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        Nix: Age 5

      

      

      “Mommy, is Aaron coming?”

      I hook my arms around the legs of the chair. I don’t want him to come. He makes me do bad things. I know they’re bad, but he tells me they’re not. I’m confused. His eyes scare me.

      Mom takes another drag of her cigarette.

      “I’ve told you. Mom doesn’t fucking know these things, Nixon. I’m sure you’re counting down the fucking minutes, dumbass.”

      I flinch and duck my head.

      “I don’t want him to come,” I whisper. “I don’t wanna do what he says.”

      Mom grabs a cup and throws it at me. That’s why I’m by the chair. I quickly jump behind it and listen to the glass shatter.

      “Clean it up.”

      I don’t know what Mommy’s drinking, but it’s that drink that always makes her extra mean.

      “Am I gonna be able to start school this year like all the other kids, Mommy?”

      She bursts from her chair and storms over to me, grabbing the shirt around my neck and pulling me up by it. Her hazy grey eyes reflect how much she hates me.

      “What did I tell you?!”

      “My dad said no.”

      She tosses me back down. “Then listen. He said no and you’re just Aaron’s son. A piece of shit. Kids like you don’t get school. Now clean up the fucking glass before your father gets here and wipes one of our faces in it.”

      I sigh and drag my legs over to the broom, but despite my grumbling, I do clean up every last piece. If Dad sees one, he can use it to hurt me or someone else. It’s too tempting for him to resist. So I always hide sharp things. If they aren’t there, he can’t hurt anyone with them.

      “Where’s my son?”

      Aaron.

      He didn’t see me.

      I sprint from the kitchen, sneak out the back door of the house, and run into the woods outside. Well, Mommy says they’re not really woods, but there are enough trees to hide. I duck behind an especially large one and curl my knees into my chest.

      Please don’t let him find me.

      “MARTINA!” Aaron roars. “Where the fuck’s my son?”

      I can hear him from over here. He’s always crazy, but I make him especially mad. I hear my mom whimper as Aaron drags her outside by her hair.

      “He was just here,” she slurs. “He was goin’ on about school again.”

      Smack! My mom stumbles over from the force of Aaron’s hand flying across her face. I flinch. I should help her. It doesn’t matter that she hits me. I still don’t like her hurt.

      “I told you to put an end to it.”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, your son’s an idiot.”

      His eyes flare. Oh, no.

      I pull my face back behind the tree.

      “Nix, you’re very predictable, kiddo. Do you want me to punish your mother because she didn’t do her goddamn job and keep track of you? Or should I punish you for hiding from me? Again.”

      I hear the venom in his voice. I’m so scared. I bite my wobbling lower lip. I can’t let Mommy get in trouble ‘cause of me, though.

      I always lose.

      Slowly, I push to my feet and pull up my track pants on the way up.

      “Here, Aar… Dad.”

      He glances up at me. His stormy eyes flash. He throws my mom off the porch. It doesn’t bother me anymore. I’ve seen it a lot of times.

      Aaron cocks his finger. “Here, boy.”

      I run over. My little feet don’t make a lot of noise in the grass. When I’m close, he snatches my shirt, like Mom did, and pulls me inside.

      “Always fucking giving me trouble. Your sister never gives me trouble,” he grumbles.

      Her name is Rose. Dad showed me a picture once. She’s so little. Littler than me. She’s got bigger eyes than me and her hair is lighter than mine. Apparently, I’m her big brother, but Aaron says I’ll never meet her. He says she’s good. She doesn’t know her dad’s a bad man. I’m bad, and that’s why I know the truth about our shared dad.

      He tells me good doesn’t talk to bad.

      Unless they’re killing them.

      Or using them.

      Which… I guess that’s why he keeps her when he wouldn’t keep me? He’s using her for something, I guess.

      He lets go of my shirt when we get to his truck.

      “This is why I had your mother live way out here,” he tells me, fumbling through his back seat.

      There’s a large squeal and then, coming out of the car, in my dad’s big arms, is a really cute black and orange cat.

      I’ve never seen a cat in real life.

      My eyes go big.

      “Is that a real—”

      I’m cut off. “Go in my back pocket,” he grunts. The cat is scratching him. It makes me like the cat better.

      I do as he says. I go in the pocket and pull out something cold.

      I immediately know what it is.

      I dangle it between my fingers, feeling my blood go cold.

      A gun.

      I stare at Aaron. Then the cat.

      No. Please no.

      “Dad?” I whisper.

      “I’m gonna set this thing down. I’ll hold it for you since it’s your first time using a gun, but I expect you to get better. Rose cried about this fucking thing. I need it to disappear so I can tell her it ran away. Figured I could teach you a few things along the way.”

      “Dad, I don’t wanna hurt it. Won’t Rose be sad?”

      “You let me worry about her. You do as I say. So, first, you turn off the safety. I’ve taught you that already. So go on.”

      “Dad…”

      “Nix, if I kill the damn thing, I will make it hurt. You’ll do it fast. It’s up to you, but if you don’t do as I say, it’s gonna be your fault that the cat suffers.”

      Feeling tears well up, I swallow so Aaron can’t punish me.

      I turn the safety off.

      “Good. Now put your finger on the trigger.”

      I can’t…

      I slide my finger in the slot.

      “Aim. Point it at the cat. Don’t miss, Nixon, or I’ll buy another and we’ll practice on other live animals. I don’t think you want that, do you?”

      “No,” I whisper.

      “Then,” he shakes the cat. The poor kitty. I can’t help but cry. This pisses my dad off to no end. I see it in his eyes.

      I close one eye.

      I point the gun.

      I feel the skin of my childhood shed.

      I let my heart shatter so I can save the kitty from torture. Even at five, I know Aaron will hurt it so bad. He’ll make it bleed. I’ll kill it fast. I won’t let it hurt for a long time.

      So I shoot.

      BANG!

      The sinister smile on Aaron’s face lets me know I just gave him something I didn’t ever want to.

      Something I know I will never get back.

      My five-year-old self crumbles.
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        Nix: Age 16

      

      

      “Nix, let me in this room right now!” my mom screams through the door. I groan and roll over my pillow, planting my feet on the floor.

      “What, Martina?” I snap, throwing the door open. She has long since lost her right to be called “Mom”. Years of beatings, belittling, of plain out being hated for my DNA has made it that way. She’s made me hate myself, and in turn, I hate her.

      I should hate myself.

      I know. I’m a terrible person, but my mom… come on. Isn’t someone supposed to fucking love me in this world?

      I guess I lost that the day I stole money for my father. The day I threatened a man for not paying Aaron back. I sealed it when I killed my first man.

      I see it in my dreams every night.

      I won’t ever do that again.

      When and if I kill again, it will be to save someone or stop something awful.

      I hate killing.

      Aaron’s really gonna have to fuck me over to get me to do that again.

      Mom shoves me aside. I’m not little anymore, but I still let her push me around. I don’t know why. I don’t have the right to stand up to her, I guess.

      Aaron’s hurt her enough.

      “I saw you talking to Karen’s daughter.”

      “Yeah, so?”

      “I saw you kissing her!”

      “Okay. Again, yeah, so?”

      Swack! Her hand flies across my face.

      “You don’t think! What if Aaron saw you kissing her, Nixon? Can you imagine? Jesus Christ. You’d have to do whatever he said.”

      Oh.

      Why do I always underestimate his cruelty? I didn’t think anything of making out with the girl. I mean, I’m always “working” with Aaron. Always working on my homeschooling so I can get my high school diploma, despite my parent’s wishes.

      I mean… I’m horny as hell.

      God, if Mom knew I fucked her last week, she’d probably stab me.

      I grunt. “That was stupid.”

      I smell the alcohol on her breath. “Do you give a fuck what Aaron can do to her? You’re so much like him it makes me sick.”

      That makes me want to stick my finger down my throat and vomit. It makes me sick to my stomach. Literally makes me want to peel the skin from my bones.

      “I’ll be more careful.”

      Swack! She smacks me again.

      “Fuckin’ shithead,” she mutters as she leaves the room. “I hate that I birthed you.”

      “Trust me. I know,” I say flatly.

      She flips me off and goes to find the vodka. The sad part is that I hate her, but I don’t blame her. I wish I could get lost in alcohol. What Aaron does to her is awful. He uses her all the time, then shoves her aside, leaving her no choice but to raise the son she hates and live in a house where no other human can go.

      I wish I could save her.

      But I can’t even save myself.

      “Be ready for your father, Nixon!” she shouts. “If I get punched ‘cause of you again, I will come after you myself.”

      You have, Mom. Multiple times.

      I don’t respond. We have this down by now.

      I’m always fucking ready for my father. Eleven years of this, and rebellion doesn’t even cross my mind much. My life is like killing that cat when I was five. I do bad stuff so Aaron doesn’t do worse stuff.

      I wish he would disappear.

      I wish he would go away forever and never come back.

      But he’s not going anywhere, so I grab my shit and get ready to go. Apparently, I have a “job” to work with “Dad”.
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        * * *

      

      “Nixon,” he grins, fiddling with the gun in his pocket.

      That never fails to make me feel anxious. Not for me, really. Kill me. Go on. I dare him. He’d never grant me that. My skill surpasses my age. He’d never kill off an asset like me. Especially when I have weaknesses he can use against me.

      Namely being, I care.

      I care if people die. I care if people suffer. I give a shit if he makes people bleed. I care if he leaves them broke and destitute.

      So he’ll never have to kill me.

      Killing someone else works just fine to keep me in line.

      … Not that I ever let it get to that.

      “A soon-to-be ex-employee of mine stole from me. We need to fix that.”

      “I don’t kill, pops,” I say immediately.

      He grins. “Don’t worry, son. I know well what area you need to improve in.”

      I glare at him. “Fuck off.”

      “Respect, Nix.”

      “You told me to demand respect, not give it,” I mock flatly.

      “Except me. I’ve taught you everything you know.”

      Unfortunately.

      “Mmmm. What’s the job? I have homework.”

      He rolls his eyes. “You and your damn school.”

      “Yeah, I want my diploma. How stupid.”

      “You don’t need it.”

      I wish I didn’t need you.

      “Back to Gerald,” he spits the name like it’s venom, “I just want you to give him a good, old-fashioned warning.”

      “Aaron, he’s got a kid with cancer. Come on. I’ll just threaten him, give him an opportunity to earn the shit for real, and he’ll get it back to you. Gerald’s no threat to you. The pussy’s just a man who needs money for his kid he can’t earn legally.”

      “Did I ask for your opinion?” Aaron asks, eyes blazing. “And it’s Dad to you.”

      “Nope, never do, but come on. Cancer, Dad. His daughter’s nine. Fucking nine. You can’t seriously want me to beat the shit out of the guy.”

      “Did I stutter?”

      I run my hand through my hair. “I don’t think I can do that. You’ll have to figure something else out.”

      “Your sister has been asking about her mother, ya know?”

      He grins mercilessly. My heart stops. Fuckkkkkkk.

      “I was thinking they should meet.”

      “Aaron,” I growl.

      “Dad.”

      “Fine, Dad, you know how I feel about Rose meeting Martina.”

      “Oh, why?” he mocks. “You don’t want to see your baby sister with her mommy?”

      I roll my eyes. “She’s barely my sister. She doesn’t know I exist.”

      I glare at him.

      “She seems innocent as a flower. You put on a show for the girl. Martina will fuck her all up.”

      Immediately, the fake persona, the mocking, vanishes and the darkness of a serial killer takes its place in Aaron’s eyes.

      “Then you’ll do as I say.”

      I wince as my brain flickers all around, trying to find a way out of this.

      “What’s his daughter’s name? Katie, right?”

      My blood runs cold.

      “Parker Hospital is where she gets her treatments. Am I wrong, Nixon?”

      I hate him! I know my face reflects it. It’s scrunched with rage. My hands are fisted.

      “I know you, son. You will be like me. You’ll see.”

      “Where’s Gerald now?”

      “Warehouse.”

      I nod. “Don’t go near Katie or I swear I’ll come after you myself.”

      He snickers. “And then Rose goes to live with Martina. But hey, you’ll get to be buddy-buddy with her. Maybe Martina can show her the joys of vodka.”

      “I fucking hate you.”

      He shrugs. “Long as you do as I say. Now go on. You have work to do.”

      The sick part is that there’s always another person. Another person he can hurt, kill, threaten. I’ll always be a puppet on his string.
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        Nix: Age 18

      

      

      “See something you like, Nixon?” Jenna giggles.

      “Definitely, babe. You look great.”

      Her cheeks heat slightly as she prances around in her bra and jeans. I smirk and approach her, running my hands down her sides.

      “You done playin’ around?”

      I have to hurry before Aaron or Martina know where I am and hit or threaten me. It’s so beyond fucked up.

      “Make me stop, Nix.”

      I grab her hips and pin her to the wall. Her eyes become hooded. With my free hand, I unbuckle my cargo shorts.

      Ring! Ring!

      Shit.

      I sigh and drop my head.

      “Do you need to get that?” she grumbles.

      “We’ll see.”

      “Well, get it now. I don’t want you to leave me hanging.”

      I nip at her neck. “I promise I’ll take care of you.”

      She practically purrs. “Mmm-kay.”

      Ring! Ring!

      Jesus, I’m not picking up for a reason! Stop calling me.

      “Get it, Nix. It could be important.”

      “It’s not,” I bark, storming over to the phone.

      “What the fuck do you want, Rod?”

      “Aaron’s been arrested.”

      Everything in me spins. I have to smack my hand down on Jenna’s desk to keep from passing out.

      “What?” I whisper.

      “You need to get over there. Now.”

      Am I free?

      Really free?

      “Alright, where do I go?”

      He spouts off an address I’m barely coherent enough to remember.

      “Have you been by to see your mother?”

      “My mother?” I try to ask, breathing and squeezing my eyes shut to stay present.

      “She had a seizure yesterday. Was rushed to the hospital. I thought you knew. Where the fuck were you?”

      Uh, with my fuck buddy? I glance at Jenna, who has her eyes furrowed with concern. I feel dizzy, like I’m gonna vomit and pass out at the same time, so I know I must look a mess.

      “Not with her. No one called me.”

      “Well, that’s not really significant. Aaron wants you with him.”

      And for once, our desires align, because Aaron in handcuffs? This is a sight I have to see.
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        * * *

      

      It’s a whole shebang to get some time with Aaron, but being his biological son and with all the connections I have, I manage to get ten minutes with him. And let me tell you, walking in, seeing him in an orange jumpsuit and handcuffs is the first time in my life I remember feeling true happiness. It makes every fucking fist, mind game, lesson, well of shame he and Martina have inflicted on me completely worth it.

      I smirk as I push the door open.

      “Well, well, well, here’s a sight I never thought I’d see.”

      Aaron’s cold, grey-ish eyes bore into me. “Sit, Nixon.”

      “I think I’d prefer to stand.”

      I’m gonna rebel in any way I can. This is amazing. AMAZING.

      “Nixon,” the smirk he sends my way makes my stomach plummet. “Sit.”

      I’m frozen. I don’t move a single muscle. Not out of rebellion this time. Out of dread.

      “I didn’t take you for an idiot, Nixon. Of all the things I know you’re not, smart has never been on that list.”

      I narrow my eyes, but slowly sit, not breaking eye contact.

      “Give me one good reason why I should listen to a damn thing you say now, Aaron.”

      He leans back and smirks. “Ah, son, you disappoint me.”

      I could give all of one fuck.

      “Did you see your mother yet?”

      My heart jumps a second. I may not love her, she may have hurt me mercilessly growing up, but she’s still my mom. She still raised me. Well, kept me breathing so Aaron could train me.

      But still, I can’t stop from caring somewhat.

      “No. I didn’t know she was in the hospital ‘til Rod called this morning.”

      “Ahh,” he grins and taps his chin. “With Jenna, huh?”

      I freeze. “Who’s Jenna?”

      Please let this work.

      Aaron leans forward and smirks.

      “Come on, that bitch you like to fuck.”

      I close my eyes and fight for control.

      “What are you trying to say?”

      “Do you know how big my empire is, Nixon?”

      I don’t respond. I won’t sound stupid in front of him.

      “I’ll take that as a no. I think you’ll find your mother at peace now, Jenna terrified of you, and Rose very upset. Of course, I had no hand in any of that. I’ve been here.”

      He looks like the devil himself as he smirks down at me. The world around me tilts on its axis. No. Please. I push myself to stand.

      “Fuck you!”

      He rolls his eyes. “Control yourself, Nixon. I have a network of about 300 employees all over the area who need your guidance. Of course, as second in command. Rod will be your boss.”

      I growl.

      “Should you need keeping in line, that is. He’s aware of all your affairs.”

      The string he wrapped around my heart the day I was born tightens.

      “Should you disobey me, Nix, well… you’ll see when you leave here. I know how to play. Now, I think you should head out. I think you’ll find you’ve missed some calls. Don’t worry, we’ll be in touch, my boy.”

      I can’t say another word. I storm out of the room with rage festering inside me.

      I’m immediately met with several missed calls.

      Like Aaron said.

      The hospital.

      Mom’s dead. Passed away twenty minutes ago.

      Like Aaron said.

      Jenna ignores all my calls. I’m blocked.

      Like Aaron said.

      I can’t call my sister, but I’ll go check on her. From a distance.

      But I’m willing to bet she’s a wreck.

      Just. Like. Aaron. Said.

      For the first time since I was a young boy, I run outside and cry.

      It’s then I realize that I’ll really never be free. So why bother trying? I’ll become a hell of a criminal. Undefeatable, really. I’ll never wear handcuffs. But I’ll never get to be Nix either. But if that means I stop being disappointed, stop hurting people with my dumbass, useless hope, then I’m fine with that.

      I’m Aaron’s son, his masterpiece, and it’s about damn time I accepted that.

      Ironically, it’s on the day I’ve waited for my whole life that I do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Nix: Age 19

      

      

      Ring! Ring!

      I glance down at my ringing cell phone.

      Gerald.

      Of fucking course.

      After Aaron got arrested, he made Gerald the man in charge of giving me jobs. Of course. Because Gerald fucking hates me. I beat him to shit, scared my father would kill his daughter if I didn’t. Of course, Gerald doesn't know that. I can’t tell him. One, it’d make me look like a child and I’d be forever at risk. What keeps me alive being so young in this world is my reputation of being ruthless. No one has to know about the threats behind everything I do. Two, I was scared that if I told him the truth, Aaron would kill his daughter anyway because I made myself look weak.

      So now I get jobs from a man who could give one fuck if I like the job or not. In fact, he probably takes pride in giving me jobs I hate.

      “What does he want?” I snap into the speaker.

      “He has a job for you.”

      “No shit. Why else would you call me?”

      He snickers. “Oh Nix, you’re gonna fucking hate this.”

      “Fantastic,” I mutter dryly. ‘Cause I love all this so much.

      “Your father has the instructions written out for you. He needs you to check up on an operation of his. Some guy, Z, runs the place. He thinks they’re stashing money. You need to infiltrate and get things in line. He’s making it quite clear that, Nixon, under no circumstance are you to interfere with anything they do over there. You’ll pay if you do.”

      “Why would I do that?” I mutter.

      “It’s not my job to understand the orders. Just to give ‘em.”

      “Fine. We’ll meet at the warehouse so you can toss the instructions my way.”

