey and I stared at each other.  Recognition flashed over her face, just as it did across mine.  The heat in the pit of my stomach burned hotter, and I had to stop myself from reaching out toward her.

      She was the woman that I’d lost ten years ago.  She was the one.

      Her name wasn’t Hailey Ford.  Her name was Hailey LaFleur, and she was the love of my life.
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      Freddy fucking Finch.

      My heart stopped.  I hadn’t seen him in almost ten years, but he still made my whole body turn electric.

      Just like he did right before he broke my heart.

      I could see those wicked green eyes from across the room, pulling me in exactly like they used to do when we were teenagers.

      But now… He was all grown up.

      From a lanky kid, Freddy had turned into… Well, he’d turned into an Adonis.

      Broad shoulders filled out his suit jacket, stretching the fabric across his frame.  He wore a plain, black shirt underneath, and I could see by the way it clung to all the right places that he was built.  Muscular.  Hot.

      I wondered exactly what his clothes covered.  Fire ignited in my veins as I watched him take a step toward me, my eyes flicking to his lips.  They parted, and I wondered if he still tasted like spice and sin.

      I didn’t want to want him.  I wanted to hate him.  I wanted to run up to him and tear his eyeballs out of their sockets with my bare hands… but I liked the way those eyeballs were looking me up and down even as my body rebelled against me.  As we stood there, motionless, a sharp current zipped up my spine and my nipples puckered under my dress.  My skin ached for his touch as heat coursed through my body, pooling between my legs.

      After ten years of hatred, ten years of cursing his stupid name, he was here.

      And he was gorgeous.

      Ugh, I hated that he was beautiful.  Freddy was supposed to grow up into an ugly, twisted, unattractive man.  He was supposed to be unfuckable.

      But he was Freddy Finch, and he was perfect.

      Gianni stepped in front of Freddy, breaking my focus.  The Italian glided over to me and kissed both my cheeks.

      “Glowing, as usual.”

      More like burning with rage.

      Was that rage?  It felt hotter than fury.  I smiled politely.  “Sorry I’m late.”

      “Hailey, you are never late to your own event.”  Gianni ran a hand through his thick, black hair and winked at me before gesturing toward the hallway that led to the main gallery.  “I should introduce you to my new friend, who has been admiring your work.  Mr…?”

      “Langston,” Freddy answered.  I frowned—he’d changed his name as well.  Maybe, just like me, he didn’t want the past to follow him forever.  His voice was breathy, deeper than I remembered.  It shook something loose in my heart, something I’d locked away a long time ago.  He extended his hand.  “Miss Ford.”

      Distaste gurgled in my stomach and I nodded to Freddy… Was it distaste? Or was it need?  I slipped my hand into his and braced myself as his fingers left a brand on my skin.  I would feel that touch for days—his fingers wrapped around my hand as his gaze devoured me.  I had to tear my eyes away from his face, ignoring the heat that was seeping through my body.  Freddy still had those sparkling green eyes, high cheekbones, and those lush, kissable lips.

      So completely kissable, and so completely wrong.  He still had that bad bad-boy charm and intoxicating aura that spelled Trouble with a capital T.

      But I wasn’t going to fall for it… Not again.  No matter what my body was doing, it wasn’t going to happen.

      The way Freddy had said my name told me that he’d recognized me just as quickly as I’d recognized him.  He knew who I was, and he knew that Ford wasn’t my birth name.  But I’d left the name LaFleur behind me, along with all its baggage and bad memories.

      I was Hailey Ford now, and no one—not even Freddy Finch—could change that.

      Gianni put his hand on my lower back and I stiffened before I could stop myself.  I didn’t like people touching me to begin with, but Gianni always made me feel slightly… icky.

      I couldn’t describe it, and usually I just ignored the feeling.  Gianni had given me everything—an exhibition, a studio, and a career.  The least I could do was pretend to enjoy his company.  He was touchy with everyone.

      The three of us walked back to the main gallery room, with Freddy and me flanking Gianni.  The Italian talked non-stop.  He complimented me on my paintings and talked about the fools in the next room—who, according to Gianni, were all trying too hard.

      I glanced at the Italian’s silky white shirt—unbuttoned halfway down his chest—and at his big watch, encrusted with diamonds, at his trendy haircut.  I bit my tongue.  Someone was trying too hard, and I didn’t think it was the guests in the next room.

      When we stepped into the main gallery, Gianni clapped his hands three times.  He took a step forward, and I saw Freddy glance at me in my peripheral vision.  I forced my head to stay still.  I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of looking at him.

      “Treasured guests,” Gianni said, as a hush settled over the crowd.  “It is now time to show you what you have all come for.  The genius, the talent, and the beauty of Hailey Ford.”

      All eyes turned to me and I felt a blush creep up my neck and onto my cheeks.  I didn’t like attention.  I didn’t paint for applause.  I made my art by myself, in my studio, with nothing and no one to distract me.

      This was all so foreign to me, and it was uncomfortable.  I scanned the room, hoping to see Jayden and Tanya looking back at me.  I needed something familiar—something that would ground me.  But instead, dozens of strangers stared back at me, and my nervousness amplified.  I wanted to turn around and run back to my studio without looking back.

      But then again… Tonight was important.  I knew that the impression I made on these people would impact how much they paid for my paintings.  The amount of money I made from the sale of my work would go a long way toward making my life more comfortable.  And if I was successful, maybe my family wouldn’t think of me as such a failure.  Maybe, if I made it in this world, they’d accept me back into theirs.

      So, I squared my shoulders and lifted my eyes.  I let a smile drift over my lips and nodded my head as people applauded me.  Gianni made another grand gesture, and the crowd of people followed him down the hallway.

      As the guests passed between us, Freddy and I stared at each other.  The two of us stood still in a sea of moving people.  I searched his eyes for any sign of remorse, of apology, of anything that would make me want to speak to him.

      But they just glittered like two green orbs, mocking me.  His lips parted and I cursed myself as my eyes followed the movement.

      I wanted those lips on mine, and I hated myself for it.  Freddy took a step toward me.  My heart ached, and the walls around it reinforced themselves.  Freddy wouldn’t weasel his way into my life again, no matter how much his presence made my body burn.

      I felt a hand on my lower back and smiled as Marco Russo, Gianni’s father, gestured down the hallway.  I tore my eyes away from Freddy.

      “Will you show me your masterpieces?” Marco asked.

      “I’m not sure they’re masterpieces, but I’ll show you my paintings.”  I smiled at Gianni’s father and felt Freddy stiffen a few feet away.  I could feel everything he did.  Standing next to him was like standing beside a bonfire.  No matter where Freddy was, I could feel the heat of his presence.

      Marco smiled as Francesca hooked her arm into mine once again.  “Come,” she said.

      I glanced once more at the boy from my youth, who was still standing as still as a statue.  His face had darkened when Marco and Francesca had approached, and now he looked almost angry.  Freddy opened his mouth as if he wanted to say something, but nothing came out.  Instead, he turned away and walked out of the exhibition.

      Even as Marco and Francesca led me away, I heard the front doors close as if Freddy had slammed them shut.  I knew he hadn’t—the double doors were so heavy it was impossible to slam them—but his exit rattled my bones and drove splinters into my heart.  He’d walked out of the exhibit the same way he’d walked out on me a decade earlier.

      Just as he always would.

      Freddy Finch may have grown up, but he hadn’t changed.

      And a decade on, it still hurt.

      He still hated me so much that once he realized it was me who had painted all this artwork; all he wanted to do was leave.

      Tonight—the biggest night of my life—Freddy still couldn’t even put our past aside and be happy for me.  I let Francesca lead me back down the hallway, and I accepted the first glass of champagne that was thrust into my hands.  Glancing over my shoulder, I almost wished Freddy would reappear.

      Almost.

      But as soon as the feeling appeared, it was gone again.  I didn’t want him to stay. I was glad he was gone.  My life was better with him staying far, far away from me.

      The coldness in my heart was comforting and I took another sip of champagne.  Freddy Finch might have reappeared in my life at the worst possible time, but he wasn’t going to ruin this night for me.  No one would ruin it.  I plastered a smile on my face and turned toward Francesca, nodding politely as she said something to me.

      Suddenly, I felt very out of place in my rented gown.  I’d left the life of privilege behind me when my father had disowned me.  I’d never imagined I’d move in these circles again.  It brought back too many memories of everything that had gone wrong in my life.

      It made me feel small, on this night which was supposed to be my time to shine.  It made me feel insignificant, just as I’d felt when Freddy Finch broke my heart ten years ago.

      I lifted my eyes to see Tanya enter the space, and my shoulders relaxed ever so slightly.  She beamed at me from across the room, and I couldn’t help but smile back as she made her way to me.  Freddy wouldn’t ruin tonight for me—no one would.  Tanya wrapped her arms around me and I squeezed her tight.

      I smiled at my best friend.  “Thanks for coming.”

      “Sorry I’m late.  This is incredible, Hailey!”  Tanya swung her eyes around the room.  “Where’s Jayden?”

      My heart squeezed.  Not here.  “He’s… um… on his way,” I lied.  I didn’t know where my boyfriend was, but I shook it off.   “Let me introduce you to Marco and Francesca Russo.”

      I put a smile on my face and let Tanya’s presence lend me strength.  Freddy Finch was gone, and now it was time for me to enjoy this event for what it was—the biggest night of my life.
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      I leaned on a column, bent over double as I tried to catch my breath.  Gulping air into my lungs, I stuck my head between my legs and put a hand to my chest.  My heart tried to hammer its way through my ribcage and my bones did their best to stop that from happening.  The result was… painful.

      Hailey.

      She was incredible.  She still had those same hazel eyes, with little flecks of gold in them.  They’d pierced through me, and I could see the energy pulsing inside her.  My cock was rock hard just at the sight of her, and even as I tried to stop hyperventilating outside, I knew where all my blood had rushed.

      I took a seat on the steps and dropped my head into my hands.  My heartbeat started to slow. I lifted my face from my palms and glanced up at the night sky.  There was too much light pollution to see the stars, but I knew they were there—just as I’d known that Hailey was there, somewhere, for the ten years I’d spent away from her.

      The doors of the art gallery remained closed—not that I’d expected her to run after me.  Hailey was the belle of the ball tonight, and I was nobody.  It felt like every other event I’d been to back when I was in prep school and college.  All the socialites on the inside, and me on the outside.  Alone.  Isolated.

      I didn’t belong in there.  I never belonged.

      Shaking my head, I pushed myself to my feet.  My mind was spiraling.  Hailey reminded me of everything I’d rather forget, but still, I couldn’t get her out of my mind.  I wanted to be near her.  I wanted to wrap my arms around her and never let go.

      It took a few deep breaths for me to clear my head, and then I walked back to the van.  Gary watched me over his glasses, his lips pinched together.  He’d seen my exit from the art gallery, but was tactful enough not to make a comment about it.

      “What happened in there?”

      “The Russos are all there.  I didn’t see any other players.  It looked like a gallery opening.”

      Gary huffed, settling back in his seat.  He looked over at me again and inhaled loudly, but then chose not to say anything.  I was thankful for his silence.

      My phone rang and I saw my boss’s name on the screen.  “Hey, Berkeley.”

      “What’s going on over there?  I heard Marco and Francesca Russo are there?”

      I grunted in acknowledgement. “How did they get in the country without us knowing?”

      “We’re working on that,” Berkeley responded. “Stay on the gallery. I’m sending another unit to you.  You’ll stay on Gianni, and they’ll pick up the parents.”

      “No problem.”

      I hung up and took a deep breath.  My heart had finally slowed to a regular beat, and I did my best to ignore the memories that were trying to invade my brain.  The past was the past, and that’s where it needed to stay.  Hailey was here, but that didn’t mean I had to relive every moment of our breakup.

      She had clearly moved on, and so had I.  What had happened between us was crazy, but no matter how many times I wished I could take it back, it was done.

      But then, I thought about Gianni Russo kissing Hailey’s cheeks and putting his hand on her lower back. Anger flared in my chest.  I thought of Francesca and Marco Russo on either side of Hailey, and I couldn’t sit still.  It was her name on that banner outside, but she was in the middle of something bigger.  Something dangerous.  Something Hailey didn’t understand.

      I could see it on her face that she didn’t want anything to do with me, but I still had to protect her.

      Gary gave me a funny look.  I leaned back in my seat and kept my eye on the entrance of the gallery.  A handful of people walked out, but it took almost two more hours until guests started leaving in greater numbers.  By that time, I’d been able to compose myself and focus on what was important—the operation.  The Russos.

      Not Hailey, or our tangled past.

      Gary and I shifted in our seats, knowing that we had to stay on guard.  I spotted another car parked up the block, and I knew the other unit had arrived.

      At just past eleven o’clock, the Russo parents walked out.  Even here, in the capital city of a country that wasn’t their own, they looked like they owned the place.  The two of them oozed privilege and power—as if they knew they were untouchable.

      Not for long.  Not if I have anything to say about it.

      Anger zipped through my veins as I watched the couple get into a black limousine.  The other agents pulled out onto the street behind them, and I swung my eyes back up to the gallery entrance.  The lights were still dancing on the columns, and Hailey’s name still fluttered on the banner above.

      Then, everything went still.  The rest of the street faded away and I couldn’t see anything, hear anything, do anything—nothing except watch her.

      With one hand on Gianni’s arm, Hailey stepped carefully down the wide, marble stairs toward a car waiting down below.  Ten years ago, I’d have teased her mercilessly for tripping up the steps earlier.  She was clumsy back then, too.

      I inhaled sharply as I watched Gianni scan the street and then put his dirty hand on the small of her back again.  Jealous rage ignited inside me as I watched.  My heart stopped and my eyes bulged.  My hands gripped the seat.  It took every ounce of self-control not to run across the street and rip Gianni’s arm out of its fucking socket.

      But Hailey ducked into the waiting limousine and Gianni followed.  I stayed put.

      “Ready?” Gary asked as their limo pulled out onto the street.

      “Let’s go.”

      We drove in silence and I wished I had x-ray vision to see what was going on in the back of that limo.  If he had his hands on her…

      Breathe.  Calm down.

      This was my job.  It was a delicate, dangerous operation.  I couldn’t blow the whole thing because I knew some artist from Russo’s gallery.  That wasn’t the focus.  Hailey wasn’t the focus.  Gianni was.  His parents were.  The human trafficking was the focus.

      I wasn’t a poor boy in a rich school just trying to belong.  I was CIA.  I had a job to do.

      But Hailey was here.  She was in the eye of the storm and she didn’t even know it yet.

      She was only a few feet in front of me, in the next car.  We wound through the streets and I held my breath.  My heart felt like it was going to explode by the time we made it to a residential area.  I scanned everything, remembered every street sign and memorized every brick of every building.  I’d never been this alert in my life.

      Their limo stopped outside an old, grey apartment block, and the driver jumped out to open the door.  I inhaled sharply as Hailey appeared, her dress flowing around her like moonlit water.  My mouth went dry.  Gianni stood up behind her, and for a moment I thought he would follow her inside.

      In that moment, I was ready to erupt in a blaze of violent rage.  I was ready to blow the mission and to ruin my career.  I wasn’t going to let that greasy, pretentious slime-ball put his dirty hands on Hailey.

      My Hailey.

      …but instead, Gianni just kissed her cheeks and slid back into the limo.  The dickhead didn’t even wait for Hailey to get into her building before the limo started driving away.

      Gary accelerated to catch up to the limo and I panicked.  I couldn’t leave her there—alone, and vulnerable.

      “Stop.”

      He slammed on the brakes, frowning at me.  I unbuckled my seatbelt and, despite his protests, opened the van door.

      “Follow Russo.  I need to stay here.”

      “Finch—”

      “Go.”

      I slammed the van door loudly enough for Hailey to turn around.  Her eyes widened as she saw me jogging toward her.

      “What—”

      “Hailey.”

      “Did you follow me?”

      “We followed Gianni.”

      “Why?  Who are you?  What—”  Hailey shrank away from me as I strode up to the building, every step bringing me nearer to her.  My pulse was like a runaway train.  All I could see was her, her, her.

      Her soft brown curls.  Her bright, hazel eyes.  The curve of her shoulder.  The royal blue of her dress and how it clung to her body like magic.  The shape of her breasts, and the hardening of her nipples under the silky fabric of her gown.

      God, I wanted her.

      I wanted every bit of her.

      Stopping a couple feet away from her, I was breathless.  I didn’t know if it was the adrenaline of the job or the sight of her.

      “What are you doing here?” Hailey sounded indignant.  Her curls shook and a tendril of hair fell across her forehead.

      “You should stay away from the Russos, Hailey.  They’re not good people.”

      “What are you talking about?”  She crossed her arms.  Goosebumps rippled across her bare skin and I slipped off my suit jacket.  Before I could drape it over her shoulders, she took a step back.  “What are you doing here, Freddy?” She repeated. “You can’t just walk back into my life after ten years and pretend like nothing happened.”

      I let my arms drop and the bottom of my jacket brushed the sidewalk.  “Hailey…”

      “Don’t fucking say my name like that.  Don’t say my name like I owe you something.  Why are you here?”  Her eyes were blazing, and it was making me hot.  Her lips were pressed in a thin line and her cheeks had turned a bright shade of pink.

      I took another step toward her and I could smell the scent of vanilla and roses.  It hit me like a sledgehammer, taking me back to those days when nothing had been wrong between us.  When we were kids, and we’d had our whole lives ahead of us.  When we’d been happy.

      “Hailey,” I said softly.  “Just… Stay away from Gianni.  Trust me.”

      “Trust you?”  Hailey’s eyebrows arched and anger poured off her in waves.  It made me want her even more.  My cock throbbed as she dropped her arms to her sides, shaking her head.  “You’re unbelievable.  Have you forgotten what I did for you?  That my family disowned me because of you?”

      “Wait, what?”

      That wasn’t what her father told me would happen.  That’s not why I left.  Her father promised me that she’d be taken care of.

      Hailey held up a hand.  “You show up here on the biggest night of my life, when I’ve just sold every single painting in that gallery, and you tell me that I should throw it all away?  Do you realize what you’re asking me to do?”

      “Gianni…”

      “Gianni is a creep, but he’s never tried anything with me.  I can take care of myself, Freddy—you should know that by now.  You should walk away and leave me to deal with my own shit, just like you did ten years ago.  I didn’t need you then, and I don’t need you now.  Goodbye, Freddy.”

      Hailey turned away from me and I inhaled at the sight of her back.  Her dress plunged down to her waist and all I wanted to do was rip it off her.  The door to the apartment lobby opened and a man appeared, glancing from her to me.

      “Everything okay, babe?”

      Babe?

      “Everything is fine.”  Hailey didn’t look back.  The man in the doorway narrowed his eyes at me, and I wanted to smash his face against the brick wall until his blood splattered across it.  He slid his hand down Hailey’s spine and I almost lost it.

      But Hailey glanced over her shoulder, her eyes so full of pain that I stayed rooted to the ground.

      I did that to her.  I caused that pain.

      The apartment door closed, and the man’s filthy hand stayed glued to Hailey’s silken skin.  I watched them until they disappeared into the elevator, and I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.
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      Jayden frowned at me as we stepped into the apartment.  “Who was that guy?”  His dirty blonde hair was messier than usual and he smelled like whiskey.

      “No one.”

      “Didn’t look like no one.”

      I dropped my clutch on the coffee table and turned toward my boyfriend.  “Where were you, Jayden?  Why didn’t you come?”

      “Oh, don’t give me that.  I was at work, Hailey.  One of us has to do it.”  He spat the words like he always did when he wanted to hurt me.  “Who was that guy outside?”

      “This was the biggest night of my career, and you—what? You went out drinking?  You said you were finished with work at eight o’clock.  It’s almost midnight!  You said you’d come.”  I glanced at Jayden with as much venom as I could muster, but truthfully, I didn’t really care.  Something had been off between us for months, and I’d enjoyed being on my own tonight.  I didn’t know if it was because of the gallery opening or because of Freddy, but a part of me liked not having anyone by my side.

      Jayden had never really supported me being an artist.  He’d made comments here and there about me getting a ‘real’ job.  Selling those paintings—without him there—was more satisfying than I could say.

      It was callous, but I felt like I didn’t need him anymore.  The part of me that had relied on Jayden for strength—strength which he seemed to sap from me whenever he felt like it—was starting to disappear.

      “By the time I got off work it was too late,” Jayden said, turning away from me.  I could tell by the twitch in his lip that he was lying.  I always knew when he was lying, but I never seemed to have the energy to call him out on it.  He fidgeted with his shirt before whipping back toward me.  “Are you cheating on me?”

      “What?”  A jet of cold shot through me as Jayden stomped forward.  His eyes were hazy.  Maybe he’d had more to drink than I thought.  He was a bartender, and some nights he drank on the job.  If he’d finished work at eight, he must have stayed there and drank his tips away.

      “Well, I don’t know, Hailey.  You go tramping around town with nothing but a fucking handkerchief on your body and then you show up at our door with some dude.  What am I supposed to think?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I know you’re lying to me, Hailey.  I can see it on your face.  You’ve been sleeping with that guy, haven’t you?  I saw the way you looked at him.”  He grabbed my arms with his hands, squeezing until it hurt.

      I yelped, shaking him off and staggering back.  “Fuck you, Jayden.  You’re drunk.  You didn’t even have the decency to show up at my first major exhibition, and now you’re accusing me of cheating?  What is wrong with you?  Where have you been?”

      “Oh, don’t turn this back on me.  I see what you’re doing.”

      My chest heaved as I took deep breaths, my anger brimming just under my skin.  There were too many emotions warring inside me.  I stared at Jayden and it felt like a haze was lifting from my eyes.  This is what he did.  He attacked, accused, belittled and berated me until he was in control.

      I thought about the way that I felt when Freddy looked at me—it was nothing like this.  A flash of emotion coursed through me and I knew that I wanted Freddy.

      Needed him.

      In a way, it felt like cheating.  I shouldn’t have been having any feelings like that for anyone besides Jayden.  We’d been together for two years.

      Jayden’s nostrils flared as he looked at me.  I could smell the alcohol coming off him in waves.  It was nauseating.  He looked me up and down, his lips curled in disgust.  “I’m leaving.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Out.”  The door slammed behind him, and I listened as his footsteps faded down the hallway.  I stood in the middle of my living room, unmoving.

      He walked out on me.  He missed the biggest night of my life to go drinking, then accused me of cheating, then walked out on me.

      But, hey—Freddy wasn’t much better.  He’d turned his back on me, too.

      My lower lip trembled and I blinked away tears.  I wasn’t going to cry.  Not tonight.  I’d just made enough money to support myself for a whole year, and already had three people interested in commissioning paintings.  I finally had a foothold in the art world, and shitty Jayden and his shitty accusations wouldn’t ruin that for me.

      No way.

      I walked to the door and locked both the doorknob and the deadbolt, leaning my forehead against the frame.  I took a long, shuddering breath before I finally straightened my shoulders.

      Between Jayden, Freddy, and the stress leading up to tonight’s event, I was exhausted.  I needed a shower and a trough full of wine.

      The water washed away my stress and my worries.  I spent extra time washing my hair and cleaning the makeup off my face.  Then, I stood underneath the stream and closed my eyes, replaying the events of the night.

      Gianni, Freddy, Jayden—they all swirled in my thoughts until I didn’t know what to think anymore.

      Freddy was the past.  He reappeared tonight, of all nights, and it threw me off.  But he was the past, and I needed to look forward.

      Gianni was my ticket out of this shitty apartment and into a better life.  He believed in me.  He made me believe in myself.  He was my future—not romantically, of course—but I needed him.

      And Jayden?

      I sighed.  Jayden had been there when things were tough.  He was wicked and sexy and made me feel like a woman, but…

      I turned the shower off, wringing my hair out and watching the water drain away between my feet.

      Jayden was distant.  He had a short temper.  Something inside me told me that he wasn’t being honest with me.  Why explode at me about cheating unless he was hiding something?  Being free of him tonight had been… nice.

      I shook the thought away and wrapped myself in a towel.  Picking the rented dress up off the bathroom floor, I felt the slippery fabric between my fingers and my heart squeezed.  This dress belonged to a different world—one that I could only rent for a night.  A world that my parents belonged to, but which I’d been shut out of for a decade.

      The company I’d rented the gown from would take care of dry cleaning it, so I hung the dress up in my closet, running my fingers across the fabric one last time. Then, I swung my eyes around the room and sighed at the sight of Jayden’s clothes on the floor.  He couldn’t even manage to put his laundry in the hamper.

      I picked up the items one by one, draping them over my arm.  His favorite Red Hot Chili Peppers tee-shirt, his boxers, his jeans—

      Something fell out of the back pocket when I slung them over my arm.  Lacy, pink fabric tumbled to the ground and my heart fell through my stomach.  With the tips of my fingers, I picked up the tiniest thong I’d ever seen in my life.

      It had just fallen out of my boyfriend’s back pocket, and it definitely didn’t belong to me.  I gaped at the lacy panties for a second, and then gagged and dropped them.  Stumbling backward, I caught myself on the bed and stared at the offending undergarment.  I let go of the rest of Jaden’s clothes, gulping in a shaking breath as I backed away from it.

      My heart thumped.  My mind reeled.  Surely there was some explanation?

      He wasn’t…

      He couldn’t…

      But before I’d even made it to the living room, I already knew it was true.  Somewhere, deep down in my heart, I knew he’d been cheating on me.  Nights at the bar got later and later.  He came home drunker.  He hadn’t touched me in months, and he never held my hand in public.  He changed his phone’s passcode and turned off his notifications.

      I knew.

      But I still went to his bag and scrambled to pull out his laptop.  I still opened it up and typed in his password—he hadn’t changed that one, at least.  I opened the browser and checked his social media accounts, my hands trembling as I navigated to the messages.

      I knew it was wrong.  I knew it was an invasion of privacy and I shouldn’t be reading anything, but he lost that privilege when he brought another woman’s thong into our home.

      This day had gone from amazing, to bad, to worse, to devastating.

      Right there, at the top of his messages, was a message from a girl that had started working with him a couple of months ago.  She’d messaged him one minute ago and…

      My heart leapt when I saw him respond in real-time from his phone.

      My eyes blurred with tears as I clicked on the conversation, my whole chest feeling heavy and hollow at the same time.  I knew what I would read, but I still clicked on the message.  I still read it.  I still put that dagger into my own heart and twisted.

      
        
        Her: You wanna meet up now?

        Him: I want to eat that sweet pussy of yours.  Been dreaming of it all day.

      

      

      I don’t know why I took a screenshot, but I did.  Maybe I wanted proof.  Maybe I wanted a reminder, if I ever decided to let him back into my life.

      Maybe I wanted to torture myself by reading those words over, and over, and over.

      I don’t know how long I sat there.

      And then there was a knock on the door, and I jumped out of my skin.  I slammed Jayden’s laptop closed, stuffing it back into his bag before scrambling to my feet.  I waited for the lock to scratch open—for Jayden’s cheating, whisky-smelling face to walk back through the door…

      …but he didn’t.

      I shook my head, inhaling.  He wouldn’t knock.  He had a key.  This was his apartment.  I was still only wearing a towel, and I glanced at the door suspiciously.

      “Who is it?”

      There was a beat of silence, and then Freddy’s deep voice shook me to my soul.  “It’s me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            Freddy

          

        

      

    

    
      I was still waiting for Gary to show up when Hailey’s boyfriend stomped out of the apartment building in a hurry.  He wavered on his feet, drunk.  Tapping on his phone, he headed down the street away from me.

      My gut told me something was wrong.

      I don’t even know why I followed him.  It couldn’t possibly have anything to do with the Russos, or with the operation.  I just acted on instinct.

      Actually, scratch that.  I know exactly why I followed him.  I wanted to know what kind of guy had managed to get Hailey.  I wanted to see where he was going.  I didn’t like the way he had looked at me, or how he’d put his arm around Hailey so possessively.  Something about him was off.

      So I followed him.

      I was crazy, paranoid, out of line—it didn’t matter.  I was following him as he stumbled down the street and made his way to the nearest bar.  I took a seat in the back corner and ordered a soda when the waitress came.  I watched him order a shot and a beer, all the while tapping on his phone.

      I watched as a woman walked in and draped her arm over his shoulder. He ground his crotch toward her and squeezed her ass with his hand.  He lay a sloppy kiss on her mouth.  It only took him a few seconds to slap some bills on the bar and stumble out with her.  The two of them got into a cab and took off in the opposite direction.

      And my blood boiled.

      Hailey didn’t deserve that.  She deserved to be treated like a queen.  She deserved to be worshipped.  Not cheated on by some drunk asshole.

      Not betrayed by her high school love.  Not forced to change her name and forge a new life for herself.

      My heart squeezed.  No wonder her paintings were so full of pain.  She’d been through so much.  She attracted hurt like a magnet, absorbing it all and regurgitating it onto a canvas.  And most of it had started with me.  All that anguish stemmed from what I’d done, and what she’d taken the blame for.

      I needed to see her.  It was past midnight, but I didn’t care.  I needed to tell her to be careful.  If anything happened to her, I’d never forgive myself.

      Jogging back down the street, I couldn’t even think straight.  I knew it was a bad idea.  What was I going to do? Barge into her apartment and tell her that her boyfriend was cheating on her?  Beg her to forgive me and to choose me instead?  Explain to her that I was working for the CIA and Gianni Russo was dangerous?

      I couldn’t do any of those things.  I arrived at her apartment and stared up at the grey brick building, my heart jumping in my chest.  This plan—if you could call it a plan—was idiotic.  I couldn’t even get into the building, let alone talk to her.  And even if I did get inside, I was the last person she would want to see.

      But something compelled me forward.

      I waited a few minutes until an older man walked out of the building.  I waited until his back was turned and I then slipped inside before the door clicked shut.  Once in the lobby, I bit my lip.  My heart thumped as I scanned the inside of the building.  The carpet was worn, but clean.  The paint was peeling and there was a water stain on the ceiling, but the lobby smelled fresh.

      I stood frozen.  I didn’t know what apartment Hailey was in.  I did know she’d taken the elevator…

      A stack of junk mail sat forgotten in the corner by the mailboxes.  I rummaged through flyers and envelopes, glancing over my shoulder to make sure no one surprised me.  When I found her name on a piece of junk mail, my mouth went dry and my heart hammered.

      Apartment 412.

      I was running on adrenaline as I made my way up to her floor.  My singular focus was seeing Hailey’s face again.  Making sure she was okay.  Warning her to be careful.  Nothing else mattered.

      And when I heard her voice through the door, asking who was there, a wave of heat washed over me

      “It’s me.”

      There was rummaging on the other side of the door.  “One second,” she called out.  My heart beat harder.  That wasn’t go away, or what are you doing here.  One second meant she would open the door.  One second meant I would see her, smell her, be next to her.

      When the door opened, I wasn’t ready.  I wasn’t ready to see the rawness of her.  The closeness.  The blinding, inextinguishable light that came from her.  She was… everything.

      I sucked in a breath.  “Hey.”

      Hailey was wearing a black tank top and plaid pajama pants.  Her hair was wet, hanging down on either side of her face and dripping onto her shirt.  My eyes drifted from her eyes, to her lips, and down her irresistible body. Her top hugged her curves, and my jeans grew tighter.

      I looked at her face again.  She’d been crying.  She glanced down the hallway behind me and frowned.  “What are you doing here?  How did you get in?”

      “Slipped in as someone was leaving.”

      “You were always good at sneaking into places.”  Her eyes flashed and I remembered scaling the brick wall up to her window when we were teens.  For an instant, I felt like I was a kid again—hormonal and desperate and in love.

      She opened the door wider and my heart tried to run away from me again.  I walked in as she closed the door behind me.  She locked it and put her hands on her hips, arching an eyebrow.  “So, why are you here?”

      “I wanted to make sure you were okay.  I saw your boyfriend leave.”

      “Ex-boyfriend,” she corrected me, looking away.  Her eyebrows knitted together.

      Ex?  That shouldn’t have made me as happy as it did, but my pulse quickened and I forced myself not to smile.  I bit my lower lip and she dragged her eyes back to mine.

      “I’m fine,” she said to my unspoken question.

      I took a step toward her, and the whole world felt off-balance.  Hailey’s apartment fell away.  The distant sound of a siren faded.  All I could see was her face, angry and sad and open, staring back at me.  We stood chest-to-chest, and I brought my hand up to her cheek.  I brushed my knuckles over her skin and she exhaled, leaning into my touch.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” she sighed.