      Asshole. You wanna be a dick, I’ll be a dick. We can meet at the warehouse where I kicked your fucking ass.

      So we do.

      And I get instructions that seem straightforward on the surface.

      Except once I get there, I find this job will be anything but clear cut.

      It’s the type of job that wrecks a person if followed correctly.

      Shatters them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      God, these guys are such pussies. I’m not even kidding. First of all, they live in some kind of underground dungeon. I don’t know what exactly they sell, I assume drugs, but come on. Why the creepy serial killer lair?

      Second, they are complete cowards. They are terrified of me. I mean, they have every reason to be, but Jesus, hide it a little.

      “Nix!” Marcus gasps. I roll my eyes. “We weren’t expecting you.”

      There’s a tremor in his voice, which… come on. My lip twitches.

      “I didn’t know I was required to announce myself,” I tease, spinning to the nearly empty room. “Nixon Marketta is here, everyone!”

      The man scowls at me, which is the only thing about this job I’m enjoying so far.

      I’m smirking when I hear footsteps round the corner. Instinctively, I glance around. What I see has my mouth falling open.

      What?

      Z is holding a clearly terrified, trembling young girl with clear, pale skin and unique, black-green hair. Her eyes flicker up to meet mine — deep, large, and green. She quickly assesses me. There’s no other word for it. That’s what she does. Assesses. Like one might do to a threat.

      “Stop!” I command immediately.

      Of course everyone does. I’d raise hell if they didn’t. Subtly, of course, but they know I’d crush them.

      I stroll over to the girl. I need to know what’s going on here. The closer I get, the more she starts to tremble, nearly tumbling back into Z, who she clearly is afraid of.

      “What’s your name?” I ask, feeling my jaw coil with tension.

      She opens her mouth, but shuts it quickly when everyone’s eyes go to her. They think I don’t see them threatening her, but I do. I fucking do. I round on them.

      “Who the hell is she?”

      “One of the girls,” Marcus grunts.

      “Girls?” I cock an eyebrow, feigning interest when, in reality, I feel sick.

      “Hookers,” Z cuts in, narrowing his eyes my way. “Is that a problem?”

      “Slaves, you mean?” I growl.

      Z just grunts. “Tomato, tomato. Whatever you want to call them. Is that a problem? I’m sure Aaron will have no problem finding someone else to do the job.”

      He did not just threaten me with my father. After years of being manipulated, I won’t tolerate it from anyone but Aaron.

      “It’s my job.” I turn to the girl. “What’s your name?”

      She has my full attention. I expect to see more heartbreaking fear from her, but nope. She takes a breath, gets a hold of her fear and lifts her chin in a “fuck you” motion.

      “262.”

      Her eyes flash with curse words she doesn’t say. I watch it happen as I fight the urge to let my lips twitch. It would be disgustingly inappropriate.

      “Nixon, call me Nix,” I tell her, extending my hand.

      Her jaw tightens, deepening the dark circles under her eyes.

      “No thanks.”

      Touché, princess. Way to go.

      “Alrig—”

      I’m cut off by the sound of a loud slap. Swack! I know the sound well. I know the feeling even more. I know it should never be done to a woman, let alone a young girl. My hand snakes out to catch the small girl from tumbling over before I can think of the consequences of that action. If Aaron catches wind that I give a care about this girl in any way, which Z would easily make happen, this girl is dead before I can say help.

      I yank her up and let go of her delicate wrist immediately, feeling my jaw tick with the reality I’m seeing. Her chin ducks, expressing slight gratitude. She didn’t want to fall. Who the hell does? I want to nod. I want to tell her I’ll save her, and I will, but I have to hurt her first.

      So I turn away and go back to discussing “business” with the other two assholes.

      But I know I’m not done with her. It may take time, but when I see her subtly flip off her captors, I realize this is the first time in my life I don’t feel powerless when it comes to Aaron.

      Because despite the sickness in my gut, and the guilt I feel for having to walk away right now, I won’t let him sell women.

      I won’t.

      Especially this girl. I mean, fuck, she’s not even a woman yet. She’s a kid. And I see pieces of myself in her.

      When I leave, I take one last look at her. Her big green eyes beg me to save her. Her shiny hair seems to become more dull in an instant as I abandon her.

      I so wish I could tell her she’s the first person I won’t abandon.

      I just didn’t realize at the time that meant ending my father.

      No, it’d take years for that realization to set in.

      But it does.

      With a vengeance.
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        Sage

      

      

      Five years.

      It’s amazing how much can change in five years.

      It’s also amazing how little can change.

      When I used to think five years out, it seemed so far, but reflecting back on these five years… well, it doesn’t seem so long. Until I think about the things that have changed.

      Five years ago, I chose Nix no matter the cost. Best decision I’ve ever made. Watching Nix grow and change these past five years has been incredible. A miracle. Something I can’t put into words. I haven’t changed much, really. I’m still the slightly rebellious, pale, rarely-leave-the-house girl I was five years ago. Just maybe slightly more mature, slightly less naive. You’d think I would have changed more going from 18 to 23, but nope. Not really.

      Nix, on the other hand, wow. He’s so different. He’s grown from hurt boy to man before my eyes. Every day growing more confident, more sexy, more ridiculously calm and levelheaded. He amazes me all the time. He’s the calm to my constant internal storm. It’s sometimes easy to forget the hurricane inside of him. I see it in his eyes every time he looks at me. It festers and swirls, spinning round and round: guilt, shame, hate, rage, helplessness, the need to do something to stop Aaron from hurting anyone else, particularly me. He may be in the eye of it now, he may have followed the eye of it his whole life, but one day it’s gonna come to pass and I’ll be here by his side when it does.

      What I didn’t plan for was the boredom. How often Nix would be gone, doing who knows what. He sure doesn’t ever tell me. He kisses me lightly and tells me not to worry. I’m fine staying home most of the time. My mom and dad help me out. They bring me to their mansion to bask in their luxuries. They hire security if I ever want to go anywhere, but sometimes I wonder what it would be like if I had a chance to go freely. If I had a chance to learn to be by myself and make friends. If I had a chance to go for a walk in the sunshine without worrying about being stolen off the street or shot. With Nix always gone and my parents still being who they are, I’m lonely. I’m really lonely, but I don’t talk about it. I’m okay. I have my books. I have Pamela. I have vegan cookbooks. Even though I hate to cook, I enjoy getting Nix to try new vegan foods. It brings me some kind of joy when he likes a vegan recipe over its omnivore alternative. I even started a vegan blog four years ago, and honestly, it’s been way more successful than I could have imagined. I feel less like a piece of crap, pulling my own weight financially. I make a full-time income doing just that. It’s cool. And… I never have to show my face. It’s all behind a screen.

      I don’t like feeling like I’m hiding out though. I don’t like feeling stuck, which is exactly what me and Nix are right now.

      Stuck.

      “Dad?” I search the house to see if I can find him. I want to do something. Go somewhere. I just don’t want to be alone. He’s instructed Jerald and a full time security officer, Ronald, to be available should I need to go anywhere. But I can’t do anything alone right now. My mind's a mess and I really feel if I spend one more minute alone, I’ll drown. If Dad has time, maybe he’ll come with me. We’ve never been anywhere together. I’m still not close to Mom, but my heart has softened toward my dad. Five years of supporting my decisions, whether he agrees or not, has done that.

      “Can I help you, miss?”

      Ronald rounds the corner. I immediately stumble backward. Despite being hired as security, Ronald gives me the creeps. He makes the hair on my arms stand up.

      “N-no, I-I’m fine. Thanks,” I squeak.

      He steps forward. My heart starts to hammer. I glance around for someone else. Jerald?

      “I’m here to help you, miss. What can I do?”

      “I was just… uh, seeing if Dad was around. I wanted to know if he wanted to get lunch. That’s all. I’m go-good.”

      “Oh, he’s out front with your mother. Want me to take you to see him?”

      I hesitate. “N-no, I’ll—”

      “Miss, let me help you.”

      His soft brown eyes dig into me.

      “Uh, okay…” I rub my arms. “I’ll just… follow you.”

      He nods once and stands right next to me. I try to get away, but Ronald manages to stay within arm’s length the whole time. I don’t understand why I feel so unsafe in my dad’s house right now, but I feel awkwardly trapped as Ronald leads me to the front door.

      “Sage?” Lucinda’s quiet voice rings out.

      We both turn. I look at her, wide eyed.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Um...”

      I look at Ronald. His face is neutral as ever. How do I ever expect to stop being stuck if I can’t even trust my security guard to lead me to the damn front yard of my own parents’ house?

      “Everything’s good.” I force a smile. “Thank you.”

      Lucinda doesn’t look convinced as I walk out the door with Ronald.

      “Um, so where did you say they—”

      My words are cut off when the familiar sting of a needle is jammed into my arm.

      “Bitch almost screwed this up.”

      “No,” I plead.

      And it goes black.
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        Nix

      

      

      “Your father wants to meet with you,” Rod barks.

      “Well, I don’t want to meet with him.”

      My foot taps rapidly. Tick. Tick. Tick. Sage made me promise to pick her up from her dad’s at a reasonable hour.

      “You’ll want to listen to me, Nix.”

      His voice has a tone to it that sets my teeth on edge. I move the phone to my other ear and sigh.

      “God, what now?”

      There’s some shuffling. Then…

      “Nix, I’m sor—” Sage’s voice cries rapidly into the speaker. It’s jerked away before she can finish.

      “See, your thing has to hang with me until you get this job done.”

      My blood turns to molten lava.

      “Let her go, Rod,” I say in a voice so low that it’s nearly a growl, “or I will come kill you and anyone else who gets near her.”

      He tsks. “No can do. Aaron gave me no instruction to kill her though.”

      I hear a squeal in the background like Sage is being jerked around by her hair. My lip curls, my knuckles fist, and a tear escapes my eye.

      “She’s simply insurance, Nixon. Calm your dick.”

      “If you touch her…”

      “Don’t worry. I prefer women who aren’t peeing themselves.”

      Oh God, Sage. My heart throbs, squeezing hard like someone just set fire to it.

      “Rod,” I almost beg. I nearly do, but I can’t. I know how to play this game. I have to control this. I have to play the game how my dad wants it played, just smarter.

      I hiss out a breath.

      “If you lay a finger on her, I will come kill you and anyone else involved. You know me. I know you know I hate killing, but mark my words, I’ll have no problem killing you if you touch her. It’ll take me time since you have my father’s protection, but mark my words, I’ll find a way.”

      “You’ll try. Enjoy your visit with Daddy.”

      Click.

      “Motherfucker!” I roar, throwing my cell phone at the wall and by some miracle not breaking it. “Fuck!”

      My hand runs frantically through my hair. I look around the world, lost. They took her. I promised I’d keep her safe. How did they even pull this off?

      My phone rings again. I already know who it is. I’m desperate to ignore it, but he deserves better. Already storming to my car, I pick it up.

      “I already know, Charles.”

      “Sage isn’t at the house!” he cries into the speaker. “She… Lucinda saw her leave with her security guard, Ronald, and she’s been missing ever since. I can’t get a hold of him. My staff must always be available to me, Nix. All my cars are here. Oh my God!”

      It’s the scream of a father missing his daughter, not a CEO’s bruised ego.

      “I’m gonna get her back.”

      “Nix, what if we lose her again? Her mind…” I can tell he’s crying. I know he’s trying not to.

      “I won’t let her lose herself. I won’t.”

      “That hippo she always has…”

      “Pamela,” I whisper.

      “Is at my house. On the couch by her Kindle.”

      My eyes water.

      “I’m picking them up after I talk to Aaron,” I bark.

      Then click off.

      Aaron pushed it too far this time.

      TOO FUCKING FAR!

      He messed with Sage, and one day, he’ll die for it.
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        * * *

      

      I storm into the room they have waiting for me. Even handcuffed and trapped, he has all the power. This is the last time. The last fucking time.

      “Where is she, Aaron?”

      “Who?”

      He knows I can’t kill him. Not now. Not here. I grit my teeth.

      “Sage, I swear to God—”

      “Don’t worry. I just need a little favor. You may even like this one.”

      “Nothing until I get Sage.”

      His eyes darken. “Unless you want her in a less beautiful form than when you last saw her, you’ll do what I say, when I say, and how I say it.”

      He leans forward on his elbows, eyes glistening.

      “I fucking own you, son.”

      For now.

      “What’s the job?”

      He smirks. “Remember your sister?”

      “Of course,” I grind out, jaw clenching.

      He glances at his nails. Like we have all the fucking time in the world when, second by second, Sage’s mind is slipping further and further away.

      I won’t lose her. I can’t.

      “Seems she’s gotten herself into some trouble with the mafia. Guess who gets to protect her, Nixon? Ding, ding, ding… you!”

      My world goes temporarily fuzzy.

      “My sister,” I whisper. “You want me to meet Rose. Why?”

      “She hasn’t spoken to me since I got arrested.”

      Okay, she gets some bonus points from me.

      “But she came to me for help with this. I promised her the best. And, well… what’s better than an older brother with a hero complex who’s desperate to meet her?”

      “I’m no hero,” I grumble.

      “Nope, but you so wish you were. Now you get to be one. You’re welcome.”

      “Why do you need to hold Sage for this? Of course I’ll protect my sister.”

      “Insurance,” he says simply. “Rose can’t afford any distractions. She can’t afford for you to sneak off for a quick fuck.”

      My hands shake as I fight not to punch him.

      “So I’ll hold her to be sure you have your full attention on my precious girl. She can’t die, Nixon. You hear me?”

      “Why do you care? Why do you care so much if she dies?”

      I actually am truly curious about his relationship to her.

      “I’m not really sure,” he ponders on it. “I’ve taken a liking to the way she loves me. It interests me. I produced one bad egg and one good egg. I like the balance of that. It works for me. I’d hurt her if I had to, but it’d be for a very particular reason and by my hand. But I can’t see that happening. The closest I’ve come to love is her and she will not die, Nix.”

      “Tell me where to find her. You have my word. I’ll keep her safe.”

      “I know. If she dies, Sage dies. You’ll lose your sister and your toy in the same day. Remember that, Nix.”

      I glare at him.

      “Oh, and one more thing: if you turn Rose against me, Rod will take a piece of Sage, physically or otherwise. If she hates me instead of expressing gratitude when she sees me again, something will be missing from Sage when you see her again. Rose will come see me again and at that point, I’ll have saved her life. You don’t know your sister, but that’s enough of a reason for her to love her daddy again. Good luck, son.”

      He’s dead.

      Why do I have to meet my sister now? Why like this?

      My sister… blue eyes, white-blonde hair. The famous Rose Marketta.
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      I stare at the piece of paper in my hand. Since this is Aaron we are talking about, it was a fucking mess to get the specific instructions regarding where to meet Rose and what to do once I found her. I had to meet with Rod at the warehouse. Of course, Aaron did that on purpose, because every second I spent with Rod left me wondering who was with Sage. Were they stable? Are they hurting her? At least I know Rod. He’s not prone to do much my father doesn’t order him to. Most of the time.

      My blood feels like it’s on fire.

      I went straight from the warehouse to Charles’s house, got Pamela, filled him in, and told him I had to leave. I didn’t have time to hash out the details with him and I told him that. To his credit, he didn’t blow up at me like I expected. He accepted his role in hiring faulty staff. Apparently, Ronald works for my father. He only finagled his way into Charles’s payroll to get access to Sage. I didn’t know it either.

      Now I’m on my way to Aaron’s cabin. I’ve been here once before as a kid, I think, but it was so long ago that I totally forgot about it.

      Not only is my blood boiling because I’m terrified for Sage, furious she’s hurting, feeling her pain in my heart, but I’m gonna meet my sister. And of course it’s going to be ruined by the fact that I’m worried for Sage and terrified I’ll slip, bag on Aaron, and make Rose hate him.

      I can’t screw that up. I won’t let Sage lose any more pieces of herself because I can’t keep my mouth shut.

      So for now, I won’t tell Rose that I’m her brother. If I slip on anything, it won’t matter so much coming from one of her father's employees. But from his own son, the brother he kept from her… that’s a hell of a lot more significant.

      I won’t tell her about Sage either. If she knows Aaron’s holding my girlfriend as ransom, well, that won’t exactly boost her opinion of him. She cannot hate him.

      It could hurt Sage.

      This is all tentative planning, of course. I have to take things as they come. Be strategic.

      It’s quite a hike to the cabin Aaron has the girls tucked away in…. you know, since they have the goddamn mafia after them, which, what? How the hell…? From what I’ve gathered my sister was kidnapped by the underboss of the Italian-American mafia. A man named Sven Xander. She worked at a high end treatment center here in Illinois, where he became obsessed with her. He bought the center out from under her, put in her two weeks’ notice without her knowing and locked her away in the mansion where he lives. Rose escaped and now she’s on the run. My sister is more interesting than I thought.

      So yeah, since they have the mafia after them, I parked a good three miles away. At least. It’s too risky to get close.

      One step, two, three… I see the cabin in the distance. It’s small, inconspicuous. Definitely easily hidden, but someone in the mafia would be trained to spot these kinds of places. I hope the girls don’t think this is a permanent place for them to reside. I say girls because Aaron said there’s another girl here. Her name is Lacey. She’s Rose’s best friend. They met at the mansion where Rose was held captive. I don’t know much about her other than she’s incredibly intelligent and not to be underestimated.

      The closer I get, the more I am able to compartmentalize the situation with Sage and the fact that I am less than one mile from my sister. The mysterious girl that occupied the other half of Aaron’s time and shares my blood. And hey, for once, I’m not hurting anyone. I get to keep her safe.

      I’m all mixed up inside. Sage. Rose. At risk. Safe. Love. Blood.

      My head is swirling with truth and lies. Misconceptions and realities.

      I don’t hesitate when I get to the cabin door. I immediately let my knuckles slam against the wood.

      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      There’s the sound of things breaking inside. Clanging. Falling. I know they’re here.

      After a few more moments standing out in the cold, knocking uselessly, I lose my patience.

      “Alright. This is fucked,” I yell. “I know you two are in there. Let me in.”

      There’s mumbling on the other side. I don’t have time for this.

      “Open the fucking door! Come on.”

      There’s a beat, then woosh, the door is thrown open. The girl in front of me isn’t Rose. She’s shorter, wearing a sweat-inducing amount of clothes. She’s trembling slightly, but her grey eyes are intense as she looks up at me.

      “Who are you?” she asks immediately.

      They knew I was coming. Aaron promised them protection. Can we stop with this whole charade? Where’s my sister?

      I push past the grey-eyed girl and look around. There’s a slight whimper behind me, so I turn. In the corner is her.

      My sister. Terrified.

      My eyebrows pull together. She looks scared of me. She’s so beautiful. Fragile looking. Overly thin. Nearly white, blonde hair. My eyes.

      “Who are you?” the girl I now remember is Lacey asks again.

      I shake off the awe of seeing my sister for the first time and smirk. The past five years have taught me that false confidence and humor get you a long way.

      “Nixon. You can call me Nix.”

      “What are you doing here?” Lacey demands. She looks a cross between terrified and ready to hurt me if necessary.

      I frown. Aaron told them I was coming, right?

      “Weren’t you told I was coming? I wasn’t trying to scare the living shit out of you two.”

      “My dad sent you,” Rose finally speaks, going behind Lacey.