      “I know.”

      “I don’t want you here.”

      “I’ll go.”

      I dropped my hand.  She caught my palm and brought it back up to her face, closing her eyes.  I dragged my thumb across her lower lip, so pink and full as her mouth opened for me.  She kissed my thumb almost involuntarily and I exhaled.  It was too much.  She was too close.

      All I wanted to do was cage her up against the wall and make her mine.  I wanted her legs wrapped around my waist and her lips on my skin.  I wanted to taste her—all of her.  I wanted my hands to be the only hands to touch her silky skin.  I wanted to brand her, claim her, own her.

      When her tongue slid out to lick my thumb, her eyes flicked up to mine.  The gold flecks in her irises burned with desire and I slipped my other hand to her hip, sliding my fingers up under the hem of her shirt to feel the heat of her skin.  Warm, soft, perfect.

      Hailey’s hands crawled up my chest and I could see the pulse hammering in her throat.  She curled her fingers around my shoulders, my back, tangling them into my hair.

      “Why are you here?” She asked, her voice soft.  It was a breath, a whisper.

      “For you.”

      I pulled her to me and kissed her.  I crushed my lips against hers, swiping my tongue and driving it into her mouth.  She tasted sweet, and good, and wrong.  She moaned into my mouth and I pulled her closer, wanting her to feel how hard she made me.

      Hailey nipped at my bottom lip and curled her fingers into my hair.  She rolled her hips toward me as her lips tangled with mine.  It was more than a kiss.  My hand sank into her hip and the touch burned.  I wanted more.  I slipped my fingers below the elastic band of her pants to feel the cleft of her ass.

      She moaned, her lips warring with mine as we devoured each other.  Her hair was wet and cold as it brushed against me.  Her body was warm.  Her kiss—hot.

      When she pulled me closer, I growled from the back of my throat.  I kissed her jaw, her neck.  I brought my hand up to cup her breast and tease her nipple.  I made small circles, thumbing it hard until she whimpered.  Taking her lips again, I couldn’t get enough of her.  I pushed her back toward the door and caged her against it.  My leg nestled between her thighs and I could feel the heat of her sex.

      “Freddy…” I caught my name between her lips and kissed her harder.  She moaned again, reaching down between my legs to feel my hardness.

      I… fuck.  She hooked her fingers into my waistband and pulled me close, lifting her leg up over my hip.  There were too many layers of clothing between us.  I growled, pushing myself against the heat of her center as she moaned again.

      Then, she put her hands on my chest and pushed.  I leaned my forehead against hers as we both panted.

      “Wait,” she said.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.  No.  Yes.”  She slipped away from me, taking a few steps to the side and leaning against the wall.  She put a hand to her head, inhaling slowly.  My blood still burned with desire for her and I couldn’t think of anything except how much I wanted to rip those plaid pants off her long legs and bury my cock deep inside her.

      But she squared her shoulders and turned toward me, her face shuttered.  “You should go,” she said.  “Jayden…”

      “I thought you broke up.”

      “He doesn’t know that yet.”

      I frowned.

      She turned her face away from me.  “Please, Freddy.  I don’t… You caught me at a bad time.  I… You should leave.”  She put a hand to her chest and swung her eyes back to me.  They were so dark, so full of agony that they almost knocked me back.

      I nodded.  “Yeah.  Okay.  Can I call you?”

      “No.”

      I bit my lip.  My cock was still hard.  My hands could still feel the heat of her skin.  My lips were wet with her kiss.  I wanted more.  I wanted it all and I knew she wanted it, too.  I could tell by the way she’d kissed me.  How her body had reacted to my touch.  How she’d moaned and said my name.

      But she also wanted me to leave, so I sighed, raking my hands through my hair.  I unlocked the door and glanced at her one more time.  She didn’t meet my eyes, so I said nothing and left.
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      It was past midnight when Freddy left the apartment.  I locked the door and for the second time that night, leaned against it and exhaled.

      My body was bathed in flames.  My center was aching for him... screaming for him.  My hands trembled as I brushed the spot on my hip where he’d touched me.  Marked me.  Branded me.

      That wasn’t supposed to happen.  That was never supposed to happen.  Freddy Finch was the one person that I couldn’t stand.

      And yet… and yet…

      It was never like that with Jayden.  The energy, the explosiveness.  The raw, feral need.  My body was still coursing with sweet, agonizing desire.  My mind was wet mush.  I couldn’t think straight, and all I knew was that I’d just kissed the first man who had betrayed me.

      I swung my eyes around the room, landing on Jayden’s laptop bag and I tasted ash in my mouth.  Freddy wouldn’t be the last man to hurt me.  It seemed to be a common thread from my teenage years onward.  In Jayden, I thought I’d finally met someone who cared about me—but he was just like all the others.

      But wasn’t I just as bad?  I hadn’t even broken up with Jayden and I was already inviting guys into my living room to kiss them.

      It was more than a kiss.

      I shook the thought away, wiping my trembling hands on the front of my pajama pants.  The room felt cold.  I shivered.  I couldn’t stay here.

      This was Jayden’s apartment.  These were his things.  Even though I’d moved in more than six months ago, he never let me put anything on the walls.  Never let me add my own touch to the place.  I was too girly, he said.  It wouldn’t look right, he told me.

      For who, I wondered?  Had he had girls over here, in our space, in our bed?  Was that why my personality was nowhere in this space?  Or maybe Jayden had just wanted to strip me of my spirit, my voice, my independence.  Living here made me feel smaller.

      I took a tentative step toward the bedroom.  The soles of my feet felt like they were burning.  Every step that I took in this place was like walking on a bed of hot coals.  I winced.  When I pushed the bedroom door open, my heart sank.  I couldn’t sleep in that bed.  I didn’t know what had happened in it.

      In the dark, hidden corners of my heart, I’d always known Jayden was a dog, but it still hurt.  God, how it hurt.  Heartbreak was a physical feeling, like an ax being shoved into my chest and shattering my ribs into a thousand pieces.  The hollow space where my heart used to be was filled with fragments of my bones, cutting jagged scars into my flesh.

      I pinched my lips and threw the closet door open, grabbing my suitcase and duffel bag.  I couldn’t stay here.

      Thoughts of Freddy threatened to overwhelm me, but I pushed them down.  Thoughts of him—of his kiss, of his hands—they all bubbled back up as I took all my shirts off the hangers and shoved them into the bags.  I bit my lip until I tasted the coppery tang of blood and I focused on what I knew best.

      Anger.  Pain.  Agony.

      I fed the voice inside my head—the one that told me to lean into the pain.  I knew the reason my paintings had sold was because of this ache inside me, so why should I shy away from it?  I was made to hurt.  Ever since Freddy betrayed me, my body had become a vessel for all the badness in the world.

      I’d used it to become an artist, and I would continue to use it.

      Pain was all I had left.

      In a surprisingly short amount of time, my suitcase and bag were both full.  The rented gown was laid on top of them in its own garment bag, a bitter reminder of the world that I only pretended to belong to.  Apart from a space in the closet, the apartment looked almost the same.

      I swung my eyes around the bedroom and walked out.  In the living room, I stuffed my backpack full of my sketchbooks and colored pencils—the rest of my art supplies were at the studio that Gianni had provided for me.

      That’s where I would go tonight.  It was too late to call Tanya, and I didn’t have any money for a hotel yet.  I wouldn’t have any money for anything—not until the sales of the paintings went through.

      I didn’t mind sleeping at the studio.  Being around the canvasses made me calmer and the smell of paint settled my soul.  Nowhere else would calm the ache in my heart tonight.

      I pulled out my phone and checked my rideshare app for nearby cars.  I could be picked up in seven minutes, it told me.  I booked the car and sighed.  Seven minutes.

      The seconds ticked by with torturous slowness.  I sat on the arm of the couch, staring at the floor until it was time to go downstairs.  At nearly two in the morning, the driver barely said a word to me.  I was grateful.

      I directed him to the back of the Russo Art Gallery, to the nondescript steel door that led to my studio.  It was a smaller room attached to the main gallery through an invisible door in the wall.  It was where I’d been hiding when I first walked out and saw Freddy.

      The gallery building itself was about twice the size as the exhibition space, with studios, storerooms, and offices tucked away behind a multitude of doors and hallways.  I’d only seen about half the space, but I was grateful for my little corner.  Gianni hadn’t just given me a career. Right now, he was saving my sanity by giving me somewhere to go.

      The driver helped me with my bags as I unlocked the studio door.  I pulled my suitcases inside and nodded to the man before letting the door close behind me with a loud clang.  In the darkness, I took a deep breath.

      The soothing aromas of oil paint, wood, and various solvents filled my nostrils. I let my heartbeat finally calm down.

      I was home.

      I wheeled my suitcase to the far corner, where Gianni had placed a plush sofa.  Flicking on a small lamp, I settled on the couch, resting my head against a scratchy cushion.  I should have taken one of Jayden’s pillows.

      Finally, in the silence and serenity of my studio, my thoughts quieted.  My body relaxed with every breath, and I allowed myself to cry.

      I cried until my body felt weak, until I felt empty, until my eyes were puffy and I ached from head to toe.  I curled up in the fetal position on the couch, with my back to the studio, and cried until there were no more tears left.

      Then, I brushed my cheeks off and exhaled.

      I had a studio.  I’d sold all my paintings and had a few more works commissioned.  I had a foothold in the art world.  Who cared if I’d broken up with my deadbeat, cheating boyfriend who evidently didn’t give two fucks about me?  Who cared if my first true love had showed up in my life unannounced and kissed me like the world was ending?

      As my tears dried, my heart shuttered itself against the world.  I unfurled my body and stretched out on the couch, staring up at the ceiling.  I didn’t need Jayden, or Freddy, or anyone else.  I was stronger without them.

      Then, my mother’s voice echoed through my mind.  Après la pluie, le beau temps, she would say.  After the rain comes good weather.  I hoped she was right.
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      I needed her.  I needed her under me, around me, on top of me.  I needed her immediately.  But Hailey locked the door behind me and I knew I couldn’t have her.

      Glancing at my watch, I let out a breath.  Past midnight, and I was outside my high school sweetheart’s apartment with a hard-on.  I didn’t even have the mental capacity to think about it.  That kiss… It was… Fuck.

      It was too much.  It wasn’t enough.  It was… everything.

      Hailey was different than when we were kids.  We both were.  She was quieter, sadder, darker.  She didn’t have that untarnished, carefree light shining from her.  But she was still Hailey.

      And I was… Well, I wasn’t the gangly loser who didn’t fit in with all the rich kids.  I could see the spark in her eyes when she looked at my body.

      Hailey always saw me—the real me.  She saw me for who I was, not for who everyone else wanted me to be.  When the popular kids turned their noses up at me, Hailey sought me out.  She was my first kiss, my first love.  She was my first everything. And then, faster than I could blink, it was over.  I ruined it all, and there was nothing I could do to fix it.

      An hour ago, I would have said it was too late.  I’d lost her.

      But now…

      I glanced back down the hallway toward her door, which stayed resolutely closed.  I couldn’t wait for the elevator’s slow climb toward me, so I pushed open the stairwell door and took the steps two at a time.  I rushed downstairs and burst out the lobby door, inhaling the crisp, night air.  I was still wearing my suit jacket, and I buttoned it up to ward off the chill.

      Gary would be wondering where I was, but I didn’t want to call him.  I needed time to think. To process.  Tonight had been very, very different than I’d expected.  I walked down the block toward the bar, which would still be open for another couple of hours.

      I couldn’t go in, though.  I couldn’t sit still.  I walked by the doorway—the sound of music and shouting coming from inside.

      My mission was to investigate the Russos, and ultimately bring them down.  But now… Hailey was involved.  I couldn’t take down Gianni Russo without hurting Hailey.  Her career, her art—it was intertwined with Gianni’s life.  If I brought him down, it would be the second time that I destroyed Hailey’s future.

      The first time had been hard enough.  I hadn’t had a choice—or at least, that’s what I’d told myself.

      Now, I knew I had a choice.  I had to get Hailey out from under Gianni’s thumb, away from Marco and Francesco Russo.  And then—only then—would we be able to make our move on the Russo family.  This was the biggest assignment of my career, but I had to shield Hailey from it.

      Stopping at a quiet street corner, I glanced up and down the road before crossing at the red light.  I stuffed my hands into my pockets and took a deep breath, turning everything over in my head.

      The hardest thing would be to get Hailey to trust me.  But tonight, that kiss… There was still something between us.  I know she felt it. How could she not?  For ten years, I thought I was completely shut out from her life.

      But now…

      There was hope.

      I got to the next street corner just as a vehicle came screeching to a stop in front of me.  Jumping back from the curb, my hand went to my waistband on instinct, to where my service weapon would usually be.

      Then, the passenger’s side door swung open and I let out a breath.  “Gary,” I sighed.

      “What are you doing out here?”

      “Thinking.”

      He said nothing, and I climbed in.  He started driving as I buckled my seatbelt.  “Russo went home, didn’t come out again.  Marco and Francesca apparently went to their hotel.  We’re getting the paperwork drafted up to bug their rooms and we have surveillance set up on the building.”

      “Good,” I said.

      Gary glanced over at me, and I could hear the unspoken questions.  Where were you?  What did you do?  Why didn’t you call?

      I didn’t answer any of them, and Gary didn’t ask.  We drove toward the operation headquarters in silence.

      Berkeley, the CIA’s Special Activities Division Director, was waiting for us.  He waved both of us toward the conference room and motioned to the door.  Two other agents were already waiting there.  Being in a conference room with an angry Berkeley at two o’clock in the morning was never a good place to be.

      I took a seat at the end of the table and Gary sat beside me.  He took his wire-framed glasses off and wiped them on his shirt, and I knew he was nervous.

      “So,” Berk boomed, levelling his gaze toward me.  “Why did you go AWOL?  We were expecting you back here an hour ago.”

      “I wanted to make sure the artist wasn’t involved.”

      “And how did you manage that?”

      “I just wanted to see where she was going.”

      “You think she has something to do with all this?”

      “No,” I answered, maybe a little too quickly.

      Berkeley frowned, sighing.  He turned to the big, white projector screen and clicked a remote.  Images of Marco and Francesca Russo appeared, along with Hailey on the art gallery steps.  My heart jumped.  I didn’t want her anywhere near this thing.  “We’ve determined that the Russos came in on false passports as French nationals.  They’ve been flagged, but we expect they’ll try to leave under different names.  They’ve been on our radar for the past four years, and the fact that they’re in the United States begs the question of why.”

      “Something’s going down,” Gary said.  “A deal.”

      Berkeley glanced at our skinny analyst and nodded.  “Possibly.  We need to find out with who, and we need to stop it.”  He swung his eyes around the room, landing on me.  “This is our chance to nail them.  The Russos are back on American soil.  We might not get this chance again.”

      I nodded, trying to look as serious and as sincere as possible—but in the center of my chest, a fire was burning.  Yes, I wanted to bring the Russos down.  Yes, I wanted to protect my country.  Yes, I wanted to lock them up and throw away the key.

      But as of tonight, I wanted something else.  I needed something else.

      Hailey.

      She was my new priority, and the main focus of the operation for me.  Above all else, I needed to get her out of this mess before Berkeley ordered us to make a move on the Russos.

      She needed to be protected, and I was the only person who could do it.  I was the only one who knew who she was, and knew that she was innocent.  I was the only one who cared.

      And after tonight… fuck, I cared.  I cared a lot.  I didn’t just need to protect her, I needed to make it right.  This was an opportunity to atone.  To explain.  To ask for forgiveness.  It was probably the only opportunity I’d ever get, and I wasn’t going to let it go to waste.

      I was going to show Hailey that whatever was left between us—that fire, that heat, that desire—it was worth fighting for.
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      The studio’s rectangular windows were set high on the walls, and they let the early morning light stream in and flood the space.  I groaned, blinking my swollen eyes open as the sunlight needled into them.  I needed to get an eye mask if I was going to sleep here again.

      And I would, because where else would I go?  I couldn’t go back to Jayden’s.  I found my phone on the floor next to the couch and got Tanya’s number.

      
        
        Hailey: You up? I left Jayden last night.

      

      

      I stared at the screen for a few seconds, but it wasn’t even seven o’clock yet and she would be asleep for at least another hour or two—maybe longer.  It was Sunday morning, after all.  Tanya was a schoolteacher and she liked sleeping in on the weekends.

      I rolled off the couch and stretched my neck from side to side, massaging a crick that had appeared overnight.

      A blank canvas sat on an easel across the studio, calling to me.  I took a deep breath and stood up.  As I stretched out my body and sighed, my lips curled into a slight smile.  Despite everything that had happened yesterday—or maybe because of it—I felt lighter.  Excited.  Inspired.

      I padded in my socks toward the canvas and squeezed some paint onto my palette.  Usually, I would sketch out a painting before I put a brush to canvas but this morning, I didn’t have the patience.  I had an image in my head and I needed to get it down.

      Every paint stroke was like sweeping a healing balm on my broken heart.  I inhaled the scent of the paint, the canvas, the thinning medium.  I let it soothe me and heal me from last night’s ordeal.

      I refused to think of Freddy, even though I could still feel the imprint of his hand on my hip.  I could taste his lips on my mouth.  The space between my legs ached with a longing I hadn’t felt in a long, long time.

      And I painted.

      The sound of a truck rumbling by the building, followed by shouting pulled me out of the flow.  I glanced at the door, frowning.  I’d never heard anyone back here—the alleyway behind the building didn’t even have trash cans to pick up.  I set my brush and palette down, heading for the door.

      Just as my hand was an inch above the handle, I hesitated.  Another shout echoed in the alley.  I couldn’t quite make out the words, but the voice sounded angry.

      So, instead of opening the door, I pulled over a small stepladder to one of the high windows.  I had to stand on the top step to poke my head over the ledge, my weight swaying from side to side as I clung on to the window frame with the tips of my fingers.

      I frowned when I saw a white truck.  It looked like a moving truck, but it was unmarked.  The driver was hanging out of the window, shouting something at another man, directing him to help reverse the truck into a big garage door next to the studio.  The driver stopped, moving forward again to reposition the vehicle.

      This wasn’t where deliveries were usually brought.  There was another delivery bay on the far side of the building that was much more accessible than this.  I’d spent hours in this studio, and I’d never seen anyone back here.

      And these men… they didn’t look like delivery drivers.  The spotter at the back of the truck had an expensive-looking leather jacket on, and his dark hair was slicked back.  His skinny jeans looked like they’d been professionally tailored.

      The man hanging out of the driver’s window was equally well-dressed, with glittering diamond studs in his ears.  Or at least, they looked like diamonds from where I was watching.

      I wondered if Gianni knew they were here.  He must.

      The driver struggled to back the truck in again, and I hesitated.  Maybe I could tell them that the usual delivery bay was around the corner.  He’d have an easier time backing the truck in there.

      But then Gianni appeared, waving his hands and shouting something at the driver.  The driver slid out of the van and said something.  I frowned, straining my ears to listen, but I couldn’t hear make out any words.

      I pulled myself up on the ledge, holding my breath as I tried to listen.  Something was wrong.  Gianni’s face was dark, and he was glancing up and down the alleyway nervously.  He made a big gesture at the driver who responded angrily.  I wished I knew what they were saying.  My whole body was rigid, clinging to the window frame as I leaned forward.

      I  tipped on the stepladder and I lost my footing.  For a couple terrifying seconds, I thought I was gone.  My feet flailed and my fingers dug into the window frame, a small gasp escaping my lips.  I hung on for a second, waving my legs underneath me until I felt the edge of the stepladder and found my footing.  My heart raced and I pulled myself up again with a groan.

      Peeking over the edge of the window, I saw the man in the leather jacket roll open the truck’s trailer door.  Artwork was wrapped up inside, tied off to the edges of the truck in neat rows.  I let out a breath, shaking my head.

      There was nothing amiss here.  Last night had made me paranoid.  Gianni was getting a delivery of artwork.  I didn’t know why they were using this loading bay, instead of the usual one, but I was sure there was a reason.  Gianni was probably just stressed because of the series of exhibits he had planned.  I relaxed back onto the stepladder and was about to return to my painting when I saw Gianni jump up into the trailer.

      I gasped when I saw him pull a knife out of his waistband.  It glinted in the morning light as he angled it toward one of the paintings.  In one swift, practiced motion, he tore open the painting from corner to corner, through the protective paper and the art itself.  I could see the bright colors of the artwork and the jagged edges of the torn canvas when he lifted back the flap.

      My breath hitched and I frowned, trying to see what he was doing.  But Gianni’s body was in the way, and I couldn’t make out what was behind him.  He turned around and swept his eyes around the alley, and I ducked my head down, gulping down a breath.

      When I poked my head back up over the edge of the window, the truck was closed up again, and the driver was finally backing it through the garage door.  Gianni stood with his back to me, arms crossed, watching.

      This was unusual.  Unsettling.  Gianni’s face had been angrier than I’d ever seen it.  I could see the tension in his shoulders as he glanced up and down the alley again, running ringed fingers through his thick, black hair.  I ducked back down out of sight and climbed off the stepladder, walking back to my painting.

      I picked up the palette and paintbrush, but I couldn’t paint.  I just stared at the canvas, frowning.

      Freddy’s words came back to me.  He told me to get away from Gianni—before it was too late.  What did that mean?  Did this delivery have anything to do with Freddy’s warning?

      I inhaled, squeezing my eyes shut.  When I thought of Freddy’s words, it made me think of his lips—and thinking of his lips made me weak.

      I was tired, hungry, and emotional.  I was seeing things that weren’t there.  There was nothing sinister going on.  There had to be some sort of explanation for all this, I just didn’t know what it was.  Gianni was probably using this delivery door because my artwork was in the other bay, and he needed more space.

      Probably.

      But as much as I tried to talk myself down, I knew something was wrong.  I knew that I would never speak to Gianni about what I saw.  Instinct told me that I wasn’t supposed to know about this delivery, or how easily Gianni tore through the paintings he usually revered.

      Despite everything that had happened between Freddy and me, I believed him.  His words had truth to them, and it was impossible to ignore.

      My shoulders fell as I glanced around the studio.  This space was all I had left.  My relationship, my apartment, my life—it had fallen to pieces around me and this studio was everything to me.  If Gianni was doing something wrong…

      I couldn’t bear the thought of losing this, too.  Last night, I’d tasted success for the first time.  I wasn’t ready to let that go.  Not now.  Not yet.  No matter what Freddy said, no matter what Gianni was hiding.

      I needed this studio more than I’d ever needed anything before.  It was my lifeline.

      My hands trembled as I grabbed my headphones and scrolled through my music.  I needed to get back in the zone.  My fingers squeezed the paintbrush until the pads of my fingers hurt.  I took a deep breath, closing my eyes for a beat, and then I started painting again.
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      I knew what needed to be done, but I was still nervous.  The Russo Art Gallery loomed in front of me.  It looked different in the daylight without a multitude of colors splashed across its frontage.  The building was more subtle, but no less grand.  I walked up the wide, marble steps and past the tall columns toward the front doors.

      They swung open easily, and I stepped into the stark, white space.  Hailey’s painting was still hanging in the center of the main wall, and it still hit me like a sledgehammer.  I gaped at it for a few seconds before shaking my head.  The clack-clack-clack of heels on hard floors made me turn to the side of the room.

      A woman—the gallery manager, I assumed—walked toward me with a tight smile on her face.  “You must be Mr. Langston.  My name is Amelia.”  She shook my hand.

      Langston was my cover name—a made-up identity of a wealthy art lover.  I had made my supposed millions in the tech industry, and I was here to buy some art.  “Thank you for having me.”

      “Please.”  The gallery manager gestured to the hallway leading to Hailey’s exhibition.  I sucked in a breath, still not prepared for the emotional assault brought on by her paintings.

      By the time we entered the second gallery, a bead of sweat trickled between my shoulder blades.  I exhaled as soon as I saw her artwork.

      “A rare talent,” Amelia said.  Her black hair was pulled tight to the nape of her neck.  She had sharp features, with a slightly curved nose and thin lips.  She wore thick-framed glasses, which gave her a severe appearance that worked well in the context of the gallery.  Unlike me, Amelia looked like she belonged here.  She gave off an air of slight superiority as she glanced around the room.  “You mentioned on the phone that a specific painting had taken your fancy?”

      “Yes.” I motioned to a small canvas in the corner of the gallery.  It was brighter than the rest of them, with less pain and anguish.  It reminded me of Hailey when we were young.  Bright.  Happy.  Carefree.

      Amelia made a noise at the back of her throat as I motioned to the painting.  “I’ll have to speak to Gianni,” she said.  “I believe he wanted this one for himself.”

      “Ah.” My eyebrows tugged together.

      “Excuse me.”  She made a small bow and then clack-clack-clacked her way back to the main gallery.

      When I was alone, I took my time looking at the paintings.  I glanced around the room, noting the location of security cameras, and I did my best to look like an art lover.  The thing was, looking at these paintings, I was loving them.  I could see things in them, feel things from them that I’d never experienced before.

      I sort of… got it.

      Admiring Hailey’s work, I understood why art was so captivating for people.  It spoke to something primal, buried deep in my psyche that was almost indescribable.

      When I was halfway around the room, I jumped back as that same hidden door opened into the room.  Hailey’s eyes widened.  “Freddy!”

      A blush crept up her cheeks, and blood rushed between my legs.  Her tongue slid out to lick her bottom lip and all I wanted to do was push her back into that room and take her lips in my own.

      She smoothed her hands over her paint-stained clothes, and I saw smudges of paint on her hands.  She was wearing big, noise-canceling headphones around her neck.  She probably liked to paint with music on.

      “Were you working?” I pointed to the stains.

      She nodded, her cheeks still flushed.  “What are you doing here?”

      I opened my mouth.  I wanted to tell her the truth… but how could I?  I was wearing a wire and a tiny camera in one of my shirt buttons.  This was all being recorded with Gary listening to every word on the other end.  I had to play the part.

      “I’m buying your work.”

      “That’s a bit stalkerish, don’t you think?”  Her eyes flashed as her lips curved up.

      “Stalkerish?”  I took a step toward her and caught a whiff of her scent—that sweet vanilla fragrance, mixed with the chemical odor of paint.

      “Well, first, you show up at my first gallery opening using a false name,” she said, counting it off on her paint-stained fingers.  “Second, you show up at my house all alpha and rough, and you...”

      “And I what?”  I knew Gary was listening, but I still wanted her to say it.  I wanted her to tell me how much she liked me kissing her, how badly she wanted to do it again.

      “Third,” she said, ignoring me,  “you come back here and pretend to be into art?  Please.  If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were following me around.”

      I could hear Amelia’s heels getting closer, and I knew we didn’t have much time.  As much as I wanted to talk to Hailey, I couldn’t.

      I glanced over my shoulder and lowered my voice.  “Hailey, this is important.  My name is Thomas Langston, not Freddy Finch.  Here, take this card.  Call me tonight and I can tell you more.”

      Amelia and Gianni rounded the corner just as Hailey tucked my card in her pocket.  I prayed that she would call.  It was too late to shield her from all this—she knew too much.  She knew who I was.  And Gary had heard that, which meant that my connection to her was exposed.

      Plastering a polite smile on my face, I turned to the art dealer and gallery manager. “Mr. Russo, thank you for having me.”

      “I knew last night that you were an art lover,” Gianni Russo beamed, spreading his arms wide.  He clapped his palm into mine and shook it vigorously.  “I knew by the look on your face that you’d be back.  Who could resist Miss Ford?”  He kissed her cheek and I stiffened.  Anger tripped up my spine at the sight of his lips so close to hers, his hand gripping her shoulder…

      I caught myself.  I needed to calm down.

      Hailey’s eyes lifted up to mine as my nostrils flared, and a hint of a grin tugged at her lips.  She liked seeing me like this.

      “Now,” Gianni continued in his sing-song accent.  “Amelia tells me you want a certain special painting.”

      I nodded, gesturing to the one in the corner.  “I saw this one yesterday, and it looks like it’s still available.”

      “You want that one?”  Hailey said, laughing.  “I made that in about two hours.  The others—those are better.”

      “I like that one,” I said, not taking my eyes off her.

      Gianni made a tsk-tsk sound and sighed.  He put a hand to his heart and looked at me with a sad look on his face.  His eyes stayed shrewd.  “You hurt me, Mr. Langston.  I had plans to hang this one in my dining room.  It speaks to me.”

      “Well, perhaps I could commission one.”  I glanced at Hailey, whose eyes widened.  Her lush, pink lips fell open and I imagined them wrapped around my—

      “What a thought!” Gianni exclaimed, clapping his hands together.  “What do you say, bella?  Your list of commissions is getting longer.”

      Hailey gave him a tight smile.  She seemed different around him than she had yesterday—stiffer, colder.  Or maybe she was reacting to me?

      But when her eyes flicked up to mine, I saw the heat in her gaze and I knew it wasn’t me.  The same fire that was burning up my veins was igniting inside her, too.  She tortured me again by swiping her tongue over her lower lip, and then dipped her chin down.

      “I’m warning you, though, I don’t come cheap.”

      Gianni’s smile stayed stuck to his face, but his eyes glanced from Hailey to me and back again.  He could feel an undercurrent between the two of us—we all could.  It was going to blow my cover and get both Hailey and me in a lot of trouble.

      So, I turned away from her and nodded to Gianni.  “Deal.  I have a meeting to go to, so please send the details on to my assistant.  Thank you for your time.”

      I turned on my heels, and Amelia showed me out.  I hated turning my back to Hailey and leaving her with Gianni, but I had no choice.  I had to leave, go regroup, reassess, and come up with a plan.

      By the time I made it to the van, sweat was beading on my forehead and my heart was thumping in my chest.

      Gary glanced at me over his glasses and arched an eyebrow.  “You gonna tell me how you know her, or what?”
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      Gianni gave me a funny look when Freddy walked away.  “I didn’t know you were here this morning.”  His eyes searched mine, and for a moment he reminded me of Jayden.  It was the same kind of probing comment Jayden would ask, the same mistrust, the same feeling that I was walking on eggshells.

      At least it meant I had practice keeping a straight face.  I nodded.  “Got here early to work.”  I lifted my headphones and smiled at him.  “I’ve been in the zone.  Better get back to it.”

      His shoulders seemed to relax, and I knew something was wrong.  He didn’t want me to know about this morning’s delivery.  He didn’t want me to see what I saw… whatever it was.

      And it scared me.

      This was my last safe haven.  It was the last place I felt good.  If I lost the studio…

      I sucked in a breath and forced a smile.  “I’d better get back to those commissions.”

      “Popular girl.”

      “I owe it to you.”  I smiled again, a bit more genuinely.  I did owe him everything, and I was grateful.  Whatever was going on with that truck this morning… that had nothing to do with me.  I had to focus on my work.  I had no one to rely on except myself—that’s how it had always been.

      I glanced toward the exit where Freddy had disappeared, and resisted the urge to touch the card he’d slipped to me.  I wanted to hate him.  Everything in my mind told me to stay away from him.

      But that kiss…

      Every time Freddy walked into a room, it sucked all the air out of my lungs.  His presence was everywhere.  His eyes made my whole body burn up, and his gaze made me want him.

      Really want him.

      And the fact that I’d seen that truck this morning? It made me think that Freddy was telling the truth—that there was something going on, and that Gianni wasn’t the man I thought he was.  Against all odds, I was starting to trust Freddy.

      And that scared me, too.

      Gianni visibly relaxed some more—he believed me when I said I owed him my success.  It felt like I was having a kind of out-of-body experience.  I could see every reaction of his clearly.  This whole charade was set in a new context of Gianni not being the innocent—if slightly handsy—art dealer I thought he was.  Instead, he was up to something.

      Slipping my headphones back over my head, I went back to the studio.  I’d come out to look at my pieces already hanging on the wall, to remind myself of how many paintings I’d sold the night before.  To calm myself down as Jayden called my phone over and over.  To tell myself that I could do this.

      But I slinked back into the studio and breathed a sigh of relief.  Being with Gianni felt stifling this morning, like I had to keep up an act that I didn’t quite understand.

      My phone rang as soon as I walked in, and I sighed.  Jayden again.  I walked over to the wall where I’d left my phone on charge, with the intention of turning it off and flinging it against something hard.  But it wasn’t Jayden’s name that flashed on the screen—it was Tanya’s.  The tension in my body lessened as I swiped the screen to answer.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey, you.  What’s up?  I woke up to this cryptic text of yours telling me you left Jayden.  What does that mean?”