      “Okay. So he did fucking warn you. Thank God,” I tell her, nodding. “I’m fucking starving.”

      I stroll over to the pantry. I’m a foot from it, reaching for the doors, glad to be away from my sister's vulnerable blue eyes when I’m shoved back, the pantry door is slammed all the way shut, and a small body is blocking it.

      “No. That food is ours,” Lacey whispers, not able to look at me. Which… is kind of funny, given the boldness of the move she just pulled. “We don’t even know you. We need that!”

      I smirk at her. “I suspect you are Lacey. He warned me about you.”

      That seems to confuse her. She becomes smaller and her eyebrows tighten.

      “We just really need this food,” she tells me. “And we don’t know you.”

      Okay, so I’m gonna need to win these girls over. Clearly they are more than on edge, and Lacey is not trusting. I internally brace myself to calm the storm my sister invokes inside of me, then turn to Rose and wink. She looks confused by me. Does she know who I am? Does she suspect it? Or is it just ‘cause I am so different than the rest of Aaron’s employees?

      I’m thrown out of my thoughts when Rose gasps loudly. My head snaps up.

      “Oh, Lacey,” she cries, dropping her face in her hands.

      Lacey starts calling for Rose, wanting to know what’s wrong, but I immediately spring into action, already sensing the issue. I walk around the kitchen and pick up a piece of glass from the floor, tracking it to the blood that’s spread across the tile.

      Rose goes over to her friend, wraps an arm around her, and brings her to the couch with a gentle, “Come on, sweetie.”

      My sister is the gentle caretaker I always envisioned. I should feel a swell of love at that, and I do. But it’s a mixture of increased love and anger. Why did she get the chance to be good when that’s all I ever wanted?

      “Can I see?” Rose asks Lacey gently.

      Lacey shakes her head, tucking herself up so tight it has me searching her strangely. What’s her story?

      “I’m fine. Really,” she whisper-pleads.

      “Lacey, what if…” Rose bites her trembling lower lip. “What if it’s infected or something?”

      “Are you two fucking kidding me with this?”

      I stomp over to them, move Rose to the side, and grab one of Lacey’s blood-soaked feet, pulling it into my lap. I don’t have time for this. I don’t have the emotional control for this.

      Lacey starts to fight me, hard.

      “There’s fucking glass in your foot, kid. I have to get it out.”

      I feel Rose beside me. I feel it like a bomb, but I don’t look to see the expression on her face.

      “Please,” Lacey starts to beg, trying to pull away from me with a desperation to her actions now. “Please don’t. Please. Please.”

      Her eyes snap shut and she starts to shake. I know the look immediately. She’s having a flashback. My heart starts to hammer dully. Sage.

      “Let me go! Let me go. Let me go,” she starts to chant.

      Her breathing becomes labored.

      “Hey. Hey, it’s alright,” I say softly, feeling my heart quiver for her as I release her foot. What did she go through?

      “She’s having a flashback,” Rose whispers. “You shouldn’t have grabbed her like that!”

      I know. I screwed up. I have to start thinking straight.

      “I didn’t know she had a history,” I murmur, hurrying to the kitchen. I grab a washcloth from the countertop, run it through some water, and place it over Lacey’s head. She comes to at that.

      She has PTSD. Who hurt her?

      While Rose starts to whisper to Lacey in a gentle voice, I go off to search the cabin. I do need to fix Lacey’s cut, but I’ll do it how I imagine Sage would want it done. I have to be nicer to these women. They’ve been through enough. This isn’t me. I’m so overwhelmed with everything, I’m being an asshole.

      I grab a bowl of water, tweezers and some wash cloths. I bring it back into the main room and slam it on the table.

      “You’re gonna try that again?” Rose shrieks.

      I roll my eyes at her. “Jesus, you two. Obviously not.”

      I look at Lacey, feeling my gaze soften.

      “She’s going to.”

      “What?” Lacey asks, blinking quickly.

      “Clean yourself up. I’ll guide you through it,” I tell her.

      “I…” she begins, staring anxiously at the floor.

      “Am probably not big on the self-healing thing,” I say gently, “but you’re gonna try something new. Now get to it.”

      Lacey glances at Rose, wide eyed.

      “You’re cocky,” Rose mumbles.

      “She talks,” I tease her. She glares at me. I chuckle. Guess we really are brother and sister. “Not cocky. You two just don’t know what the fuck you’re doing. I do.”

      “Are you kidding me? We’re alive, aren’t we?” she snaps.

      I smirk, turning to face her. She’s fun.

      “What are your plans going forward, Rose? Huh? You know, food and safety. Avoiding the fucking mafia. All that. Huh?”

      I cock my head, daring her to give me a good answer.

      “Fuck you,” Rose mutters.

      I throw my head back and laugh.

      “Well, sis, I may have underestimated you.”

      She glares. I smirk, before turning back to Lacey.

      “Clean.”

      I point at her foot. We spend the next several minutes dealing with cleaning Lacey’s foot. It’s a bit of a battle, convincing her I’m not going to hurt her. That I won’t move any of her excessive clothing out of the way. That if I touch her, I’ll do it as little as possible, but eventually I get her to let me pull the pieces of glass from her foot. I try to provide verbal distraction while I do. I can tell she’s embarrassed about the whole thing, so I try to make it easier for her. My sister helps with that. Sister.

      So weird. I can’t stop stealing quick glances her way. No one notices. Thank God.

      “I’ve earned food now,” I announce when Lacey’s feet are all taken care of.

      Immediately, both of their faces drop.

      “Good God, you two. Haven’t I proved I’m not a dick? My car’s parked several miles from here. I have a trunk full of food and shit. Just let me eat so I can get it. Alright? Jesus.”

      I roll my eyes and go to the pantry.

      “So what kind of food do you have?” Lacey jumps in, unable to hide the excitement from her voice.

      “You’ll see,” I tell her, stuffing a bite of peanut butter into my mouth. “God, Aaron keeps nothing in this house, does he? What have you guys even been eating?”

      I glance at my sister. By the looks of her, not much. It worries me.

      “I know a good combo of food,” Rose murmurs after a long pause. “I mean, Lacey and I have pretty much lived on it. It’s really not bad.”

      I smile at her. “Yeah?”

      She’s making an effort with me.

      “Yeah,” she confirms. “I’ll make it for you.”

      “I appreciate that, sis.”

      It’s a tender moment, until she shoves me out of the way to get to the kitchen. I laugh. The more time I spend with her, the more I see the small traits that we share. It’s so strange. I move to sit next to Lacey, letting some of my relaxed, laid back persona fade.

      She can take it. More than that, Lacey seems the type to appreciate it.

      “We should probably talk, yeah?”

      She swallows and nods.

      “You two want to live. I have some ideas on how to make that happen.”

      Lacey becomes hard and, of course, I find myself caring. I find myself invested in their safety for more reasons than Sage. Although that is a big part of it.

      Rose is pretty awesome. She’s sarcastic, kind, gentle, and guarded. I wonder what role Aaron played in all that?

      Lacey is intriguing. She’s obviously suffering with PTSD, but she’s also incredibly hardened and very much a fighter. I can tell that already.

      Now, should I fail, I don’t just lose Sage and a sister that’s more of a figment of my imagination than real.

      No.

      I lose three incredible women. None of whom deserve these criminals destroying their lives and wrecking their minds.

      Ironically, it’s my tainted soul that’s gonna be the one help them.
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      Crickkkkk.

      The sound of the floor squeaking has me leaping out of bed. Like I was really gonna sleep in the first place.

      I quietly creep into the main area. The first thing I do is check for the girls, gun drawn, keeping an awareness of my surroundings.

      Rose is on the floor, quietly sleeping, long limbs all stretched out, but Lacey’s missing. Slight panic takes over, but something tells me she’s in the kind of danger that is a threat to no one but herself.

      I slowly make my way around the kitchen counter to find Lacey huddled on the floor with a knife in her hand and blood running down her forearm.

      My head falls.

      I knew it.

      She hurts herself. Self-harms.

      Shit.

      “Hey, kid,” I whisper.

      Her head snaps up. Her eyes go impossibly wide. She drops the knife immediately, sending it crashing to the floor. She frantically scrambles backward, shoving the sweatshirt back down her arm.

      “It’s okay. Shh. I’m not judging,” I whisper, extending a hand. “Let’s get you clean before Rose wakes up. Okay?”

      She looks so vulnerable and scared. Nothing like the girl who made plans with me only hours ago.

      “It’s okay, Lacey.”

      It’s not okay to her. It’s clearly not okay. She’s looking at me like I’m about to hit her, so I crouch down and make myself as non-threatening as possible.

      “My girlfriend has had bad things happen to her, too,” I whisper so I don’t wake Rose. “Her name is Sage. I promise I’m not judging. All I want is for you to clean yourself up so it doesn’t get infected.”

      She continues to study me. After a few moments, she lightens up a little.

      “I’m not asking for anything other than that you let me help you out and get the supplies you need to clean yourself. I’m not asking for your secrets, kid.”

      That earns me a hand. Her fingers don’t wrap around me at all. She makes it easy for her to pull away, but she allows the contact. As soon as she’s on her feet, she snatches her hand away and brings it to her chest, never once taking her eyes off of me.

      From there, I get the supplies ready and leave her to it. I have the strong desire to help her, to make sure she’s okay, but I keep my word and head back to bed to give her privacy. Of course, after removing all the knives from the house and bringing them to my room.

      I’m back in bed, staring at the ceiling, when I hear my name being frantically called from the living room. I run out to see Rose freaking out. Her blonde hair is sticking up all over. Her blue eyes are wide. One sock is rolled up, one is rolled down. She woke up to find her best friend missing and called for me immediately.

      Called for me.

      That feels good.

      We had a talk. I explained where Lacey was, which obviously upset her, but she knows her friend and the struggles she faces. When I’m done explaining Rose’s face falls with  hopelessness written all over it.

      “Nix, are we doomed to fail?” Her eyes fill with unshed tears. “He’ll never stop looking for me.”

      Fucking Sven. What the fuck does the underboss need with my sister? She’s too fragile for him.

      “Not if I can help it,” I growl.

      “Why do you care? Why are you doing this?” she yells suddenly. “We don’t even know you! You can’t possibly owe my father that much!”

      “I don’t owe that bastard a damn thing! This puzzle has many pieces. Ones you are better off not knowing about, but I will say this. You are wrong that I don’t care. I’d absolutely care if something happened to you. And now Lacey too. Now, get to bed, or at least fake it. Lacey will feel very ashamed if you are awake and watching her when she gets out here. Night Rose. I…”

      I… what? Love her? I don’t even know her. I don’t let myself finish that sentence. I drag my body back down the hall. I can’t play big brother. Not now, not ever.

      Now I’m back in my room.

      Ring! Ring! Ring!

      I leap out of bed and grab my cell phone. I know it’s Rod without checking, so I pick up immediately.

      “Is Sage okay?”

      He groans. “God, you’re a pussy. You have to get out of there. A couple guys from the mafia went to see Aaron today. Aaron thinks you have a little time, but you do need to head out soon.”

      “I want proof of life. Put Sage on.”

      “You have a one-track mind.”

      “Sage,” I growl.

      I can almost hear him roll his eyes. “Not yet, Nix. You have to earn it.”

      “I’m here. I’m moving them. I just want to hear her voice.”

      “No can do, buddy. Move the girls. Good luck with all that.”

      Click.

      It takes me a minute to gather myself. I have to be in control. I have to compartmentalize. I have to get the girls out of here.

      My heart is with Sage as I go out into the hall. Lacey immediately pops up and jumps over the back of the couch.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “We have to go immediately.”

      She nods, fisting her hands, and immediately goes to pack.

      I go to Rose, giving myself one beat just to look at her. It feels surreal that she’s here. Wait. No. God, what am I doing?

      Now is not the time to dwell on that. I shake my head back and forth for a beat before pushing to my feet.

      “Up! Up! Rose,” I call. She stirs. “Up, sis. There you go.”

      It’s chaos from there on. Lacey’s ill — mentally, obviously, but she’s physically unwell also. It’s becoming apparent the more she has to put stress on her body. Whatever she went through before this left her in a bad way.

      I feel bad for having to move them. Especially as we hike down the hill to get to my car. I carry the majority of the bags, Rose carries the extra. Before we left, Rose explained to me that Lacey seriously struggled, getting up to the cabin. She explained that we have to watch her carefully on the way down to make sure she doesn’t pass out.

      The hike down is brutal, mainly because Lacey does really struggle. She’s pale, shaking, on the verge of tears, but she’s trying so hard to hide it.

      When we finally get to my sedan, the first person I usher in is Lacey. Rose and I share a look as Lacey crawls in. She needs medical care. I know. I just don’t know how to get it for her. Once we’re on the road, safe, I’ll figure it out.

      We can’t get caught.

      The frustration of not knowing how Sage is bounces around in my head, round and round, driving me half insane.

      We’re not even a couple minutes out when a large, black Cadillac cuts us off.

      “Motherfucker,” I hiss.

      Rose screams.

      Lacey goes eerily silent.

      I don’t know why. Not until I come face to face with the mafia boss and his right hand. A man obsessed with my sister. Both armed. Me with little chance at stopping them from doing what they came here to do.

      Take the girls.

      That’s when Lacey’s silence makes sense. Because, here’s the thing. The boss, the fucking head of the mafia, has a thing for the small grey-eyed girl. He wants her. So she sacrifices herself so I can get Rose safe. A little finagling with the underboss’s feelings for my sister, and Rose and I are driving free.

      Sans Lacey.

      And despite the fact that Lacey’s safety has no impact on Sage’s, it kills me that I couldn’t save her, too.
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        * * *

      

      Rose is obviously frantic when I get in the car. Her best friend just got taken away by the mafia. I get it. I’m just as pissed as she is scared.

      But right now, there’s nothing we can do about it. As confident, some say cocky, as I am, there was no way we were getting out of that. I was cornered by two of the highest-ranking mafia men in our area of the country. There was no way I was getting both girls free in that situation. Lacey saved Rose.

      But now it’s just me and Rose. The sister I never knew. The sister I can’t tell anything to. It’s depressing. I let the silence hang for another moment.

      Just ‘cause I can’t tell her anything doesn’t mean I can’t learn more about her.

      “You’re either stupid or getting paid a lot of money to do this,” Rose cuts in, before I can say anything.

      “I’d like to say neither,” I laugh, but when I see Rose look longingly over at Lacey’s empty seat, it dies. “I’m sorry, Rose. I didn’t want to leave her. She’s a good girl and…”

      Much to both of our surprise, I get choked up. The emotions from everything get lodged in my throat.

      “You okay?” Rose whispers, concern lacing her voice. Just to hear her ask that, just to hear someone from my family ask that, nearly sends me into an emotional spiral I’m not sure I’d ever get out of. I quickly clear my throat.

      “Yeah. Fine. Just… well, my girl has PTSD, too. Lacey reminded me of her a bit. Seeing her taken away just…” I let out a woosh of air. “It hurt. I mean what I said. I plan to get her back. I need to get you safe and situated first, though. You are my priority.”

      “Why?”

      Good question, Rose. I feel myself become more guarded.

      Sage, that’s why.

      “Just are. Puzzle pieces, remember?” I respond lightly, referring to a comment I made earlier about how me being here was a smaller piece to a much larger puzzle.

      The truth.

      The tiny piece of it I can give her.

      Despite the heaviness in the air with Lacey missing, Rose and I actually have a good talk. I learn what led to Lacey’s PTSD. She was held captive by various mafia families. It hurts to hear that. I can’t even imagine what they did to her.

      On top of that, I also get to learn about Rose. Her take on growing up with our father — not that she knows he’s both of ours — her passion for helping people with addictions and disorders, her struggle with her own (again, thanks to fucking Aaron), and last, but definitely not least, how she got wrapped up with the mafia.

      It’s a fascinating tale, but as cruel as it sounds, not crucial to me saving Sage. I got more information than I needed from her, out of curiosity, but I guess hearing her lay out her life gives me more perspective. When she talks about her time growing up with Aaron, I can’t help the jealousy that roars inside me. Why did she get the good and I got the bad? What did I ever do to deserve his wrath?

      Anyway, it doesn’t really matter. My feelings have never really mattered. The only person they’ve ever mattered to is Sage, and I swear to God, if Aaron hurts her…

      I’ll do worse than kill him.
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      I took Rose to a safe house I acquired years ago. I wanted a place no one knew about in case I should ever need it. Sage knew about it, but I told her we’d hopefully never see the inside of it.

      She was more than happy to accept that. Despite her lavish upbringing, she is not at all materialistic. She loves our little place. I’ve offered to let her redecorate many times, but she’s always vehemently refused, saying this place was home. So we continue to live in our little man cave.

      I head down the stairs after leaving Rose’s room. I heard her mumbling Lacey’s name over and over. Not able to stand the thought of her having nightmares, I went in there, gently woke her, and heard her concerns, before winking and telling her to try to get some sleep again.

      Now I’m not able to sleep. Not that I could to start with, but I’m done trying. When I reach the kitchen, I pour myself a small glass of whatever alcohol is in the fridge and sit at the table, staring at the wall for a moment.

      Where the hell is Sage? What is she doing? What is she thinking?

      Ring! Ring!

      I immediately snatch it up.

      “Rod.”

      “Nope.”

      My blood chills. Aaron.

      Of course he’d use one of his few fucking phone calls to torment me.

      “Where’s my daughter now? You move her?”

      “Yes,” I grit out, teeth clenched.

      “Where?”

      “Tell Rod to let Sage go. I’ll do what you want. Just… fuck, let her go.”

      “Actually, I don’t think you’re doing enough to protect Rose. I think you’re so jealous of her, you can’t see straight,” he says coolly.

      “No. Fuck you, you good for nothing piece of shit! I’m doing my job. You don’t think I’d protect her regardless? I’m not fucking with you. She’s a kid caught up in bad shit. Jealousy isn’t a fucking factor in this.”

      “Calm down, son. Do as you’re told and nothing will happen to your little girlfriend.” I can almost see the fucker rolling his eyes like this is no big deal. “She’ll be fine,” he grumbles.

      “You’re gonna destroy Sage. Just let her live her life. This is between me, you, Rose, and the goddamn mafia, Marketta. I’ve been nothing but loyal to you, and you’ve treated me like shit. I’ve never asked for one fucking thing from you. Just leave Sage out of this. That’s all I’m asking.”

      “No.”

      Click.

      “Ahhh!”

      I slam the phone down on the table and before I can stop it, I throw the nearest vase across the room. I’m gonna go crazy. The rage inside me is like a disease. That fucking…

      “Nix! Nix! Stop,” I hear Rose shriek out of nowhere. I left her upstairs!

      I grab a plate from the table and throw it to the ground.

      “Nix!” Rose’s cold hand wraps around my forearm. “Nix,” she whispers, her big blue eyes full of worry.

      I’m so angry I know I’m staring daggers into her. None of this is her fault, but of course she’s the favorite child. The people she loves don’t get kidnapped and hurt. Just mine!

      “You should go upstairs, sis,” I warn her.

      “I’m not leaving you here to suffer alone.”

      She lifts her chin and purses her lips slightly defiantly, before dragging me to the couch to sit. With that, I deflate.

      Fuck, Sage. I just put her even more at risk by begging Aaron like that. What was I thinking?!