      “It means I left Jayden last night.  I slept at the studio.”

      “What?  I mean, good!  He was a piece of shit.”

      “You want me to say it?”

      “Say what?”

      “You were right.”

      Tanya chuckled, but there was a hint of sadness in her voice.  She took a deep breath.  “What do you say I come pick you up and we go out for some waffles?  I have the day off, and you shouldn’t be alone.”

      “Only if I can also have a mimosa.”

      “Girl, you can have as many mimosas as you need.  I’ll be there in half an hour.”

      We hung up and I slumped down on the couch.  Talking to Tanya—knowing that she was coming, and that everything that had happened last night had, in fact, happened—it made it all seem all the more real.  I was tired.  My body was running on no food and little sleep.  I’d been elated last night, and then crushed, and then… Well, then Freddy happened.

      I knew that Tanya would want to talk about Jayden, but there was too much to process.  I felt sad, betrayed… and relieved.  The fact that an undercurrent of relief buoyed me made me feel guilty.

      Yeah—I was a mess.

      Using the sink in the corner of the studio, I gave my face and armpits a wash and put on some clean clothes.  Tanya texted me shortly after that she was outside.  As soon as I entered the car, I sank into the seat and smiled.

      “You okay?”

      I nodded.  “I’m fine.”

      Tanya snorted and started driving.  We crossed the city in silence, and it wasn’t until we slid into a booth at our favorite diner that she really looked at me.  “I’m worried about you.”

      “I’m worried about me, too.”

      Her face scrunched into a smile, with her blue eyes sparkling.  She tucked a strand of curly brown hair behind her ear and sighed.  “I’m glad you left Jayden.”

      “I haven’t exactly told him yet.  He never came to the exhibition last night and I found out that he…” I couldn’t say the words.  I couldn’t say that he had been cheating on me for who knows how long.  It felt like an anvil was sitting on my chest and I shook my head.  “He went out last night, so I just packed my bags and left.”

      Tanya’s eyes widened.  “Where did you sleep?”

      “At the studio.”

      “Nope.  Nuh-uh.”  She shook her head.  “Not going to happen.  I have a spare bedroom.  After waffles, we’re going to the studio and grabbing your things and you’re staying with me.”

      “Tanya…” Tears threatened to spill onto my cheeks.

      “Why didn’t you call me last night?”

      “It was so late, I didn’t want to wake you, I…”

      “Hailey.”  Her voice was stern.  She was a third-grade teacher, and right now I felt like one of her students.  My cheeks reddened, and she sighed.  “You are my best friend.  If you can’t call me in the middle of the night, who can you call?  You look exhausted.  Have you showered?”

      “Sort of.”  I scrunched my napkin in my hands, tearing at the edges.  I couldn’t meet her eye.

      She reached over and squeezed my hand, forcing me to look up at her.  “Hailey, it’ll be okay.  Everything will work out.  You’ll come stay with me, and you’ll tell Jayden it’s over.  What did he do?  Did he cheat on you?”

      My tears answered for me.

      “I knew it.  That bastard.”  Her curls shook as her eyes flashed.  “You’re staying with me and if you ever go back to him, I swear I will knock you out.  You know I do Jiu jitsu now.”

      I laugh-snorted.  “I’m not going back to him.”  There was strength in my voice.  I tried to tell myself was the success of the exhibition that gave me the confidence, but deep down my thoughts flicked to Freddy.

      Finchey.  His old nickname played in my mind and I pushed it down, just like I always did.  I couldn’t trust him—not after everything that had happened.  I couldn’t trust anyone but myself… and maybe Tanya.

      Our food arrived, along with two mimosas, and Tanya smiled at me.  “Eat.  After that, we go get your stuff and get you settled at my place.  I’m not taking no for an answer.”  She bit her lip and reached into her purse, pulling out a small black box.  It had a big bow on top, and she slid it over toward me.  “I wanted to give this to you last night, but you got whisked away before I could.  Congratulations, Hails.  We should be talking about your success, not that cheating loser you used to date.”

      Tears welled in my eyes again as I opened the box.  It was a small, silver pendant of a lion.  I laugh-cried and hugged her awkwardly over the table.  “Thank you.”

      “My lioness.  I’m proud of you.  You’re fierce and determined, and you’ve overcome so much.  You deserve every bit of success that you’ve achieved.”

      I felt like my heart was going to explode.  I couldn’t take this much emotion.  I needed at least a week away from everything and everyone just to recover from the past twenty-four hours.  And once I was done my waffles and mimosa, that was exactly what I intended on doing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          
            Freddy

          

        

      

    

    
      “Why didn’t you tell us you knew her?”  Berk slammed his fists down on the conference table, making everything on it jump up from the impact.  His big, bald head loomed over me.  His dark skin looked even darker silhouetted against the lights.  I tried my best not to flinch, even though everything inside me was screaming to move away.  After my conversation with Hailey at the gallery, the entire team knew I had a connection with her.  I’d told them she was a childhood friend.

      “I only found out yesterday.  She changed her name, and it wasn’t until I saw her in person that I put two and two together.”

      Berk huffed, and I swore that steam actually blew out of his nostrils.  “And yet, here we are—almost twenty-four hours later—and I’m just learning this now.”

      “I’m sorry.  I didn’t think it was relevant.”

      “You didn’t think it was relevant?”  His eyebrows drew together, anger radiating from his every pore.  His breath trembled, and I knew my next words had to be chosen carefully.

      I took a breath.  “I wanted to make sure it wasn’t going to jeopardize the operation before I brought it to the table.”

      Berkeley inhaled deeply and straightened up.  He rubbed his head with his palm, closing his eyes for a moment.  I was waiting for the thunder.  I’ve seen him angry, and this was nothing.  Still, I could see the tension rippling just under the surface, waiting for any excuse to be unleashed.

      But Berk didn’t explode.  He just exhaled and opened his eyes.  They were dark and angry, but his voice was calm.  “You’re going to bring her in.”

      “Berk—”

      “You’re going to bring her in,” he interrupted.  “And we’re going to use her.  She’s our connection to the Russos—exactly what we’ve been looking for this entire time.  We’ve needed an inside man, and now we’ve got it.  She has access that we will never get.”

      “I can’t—”

      “Bring. Her. In.”  His tone of voice was final.  I knew that the best course of action was to leave the conference room and do as he said, but it still killed me.  I dragged myself up to my feet and glanced at him.  His eyes were trained on me, dark and imposing.  I looked up to Berkeley as a mentor, a role model… Up until this moment, I’d done my best to impress him.  My position as the lead of this operation was predicated on Berkeley respecting me as an agent.

      I nodded.  “Fine.”

      “Today.”

      I stomped out of the room.  Other agents poked their heads over cubicles like gophers out of their holes, knowing that I’d just been dragged in there by a very angry director.  I ignored them.

      I wanted to protect Hailey.  Bringing her in meant using her as an asset and inserting her into the center of our operation. That was putting her directly in the line of fire.  She was already too close.  She was relying on Gianni for her career, and I didn’t know how to disentangle her from it.  And now Berkeley was asking me to push her closer to him?

      Gianni wasn’t an altruistic art lover.  He was using her for something… or at least I thought he was using her.  Then again, at the gallery opening, he actually seemed like he appreciated her paintings.

      I flew down the hallway, digging my nails into my fists to try and contain my anger.

      Hailey was innocent in all this, but because of me, she was in danger.  An asset in the field lived a dangerous double life, and if Gianni found out who I was, and who she was… Well, that would be deadly.  For both of us.

      Thunderclouds gathered over my head and the whole world turned grey.  I slipped on my sunglasses and went outside, taking deep, gulping breaths of the crisp autumn air.  I needed to think this through.  Whatever I’d hoped to do before to keep Hailey out of trouble, that opportunity was gone.  I had to bring her in or else risk my career.

      I’d worked too hard, for too long, to be exactly where I was in the Agency.  This operation was supposed to be my big break.  It was meant to buoy my career and get me to the top.

      But how could I pursue that and still keep Hailey out of danger?  She hadn’t spoken to me in ten years after what happened between us—after I broke her trust.

      And now…

      Now, I was going to do it again.  I might ruin her career right when it was starting to look promising.

      “You like her, don’t you?”  I jumped at the sound of Gary’s voice.  He’d followed me outside and pulled a cigarette out of his breast pocket.  He extended it to me, but I shook my head.

      “Forgot you don’t smoke,” he said, putting it between his lips and lighting it.  Gary was tall and lanky, with a haircut that looked like it was from Supercuts in 1999, and the same glasses he’d worn since I met him four years ago.  He wore a short-sleeved button-up shirt that was more than a little wrinkly.

      Exhaling a puff of smoke, he glanced at me.  “How do you know her?”

      “We went to the same school.”

      “That prep school?”

      I grunted in acknowledgement.  “She was my friend.”

      “Was?”

      “Yeah.  Haven’t seen her in ten years.”

      “You think she’ll come in?  Berkeley seems to think she’s the key to all this.”

      I thought of last night—of the kiss.  And then I thought of the day that I broke her heart, when I did the worst thing I’ve ever done and she took the fall for it.  She expected me to stay by her side, to support her while she saved me from being ostracized and expelled, and I didn’t.

      I left.  Well, I was incentivized by her father and I felt like I had no choice, but I still left.

      I let her take the fall, and I kept my mouth shut.  Then, I graduated from our prep school with honors and took off to college with a scholarship.  I got a job as an analyst at the CIA and then moved over to the Special Activities Decision.  I was in my job now because of that decision.

      If she hadn’t taken the blame for me, I wouldn’t be here.  I owed her Hailey my career, my life… everything.

      And she’d been disowned, she said.  Her life had been ruined… by me.

      And now I had to ask her to be an informant for the CIA?  I had to ask her to give up her opportunity with the Russo Gallery to help me out?

      Yeah, right.

      The logical part of my brain knew that she was in danger, and she was better off distancing herself from the Russos regardless of whether or not she was a CIA asset.  The logical part of my brain knew that the Russos were vicious, and that she shouldn’t be near them.

      But Hailey’s artwork was good.  She was good.  She’d been through so much and I felt like I owed her something.

      Gary cleared his throat.  “Finch?  You think she’ll come in?”

      I blinked.  “I don’t know.  She has my number. I’ll wait for her to call.”

      “Did something happen between you guys?”

      For someone who was glued to his computer 95% of the time, Gary was surprisingly perceptive.  I snorted.  “Yeah.  I ruined her life.”

      “Oh.”  He sucked on his cigarette beside me, and I was glad that he was there.  Mostly because he was quiet.

      I checked my phone, simultaneously relieved and worried that Hailey hadn’t contacted me.  If she didn’t make contact today, I would have to find her.  Berk had been clear—Hailey had to come in today.

      Slipping my phone back into my pocket, I nodded to Gary.  “I’ve got somewhere to be.  I’ll call you later if I need you.”

      “Sure.”

      It only took me a few minutes to drive home.  I made a beeline toward my closet, shuffling aside a stack of hoodies to find the worn legal envelope the back.  I pulled it down and sat on the bed.  My hands trembled as I placed the envelope on my lap.  I flipped open the top of it and slid out the stack of papers.

      Shuffling though them, I found what I was looking for.  It was a photo of Hailey and I when we were fourteen years old, when she had decided to befriend me at school.  She’d been my first and only friend when all the other rich kids looked at me like I was a leper.   Staring at the picture, my eyes started to mist.  I was carrying her on my back, with her arms hooked around my neck.  She had that beaming smile of hers, with a little gap between her front teeth. I hadn’t noticed the gap in her teeth anymore and I wondered if they grew together as she got older, or if she got them fixed.

      It didn’t matter, I supposed, but it was just another thing I’d missed.

      I brushed my fingers over the photo and felt my heart thumping harder.  She’d been beautiful, even then.  I always knew she’d grow up to be stunning, but I hadn’t been prepared for the reality.  I closed my eyes, gripping the photo as emotions warred inside me.

      I needed to make this right.

      Hailey didn’t deserve to be beholden to a criminal art dealer for her career.  She didn’t deserve to be dragged into a messy undercover operation just because she knew me.  I’d already ruined her life once, and now Berkeley was asking me to do it again.

      I had to fix it.  And I had to see her again.

      Opening the envelope wider, I tipped the rest of the contents out into my hands.  Yellowing pages of a contract stared back at me as my heart started to beat faster.  It was only a page long, but it had changed the course of my life forever.  I looked at Hailey’s father’s looping signature, right above my own cramped, scrawly one.  Even looking at my signature now, I could sense the fear that had prompted me to sign it.

      It was time for me to fix what had happened, to prove to Hailey that I wasn’t the monster she thought I was.  I didn’t abandon her all those years ago.  I thought I was doing the right thing.  Her father lied to me.  This contract was proof.  I might have to take her away from Gianni Russo, but I would show her that I cared.  That I’d always cared.

      And I hoped—God, how I hoped—that she would forgive me.

      I hoped that she would look at me the way she looked at me the night before, and that I’d get to taste her lips again.

      Berkeley would get what he wanted.  I would bring her in, and I would convince her to be an asset, but I would do it on my terms.
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      Freddy’s card burned a hole in my pocket all day, but I resisted the urge to look at it until I was settled in Tanya’s spare bedroom.

      Periodically, as we moved my things from the studio to her house, I’d touch my pocket and feel the little square of cardboard to make sure it was still there.

      I knew the minute he put it in my hand that I would call him.  I tried to force myself to be mad at him, but all I could think of were his hands on my body.  The taste of his lips.  His eyes devouring me.  It was like he’d put a spell on me when he kissed me.  He was a drug— he gave me one hit and now I was hooked.

      Addicted to him.

      … Again.

      I laid down on Tanya’s guest bed and stared at the ceiling.  My life was completely upside down but I felt almost… free.  Jayden hadn’t called me in a couple of hours, and the silence was welcome.  Maybe he knew that this time, it really was over.

      Trying to process my emotions was almost impossible.  I knew I should be devastated by Jayden’s betrayal.  I should have been hurting, angry… anything.

      But I just felt relieved.

      I went through my relationship with Jayden and catalogued all the memorable moments.  His laugh, his cooking, going to Miami together—good.  The drinking, the fighting, feeling like I was doing something wrong without knowing what it was—bad.

      Having somewhere to live—good.

      Feeling like I owed him something—bad.

      The more I weighed things up, the more I realized he’d been using the good things as leverage against me.  It was toxic—maybe even emotionally abusive.  All of a sudden, and I could see what he’d done to me.  Jayden had made me smaller, weaker, more fearful.

      I inhaled, following a crack in the ceiling with my eyes until I got to the far corner of the bedroom.  A cobweb hung there, and I stared at it for a few moments.  My mind tried to reach back and think about Freddy, about that moment I decided to protect him, and how that decision ruined my family and my future.  I wouldn’t let my mind go there.  I pushed the memories back down, as deep as they would go.  I had enough on my plate between Jayden and Gianni, I couldn’t face that particular trauma.  Not today.

      Instead, I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and sat up straighter.  I stretched my neck from side to side.

      It was time for me to take care of myself—to protect myself.  I needed to make sure that my future was stable, and that meant having a solid career.

      I needed to find out what Gianni was doing, and if it would have any chance of impacting me.  I needed to be selfish right now—to think of myself and forget about the men who had done nothing but leech off me.  But in order to find out what was going on, I had to talk to one of those men.

      The only way I could figure out if Gianni was dangerous was through Freddy.  My heart thumped at the thought of talking to him again, of seeing him again.  My fingers itched to reach into my pocket and pull out his card.

      I jumped at a knock on the door.

      Tanya poked her head in.  “Brought you a coffee.”

      “Thanks,” I smiled.

      She came and sat down on the bed beside me, handing me the mug.  My best friend glanced over at me, her eyebrows knotting together.  “Are you okay?”  She fluffed her fingers through her curly hair and searched my face.

      “I think so.”

      “It might not seem like it now, but breaking up with Jayden is probably the best thing to happen to you.  He always seemed to be holding you back.”

      “He tried to get me to refuse Gianni’s offer for the gallery opening.  The studio, the exhibition… everything.  The biggest opportunity of my career and he didn’t want me to take it.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I made like, thirty grand last night.”

      “Girl…” Tanya grinned.  “Yeah you did.”

      “You know,” I said, thumbing the edge of my mug.  “The weird thing is, I don’t even feel that bad about leaving him.  I feel relieved, most of all.  It’s like I saw that message on his account and all the smoke just lifted.  I can see everything so clearly now.”

      “I can see clearly now, the rain is gone,” Tanya sang, nudging her shoulder against mine.  We laughed, and another crack healed in my heart.

      “It feels like I broke up with him months ago in my heart, but maybe I was just waiting for an excuse to go through with it.”

      Tanya put her arm around my shoulders and squeezed.  I bit my lip.  I didn’t want to tell her about Freddy, about the kiss, about his card in my pocket.  I wondered if this feeling of being relieved had anything to do with his sudden appearance in my life.  I felt like I was standing on the edge of a cliff, with every bit of my body urging me to jump.  The only thing holding me back was the knowledge of who Freddy was, and what he’d done.  How he’d walked away without so much as a goodbye.

      What kind of person does that?

      Tanya glanced at me.  “There’s something you’re not telling me.”

      I hid my grin by sipping my coffee.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Hailey, I’ve known you for, what, six years?  More?  I know when you’re hiding something.”

      “Everything is just a big mess right now, is all.  Gianni…” I frowned, staring into my cup of coffee.  “I’m worried he’s up to something that might not be exactly legal.  I don’t know what, but I think… I don’t know what I think.”

      “You don’t want to be dragged down with him in case he’s up to something shady?”

      “Yes.”

      “But he’s also your ticket to a successful career right now.”

      “Precisely.”  I smiled at my friend, who arched an eyebrow.

      “See, I know you better than you know yourself.”

      “Maybe you do.”  I laughed gently, leaning my head against her shoulder.  She knew me well enough that if I told her I was thinking about another man, she would be worried.  Now was not the time to jump into another emotionally taxing relationship with a damaged man.  Not that there was ever a good time to put yourself through that kind of torture, but right now was definitely a bad time.

      “This is your opportunity to be selfish, Hailey.  You need to take care of yourself.”  She stood up, smoothing her hands down her pants.

      “Thank you for letting me stay here.”

      “Oh, stop,” she said.  “I like the company, and I could use someone to walk to dogs when I’m at work.”

      “I see how it is,” I grinned.  “You’re just using me.”

      “Shamelessly.”

      “You’re just like everyone else.”

      She winked and walked out of the room, closing the door gently behind her.  I set my cup of coffee on the nightstand and reached into my pocket for the card.  It was a blank white card with nothing but a black phone number on it.  No name, no company, just a phone number.

      I brushed my thumb over the numbers, inhaling.  Outside my bedroom door, I heard the clattering of dogs’ paws on the hardwood floor and Tanya jingling two leashes.  She called out to her dogs one by one, talking to them until the door opened and she was gone.

      The silence was oppressive.

      I knew that in order to protect myself, I needed more information from Freddy.  With a deep breath, I pulled out my phone and started typing the number.  I stared at the screen as my finger hovered over the ‘call’ button, and my heart thumped.

      This moment felt significant. If I didn’t call, I was choosing to trust Gianni.  I was choosing art.  I was choosing my career—at least for the short term.

      If I did call, I was choosing to trust Freddy.  And that hadn’t ended well last time.

      But I could still feel the shadow of Freddy’s lips on mine.  My veins were still warm with embers from the fire he’d ignited in my blood.

      So, against all better judgement—against the wisdom of experience and the screaming of my brain—I pushed my thumb down and called.
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      “Finch?” I said as I put the phone to my ear.

      Silence.

      “Hello?”

      A small breath hitched on the other end of the line, and I stiffened.

      “Hailey?” I asked, sinking down into a chair in my kitchen.  I knew it was her.  I didn’t think she would call.  I was simultaneously elated and horrified… I couldn’t delay anymore.  I would have to bring her in to Berkeley.

      “Hey, Freddy,” she said.

      I closed my eyes, sinking deeper into the seat.  “I didn’t think you’d call.”

      “I wasn’t going to.”

      “What changed your mind?”

      “Self-preservation.”

      A grin tugged at the corner of my lips.  “I was hoping it was because you wanted to see me again.”

      “As arrogant as ever, I see.”  I could hear the smile in her voice.  She took a deep breath.  “Look, Freddy…”

      “You don’t need to say it.”  I inhaled, my heart squeezing.  Rejection stung at the best of times, but to hear it from Hailey was just too much.  “Look, what happened between us last night… I shouldn’t have shown up at your apartment.  There are bigger things at play here.”

      “What do you mean, bigger things?”

      “Let’s talk in person.  I’ll send you a location.  Are you at home?”

      “I’m at my friend’s house.  I… I left.”

      When she said ‘I left’, the words sounded heavy.  They sounded like they meant a lot.  She left her ex-boyfriend, she left her apartment…  My heart skipped a beat.  If she wasn’t with that douchebag…

      I shook my head.  Berkeley wanted her as an asset now.  Even if she was single, I couldn’t get involved with her.  Not that she would want me, anyway.

      “Okay.  Can you meet me at the waterfront?  I’ll send you a location.”

      She was silent for a beat, and then exhaled.  “Okay.  Now?”

      “Yes.  Now.”  We hung up, and I texted her a location.  It was a relatively secluded area of the Potomac River waterfront.  There would be enough people around that she wouldn’t get spooked, but not enough that we’d be bothered.  I rushed to get ready and then jumped in my car.

      I was at the agreed location within half an hour.  I scanned my eyes around the grassy area to the left and over to the small group of trees to the right.  The river flowed in front of me and my feet crunched on the gravel as I made my way toward a worn, bronze statue.

      In late September, there weren’t that many people here.  It was starting to get a bit cold out, and that was exactly what I’d been counting on.  A woman jogged past me with her dog as I took a seat on a park bench.  My eyes kept roving from side to side, and I couldn’t sit still until I saw Hailey appear on the path.

      Her hair was gathered in a high pony tail and her trench coat was cinched at the waist.  She looked classy and stylish and completely out of my league.

      Hailey’s expression was serious.  She bit her lip when she saw me and hurried toward the park bench.  I stood up when she neared and stood awkwardly until she leaned over and brushed her lips against my cheek.  Her perfume wafted toward me, making my stomach tighten.

      “Hi,” she said.

      “Hey.”  We both sat down.  Her knee bounced up and down and her face stayed trained on the flowing waters in front of us.  The late afternoon sun kissed her skin as she pinched her lips together.  She swallowed.  I watched every micromovement she made, drinking in every bit of her presence.

      Her eyes swung over to me and a flush warmed her cheeks.  She swiped her tongue across her lower lip and my mind went completely blank.  All I could do was stare at her mouth.

      “So,” she said, clearing her throat.  “What’s this about?”

      I didn’t want to talk about Gianni Russo, or the gallery, or sex trafficking.  I didn’t want to see her face fall when I told her what we thought Gianni was up to.  I didn’t want to bring her in to Berkeley, who would surely threaten her career to get her to cooperate with our investigation.

      I wanted to kiss her, to tangle my fingers into her hair and taste her lips.  To feel her body pressed against mine and hear the soft moans that would fall from her mouth.  To kiss her skin and drink her pleasure until we were both sated.  To forget about the world and escape somewhere with her.

      Instead, I took a deep breath.  “I work for the CIA.”

      Her eyes widened.  Those perfect, pink lips dropped open and my cock throbbed.

      I looked away, forcing my body back under control.  “We’ve been investigating the Russos for a couple of years now.”  I was breaking all kinds of protocol right now.  For all I knew, she’d run back to Gianni and the Russos would pack up and be gone within twenty-four hours.

      Berkeley would have my head if he knew what I was doing, but I didn’t care.  I owed it to Hailey to be honest with her—to give her a choice.  Ten years ago, I made the wrong choice and she’d lost everything.

      She shifted on the bench, folding her hands in her lap.  “What… What are you investigating them for?”

      “I can’t tell you that.”

      “Am I in trouble?”

      “No,” I answered quickly.  “No.  But you shouldn’t get involved with them.”

      She snorted.  “A little late, isn’t it?  Gianni is about to pay me tens of thousands of dollars for the paintings I’ve sold.  I have half a dozen commissions to make because of him—including yours, by the way.  I’ve just left my boyfriend and I’m staying in my best friend’s guest room.  I have seventeen dollars in my savings account and three thousand dollars’ worth of credit card debt.”  Her eyes shone with tears and she shook her head.  “I can’t exactly walk away from him.”

      I gulped.  “I’m sorry.”

      “What did Gianni do?”

      “I can’t tell you, Hailey.”

      She swung her eyes back toward me, frowning.  “You can’t tell me?  You expect me to give up my entire career just because you apparently work for the CIA?  Come on, Freddy.”  She scoffed.

      “Hailey…”

      “No, don’t Hailey me.”  She stood up, and I did the same.  We faced each other.  Her eyes had gone from scared to angry in an instant.  “You show up in my life, unannounced, at the worst possible time.  The only thing I have going for me right now is my art.  That’s the only thing that’s going well, and you’re telling me to give that up?  My relationship is over, I’m homeless, I’m broke, and you think that just because I let you kiss me that I’ll ruin my life for you?  I’ve already done that once, Freddy, and we both know how that ended.  With you being a hero and me being thrown out of my fucking family.”

      She turned away from me and I caught her hand.  Hailey’s fingers squeezed mine even though her face stayed angled away from me.  Tears brimmed in her eyes, and I brushed the fingers of my other hand over her cheek.  Tilting her chin up toward me, I took a step closer to her.  Her chest brushed mine.

      I slid my fingers over her jaw and leaned my forehead against hers.

      “I don’t want to hurt you, Hailey,” I said softly.  “I want to help you.”

      “You’re nothing but trouble.”  She leaned into me, her hands resting on my chest.

      I took a deep, shuddering breath, wrapping my arms around her waist.  “You used to like a bit of trouble.”

      “I used to like a lot of things that were no good for me.”  She lifted her eyes up to mine and stared into them.  Her gaze penetrated deep into my soul and I knew that I would do anything for those eyes.  I tightened my grip on her waist and felt her relax into me, her hands slowly wrapping around my neck.

      “I’m not asking you to give up your career, Hailey.  I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “So what are you asking?”  Her lips brushed mine, her breath warm as it washed over my skin.  My whole body stiffened and she backed her head away from me, arching her eyebrow.  Answer the question, her eyes said.

      I dropped my shoulders, exhaling.  “My boss wants to talk to you.”

      She stared at me for a few moments, and then her arms loosened around my neck.  She dipped her chin down.  “Okay.”
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      Freddy and I walked into a plain, brick building together.  With every step I took, my nerves frayed more and more.  When Freddy first told me he worked for the CIA, I believed him—it’s what he’d always wanted to do, even when we were kids.  But now that I was walking in to talk to his boss…

      I was nervous.  Torn.  Scared.

      For the first time since I met Gianni, I wasn’t sure I trusted him.  He’d given me a gallery exhibition, a name, a career, a studio space—everything.  He was my fairy godfather.

      But judging by the set of Freddy’s jaw, I wasn’t sure that was a good thing.  Freddy and I walked down a long, beige corridor until Freddy stopped in front of a door.  He opened it to reveal a small room with a table in the center.

      An interrogation room.

      My eyes widened and I glanced at him.  “Am I in trouble?”

      Freddy shook his head.  “No.  But I do have to follow protocol.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Do you want something to drink?  Coffee?  Water?”

      “Am I allowed to leave?”

      Freddy took a deep breath and brought his hands up to squeeze my upper arms.  “You’re not in trouble, Hailey.  Try to relax.  We just want your help.  You can leave whenever you want.”

      “I don’t know anything, Freddy,” I whispered, glancing up and down the hallway.  It was still deserted.  “I can’t help you.”

      “Maybe, maybe not.  Drink?”

      “Black coffee.”

      He nodded and gestured to the room.  With a deep breath, I stepped inside and jumped when the door clanged shut behind me.  I whipped around, trying the door handle.  It turned freely and I breathed a sigh of relief.  My heartbeat slowed a tiny bit.  The door wasn’t locked, and I could leave anytime I wanted.

      Glancing around the room, I took stock of my surroundings.  The walls were cinderblock, painted a dirty off-white color.  The table in the middle was made of steel, with two uncomfortable-looking chairs on one side of it, and one chair on the other. A bar was welded to the table on one side, about two inches off the surface.

      My eyes widened when I realized it was designed as an anchor to attach handcuffs.  I wondered how many people had been interrogated in this room.  I looked up at the corner of the room and saw a camera with a little red light staring back at me.  They were filming me.

      Who ‘they’ were, I still wasn’t sure.  Did I trust Freddy when he said he worked for the CIA?  What if he was a criminal, and this was all a ruse?  What if Gianni was a good guy, and I was in trouble?  What if, what if, what if…

      My mind was racing.  My heart bounced around my ribcage as panic clawed at my throat.  The seconds ticked by, one by one, as I nearly hyperventilated.

      I was an artist.  A painter.  That was all.  I wasn’t supposed to be here.  What was I going to tell them anyway?  I didn’t know anything.

      My thoughts flicked to the delivery that I witnessed, to Gianni tearing the canvas.  Is that something they would want to know?

      Memories flooded my brain.  Freddy and I, young and in love, two months after getting his driver’s license.  We drove home after spending an evening under the stars at the park near my house.

      The crash.

      The horror.

      Me, taking the blame.

      I wanted to help him then, too.  I knew that if he was the one behind the wheel, he’d get kicked out of our prep school—he’d never be able to afford the legal fees.

      How simple things had been, and then everything changed.

      I still remember the look in my father’s eyes when I told him I was the one driving.  I remember the promises Freddy made to me—that he’d be by my side, he’d never leave me, he’d never forget what I did for him.

      But he did leave.

      Within a couple of weeks, he was gone, and I never heard from him again.

      He saw what the community did to me—how I was shunned, shamed, ostracized.  He couldn’t be with me after that.  He turned his back on me, just like everyone else in my life.

      And that was the man I was supposed to trust?  I was supposed to work with him?

      I couldn’t.  I had to be careful.  I didn’t understand what was going on here, and I needed to keep my cards close to my chest.  In that moment, I decided not to tell Freddy about the delivery that morning.

      I jumped when the door opened.  Freddy, with those annoyingly attractive eyes of his, walked in first.  A zip of heat coursed through me, dispelling the memories of another life.

      Behind him was a tall, African-American man.  He was bald, his head shining under the fluorescent lights.  The man was wearing a well-tailored navy suit.

      His eyes stayed steady on mine before nodding to the table.  “Miss Ford,” he said.

      I took a seat, clasping my hands under the table to stop them shaking.  Freddy sat down across from me, pushing a cup of coffee toward me, but I ignored it.  The other man stayed standing.

      It was probably a standard intimidation tactic—for him to appear large and powerful as he stood above me.  As much as tried to keep my breath steady and my heartbeat slow, I still felt small.  It was working.  I felt intimidated.

      “My name is Berkeley Howard.  You’ve met Agent Finch.”

      I nodded.

      Berkeley continued.  “We’ve brought you in because you have a connection to Gianni Russo.  Are you aware that he’s suspected of being at the center of an international human trafficking ring?”

      My eyes widened.  “I… What?  No.  Gianni?”

      Berkeley grunted, glancing at Freddy.  My heart hammered.  I licked my lips, but my mouth felt so dry that it hardly made a difference.  The image of Gianni in the back of the truck, tearing a painting from corner to corner flashed through my mind again.  I tried to swallow past a lump in my throat as panic flooded my chest.

      Freddy sighed.  “Hailey, he’s not a good person.”

      “He gave me a studio.  He sold a dozen paintings for me.”  My eyes brimmed with tears and I brushed them away angrily.  “What… How do you know?”

      “We’ve been watching the Russos for a number of years,” Berkeley said, finally taking a seat.  He folded his hands on the table, and the hard lines on his face softened slightly.  “We were able to pinpoint Gianni as the central node in a number of recent busts.  We believe his parents, Francesca and Marco, ferry the girls overseas and overlook their dispersal through Europe and Asia.

      I opened my mouth and closed it again.  “Gianni never seemed like he would…  He’s… I don’t…”

      Freddy inhaled.  “I know it’s hard to believe, Hailey, but he’s not who you think he is.  We still haven’t figured out how the art gallery dovetails into the network, if it even does at all.”