      Before I can drop my head in my hands, Rose is over with a wet paper towel, wrapping it around my bleeding palm.

      “Your hands are bleeding,” she explains.

      “Thank you.”

      I mean it. She’s being kind, given my level of psycho right now. I gently take the paper towel from her and hold it to my palm. She pulls up a chair in front of me.

      … And then the questions begin. Dangerous questions.

      So you don’t work for my father?

      He’s blackmailing you with Sage?

      Maybe I should try talking to him?

      That last question was laughable and really showed how good he was to her and how naive she really is.

      Talk? To Aaron Marketta? Ha! I probably just got Sage beaten for showing that kind of weakness.

      On the way back to her room, Rose wobbles a bit, like she’s dizzy and losing her footing. I’d been trying not draw attention to her ever-thinning frame, but her passing out is where I draw the line. So I say something.

      Mistake.

      Big mistake, apparently.

      Fuckin’ hell does she lay into me.

      Apparently, that’s the thing she protects, because the second I questioned her about her intake and offered to make her some food, she lost it.

      Her feelings spilled out of her mouth in quick succession.

      She doesn’t care about food because her father uses her love as a puzzle piece in his criminal empire, her best friend is being held captive again, and she now feels like I’m only helping her because Aaron’s holding my girlfriend captive. Which is not true. That’s only a piece of it. But it is how Rose feels. Which, that sucks. I need to fix that.

      And I do.

      It doesn’t take more than a few minutes for me to sneak back into Rose’s room after we both went up there and she kicked me out to cry. We share such a perfect bonding moment. Apologies are said, but the silence of us sitting on the floor together, sharing such heavy emotions, says more.

      If only I could tell her I’m her older brother!

      I almost slip and tell her then, but Rose already knows Sage is at risk if I fail to keep her safe. If she knew that I was his son, too, that he was capable of blackmailing his own kid, that he hid a brother from her… she’d definitely hate him.

      And Sage would pay for that.

      So I don’t slip.

      But as we’re talking, an idea occurs to me. I think of my love for Sage, and how I’d do anything for her, even if it meant ripping my own heart out. I think back to how this mafia Sven guy looked at Rose when we were outside the cabin earlier. Even with Lacey’s sacrifice, he could have fought me and tried to take Rose.

      He didn’t.

      He wants her to come to him willingly.

      He cares about her.

      What if we talked to him? Simply asked him for her freedom. Let him see firsthand the toll this stress is taking on Rose’s body.

      Could it really be this easy?

      This plan could totally flop, but I’m so good at what I do because of instinct. And my instinct is strongly telling me this is the right way to go.

      So, I approach the topic with Rose.

      Of course she argues.

      Of course she’s scared.

      But I feel a slight sense of relief when I realize she’s fighting so hard because she knows I’m right.

      This is a lot simpler than she’s making it. This guy doesn’t want to hurt her.

      I sneak a smirk her way when she’s not looking.

      He loves her. She loves him.

      This is a simple set-up.

      I snort.

      Wow. Fuck me.
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        * * *

      

      I use a few of my random contacts to get Sven’s number. Not at all to my surprise, he immediately agrees to meet with us. I’d already decided on a restaurant before making the call, which I felt would be best for this kind of thing: safe, private. The place is a small Italian restaurant outside of town, called Labronski’s. Not to mention, I took great humor in the fact that it wasn’t even close to Sven and he was still willing to come.

      Rose is a mess on the way over. Anger one minute. Disbelief the next. Following that, denial, tears, anxiety…

      I admire the fact that she’s trying so hard not to fall for a criminal. Trying so hard not to fall for someone like Aaron.

      I can’t deny that she’s funny about it, though. She’s so over the top.

      The second we arrive at the restaurant, the lingering anxiety I feel that this might be a mistake vanishes. Sven looks at her like she’s the fucking sun and easily brings out the life in her that I suspect Aaron stole. They bicker the whole time. I mean, literally every second. Starting from the second Sven demands she eat (which, thank God!) all the way ‘til they discuss how stubborn the other is, which is the damn truth. I can’t believe Sage has had to endure another trauma for this. There’s no threat whatsoever. Maybe just to Rose’s heart, but I have a feeling Sven would take the bigger hit if things truly fell apart between the two of them.

      Only time will tell.
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        * * *

      

      The plan was to go to Sven’s mansion. Well, the mansion he shares with his boss and all the other high-ranked mafia officials. But there was an attack on the house and Sven was told to hold off a day before taking Rose there.

      Hence the motel.

      “Why are we stopping here?” Rose shrieks as soon as I pull in.

      “Calm down, sis.”

      I lightly explain what happened and wait for Sven to arrive and calm her down. My mind is with Sage. Rose is safe. Let Sage the fuck go.

      Once Sven is there, I push off the car I’d been leaning against.

      “You good?” I ask Rose.

      She nods slightly.

      “Alright then. I have a call to make. Sven, you get the rooms booked,” I tell him. “Rose, sleep where you want.”

      Who knows where the fuck she wants to sleep. With the strange man she doesn’t know is her brother or the man she is— is not in love with. She does have to pick one though. Being at a seedy motel, and as beautiful as she is, I refuse to let her room alone here. I don’t have to ask to know Sven would agree with me there.

      “Who are you calling?” she calls after me.

      I’m already buzzing inside. Raging. Furious. I could lose Sage for this bullshit.

      “I’m getting my girl back from the devil,” I bark.

      I don’t consider anyone’s feelings but Sage’s in this moment.

      I round the furthest corner and pull out my phone immediately. I slam on Rod’s number.

      “Rose is safe!” I snap as soon as Rod picks up. “She and Sven are in a relationship… sort of. The mafia’s no threat anymore. She’s going back with him willingly.”

      “That wasn’t the job,” Rod responds immediately.

      “It’s her choice! She’s safe. That’s what fucking matters. I’m the one who’s been with Rose. She’s fucking dying not getting closure on this. Her eating habits would kill her long before Sven would! Just let me speak to Sage, please. I’ve done everything he’s asked. Just let me fucking speak with her.”

      “If something happens to Rose, Aaron will fucking kill everyone,” Rod says after a long pause. I don’t respond. I let my silence speak for itself.

      Please. Please. Please.

      There’s the woosh sound of a speaker being bumped into, then a voice I know better than my own.

      “Nix?”
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        Sage

      

      

      The disgusting man glances at me, curled in the corner, several times as he speaks on the phone.

      I know it’s Nix.

      I can hear him through the speaker. Begging. Yelling. But it doesn’t faze my hazy mind.

      This man, Rod, has talked to Nix before. I never get to. I never get to hear his gentle, sure voice. And I may die here. It’s a reality I’ve accepted since I woke up from the black. Nix’s dad is a serial killer. He’s known for murder, not mercy. I don’t regret being with Nix for one second though. Not one. Even if I die.

      But this is why I’m glad Rod never puts the speaker to my ear. I can accept my death, but to hear Nix’s voice first. To know how my death will destroy him.

      That would truly kill me.

      Sage needs to go away again. She has to tuck away so she can die in peace. She deserves that.

      Tucked up in the corner, I follow Rod with my eyes. I always do. Even when he thinks I’m not looking. Even when he thinks I’m hiding from him.

      I’m not chained down or anything, but it doesn’t matter. All the doors are locked. I’m kept in his room, which has been enough to send alarm bells spiraling throughout my tainted mind. I keep my body in the tightest ball I can to block myself from him. From his patiently probing hands. The first time he came near me, I peed myself. It was then I knew I had to go away again. I let my mind flash back to my best friend’s words.

      Go away, but be reachable. Pamela.

      I miss her so much.

      God, if I manage to get free, I hope I can bring Sage back again. Pam would want that, and Nix needs her.

      But that’s not what she wants.

      How did Pamela stay strong for so long? I’m starting to understand Tammy’s mental collapse more and more as the days go on.

      I was told the truth about Tammy four years ago.

      Psychotic break.

      Apparently, she’s on the mend. Apparently, an agent friend of Brad, the agent who worked/is currently working my case, is helping her. But I don’t know much more than this. I’ve been forbidden from seeing her.

      I snap back to the present when Rod crooks a finger my way. I give him a blank stare. Unlike in hell, my dead-eyed defiance doesn’t faze Rod right now. He simply cocks an eyebrow and waves the phone around. My breath hitches.

      Nix.

      So much for not being able to handle hearing Nix’s voice. I crawl over. Rod set the rules when I got here.

      Listen and you won’t get hurt.

      Do as I say.

      Crawl, don’t walk. Bastard.

      I know how to follow commands. I know even better what happens when I don’t. I’ve slipped my mask on and followed every order. Every cruel, degrading thing he’s insisted I do to keep from being raped. If I live and am raped again, while with Nix…

      I… can’t.

      It’ll crush me.

      That piece of me is Nix’s now. I gave him that gift three years ago. He earned it. He can handle that part of me with care. No one else can have it.

      “You have a minute,” he mouths.

      My heart skips. What?

      The phone slides over my ear and into my shaking hands.

      “Nix?” I whisper.

      “Sage?” Nix croaks. He sounds more broken than me. Of course, I’m not here. Not really.

      “Hi. How… how are you?” I can almost see his fisting hands. That tick in his jaw working furiously as he awkwardly stumbles through his words.

      I almost laugh. “How am I? I…” I close my eyes and allow one tear to fall. “Nix, if he hurts me…”

      Words fail me for a moment.

      “If he hurts me… I… I love you. I’m always yours. You know that, right?”

      I allow something Sage would want to say to slip past my lips. I risk the heartache so I can give Nix good last words if they’re needed.

      “I know. I know, princess. I’m sorry.” His voice falters. “H-he won’t hurt you.”

      “Nix, he’s gonna—”

      “That’s enough!” Rod barks, snatching the phone out of my hand.

      “No, wait! Please!” I hear Nix scream desperately.

      That makes my heart hurt faintly. I feel it burn from a distance inside me. Rod’s gaze turns to me as he slams the phone shut.

      “He loves you.”

      He grins. I give him nothing. I go back to my corner and curl in as tight as I can. Rod doesn’t care. He just continues on.

      “Which, hell, I’ve seen that kid grow up. Growin’ up with my boss as a father…” He leans back. “Fuckkkkk, you must be something.”

      My insides start to quiver as he approaches me. I don’t like the silent chants for mercy echoing in my head. Instead, I focus on shutting down.

      Go away, Sage. Go away. Close your eyes. Shhhh. It’s okay, darling.

      I become my own mom.

      Oh, Dad. He must be so worried.

      No. Stop. Go. Away.

      “Tell me,” he says, crouching down, “you gonna pee yourself again?”

      I squeeze my eyes tighter. I feel his slimy fingers graze my cheek.

      “You’re very unique looking. I see why you were—”

      I hear his front door slam shut. All my senses jump to attention, but I stay frozen.

      “In here!” He calls over.

      You’d think deeper panic would set in, but the additional potential trauma makes my mind completely shut down.

      “Anyway, where was I?” he questions as men file into the room. “Yes,” he says as he lowers his dirty fingers to my lips and snags the lower one. “I see why you were targeted by good ol’ Sty. You’re beautiful.”

      He tilts my head back and forth, inspecting me like cattle.

      “Unique.”

      The mention of Sty’s name makes my stomach swirl and my throat dry.

      Rod pushes to his feet.

      “This her?” one of the men barks. I peek my eyes open to see a group of four men in the room with Rod. I wish I could say I’ve never felt this alone or vulnerable before, but that would be a lie.

      “Yep.”

      “She dead?” one snorts.

      The rest laugh. I don’t know why, but the laughter at my expense always hurts the worst. It always manages to break through my protective shell.

      “Don’t piss yourself again,” Rod warns.

      Nothing. Give him nothing!

      “Go on.”

      With a jerk of the head, three men approach me.

      My heart starts to hammer. My palms start to sweat. But I stay the epitome of calm.

      One grabs my chin. Another grabs my shoulders from behind.

      What is this?

      It’s not until the light reflects off a pair of scissors and my hair is held by yet another pair of hands that it hits me.

      They’re gonna cut off my hair.

      This snaps Sage out of her sealed cage. My hair makes me, me. It’s my definer. We all have one. It’s the thing I love most about myself. No, they can’t steal that. Everyone has stolen everything else.

      I fight.

      “No!” I screech and kick back, making several of them grunt with the effort of holding my wild body still.

      “Let me go! No!”

      All four of them struggle to hold me.

      “Damn it, I can’t get it with her kicking like this, Rod. I’ll stab her.”

      “We are under strict instructions not to kill the girl.”

      Rod crouches down again, meeting my wild eyes as I struggle against the now increased pressure of the men holding me.

      “I heard you liked drugs back in the day?”

      My ears perk up.

      “I’ll drug you for the rest of your stay here if you sit pretty like a good little girl.”

      I hear Pamela roaring in my head. Telling me to fight. I hear Tammy telling me to “just fucking take it” as my addiction roars to life.

      “I’m gonna lose my hair no matter what, aren’t I?” I whisper, feeling the tears slip out.

      “Yep.” He pops his lip and smirks for emphasis.

      “I’ll be good, but show me the drugs first. I don’t trust you.”

      I struggle once for emphasis. The men groan.

      “Useless fuckers,” Rod mutters, leaving the room. “She’s just a woman.”

      Dick.

      He comes back with a familiar needle and slams it on the table.

      “Now be good.”

      He probably won’t give it to me, but since I have no other choice, I shut off. I go completely limp, making all the men jump to attention as my body nearly collapses to the floor. I get a little joy out of the fact that the men move slowly as one of them approaches me with scissors again. In hell, no one feared me at all. So that’s something.

      When one of the men twists a lock of my hair between his fingers, I have to force my muscles to lock. This isn’t fair. Not my hair. Please, not my hair.

      Snip. Snip. I nearly vomit when a lock of my hair slides down my arm. I can’t stop the tears from falling as I watch the shiny pool of black-green fall to the ground.

      I could have been removed from anything else, but this…?

      A few excruciating minutes later, the men back off, most with a scowl.

      “That’s it? We really can’t do shit to her.”

      “We can’t break her,” Rod says coolly. He looks me up and down. “And as good as she is to look at, she’s fragile as glass.”

      Keep on thinking that, bastards.

      I quickly glance up at them, fighting to keep my expression timid and afraid, when, in that moment, I just want to hurt all of them. I want them to hurt for taking one of the few things that means anything to me.

      “Now be a good girl and stay quiet while we’re in the other room. The men need to talk.”

      Without uncurling, I point at the needle.

      Rod smirks. “Ah, yes, you can poke yourself with it, but you won’t get much from it. My instructions were to teach Nix a lesson, not break you.”

      Fuck him!

      Before I can think, I push through the hair still resting in my lap, grab the needle, and chuck it at him.

      All while not saying a word.

      All the men’s eyes zero in on me.

      “Mistake, little girl.”

      Rod stomps over, snatches my flimsy top, and yanks me to my feet.

      “I was specifically instructed not to break you, little girl. Teach Nix a lesson,” he growls, fiddling with the end of the hair I have yet to explore, “yes, but not break you. Consider yourself lucky. If Aaron wasn’t aware that he’d break Nix by breaking you, we’d all be having our way with you. Get that? Nix needs his fire stoked, not to become a pussy over your sorry, addicted ass.”

      “Only cowards use a little girl to do their dirty work for them.”

      “You speak.”

      “Fuck you.”

      He smirks. “Watch your tongue, little girl, or we’ll be more than happy to keep it busy for you.”

      “I’d bite your dick off.”

      He smirks, but it’s dark. “You wouldn’t stay sane long enough to do any such thing.”

      He throws me to the ground.

      “Maybe go look in the mirror. You’ll shut right the fuck back up.”

      I hate him.

      Because he’s right. It takes one look in the tiny, fragile mirror hanging on the wall for my brain to slowly slip away.

      The short, mismatched lump of black hair resting by my ears isn’t fair. It’s not Sage. Sage has long, beautiful, black-green hair that shines. It’s not lumpy or dull or chopped away wildly with scissors. It’s not short. It’s not me.

      So why do I have to be the one fighting so hard to stay?
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        * * *

      

      “Do you ever fucking sleep? Jesus!” Rod grumbles, jumping out of bed and running a hand over his head. I almost vomit, looking at his fat, shirtless form.

      “It’s creepy, feeling your eyes on me all night.”

      Good.

      I say nothing.

      “Do you sleep?” he repeats with a growl.

      Why is he just bringing this up now? It’s got to have been a week since the hair incident. I keep expecting something to happen. I never stop watching the man, but other than being hungry, not being able to pee without his eyes on me, and obviously my hair, he hasn’t physically hurt me much.

      Just the occasional little thing.

      But my hair. That’s really gonna hurt when this is over.

      They aren’t gonna kill me. Nix isn’t gonna be that lucky. They are gonna keep using me to fuck with him. That hurts my heart way worse for Nix than for myself.

      Because I know how effective that will be. I know how deeply it will cut him. Loving me is the best worst thing that could have ever happened to him.

      “I asked you a question!” he roars.

      He’s tired. It makes me smile a little, knowing I’m causing him distress.

      “Do you hear me?”

      He comes over, lifts me off the floor, and before I can blink, slams my head into the plaster behind me. I let out a squeal and slump to the ground as stars fill my vision. The world around me spins in circles as I try to process what just happened.

      “Fuck,” he hisses. “Damn it.”

      I can feel him glaring at me, even as the world around me spins.

      “Look at me, little girl,” he growls.

      I can’t. I feel really sick. I drop my head into my hands.

      “You’re trying my patience. I’m gonna fucking kill Aaron for this. I’m no fucking babysitter. I’m never doing this again. Next time, it’s a clean shot and I’m done.”

      “Good to know,” I groan.

      “I see why Nix likes you. Now look at me or I’ll make you.”

      Slowly, trying to refocus my vision, I look up at him, trying to decipher between the two of him I’m seeing.

      “You’ll be fine. Just—”

      BANG!

      The sound of a door being kicked in ricochets in the apartment. Rod immediately snatches a gun and runs off. I’m so dizzy I keep bumping into stuff as I scramble for the closet. I have to throw my head between my knees when I get there. I’m spinning.

      I hear the rumbling of voices, then Rod’s growl.

      “Where the fuck did she go?”

      “Probably protecting herself, because she’s smart.”

      I know that voice. I know it. Think, Sage. Come on, brain.

      “Princess,” the voice softens as it gets closer, “can you tell me where you are?”

      There’s barely a beat then…

      “I swear to fuck, if you hurt her, Rod…”

      “She’s fine. You’re as annoying as she is.”

      Princess.

      Nix!

      “Nix?” I whisper.

      I grab a jacket off the hanger and send both to the floor with a quiet clang.

      I know Nix will hear it.

      “You stay here or I swear I’ll kill you,” Nix commands Rod with a coldness that sends chills down my spine.

      Click. Click. Click.

      I hear the quiet footsteps of him approaching, and then woosh!

      The closet door is thrown open. It’s like he senses me, because his gaze immediately swings to me huddled in the back left corner behind the jackets. I see him, but he’s blurry. My head’s clearing a little, but everything is still fuzzy.

      “Sage.” He immediately runs to my side. I see the moment he notices my hair. His eyes first flash with rage, then sympathy.

      “Aw, shit, Sage… I’m sorry.”