      I nodded, tension easing inside me.  “Okay.”  So there was a chance the art gallery wasn’t connected.  That was good.

      “We need your help,” Freddy continued.  “Gianni trusts you.  So far, he hasn’t exposed himself, but we think you could gather some important information.”

      I stared at the two men, feeling my stomach churn and my throat tighten.  I understood the words they were saying, but I couldn’t process them.  Did they know what they were asking me to do?  To give up the career that I’d fought to carve out for myself, to betray the man who had given it to me?  To trust Freddy Finch, of all people?

      I was supposed to do all that without a second thought?

      Shifting in my seat, I kneaded my hands together.  “I’ve never seen anything like that.  I’m not that close to him.  I just paint.”

      “But you have 24/7 access to your studio, no?”  The skin around Freddy’s eyes tightened as he stared at me.  Betrayal teased my insides.  He only wanted to use me… again.

      I sat up a bit straighter.  “You’re asking me to jeopardize my career just because you say so?  Without any proof?”  The words came out stronger than I anticipated.

      Berkeley stood up and ducked out of the room for a moment.

      Freddy took a deep breath.  “Hailey, I’m trying to help you—”

      “It sounds like you’re trying to use me, just like you did when we were seventeen.”

      His eyes widened and he opened his mouth to speak again, but Berkeley reappeared with a file.  He flipped it open to show photos of Gianni with the men I had seen driving the truck, and then more photos of those men with four young girls.

      “This was taken outside the airport.  They were bound for Germany.  We lost track of them somewhere in Eastern Europe.”

      I listened as my heart sank.  I didn’t need this proof—not really.  As soon as I’d seen Gianni tear into that painting, I knew something was wrong.  When he was around me, he treated artwork with such reverence that to see him take a knife to a canvas had been very, very wrong.

      My shoulders slumped and I brushed a hot tear off my cheek, taking one of the photos and staring at it.  The girl was so, so young.  The whites of her eyes looked yellow, like she’d been given some sort of drug.

      “I thought he would give me a leg up, help me make a living off these paintings.  But he’s just a horrible, vile…” I stuttered, trying to find the words for Gianni.  A horrible thought crossed my head and I stared at the two men.  “Am I… Am I in danger?  Of this?  Would they…?”

      Berk and Freddy exchanged a glance before Freddy answered.  “You’re… too old, Hailey.  They’re not going to abduct you.” He pointed to the pictures.  “They go for young girls, usually younger than fifteen.  Sometimes as young as five or six.”

      I wanted to throw up, but I just nodded.  “I can’t believe this.  Gianni… I thought this was my big break,” I whispered.  “I know that sounds so selfish.  I thought Gianni would be the one to make my career.”

      “You don’t need him, Hailey,” Freddy said gently.  “I saw the way people reacted to your work.”

      I scoffed.  “They reacted to my work in a Russo Art Gallery.  They reacted to my name on a forty-foot banner.  Without that, do you think those people would care?”

      Berkeley cleared his throat.  “Miss Ford, cooperating with us will be of benefit to you.  We can provide an allowance and a place to live.  We have resources to help you so you can stand on your own two feet without the help of an international human trafficking organization.”  His eyebrows drew together.  “But if you don’t help us, we’ll have to consider you hostile to our investigation.”

      I stared at him for a moment and then nodded.  “I don’t have a choice, do I?”
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      Hailey wouldn’t even look at me, and it sent a sharp pain through the center of my chest.  I knew what we were asking her to do, but I had no choice.  Neither of us did.

      Once again, I was asking her to put her future in jeopardy for my sake.

      The first time, she helped me out of love.  This time, she was helping me out of fear.  I hated seeing that look on her face and knowing that I was the one hurting her.

      But what choice did I have?  If I didn’t bring her in, Berk would consider her a threat, along with Gianni.  The only way to protect her—and her career—was to make sure Hailey was cooperating with us.

      I just wished I could keep her out of this completely.  Our kiss was now a distant memory, and I knew that she didn’t want to be anywhere near me.  When I walked her out to the front door, brushed me off.  I offered to drive her back to her friend’s house, but she shook her head and walked away without looking back.

      Berk had given her a phone to contact me with, and I would meet with her the following day to go over what we wanted from her.  We were going to set her up with a generous allowance and a decent apartment—which Hailey desperately needed—but it didn’t feel like we were doing the right thing.  Not even a little bit.

      I watched her walk away and my heart squeezed, knowing that she was in pain because of me.

      Again.

      Last time, she saved me from getting kicked out of school.  The only reason I was in this CIA position now was because she’d taken the blame for what I’d done.  She thought her family—the wealthy, privileged LaFleurs—would protect her.

      And I thought so too.

      Or at least, that’s what I told myself.  When her father told me to stay away from her, he said that it would help her legal case after the accident.  I resisted until he left me no choice.  He presented me with a contract and forty thousand dollars.

      “Either you take the money, leave, and never come back,” he said, watching me carefully.  “Or you’ll never go to college.  You’ll never have a career.  I will do everything in my power to ruin your miserable fucking life, just as you ruined my daughter’s.”

      He was John LaFleur, and I was a nobody.  He had the power to kick me out of prep school and to ruin the future that I’d worked so hard to have.  I knew from the look in his eyes that he would ruin me if I didn’t stay away from his daughter.

      It was self-preservation.  Cowardice.  It was the biggest mistake of my life, but I didn’t feel like I had a choice.  I’d endured years of torture at that prep school, and the thought of throwing it all away had turned my stomach.

      I’d told myself that I stayed away to protect Hailey—to make sure she had the best possible future.  But now, I knew that John LaFleur had forced me to leave his daughter and then proceeded to disown her.  He was a cold-hearted asshole, and I was no better.  I took the money.  I stayed away.  I left Hailey on her own.

      And I couldn’t deny it—the money he gave me to leave town forever was enough to give me a bit of stability through college.  I had enough to focus on school and to be accepted into the CIA as an analyst straight after graduation.  I owed him my career…

      I had told myself I was taking the money for Hailey.  I left to protect Hailey.  I turned my back on her because it was the best thing to do, even though it broke my heart.  What if I’d just lied to myself for years?  Maybe I was just a cold-hearted, selfish asshole like her father.

      Berk’s heavy hand landed on my shoulder and I turned to look at him.  “Keep her on a short leash,” he said, his eyes following her out of the lot.

      I nodded.  “Will do.”  I tried to sound as confident as I could, but I knew that Hailey wasn’t the kind of woman you could keep on a leash.  Shed do whatever she wanted, and I was the last person she wanted to listen to.

      As soon as Berk turned away, Gary’s van came tearing through the parking lot.  He rolled down the window and stuck his head out, eyes wide with excitement.

      “Come on,” he said.  “We have to go.  Something’s going down.”

      I didn’t need to be told twice. I jogged over to the passenger’s side and jumped in.  I’d barely closed the door before Gary stepped on the gas.  We flew through the streets toward downtown D.C.

      “Where are we going?”

      “The Four Seasons.”  Gary was gripping the steering wheel so hard, his knuckles were almost white.

      I swallowed.  The Four Season Hotel was where the Francesca and Marco Russo were staying.  If something was happening there, it was important.  I checked my waistband for my weapon and felt the familiar flood of adrenaline course through me.

      Other agents in the Special Activities Division were used to this feeling.  Zane and Chris had been together in the Marines.  The CIA’s SAD was full of ex-military.  Not me, though.  I’d started as an analyst and only started working in the field after a couple of years in the CIA. This feeling was new to me.  My heart thumped as I tried my best to stay calm.

      “What’s happening?”

      “We’ve seen movement from Liu Wei.  He’s in D.C.”

      “The Chinese guy?”

      Gary nodded.  “Suspected of human trafficking, but we’ve never been able to pin anything on him.  Got his hands in drugs as well.  Made big moves to gain territory in New York a few years ago.”

      “Why is he here?”

      “This could be the meeting we were waiting for.  We know the Russos are taking girls to Eastern Europe. What if the end goal is to send them off to Asia?  Don’t American girls get a high price over there?”

      I grimaced.  This whole operation made my skin crawl.  I inhaled as distaste gurgled in my stomach.  I couldn’t stop human trafficking.  I couldn’t stop all young women—young girls, really, most of them—being abducted and sold to the highest bidder.  I could, however, stop the Russos.  I could stop Gianni.  I could protect Hailey.

      Maybe, if I did this right, I would feel better about what I’d done to Hailey all those years ago.

      We were silent for the rest of the ride.  When we got to the Four Seasons, Gary did a loop of the block and parked the car halfway down the street.  We had a clear view of the entrance, and I could see two other unmarked cars that belonged to the Agency.

      “We bugged the Russo’s room while they were out,” Gary said, climbing into the back of the van.  He handed me a headset and put one on himself, then started fiddling with the dials of the equipment hanging on the van’s walls.  “They’re in the penthouse.”

      After a couple of seconds, snippets of quiet conversation came in over the headset.  The screens in front of us turned on, and I had a bird’s eye view of the Russo’s hotel room.  I gulped.

      Then, we waited.  And waited.  And waited.

      I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, and then unclipped my gun holster and shoved it in the glove box.  I climbed back beside Gary, slouched in my seat, and waited some more.  Nothing was happening.  I glanced from Gary to the hotel, drumming my fingers on my thigh.   Finally, after nearly two hours, I huffed.  “What’s going on?”

      Gary nodded to the screen, and I watched as Francesca Russo went to the hotel desk and plugged her phone into the stereo.  Loud classical music started blaring and I ripped the headset off.

      “Shit.”

      Gary grumbled, turning the volume down and glancing at me.  “They’re smart.  They know we’re listening—or at least suspect it.”

      I took a deep breath.  The Russos were edging to expand their business.  We knew Liu Wei had connections to the Asian underworld.  Two of his henchmen had been busted for drugs, but never the main man himself.  Human trafficking, though… that was a whole other level of darkness.

      Biting my lip, I stared at the screens.  Gary tapped on a keyboard and four other screens flashed with security footage from the hotel—the main entrance, a stairwell, and the hallway outside the Russo’s room.

      “There he is,” I said, pointing to the main entrance.  Mr. Wei, the Chinese kingpin from New York, was walking in.  A few seconds later, one of our agents followed.  I chewed on my nail, watching him cross the lobby toward the elevators.  “I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “We don’t know enough.  We should have been prepared for this.”

      “We’ve been too focused on Gianni.”

      And Hailey.

      Just as the thought crossed my head, I saw her walk into the lobby.  I leaned forward, my nose inches from the screen.  As if she could sense my gaze, she scanned the lobby, looking toward the camera.  I knew she couldn’t see me, but it felt like she could somehow sense my presence.

      Or maybe I just wanted her to sense it.  I wanted that connection.

      Either way, I saw Gianni grip her arm and drag her along.  She tore her eyes away from the camera and my stomach dropped.

      “Something’s wrong,” I said.  “She shouldn’t be here.”

      Gary tapped on the keyboard again and a new view came up on the screen.  Gianni and Hailey waited outside the elevators.  Hailey shifted her weight from foot to foot, glancing around nervously.  Gianni’s face was dark.

      Gary growled.  “I don’t know.  They wouldn’t bring an outsider in on a deal.”

      Hailey’s arms hung limply at her sides and my heart thumped.  “This doesn’t make sense.”

      “She wouldn’t be here if they were making a deal.  She’s not part of their inner circle.”

      “I’m going in.”

      “Freddy—”

      I slammed the van door and jogged toward the hotel, Gary’s protests cut short.  Hailey needed me, and I wasn’t going to let her down.  Not this time.
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      After the visit with the CIA, my head was spinning.  The fact that I could even say I had a ‘visit with the CIA’ was more than I could handle.  There was only one thing that would calm me down, and that was painting.  I needed to feel the weight of the paintbrush in my hand and smell the odor of the oils in my studio.  I wanted the familiar, comforting feeling of my hand sweeping colors across the canvas.

      So instead of going to Tanya’s, I went to the studio.  I used my key to get in the back entrance, glancing at the garage door where I’d seen the delivery.  It was closed, and I shook my head.

      I couldn’t think about that right now.

      Worrying about what Gianni may or may not be up to made me feel sick.  Worrying about Freddy’s sudden reappearance in my life brought back enough memories to begin with.

      Shrugging off my jacket and tossing it onto the studio’s couch, I stretched my neck from side to side and let out a breath.  I turned my phone off, sighing as I saw more notifications from Jayden.

      I really needed to talk to him.  I needed to tell him that it was over between us, and that I wasn’t coming back.  Tanya would probably tell me that I didn’t owe Jayden anything, but I needed to do it.  For closure. For me.

      Taking a fresh canvas from the side of the room, I propped it up on my easel and stared at it.  I turned the imaginary conversation between Jayden and I over in my head, coming up with a thousand scripts to break up with him.

      When I put the first brush stroke down, my shoulders relaxed and my soul felt a bit calmer.  I painted until I forgot that I was upset, and then I painted some more.

      I didn’t stop until I heard a knock on the studio door which pulled me out of my focus.  I set my supplies down and wiped my hands on a rag before heading to the door.  When I opened it, my shoulders slumped.

      “Why haven’t you been answering my calls?  Don’t you realize how worried I was?”  Jayden’s face was stormy as he pushed past me into my studio.

      Into my space.

      It was a violation.  Having him here—after what he’d done last night—I couldn’t bear it.  Anger zipped up my spine as I turned to face him.  The door clanged shut behind me.

      “So?”  Jayden arched his eyebrows.  “What, you’re just ignoring me now?  What the fuck is going on?”

      The script I’d so carefully prepared as I was painting flew out of my head.  All of a sudden, standing here with Jayden, I felt small again.  Tears threatened to spill onto my cheeks and I shook my head to compose myself.

      “You…”

      “I what?  I don’t deserve a fucking phone call to let me know you’re okay?  I came home this morning and you were gone!  What the fuck?”

      “I am not the one in the wrong here.”

      “Hailey—”

      “How long have you been cheating on me?  With how many girls?”

      Jayden stared at me as the wheels in his head started turning.  Emotions flashed across his face in quick succession.  Surprise.  Guilt.  Embarrassment.  Anger.

      “Have you been reading my messages?”  His voice sliced my flesh as it cut through me.

      I wavered, closing my eyes.  All I could see was Freddy, and I hated it.  I hated that in less than twenty-four hours, he’d gotten under my skin.  Somehow, he’d appeared when I was most vulnerable, when my defenses were down, and now I wanted him.

      Needed him.

      When I opened my eyes again, Jayden was fuming.

      And I didn’t care.  I shook my head.  “I’m done, Jayden.”

      “What do you mean, you’re done?”

      “She means get out.”  We both jumped, turning toward the door to the gallery.  Gianni stood in the doorway, eyebrow arched, glancing between Jayden and me.

      “Stay out of this,” Jayden spat.

      Gianni took a step forward.  The Italian was surprisingly intimidating.  Jayden doubled down, drawing his eyebrows together and taking a step toward me.  I backed away, shaking my head.

      “Goodbye, Jayden.”

      The mask on his face fell away and I saw the depth of his ugliness.  He snarled, frowning at me until he finally turned around and stomped out.  The door slammed behind him and I jumped.

      I slumped down, only straightening up when I felt Gianni’s hand on my shoulder.  I tried not to let the revulsion show on my face.  Who else had that hand touched?  Girls as young as five?

      His eyes were soft and he smiled sadly.  “This too shall pass,” he said.  A poet as well as a human trafficker, apparently.

      I nodded.  “It was a long time coming.”

      “Come with me,” he said, taking my hand.  “There’s someone I want you to meet.  A client from New York.  I sent him pictures of your work and he’s very interested in doing business.  He loves you already.  He wants to meet to discuss a very large commission.”

      I glanced at the door where Jayden had left and wanted to pull my hand away from him.  I’d never really minded how touchy Gianni was, but now…

      If I was going to stay safe and alive, I needed to pretend that nothing was wrong.  I turned to Gianni and nodded.  “Okay.  Let me get out of my painting clothes and I’ll meet you out front.”

      Gianni clucked my cheek and ambled back to the gallery.  Bile rose in my throat, but I swallowed it back down and let out a sigh.

      And that was that.  Jayden was gone, and Gianni was taking me to see a potential new client.  No matter how tumultuous the past 24 hours had been, life went on.

      Even though I didn’t know what Gianni was up to, or if Freddy’s suspicions about him were true, Gianni was my future.  In my moment of weakness, where Jayden could have broken me down, he came in and stood in my corner.

      My relationship with Jayden was over, but this whole mess with Freddy and Gianni was only beginning.  I didn’t know who to trust.

      All I could do was keep going and trust my instincts.  Make decisions one by one and take it day by day, hour by hour, minute by minute.

      And at this minute, all I could do was change my clothes and go meet this potential new client.  After that, I would reassess.

      So, when we drove to the Four Seasons, I felt nothing.  There was no thrill of excitement as there had been the night of the gallery opening.  There were no nerves about meeting a potential client, or anxiety about needing to sell more paintings.

      The numbness overtook me without me even realizing it.  When Jayden left the studio, he took all my feelings—my confusion, my anxiety—with him.  He took all my worries about Freddy and the memories of the past, as well as my worries about working for the CIA.

      Right now, I was just Hailey Ford—an up-and-coming artist.  Nothing more, and nothing less.  I was just in Gianni’s car, driving to a luxury hotel to meet a client.

      And after the last twenty-four hours, it was a relief.  I leaned into the numbness and let it take over.  I watched the streets go by, my eyes glazing over as Gianni told me about this potential client.  I thought about nothing.  I felt nothing.  I just let Gianni lead me through the hotel lobby and up the elevators to the penthouse.
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      All my senses were heightened.  My muscles coiled under my skin as I scanned the lobby, walking with as much purpose as I could toward the elevators.  A quick glance told me they were operated with key cards, each one linked to an individual room.  I wasn’t staying at the hotel, and I wouldn’t be able to get up to the penthouse without one.

      I located the stairwell and found it unlocked.  Breathing a sigh of relief, I took the steps two at a time.  Touching the side of my waistband, I swore under my breath when I realized I’d left my gun in the van.

      I felt exposed.  But what was I going to do?  Burst into the penthouse, guns blazing?

      No.  Hailey was in there, and that would blow the whole operation.  I needed to be smart.  I pulled out my phone and slowed down as I made the climb to the top of the building.

      “Gary, what’s going on in there?”

      “Hailey’s inside.  She’s meeting Wei.  They’re just talking.”

      “Does it look dangerous?  Tense?”

      “They’re laughing.  She looks fine.”

      I exhaled, half-relieved and half-frustrated.  I felt useless.  I was supposed to be protecting Hailey from these people, and yet she was in that room and I was out here.

      If I had my way, I’d throw her over my shoulder and take her far, far away from all this.  We could run away to Mexico and live on the beach for the rest of our days.  Or travel the world together—we’d always talked about going to Paris when we graduated college together.

      That hadn’t happened.  I left, and she was shunned from her family, thrown out and forced to make it on her own.  I took a deep breath.

      “They’re shaking hands,” Gary said through the phone.  He kept talking to me, telling me what was going on.  They sat down.  They laughed some more.  Now they were having drinks.

      My feet pounded on the concrete steps as I made my way up, up, up.  Gary’s voice kept me updated on what was happening as dread curled in the depths of my heart.

      She was in there because of me.  If I hadn’t been driving that car ten years ago, she would never have taken the blame and she wouldn’t have been shut out from her family.  She might be an artist, but she wouldn’t have needed someone like Gianni to give her career a step up.  She’d still be calling herself Hailey LaFleur—the golden child and promising artist.

      Guilt reared its ugly head, threatening to swallow me whole.  I’d pushed these feelings down over the years, telling myself that I did the right thing by leaving.  I told myself that she didn’t need me, that her father was right.  That I was trouble.  That she was better off without me.

      I took his money and I walked away.

      Not anymore.

      I redoubled my speed, taking the steps two by two.  Gary still couldn’t hear what they were saying, but by all accounts, it sounded like a pleasant business meeting.  I dropped the phone from my ear and jogged up the steps even faster.

      With the Russos, there was no such thing as a pleasant business meeting—especially not when they were talking to criminal kingpins from New York City.

      I flew up the last couple of steps and paused at the stairwell door to catch my breath.

      “Location?” Gary said through the phone as I put it back to my ear.

      “Top floor,” I panted.

      “What’s your plan?”

      I exhaled.  “I don’t have one.”

      “You can’t just break down the door, Freddy,” Gary said, ever patient.  “You’ll blow the whole operation.  He knows your face from your genius idea to attend that exhibition.  This whole ‘I’m going in’ thing isn’t exactly working out for you.  The Russos will be in the wind faster than we can blink.”

      “I know.  I just… I need…”

      “Something happened between the two of you, didn’t it?  You and Hailey?”

      My chest was heaving after my ascent.  I held the phone to my ear, squeezing my eyes shut.  “Yeah.  We got in a car accident years ago and she… She took the fall for me.”

      Gary paused, and I caught my breath.

      “Go back downstairs and wait for them there,” he finally said.  His voice was surprisingly authoritative.  “You can’t do anything from up there.”

      “I just… I can’t be the reason she gets hurt again.”

      “If they see you there, you will be.”

      I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me.  “Yeah.  Yeah, you’re right.”  I leaned my head on the stairwell door and finally released the handle, turning around and heading back down the steps I’d just rushed up.  I held the phone to my ear as Gary told me what was going on.

      They were still drinking, still laughing, and still talking about things we couldn’t hear over their music.

      “How does she look?” I interrupted.  “Hailey?”

      “She looks… tired.”

      I jogged back down the steps.  At the bottom, I took a moment to compose myself, bringing my hand to my forehead.

      “I’m at the bottom.  I’ll call you in a bit.” I hung up the phone.  Leaning against the grey concrete wall, I gulped down another breath and squeezed my eyes shut.

      Rushing in here had been supremely stupid—absolutely idiotic.  Suicidal.  If I’d been caught—even if the Russos hadn’t killed me—Berkeley surely would.

      But I couldn’t help myself.  The thought of Hailey in a room with all those sharks… I couldn’t take it.  It was driving me insane.  Round and round in my head, the thoughts kept circling.

      Hurting her.  Leaving her.  Putting her in harm’s way.

      Ten years later, I was doing the same thing.  Anger surged inside me until I couldn’t handle it anymore.  I slammed my fist against the concrete and pain exploded through my hand.  I winced, shaking my fingers out and swearing under my breath.  My knuckles would bruise.

      My blood felt like it was liquid fire.  My whole body was burning up.

      I was making the same mistakes I’d made before.  Except this time, I wasn’t a dumb teenager.  I was a fucking CIA agent, for Christ’s sake!  I was supposed to protect Hailey, not use her.

      With a deep breath, I pushed the stairwell door open and made my way back out to the lobby.  I found a plush couch in the corner and sank down into it, shielding myself behind a column as I waited for Hailey to reappear.

      I sat on pins and needles, cursing myself, Berkeley, the Russos, and John LaFleur—right up until the elevator doors dinged open and she appeared.

      Hailey’s cheeks were flushed.  Gianni had his hand on her lower back and she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear as he guided her out of the elevator.  She laughed at something, but I wasn’t close enough to see if the laughter reached her eyes.  I gripped the edges of the couch to stop myself from jumping up.

      My heart thumped.  If Gianni swung his head this way, he’d see me.  If he recognized me, it would be over.  Step by step, they walked closer.  Hailey’s face was lined, but Gianni didn’t seem to notice.  Tension tripped up my spine as his head swiveled toward me.

      I was a dead man.

      Gianni’s eyes were scanning the lobby, and any second, he’d feel my gaze and turn his head the last few inches to see me.

      But he didn’t.

      Instead, he waved his hands as he talked and Hailey smiled.  As they got closer, I could see the exhaustion in her face and the weakness in her eyes.

      She looked beaten down.

      Then, she flicked her gaze in my direction and my heart stopped.  Her eyes widened and those lush lips dropped open.  We stared at each other as she walked until she finally snapped her head forward again.  The two of them passed within ten feet of me on their way to the lobby’s sliding glass doors.

      “I’ll meet you in the car, Gianni, I just need to go to the ladies’ room.”

      “Of course, bella,” Gianni said.  “I’ll be waiting.”

      Hailey paused as Gianni walked out, then turned back toward the lobby.  I watched Gianni speak to the valet outside until I was sure he wasn’t looking back, and then got up and followed Hailey across the lobby.  She walked quickly, stepping lightly across the shiny floors.  Her fists opened and closed in front of me as she hurried ahead of me.

      I wasn’t far behind.  She ducked down a narrow hallway, beneath the sign for the restrooms, and I followed, my heart beating in my throat.  When I turned the corner, I was greeted with an empty hallway.

      Before I could walk to the ladies’ room door, the cleaner’s closet beside me opened and Hailey’s arm shot out.  She grabbed me by the collar and dragged me in, slamming the door behind me.
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      “What the hell are you doing here?”  I pushed Freddy back against the door with both hands.  He stumbled backward until his back hit the closed door.  The fluorescent lights flickered above us.  The nothingness that had come over me with Jayden was shattered like a pane of glass.  Freddy took a hammer to my numbness, smashing it with one easy blow.

      Emotion slammed into me like a punch to the gut and I pushed him back again, shoving him into the door again as hard as I could.  He didn’t resist.  His eyes were soft, and I hated that he wasn’t mad.

      I was mad.  Sad.  Confused.  I felt like throwing up but I never wanted him to leave.

      “Hailey…”

      “Stop.”  I held up my hands, taking a step away from him.  “Don’t say my name.”  My foot caught on cleaning supplies behind me, and my arms flailed as I started to fall backward.  Freddy jumped forward, wrapping his thick, strong arms around my waist and catching me before I went tumbling into a heap with the mop and bucket.

      He was warm, and safe, and he smelled like comfort, sex, and manliness all wrapped into one.  I hated him so much it hurt, and I didn’t hate him at all.  My whole body was stiff in his arms, my eyes squeezed shut and my hands balled into fists.

      Freddy pulled away from me slightly, forcing me to look up into his face.  Light danced in his eyes as his lips tugged upward.

      “Still as graceful as when we were kids, huh?”

      “Shut up, Freddy,” I said, smacking his broad chest.  I ducked my head to hide my face as a blush crept over my cheeks. I stepped back, disentangling myself from his embrace as the walls suddenly felt like they were closing in on me.

      He was too close.  He wasn’t close enough.  I wanted to tangle my fingers into his hair and kiss him like my life depended on it, but I knew that it would be a slippery slope into certain heartbreak if I did.

      I was fragile, broken, vulnerable.

      And he was warm, comforting, electrifying.

      Freddy’s green eyes searched mine as the air in the room hung heavily between us.  I could feel the power of his gaze.  He made a growl, deep in his chest, and it sent a zing of heat between my legs.  He looked at me like I belonged to him, and I didn’t hate the feeling.  I shook my head.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “We were watching the hotel and I saw you come in,” he said.  His voice had a ring of truth to it, and I was relieved that he hadn’t been following me.  “I needed to make sure you were all right.”

      I nodded.  “Okay.  Why were you watching the hotel?”

      “Hailey, these people… The Russos, Wei… They’re dangerous.”

      “They want to buy my paintings.  Gianni said he was introducing me to Liu Wei because he’d seen my work and wanted to commission four pieces.”

      Freddy’s face twisted into a grimace and his hands squeezed into fists.  I glanced down at those hands—the same hands that I wanted all over my body—and I frowned.  Taking his palm in mine, I turned it over to see his swollen, bruised knuckles.

      “What happened?”

      “I got in a fight with a wall.”

      “Looks like neither of us has changed much,” I grinned.  “You always did have anger management issues.  I remember you fighting more than once when we were in high school.”

      “I was bullied, and I was always the bad guy because I was poor and everybody else at that school was rich.”  Tension rippled across his jaw as I held his hand.  I brushed my fingers over his bruises as he took a step closer to me.  “You were the only one at that school who treated me like a human being.”

      “Shame you couldn’t return the favor.”  The words tumbled out of my mouth with more venom than I anticipated, and Freddy’s face fell.  I regretted it instantly.

      As much as I hated what he’d done—how he left and let me take the blame for that accident when he had promised to be by my side—I didn’t want to hurt him.  I never wanted to hurt him.

      “Hailey…” He inhaled, drawing his eyebrows together.  His mouth dropped open but no words came out, and the tension between us heightened.  The smell of cleaning supplies and musk and him was almost too much to bear.

      I swallowed past a lump in my throat as my eyes flicked to Freddy’s lips.  Pink, soft, and sinful.  I wanted them.  I wanted him.

      But I shook my head and shuttered myself against the onslaught of emotions that he caused.  “You can’t be here.  Gianni knows you.  If he sees you…”

      “I know what I’m doing.”

      “Could have fooled me.”

      Freddy paused, stuck somewhere between laughter and anger.  I used the moment to square my shoulders and shake my head.  “We can’t be seen together.”

      “I’m buying a painting off you.”

      “We can’t be seen together outside of normal artist-client interactions.”

      “Says who?”

      “Says me.”  I stamped my foot like a petulant child and Freddy’s eyebrow arched.  He loved frustrating me.  He loved getting under my skin and I loved having him there.

      But I couldn’t.  My breakup with Jayden was too fresh.  This CIA business was too confusing.  Throwing decade-old Freddy Finch feelings into the mix was like hosing myself in gasoline and lighting a match.

      Freddy’s hand drifted over my cheek as he tucked a strand of hair behind my ear.  His fingers stroked my jaw and for the briefest moment, I wondered what if…

      What if I crushed my lips against his and wrapped my legs around his waist?  What if I tore his shirt off and dug my nails into his skin?  What if I let him claim me as I clutched the wire shelves beside me, biting my lip to stifle my screams?

      Inhaling sharply, I angled my head away from him.  My heart rattled and I didn’t dare look at him.  He stepped aside as I scrambled toward the door.

      “I’ll call you when your apartment is ready.  We’ll need to fill out some paperwork and you’ll need to be briefed on what to expect.”

      I kept my hand on the doorknob as I nodded.  “Okay.”

      I fell out of the cleaning supply closet, gulping down air as I glanced back and forth to make sure no one saw me.  I leaned against the wall, putting a hand to my forehead for a moment until I could walk.

      No matter how much I resisted it, Freddy’s life was intertwined with my own.  From now on, I would have to see him, speak to him, smell him, resist him until this was all over.  Even if I wanted to get away from him—which I knew I would never want to do—I couldn’t.

      I was an asset for the CIA, and Freddy Finch was my handler.  My career and future were hanging on by a thread, and the last thing that I could do was hand it all over to the first man who had turned his back on me ten years ago.

      On shaky legs, I made my way through the lobby and out of the doors into the crisp autumn evening.  Gianni was waiting for me and I painted a smile on my face as I slid in the car.

      “All good?”  He asked.

      I nodded.  “Great.”

      Fantastic.  Never better.
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      I counted to a hundred before opening the door and slipping out of the cleaner’s closet.  Hailey was gone, and I felt her absence to my core.  Now that I’d been near her a couple of times, I just wanted more.  I needed more.

      Old wounds were being torn open again, ripped apart with every look, every touch, every breath.  Our lives were once again inextricably linked.

      The only difference was that this time, I wouldn’t walk away from her.  Hailey was already in harm’s way, but I’d protect her from Gianni—and Berkeley, for that matter—with everything I had.  As soon as we had enough on the Russos, I was getting her out of there.

      Maybe we’d make that trip to Paris, after all.

      When I opened the van door, Gary glanced at me above his glasses and sighed.  “You’re going to get yourself killed.”

      “Probably, yeah.”  I glanced at the monitors, where I could see Liu Wei and Gianni’s parents.  I slipped a headset on, but all I could hear was the same loud, classical music.

      “Looks like they’re wrapping up,” Gary said, nodding to the trio.  They were standing and shaking hands.  Wei laughed and Francesca Russo smiled.

      I shivered.  “Who are we going to follow?  You been speaking to Berk?”

      “Wei.”

      Gary slipped his headset off and clambered over to the driver’s seat.  I followed, clicking my seatbelt into place as we waited for our target to exit the hotel.  I was dying to know what they’d discussed in that hotel room, and why Hailey had been there.

      Dread knotted my stomach when I thought of her position in all this—stuck between criminals like them and an organization like the CIA.  I knew the dangers of being an asset for one of our operations, and just how many of our field agents got themselves into trouble.  I knew that Hailey was in more danger than she realized—and the only person who could help her, the only person who cared, was me.

      I thought of Hailey while we followed Liu Wei to his hotel.  I thought of her as Gary filled me in on what the Russos were doing.  I thought of her as another team of agents relieved us and we made our way back to headquarters.

      She never left my mind, and I wasn’t going to forget who I was here to protect.

      

      For the next week, that’s exactly how it was.  Our surveillance followed the Russos and every business partner they met with, twenty-four hours a day and seven days a week.  Liu Wei left D.C., and we notified our agents in New York.  The operation grew.  I watched Hailey interact with the Russos again and again through screens and telescopic lenses, wanting nothing more than to extract her from that situation.

      But the more time I spent watching the Russos, the more I realized that we would never get close to them without Hailey.  They were far too careful.  We needed her.

      But I didn’t understand why she’d been brought to that meeting.  I didn’t understand why Gianni had taken an interest in her, or what her role was in all this.  And that worried me.

      

      It didn’t take long for the CIA to source an apartment for Hailey.  I picked her up at her friend’s house to drive her to her new home.  She only had one suitcase and a duffel bag.

      “Where’s the rest of your stuff?” I asked, hauling her suitcase into the trunk of my car.

      “This is the rest of my stuff.”  She glanced at me and smiled.  “I’m a minimalist… mostly because I’m broke.”

      “Not for long.  I hear you’re making quite a name for yourself in the art community.”  I walked to the driver’s side door.

      “What would you know about the art community?” She grinned, staring at me across the top of the car.  “Last time I checked, Freddy Finch only cares about computer programming and the next big startup.”

      “A lot has changed in the past ten years.”

      I meant it in a lighthearted way, but Hailey’s face darkened.  Her lips pinched together and she averted her eyes, nodding quickly.  We slipped into the car and drove to her new home in silence.  I helped her bring her few possessions inside.  She glanced around the apartment as she bit her lip.

      “It’s… nice,” she said.  The walls were plain white, and the furniture looked cheap and worn.  There were no ornaments or decorations anywhere.

      “It’s safe,” I replied.  Hailey glanced at me and sadness flashed across her face.  I took a step toward her.  “Hailey… I wanted to talk about…” I took a deep breath.  “About what happened when we were kids.”

      “There’s no need,” she said quickly, turning away from me.  She unzipped her purse and grabbed her phone charger, plugging it into the nearest outlet.  “It’s done now.  I’ve moved on, you’ve moved on, it’s done.” Her phone dinged as she plugged it in, and Hailey moved to fiddle with her suitcase zipper.

      “It’s not done.  Your dad—”

      “My dad only cared about himself,” she interrupted, turning her head toward me without looking me in the eye.  “He cared about his reputation, and I tarnished it.  He threw me out.  I survived.”

      “I didn’t know, Hailey.  I would have stayed.  He told me that it was better if I left.”  The words were on the tip of my tongue… He paid me to leave.  But how did that make me look?  Hailey was just starting to talk to me now, and I needed to have a working relationship with her.  If I told her my darkest secret, my greatest shame, that I’d taken her father’s money to leave her on her own… she’d never forgive me.

      Hailey scoffed, turning back to her suitcase.  She unzipped it in one smooth motion and flipped it open.  “It was better for my father if you left, not me.  It’s fine.”  She stood up, turning to me and finally lifting her gaze to meet mine.  Her face was shuttered, and I knew she didn’t want to hear anything more from me.  She swallowed, sighing.  “It’s fine.  I’ll call you if I need anything.  Thanks for the lift… and the pay check.”

      It’s not fine, I wanted to say.  I wasn’t here just to give her a pay check and an apartment courtesy of the CIA.  I wasn’t here just because I had to be for the Russo investigation.

      I was here for her.  I was here because Hailey was three feet away from me and for the first time in ten years, I felt like I could breathe again.

      But she turned away from me and started to unpack, and I knew that was my cue to leave.  The door clicked shut behind me and I heard Hailey sigh through it.

      I deserved this.  I deserve to be shut out, told to leave, ignored.  I walked out on her when she needed me most, and I didn’t deserve her love or her affection.

      But fuck, I wanted it.  The more she turned away from me, the more I wanted to prove to her that I was worthy of her.  The more she looked at me with those hard eyes, the more I wanted to soften them and make her laugh again.

      This wasn’t about Gianni Russo anymore.  I couldn’t give two fucks about the operation, or Berkeley, or the fact that this was my first big opportunity at the Agency.

      There was something deeper, something more real.  And I had an opportunity to make things right.
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      Undercover CIA operations were boring, apparently.  When Freddy first appeared in my life, I thought there would be car chases and guns, just like in the movies.

      But my life mostly continued as normal—apart from the new apartment and extra money in my account.  Once a week, on Tuesdays, Freddy came by the apartment and I updated him on what I’d seen at the gallery.

      The first Tuesday, I dreaded his visit.  I paced my new apartment up and down until my legs were tired, pulling at a loose thread on my sweater.  I thought of his large, muscular body in my personal space.  His eyes on mine, making my heart do a funny kind of jump.  His voice reverberating through my body.

      I jumped at the knock on the door, and let him in with shaking hands.

      But Freddy was professional.  He listened to what I had to say about the Russos, took notes, gave me instructions for the following week, and then he left.

      I was relieved.  And disappointed.

      The following two Tuesdays were much the same.  Nervous.  Partially excited.  Dreading his presence and craving it all at once.  Afterwards, wired and tired even though nothing had happened.

      Everything was surreal, so I decided to open up a bank account in my birth name.  I wasn’t sure what Freddy and his team knew about me—probably everything—but still, it gave me some comfort to know that I was transferring some of the money they were giving me into a bank account they didn’t know about.

      I grasped onto any little thing to give me some semblance of control while my life spiraled out of it.

      My contact with Freddy was minimal, and I found myself wanting more.  After a month as an asset for the CIA, I worried that they’d realize I wasn’t bringing any value to their investigation.  They’d cut me off, and once again Freddy would walk out of my life… and this time, it would be forever.

      But week after week, he showed up.  His eyes lingered on mine, but he never stayed in my apartment any longer than he needed to.  He was professional.  The explosiveness that we’d had when we first saw each other waned.  I locked my feelings away in a secret corner of my heart, buried under a decade of pain.

      Tanya was there for me during those times.  She visited me, helped me pick up some things for the new apartment, and celebrated every painting I sold with a bottle of wine and a box of takeout.  In the most unlikely of ways, I felt like I was growing into a new person.  I no longer needed a man like Jayden, and I had enough money in the bank to feel more secure than I had since I’d left home at seventeen.

      Even Freddy’s presence in my life was no longer overwhelming.  As time went on, I stopped dreading his visits and started looking forward to them.

      Two months into my work with the CIA—on a Tuesday—I glanced anxiously at the clock.  Freddy was due any minute.  I stood by the stove, stirring a beef stew and shifting my weight from foot to foot.  I checked my reflection in the window, adjusting my shirt and smoothing my hair.

      When he knocked on the door, my heart skipped a beat.

      “Hey,” he said as I opened the door.  He was leaning against the doorframe, a strand of dark hair falling across his forehead.  My fingers itched to tuck it back, so I balled them into a fist.  His presence intoxicated me.  His eyes flicked down to my lips for a second and my breath caught.

      I stepped aside and let him in.  He took his usual seat at the table, his eyes following my movements as I made my way to sit across from him.

      “Smells good in here,” he said.

      “Beef stew.”

      He nodded, intertwining his fingers and leaning his forearms on the table.  “So?  What’s been happening this week?”

      “Same as last week.  Gianni was away on business for a couple of days, and when he got back, he had some meetings with clients.  I wasn’t invited to any of them.  He doesn’t talk to me much, Freddy.  I don’t think I’m going to find anything out.”

      “You’re doing great,” he said.  “These things take time.”

      I nodded.  “There’s a gallery opening in three weeks, so he’s planning for that.”

      Freddy’s eyebrows arched.  “Okay.  Good.  Anything else?”

      I shook my head.  “He doesn’t talk to me much—not unless someone is interested in my paintings.  He never comes to the studio.”

      Freddy nodded.  “When’s the gallery opening?”

      “Just before Christmas.  December 20th, I think.”

      “Alright.  I’ll be picking up my commissioned piece tomorrow at the gallery, so we’ll try to make sure you’re not there.  It’s easier if we don’t interact with each other in front of the Russos. Sometimes people can pick up on familiarity without us realizing it.”

      I nodded. Freddy pushed his chair back.  I knew our meeting was almost over, and it would be a whole week before I saw him again.

      Suddenly, I knew I didn’t want that.  I’d spent the past two months seeing him like this—in snippets of professional conversation—and it felt like an itch that I just couldn’t scratch.

      I wanted the real Freddy.  I wanted the Freddy that showed up at Jayden’s apartment, wild-eyed and feral.

      So, when he stood up and walked to the door, I stopped him.  He turned back to me, one eyebrow arched in question.

      “You want some stew?”

      His head tilted, and I cringed.

      Stew?  Really?

      But then, for the first time in weeks, Freddy’s lips curled into a smile and he nodded.  “Sure.  I’m starving.”

      My heart jumped.  His eyes drilled into mine and a fire burned deep in the pit of my stomach.  I nodded, gesturing to the table as I walked on trembling legs to the kitchen.

      Taking a moment to compose myself, I leaned against the counter and inhaled.  He was here, in my apartment.  I could sense him in the next room and it made my head spin.

      “You okay?”

      I jumped at the sound of his voice and turned to see him in the kitchen doorway.  His eyes ran over me and my cheeks flushed.

      I swallowed.  “Yeah.”  Heat settled between my legs as he took a step toward me.  His gaze never left mine, and I never wanted it to.  I wanted him to look at me like this until the end of time.  Like I was the only woman who’d ever existed.  Like he could tear me open in an instant.

      Like he wanted to fuck me.

      Every step that brought Freddy closer to me made my heart beat more wildly.  He said nothing, but his look spoke a thousand words.  I leaned against the kitchen counter and gripped it with both hands as he moved toward me.  He placed his hands on either side of me, caging me against the cabinets.

      My breath hitched.  His t-shirt stretched over his chest and his jeans hung low on his hips.  The waistband of his underwear peeked out between them and the sight of it made my cheeks burn.  I dragged my eyes up to his, my whole body under his spell.

      “Why did you ask me to stay?” Freddy asked, his voice low and deep.  He dipped his head down, staring deeply into my eyes.

      His smell did something magical to my insides.  I melted and burned for him.  My thighs squeezed together as my tongue darted out to moisten my lips.  Finally, I shrugged.  “I have extra stew,” I said with a trembling voice.

      “You didn’t want me to stay for stew.”  His thigh nestled between mine and my cheeks went hot.  He could definitely feel the heat between my legs.  His eyelids lowered and a growl rumbled somewhere deep in his chest.

      My hands squeezed the countertop so tight that my fingertips went numb.  Freddy took my hand and placed it between his legs.

      “Feel it.  Feel what you do to me every time I see you.  Every fucking Tuesday I walk out of here like this.”

      His hardness throbbed against his pants and I slid my hand up and down his length.  My breath caught in my throat as I felt him.  Hard.

      For me.

      I stroked him slowly as his gaze darkened.  He groaned, closing his eyes for a moment.  I could feel the raw power coiling in his body—his strength and desire simmering just beneath the surface.  He throbbed against my hand and I pressed harder.

      His leg pushed harder between mine and even that slight movement made me gasp.  He dipped his head down and brushed his lips ever so gently against mine, leaving a trail of fire in their wake.

      “I know you want me,” he said quietly.  His lips stayed too far away.  I wanted them on mine, on me.

      “We shouldn’t,” I heard myself say.

      “I know,” he growled.  His hand slipped to my waist, teasing the edge of my pants. “It’s too complicated.  You hate me.”  His hand slid down and he unfastened the button of my pants.  “There’s too much history, and the future is too uncertain.”

      “Exactly,” I sighed, barely able to get the word out.  His hand slipped into my panties as heat rushed between my legs.  He was telling me, word for word, what I’d been telling myself every time I saw him.

      We shouldn’t.  I can’t.  I won’t.

      But my hand kept stroking his cock, and his hand started teasing my bud.  My body betrayed me, and I loved every second of it.  Pleasure teased the edges of my womb as his hand stroked me, slowly at first.  And then faster, harder.  I stepped my feet out wider and his finger slipped inside me.  His whole body curled toward mine and his breath teased my neck.

      Arching my back, I sank down into his touch as the energy between us grew frantic.  I grabbed at Freddy’s pants, tearing his shirt upward.  I needed his clothes off.  All of them.  Now.

      He growled and moved his fingers deeper inside me.  He fucked me harder with his hand, pinning me against the countertop.  I moaned, clinging onto Freddy’s muscular body.  I couldn’t think.  I couldn’t move.  The only reason I was still standing was because Freddy was holding me up.

      I squeezed my thighs around his hand and he made that growling noise again.  Wild.  Animalistic.  Possessive.

      Before I knew what he was doing, Freddy tore my jeans down to my ankles.  I kicked them off, leaning against him to support myself.  I didn’t trust my legs.

      The stew bubbled on the stove, ignored.

      He dropped to his knees in front of me, hooking my leg over his shoulder and burying his head between my thighs.

      I gasped.  His arm kept my leg pinned in place, spreading me wide as he devoured me.  His other hand crawled up to my stomach and kept me still.  I grabbed fistfuls of his hair as he moved his tongue from my bud all the way down to my opening.

      “You taste so fucking good,” he said, lapping up my honey as he glanced up at me.  I couldn’t answer.  When his tongue found my opening, my head fell back and I curled my fingers deeper into his hair.

      “Grind on my face,” he said, pulling me closer as he drove his tongue in and out of me.  He made a guttural noise as his fingers sank into my flesh.  I did what he said.  I’d have done anything he said in that moment.  I rolled my hips on his face as he pulled me closer, driving his tongue deeper inside me.

      My whole body trembled, and he brought his lips up to my bud and sank his fingers inside me again.

      I screamed.  He moaned.  I gushed, and he lapped up every drop.

      The whole world was spinning around me, and the only thing that was anchoring me in place was Freddy.  His hands on my body, his tongue between my legs, his voice, his gaze, his everything.  I couldn’t think straight.

      It didn’t matter.  I was a doll in his hands.  He turned me around to lean against the kitchen counter and he spread my legs again.  When I felt his hands on my ass cheeks, I panted, gulping down air like it was my last breath.

      Then, he spread me wide.  When his tongue slid over my ass, I made a noise I’d never made before.  I gripped the kitchen counter and leaned my forehead down as my back arched toward him.

      “Dirty girl,” he growled, flicking his tongue again.

      I moaned.  “I’ve never… I’m…” Words just wouldn’t come.

      “You’ve never had your ass tongued like this?” He spread me wider and did it again.  Heat exploded through my body as my pleasure started to crest.  My cheeks felt red.  My breasts pressed against the kitchen counter.  Everything below the waist was on fire, and he tongued my ass again.

      I choked on my own breath.  “No.”

      “But you’re doing it with me.”

      “Yes,” I panted.

      “Only with me.”  Freddy teased me again, and I felt so dirty.  So fucking dirty and so fucking good.  I heard what he was saying and I knew what he wanted.

      He wanted me.  To claim me.  Mark me.  Make me his.

      “Only with you,” I gasped between breaths.

      Then, he gave me what I’d been waiting for.  He sank his fingers inside me and thumbed my clit as his tongue teased my ass, and I came.

      I fucking came.

      Shaking, screaming, convulsing against him as he did things to me that I hadn’t even known were possible.  My walls clamped down around his fingers and I could feel my juices dripping down my legs.  He groaned, not stopping until I finally quieted down.

      I lay against the counter, panting.  I turned my head to look at Freddy and saw his eyes shining.  His fingers slipped out of me and he brought them to his lips, tasting my orgasm on them.

      He groaned.

      I started to peel myself off the counter, but he put his hand on my back.  “Don’t move.”

      Glancing over my shoulder, I watched him fish a condom out of his pants and unfasten his belt.  My breath quickened.  He flicked his eyes up at me as he slipped his pants down.

      I bit my lip when I saw it.  My body was still pulsing, but I could feel the ache of emptiness between my legs as I watched him slide his pants down.

      I knew I was tight.  I’d just had the orgasm of a lifetime and Freddy’s cock was most definitely not small.  Yet as soon as he touched the tip of it against my slit, I knew I wanted it.  I wanted him.

      He was still holding the condom between his fingers as he slid his cock between my legs, nestling it against my velvety, wet folds.

      My head spun.  His heat and hardness were speaking to something primal inside me.  He slid himself against me and we both moaned.

      “Fu…” Freddy sounded like I’d felt a few minutes before.  He slid his cock over me again and all I wanted was for him to drive it inside me.  This was the sweetest torture, a blinding ache in the pit of my stomach that needed to be filled.  Glancing over my shoulder, I saw him looking down at us as he slid himself back and forth once more.  His eyes were hooded, his cheeks a soft shade of pink, his lips still wet with my honey.

      “Put it in,” I said.  His gaze flicked up to mine and he made to tear the condom wrapper open.  I stopped him with my hand.

      I knew about safe sex.  I was a grown woman.  Responsible.

      But I’d felt his bare cock against me, and I needed him inside me.  I was on the pill, and in that moment, I didn’t care about anything else.

      I.  Just.  Needed.  Him.

      And when he drove his cock inside me, I gasped.  His fingers tangled into my hair and he pulled my head back before thrusting to the hilt once more.  He filled me up so completely it made me see stars.  He pierced me over and over again, pulling my hair back and fucking me into oblivion.

      I came on his cock as he growled in my ear, wrapping his thick arms around my waist and holding me close to him.  I was a rag doll, rocked back and forth with every powerful thrust as my orgasm crashed into me like a freight train.

      I think I screamed, I don’t know.

      Freddy still had his arms wrapped around me when he grabbed my breasts and came.  I felt every single drop of it pumping into me, and I loved every second of it.  He grunted once more, thrusting inside me as he held me close, his face buried in my neck with his arms wrapped around my body.

      We stayed still for a moment before separating from each other.  I turned around in his arms and he kissed me, his stubble scratching my chin as his fingers cupped the nape of my neck.

      It felt so good being in his arms—too good.  Our naked bottom halves pressed together as we kissed again, our lips swollen and bruised.

      I sighed, leaning my forehead against his.

      “I should go get cleaned up,” I said with a smile.  “You made a mess down there.”

      Freddy reached between my legs and I jumped, everything far too sensitive to touch.  He grinned.  “I like you messy,” he said in a deep, low voice.  “I like thinking of my cum dripping down your legs and soaking into your panties.”

      His eyes darkened and he brushed his lips over mine.  My heart thumped.

      I liked it, too.  I liked his seed inside me and his arms around me.  I liked a lot of things I never thought I’d like.  He made me want to be dirty, and messy, and his.

      …and that scared me more than anything else ever could.
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      How many times had I dreamed of fucking Hailey?  I couldn’t even count.  Reality was so much better than my imagination.

      I’d wanted to take my time—to make it last—but once we got started, it felt like I lost control.  She tasted too good to go slow.  She felt too good to try to stop.  I had to have her again, but I needed a minute to recover.  That, right there, was ten years of yearning in one fuck.

      I kissed her once more and nodded to the pot on the stove.  “Let’s have some of this stew.  I’m starving.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said with a grin.

      “I like the sound of that.” I hooked my arm around her waist and nuzzled my face into her neck.  “Call me ‘sir’ again.” She giggled and pulled away.

      I never wanted this to end—the easiness between us.  The walls we’d built had fallen away, but I knew it was just a matter of time before she brought hers back up.

      We put our clothes back on and Hailey spooned some stew into a bowl for me.  Instead of eating at the table, we sat on the couch.  Hailey tucked her feet underneath me and smiled as she ate.

      It was nice.  Pleasant.  Easy.

      I never wanted it to end.

      When we finished eating, I brought the bowls back to the kitchen and came back to find Hailey stretched out on the couch.  I sat down and she laid her legs across my lap, staring at me curiously.

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” she said.  “Just looking at you.”

      “Like what you see?”  I wiggled my eyebrows.

      “You’re the same arrogant prick as when we were teenagers,” she laughed.

      I massaged Hailey’s legs, looking first at her and then gazing around her apartment.  Hailey had put up a few paintings and found some trinkets to decorate the shelves with.  She had a new rug, too.  She’d managed to make this cheap, empty-looking apartment into a home.

      My heart squeezed.  She’d lost her real home—with her parents—because of me.  Because she took the fall for me, and I didn’t stick around to defend her.

      Because I was gone.

      “What?” Hailey asked, and I turned to her with my eyebrows up.  She grinned.  “You have that look on your face like you’re thinking about something serious.”

      “What look?”

      “Your eyes get all tight and your jaw goes slack.  Your cheeks turn a bit red.”

      “You know me that well, huh?”

      “Like the back of my hand.”  Hailey laughed, and then sadness flashed across her eyes.  She took a deep breath.  “Why did you leave?”

      Those four words were like daggers in my chest.  Why did you leave?  It was a simple question, but I could tell it had been bothering her for a long time.  A decade.

      I inhaled.  “Short answer? Or long?”

      “Long,” she answered without hesitation.

      I nodded.  I chewed my words, not wanting to say anything wrong.  I didn’t want to blame her father, because I was the one who left.  He might have made me the offer, but I was the one who signed the contract.  I took his money.  I packed my bags and left.

      Hailey wiggled her toes as a way of speeding up my thought process and I smiled.  “Well,” I started.  “I left because I was a coward.”

      “That sounds like the short answer.”

      “Yeah.”  Memories that I’d buried very, very deep started coming back to me.  That night—my eighteenth birthday—had been the best night of my life until it turned into the worst.  “I remember what you were wearing when we went up to the roof of the abandoned building.  You had this yellow sundress on, with little blue flowers on it.  I remember thinking you were the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen.”

      Hailey was silent, looking at me.  Her face was unreadable.

      I took a deep breath.  “I remember thinking that I was going to marry you.  I was so sure of it, when we were up there.  You’d swiped that bottle of rum from your parent’s mini bar and I thought you were so cool and so completely out of my league.”

      “I was,” she said, wiggling her toes.

      I laughed.  “Still are.”

      “No arguments there.”

      Sighing, I stared at the apartment wall and shook my head.  “You know I’d never had a drink of alcohol before that?  And I haven’t had any since.”

      “No?  The only alcohol you’ve ever tasted was shitty, warm rum?”

      I chuckled, nodding.  “Before, I was too scared of getting kicked out of prep school.  If I lost my scholarship, I was dead.  My family was counting on me.  After, alcohol just reminded me of the accident.  I’d thought I could handle the booze when we got back in the car.  I…”

      Hailey nodded.  “I know.  That’s why I said I was driving instead of you.  That’s why I took the fall, Freddy.  I knew you had a lot more at stake than I did—or I thought so, at least.”

      “The first thing that flashed through my head when I hit that other car was you.  I was just worried about you, above all else.”

      “So why did you leave?”  Hailey’s question needled me again.  “If you cared about me so much—thought you were going to marry me—why did you leave when you could have stayed?”

      I looked at her and that deep well of sadness opened up inside me again.

      That night, Hailey had taken me up to the roof of an abandoned building on the edge of town.  We’d looked at the city skyline and drank from a bottle of rum from her parent’s house.  We’d made plans to go to college together, to get married, to get a house and a dog and live happily ever after. We’d made love.

      And then I got into the driver’s seat of her car, more drunk than I realized, and I crashed into another vehicle.  The other driver was a security guard—a single father—on his way to his night shift.  He didn’t make it.  Hailey was charged with manslaughter.

      I squeezed my eyes shut at the memory and took a deep breath.  It was hard to get the words out.  Your father paid me. He forced me to do it, I wanted to tell her—but that felt like an excuse.  It felt like I wasn’t taking responsibility.  So, I just shook my head.  “I left because I thought it was better for you if I was gone.  You were in that mess because of me—every mess you got into was because of me.  I was a bad influence.  It was better.”

      “It wasn’t better for me.  You should have stayed.”

      “I know.”

      “As soon as the court case was done, my father threw me out.  I had nowhere to go.  The entire community turned their back on me.”

      “I’m so sorry, Hailey.”

      “I needed you.  I needed someone in my corner.”  She stared at me so hard it hurt, but I couldn’t look away.  This incredible, talented, beautiful woman had started to open up to me again, but I didn’t know if we’d ever get past this.  The accident had altered the course of both our lives.

      It was too big.  Too heavy.

      “I took the fall for you, and you told me you’d be by my side.  You told me you’d be there, and then you left without even saying goodbye.”  Her voice cracked on the last word, shattering my heart for the millionth time.

      “I didn’t know they’d throw you out.  I thought…”

      “You should have been there.”  Tears streamed down her face, but Hailey didn’t seem to notice.  Her legs were still laying across my lap, her arms crossed in front of her chest.  She was completely still except for the trail of tears running down her cheeks.

      There was nothing I could say to defend myself, so I just nodded.  “I know.”

      Hailey wiped her tears and took a long, slow breath.  Silence settled between us.

      I cleared my throat.  “Do you want me to leave?”

      Hailey swung her eyes to mine and let out a dry laugh.  “I didn’t want you to leave then, and I don’t want you to leave now.  That probably makes me the stupidest woman in existence, but you’re like a drug to me, Freddy.  You make me do all kinds of stupid things—like take a manslaughter charge for you and agree to be a double agent for the CIA.  I wish I wanted you to leave, but I don’t.”

      I scooped my arm around her back and pulled her up onto my lap.  Cupping her face in my hand, I crushed my lips against hers.  I kissed her fiercely, with all the passion that burned in my heart.  I held her against my chest.

      “I’m not going anywhere, Hailey.  If you’ll let me, I’ll be by your side until the day I die.  I’m not making the same mistake twice.”

      She nuzzled her nose against mine and let out a sigh.  Her eyes shone bright and she shook her head.  “You always were a bit of a drama queen, Finchey.  Just be quiet and kiss me already.”
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      I wanted to believe Freddy when he said he wouldn’t leave.  Every bit of me wanted it to be true.  But a nagging voice in the back of my head kept telling me it wasn’t.  He was going to leave when things got tough.  Freddy would always take care of Freddy—and leave me to fend for myself.

      I wasn’t an idiot.

      But when he held me, and kissed me, and told me I was his, I melted into him.  I knew I couldn’t keep him, but I gave in anyway.

      That night, we made love again.  It was slow and tender and it set my soul on fire.  He held me until we both fell asleep, and I woke up tangled in his arms.

      It felt good, but I didn’t let myself believe it was real.

      Tanya would probably call it self-sabotage.  She said I did the same thing with all the men I dated.  She told me I never let myself be vulnerable, so no one could get close to me.  She said I liked being in pain all by myself.

      I told her that’s what made me an artist.

      But as Freddy cooked me some fluffy buttermilk pancakes while wearing nothing but his boxers, part of my heart wanted to heal.  He flashed that dazzling smile at me and I couldn’t help but smile back.  I didn’t want pain when I was with him.

      Pain, hurt—the one thing I’d held on to all this time—was the one thing he took away from me.

      “How did you sleep?” Freddy asked as we tucked into our pancakes.

      “Better than I have in a long time.”

      “Same.”  He smiled at me and my heart melted.  I thought of everything we’d talked about the night before—about the accident, and my family, and Freddy leaving.  Freddy had been so sincere.

      What if he was telling the truth?  What if now, after all these years, we had a chance?

      Whatever was going on between us—it felt real.  It felt more real than anything I’d ever had with a man before.  Freddy sucked the air out of my lungs every time he walked into a room.  He made me feel like I was floating whenever he looked at me.  If last night was any indication, there was still crazy chemistry between us.

      That was worth something, wasn’t it?  There was something between us—something to be explored.

      But he had left me once, and it could happen again.  As soon as this business with Gianni was over, would Freddy still be there?  If my career as an artist crumbled when the Russos were taken down, would Freddy still think I was talented and interesting? Or would he lose interest and walk away again?

      “What are you thinking about?” He asked, sipping his coffee.  His plate was completely clean as I picked at the pancakes on my own.

      “Nothing,” I said, stuffing a forkful of syrupy flapjack into my face.

      “You were deep in thought. Your forehead was wrinkling like it always does when you’re worried about something.”

      I swallowed and arched an eyebrow.  “Are you saying I have wrinkles?”

      “You might, if you keep worrying about things as much as you do.”

      I chuckled, shaking my head.  “It’s just a bit surreal to have you here.  I hated you for a long time.”

      “I hated myself, too.”

      “I’m glad you’re here.”  The words slipped out of my mouth before I could hold them back, and Freddy dazzled me with that smile again.  I could feel the walls around my heart crumbling with every second we spent together, and I didn’t know if I had the energy to stop them.

      “I’m glad I’m here, too.”

      We washed the dishes together.  Every time Freddy’s body would brush against mine, it sent a shiver of heat coursing through my veins.  His hand brushed my hip and my need for him grew.

      We ended up tangled in the bedsheets once again, and then both showered and made our way to work—me, to the studio, and Freddy to his office.  I was supposed to be gone by four o’clock, when Freddy would be picking up his commission.  I knew he was right about that—there was no way I’d be able to act normally around him.

      I didn’t see anyone at the gallery, so I locked myself into my studio.  I stood in front of a half-finished painting and sighed.  I’d been working on commissions for two months.  My bank account was happy, but my creativity was flagging.

      I needed to do something different.  Something for me.

      So, I set the half-finished commission aside and started painting something new.  It was brighter than what I was used to creating.  Happier.  I smiled the whole time I painted, lost in my own world.

      The fears that I felt this morning started to melt away.  Maybe things between Freddy and me could work out.  The past was the past, and we’d both moved on.  I’d made something of myself, and so had he.  We were both successful adults now.  We were different than when we were teenagers, but our essence was the same.  I was drawn to him in a way I’d never experienced before.

      That was something to fight for—to risk feeling vulnerable for.

      I didn’t realize it was past four o’clock until I heard voices on the other side of the gallery door.  Freddy and Gianni were here.  My eyes widened as I glanced at the door—I should have been gone an hour ago.  Gianni’s musical voice floated through the door, but I couldn’t quite make out the words.  They were getting closer.

      I grabbed my paints and started frantically putting them away.  My hands shook as I dumped my brushes in a cup of paint thinner and started washing off my palette.  I glanced at the door again, cursing.

      The first time in two months that Freddy had asked me to do something—not be here when he was—and I couldn’t even manage it.  By this point, I knew Gianni was hiding something from me, but I didn’t know what it was.  I just couldn’t admit to myself that he was selling girls overseas.  Fear started to snake around the base of my spine as I wiped my hands off and hurried toward my purse.

      I needed just ten more seconds and I’d be out the door.  Ten more seconds and I wouldn’t have to pretend I didn’t know Freddy as well as I did.  Ten more seconds and Freddy could do his job.

      But I didn’t have ten seconds.  The studio door opened and I whipped my head around to see a smiling Gianni and a wide-eyed Freddy staring back at me.  Freddy’s brows drew together and his eyes flashed.

      I forced a smile on my face.  “Hi,” I said with a strangled voice.  Gianni floated toward me and kissed my cheek.  Freddy extended a stiff hand and I shook it, not daring to meet his eye.

      You shouldn’t be here, he was saying.  I was putting us both in jeopardy.  If Gianni sensed that we knew each other, he might start wondering who Freddy was—and what else I might be hiding from him.

      Gianni might not notice, or care—I barely saw him these days, except for the odd business meeting or a hello at the gallery.  But if he started to become suspicious, this whole arrangement with the CIA could go south very, very quickly.

      “Mr. Langston here was curious about your studio,” Gianni explained.  “I hope you don’t mind us intruding on your inner sanctum.”

      “Of course not,” I smiled.  “You saw the finished painting outside?”

      “Marvelous,” Gianni said with a flourish.  “Absolutely masterful.  Mr. Langston loved it, didn’t you?”

      “Yes,” Freddy answered, his eyes still drilling into mine.  Why are you still here? “It’s exactly what I wanted without even knowing exactly what I wanted.  You truly are a genius, Ms. Ford.”

      I blushed.  The heat of Freddy’s stare was intense.  I knew he was mad at me, but I couldn’t look away.  I jumped when Gianni’s phone rang.

      “Excuse me,” he said with a nod to both of us.  He turned around and walked out of the studio, and Freddy and I were alone.
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      “You’re not supposed to be here.”  My voice sounded harsher than I intended, but I was mad.  Hailey was putting herself in more danger than necessary by being here at the same time as me.  Anytime we were making contact with Gianni or his parents, anything could happen—and if Gianni sensed that Hailey and I knew each other, he might get suspicious.