      His blue eyes reflect pools of pain as he takes a seat in front of me.

      “Rod,” I whisper, trying to hide my hair from him.

      Nix shakes his head. “He won’t do anything to you with me here.”

      “But… what if he hurts you?”

      He takes a deep breath.

      “What did he do to you, brave girl?”

      I duck my head and further try to hide my hair with my hands.

      “I’m fine.”

      I scrunch my lips, try to bury my dizziness and suppress the tears that he’s seeing me like this. So demeaned and ugly.

      Again.

      “No, don’t do that. Not with me. Do you hear me?”

      He demands my gaze and earns it, all without words.

      “With me, you’re honest. Yeah?”

      I hesitate, letting my eyes pulse with unshed tears.

      “Sage, don’t leave me. Please.”

      The box Sage hasn’t been able to fully enter this time because of him combusts. Locking her out of it.

      I crawl into his arms and hold on tight, grateful that at this angle, he can’t look at me anymore. He immediately wraps his arms around me and rubs my back.

      “I’ve been so worried about you,” he murmurs tearfully.

      “I’m sorry, Nix. I’m so sorry. I had a bad feeling about Ronald. I knew I shouldn’t go outside with him, but I was at my parents’ house. I just wanted to be normal. I thought…”

      His hands come up through my hair. He slides one bracelet-clad hand over my lips.

      “What have I told you about apologies?” he murmurs.

      “You don’t like them, but they’re gonna use this against you. They’re gonna torment you with what happened. My hair —”

      “Shh… shh… let me worry about that. How about I get you home?”

      “Home?” I whimper.

      “Come here.”

      He scoops me up in his arms like I’m nothing but a little kitten and cradles me against his strong chest. I fist his t-shirt in my hands. He looks down at me and gives me a tight-lipped smile. When we get into Rod’s room, I tuck my head into him.

      “Aaron’s gonna destroy you both ‘cause of that thing in your arms.”

      My body locks up at the sound of Rod’s voice.

      “Let me worry about that,” Nix says coldly. “Get out of my way, Rod.”

      There’s a standoff between the two men. I risk a peek out when I feel Nix’s fingers twitching against me.

      “Let’s just go,” I whisper. “Please, Nix.”

      Nix makes a sound from low in his throat and literally charges forward, shoving Rod aside.

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Rod calls out.

      Nix pauses on the porch. “I don’t want one damn thing from you, Rod. Not your warnings, nothing.”

      With that, he storms forward. I feel my body trembling in his hold, but I wish it wasn’t. I know it’s only fueling Nix’s pain and anger.

      By the time we get to the passenger door of Nix’s modest sedan, he’s a ball of tension.

      “Nix…” I start. He cuts me off.

      “It’s okay. Don’t worry.”

      I am worried. Of course with the utmost care, Nix opens the door and deposits me in the seat. He looks me over once. I know he’s checking for blood or signs of injury, but my hands fly to my hair to block it from him. I need a hat or something. His eyes immediately flicker up at that. He races to his side of the car, gets in, and slams the door.

      “Look at me right now, Sage.”

      I shake my head and look down, twisting my fingers in my lap.

      “Sage!”

      I wince and slowly look up.

      “Six years...”

      “I know —”

      He holds up a hand. “Six years I’ve known you. A little over. Have I ever once given you anything to indicate that I find you anything but beautiful?”

      “No, but —”

      “There’s no buts. Don’t hide from me. Don’t leave me. I need you.”

      He doesn’t say another word before throwing the car in drive and speeding off.

      “It’s just… my hair,” I murmur. “You love my hair.”

      “No, I love you. Shave the hair. I don’t give a fuck.”

      I look down at my lap and don’t say anything else. Once in a while, I feel Nix’s gaze shift my way before going back to his own bubble of tension. It’s not until we are parked in our driveway that the tension breaks.

      I force myself to be the one to break it. Even though I’m shaking, still slightly dizzy and more than happy to be back at my safe place, Nix needs me more than I need him right now.

      I crawl over the console.

      “Sage, stop. What are you…?”

      He gives up with a sigh when I have his face between my hands.

      “Thank you for coming for me.”

      A whirlwind of emotion crosses his face. “I’ll always come for you, princess.”

      I trace my finger down a little, studying all the little bits of his face that make him unique. All the lines, bits of stubbly facial hair, and scars.

      “I didn’t know it was possible to feel this much for one person,” I murmur.

      “You need to get off my lap, babe. Let’s go inside.”

      Without thinking, I glance down. My cheeks heat when I see he’s hard.

      “Oh, uh…”

      I look up at him. He’s smirking at me. He gestures with his knee for me to get off.

      I hesitate.

      The ideas running through my head are hot as hell, but dumb. I could never… could I?

      “Sage…”

      I vaguely hear Nix’s voice, but my mind’s already lost in a memory. One of my favorite memories.

      “Why do you wear so many bracelets, Nix? It’s like you can’t be without them.”

      He grinned down at me, where my head was lying on his chest.

      “You like my bracelets.”

      “Yeah, I do, but I’ve always been curious why you wear them.”

      His gaze shifted away from me. His muscles started to tighten, so I rubbed my hands across his chest, trying to calm him.

      “They ground me. Sometimes Aaron can be… yeah, I just never know when he’s gonna pull something. When I was a kid, I lost my shit on Aaron once. I mean, completely lost it. I’d never been that angry. It was two years after…”

      He closed his eyes.

      “It was after he had me kill for the first time. I was still having nightmares. I was a mess. I threw a punch and landed a kick to his dick. Then I grabbed a shovel and tried to smack him over the head with it. He caught the shovel in time… unfortunately. Mom suffered because of what I did. A stray dog I’d befriended suffered. I suffered. It was awful. Awful. I stole my first leather bracelet from this store a month later, ‘cause I thought it looked cool. I quickly found the feeling of it on my skin helped ground me when Aaron was around. I only take them off at night ‘cause I can’t risk Aaron doing something while I’m braceletless. I’m scared of the anger inside me. I guess you could say it’s my Pamela. Not that Pamela can be replaced,” he added quickly with a teasing smile.

      “I hate him. I’m glad you got the dick kick in. Wish you’d landed the shovel, though.”

      He chuckled. “Same.”

      I slid up his body so I was in the crook of his neck and curled up.

      “You’ve gotten bigger, you know? Your muscles, I mean.”

      He laughed. “You noticed.”

      “Hmm-hmm.”

      I always notice, I remember thinking.

      “Like it?”

      “Are you fishing, Nix?”

      “From you, yes. Absolutely.”

      I crawled forward so my face was over his.

      “I think you’re super sexy, Nix. There. Feel better?”

      He groaned. “You can’t say shit like that to me.”

      “But you just said—”

      I was cut off by his lips crashing into mine. He spun me slowly so I was on the bed and he was leaning over me.

      I moaned.

      How does he feel so good?

      I never remembered it feeling good in hell.

      Very familiar tingles spread throughout my body.

      “Nix,” I whimpered.

      “What do you need?”

      I looked up, but instead of his eyes, I caught a glimpse of his rock-hard dick. I bit my lower lip.

      “Nix…”

      “Shh,” he gently placed a finger over my lip. “What does Sage need?”

      Him.

      I needed him.

      He was so, so fucking careful with me. He handled all my struggles like a pro.

      “Be careful,” I remember whispering, terrified. “You don’t have to do this. I know I’m a mess.”

      His fingers laced through mine. He didn’t need to use words when he looked at me.

      “I got you, doll.”

      “I know.”

      It was the most beautiful night of my night. Not ‘cause it was perfect or ‘cause I wasn’t an absolute wreck, but because he loved me through it all. He loved me through it all, and in the wreckage that was my past, we created something truly beautiful and pleasurable.

      “Sage…”

      I leap forward and kiss him.
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      Whoa, what is she doing?

      “Sage,” I mumble.

      She pulls away. Her big green eyes are always so expressive. Such a dead giveaway for how she feels, but right now, there’s so much going through them that I can’t read her.

      “What’s going through your mind right now, brave girl?”

      “I just…. Well…” She bites her lower lip.

      “Sage, did he hurt you? Be honest with me.”

      A sort of puzzled expression crosses her exhausted face. Looking at her for real now, I see how tired she looks.

      “This is going differently than I thought. I just… you’re… I wanted…”

      She stammers on like that for a bit. I place my finger over her lips.

      “I’m okay.”

      She quickly glances down at my dick, which sends a rush of blood there.

      “No, you’re—”

      “I’m okay, angel. I promise. I swear.”

      “I just want to help.”

      She looks down with shame written all over her face. Six years, six years and still, since the introduction of sex into our relationship, I think she can’t quite compute that she doesn’t owe me sex. Ever. Not once. No matter what the circumstance is.

      “Sage, look at me.”

      She shakes her head. I feel a tear fall from her cheek to my thigh. She’s embarrassed and confused. Probably tired, hurting, and traumatized as well. Dulled rage hammers at my emotions, but I swallow them and force myself to be here with her where she needs me.

      “Please, I need your eyes.”

      She shakes her head quickly and sprints out of the car. I take a moment to get my head straight. To clear the anger I feel. As soon as I nailed down Sage’s location, no thanks to Aaron, I came for her. But I’m not okay. I’m far from fucking okay. I know Aaron’s gonna have Rod and his other goons use whatever they did to Sage against me. Not to mention, I have reason to believe Aaron’s gonna do something to Rose if I don’t get myself in line. But Sage… Right now, I have to deal with what my dad’s men just put her through. I have to get her to talk. The woman is a vault. She still has not discussed her time in the trafficking ring with anyone. She still barely sleeps. It’s amazing how five years can fly by so fast and change so little.

      One foot at a time, I climb out of the car.

      Sage is by the back door, bouncing on her toes, not looking at me. I give her a moment while I unlock the front door. The literal second I open the door, she flies in. She scampers around for a second before running to the bedroom door, then to the kitchen, then to the couch. She looks like an animal in a cage with no way out. Her lower lip wobbles as she scurries around.

      “Sage.” I catch her wrist. Her hand trembles violently beneath my fingers. “Come here, sweetheart.”

      “Nix, let me go. I… I wanna go to my dad’s. I…”

      “Sage,” I murmur. “What are you doing?”

      She squeezes her eyes shut and shuffles closer to me. When she’s close enough to grab, I carefully pick her up and bring her to the bedroom. I immediately place her on the bed and tuck her in. When she’s all tucked in, I crawl in and pull her into my side.

      “It’s okay,” she stammers. “It’s still light out…”

      “Shh, no talking. Sleep.”

      “Sleep?”

      “Yes, just listen to my voice and sleep.”

      Her eyes flutter. “Never, under any circumstance, do you owe me anything for saving you,” I tell her, choosing my words carefully. Her eyes go to the covers.

      “Sage, do you think you owe me for saving you?”

      Her big eyes pulse with unshed tears as she slides further under the covers. With a sigh, I drop the topic and tuck her into me, safe.

      “You never, ever owe me for anything, angel. Go to sleep.”

      “I—”

      “Shhh, sleep.”

      “I’m not tired.”

      I gently trace her nose.

      “Sleep.”

      “My dad?” she murmurs.

      “I’ll call him. After you sleep.”

      “What if Rod comes back?” she whispers tiredly.

      My whole body tightens. “He won’t be bothering you anymore.”

      “Whatever Rod did to me doesn’t matter, don’t let them use it against you. Nix, I…”

      She’s out. I watch her whole body collapse into that coma she’s so well-known for. I doubt she slept much, if at all, while she was with Rod.

      I gently rub her head. Such a tiny little person to own my entire, rugged heart.

      “Sleep, princess.”

      I kiss her head and slowly crawl out of bed. She won’t notice. As soon as I’m out of there, I quietly slip out the front door, to the porch, and click Charles’s number.

      “Nix,” he barks.

      “I have her.”

      A sigh bursts out of him. “Was it Ronald?”

      Tension laces his voice. I know he feels immense guilt that he hired a man employed by my father. I don’t blame the guy. No one knows how sneaky my father is better than me.

      “I haven’t spoken with Sage yet. She’s a little… she needs sleep.”

      He sighs. “It was. I know it was.”

      “Well, let me handle all that. Sage needs us.”

      “Nix,” his voice is stern. “I may not fully approve of the whole situation between you two, but she loves you. And you saved her life. Don’t get yourself killed, kid.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Tame your ego for all of ten seconds and listen to me.”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes.

      “I know what I’m doing.”

      “So does Aaron,” Charles snaps. “I swear to fuck, Nix, I will spit on your grave if you die and leave Sage alone. She’ll lose herself forever.”

      “I can’t risk him hurting her again. It’ll only be worse next time. She’s gonna be a prisoner in my home now. Five years, Charles. She needs to get out in the world.”

      “She has that blog, right?”

      “Yes, and it’s successful. But Sage needs to hike and see the mountains, get coffee on the boardwalk somewhere. She needs to go to the local park and see the stars. I don’t know… do shit. She needs to do shit. She needs to see the beauty in everything again. She hasn’t improved in five years and I can’t stand it anymore. I have to do something.”

      Charles sighs. “Fuck, it’s sickening how much you two love each other. Can’t she love someone… easier?”

      “I wish she did, Charles. Truly.”

      “Even then…” he sighs, “you’re good to my daughter, Nix. If I truly had a complaint about you personally, you’d know.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      More than he could ever know.

      “When can I see my daughter?”

      “Let me just…” I hiss out a breath and… lose it. “Fuck, Charles. She was doing so well. Goddamnit! Fuck! Fuck!”

      “Son, listen to me.”

      “I should have—”

      “Nixon!” Charles cuts me off with a shout. “Listen to me. We’ll figure it out. Whatever you need. I’m here. Aaron and his men aren’t invincible. Once he’s out of the way, you and Sage will have a future together. You’re not alone anymore, Nix.”

      “I don’t want you to get involved with anything that involves—”

      “Ahhhhh! Help! Help! Please!”

      “I have to go right now.”

      I slam the phone on Charles’s rushed voice, full of concern, and sprint into the house. I grab the gun I stashed on my person and charge into the room where Sage is sleeping.

      “Sage.”

      What I’m met with has my heart sinking.

      Sage is curled up on the bed in a tiny ball, sweating harder than makes sense for the little time I was gone. Her cheeks are tinged pink and her hair is matted to her face. She’s rocking around wildly and screaming, begging to be saved. Over and over. Never giving up. I try to be strong, but I can’t stop how helpless I feel. I can’t keep myself from crying.

      “Sage,” I choke. “Sage, please come back.”

      I put one knee on the bed, testing the waters. Her body goes completely rigid with terror and her screaming stops. But it’s in every inch of her marrow how scared she is.

      “Sage, please.”

      I back off the bed.

      “Sage, it’s Nix. Come back to me. You’re safe. I promise.”

      I wipe the tears dropping from my eyes.

      “Get away from me!” she shrieks, letting a hand fly out wildly. “No. No. Not Nix… No.”

      “It’s me, brave girl.”

      Nothing. More begging. I have to do something.

      I quietly walk to the side of the bed. I debate heavily what I’m about to do, plead with Sage some more, before just doing it.

      I grab Sage by the shoulders and pull her slippery body into me. The second I touch her, all motion, all sound freezes. She completely stops talking. Stops moving. I have to put my hand in front of her mouth to see if she’s still breathing.

      I cradle her against me and scoot forward to lean against the headboard.

      “You’re safe. You’re safe, Sage.”

      I feel when she starts to wake. Her body remains tight, but her muscles loosen.

      “Hey,” I whisper, rubbing her sweaty hair back. My heart throbs when the strands end way too soon. She loved her hair. I loved it, too. For Rod to cut it… I mean, Jesus, hasn’t this woman given enough to men without them having to steal one of the few things that makes her feel confident in herself? Shit, I forgot to tell her father about her hair. Fuck. He’s very shallow. He needs to know so he can school the right reaction. He, more than anyone else, has the power to absolutely shatter whatever confidence she has left.

      “Nix?”

      “Hey, brave girl. It’s so good to hear your voice.”

      Sage lets out a long sigh and drops her head onto me, exhausted. At least she’s stopped apologizing to me for her bad dreams.

      “You don’t have to hold me. I’m covered in sweat.”

      “Don’t care.”

      My voice is strained. I know it is.

      “How was your sister?” Sage shifts so she’s sitting crisscross on the floor in front of me. Maybe it’s ‘cause I love her so much, but her hair is so cute. It’s all over the place and definitely needs the work of a hairdresser to even it out, but she’s so damn cute. It makes her big eyes pop. It makes her look so tiny. I just wanna kiss her and show her how beautiful I fucking think she is, but I can’t with her mind like this. I have to help her. I have to fix the damage my father caused. I have to get her to think she’s beautiful again first.

      But first… I shake my head, trying to grasp the drastic topic change. I blink at her. “Wait… what?”

      Her nightmare. That’s the priority. Why are we talking about my sister?

      She smiles a little and cups my cheek for a moment. “Your sister, Rose. I heard Rod talking. They wanted you to keep her safe from something. Is she okay? What was it like meeting her? Are you happy? Did it uplift your soul to meet a family member who isn’t evil?”

      “Slow down. You’re my focus right now. Let’s get you cleaned up and let’s…” I squeeze my fingers into my eyes, literally shoving the tears back. “Sage, I’m so fucking worried about you. You didn’t need this.”

      “It’s okay. It’s okay. Really.”

      Her tiny hands, cold and clammy, frantically skid up my forearms.

      “Nix, I promise. I’ll be okay.”

      “Sage”— I practically leap on her —“please say you’ll get help. Please. For me, if you have to. I’m so fucking scared I’m gonna lose you. You need help. When I pulled you from that treatment center all those years ago, I didn’t think you’d deny all help. Sage, I need you to do this now. After the shit with Rod… fuck, please. Please.”

      “What?” She pushes to her feet and throws her hands on her hips. “You wish you hadn’t gotten me out now!”

      “No, I wish I never promised you I would. I would never break a promise I already made you.”

      She glares hard at me.

      “I’m scared, Sage!”

      She opens her mouth with her eyes blazing fire, but closes it, goes to the bathroom, and slams the door.

      “Fuck!”

      I grab the lamp off the counter and throw it against the wall. I don’t give a fuck if it shatters. Fucking hell.

      I go to my car, grab Pam and the Kindle, stick it outside the bathroom door, pen a note saying I’m going out, and drive off.

      I have shit to do.

      I have to do… something.

      Because I don’t know how to help the one person I care about.
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      I drive straight to Rod’s.

      Gun in tow.

      Knife in hand. Well, wrapped around my ankle.

      As soon as I get to Rod’s, I kick the door down and throw my gun out in front of my body.

      “Rod!” I roar.

      “Jesus fuck, kid. I didn’t touch her,” he grumbles, trudging into the room like a fucking sloth.

      Once he enters the room, his eyes flicker from me to the gun several times.

      “What is this? You can’t kill me.”

      I feel my eyes flash. “Sit.”

      “You can’t kill me,” he sneers.

      “Sit the fuck down and don’t test me right now.”

      With a scowl, he slowly lowers his body down onto the couch.

      “You’re gonna tell me every last detail of your time with Sage.”

      “Nothing happened, Nixon!”

      “I didn’t ask that. Talk.”

      I flick the gun up for emphasis.

      “You really are your father’s son,” he grumbles.

      I shoot two inches from his foot.

      “Shut up and talk.”