      This operation had been going on for months and I knew it was coming to a head.  Having Hailey around only made it riskier.

      “I lost track of time.”  She blinked, biting her lip.

      Fire burned inside me.  She had a smudge of paint on her cheek, and her hair was in a messy bun on top of her head.  She was still wearing an old paint-stained shirt over her clothes, and she fingered the hem nervously.

      She was stunning.  She shouldn’t have been there, but at this point it didn’t matter.  I crossed the distance between us and wrapped my arms around her.  My lips found hers and I kissed her hard.

      Hailey melted into me, wrapping her arms around my neck and pressing her soft body against my hard one.  I held her close as she moaned into my mouth, tangling her fingers into my hair.

      It was foolish.  Wrong.  Stupid.  We should have been staying away from each other, but I couldn’t keep my hands off her.  I ran my hands down to her ass and pulled her close.  She dug her fingernails into my scalp and kissed me harder.

      In a second, I’d have her on the floor, undressed and spread wide for me.

      But a noise behind me made us pull apart, and a moment later, Gianni re-entered.  He glanced from my flushed face to Hailey’s, frowning as he smiled.  Hailey’s chest heaved up and down and I ran my fingers through my already messy hair.

      “I was just…” Hailey waved her arm toward a painting.  “Showing him…”

      “I might have to commission another painting,” I said, forcing my face back to normal.  My heart hammered and I fought to keep my breath steady.  I shifted my pants as inconspicuously as I could.

      Gianni nodded.  “That can be arranged.  Your other painting will be packed up and ready for you within an hour.  I’m very sorry, but I have some other business to attend to.”  He waved his phone as if to say the phone call had pulled him away.

      I nodded.  “No problem.  I’ll wait.  I can entertain myself.”

      Gianni glanced at Hailey for a brief second and then back at me.  He said nothing, only smiling politely and taking his leave.

      When the door closed, Hailey let out a sigh.  “You are unbelievable.”

      “Me?” I put a hand to my chest.

      “Yes, you!  You walk in here all angry, looking at me like you’re going to tear me apart, and then you do the one thing that can get us both in trouble.  I know I shouldn’t have been here but—”

      I crushed my lips against hers, picking her up to wrap her legs around my waist.  Carrying her over to the couch in the corner, I kissed the life out of her.  She scraped her fingernails along my back and nipped at my bottom lip.  Her eyes were dangerous, full of fire and passion.

      Dropping her onto the couch, we both frantically clawed at our clothing.

      “Does that door have a lock?” I asked, nodding to the gallery door.

      Hailey jumped up to kick her pants off and nodded.  “Yeah,” she said, jogging to the door.  She was completely naked from the waist down, only wearing her paint-stained shirt on top.  She slid the lock into place and turned toward me as I tore my shirt off over my head.

      Her fingers reached for the buttons of her painter’s shirt, but I stopped her.  “Keep it on,” I growled.

      She walked over to me, her hands tracing the outline of my pecs, my stomach, my shoulders.  She laid a soft kiss on my chest and then reached between my legs to grab my cock.

      I groaned.  Feeling her delicate fingers around my thick shaft drove me insane.  She only stroked me slowly for a few seconds before I couldn’t take it anymore.  I picked her up and set her down on the sofa before burying my length inside her.

      We said nothing, letting our bodies do the talking.  I gripped Hailey’s paint-smeared top as I thrust inside her.  She left long, deep scratch marks down my chest and wrapped her legs around my waist to take me deeper, deeper, deeper.

      My head spun.  I could hardly breathe. I felt like I was going to pass out, but it didn’t matter.  She came on my cock seconds before I emptied myself inside her, and then I lay on top of her, panting.

      Hailey’s fingers traced my pecs, around my nipples, and down my stomach.  She kissed my neck softly and I shifted around to sit beside her on the couch.  We pulled our clothing off the floor.  When I grabbed my shirt, something hard went clattering down.

      Hailey reached down and picked up the tiny microphone that I’d been wearing.  Her eyes widened.  “Is this…?”

      “Fuck,” I said, stuffing the mic in my pocket.  I put a hand to my head and grimaced.  “Fuck.”  Gary probably heard all of that.  He was recording everything with my interaction with Gianni—of course he was.  I was supposed to be working.

      I glanced at Hailey.  “I’m sorry.  I forgot.  I saw you and…”

      Her eyes were wide and her cheeks were getting redder by the second.  “Who… Who heard us?”

      “I think just Gary, one of our tech guys.”

      “Oh my gosh,” Hailey said putting both hands to her face. A red flush stained her neck.

      “Hey,” I said, pulling her close.  I wrapped my arms around her and held her tight.  “It’s okay.  He won’t say anything.”

      Hailey glanced up at me, her eyebrows drawn together.  “Will you get in trouble?”

      I laughed.  “Is that what you’re worried about?  That I’ll get in trouble?”

      “If they take you off the operation…”

      “I’m not leaving you.”  I took her chin in my hand and looked her in the eye.  “I meant what I said.  I’m not leaving your side.”

      Her eyes glistened, and she nodded.  “Okay.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.  Even if they take me off this operation.  Even if I lose my job.”

      She tilted her face up to mine, searching my eyes.  I could see the doubt in her face, and I didn’t blame her.  I’d just have to show her that I was here for her—if she’d have me.

      “Your painting should be ready to be picked up if you go back to the main gallery,” she said, nodding to the locked door.  “You’ve probably been in here long enough already.”

      I nodded, kissing her forehead and squeezing her hand.  Then, I straightened my shirt and walked out.
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      I worked until late in the night, alone in the studio with the door locked and my headphones on.  I painted until my back ached and the soles of my feet were sore. and I finally stretched my neck from side to side and decided to stop.  Not only had I made progress on the last commission from the exhibition back in September, but I’d also started on a new painting, too.  I could see a new, brighter series of paintings forming in my mind and I was more excited than ever to get them onto a canvas.

      After I cleaned up, I flicked the studio lights off and took a deep breath.  My body was sore from standing in the same spot all day, so I decided to roll out a yoga mat I kept in the studio to stretch out.  I moved from pose to pose in the dark space, surrounded by all the sights and smells that I loved most in the world.

      My body started to loosen up. Within ten to fifteen minutes, the knots in my shoulders and tiredness in my legs had started to ease.  With a deep breath, I stood up and smiled.

      I glanced at the couch where Freddy and I had sex earlier, and I grinned.  The voice in my head telling me to stay on guard around him was getting quieter and quieter.  The more time I spent with him, the more I wanted to be with him.

      It felt right—and something so right couldn’t be wrong.  It just couldn’t.  There was something undeniable between us, and I was starting to realize that being around Freddy was plugging all the little holes that had peppered my heart for a decade.

      Maybe he was telling the truth.  Maybe Freddy would stay, even when things grew difficult.  Maybe he had cared about me all this time.

      Sure, he’d left when we were eighteen.  I’d been thrown out of my parent’s house and had to make my own way.  I’d blamed him for a long time—but he was only trying to make his way in the world, too.  He’d been studying on a scholarship and his entire future had hinged on his performance.

      We’d both been two kids under immense pressure, and maybe it was time for me to forgive him.

      My heart felt peaceful for the first time in years at the thought of forgiveness.  I realized that forgiveness wasn’t something that just happened, it was a conscious choice.  All I had to do was choose to forgive Freddy, and all that hurt would dissolve away into nothing.  It was time for me to let go.

      Then, I heard the rumbling of a truck in the alleyway.  Instantly, I was on high alert.  The hairs on the back of my neck stood up and I strained my ears to listen.

      Thankful that I’d already turned off the lights, I tiptoed over to the wall that faced the alleyway and placed my stepladder beneath the high windows.  I moved slowly, pulling myself up once again to peer over the window ledge.

      The same men were outside, having the same difficulty backing into the loading bay beside my studio.  This time, their truck was bigger, so there was no way they’d be able to back it into the small space.  I watched, wide-eyed, as they abandoned their efforts and rolled the trailer door up to start unloading the paintings by hand.

      Breathless, I watched.  I didn’t dare move.  I knew the studio was dark and it would be almost impossible for them to see me looking through the corner of the window, but it still felt risky.  Now that I knew that the CIA were watching, all the puzzle pieces started falling into place.

      Art exhibitions. Large movement of money. Gianni ripping open that canvas last time. Was he moving money in those paintings?  That would explain the connection to the art gallery—and also why their paperwork had been squeaky clean.  They weren’t laundering money through the art gallery. They were physically moving it.

      My heart thumped.  How had I not realized this before?

      Up until last night—until Freddy and I had talked about our past—I hadn’t really believed him about Gianni.  I’d trusted Gianni more than I’d trusted Freddy.  Gianni had given me a career, a future—and Freddy had only given me heartbreak.

      But now…

      Something shifted inside me.  My doubts about Freddy were evaporating, and I started questioning every interaction I’d ever had with Gianni.  The business meeting at the Four Seasons, the way he dodged all my questions about the art gallery, these late-night deliveries…

      I was in the middle of a dangerous hurricane. I didn’t know anything about these people—but my gut was telling me to trust Freddy, and to distance myself from Gianni.

      The gallery door rattled, and I nearly fell off my step stool.  I jumped off, grabbing my headphones and throwing them on my head as I dove onto my yoga mat again, pretzeling myself into a pose just as the door opened.  Gianni appeared in the doorway, his eyes scanning the room until he saw me.

      I jumped, pretending to be startled.  “Gianni,” I said, my voice sounding too fake to my own ears.  “You’re still here?”

      “I was going to say the same thing about you,” he replied.  His eyes looked black in the low light of the studio.

      I pulled my headphones off my head and forced a smile.  A garage door slammed outside and the truck rumbled to life again.  I pretended not to hear it.  “Can I help you with anything?”

      “What do you know about Thomas Langston?”

      Thomas Langston – Freddy’s fictional identity.

      Uh oh.

      “Umm… not much.”  I toyed with the edge of my shirt.

      “He seems to have taken an interest in you.”

      “Has he?”  My voice squeaked.

      Gianni gestured to my new painting.  “This is different from your usual style.  Happier.”  He frowned.

      I gulped.  “I… I know.  I’ve just… Since I broke up with Jayden and you connected me to all these art lovers, life has just been a lot easier.”  I took a deep breath.  “I realized I never properly thanked you.”

      “Well, Hailey,” he said, walking toward me.  His face was still cast in shadows, and dread started snaking up my spine.  “This is a mutually beneficial arrangement—and I wasn’t using this studio space anyway.”

      There was an edge to his voice and I wondered, for the first time, if Gianni was really as generous as I’d first thought.  Maybe all this time in the studio—all these sales and commissions—were him just using me as an all-too-innocent artist willing to paint whenever he told me to, supplying him with an endless stream of canvasses to stuff with his dirty money.

      As if reading my mind, Gianni spoke.  “I want you to paint a new series for the gallery opening in three weeks’ time.”  He pointed to the new painting.  “I like that one.”

      I nodded.  “Okay.”

      “I have special clients from all over the United States coming, so I’ll need at least…” he squinted, tapping his fingers against his leg as if he were counting.  “At least a dozen new paintings.”

      “A dozen paintings in three weeks?”

      His eyes narrowed toward me.  “Is that a problem?”

      “I… No.  No, of course not.  I can do that.”

      “Good.”  He turned around and walked out the door without another word.

      My hands trembled as I reached for my phone.  I was about to dial Freddy’s number when I hesitated.  Was Gianni watching me in here?  Had he seen me and Freddy, too?  Had he seen me peering over the edge of the window?

      Panic and paranoia made me freeze, staring at the door through which Gianni had disappeared.  Instead of calling Freddy, I just slipped my phone into my purse and locked up the studio.  I would call him when I was home.

      My legs felt like jelly and my brain like scrambled eggs.  The only thing that kept me upright as I walked away from the Russo Art Gallery was bright, sharp, white-hot fear.
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      “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”  I tried to keep the anger out of my voice, but it crept into the edges, and Hailey winced.  I took a deep breath.  “You should have told us about the original delivery two and a half months ago.  This is crucial information, Hailey.”

      “I didn’t think… I don’t know.  I didn’t…”. She bit her lip, drumming her fingers on her kitchen table.

      I balled my hands into fists.  “You didn’t what?”

      She straightened up.  “I didn’t trust you, okay?  And I didn’t think it was relevant.  Up until recently, I thought this whole investigation into the Russos was a mistake.”

      Frustration gurgled inside me, but I pushed it down.  Hailey wasn’t privy to the information that I had.  I’d just walked into her life and turned it upside down, forcing her to work for the Agency.  Of course she didn’t trust me.  I knew that already.

      But if we’d known about that delivery, we could have set up surveillance in the alleyway.  We could have been ready for the one that had happened today.

      We weren’t, and I needed to move on.  Hailey was opening up to me in ways I’d never thought were possible, and that was something to be grateful for.  I’d tell Berkeley about the deliveries, and we’d be ready for the next one.  At least Hailey had started trusting me.

      I stood up and walked over to Hailey, putting my hands on her shoulders.  I massaged them until she started to relax.  “It’s okay.  You’re doing really well.  I’m sorry I got mad.  You’re a natural at this undercover stuff, and I forget you haven’t had the training and information that I have.”

      She nodded.  “Thanks.”  Hailey put her hand on top of mine and leaned her head back until it rested against my stomach.  I brushed a strand of hair off her forehead and leaned down to kiss it.

      “So what happens now?” Hailey looked up.  “I have a feeling this exhibition is important.  I don’t know, Freddy.  Gianni’s never asked me to paint anything so fast.  He’s never asked me to paint anything on a timeline, to be honest.  When he came to see me it felt different.  It felt like he wasn’t telling me something.”

      “What do you think he wasn’t telling you?”

      “He said something about New York—maybe that guy I met is coming back?  Wei, or whatever his name was?”

      Hailey’s eyebrows arched with worry and my heart twanged.  She wasn’t built for this—even if she was a natural at it.  Undercover work was stressful and dangerous, and Hailey was far too sensitive.

      But she did have good instincts.  If she was right, then the holiday exhibition would be the perfect cover for move large sums of money.

      “Did you say you saw Gianni rip open one of the paintings?”

      Hailey nodded, kneading her hands together.  “I’ve never seen him be so rough with anything.  You think they’re using the artwork to move money?”

      I took a deep breath.  I hadn’t considered that—none of us at the agency had.  I thought the art gallery had been part of the financial side, but their records were squeaky-clean.  If the artwork itself was hiding cash…

      Hailey stood up and wrapped her arms around my waist.  I brushed her hair behind her ear and kissed her forehead, forcing a smile onto my lips.  Her face was drawn.

      “Don’t worry,” I said.  “Just do what you do best and create the best paintings you can.  I’ll handle the rest.”

      “What’s going to happen, Freddy?”

      “I don’t know.”

      That was the truth.  The exhibition was in just over two weeks, which didn’t give us much time to organize a full-scale sting operation. The Russos were making a move, and this might be the only chance we had to expose them for the dirty, sex-trafficking criminals they were.

      Art lovers, my ass.

      I wrapped my arms around Hailey as my heart swelled.  The most important thing was keeping her safe—and that meant locking the Russos up.  If they ever sniffed any CIA-involvement from her, they’d kill her.

      I wasn’t going to let that happen.  I’d been responsible for her losing her family, her name, and her future.  I wouldn’t be responsible for Hailey losing her life as well.

      “I’ll protect you, Hailey.  I give you my word.  I’ll be there beside you, every step of the way.  I won’t leave you.”

      I tightened my hold on her and tilted her chin up.  I kissed her with all the strength of my emotion, teasing her lips open and deepening the kiss.  I pressed my hand to her lower back as heat flooded down my body.

      This was the woman who’d accepted me for who I was, back when I’d been a poor, skinny teenager—alone and different in a prep school where I hadn’t belonged.  She was the woman who’d given up her future to protect me.  She was the woman that I’d left behind.

      But I wasn’t going to do it again.  No matter what, Hailey would come first.  Yes, Berkeley wanted to use her.  Yes, she was part of this operation now—but I wouldn’t put her in jeopardy for the sake of nailing the Russos.

      “Hailey,” I said, cupping her face in my hands.  “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”  Her eyebrows drew together as her fingers slipped under my shirt.

      “For everything.  For leaving.  For not being there for you.  For bringing you into this investigation instead of protecting you at the first chance I got.”

      Then, Hailey did something I didn’t expect.  She laughed.  “You think I would have accepted your protection?  Freddy, for the past two and a half months I’ve been trying to convince myself that I hate you.  I don’t, by the way.”  She dropped her hands from my waist and looked away.  “I can’t hate you.  Even after you left, I understood.  Deep down, I knew you had to go.  At least one of us got out of that situation.”

      Hailey sighed, running her hand over her face.  “It was awful, and I was angry and hurt for a long time—but it’s over now, and we’re both better people for it.  Thank you for apologizing.”

      Emotion choked me.  How could she be so generous?  To let me back in? To forgive me when I’d been a coward.

      She flicked her eyes up to mine and they shone bright.  “I forgave you as soon as you walked into that gallery opening and ripped my heart out of my chest all over again.”

      I squeezed my arms around her.  “That wasn’t what I meant to do, Hailey.”

      “I meant it in a good way.  I happen to be a bit of a masochist—and having my heart shredded over and over again by the same man is somewhat enjoyable.”

      My face must have fallen, because Hailey laughed and kissed my lips.

      “I’m kidding.  Mostly.”

      “I’m not going to shred your heart again, Hailey—and I’m not going to let this ruin your career.  Whatever happens with the Russos, you’re still an amazing artist.  No one can take that away from you—not even the CIA.”

      Hailey smiled sadly.  She brushed her lips against mine and leaned her head against my chest.  We stood there, arms around each other, as something else shook loose from my heart.  Another wall was falling down between us.  Hailey’s forgiveness was healing my broken heart, and I knew that I’d do anything for her.

      I knew in the next few weeks, that commitment was going to be tested, but I had no idea how much.
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      I painted like I’d never painted before.  For two weeks, I woke with the sun and painted until late at night, often sleeping at the studio.  It was fast, passionate, and intense.  I produced some of my best work.  I only saw Freddy in snippets during that time, when I collapsed in my own bed in my apartment a couple of nights a week.

      Opening up to Freddy—allowing him in—had changed something within me.  Forgiveness had healed me.  I thought I’d forgiven him a long time ago, but I realized I’d only pushed the hurt aside.  This time, I faced it head-on and realized that I didn’t need hurt to be an artist.  I didn’t need to carry pain with me everywhere I went.

      I’d never hated him—not really.  But saying it out loud had made me realize that I did forgive him for leaving.  I was glad he was back.

      I wanted him by my side.

      The energy in the gallery was shifting, too.  Excitement and anticipation for the exhibition mounted, with Gianni rushing to and fro as he organized everything.  Even Francesca and Marco—who I hadn’t seen in weeks—visited my studio.  They inspected my new paintings and said all the right things, congratulating me on my genius.

      Unease crawled up my spine until they were gone, and then bitterness coated my mouth for the rest of the day.  I couldn’t paint after their visit, and that scared me.

      The day before the gallery opening, Freddy showed up at my apartment with a small jewelry box.

      “Here’s the microphone and camera you’ll be wearing,” he said, opening the box to show me a beautiful, pendant necklace.  I ran my fingers over it, my heart skipping a beat at the thought of wearing a wire.  This was more dangerous than eavesdropping on conversations or spending additional time at the gallery.  This was more dangerous than peeking out of a window at those clandestine deliveries.

      This was real.

      I put on a brave smile and nodded.  “Okay.”

      “I’ll be there tomorrow.  Gianni is expecting me.  We’ll have two other agents at the exhibition and three teams outside.  You’ll be completely safe.”

      I nodded again, words sticking to my throat.

      “Don’t worry, Hailey, you’ll do great.  We just need you to act natural, and we’ll get a record of everyone who purchases the artwork.  Anyone that Gianni introduces to you—anyone that commissions a painting—we need to know about them.”

      “Okay,” I said, not able to manage more of a response than that.

      Freddy closed the box and wrapped his arms around me.  He kissed me slowly, gently—teasing my lips open and slowly working the tension out of my body.  I wrapped my arms around him and melted into his embrace, relishing the strength and safety of his touch.

      He undressed me slowly, his eyes darkening as he ran his fingers over my bare skin.  I expected him to say something—to be dominant, and rough, and dirty just like I loved him to be.

      But he wasn’t.  Instead, his hands barely brushed my skin, leaving a trail of goosebumps in their wake.  He teased my legs apart and touched me tenderly. Softly. Slowly.

      We made love on the living room floor, not saying a word to each other.  The fire burning in his eyes said enough.  His touch spoke volumes.  His kiss told me what I needed to know.

      Freddy cared about me.  He always had.

      And in three short months, he’d smashed my defenses wide open and made me fall in love with him all over again.  He grunted as he came inside me and I wrapped my legs around him, trembling.

      Whatever happened tomorrow, I knew Freddy was there for me.  I was safe.  I was loved.

      I was his.

      

      The night of the holiday exhibition, I was just as nervous as I had been for the first gallery opening back in September—but this time it was a different type of nerves.

      I was nervous about Freddy, about Gianni, and about what would happen after the exhibition.  Now that we suspected how the Russos were using the artwork, there was a real buzz to the investigation.  This exhibition would hopefully expose a lot of bad people, the Russos included.

      I slipped on another rented gown and fastened the pendant to my neck.  I touched it softly and then took a deep breath.  Showtime.

      This time, I wasn’t late.  My cab pulled up outside the Russo Art Gallery just as the bulk of the guests were arriving.  The wide, marble steps were as grandiose as ever.  The columns were illuminated in bright, white light instead of the previous multitude of colors. Another banner hung above the doors, with my name in huge letters alongside a few other artists.

      I wore an off-the shoulder black gown that swirled around my legs. As I climbed the steps, I was careful not to fall.  There were a lot more people here for tonight’s event, and as much as Freddy found my clumsiness endearing—plastic cups and all—I didn’t exactly want to make a show of it in front of an audience.

      My eyes scanned the stairs, the street, the guests around me—but I didn’t know if Freddy or the other agents were here.  I didn’t recognize anyone.

      Maybe it was better this way.  I was sure that it was done on purpose—because if I recognized too many people, and the Russos noticed my reaction, then I’d draw unwanted attention to them.  I was supposed to be a simple artist, not an undercover agent.

      My footsteps were confident as I climbed the stairs—more confident than I felt.  When I got to the door, Francesca Russo appeared at my side and kissed both cheeks.

      “Bravo, darling,” she crooned.  “Your works are a success once again.”

      I forced a smile and let her lead me deeper in to the bowels of the building.  I smiled politely, made all the right conversation, all the while scanning the room and hoping Freddy would arrive.

      He hadn’t prepared me for the waiting.  The anticipation.  The nerves.

      The tension in my body grew tighter as Gianni appeared with Liu Wei, the man from the hotel room.  They both greeted me with false warmth.  Their voices sounded distant in my ears as I tried my best to look normal.  Where was Freddy?

      Then, like a soothing energy, I felt his hand on the small of my back.  I knew it was him before I even turned to see him, letting out a sigh of relief.

      He wore a black tuxedo, with his hair slicked back and his bright green eyes taking everything in.

      “Gianni,” he said, shaking the man’s hand.  He was introduced to Liu Wei, and then all three of them turned to me.

      “Your work is resonating well, bella,” Gianni said with a wink.  “You’re quickly becoming one of our best-selling artists.”

      Wei nodded.  “I’ve already bought three.”

      My eyes bugged.  “Three paintings?”

      Freddy stiffened beside me, taking note of the sale.  I knew there was something else going on—that these men were dangerous—but a small, vain part of me wanted to believe them.  I wanted my art to sell.  I wanted to live my dream and prove to myself that I was worthy of success.  I no longer carried the LaFleur name, but I wanted Hailey Ford to prove my family wrong.

      I wasn’t a failure, a fuck-up, or a juvenile delinquent…

      …and then my father walked through the gallery doors, and my whole world fell to pieces.
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      Ten years ago, John LaFleur gave me enough money to set me up for college, on the one condition that I never speak to his daughter again.  Then, he disowned her and kicked her out of their home—just because she’d taken the blame for something I did.

      Now, he was here.

      I felt Hailey stiffen and alarm bells went off in my head.  Following her gaze, I saw John LaFleur standing in the doorway.  He looked ten years older, but no less imposing.  Teenage fears came rushing back to me, as if he were standing over me once again, telling me to leave town and never come back.

      I dropped my hand from Hailey’s back as panic started worming it’s way into my stomach.  If Hailey’s father saw me here, and if he openly recognized me, Gianni would realize that Hailey and I knew each other.

      And, if the Russos were planning on moving large amounts of paintings—each filled with payment for abducted girls, most likely—a revelation like that would be enough to spook them.  Our investigation would definitely be blown open.

      John LaFleur’s eyes scanned the room and I knew I had to get out of there.  It was the only chance I had to keep this operation afloat and make sure that Hailey wasn’t placed in more danger than she already was.  But before I could move, she gripped my hand—her nails digging into my skin.

      Hailey turned to look at me, her eyes full of fear.  Don’t leave, her face said—but I glanced back at the door, at John LaFleur sweeping his gaze over the guests, and I knew I had to.  Staying here would be putting her in danger.

      Her look killed me, but I tore my eyes away from hers and extracted my hand from her grip.  I felt her shake beside me, as if the movement had hurt her physically.

      “Excuse me,” I said with a small bow.  Hailey stared at me with wide eyes, full of fury, hurt, and betrayal.  I pinched my lips together and slipped away from them all.  Hailey would understand—she had to.  This time, I really was doing this for her.  Being together when her father found her amid the crowd would be too dangerous.

      When I reached the edge of the room, I saw John LaFleur spot his daughter and make his way toward her.  My heart thumped.  My palms were sweaty.  My mouth, dry.

      John LaFleur walked across the other side of the room to reach his estranged daughter, not sparing a look in my direction.

      I should have been relieved, but all I felt was shame.  Hailey’s shoulders rippled with tension as her father approached.  She didn’t look at me.  I could lie to myself and say that it was for the good of the operation—that she wasn’t looking at me because she wanted to be careful.

      But I knew the truth.

      I’d walked away from her as soon as her father had entered the room.  I’d left her on her own, trapped between the three most dangerous men in her life.  In her eyes, I’d walked away from her as soon as things became difficult, just like I had when we were kids.

      Once again, she was left there to pick up the pieces.  Once again, Hailey was the one in danger, and I was the one standing on the sidelines.

      Not this time, I wanted to scream.  I had to.  This time, I had to leave!

      I watched as her father interrupted their conversation and wrapped his daughter in an awkward hug.  Over his shoulder, her eyes met mine—full of hurt, fear, and betrayal.

      I did this for you.  I walked away because your father would have ruined everything.  There would have been no way to pretend that we didn’t know each other.

      But as I ducked out of the gallery and made my way back to Gary’s van, the same feelings plagued me as they had a decade ago.  Shame.  Guilt.  Fear.

      I was losing her… again.

      Gary grunted at me as I slid into the seat next to him.  He knew that Hailey and I were seeing each other, and I was pretty sure he could tell I was crazy about her.  I slipped a headset over my ears and started listening.  Through Hailey’s pendant camera, I could see her father’s face.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to… to congratulate you.  I never expected you to be so successful.”

      Hailey snorted and turned to Gianni.  “Gianni, this is my father, John.”

      They exchanged pleasantries and then there was some shuffling.  After a minute or two, I saw Hailey’s studio through the pendant camera as she whipped around toward her father.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?  I thought you said that I was a disgrace? That you never wanted to see me again?  Do you remember saying those words?  Because I remember them as if it was yesterday.”

      “Hailey, that was a long time ago.”

      “Not long enough.  Do you think you can just barge in here, right when my career is going well, and claim any sort of credit for it?”

      “I’m not here for credit.”

      “Oh, bullshit,” Hailey spat.  “You heard that your daughter is doing well at something you thought was going nowhere, and now you want to attach yourself to my hip and tell everyone what a great father you were.  Well, newsflash: you weren’t.”

      “Hailey, I’m not the one who made mistakes—”

      “Did you ever once ask me about them?  I wasn’t driving that car, Dad.  Freddy was.  I took the fall for him because I knew you’d ruin his life.  I didn’t think you’d ruin mine, too—but apparently I was wrong about that.”

      “You seem to have turned out okay.”

      “No thanks to you.”

      Her father stared at Hailey, and I wished I could see Hailey’s face.  The camera moved up and down as her chest heaved.

      Gary moved his headset off one ear and glanced at me.  “This sounds private.”

      My eyes were still glued to the screen.  I knew it was private.  I knew we were intruding.  But I just couldn’t stop watching.  This was all my doing.  The crash, Hailey taking the blame, her being disowned, and then a decade later being roped into this investigation—everything bad that happened to her was because of me.

      I knew I should have stayed away.  I kept feeding myself this bullshit about protecting Hailey—when the thing I should have done was to just tell her to run.

      “Hailey,” her father said.  His voice sounded hard.  “Are you telling me you took the blame for something that loser did?  Why would you do that?”

      “Because I thought you’d have my back.  I thought you’d protect me.  Turns out you cared more about your stupid reputation than you did about me.”

      “Hailey—”

      “You forced him to leave, didn’t you?  You did your best to make sure I was broken and isolated and alone before you threw me out.”

      There was a beat of silence.  “I’m sorry, Hailey.”

      “I’m sick of men apologizing to me.  I’m sick of you all.”  Hailey’s voice shook as she took a deep breath.

      “I didn’t force him to leave, Hailey.  I offered Finch a choice.”

      I held my breath, panic gripping my throat.  John LaFleur was about to tell Hailey about the money he’d offered me—about the contract.  I hadn’t had a chance to tell her yet, and I wanted to reach through the screen and strangle him.

      But as panic iced my veins, I knew I’d been a coward all over again by not telling Hailey.  I was going to tell her about the money.  In my own time, when she’d forgiven me.

      But I’d waited too long.  I’d been too scared.

      “I gave him enough money to pay for college if he chose to leave and never come back.  Either that, or stay by your side.  Freddy chose the money.”

      Hailey choked on a scream and she turned around.  She mumbled something else, but the screen went dark as her hand closed around the pendant.

      In a flash, I was out of the van and sprinting around the gallery building.  I skidded around the corner and made it to the studio door.  Banging my fists on it, I called out her name until my knuckles were red.  I nearly stumbled in when the door opened.

      Hailey stood there, fuming.

      “What?  Did you hear all that?  Are you here to apologize for walking away again?  For leaving me there on my own in the middle of all that?”

      “I had to leave, Hailey.  It wouldn’t have been safe for me to be there.  Gianni would have found out we knew each other from before.”

      “Yeah? Whatever, Freddy.”  Hailey thrust the pendant into my hands. “Here.”

      Then, she pushed past me, holding her jacket closed.  Her father stared from inside the studio.

      “Wait, Hailey.  I gave you my word that I’d protect you.”  My breath came in short, staggered gasps.  She needed to understand.  I held out my hands to her.  “I wouldn’t just drop that because your father showed up.  I walked away to keep you safe.”

      Hailey whipped around.  “Your word?  You gave me your word?  You also gave me your word that you’d stay by my side when I was accused of a manslaughter that you committed.  So, do you think your word means anything to me?  Your word doesn’t mean shit, Freddy.  So no—I will not wait around while you continue to make empty promises.  You know what I’m going to do?  I’m going to take all the money that you paid me, and all the money that Gianni paid me, and I’m going to use it to get the fuck out of here.  I’m going to go to Europe, or Japan, or somewhere that isn’t fucking here.  Somewhere far away from you.”

      Hailey’s eyes blazed.  “For once, Freddy, I’m the one who’s leaving with a pocketful of cash.”

      “Hailey—”

      “Goodbye.”

      I watched her walk away until I heard the studio door close behind me.

      I turned around. John LaFleur still stood there, staring at me.

      “Never thought I’d see you again, Finch.”

      “Fuck you.”

      He threw up his hands.  “I only told Hailey the truth.  Something which, apparently, you omitted.”

      His words stung, because they were true.  Anger boiled inside me.  “Why did you throw her out?  How could you do that to your own daughter, and then show up here like nothing happened?”

      “How could you walk away, and then show up here like nothing happened?”

      “Fuck you,” I said again.