      “I don’t feel like reliving that miserable-ass time. I’ll make a deal. You ask your thing about our time together instead of this whole charade and I’ll tell you something about your sister.”

      Focus on the bracelets. Don’t fucking shoot Rod. You don’t need that nightmare, Nix. Think of how much you’ll have to deal with from Aaron if you do.

      I let out a deep breath.

      “You know nothing about my sister that could interest me. I have contact with her now, motherfucker. Sage, get talking.”

      “Oh,” he laughs. It’s a laugh I know well. It’s the laugh Aaron always lets slip when he’s one step ahead of me. “Trust me, this will interest you.”

      “Is Rose in trouble?” I ask immediately, feeling my heart pound. Maybe, despite everything, I do still love her. Maybe just in a different way.

      “Tsk, tsk, kiddo.” I fucking hate when he calls me that. I could kill him. He’s the one sitting on the couch like a pussy. I’m the one with the gun. “You remember the deal. Take the gun off me, and I ain’t sayin’ shit about Sage. I’m over that whole nightmare situation.”

      Sage, Rose, Sage… I search Rod’s face. That fucking laugh. It’s haunting me. I lower my gun slightly with a sigh.

      “Tell me what you know about Rose.”

      “Put your gun away.”

      I chuckle lowly. “You think I was born yesterday? Gun stays by my side, but I’ll put it away once you tell me what I want to know. And no, I won’t make you tell me about Sage.”

      He thinks on it for a second before smirking.

      “Aaron’s no idiot.”

      “I’ve never taken him for one.”

      “He knows your loyalty still lies with that girl.”

      I stay silent.

      “He also knows that if he kills Sage off, he’ll lose you.”

      Well, this is the first time Aaron’s underestimated me, because he lost me just for touching Sage.

      “But your sister, on the other hand… just saying, Aaron would do anything to keep you in line.”

      “He’s gonna hurt Rose? Why the fuck would he do that? She’s his… prized thing, whatever. He’d never hurt her. Why?”

      “Your jealousy of your sister hinders you. You always think she’s his prized possession. Yes, as one of his children, she has a use. For sure. But you, Nix, you’re his trophy. You’re his work of art. He’s in prison and you’re the one out there representing him. More than me. More than anyone. When he dies, you’re his legacy. You’re how he goes on. And whether or not you hate him, you are the perfect student. The perfect little slave. He easily controls you. You’re him and he’ll do anything to keep it that way.”

      The sick, broken little boy inside of me is so happy to this hear this. Happy to hear that all the years of torture I endured earned me his approval. But a bigger part of me, a part that’s grown these past five years, is sickened by that. It disgusts me.

      “I’m not my father.”

      He smirks, but says nothing.

      “I’m not,” I growl, tucking my gun away.

      “Quit bitching and get out of my fucking house. Your little girlfriend doesn’t fucking sleep, so I’m tired as hell.”

      Without a word, I trudge out of his apartment and grab my cell phone.

      “Sven,” I bark into the phone. “We need to talk.”
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        * * *

      

      As soon as I found out about the danger to my sister, I knew I had to go out of town. I decided immediately, until I know more of what is going on and what my — our — father has planned, to go to the mansion where Rose now lives with Sven. At least until Sven gets back from the ‘business’ trip he just left for. Just to be sure she’s protected while he isn’t there. I know he’ll protect her when I can’t, but I feel better knowing one of the two of us is with her until I’m certain Aaron isn’t gonna try and fuck with her. She’s far too delicate.

      I’m bombarded immediately by Rose when I arrive. She’s angry and emotional, demanding to know why I didn’t say bye when I left her last time. Which… I completely didn’t. When I got wind of Sage’s location, I just took off. So it makes sense that she’s demanding to know how I could just bust the news on her that I was her brother back at the motel and then leave without a word.

      I’m an asshole.

      I didn’t even think about it, to be honest. I should have. I remember the look on her face when I told her. The betrayal in her eyes…

      Rose’s blue eyes bore into me, terrified and confused, flickering back and forth between Sven and I in the tiny motel room we were crammed in.

      I hissed out a deep breath.

      I owed this to her. Rod wasn’t letting Sage go. They were gonna fuck with Sage and I either way.

      “Rose. I… Shit, this is hard. Rose, Sven didn’t kill me back at the cabin because I’m your brother. We are related. Same mom, same dad, different life. My blood, my DNA is just as corrupt as yours, except I act on it and you’ve fought it. Quit hating yourself.”

      “You’re lying!” Rose whispered. “I don’t have anyone.”

      “I’m not lying Rose,” I whispered. If only she knew however hard it was for her to accept, it’s always been ten times harder for me.

      “YES, YOU ARE!” she screamed, vibrating with tension.

      That’s when I saw it in her eyes. The bone-deep betrayal when she looked at me. The heartbreak. I was just another person on her list of people who let her down.

      I hated it!

      It’s not that I never wanted to tell her, I just couldn’t. Not without risking someone’s life. Who’s in particular depended on the time in my life, but it was always someone.

      I had to be the bad guy to do the right thing.

      I didn’t think about the fact that she really had no idea I even existed. I’d always known about her. She’d always been some sort of enigma in my life, but for her, I never existed. When Aaron was arrested, she was all alone. Then I just left. I didn’t consider her at all. That’s something Aaron would do.

      Shit.

      What if Rod’s right? Fuckin’ hell.

      I throw my stuff down on the bed of the guest room I’m staying in, for the night, at least.

      Bzzzz. Bzzzz.

      I glance at my ringing cell phone with a despondent expression. I rarely crave alcohol, but right now, I’m hitting my threshold of stress. I’m not ready to talk to Rod, Sven, or whatever other asshole is on the other end of this line.

      I narrow my eyes at the screen. I immediately snatch it up when I see the name.

      Sage.

      She rarely calls me, if ever. I can’t remember the last time she initiated a call while I was working.

      I pick it up but say nothing. I can feel her presence on the other end of the line, but it’s silent for a long time. Tense. She has to initiate this one. I just can’t. I know I shouldn't be, but I’m so damn angry with her. She won’t just talk to someone. Doesn’t she get that I fucking need her? I need her to be happy, and she refuses to put the work into herself. It’s driving me mad.

      But God, she was just kidnapped by my father’s men. I’m a complete bastard.

      “Are you safe?” she finally asks in a small voice.

      “I’m at my sister’s,” I tell her quietly.

      “Oh, good. I’m glad you’re, uh, fostering that… relationship,” she whispers.

      I almost snort. Yeah, if that’s what you’d call this fucked up mess she’s dragged me into.

      “Hmm-hmmm, sure.”

      “Give her a chance, Nix. I know—”

      “I’m not discussing this.” I can’t. “It’s not you,” I add. “I’m just not ready. The scars are still raw and I really just met her. It’s a bit of a mess over here.”

      “Oh, are you okay?”

      I hate to be a jerk, but it feels good to have someone ask about how I am before asking about Rose.

      “I’m okay, princess,” I whisper. “I… I’m sorry I was mean.”

      “No, it’s okay. You were scared. For me. I get it. I do. I just… Nix, I can’t go back there. Even for you. I can’t. I’ll lose my mind. What if I become like Tammy?”

      Ah, Essie. Her fear makes more sense now. If Essie was one of the only people she interacted with during her time in hell, and a mentor of sorts from what I’ve gathered, it would make sense that she would take her cues from her.

      “Let’s not discuss this over the phone.”

      The silence stretches. I can almost feel her biting her lip.

      “I don’t wanna sound desperate or anything. I’m not that girl. I don’t wanna be, but you’re… you’re coming home, right?”

      Wait. What?!

      “What? Of course! Why would you even ask me that?”

      “I don’t know. Sorry.”

      “No, uh-uh, you know. Why, Sage?”

      “I don’t want you to think I can’t handle your life. I know you love me, Nix. I know you’d never leave because I’m struggling, but you would leave if you felt your life was too much for me.”

      I stay silent for a long time.

      “I’m not sure I could ever leave you, angel.”

      “But… even…”

      “I’ll protect you. I’ll keep you safe. I won’t leave you. That will never be the answer for us.”

      “But you said you regret taking me home with you.”

      “I said I regret pulling you from treatment. Sage, babe, you need help. I regret pulling you out early.”

      “That was the best day of my life. You gave me the freedom of choice for the first time in my life.”

      And you regret it… are the unsaid words.

      I hiss out a breath.

      “I don’t regret giving you a choice. I just… you need help, babe. You need help and that place was good. I want your happiness more than anything, but I also want what’s best for you.”

      She doesn’t say anything.

      “We’ll get back to this. I’m gonna be going back and forth between our house and my sister’s…” mafia mansion. “There’s a lot of shit going down on this end. I can’t abandon her.”

      “Okay,” Sage says softly. “I’m happy to hear that. Let me know if I can help in any way.”

      “Alright, I—”

      “Um so, oh, sorry if I cut you off.”

      “No, you’re fine. Go ahead.”

      “I think I’m gonna go to my dad’s for the night. My mom can help me fix my hair, and I promise Dad will keep a close eye on me. I don’t wanna be alone tonight.”

      “Shit, God, I’m an asshole for leaving you after what you just went through! Fuck.”

      “Nix, stop. You saved me. You’re the hero of this story. Stop making yourself the villain.”

      “You are biased. My father is the reason you were taken from your home and I had the nerve to leave you alone the same night you were rescued.”

      “I’m not innocent in this, Nix.”

      “I’m just staying the night here. Sven’s not even in town and I need to talk to him. I’ll be home tomorrow. Have your father pick you up himself. No staff. I’ll pick you up tomorrow.”

      “Yay. I’m happy to hear that. I’ll make dinner. My readers need a new recipe anyway. I’ve been away for too long. They’re gonna wonder where I’ve been. Can you maybe rent a movie? We need a night, Nix.”

      “I know, princess. I have ideas. Make us something good for dinner. I admit I’ve slipped on the vegan train.”

      She snorts. “I’m gonna make this dinner so vegan to torture you, then. Tofu, broccoli, hemp seeds, the works.”

      “Can’t wait.”

      “That doesn’t give you license to eat a shit ton of beef jerky at Rose’s place.”

      “I haven’t had beef jerky since I met you… officially.”

      “That makes me love you more.”

      I chuckle. “More cows saved!”

      “And turkeys, Nix. They even have salmon jerky, too, now. So we save fish as well.”

      “That’s good to hear, babe.”

      She laughs softly. “I love you. I can’t wait to have our night tomorrow.”

      “Me either, babe. Me either.”

      “Okay, I’m gonna call my dad. I’m a little scared.”

      I feel my heart soften. “Don’t be scared. I promise my place is safe.”

      “I know that rationally. I’m just a little paranoid right now.”

      “I get it. I’ll let you go. See you soon. Love ya.”

      “Ditto.”

      She clicks off. I rush to call Charles before Sage gets a hold of him. I’m relieved when he picks up.

      “Charles, this is Nix. Sage is about to call you to ask you to pick her up. Don’t let her know I called, but you have to pick her up yourself, okay? Don’t fight her on it. Also, shit, they… they cut her hair all crazy when they took her. She’s really, really broken about it, so please, for the love of God, don’t make her feel bad about it. Help uplift her. It looks cute.”

      “Shit, that’s her.”

      “Just be cool. She needs you to step up, Charles.”

      I click off. Fuck, I hope he’s able to.
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      I watch from my car as Charles escorts Sage out the front door. Her hair is shorter, about mid-ear length, but evened out now. It’s shinier, like her mom put some shit in it to make it glow. It’s clear her mom made an effort to make Sage feel better about herself, which is good to see.

      I watch from the window as Sage, very hesitantly, wraps her arms around her dad. Charles’s face flashes with emotion before he schools it and pats her on the back. When she pulls away, she’s smiling at him. I couldn’t be more relieved.

      When she turns to me, she slides her teeth over her lower lip and does an awkwardly cute two finger wave. I do the wave right back at her.

      That seems to loosen her up.

      She tells Charles thank you, runs off to the car, and hurriedly opens the passenger door.

      “Hi,” she squeaks, bouncing a little nervously in her seat.

      I put my hand on her thigh. “Hi, brave girl. Missed you.”

      She bites her lip harder. “Not so brave, probably.”

      I tighten my grip on her leg.

      “You’ll always be brave to me, Sage. No matter what.”

      “Can we go to the grocery store? Is that… okay?”

      “Yeah, you’re with me. Besides, Aaron won’t pull anything so soon. He wouldn’t risk it,” I mumble.

      “Risk what?” she questions in a whisper.

      “Me turning on him.”

      “But…”

      I turn to her. “Correct, princess. But he doesn’t yet realize I turned on him the second he set his sights on hurting you.”

      She looks down at her lap and smiles. It’s small and barely noticeable, but she freaking smiles.

      I punch her arm.

      “You’re not supposed to smile at that!”

      She giggles. “It’s not what it looks like.”

      “Hmm… sure it’s not.”

      “It’s not. I’m just… proud of you, that’s all. When I first met you, you desperately wanted to stand up to your father, but would never. Even saving me was terrifying to you at the time. But now, you’re fighting back. You’re so strong, Nix, and you’re not just taking his shit anymore. That makes me proud.”

      She gives me a heart-stopping smile and goes back to fidgeting in her lap.

      “Have I told you lately that I love you?”

      “I know you love me.”

      “Good, just reminding you.”

      “I love you too. Very much. I think more than you’ll ever know.”

      “Don’t deserve it.”

      “I’m failing as a girlfriend if you still believe that.”

      “I just know the truth, Sage. To you, I’m the guy who got you out of hell, but you so often forget how long it took me to do that.”

      Her teeth grit, but she says nothing. That is, until we get to the grocery store parking lot. I throw the car into park mindlessly. I’m taking my hand off the gear shift when Sage leaps over the console into my lap. It’s not as hot as it sounds. She takes both her hands and shoves me back into the seat with a snarl.

      “Nixon Marketta! You listen to me, you fucker, you need to stop thinking you aren’t good enough to be loved. You’re so special. It hurts me. Six years, dude. Six!”

      Her hands tenderly cup my face.

      “How do I get it through your head that I love you and am lucky to have the chance to love you?”

      I grab her face and tenderly kiss her, while sliding my free hand to the door and slowly opening it.

      “You make me feel that way sometimes, Sage. No one’s ever loved me before you.”

      She pokes my nose and slides off me.

      “And I’m pretty fantastic. I wouldn’t love you if you weren’t worth loving.” Her playful demeanor dies. “Nix, loving someone almost killed me. I wouldn’t give you that gift if you weren’t worth it.”

      “Is this some sort of intervention season we’re going through as a couple?” I tease.

      Sage snorts and climbs out of the car. “Yep. Five years is a long frickin’ time for us to struggle with the same shit, Nix.”

      “Hey, you can—”

      She spins around. “Let’s not fight,” she snaps. “I was more referring to you. You’ve grown so much. It’s just this last thing.”

      “Yeah, the little detail that I’m an awful criminal who doesn’t deserve you. That miniscule last piece.”

      I get out and slam the door.

      “I love you, but this conversation is over.”

      She huffs and jogs up beside me. I feel her eyes on me the entire time we walk.

      “Hey, awful criminal?”

      I smirk. “Yes, princess.”

      “Tonight’s a good night. Remember?”

      “Yes, I remember.”

      “Then can you stop brooding and pick out what vegetable you want tonight? I have the rest covered.”

      Chuckling slightly, I nod and head over to the Brussels sprouts. Mafia one minute, picking out veggies at the local shop the next. I swear my whole life is a mind fuck. I’m surprised I haven’t been committed to a psych ward yet.

      I grab a bag of pre-chopped Brussels to make it easier for her to cook, and then I head back over. She's staring at two brands of tofu with intense focus.

      “I can’t decide which one to get. They are both good brands. One has a bit of a meatier texture, but it’s not as accessible to most readers, and…”

      “Sage?”

      “Hm, yes?” She blinks up at me.

      “You had me leave your side in a public place.”

      She blinks again and then smiles a little. “I just… after last night… I wanted you to know I’m okay. I don’t want those men filling your head with nonsense. Lying to you. Nothing happened while they had me, other than chopping my hair off. Really.”

      God, I love her so fucking much. I never tell her anything about the people I deal with, but she’s always so intuitive.

      “I’m proud of you, Sage.”

      I kiss her forehead and squeeze her hand. I don’t want to get into it here, but she needs to know that she’s pretty incredible.

      The rest of the trip is uneventful. Sage takes food shopping very seriously, especially when it comes to blog recipes, so food shopping takes way longer than I would have liked, but it’s okay. I know my father wouldn’t pull anything on Sage again so fast. Especially with what I think is his new focus on my sister. I left the mansion early to make things right with Sage, but I talked to the boss first about keeping Rose safe until Sven got back.

      He gave his word.

      Now we’re back at the apartment. Sage is cooking and I’m pacing the house.

      I need to meet with Aaron. I need to find out what he plans to do with Rose and try to talk him out of it. I have to somehow convince him I’m still his show pony, all while simultaneously planning how to destroy his empire.

      Fuuuck.

      That’s only a small piece of my to-do list.

      “Okay, ready!” Sage calls, interrupting me from my thoughts.

      I look over. There’s a large pan being kept warm on the stove, her recipe notepad to the left of that, and Pamela is sitting on the counter next to Sage, staring at the mess.

      “Perfect, I’m hungry.”

      Next thing I know, I feel her hands slide up my back. Shit, I must have zoned out. I thought she was still in the kitchen.

      “Talk to me, Nix.”

      Her hands slide to the spot over my heart. I feel her fingers tapping over the spot where it beats.

      “Me being taken, that was more to hurt you than me.”

      “I’m good if you’re good. I just have a lot going on.”

      “What? Talk to me.”

      “Nothing to concern yourself with, babe.”

      “Let me ask you something, Nix.”

      She takes a step away and studies me for a moment.

      “Are you in this with me for the long haul? For better or worse and all that? I’m not asking for a proposal.” She makes a face. “But I want you to answer my question.”

      My eyebrows furrow. “Of course. No matter what, I’ll always be here for you.”

      She sighs. “That goes both ways. That’s a commitment on both of our parts. I admit I rely too much on you at times. You’re so strong” — she smiles a little and shrugs — “and I get scared, but I know you hurt so deeply, Nix. I see it. I’ve always seen it. How can we be a healthy couple if you bottle everything inside and don’t talk to me?”

      She curls into my chest.

      “Open up to me. I can take it. I want to take it. I want to share your demons with you, Nix. Please let me.”

      I wrap my arms around her small body and tuck her further into my chest. I rub my hand over her hair several times, just letting the silence hang.

      “You make me feel so safe, Nix. Please let me do the same for you.”

      She steps up a bit so she’s literally flush against me.

      “What about our night, princess?” I whisper.

      “My perfect night is you being fully honest with me. I can’t think of a way I’d rather spend tonight.”

      “You’re not fully honest with me either, babe.”

      “I’ll talk to you. I’ll tell you about…” She sucks in a deep breath. “I’ll tell you about hell. About Rod. About everything,” she whispers.

      I grab her shoulders and pull her away, searching her fearful green eyes. “Really? Why now?”

      She takes a deep breath. “I can’t stand to see you hurt all alone anymore. Being taken made me realize the extent to which they go to hurt you. The extent they’ve probably gone your whole life.”

      I pull away from her.