      The old man just scoffed and brushed past me.  He didn’t follow his daughter, and neither did I.  If I made a scene tonight, not only would I lose Hailey, but I’d lose my job.  Maybe even my life.

      So, with my tail between my legs, I went back to the surveillance van and waited.
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      Anger felt good.  Being mad was the only thing gluing all the pieces of me together—the only thing keeping me from falling apart.  Anger coursed through my veins and kept my heart pumping.  It made my muscles twitch as I stomped away from Freddy and it made my spine stand as straight as a rod.

      Anger kept me going all the way out of the gallery and back to my apartment.  I didn’t let myself break.  Not yet.  For the second time in a few months, I tossed all my belongings into a duffel bag.

      This time, I didn’t wait to call Tanya.  She answered on the third ring and figured out pretty quickly that something was wrong.

      “Can I leave a bag at your house?”

      “Why? What’s going on?  What’s wrong with your new apartment?”

      “It was never my apartment.”

      “What do you mean?  Hailey…”

      “I just need to leave a bag at your place.”

      “Of course, yeah.  You need me to come pick you up?”

      “I’ll grab a cab.”

      I hung up, stuffing all my belongings into my bags.  I looked at my stack of sketchbooks and felt like throwing up.  The past two months had been a burst of creativity, and I knew it was all because Freddy had reappeared in my life.  But now, the thought of painting made me sick.

      I grabbed all the sketchbooks I could find and threw them in the trash.  I stared at them for a few seconds, wondering why I wasn’t feeling anything.  When I’d left Jayden, it had hurt enough to cry.  This time, it hurt too much to feel anything.  My body insulated itself against its own feelings.

      Next, I went to my laptop and transferred the rest of my money to my LaFleur bank account.  I had more money saved up than I’d ever had before, and I intended to use it all.  Every last dirty penny.  At least I should get some sort of enjoyment out of the torture I’d been through to earn it all.

      When I arrived at Tanya’s house, her face was lined with worry.

      “I’m going away,” I said.

      “Where?”

      “I don’t know yet.”

      Tanya kept talking, but I couldn’t hear her words.  I just grabbed my suitcase and gave her a kiss.  I squeezed my arms around her and inhaled the scent of her hair—the last bit of familiarity that I would have.

      “I need to go, Tanya.  I need to get out of here.  I need to see the world, get out of this place, and get as far away from Freddy as I can.  I love you.  Thank you for being there for me.”

      “Hailey, can’t you just get a haircut or something?  That’s the normal reaction to a broken heart.  Get a pixie cut and dye it pink.  It would look amazing on you—and I’m not just saying that because you’re freaking me out right now.”

      I laughed bitterly, shaking my head.  “I’ll send you a postcard.”

      Tanya bit her lip.  I knew she wanted to hold me back—but instead, she just hugged me one more time and let me go.

      That’s why I loved her.  Tanya was one of the only people that put her own feelings aside and thought about me.  She did what was best for me, not what she wanted to do.  Right now, she could tell that I needed some space—and while it might be crazy for me to skip town, she cared about me and had faith that I’d be all right.  I always was.

      In the cab to the airport, I scrolled through my phone.  I checked social media accounts for travel inspiration, and decided I wanted to go somewhere warm.  I settled on Barbados—for now.  Flights were extortionate this close to the holidays, so I might as well start somewhere relatively close.  After that, maybe I’d head to Europe.  I’d always wanted to go to Paris.

      From my phone, I booked the first flight to Barbados for the next morning—just as the cab pulled up to the airport.  I paid, and then walked through the sliding glass doors into the departure lobby.

      I found a row of seats to slump in while I waited.  Check-in wouldn’t open for hours.  It was silly to be here so early, but I didn’t care.

      I couldn’t stay in my apartment, because it reminded me of Freddy.  I couldn’t stay with Tanya, because she might convince me to stay.  So, instead, I slouched in an uncomfortable airport seat and waited for morning to take me to the Caribbean.

      

      I didn’t sleep at all, and the exhaustion helped to keep my emotions at bay.

      I wasn’t ready to process any of them—I just needed to get away.

      I kept myself together during check in, the flight, and right up until I finally checked into a little beach hut on the southwestern tip of the island.  There, I stared out at the white sand, clear blue water, and gently swaying palm trees. It was idyllic.  I inhaled the salty sea air and collapsed into bed.

      But I still couldn’t cry.  I tried.  It’s weird to say that, but I did.  I made the ugly-cry face and tried sobbing, but nothing came out.  I could feel a tornado of emotions burning inside me, but they stayed there, buried deep inside my chest.  They were killing me slowly from the inside, but there was nothing I could do to get them out.

      So, I just lay in bed, watching the ceiling fan go around, and around, and around above me until I finally fell into a hazy sort of sleep.

      Later, when I awoke, I drank from fresh coconuts and lay on the beach.  On a bed of white sand, I stared up at the cloudless sky and slathered myself in sunscreen.

      I called no one.  I felt nothing.

      I didn’t paint, or draw, or think about art at all.  It was like my soul had been ripped out of me the night of the exhibition, and there were no feelings left inside me.

      And I liked it.

      Finally, after about three weeks, I sent a postcard to Tanya.  I’m okay, I wrote.  I have a tan.

      Things I didn’t say:

      I’m numb.

      I’m empty.

      I’m broken.

      A postcard only has so much space, after all.

      Freddy crept into my dreams every night.  I’d wake up feeling the weight of his arm around my body, breathing his scent in my nose.  The love he’d woken up in me burned my heart like a hot coal.  If I breathed too deeply, it singed my flesh.

      So, I didn’t breathe deeply.  I just floated along, feeling as little as possible, breathing as little as possible, doing as little as possible.  I existed, but barely.

      After four weeks in Barbados, I decided to move on.  I went from island to island in the Caribbean, soaking up the sun and trying to forget that anything else existed.

      I drank at bars with other tourists and flirted with men, but still, I felt nothing.  I just stared out at a shifting slideshow of beautiful, tropical landscapes while my insides turned to ice.

      But I didn’t mind.  At least it didn’t hurt.

      When February rolled around, I finally crossed the Atlantic and made my way to the Mediterranean.  More beaches.  More palm trees.  More sand.  I went to France, making my way up to Paris when the weather warmed.  I went to the Louvre, bracing myself for the tidal wave of emotions that all the artwork would create.

      That never happened.

      Art had propelled my life for so long, but now it meant nothing to me.  I looked at the priceless art hanging on the walls, drifting from one painting to the next.  The Mona Lisa was smaller than I’d expected.  The colors were duller.  I didn’t see any beauty in it.

      I went to my hotel room that night and cried myself to sleep for the first time in months.
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      Gianni Russo spat in my face when I sat across from him in the interrogation room.

      The day after the exhibition, we’d caught him as he loaded a truck full of artwork. As we’d suspected, thousands of bundles of cash were strapped inside the canvasses.

      Hailey’s canvasses.

      Everything went exactly according to plan, and we were able to expose him and his parents—as well as Liu Wei and many other associates.  We even caught one of the Russo’s men at the airport with half a dozen girls they’d been planning to traffic.

      The investigation was a total success.

      Outside the Russo Art Gallery, we put Hailey’s art into evidence bags.  It made me sick to see it like that.  This piece of shit, Russo, had been using her all along, desecrating her art for months.

      Berkeley clapped me on the shoulder as Gianni was put in handcuffs.  Francesca and Marco were stopped at the airport, where they had tried to leave using another set of false passports.

      Like I said—total success.

      And I hated every second of it.  My entire career had led up to this point.  All my time in Zane and Chris’ shadows had been spent wishing for my own mission to spearhead.  I’d finally got that opportunity, and I’d executed it flawlessly. I know, because Berk told me.

      But it wasn’t flawless.  I’d hurt the one person I cared about—the one person who’d opened her heart to me after a decade apart.

      The one person I loved.

      So, I volunteered to personally interrogate Gianni Russo in custody.  When he snarled at me from across the table, I snapped.  I lunged for him, throttling him around the neck as I jumped over the table. I tackled him to the ground.  His chair clattered underneath us and I kicked it to the side.

      He punched me in the nose with his cuffed hands and I heard a distinct crunch.  The taste of my own blood only heightened my fury.  I wrapped my hands around his greasy little neck and squeezed, watching his eyes bulge as his head turned a satisfying shade of purple.  Bloodlust wasn’t something I’d experienced before, but now I knew what the word meant.

      I wanted Gianni’s blood.  I wanted to tear his jugular from his neck and watch it spray crimson across the walls until he took his dying breath.

      It took three agents to pull me off him, and I was shoved into an interrogation room of my own.  I paced back and forth—my blood pumping harder than it had in a long time.

      That fucking maggot.  He knew  what he was doing with Hailey.  He knew he was putting her in danger by having her in the center of his little trafficking network.

      But Gianni didn’t care.

      Well, I did.

      I cared a lot—but now Hailey was lost in the wind. She’d drained her bank account and taken off on a plane bound for Barbados.

      Yeah, I’d checked up on her.

      I ran my fingers through my hair and let out a breath as blood poured from my nose.  I touched it gingerly, wincing as a sharp pain penetrated my skull.  Definitely broken.  Great.

      The door opened.  Berkeley stood in the doorway—dark, and angry, and intimidating.

      “Badge.  Gun.”

      “Berk…”

      “Shut the fuck up, Finch.  Do you know what you’ve just done?  You could have compromised this whole investigation.  And I’d just been thinking of fucking congratulating you.  You’re on leave, effective immediately.”  Berk held out his hand as his nostrils flared.  My heart thumped.  The tension in the room heightened as he took a step toward me, and I finally cracked.

      I unclipped my holster from my belt and tossed it on the table, along with my badge.  Then I walked out the door and into the cold December weather.  I buried my chin into my chest, glancing to the side of the building; where Gary was smoking a cigarette.

      He nodded to me—a flash of understanding in his eyes.  The entire team would have seen or heard about my attack on Gianni by now.

      It might have cost me my job, but I wasn’t sorry. Russo had deserved it.  I hopped into my car and drove myself to the hospital.

      It took six hours of waiting before a doctor could see me.  It turns out that broken noses aren’t exactly triage priorities.  So, I just sat there in an uncomfortably small and hard chair and waited.

      My whole face throbbed.  I sighed painfully, closing my eyes and thinking of Hailey.

      I knew why she’d left, and that’s why I hadn’t tried to stop her.  How many times had Hailey talked about travelling the world?  Last week, I’d thought she wanted to do it with me.

      But that ship had sunk.  I was here on my own—without a woman, or a job, or a hope in the world to get my life back to the way it was.

      And I deserved nothing less.

      I stewed in my self-pity, mopping up the blood from my nose every few minutes.  I thought of Hailey’s laugh, her smell, her sex.  I thought of the way her eyes lit up when she was happy, and how peaceful she looked when she slept.

      I should have told her about the money.  I should have stayed by Hailey’s side when her father had come into the gallery that night.

      But I didn’t, and now I was alone.

      “You did a number on your nose, Mr. Finch,” the doctor said as he tilted my head from side to side.  “What happened?”

      “I tripped.”

      “Right.”  He arched an eyebrow at me, slipping off his blue latex gloves and tossing them away.  “I’m going to have to reset it, and you’re going to have to wear a splint on your face.”

      Suddenly, I was glad Hailey wasn’t in town.

      I nodded.  “Fine. Whatever”

      It hurt—a lot—but as the medical team worked on my nose, I embraced every bit of pain that flashed through my face.  I deserved this, and so much more.  The doctors and nurses patched me up and sent me on my way. I went straight home and wallowed.

      I’m not proud of it.  It took two, maybe three days for me to leave my house again.  I thought about drinking—about getting so drunk Hailey wouldn’t continue to invade my thoughts like a swarm of angry bees—but I didn’t.

      I hadn’t had a drink since my eighteenth birthday, and I wasn’t going to start now.  Nothing good came of it—I’d learned that, at least.

      Gary called me on the third day, and I didn’t answer.  I spent Christmas alone.  Berkeley came to my apartment the week after, and I told him that I quit.  I didn’t want to work this job anymore.  Chasing this CIA dream had only brought me pain, anguish, and made me lose the only woman that I’d ever really cared about.  I didn’t want it anymore.

      “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that,” Berk said, staring at me with narrow eyes.

      “Pretend all you want, Berk.  I’m not coming back.”  I stood up and turned away from him.  He sighed heavily behind me. I heard him stand.

      “Hey,” he said.  “If you ever change your mind…”

      I turned to see Berkeley offering an outstretched hand.  I shook it and nodded.  “I won’t, but thanks.”

      Berkeley left my apartment and he was the last person I talked to for another week.  I spent the rest of the holidays alone, too.  I drove by Hailey’s friend’s house, by her ex-boyfriend’s house, by Gianni’s studio.  I went everywhere that I could think of, but I never saw her.  Those hours I spent looking for her were the only time I regretted quitting my job.  If I’d still worked at the CIA, I’d have much better resources to find her.

      But I was just a civilian now.

      I browsed Hailey’s social media profiles so many times it was embarrassing, hoping she would post something—or give me some clue as to where she was.  She didn’t.

      By January, the agony inside me had dulled to just a stabbing pain that stung with every heartbeat.  My nose healed.  I still saw Hailey everywhere I went, even though I knew she wasn’t here.  I could feel her absence like a hole in my heart.

      At the end of January, I took a job at an IT company and worked a soulless, mind-numbing 9-to-5 job.  Numbing was good.  Soulless was good.  If I didn’t think at all, I wasn’t thinking of her.

      In May, she posted a picture from Paris on social media.  I couldn’t breathe for a few minutes.  I considered booking a flight right then and there, sweeping into her life and begging for her forgiveness at the foot of the Eiffel Tower…

      But then, I scoffed at myself and put my phone away.

      Instead, I jumped into my car and drove a few hours to the small town where this had all started.  When I parked outside of the LaFleur’s stately home, a sense of calm settled over me.  I touched my wallet, making sure it was still there.

      My steps were steady as they walked up the flagstones toward the wide porch.  I rang the doorbell, and Mrs. LaFleur opened it.

      She looked just the same – only a little greyer.

      Confusion and recognition flashed across her face as she looked me up and down.

      “Hi, Mrs. LaFleur.  Is John in?”

      Her jaw dropped as the realization hit her.

      “Freddy?”

      Mrs. LaFleur opened the door wide, smoothing her hands over her pants and staring me incredulously.  “Have you seen Hailey?”

      “Not for a couple months.  I’ve got some business to settle with your husband.”

      Mrs. LaFleur gestured to the hallway, and I knew she was leading me to his study.  When we were kids, John LaFleur’s study was a no-go zone.  The door was locked when he wasn’t in there, and when he was, we were not to bother him.

      I’d peeked through the door once or twice to see a huge, mahogany desk and leather wingback chairs.

      As Mrs. LaFleur knocked on the door, I felt like I was a teenager again.  My heart skipped a beat and I forced myself to take a deep breath.

      John’s voice called out through the door, and Mrs. LaFleur smiled at me before opening it.  The room engulfed me, suffocating me with John’s presence.

      And then, suddenly, I was mad.

      This man had manipulated me and intimidated me, and chased me out of town because I wasn’t good enough for his daughter—and then he’d disowned her.

      John hadn’t wanted me near his daughter, and he’d convinced me that it was best for me to take his money and leave—but he’d never once tried to get to know me.

      He’d never considered that I might be good for Hailey.

      But why would he care, when he obviously didn’t give a shit about her?

      John arched an eyebrow, his sharp blue eyes drilling into me.  The door closed softly behind me and I made my way to the desk.  Pulling out my wallet, I slid a check across the polished wood and nodded to him.

      “I accounted for inflation and interest.  Every penny I owe you.”

      John glanced at the check, both eyebrows rising sharply.  “It wasn’t a loan.”

      “No.  It was payment to stay away from your daughter.  I can’t promise I’ll do that, though, so I need to return the money.”

      “You’ve seen her?”

      “What do you care?  You only reappeared in her life when she started making a name for herself – a name that wasn’t LaFleur.”

      “Don’t speak to me like that, boy.”

      “Don’t call me boy, old man.”

      John harrumphed and ripped the check into four, neat pieces before flicking them back to me.  The scraps fluttered to the ground at my feet.

      “I’m not going to take your money.  Spend it on Hailey, if she’ll let you.  From what I remember, though, she wasn’t too keen on seeing you again.”

      Rage flashed through me.  He’d always been a self-serving, taunting bastard.

      For a second, I remembered how satisfying it had felt to wrap my hands around Gianni Russo’s throat…

      …but, instead, I shrugged my shoulders, turning on my heel and walking out of John LaFleur’s office.

      When I stepped back out into the sunshine, my lips tugged upward for the first time in six months.

      The weight of that money lifted from my heavy heart.  John LaFleur might not have accepted it, but at least I’d faced him.  I’d tried to give it back.  The power that his money had over me was finally gone, and I knew I was ready to move on.

      Hailey might never forgive me.  That was out of my hands.  Taking that money had been the biggest mistake of my life—but giving it back was the first step toward fixing that.

      And despite being such a fucking asshole, maybe John was right.  If he didn’t want the money, maybe I could spend it on something Hailey would appreciate.
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      Tanya’s birthday was July 20.  I flew home to surprise her, carrying a toy astronaut with me as a present.  I smiled at our inside joke.

      “Happy fiftieth anniversary of the moon landing!” I said as she opened the door. I presented her with the toy astronaut.  Tanya’s squeal was so high-pitched, I thought I heard glass break.

      My best friend threw her arms around me and crushed me in a vice-like hug.

      “Hailey!”

      “Happy moon landing.” I thrust the astronaut into her hands and she laughed, smacking my shoulder.

      “Not you, too.  My own father was more excited about the moon landing anniversary than about the birth of his only daughter.”  My face must have pinched at the mention of her father, because Tanya’s eyes widened.  “Sorry, babe.  I wasn’t thinking.”

      “Hey, who doesn’t have daddy issues,” I grinned.  “At least your father called you.”

      “Come in,” Tanya said, squeezing my arm.  “Tell me everything.  You’re so tan!  You look amazing.  Have you lost weight?  How many European men were dying to get with you?”

      I laughed.  Tanya’s two big dogs came clattering toward me and I knelt down to give them both some scratches.  Another, smaller dog came up behind him.

      “Hailey, meet Hudson.  He showed up at my doorstep a couple months ago, starving and riddled with fleas.”

      “And you just had to help him, didn’t you?  You love a lost cause.”  I winked, pointing to myself.

      Tanya ignored me, scratching Hudson behind the ears.  She scooped him up and nuzzled his face.  “He didn’t have a collar or a microchip and was shivering so hard it took almost four hours to warm him up.  Poor little guy—but now he’s found a home.”

      “I guess there’s hope for all of us.”

      Tanya looked at me sideways.  “Good to hear you’re still a ray of sunshine.  Come on.”  She led me to her guest room.

      I gasped when she opened the door.  Not only had she held the other suitcase I’d dropped off here, but every single half-finished canvas from the studio was stacked up against the walls.  My paints, brushes, sketchbooks… Everything was here.

      “They dropped it all off after the Russos were arrested.  Said it wasn’t relevant to the investigation, and you had me down as your next of kin.  I thought you might show up on my doorstep at some point, so I kept it here for you.”

      My eyes watered.  I hadn’t touched a paintbrush in over seven months—and the sight, and smell, and feel of the canvas was already drawing me in.  I glanced at Tanya, shaking my head.  “It’s supposed to be your birthday, and I feel like I’m the one getting the presents.”

      “You’re home, and I’ve got this little guy,” she said, waving the astronaut.  “Come on, get ready, and then we’re going out for some food and drinks.  I’m meeting some friends in town.”

      I smiled.  “Okay.”  Tanya closed the door, and I heard her talking to her dogs through it.  I made a slow spin around the room, sighing.

      I had been nervous about coming back, but I shouldn’t have been.  After a few months away, I was ready to be here again.  I was ready to paint—to try to get this career back off the ground. This time, without the help of a criminal fairy godfather like Gianni Russo, or his parents.

      I would do it on my own—like I should have done from the beginning.

      After a quick shower and a change of clothes, Tanya and I hopped in a cab.

      “Oh,” she said, “also—apparently the sales of all your paintings that weren’t related to that whole human trafficking thing were still valid.  The CIA guy told me they tried to deposit the money in your bank account, but it was closed.  There’s something like sixty grand waiting for you.”

      My eyes bugged.  “Sixty grand?”

      “After the bust, your paintings got really valuable,” she said.  “I had someone track me down at home and ask me to buy your unfinished work.  You’re like, really famous.  That whole disappearing act was a stroke of genius.  Much better than a haircut.”

      I laughed, frowning.  Tanya laughed too.  We both shrugged, and I vowed to deal with it the next day.  Right now, we were celebrating the moon landing—and Tanya’s birthday.

      

      Tanya was right about my reputation.  When I logged into my website for the first time in months, my inbox was flooded with emails.  I contacted the number that she’d been given for the CIA administrator, and it only took about a week to have the funds deposited into my bank account.

      It was enough to get me started.  I rented a small studio space and convinced Tanya to let me pay rent.  The first time I held a paintbrush in my hand again, standing in my bright new studio, nerves fluttered in my belly.  The brush felt heavy—but I swirled it into a glob of paint and felt my soul sing.

      The numbness inside me faded away, and I could feel again.  That first day, I painted right through the night—only stopping when the sun came up.  In three days, I had a new piece.  I stuck it up on my website for an exorbitant price—and it sold within two hours.

      I couldn’t believe it.

      Tanya was the only one I trusted, so she took on some management work for me.  The first six weeks I spent stateside again, I did little else except eat, sleep, and paint.

      And it felt good.

      Something had changed in me while I was away.  I’d spent almost seven months by myself—travelling, trying new foods, and having new experiences… and it had been fine.

      I’d survived.

      I’d been on my own, with no plan and no future, but it had worked out.  For the first time in my life, I’d really, truly believed in myself.  I hadn’t need someone else to hold my hand or support me.

      And now? I felt the same. I realized I could paint and be respected as an artist all on my own—because I was good at it.

      Saying those words was a revelation.  I was an artist, and I was good.

      I even allowed myself to think of Freddy.  As cliché as it sounds, everything happens for a reason, and I could see that in my life, too.

      Freddy had come back into my life and brought everything to a head.  All the corruption and sickness buried deep in my heart had bubbled up to the surface, and I’d been able to get it out.

      It sucked, and it hurt, but I could feel myself healing.

      Standing on my own two feet, I survived.

      I even spoke to my father for the first time in years, ready to try to have a relationship with him.  I wasn’t the weak little girl that he’d thrown out, and he seemed to have mellowed with age.

      Tentatively, I met him and my mother for coffee, and then lunch, and finally a dinner back at the family home.  All at my own pace, all within my own boundaries, and all because I owed it to myself to do it on my own terms.

      For the first time in my life, I wasn’t scrambling, or begging for scraps of someone’s attention.  I didn’t need it.  I had myself.

      But sometimes, late at night, in the stillness of my bedroom, I thought there was something missing.  I found myself thinking of Freddy—of that breathless exhilaration that he’d inspired in me.  I braced myself for the pain that always appeared whenever I thought of him, but it never came.  The only thing I felt was a faraway kind of longing.

      When September rolled around again – a year from when Freddy had first reappeared in my life—Tanya organized a brand-new gallery opening for me.

      This was the first true exhibition I’d had since I was back—I wasn’t as nervous as I had been the year before.

      This was what I did.  I was an artist.  I painted.

      And I was good.
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      My palms were sweaty and my shirt collar strangled me.  My shoes were so heavy they felt like they were made of lead.  Everything in my body told me to turn around and walk away.

      Everything—except my heart.

      I was drawn to that gallery opening, just as I’d been drawn inside the first one, almost exactly a year ago.  This time, though, I knew what I was getting myself into.  I knew Hailey would be there, and I knew that if she was still mad at me, it would crush me for months.

      But I’d get to see her, and that would be worth it.

      I smoothed my hair down and took a deep breath before walking in.  Clasping my hands behind my back, I scanned the gallery for any sign of Hailey.  Not seeing her, I started walking around the room.  The doors had only opened an hour earlier, but already most of the paintings had little sold stickers next to them.  I smiled.

      If anyone deserved success, it was her.

      Then, the room got hotter and the air was pushed out of my lungs.  Hailey walked in—late, as usual—wearing a deep, burgundy gown with a plunging neckline and a dazzling smile.  A bolt of lightning passed through my heart and that little voice inside my head started screaming.

      You’re not worthy.  You should leave.  You don’t deserve her.

      That might have been true, but I could still watch her for a minute before I left.

      Everything was brighter.  The colors around me were all more vivid.  All the noise around me dimmed and all I could see was her.

      And then Hailey looked right back at me.

      The force of her gaze almost knocked me back, and the only evidence that I was still alive was the thumping of my heart in my chest.  I gulped.

      Hailey floated toward me. I watched her move like a goddess as she cross the gallery floor.  Her cheeks turned pink and she stopped, barely a foot away from me.

      “My dad told me what you did,” she said.

      I frowned.

      “With the money.”

      “Oh,” I said.  “Yeah.  Long time coming.  He didn’t take it.”

      “No,” Hailey laughed.  “He’s too proud.  He’d never take your money.”

      We stared at each other.  “How was your trip?” I asked, as if we were old friends catching up.  As if my entire universe didn’t hang on her smile.

      “It was good.  I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “Is it okay that I came?”  My voice squeaked.

      Hailey smiled, and my heart sang.  “Yeah,” she said.  “Yeah, it’s fine.”

      I opened my mouth to say more, but the music died down. I heard someone tapping on a microphone.  Hailey and I turned toward the noise, and her beautiful smile widened at the sight of the woman with the microphone in the center of the room.

      “Thank you for coming tonight,” the woman said.  “For those of you who don’t know, I’m Tanya—Hailey’s friend and manager.”

      I glanced at Hailey as the woman kept talking.  Hailey glowed with a strength I’d never seen in her before.  I still felt that pull in the pit of my stomach for her, but I didn’t move toward her.  The whole room was staring at her. This was her moment.

      “… and I’ve just heard that, thanks to an anonymous donor, Georgetown University has endowed a scholarship in Hailey’s name.” There was surprised, delighted applause from across the gallery.

      Hailey gasped.

      I froze.  ‘Anonymous’ didn’t seem so anonymous now.  Hailey breathed deeply, her eyes widening.  She scanned the room as she walked toward the microphone, and I took the opportunity to slide toward the exit.  Hailey was halfway through her speech when I made it to the door.

      I chanced one last glance at her, and from across the gallery, our eyes locked.

      Understanding suddenly flashed across her face—the moment before I ducked out of the door. I stepped into the cool, autumn breeze and was halfway down the block before I heard her voice calling from behind me.

      “Freddy!  Wait!”

      I waved a hand and kept walking.

      I didn’t know why I was running away.  I didn’t want her to know that I was the one who’d started the scholarship fund at Georgetown.  It was only small—not enough to put anyone through art school—but it still had her name on it.

      I’d found a way to use the money John had given me to honor Hailey.  It felt like the right thing to do with it—the only way to make it pure again.

      But now, with Hailey chasing me out of her own art exhibition, I wasn’t so sure.

      What if she thought I was being presumptuous?  What if she still hated me?  We’d been civil to each other in there, sure—but that didn’t mean she wanted anything else to do with me.

      But then, her hand wrapped around my arm and I stopped.

      I turned to look at Hailey, breathless.  She didn’t hesitate—leaning in to brush her lips against my cheek before I could even think to stop her.

      I inhaled vanilla and roses and everything I’d ruined. Everything I’d lost.

      But then, her hand came to rest on my shoulder and my whole body was bathed in fire.

      “Thank you,” Hailey said softly as she squeezed my arm.  “You used the money that my dad had given you, didn’t you? The money he refused to take back?”

      “You weren’t supposed to know.”

      Hailey laughed, shaking her head.  “That’s really sweet of you.”

      “I’m sorry for everything, Hailey,” I stammered. “I’m sorry for leaving you in the gallery with your dad, and for putting you through everything with the Agency before that.  The last thing I wanted to do was hurt you again—but everything I did seemed to be the wrong thing.”

      Hailey took a deep breath.  Goosebumps spread over her arms and she rubbed her hands to sooth them.  I took my jacket off and draped it over her shoulders.

      She smiled.  “Thanks.  Smells like you.”

      “Is that a good thing?”

      “Yeah,” she laughed.  “It’s a good thing.”

      On that late September evening, under the glow of the streetlights, I knew my life would never be complete without her.  Hailey stared at me as her eyes sparkled—and then she took a step closer to me and put her hand on my shoulder again.

      It swept back to the nape of my neck as she pulled me into her.

      Hailey kissed me—and my world was complete.

      I tucked my arms under my jacket, draped over her shoulders, and my hands found her waist, her ass, her hips.  I sank my fingers into her body and sighed as everything finally felt right again.

      No one else had this effect on me.  No one else could ever make me feel this way with just one look, one kiss.

      Hailey pulled away, blushing.  “Sorry,” she said.  “I just wanted to kiss you.”

      “Never apologize for kissing me.  Does this mean you want…”

      “I don’t know what it means,” she said with a wry smile.  “It just means I wanted to kiss you.”

      “Would you want to kiss me some more?  Perhaps every day for the rest of your life?”

      She laughed, the sound of it healing another hole in my heart.  I laughed with her, leaning my forehead against hers.  We swayed from side to side on the sidewalk, dancing to music that only we could hear.  Eventually, she pulled away from me, smiling as she opened her mouth to say something.

      Her smile turned to horror as I heard dragging footsteps behind me.  I turned just in time to get punched square in the nose… again.

      I stumbled back with a yell.

      “Jayden!” Hailey screamed.

      “Hands off her, dickhead,” the man said as he came at me.  “Hailey is mine.” He smelled of stale beer and threw another heavy punch at my head.

      This time, I was ready.  I dodged it easily and hit him with a left hook.  His jaw made an awful cracking noise and he stumbled to the side.  Hailey screamed.

      Jayden came stumbling toward me again, and once more I blocked him easily.  I could sense Hailey’s panic, so I didn’t punch him this time.  Instead, I used his momentum against him—grabbing Jayden’s hand and swinging it behind his back.

      In a flash, he was on the ground—his hands pinned and my knee pressing down in the middle of his back.

      “Eat dirt, asshole,” I snarled.  “Come anywhere near Hailey again and I’ll fucking kill you.”

      “Both of you, stop it,” Hailey said.  I looked up to see her shaking.  Her eyes flashed and I slowly lifted myself up off her ex.

      Jayden stood up, wavering on his feet.  “Hailey…”

      “Jayden, we broke up a year ago.  What are you doing here?”

      “We belong together.”  His voice was pitiful.

      Hailey sighed.  “No, we don’t.  What is it with men tonight?  Is it a full moon or something?”

      Jayden whimpered, but Hailey just shook her head.  I’ll admit it, even I felt sorry for him—and that’s after the fucker had just sucker punched me in the face.

      Jayden gave Hailey big, puppy-dog eyes and I knew exactly how he felt.  Losing Hailey was agony.  But, to his credit, he turned around and walked away.

      He gave me one last venomous look, but he said nothing else. A moment later, he stumbled around the corner and was gone.

      Hailey put her hand on my arms and another on my chin, tilting my face to hers.  Her eyebrows drew together.  I probably looked like a mess.  I could taste blood, and I knew my nose was gushing.

      “I’ve got tissues in my pocket,” I said, gesturing to the jacket she still wore.  Hailey found them and helped me mop up my face, shaking her head.

      “Why did you go and do that, Freddy?  Look at your face.”

      “I thought he was coming at you.  I wasn’t going to let anyone touch you.”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      “Either that, or I’m in love.” I found her gaze.  “Same thing, isn’t it?”
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      When I brought Freddy to the hospital, the staff recognized him right away.

      “Tripped again, did you?”  The doctor arched his eyebrow.

      Freddy groaned in response.  When the doctor walked away, I stared at him.

      “What did he mean, ‘tripped again’?”

      “I may or may not have lunged at Gianni Russo the day after you left—and he may or may not have broken my nose.”

      “Freddy!”

      “At this rate, I’m going to be one ugly motherfucker.  Protecting you is hard work.”

      “Protecting me?” I scoffed.  “Is that what you call it?  When Gianni punched you, I was probably out of the country.”

      “Protecting your honor, then.”  He grinned.