      “I may cry. You’ll see me cry.”

      “It’ll be nice to balance the score a little, ya know.”

      I snicker. “Bitch.”

      She throws her head back and laughs as she goes to the kitchen and brings dishes to the table.

      “I made tofu and Brussels sprouts with a ginger-hemp dressing over brown rice. Does that sound okay?”

      “It sounds wonderful. My body is in desperate need of some nutrient-rich food.”

      “Perfect. This is super rich in vitamins and minerals.”

      I take a seat on the couch and fiddle a bit with my dish. I don’t want to talk to Sage about this dark, twisted web I’m tangled in.

      Her hand goes to my knee. I look up. She’s mid-chew, which makes her laugh and cover her mouth.

      “Sorry,” she mumbles, giggling through a mouthful of food.

      I smirk. “Tried to comfort me a bit too soon.”

      She nods, laughing harder. Still laughing, she runs off to spit her food out in the sink so she can breathe. I chuckle as I watch her. When she gets back, her eyes are shining.

      “What happened at your parents’ house? You’re completely different. It’s like nothing happened, Sage.”

      “A lot,” Sage murmurs, smiling a little. “They accepted me, Nix. I didn’t look pretty. My hair was a ratty mess and they said with a little trim it looked awesome.”

      Her watery eyes meet mine.

      “Mom did hair with me and we laughed. Dad was so kind. I felt like I belonged. It turns out Jerald and Lucinda are a thing now, which makes me so happy. Lucinda’s an angel who life abandoned. That topic got me and Lucinda talking and she said some stuff that helped me get my head on straight. Really nothing happened with Rod other than my hair. Hair’s been dealt with, I have immense support, shock’s worn off, I’m okay.”

      “I’m so happy to hear that, doll.”

      Awkward silence.

      Sage nibbles on her lower lip.

      “Ca-can you start, please? I just… going straight into everything that happened is a little… um…”

      “I get it. I’ll start. Uh, where should I start?”

      She laughs a little.

      “Start with what’s bothering you now and work your way backward?”

      “Okay, that’s a little strange.”

      Sage just shrugs as she stuffs a piece of tofu in her mouth.

      “Fuck, Sage.”

      “It’s okay. I can take it. Brave girl, remember?”

      I shake my head at her. “If at any point it’s too much, promise you’ll tell me to stop. I have this all under control.”

      Sure I do…

      “If you can handle living it, then I can handle being your partner and being a safe place for you to vent.”

      “Sage, promise,” I demand.

      “Yeah, yeah, I promise, bossy.”

      “This is serious, Sage.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      I nod. “It’s alright. I’m scared,” I mumble.

      I don’t know what fuel I just added fire to, but Sage shoves her plate aside and practically leaps forward and grabs my hands, silently offering me her support.

      “You know my sister, Rose?” I whisper.

      “Yes, tell me about her.”

      “She’s gorgeous, kind…” I smirk. “Kind of a coward.”

      “Nix!” Sage slaps my arm.

      “What? She is. Anyway, she also has a serious issue with food. I don’t know if it’s highly disordered eating or an actual eating disorder, but she’s extremely thin and barely eats anything.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that. Hunger is an awful feeling. I can’t imagine my own mind pressuring me into denying myself food.”

      “It was actually very scary to witness. I kept fearing she was gonna pass out. She’d get dizzy, and when I demanded she eat, she’d fight me.”

      Sage’s eyebrows tighten sympathetically.

      “Luckily, Sven seemed to have a handle on it.”

      “Who’s Sven? That’s a weird name.”

      “He’s a weird guy,” I mutter and sigh. “This is where it gets complicated.”

      “Okay, I’m ready.” She physically straightens her shoulders.

      “He’s in the mafia.”

      “Oh my… God.”

      “Yep. That’s why you were taken. Well, one of the reasons. My sister, who Aaron never let me fucking meet before all this shit, and her friend, Lacey, who I’d love for you to meet one day, were on the run from them. Lacey was tied up with the boss, and Rose with the underboss, Sven. It was my job to keep them safe.”

      “Holy shit.”

      Sage’s eyes go wide, but she doesn’t look overwhelmed. More dumbfounded than anything else. Which… same.

      “Yep. Also, I couldn’t tell her she was my sister at first. I eventually had no choice, but… for your safety, it was best I kept that quiet.”

      “Oh, Nix, I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s alright. I told her eventually. I just… I should be so happy to be in touch with her. I really should. But I’m so fucking jealous of her, Sage. I can’t get past it. I’m an asshole, I know, but her presence in my life has been a pain in my ass. She’s been this non-existent sister Aaron could use at any time to get me to do awful shit. I just want to walk away from her and say fuck it…”

      Sage opens her mouth to speak, but now that the dam’s been opened, I just keep going.

      “And then! Now Aaron is deciding to shift his focus to my sister to use to get me in line, according to Rod, at least. That means I have to meet with him. I have to find out if that’s the truth and what he’s planning. I have to… I have to help her, because I love her, but I hate her. I don’t know! Ugh!”

      I throw my head into my hands.

      Thankfully, because Sage is a saint, she doesn’t say anything. She simply scoots close and rubs my back, once in a while murmuring soothing words and planting a kiss on my back and shoulders.

      “Tell me more,” she murmurs. “Keep going.”

      I laugh bitterly. “Isn’t that enough for you?”

      Her hand strokes lightly down my chest.

      “Sage,” I groan.

      “Let it out. Come on. There’s something so broken inside you, Nix. Just like me. I’m gonna help…”

      Ring! Ring! Ring!

      I sigh and stare at Sage.

      “Get it,” she murmurs, massaging my chest.

      I growl and open my phone.

      “Nix.”

      “Nix, shit, something’s happened.”

      My blood runs cold at the sound of Sven’s boss’s voice. The sound of men screaming rings in the background.

      “What happened?”

      “Nix, Rose was murdered less than an hour ago. There’s no body, so there’s no official confirmation, and I’m on that, but that’s what we’re being told.”

      He sighs.

      “My condolences.”

      The world around me spins. I slam my hand down on Sage’s thigh for balance.

      “No! Th-that wouldn’t… You said you’d protect her!”

      “She ran off to get tampons with a driver Sven assigned. It’s slightly complicated, and I’ll loop you in when you’ve had a moment to process—”

      “I have time now!”

      “I have men here. It’s a mess. Lacey’s freaking out, demanding to know what’s going on. Sven’s on his way back. You don’t really know her. Let me deal with the people who did, fair?”

      I hiss out a breath. “Please call me as soon as you can. I’ll… I’ll do what I can from my end,” I whisper.

      “Thank you. I’ll be in touch soon.” He pauses. “For the record, I am sorry.”

      Click. Dead line.

      I look to Sage, whose eyes are big and watery with concern.

      “I need you,” I whisper, before collapsing into her. Her arms go around me and I cry.
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      I don’t know how long I cry, but I know that the whole time, Sage doesn’t say a word. She doesn’t ask what’s wrong. She just lets me cry as hard as I want onto her shoulder, the whole time rubbing gently up and down my back, putting every ounce of the pain she feels for me into her touch.

      Crying has never been a luxury allowed to me. Not with an alcoholic mother and a father who regularly exposed me to the worst of society. It’s strange: painful and oddly cathartic.

      When my tears start to die off, I tuck my head into Sage.

      “Rose was murdered. Aaron, he…” I choke. “He killed her.”

      … and I’m crying again. I don’t know why.

      Sage gasps.

      “Oh my… Nix, I’m so sorry. I’m so… I can’t…”

      I squeeze her hand. Her tears fall onto my wrist.

      “I don’t know what to say,” she whispers. “I love you.”

      “I hate him! I fucking hate him!” I roar, jumping to my feet and sending the lamp crashing to the ground. I can’t think about anything. I grab whatever I see and send it crashing to the ground.

      “Nix,” I hear a voice faintly squeak. “Nix, please.”

      But I can’t see through the red.

      “He’s taken everything!”

      A pan clashes against the tile.

      Something soft hits my head, jolting me out of my rage.

      Sort of a weird, fuzzy haze swarms my vision as I try to take in my surroundings again. I look around the room. My heart immediately sinks when I see Sage.

      She’s curled up on the couch, trembling, with Pamela tucked into her chest. When my face falls, she hurriedly speaks.

      “I’m not scared. I’m not. I just… the yelling. I’m sorry.”

      “Hey.” I approach her gently, pull her to stand and tug her into my chest. “I’m sorry, princess.”

      I look around the absolutely wrecked apartment and wince.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “No, don’t be. It’s just—”

      “Shh.” I scoop her up in my arms.

      “I’m supposed to be helping you,” she whimpers.

      “You are, Sage,” I whisper as I gently place her on the bed and tuck the covers up to her chin.

      “There’s a mess. I should clean. I should shower. I…”

      I crawl into bed and place my finger over her lips, before wrapping an arm around her tense body.

      “Let’s just be here. Just let me hold you.”

      “Okay, Nix,” she murmurs. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      She wraps her little arm around me and I cry all over again.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Six Months Later

      

      

      “I’m on it, Rod.”

      He grunts.

      Click. I hang up on him and go back to the rack of weights I fuckin’ hate.

      After a solid month of serious depression, I realized I had to think of a game plan. I’d never felt lust for blood like I did after I found out my tender-hearted sister was murdered. I wanted to ask the boss to use his contacts to have Aaron killed, fuck the consequences. I wanted to fucking slaughter Rod. First he took my girl, then he murdered my sister. It takes every ounce of self-control I have to sound casual when I speak with Rod. It’d ruin everything if he knew I wasn’t still brainwashed enough to let this all go and internalize. If it got back to Aaron that I was no longer loyal to him, that I was beyond redemption, he’d go on a killing spree. He’d murder Sage and her parents and anyone else he could to break me. Once a person’s broken, they are easily moldable. It’s not his preference, I’m sure, but he would absolutely rebuild me all over again if he had to.

      Oh, I guess I should mention, Aaron did have Rose killed. Officially. He bribed her with an ex-boyfriend of hers. Sent a picture to her phone of him tied to a chair, and of course Rose, being as kind and naive as she is, went after him. When she arrived, Rod shot her on sight.

      The idea of her covered in blood makes me nauseous.

      “1…” I grunt, trying to push the weight back up. “2… 3…”

      I rack the barbell and groan. I hate lifting; I’d much rather build muscles doing shit in the real world, not the iron one, but, one, it helps me be sane enough to not murder everyone associated with the Marketta name, including me a lot of the time. And two, most importantly, it’s part of the plan. The agonizingly slow, nearly two-year plan, to end Aaron Marketta and his men for good.

      I can’t tell anyone about it, though.

      Not even Sage.

      I can’t risk anyone else getting hurt. Aaron needs to go. He sealed his death when he took Sage. He shut his coffin when he killed my sister. See, Aaron can never understand love. He doesn’t feel it. So he doesn’t get that his years of brainwashing me don’t work anymore, since receiving Sage’s love. Love is the antidote to everything born of hate.

      One person that’s been on my mind lately is Lacey, Rose’s best friend. The woman who was held captive by various mafia families. I really liked her. I can’t imagine how she’s feeling right now. Rose was her best friend. Her only friend.

      Set four.

      Last set.

      I finish that up, wipe the sweat from my brow and jump in my car. This ‘gym’ I go to is the private garage of an acquaintance of mine who is very into bodybuilding.

      Sage is with her dad today, so my plan is to move some weapons around the house a bit. I got more recently. Not to mention, I can definitely use this time to set some plans in motion. I push the front door open. I frickin’ have a heart attack when I’m not met with an empty house and instead come face to face with Sage standing there, tapping her foot on the ground.

      I groan and adjust my shirt to hide the gun I have hidden there.

      “You gave me a heart attack. I thought you were with your…”

      I flick my eyes up from my waist band and the words I was gonna say get lodged in my throat.

      “What the…”

      Sage cocks an eyebrow and taps her red-bottomed, black heel.

      I let my eyes roam up her body and swallow. What is she…

      “You can look,” Sage says, smirking.

      I take a step forward, feeling lust like I’ve never known before, building in my body. Sage is standing here in a strapless black dress that ends very high up on her thigh. She’s paired that with nothing but her now shoulder-length, black-green hair, clear, pale skin, and those damn heels. Her eyes are smoky but everything else about her makeup is neutral and only accentuates her natural beauty.

      I’m a sweaty, disgusting mess.

      “What are you… what the…”

      I know I look totally lost, but I’m so confused. I’m horny as hell and, yes, I am completely lost. I’ve never seen Sage like this. I mean she’s never…

      What?

      She walks right up to me, meeting me in the middle of where I’d already stepped toward her.

      She doesn’t touch me, simply stares, somewhat defiantly.

      “Well.”

      “Well, what?” I’m so confused. And horny. Yep, definitely wanna fuck her. Something I’m not sure me and Sage have ever really done. We always make love. It’s always gentle and tender and incredible. But right now, with no help from all the weight lifting I’ve been doing, I wanna fuck her. Hard and fast. She’s not helping, dressed like this.

      She smirks a little, still slightly defiant.

      “Where have you been?”

      “Working.”

      “You’re sweating.”

      “It was physical.”

      “Take off your shirt.”

      “I need to change first.”

      “Take. Off. Your. Shirt.”

      My eyebrows raise at her tone.

      “Your shirt, Nix,” she snaps.

      “What are you doing?”

      I’m seriously pissed, worried, turned on… all at the same time.

      Her hands fly forward to the end of my shirt. A bit frantically and uncoordinated, she lifts my shirt to my shoulders. When she gets to my arms and needs my cooperation, her other hand goes to my cock and starts to rub there as she pulls the shirt off me. I literally laugh. What the fuck is going on? How did she do that? What is she doing? She even lets out a snort when she feels how hard I am.

      Before I know it, she’s dangling my gun in front of my face by the very tips of her fingers.

      “Why did you need this today?”

      “You know what I do, Sage.”

      She growls under her breath. “You think I’m stupid.”

      “I don’t—”

      “You do! If you think I don’t know something is different with you, you do.”

      “Sage…”

      “I just wanna be in the loop. No one has to know. I’ll act oblivious. It can be our secret that I know you are up to something.”

      She leans into my ear seductively, pushing her breasts up against my chest.

      “I can be a good liar. I did it my whole life. I’m a Briar-Rose.”

      Then she pulls away. Holy shit. Can I skip this whole part and fuck her?

      I lean forward and nip at her shoulder, then her neck, then her ear. I’m even more turned on when she tilts her head and her breathing increases.

      “You sure you can handle it? You don’t mind lying for me? Playing dumb?”

      “Nope,” she breathes. “I’m a good little liar.”

      Fuuuuck. Sage, Jesus.

      “I’m just planning to destroy everything Aaron Marketta ever built. Then I’m planning to end his life and the life of the man who killed my sister. It’s a whole year and a half deal,” I murmur as I slide my hand down her abdomen.

      “Great. That’s what I needed to know.”

      With a sigh, she pulls away, swaying her hips side to side as her heels click along the hardwood. Oh hell no she doesn’t…

      I charge forward and throw her over my shoulder, swatting her ass for good measure.

      “I don’t think so, princess.”

      Her giggle spreads throughout the room.

      “You should take me out to dinner, then. Woo me properly.”

      “I can woo you here just fine.”

      I throw her on the bed. She gasps and laughs at the same time. Not wanting to ruin the moment, but also feeling the inexplicable need to check on her, I lean into her ear and whisper, “Are you okay?”

      “I trust you,” she whispers back. “Don’t stop.”

      “Okay, I won’t. But I will anytime you ask.”

      She nods.

      … and back to the fun.

      I trail my finger down her slender body.

      “You’re sweaty,” she mumbles.

      “Want me to shower first?” And kill the fucking mood, potentially…

      She giggles. Giggles. Sage. “No, it’s kinda hot. You can continue.”

      I snort at her tone. “Yes, princess.”

      The title is very fitting right now.

      “So the clothes…” I murmur.

      “Had Mom get me some things.”

      “Really? What things?”

      “Well, first, let me clarify, I picked them out online; she simply provided the card.”

      “You can afford your own stuff, or I’ve got you.”

      “It’s how she shows love, Nix. She was trying to love me when I was upset.”

      “Alright, I get it,” I murmur. “Back to the topic of clothes.”

      I trace my hand lower. She shifts a little, clearly turned on and uncomfortable.

      “Well, one of the other articles I purchased is under this little dress.”

      “Little it is, babe.”

      She smirks. “Most men prefer to use the word sexy, but I get that you’re unique.”

      I flip her over so she’s pinned under me, the whole time watching her eyes to be sure I see no fear there.

      I slowly slide her dress up her hips, tilting my body just enough to do so. Under her little black dress is a pair of black lace panties.

      “You have good taste,” I murmur, gently tracing my finger on the outside of the fabric. She lets out a small whimper.

      “Y-yes, I do,” she stammers.

      I smirk and turn my small lines to circles around the fabric, feeling the panties grow damp.

      “I’d love to show you how much I appreciate your good taste.”

      “Hmm…” Is all I get from her as her hips start to move on the bed.

      I crawl back up her body, making her eyes pop open with a frown. I chuckle and make eye contact with her as I tug the top of her dress down and take one of her nipples into my mouth.

      “Nix!” she squeaks.

      One scar I don’t think Sage will ever get over is noise. She’s scared to be loud in bed.

      “Shh, feel.”

      She nods a bit frantically as I slide one finger under her dress and into her underwear.

      “You look beautiful.”

      “You’re lying to me a lot,” she says, arching her hips off the bed slightly. “You’re muscly. I don’t know who you are…”

      She shrieks a little when I arch my finger inside her, but I pause once her words sink in. I pull my finger out and leave her hanging for a moment. This is too important. Sage knows it too, because she takes a deep breath, gathers herself, and moves to sit up. I help her and she sends a little smile my way as a thank you.

      “Sorry for the timing,” I wince, “but we need to discuss this and you opened the door.”

      “Every day you come home, the same man I think I know, but you’re so secretive, Nix. You kept getting bigger and stronger before my eyes with no explanation. You’re never home…”

      “You think I’m cheating on you?!”

      I feel the world close in around me. Demons from my past come back to haunt me, but I think Sage senses it, because her hand reaches out on top of mine.

      She sighs heavily.

      “No, I know you wouldn’t cheat on me. You’d never do that to me.”

      The voices in my head are so loud, telling me she’s lying. ‘Cause I’m not a good man. Not a worthy man.

      “But…” She nibbles on her lower lip. “I mean, a girl still gets insecure. You’re getting all buff, out all day, not talking to me. It feels like you’re cheating, even if I know you wouldn’t. It feels like you’re pulling away, even if I know you love me. You’re scaring me, Nix. I don’t know who you’re becoming, and I’m sitting back, staying the same. That’s how even the most in-love couples drift apart.”

      I pull her into me, even though the lust is still hanging heavy in the air. “I’m sorry. I have to do this, Sage. I have to harden myself. Aaron has to go. Rod has to go. His men have to disband. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t let you do this anymore. I’m tired of hiding. I’m tired of fucking…”

      I take a deep breath, trying to kill the rage bubbling up inside me.

      “I have to, Sage. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t… hurt anyone anymore. It’s killing me.”

      Sage straddles my lap and cups my face. With a nod and a sigh she tries to cover, she looks me in the eye.

      “I know nothing, so if you ever want to talk, I’m a good choice.”