      I laughed, shaking my head.  I hadn’t acknowledged the whole ‘love’ thing that Freddy had said before, but my heart hadn’t stopped thumping ever since Jayden had stumbled away.  I’d rushed inside to tell Tanya I had to leave, grabbed my stuff, and then brought Freddy straight to the hospital.

      It wasn’t exactly how I’d envisioned my first independent exhibition, but as Freddy and I settled into waiting room seats and he intertwined his fingers in mine, it still felt perfect.

      I wasn’t mad at Freddy anymore.  How could I be?  I was in love with the man—and, as he said, being in love and being an idiot weren’t all too different from one another.

      In our time apart, I’d done some thinking.  I knew Freddy had walked away from my father to protect me.  I knew he’d regretted taking my father’s money—but I’d never expected him to do something like start a scholarship in my name with it.

      I guess we weren’t just stupid kids anymore.

      Even as Jayden had stumbled up to us, I’d known that I loved Freddy.  My ex had stank of booze and made an ass of himself—but in that moment, all I cared about was Freddy’s safety.

      So, like I said, idiot.

      But I was a happy idiot, waiting at the hospital for Freddy to get his nose fixed—again, apparently.  We found out that because it had been broken once before, he’d need surgery this time or else risk having breathing problems in the future.

      “Try not to trip so much,” the doctor warned him, unamused.  Freddy just squeezed my hand as I rested my head on his shoulder.

      Being so close to him made my heart thrum happily.  I stayed at the hospital all night, throughout his surgery, and I brought him home the next day.

      Tanya arched an eyebrow, but I ignored her—leading Freddy straight back to my bedroom to lay him down on my bed.

      I heard the clattering of dog’s feet and the door close as Tanya took them out for an impromptu walk.  I smiled, knowing she’d done it to give us some privacy.

      I sat on the edge of the bed, pushing a strand of hair off Freddy’s forehead.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Perfect.”  His hand swept over my hip and I leaned into him, sighing.  It felt good to be here with him.  Resting my head against Freddy’s chest, I listened to his heartbeat and let him drift his hand back and forth on my bare arm.

      Freddy reached up to my chin and brought his lips to mine.  It was awkward with his splint, and I saw him wince as I accidentally touched his nose with mine.

      “Sorry.”

      “I don’t care,” Freddy said.  “You’re here—and I can hardly believe it.”

      “Life sucked without you,” I heard myself say, breathless. His arms tightened around me and he kissed me again.  After a long night at the hospital, we held each other and fell asleep together.

      

      From then on, we didn’t spend a night apart.  It was easy with Freddy.  Now that I felt confident in myself and in my life, making myself vulnerable with him felt right.

      We were both imperfect, but we were perfect for each other.  I painted, and he worked.  We found a little apartment that we both loved and moved in right before the holidays.

      The first day in our new place, we made love like animals.  I’d suspected Freddy had been holding back when we were living with Tanya, but now we were truly alone, it was obvious.  He unleashed himself, and made me come over and over again, saying sweet and dirty things in my ear.

      I wrapped myself around him, holding on tight to the only man who’d ever made me feel complete.

      I didn’t need him anymore—not like I’d needed men before—but I wanted him.  That was so much more powerful.

      When we lay together in our new bedroom, staring at each other, there was such serene calm in my heart that I couldn’t keep the smile off my face.

      “What?” Freddy asked, touching his now slightly bent nose to mine.

      “I love you, is all.”

      “I love you too, Hailey.  Always have, always will.”

      “Just stop getting your nose broken on my behalf.”

      He grinned.  “If I’ve learned anything, it’s that I’m not going to make promises I can’t keep.”

      I giggled as he swept me up in his arms, holding me against his chest.  I breathed in the scent of his skin and kissed the crook between his collarbone and his neck.

      In his arms, I was happy, I was home, and I was whole.
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      I hang up the phone and breathe a sigh of relief.  Clutching my phone to my chest, I turn to my sister and nod.

      “I got the job.”

      “Woohoo!” Jenna jumps up and down.  The soapy spatula she was washing drips over the kitchen floor, but she ignores it.  “Congratulations!  I was sure you’d get it.”

      “I wasn’t.”  I push the hair off my forehead and blow the air out of my lungs.  I slump down at the kitchen table.  “Thank God.  I’ll have enough to pay rent for February.”

      Jenna slides her arm across my shoulders and hugs me.  I wince as pain shoots through my right side, but I try to hide it.

      “I’m happy for you, Nicole.”  Her eyes crinkle as she smiles.  “That’ll take some pressure off.”

      “Yeah, now I can replace financial stress with work stress.”

      “Don’t be so pessimistic,” she laughs.  “Come on.  Things are looking up!”

      I nod and try to smile.  “Yeah, they are.”  At least I won’t have to worry about the debt collectors coming to knock down my door.  I’ll be able to start making payments on these medical bills—maybe even more than the minimum payment.  Paralegal salaries aren’t amazing, but they’re better than the zero I’ve been making so far.

      “Did she tell you what the salary will be?” Jenna asks, reading my mind.  She returns the spatula to the sink and keeps washing.

      I nod.  “Fifty-two grand a year to start, plus benefits.”

      Jenna smiles.  “I knew this would work out.  I can see a light at the end of the tunnel.  I’m going to make some tea.  You want some?”

      “Sure.”  I force a smile.  She must be further ahead of me in this tunnel, because I still don’t see any light.  I shift in my seat, taking a deep breath as pain shoots through my side.  I stand up and take a few steps to try to loosen it up.

      “Still sore?” Jenna frowns at me as she fills the kettle.

      “Yeah.  I ran out of pain medication last week.  Once I get paid at this job, I’ll get some more, but these next few weeks will be a little rough.”

      “I’ll cover the next batch of medication, Nic.  I hate seeing you like this.”

      I shake my head.  “You were just telling me about all the expenses with the kids.  I’m not going to be your third child,” I grin.  “I’ll be fine.  It’s not that bad.”

      Jenna nods as I walk back and forth to try to ease the aches pulsing through the side of my body.  Ever since the accident last year, my whole body has rebelled against me.  My sister watches me and shakes her head.

      “If I ever find the coward that did this to you, I will kill him myself,” she says.  “He didn’t even stop to see if you guys were okay!  Who knows what would have happened if the ambulance had gotten there sooner?  Jack might have lived! And don’t get me started on the insurance company.”

      A plate clatters in the sink as Jenna shakes her head.

      Grief carves out another piece of my heart as I take a deep breath.  Jenna’s still angry—maybe I would be, too, if this had happened to her.  But it happened to me, and mostly I just feel exhausted.

      When the car hit us, Jack died instantly.  That’s what the doctors told us, anyway.  My sister doesn’t believe them.  We were told that my husband and I sat on the side of the road for fifteen to thirty minutes before we were found by another driver.  It took another ten minutes for the ambulance to arrive.  My injuries were severe, but I was able to keep my life.  My back was broken and I had a severe concussion, but I wasn’t paralyzed.

      I was lucky, the doctors said.

      Lucky.

      For many dark months after the accident, when I was learning how to walk again, I wondered if Jack got the better bargain.  Why would I want to live in a world where he doesn’t exist?  He was the love of my life, and now he’s gone.

      Things would be easier if Jack’s life insurance policy had paid out by now, but the company keeps stalling.  It’s been a year, and they still haven’t accepted my claim.  They keep asking me for Jack’s medical records over and over.  They won’t give me a straight answer, and fear gnaws at my stomach.  If they try to reject my claim, the future is going to be bleak.

      Tears smart in my eyes as I sit down again.  Jenna sighs.

      “Oh, Nicole, I’m sorry.  I got carried away.  I just get so mad when I start thinking about it.”

      “I know.”

      She puts her hands on her hips.  “Look, you’ll start working and things will get better.  The hospital will stop hassling you when you start making payments.  You’ll get health insurance with the job.  You might even meet a sexy hot-shot lawyer!”

      I snort, shaking my head.  “Not interested.  I never liked the hot-shot lawyers at my last firm.  Too full of themselves.”

      Plus, looking at anyone in a romantic way would feel like I was cheating on Jack.

      “Well, maybe there will be another paralegal that you can befriend.  You’ll get out and start meeting people again!  Even if it’s just work, it’ll be good for you.”

      “Yeah,” I reply, mostly so that she’ll stop talking about it.  Jenna puts a cup of tea in front of me and sighs.  I love my sister, but her eternal optimism is exhausting.  I’m in a deep, dark hole that she will never understand.

      The front door flies open and the pitter-patter of little feet accompanies the giggles of small children.  My niece and nephew, Gabby and Taylor, come tumbling into the kitchen like two bowling balls.  Jenna scoops them up and covers them with kisses as they laugh, squirming in her arms.  Taylor, the younger one, presents her with a drawing he made in school.

      My brother-in-law appears in the doorway.  He kisses Jenna and asks about her day.  Suddenly, I feel like an intruder in their happy life.  When Christian lovingly wraps his arms around Jenna, it feels like I’m suffocating.  Every time I look at my sister’s happiness, it feels like I’m staring directly at the midday sun.  It’s blinding.

      That used to be me.  I used to be the one with a happy marriage, a happy life, and a loving husband.  We’d been talking about kids, too.

      Now all I’ve got is crushing loneliness and overwhelming medical bills.

      And a new job, I guess.

      I push myself off my chair, leaving my tea untouched.  “I’m going to head to the pool.”  I smooth my hands on my jeans, clearing my throat.  “Good to see you guys.”

      “You don’t want to stay for dinner?” Jenna asks, surprise etched on her face.

      I smile and shake my head.  If only she knew how painful that would be for me.

      “Gotta do my workout.  The physio says I’ve been making great progress.”

      “Okay.” She stares at me with those big, brown, motherly eyes of hers, and all I want to do is run away.  She hugs me again, more gently this time.  “Taylor!  Gabby!  Say goodbye to Auntie Nicole.”

      My niece and nephew leave big, sloppy kisses on my cheeks.  Christian waves at me, and I finally escape out the front door.  I get to my car and let out a sigh.

      Guilt creeps into my heart when I watch them through the window.  Jenna has been so supportive, even though her life is hectic.  She’s always checking up on me and making sure I have everything I need.  She’s loaned me so much money that it makes my head spin.

      And yet, being at her house makes me feel like I’m drowning in my own grief.  It makes me feel selfish and ungrateful.

      It makes me sad.

      I sigh and turn the key in the ignition.  I wasn’t lying to her, at least.  I am going to go to the pool, and the physio has been impressed with my progress.  So, at least my guilt won’t be compounded with a lie.  As soon as I turn the corner and put her house behind me, I breathe a sigh of relief.
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      I look up when there’s a knock on the door.  Kelly, my assistant, pokes her head in.

      “These came for you,” she says, lifting a bouquet of flowers.  My heart squeezes, and I nod.

      “Just put them on the table there,” I say, gesturing to the coffee table.  My office has a plush seating area next to the bookshelves, and I typically like to keep it clear of clutter.  Kelly nods quietly and arranges the flowers before slipping out.  I say nothing, turning instead to the stack of papers in front of me.

      We have a tough case load at the firm right now, and I’m starting to feel snowed under.  I glance at the bouquet of flowers and sigh.  I push myself back from my large oak desk and stand up.  My legs feel stiff, and I stretch my back out.  I’ll need to go for a swim or a run tonight—something to loosen up.

      First, though, I walk over to the large bouquet of white lilies and pluck the card from the blooms.  The scent from the flowers is nauseating.  As soon as I smell a lily, my mind zips back to that day one year ago, when my whole world changed.

      
        
        My condolences, Marty.
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      I sigh, tossing the card aside.  I know she’s trying to keep the memory of Brianne alive, but all I want to do is forget.  Especially today.

      The year has been a blur.  I went back to work right away and buried myself in case after case.  It helps me forget about the lonely house and lonely life that I’ve been left with.  It’s not all bad, though. Working so hard means I made partner at one of the biggest law firms in Colorado.

      Not bad for a thirty-two-year-old man.  When I graduated from law school, I didn’t think it would happen so fast.

      I didn’t think I’d be a thirty-two-year-old widower either, but hey.  Things change.

      I look at the lilies for a few more moments and feel the armor around my heart harden a little bit more.

      I sit down at my desk again and try to focus on the stack of papers in front of me.  My eyes keep drifting to the bouquet of flowers, though, and soon I’m grabbing my jacket and heading for the door.  I thought I’d made it through today unscathed, and then my mother had to go and be thoughtful.  How rude of her.

      I grab the vase on the way out.  I consider tossing the whole thing in the garbage, but that feels disrespectful.  So instead, I put it on the firm’s front desk.  Brianne would have liked that.  She always brightened up a room, and she was always the first person people noticed.

      I take a deep breath and turn away from the flowers, heading for the elevator.

      I need to get out of here.  I need to wash the smell of the lilies off my body and I need to exhaust myself physically so that I can get a couple hours of sleep tonight.

      That’s what happens when you lose your wife and unborn child.  It tends to change a person.

      In the aftermath I’ve been so numb inside that I worked myself to the bone.  I made partner at the firm, so it’s all worth it, right?

      I mash the elevator buttons and sigh.  When the doors close and the nauseating stench of lilies dissipates, I breathe a sigh of relief.

      

      When I pull into the pool parking lot, my shoulders relax.  After an hour or so here, my body will be tired enough to shut off my brain.  This is my safe place.  It’s the place where Brianne’s memory doesn’t invade my thoughts without warning.

      It’s busy tonight—there must be some group lessons going on.  I turn down one aisle of the parking lot just as another car comes toward me.  It’s an old beat-up Honda Civic, and I can hear from all the way over here that the engine isn’t in good shape.  

      I can tell the Civic is vying for the one free parking space between us.

      I don’t know if it’s work stress, or the flowers, or just the fact that today is today, but anger flares in my chest.  That should be my parking space.  Not some shitty rust bucket in need of an oil change.

      I press on the accelerator, but I’m too late.  The car slides into the spot and my rage burns hotter.  I roll past slowly, waiting for the parking-space-stealer to show himself.  

      Someone gets out of the car and I can’t help myself.  I pull my handbrake and hop out.

      “That was my parking space,” I call out as I take a step toward the Honda.

      The person has their head in the back seat, rummaging around for something.  I take a couple steps toward the car, and finally a head pops up above the Honda’s rusty old roof.

      I almost yelp in surprise.  The woman looks exactly like Brianne.

      Well, not exactly.  She’s taller, and her hair is dark brown whereas Brianne’s was almost blonde.  This woman’s lips are fuller.

      But it’s her eyes.

      She arches her eyebrow and looks at me from the other side of her car.  Slamming the back door closed, she slings her bag over her shoulder and starts walking toward the back of the car.  She looks on the ground and then pokes her head toward the front of her car.

      Finally, she turns back to me.  I fold my arms across my chest, and her eyes flick to my biceps.  I flex—I can’t help it.

      “Don’t see your name on it.”

      Her voice is like sarcasm dripping in honey.  I imagine slamming her against the back of the car and running my hands up between those long legs of hers.  I’d teach her a lesson about talking back.

      “You know full-well that I was heading for it.”

      “I didn’t even see you until you drove by,” she scoffs.  She folds her arms over her chest, mimicking my movement.  “You think being on the other end of the parking lot entitles you to all the spaces?”

      She glances at my car, shaking her head.  “Typical BMW driver.”

      Blood rushes between my legs.  My cock is rock hard as I stare at her perfect lips.  Her steely grey eyes stare at me, defiant.  I’m almost impressed.  No one talks to me like this—ever.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”  I arch my eyebrow, taking a step toward her.

      She waves her hand at my car, shaking her head.  “You’re all entitled pricks.”

      Shock silences me.  Who is this chick?

      She stares at me, challenging me to answer.  Her long, slender fingers drum on her bicep as she waits for me to say something.  I can’t though.  I’m too busy wondering what those fingers would look like wrapped around my cock.

      “As much as I’m enjoying this little staring contest,” she says, dropping her arms to her sides, “I’ve got some swimming to do.  Or do you own the whole pool, too?”

      “What if I did?”  Great comeback.

      She just rolls her eyes and walks toward the building.  My eyes follow her, dropping down to the movement of her ass as she walks away.

      “Enjoying the view?” She calls out without turning around.

      Anger burns a hole in my chest. Who the fuck does she think she is?  I jump back into my car and rage as I find another parking space.

      All I wanted to do was come to the pool and swim some laps to cool down.  I didn’t ask for this!  First, she steals my parking space and then she gives me that fucking attitude.

      I turn off the car and tighten my hands on the steering wheel.  My knuckles turn white as I try to understand what’s going on inside me.

      Maybe it’s just anger and adrenaline.  This is just a rage boner.  It’s not the way her eyes glided over my body, or the way she walked away from me.  It’s not the way her voice zipped through my body like a bolt of lightning.

      I wish I could bury my cock inside her and fuck the sarcasm right out of her voice.  My chest heaves, and I close my eyes.

      I’m just mad.  I’m stressed about work.  I’m stressed about today.

      I look down at my crotch and take a deep breath.  I squeeze my eyes shut, and all I can see is that sassy, irreverent, foul-mouthed beauty.

      When my body has cooled down enough to walk into the building, I grab my bag and stomp toward the entrance… toward her.
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      Adrenaline courses through my veins as I near the building.  My cheeks feel red and my heart is thumping.  I resist the urge to look back at the man.

      How dare he come out and accuse me of stealing his parking space?  First of all, who does that?  And second of all, I did no such thing!

      I clearly had my turn signal on before he did.  I was the first one to get to the parking spot.  How could he think he owned it?!

      Never mind the fact that his eyes were blazing with danger, and his whole body screamed sin.  Never mind the fact that his biceps strained against his crisp white shirt.  Never mind how he was staring at my body as if he wanted to rip my clothes off right then and there.

      And I liked it.

      No, he was an entitled prick.  Nothing more.

      Still, when I push the doors open, I can’t help but look back at the parking lot.  His car is gone from the aisle, but I think I see it in the back corner of the lot.  I take a deep breath and step inside.

      Dwelling on assholes like that isn’t exactly going to help me prepare for my first day of work tomorrow.  I should be calming down, not getting in fights over a parking spot.  Who am I, George Costanza?!

      I inhale the scent of chlorine as I walk in.  I rummage through my purse and find the swipe card, putting it next to the card reader to walk past the turnstiles.

      I swipe it and step forward, like I always do.  My legs bang up against the turnstile and I frown.  I try swiping the card again but it just flashes red.

      “Hi Nicole,” the receptionist, Mary, calls out.  “Looks like your membership just expired yesterday.  I can sign you up for another year, if you want?”

      My eyebrows shoot up.  Has it been a year already?  It feels like I just paid the pool fee last month!  I nod, walking over toward the front desk.

      “Sure thing, Mary.  Here.”  I hand her the card and look for my wallet.  She taps on the computer and smiles at me.

      “Did you want to sign up for a full year?  It’s four hundred for the year, or forty per month if you wanted to go month to month.”

      My eyebrows shoot up.  Four hundred dollars?!  I hadn’t planned for that at all.

      I shake my head.  “I’ll go for the month-to-month for now.”

      “Are you sure?  You’re here all the time, and it works out cheaper if you—”

      “Month to month is fine.”  My voice is strained, and I try to cover it up with a thin smile.  Mary nods.  My hand is shaking as I hand her my credit card.  I definitely don’t have four hundred dollars before this card is maxed out, but forty should be okay.

      She swipes the card just as the front door swings open.  I close my eyes in mortification as the sexy stranger from the parking lot struts through the door.  He has a small duffel bag in his hand, and he glances at me as his eyes blaze.

      His shirt stretches over his chest, and his perfectly-tailored, expensive-looking pants make him look seven feet tall.  Isn’t he cold?  It’s below freezing and he isn’t wearing a jacket!  His eyebrow arches as our eyes meet, and heat pools in the pit of my stomach.

      My body is betraying me.

      His eyes linger on mine, and my tongue slides out to lick my lower lip.  His eyes darken as he watches my mouth, and the unfamiliar feeling of pure, primal desire floods through me.

      The machine beeps.

      “Oh!  Sorry, Nicole, looks like it was declined.  Do you have another card?”

      God, I wish she’d keep her voice down.  The sexy stranger turns his head toward me as he swipes his card through the turnstile.  It clicks open for him, and he steps through.  I can feel his eyes on me, and the embarrassment makes my whole head flush red.

      “Nicole?  Did you want to try another card?”

      I nod.  “Yeah, here,” I say.  “Try this one.”

      The stranger disappears around the corner and I breathe a sigh of relief.  I shouldn’t be embarrassed—people’s cards get declined all the time.  But in that specific moment, I wish it hadn’t happened to me.

      When the second card gets declined, I’m on the edge of tears.

      “I’m sorry, Mary,” I sigh.  “I’m starting a new job tomorrow, so I might just have to forget about a membership for the time being.  I can come back in a couple of weeks.”

      “Hey, no.”  She sighs, shaking her head.  “You’re one of our most dedicated members!  Here,” she says, swiping my membership card and tapping on the computer.  “I’ve loaded up two weeks for free.  Just get your membership paid as soon as you can.”

      She smiles at me and hands me the card, and I think I might cry.  I want to hug her, or run away, or do both.  Instead, I just take the card and nod my head.

      “Thank you.”  I want to say more, but my voice chokes up.  My heart is still racing from desire and anger and embarrassment.

      “Don’t mention it.” Mary smiles, and then leans toward me.  “I mean that.  Don’t mention it, I’ll get in trouble.”  She grins at me and I laugh, nodding.

      “Deal.”

      This time, when I swipe the card, the turnstile opens and I walk through.  It’s only a short walk to the women’s change room, and I’m able to keep my cool until I close the door.

      With a deep, shuddering breath, I wipe my eyes and get changed.

      Crying makes me angry now.  It feels like I’ve done nothing but cry over the past year, and I’m completely over it.  In the parking lot, it felt good to be mad.  It felt good to feel something other than crushing darkness.  I let the anger curl in my heart as I think of the stranger.  I can still feel the trail of fire that his gaze burned into my skin.  It singed my skin and marked me.

      … and I liked it.

      I walk out toward the pool.  It’s busy tonight, with half of it cordoned off for lessons.  Lap swimmers are contained to two lanes.  One of the lanes is marked fast, and it already has three people in it.  The other lane only has one man at the far end, so I slide in.  The water is cold, and it takes me a second to get used to it.  Then, with a deep breath, I start swimming.

      When the physical therapist told me that I could start swimming again, it was the only good news I’d gotten in months.  Since then, my recovery has been much smoother.

      I start swimming freestyle, and the familiar burning in my muscles relaxes me.  With every stroke, the stress of the day eases a little bit more.  By the time I’ve reached the other end of the pool, my lungs are starting to work harder, and my body feels like my own again.

      At the end of the next lap, the man has caught up to me.  He’s swimming a lot faster than me, so I wait at the wall and let him turn ahead of me.  I frown as he gets closer, and emotion flares in my chest again.

      Is that him?

      People look different with swim caps and goggles, and he flips at the wall too fast for me to see.  His feet kick up and splash me, and then I know.  It’s him.

      I take a deep breath and swim another lap.  He catches up to me faster this time, passing me in the middle of the lane.  His powerful strokes pull him past me effortlessly, and I’m left dealing with the waves in his wake.

      Normally, it wouldn’t bother me.  But when he passes me a third time, I feel compelled to motion to him at the next wall.

      He sputters and stops before turning.

      “What?” He asks, lifting his goggles off his eyes.  “What do you want?”

      “Wow, rude.”  I move my own goggles to my forehead.  “I was just going to say that if you’re that fast, you should be in the fast lane.  Haven’t you ever heard of pool etiquette?”

      “I’ve heard of pool etiquette as much as you’ve heard of parking lot etiquette.”

      “And what etiquette is that?  That you own the whole thing?”

      I’m not usually like this.  I don’t know what’s come over me.  Maybe it’s his broad, naked chest that’s so close to me in the pool.  Maybe it’s the way the water is dripping down his face and shoulders, or the way he’s staring at me with pure anger in his eyes.

      Whatever it is, it’s making my whole body heat up.  Lust flares in the pit of my stomach and I squeeze my thighs together.  We’re both hanging on to the edge of the wall, facing each other.  The man points his thumb at the other lane.

      “In case you hadn’t noticed, princess, the other lane is full.”

      “Well then, let’s split this one.  You stay on your side, and I’ll stay on mine.  Then we won’t have any of these traffic jams.  Assuming you’re even capable of sharing.”

      His nostrils flare.  His eyes are crushed ice.  He stares at me in a way that makes my cheeks flush and my heart skip a beat.  My head spins, and I grip the edge of the pool a little bit harder.  He’s almost incomprehensibly good-looking.  He’s the kind of sexy that shouldn’t even be legal.  He’s lethal.

      “Fine.”  His jaw tenses as he swallows.

      I watch his throat bob up and down and suck my lower lip between my teeth.

      “Fine.”

      He takes a deep breath and pushes off the wall.  I watch his back muscles ripple as he pulls himself into the water.  My chest heaves as I take a few deep breaths, and then I get on my side of the pool.
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      Of course she would be in my lane.  I try not to let it get to me, but as I swim from one end to the other, the heat in my chest starts to grow.  Every time we pass each other in the lane—her on her side, me on mine, my anger burns a little hotter.

      Finally, I can’t take it anymore.  For something that was supposed to be relaxing and stress-relieving, it’s been the exact opposite.  I pull myself out of the pool just as she gets to the wall.  She grabs on to the end of it, her chest heaving.

      She glances up at me, her eyes travelling from my face down to my chest.  I stand, frozen in place by her gaze.  She drops her eyes further, and my cock starts to get hard.  That filthy tongue of hers swipes across her lower lip.  I’d shove my cock straight into her pretty little mouth.  That’s all she’d be good for.

      “You coming back tomorrow?” She asks.

      The question surprises me.  I shrug.  “I usually come every other day.”

      She nods.  “I’ll know what days to avoid, then.”

      A grin twitches at her lips as we stare at each other for a few seconds.  Then I nod.  “I’ll see you around.”

      “Hopefully not.”

      I fight the grin off my face.  Her smile widens, and she lifts her hand out of the water.  Then, she pushes off the wall and is gone.

      I grab my towel and dry myself, rubbing my hair as I watch her swim for a few seconds.  When I finally walk away, I don’t know what to think.

      I want to fuck her.  No, it’s more than that.  I want to bury my cock so deep inside her she forgets her own name.  I want to wipe that smirk off her face and make her eyes roll back in her head.  I want to fill her up with my cum and then have her taste it.

      I want to make her mine, if only to show her that I don’t appreciate her attitude.

      Glancing once more toward the pool, I turn the corner into the change room.

      My whole world feels off-balance.  I thought the swim would make me forget about Brianna and tire me out.  Instead, I feel completely wired.  It’s like a bolt of lightning has passed through me, in the form of a five-foot four, black-haired, sassy-mouthed vixen.

      When I walk out of the change room, I glance toward the pool and feel my pulse speed up.  I can still picture the little grin on her face as she waved at me.  Blood rushes between my legs.  No woman has had this effect on me since…

      Well, since Brianna.

      My heart hardens again, and I shake my head.  A moment of weakness.  That’s all that was.  If I see her again, I’ll do her a favor and fuck her like her eyes were begging me to.

      Until then, I won’t think of her.

      I walk out of the building.  I avoid the old Honda Civic and walk toward my car, not looking back as I drive away.

      

      I get out of bed after another fitful night’s sleep.  I haven’t slept more than four hours a night in the past year.  At least I’ve figured out that a cold shower and two cups of coffee make me feel somewhat normal by the time I get to work.

      Somehow, though, I feel more tired than usual today.  I make myself a third cup of coffee as I head out the door.  By the time I make it to the office, I’m almost starting to feel human again.

      But then, the elevator doors open and the sickly-sweet smell of lilies crawls up my nostrils.  My mood darkens.

      Maybe putting the lilies at the front desk wasn’t such a good idea, after all.  I should have tossed them in the trash when I had the chance.

      I head toward the kitchen, passing Carmen’s office along the way.  She’s a name partner at the firm—Carmen Sanders of the biggest law firm in Denver, Sanders & Perry—and the one who nominated me for my promotion this year.  I lean against her doorway.

      “Morning, Carmen,” I say.  She looks up from her computer screen.

      “Martin, hi.”  She takes her glasses off and rubs her eyes.  “How long have you been standing there?  My head is a wreck.  This case is a nightmare.”

      “The Gilford Media class-action suit?”

      She nods.  “I’m going to need some extra resources.  Would you be able to take it on?”

      I think of the ever-growing stack of case files on my desk and then shrug.  “Sure.  What do you need?”

      She points to a box of paperwork.  “Those are two of our clients.  I need someone to look through the file and start coming up with a strategy.  I have a new paralegal starting today, but it’ll take a while for her to get up to speed.”

      “Sure,” I say, grabbing the box.  “No problem, Boss.”

      “I’m not your boss anymore.”

      I grin.  “I thought you liked being called boss, Boss.”

      Carmen just shakes her head, grinning.  “Get to work, Henderson.  Get me a coffee while you’re at it.”

      “Hey, I’m a partner now, not your assistant.  Get your new paralegal to do it.”

      Carmen just rolls her eyes, dismissing me with a wave.

      I lug the heavy box back toward my office.  I’m busy, but I’ve never been one to turn down more work.  My mind keeps threatening to go back to the dark-haired tease from the pool yesterday.  I need more coffee.

      I head to the kitchen and pour two cups of coffee from the pot and head back toward Carmen’s office.  I may not be her assistant, but I owe her a lot more than a cup of coffee.  She looks like her morning has been rougher than mine, if that’s even possible.

      The door is ajar, so I push it open with my back.  When I turn around, I see who Carmen is talking to.  That dark hair…

      The woman leans over to grab something out of her bag and I almost trip over my own feet.  A strangled yelp escapes my lips and the coffee sloshes in one of the cups.  I gasp in pain as it spills on my hand, and then I drop the cup on Carmen’s white rug.

      “Fuck!” I exclaim as the hot coffee burns my palm.  Carmen jumps up, and the woman sitting across from her turns around.  The woman gets to me before Carmen does, pouring cold water from her water bottle on my hand.

      I tense, and then nod, breathing heavily.  “Thanks,” I say through gritted teeth.

      The woman grins at me.  It’s the same grin she gave me at the pool last night, when I walked away from her.

      “You’re about as good at delivering coffee as you are at sharing a lane,” she says quietly, taking my hand in hers.  Her skin is soft and warm, and it sends a jolt of desire rushing toward my cock.  Her long, dark eyelashes flutter as she glances at my hand, patting it dry with the sleeve of her shirt.

      Carmen comes around her desk and surveys the damage with her hand on her hips.  Her rug is ruined, but at least the mug didn’t break.

      She shakes her head.  “You’d be a terrible assistant, Henderson.”  I pull my hand away from the woman’s, but it takes me another second to drag my eyes off her.  Carmen nods to the woman.  “This is Nicole, my new paralegal.  Nicole, this is Martin.  He’s our best and brightest new partner, if you can believe it.”  Nicole’s eyebrow arches in challenge.  My eyes flick to her pink lips.

      Carmen continues.  “He’s the youngest partner the firm has ever had.  Don’t judge him by  his coffee carrying skills.”

      “Nicole,” I say, tasting her name in my mouth.

      “I’d shake your hand, but…” she nods to the soaking wet, burning hand.  It throbs, and she finishes patting it dry.  She drops her hand and I immediately miss her touch.

      “I’ll get someone over to clean this up,” I say, turning on my heels and walking out the doorway.  It’s not until I get back to my own office that I take a full breath.

      She’s here?!  She’s working for Carmen?  In the same office as me?

      “Is this a joke?” I say to the ceiling.  I imagine Brianna grinning down at me, shrugging.  “Is this some twisted joke of yours?”

      “Did you say something, boss?” Kelly says as she pokes her head through the door.

      I clear my throat, sitting up straighter and shaking my head.  “No.  Thank you, Kelly.  Would you mind getting me a black coffee?”

      She nods.  “Sure thing.”

      When she disappears, I slump down in my chair again.  My mind is reeling.

      I can’t work with her!

      Nicole.

      The name surprises me.  It seems too nice for her.  She should have a bitchier name.

      Nicole.

      I scoff and shake my head.  What does it matter what her name is?  She’s here in the same building for the foreseeable future.  Working alongside one of the firm’s name partners.  Working alongside me.

      And all I can think about is how much I’d like to shove my cock in every single hole of hers.

      Great.
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