      “I love you. I love you so much.”

      “I know.”

      With a chuckle, I lean back, squeezing her hand once for good measure.

      “Stand up, Sage,” I command lightly.

      She searches my eyes, trying to figure out what it is we’re doing. I force my eyes to soften, even though I feel anything but soft right now, to be honest.

      “Trust me,” I whisper.

      With slightly shaking limbs from lack of release and nerves, Sage climbs out of the bed and stands there. I look her up and down with a smirk. Gone is the daring woman who was in the living room a few moments ago. Sage isn’t trying to be sexy at all right now. Her hands are lying stiff by her sides, and her face is curious, yet anxious. But somehow, despite all of this, she is. She’s so damn sexy. She’s stunning. Those fuckin’ heels accentuate her long, lean legs. The dress shows off her figure beautifully. Her beautiful eyes express every ounce of fear, lust, and curiosity she’s feeling. Her hair is silky and smooth, shoulder length. It’s made even more beautiful because it’s a story in and of itself, shared between the two of us.

      “Take your dress off, Sage.”

      When she sort of frantically reaches for it, I jump from the bed, grab her wrists, and meet her eyes.

      “Slow, princess.”

      Then I take a seat and watch. She swallows heavily. Slowly, her hands go to her shoes.

      “Shoes stay on.”

      Her eyes shoot up. I laugh to myself. Despite everything she’s endured in her past, she’s still so naive.

      I nod at her.

      “It’s okay. Go on.”

      Still looking so adorably confused, she moves her hands to the top of her dress and slowly slides it down her body. The further down she pushes the dress, the more red her cheeks become. A feeling swells inside me so powerfully that it’s almost overwhelming. Love. I love her so fucking much.

      “Nix?” she whimpers.

      I force my eyes to move from her naked body, clad in nothing but that lace thong and heels. I’m painfully hard, but when I finally stop ogling her and meet her eyes, I realize how scared she looks right now. I move from the bed and up until I’m flush against her body. I wrap my arms around her and rub her lower back. She sighs and melts into me.

      “You okay?” I murmur.

      She nods. “Sorry.”

      I grab her shoulders. “Don’t ever apologize to me.”

      She nods.

      “Wanna stop this?”

      “No!” she says so fast it makes me laugh. And feel relieved… “I just needed you a moment,” she whispers in my ear.

      “You always got me.”

      “Okay, go sit down. Keep going.”

      I laugh as I take a seat. My gaze is once again heated as I look her up and down, from her flat stomach to her lace panties.

      “Come here, doll.”

      She comes over, hesitating when she gets to me.

      “Sit down.”

      She does. She takes a seat, straddling my lap.

      “Touch yourself.”

      Her eyes shoot up, wide and scared.

      “Do you ever do that, doll?”

      She shakes her head frantically back and forth.

      I lean into her ear, knowing it’s just fear holding her back and not lack of arousal. I nip at her ear, feeling her grow more wet as she straddles me.

      “I want you to let go for this. No thinking.”

      I stoke the back of her head. The action makes her close her eyes and sigh as she relaxes slightly into me.

      “Now look at me and touch yourself. I got you.”

      I rub her back a little.

      Looking absolutely petrified at the idea, Sage’s hands slowly slide down her body, sexy heels swinging beside her. Her hand finds the outside of her panties and stops.

      “I don’t… I don’t know, Nix…”

      Pleasure to Sage at this point is something I give her when we’re making love. Something she zones out or connects to me to accept. Sex and pleasure are still things she’s trying to learn to mix, but definitely not on her own. Definitely not without me. I want to show her she owns her own pleasure while also playing this scene out. Six years seems long, but really, when you’re talking the kind of trauma she endured, it’s really not.

      She starts to pull her hand away, but I gently capture her wrist.

      “Can I show you?”

      She doesn’t say anything, but the way her wrist goes limp in mine, I know I have her approval.

      “Like this, brave girl.”

      I use her hand to slowly make light circles outside the lace. Her small gasp lets me know I’m showing her right.

      “You like that?”

      She says nothing, but her thighs tighten around me like she’s fighting not to move.

      “Let go,” I murmur in her ear, as I loosen my grip and feel her start to explore on her own.

      “See, just like that.”

      I can’t believe she really has never pleasured herself. Not even when I’m away for long periods of time. Damn.

      I let her wrist go.

      She’s super hesitant. She pauses for a moment when my hand is gone, but her lust takes over and she continues. Circles at first, then the pressure increases and her hips start to undulate against me. Soft moans echo in the room.

      “Take off the lace,” I demand.

      With a whimper, she forces her hand away, stands, again in those sexy-ass heels, and pulls the underwear down her legs. She doesn’t once waver on her feet in the sky-high shoes, showing me she wasn’t lying when she told me her parents made her dress up like their show pony for her entire childhood and teen years. As much as I wish I could take that back for her, it’s really hot right now.

      As soon as the underwear’s gone, Sage wastes no time getting back in my lap and timidly exploring herself.

      “Nix!” she moans louder when her fingers find her clit.

      “It’s okay. It’s okay,” I assure her. “It’s just us. Well, this part is really all you.”

      She looks up at me, a little amused, a little relieved.

      “Finish, Sage. For you.”

      She does. Her hands work expertly until she’s crying out, falling against my chest. I don’t give her a moment to think about it. To let herself think about it emotionally.

      I grab her hips and flip her over on the bed.

      Her breathing increases.

      “Holy shit, Nix.”

      I chuckle. “You’re sexy as hell.”

      “I need to dress like this for you more often.”

      “I’m definitely not arguing, but I always think you’re sexy. I just didn’t know if you could handle this.”

      “And today?” she smirks.

      I wince. “You were standing there, looking and acting sexy as hell, working out has made me horny as hell, we were discussing heavy shit, I have to have you. You know I’ll stop if you need me to, but I got carried away and decided to… explore this.”

      She laughs. Laughs. Free and happy.

      “I’m glad you trusted me enough to try. I like when you push me. Gently… but…” she bites her lip.

      I groan.

      “Gotta fuck you, babe. I’m dying here.”

      She digs her heels into the bed. While I’m completely distracted by that, her hand hesitantly reaches out and grabs my cock from the outside of my pants.

      “Sage,” I groan. Her eyes get an evil glint when she feels how hard I am. I sit back and yank my clothes off, throwing them to the floor. I hover back over her.

      “Guide me in,” I say in a hoarse voice. “I have to fuck you.”

      She smiles a little and guides me inside her with shaking hands.

      “Fuck,” I hiss. “Fuck, Sage. Okay, I can’t do this.”

      I don’t know what’s going on with me, but I feel dark. I feel completely out of control. I try to push off, but Sage stops me.

      “Nix, look at me.”

      I grit my jaw and look. She grabs my jaw with force, forcing our eye contact, and starts to move her hips. My eyes snap closed and my hands fist.

      “Look at me!” she snaps, jerking her hips up. “This is what I’m talking about! You’re changing and pulling away versus giving me a chance to adapt with you!”

      “I can’t hurt you!”

      “Ugh, Jesus, you’re so annoying!”

      I swear she disconnects my jaw, jerking her hand away.

      “Fuck me.”

      “No,” I grit out.

      “If I asked you to stop, would you? No matter what you’re feeling?”

      “Of course.”

      “Exactly! That’s the difference, Nix! Give me a chance to be what you need right now. I trust you.” She squeezes my shoulders tight. “I trust you.”

      When I don’t relax, Sage completely pulls away. She slides out from underneath me, unstraps her heels, throws them to the side, then butt-ass naked glares at me and starts ordering me around.

      “You lie down.”

      I don’t.

      She grabs my shoulders and shoves me down. Her hands run down my torso, seemingly etching all my new muscles, but unlike most women, not seeming happy about it.

      She kisses the spot below my belly button before slowly using both hands to run back up my body until she’s face to face with me. She doesn’t waste a moment. She plants her lips on mine with fervor. I force my body to be still.

      What if I hurt her? What if I snap? I've always been scared that one day, I’ll snap and become my father. With this battle mentality I have going on to defeat Aaron, I feel one step away from becoming him. I’m cracking.

      “Nix, please. Come back to me. I was enjoying that. You’re not gonna hurt me, babe. You’re not,” she whispers, cupping my face.

      Her hips press down into me.

      “I’m yours.”

      “You think you can handle me? Really?” I ask, defeated.

      “Yes,” she answers without hesitation, sliding herself over my cock with a whimper. She places a hand on my chest as she starts to ride me. She looks in my eyes the whole time, like she’s waiting for something.

      It comes.

      The darkness, the anger, the lust I feel for her… everything piles up. I grab her hips, adjusting us so I’m on top. I pause a moment, waiting for an objection, not getting any.

      Feeling everything build, I lose it.

      The usual, slow, careful lovemaking.

      The constant encouragement.

      What happens is pure fucking. A release for my anger.

      “Grab the headboard, doll,” I grind out.

      She does, breathing heavily.

      I move my hips slowly at first, before picking up the pace. I use one hand to play with Sage’s clit. Her usual soft whimpers grow louder.

      “Nix,” she whimpers. “Holy shit. Holy shit.”

      I fuck her harder. Her hands release the headboard.

      “Hold on,” I repeat.

      She does with a yelp as I work her clit harder. I need her to come like this. I fucking need her to.

      “Nix!” she screams. Screams. Sage.

      “Sage! Fuckfuckfuck… love you.”

      She shatters.

      Beautifully.

      She screams my name loudly. Her hands fly off the headboard to scratch at my back. I pull out and come at the same time as her before we both collapse into the mattress. Despite my mood, despite everything, it’s instinct to reach for her and hold her after sex. So that’s exactly what I do. I loop my arm around her shivering body and pull her into me so her head is nuzzled against my chest.

      “What the hell was that?”

      “Fucking,” I shrug, eyes alight seeing her shocked expression.

      “It was… intense.”

      All the dark I felt is now worn away, and concern takes its place.

      “Are you okay? Fuck, Sage. I…”

      She places a finger over my lips and smiles at me; free, bright and happy. Just like before.

      “It was hot, Nix. I love you.”

      “I love you too, princess. So much.”

      I kiss her.

      How does she understand love when, after six years, I still can’t? How does she handle my fucked up brand of it? How did she do that after all that’s happened to her? How is it possible for me to feel this much for her? I feel like I’m gonna implode or explode, maybe. The damaged little boy, the brutal young killer, is lost as hell.
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        Six Months Later
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      I finally took time away to see Lacey. To take her out of that damn house. I should have done that immediately after Rose died. I felt like shit when I saw how genuinely excited she was to see me. Living with someone in a cabin on the run forces closeness. Not to mention, I know about Lacey’s past, her self-harm. I’ve boxed with her and seen the scars marring her body. I know firsthand how close she and Rose were. I should have been less selfish and reached out sooner.

      But I didn’t.

      And I paid the consequences while getting coffee with her. She was pissed I didn’t reach out to her. Pissed I didn’t seem to care more about Rose before and after her death. Pissed I wouldn’t help her solve Rose’s murder, and even worse, tried to talk her out of digging into that mess.

      If only she knew I could give her all the answers she was seeking about the mystery surrounding Rose’s death.

      Turns out, that question is answered for me not long after our coffee date.

      I should have known Lacey Lesser would figure it out. The woman is a shy, traumatized, badass, genius.

      Back at the house, I clean up dishes from the previous meal. Sage had to cook some special recipe for the blog since she saw a slight dip in readers recently. She wanted to make some fancy dessert for them, which we both benefited from. But very unlike her, she left the mess, went to our room, and never really returned. Looking at it now, I figure she got distracted. So I spend the extra ten minutes cleaning it up for her and placing her recipe notes on her desk. It’s the least I can do. Since our talk/epic sex session six months ago, she hasn’t given one hint that she’s aware of what I’m about to do. She’s been true to her word in that regard. She even tempers the looks she gives my newly growing muscles. Me cleaning her mess is no problem.

      I put the last dish away and wipe my hands on the rag. Where is she?

      “Sage? Sage?” I call, careful not to make my voice too loud.

      I walk into our room and smile. Sage is lying horizontally on the bed. Her black hair with its green hue is spread out all around her. She’s out like a light. A famous Sage coma.

      I walk over and rub her shiny hair back before leaning down to kiss her neck.

      “Love you,” I whisper.

      She twitches in her sleep. I grab Pamela and tuck her into Sage’s side. The last thing I want when she’s this peaceful is for her to have a nightmare. Once I’m sure she’s situated, I walk back into the living room and think about Aaron. The job I have to get done for him soon, the next step in my plan.

      Ding dong! Ding dong!

      Grumbling, I move to throw the door open. The air leaves my lungs when I see who it is.

      “Lacey?!” I gasp. “What are you doing here?”

      How does she know where I live?

      The small, grey-eyed girl glares at me. Glares. There’s an energy coming off of her I’ve never felt before. Anger. Bone-deep anger.

      It makes me take pause.

      I look over her shoulder, expecting Sven, the boss, or someone. I swear I’ll blow a gasket if she brought those clusterfucks around Sage. Sage is just starting to recover from being kidnapped by Rod. The last thing Sage needs is mafia men roaming around her safe space. ‘Cause that’s what our home is for her. Her one safe space.

      “I’m alone,” Lacey snaps, answering my internal dialogue.

      “What are you doing here, kid?”

      And that’s when it happens. The lashing. Lacey found out that I knew all the details of Rose’s death, and she’s pissed that I didn’t tell her. I could have saved her time, since she has been investigating Rose’s death for the past year. I mean Lacey didn’t know anything other than Rose was shot. Not who did it, nothing. But I couldn’t tell her the truth and risk her doing something stupid and getting herself killed. I couldn’t. I know Lacey well enough to know she would have gone full force ahead in a plan to make Rod suffer. She doesn’t understand that if she kills Rod, Aaron’s main man, ten more pop up.

      I had to protect her.

      But of course, it’s all my fault, though. I didn’t care about Rose enough. I wasn’t honest. I’m not doing enough.

      I always have to be the bad guy of the story. I would have loved, loved, more than anything to tell Lacey everything I know. To help her kill Rod. To give in and mourn with her over my sister’s death, but that’s not an option for me. I don’t have the luxury of doing that. I’m the only one who truly knows Aaron. Who truly knows what he’s capable of, and has been trained since birth to stop.

      Sometimes being the bad guy is done with good intentions.

      Sometimes the bad guy simply doesn’t see a way out of the darkness without hurting those in the light.

      But I’m as sick of it as I possibly can be.

      I’m tired of hating myself so fucking much.

      I’m tired of being jealous of my dead sister because she got to die pure.

      I feel like shit when Lacey runs off after verbal daggers are thrown by each of us. She’s the last person I should be yelling at. She’s the last person I want thinking I’m a cowardly asshole.

      But I have no choice. And I’m well-trained in shutting off the part of my brain that rules my emotions.

      I do watch to make sure Lacey leaves safely, without her knowing. She does. Her boyfriend comes and gets her, which is a relief, since she was so distraught I was scared to let her leave alone. Frankly, scared to let her behind the wheel.

      I jog back to the house, throw the door open, and come face to face with Sage. She’s standing there with her hair sticking up all over the place. Her tired eyes ease some of the tension in my shoulders.

      “What’s going on?” she whispers, face creasing with worry.

      She looks so small and vulnerable. So scared.

      She’s the one person who considers me a hero. Who considers me good.

      “Nothing, babe.” I wink to hide the lie.

      She rolls her eyes and runs her fingers through my hair.

      “You little liar.”

      My lip twitches. “Me? Never. And there’s nothing little about me.”

      She chokes on the innuendo.

      “Liar, then. You’re a liar.”

      I know she’s kidding, but I am. A liar and a killer and a dream crusher.

      A man who let his sister down in every way possible.

      “Hey,” Sage whispers. “Come back. Come back to me. I need you.”

      “Here, babe.”

      Sage runs her fingers softly over my eyelids.

      “Not what these are telling me.”

      I shake my head. “I’m here.”

      “Liar,” she whispers, running her fingers from my haunted eyes to my soiled heart.
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        * * *

      

      For the next month or so, I fall into a routine. Finally. All my time is spent training, doing mindless jobs for Aaron, keeping Sage company, and plotting. Basically, it’s spent putting my pawns in place.

      Ring! Ring! Ring!

      I’m jolted from my sleep by the sound of my cell phone ringing. Expecting Aaron’s people, I bark a hello into the phone.

      There’s some rustling, then… “Shit. Oh, um, Nix, it’s Rose.”

      What.

      “No,” I respond immediately. Rose is dead. Murdered. Pressure pounds on the back of my eyes, but I push it aside.

      “It really is me,” the familiar female voice I refuse to acknowledge sounds on the other end. “I survived the bullet and went into hiding. I know this is a shock.”

      It’s not real.

      “I’ve cried so much over this, I don’t think I’m capable of it right now, but trust me, none of this is easy and I’m confused and…” she continues on.

      “You’re alive?” I cut her off. She doesn’t respond, which tells me this… this could be real. That’s exactly how Rose would react to the emotionless, crass way I asked that question.

      I climb out of bed.

      “I’m heading there now. By the time I have everything situated, it will be morning. Get some sleep. I’ll see you with my own two eyes tomorrow.”

      Click!

      So that routine thing. The careful planning. Yeah, that goes to hell. Because when I travel back to the special spot in Illinois, where Rose is housed up with the rest of the mafia crew, she is very much alive. Healthier than I’ve ever seen her, in fact. Lacey’s still pissed at me, but I’ll work on that over time. What matters here is that Aaron failed. Rod failed.

      They fucking failed!

      Go, sister.

      The bullet almost killed her, but she managed to stay coherent enough to call 9-1-1, at which point she had the ambulance take her to another location. From there, she went to treatment and started over in a new town. Which is why no one, including me and Aaron, knew she survived.

      The boss found her and basically blackmailed her into coming back into their lives, at which point I’m sure Sven lured her in for good. Weirdly, despite everything, I’m happy about that. Sven really does love her, and Lacey’s an amazing friend to have by her side. Being with Lacey and Sven, surrounded by people who really care about her wellbeing, seems so much better than living in bumfuck nowhere, depressed and alone.

      Coming back home from that has left me emotionally drained. Finding out my dead sister is actually alive after a year of mourning her death is a lot, but that’s not even the sickest part. The sickest part of this emotional roller coaster is that I’m still so jealous of her. I should be overjoyed, celebrating jovially that she’s still alive, and I am. But even as happy as I am, and as many tears as I've shed for her, I couldn’t wait to get away from her. I mean, that’s so fucked! Aaron tried to kill her! She doesn’t have the good end of the stick anymore. Yet still, I am so insanely jealous of what a good person she is. How good she’s always gotten to be.

      I throw the back door open and immediately fall against it, sliding to my ass and letting my hands come over my face.

      I’m home.

      I’m finally home.

      The mask can come off.

      And I’m not okay.

      I’m absolutely not okay.

      And it’s only worse when I find the house empty. Sage must be with her dad. I grab my phone and scroll through all the texts I’ve been ignoring.

      I sigh and force my body off the floor.

      My fingers fumble over the digits on my phone until I find hers. I click it and pull the phone to my ear.

      “Sage,” I whisper.

      “Nix, it’s not Sage.”

      This is the last voice I expected. The dead last. My shoulders fly back.

      “Mrs. Briar-Rose?”

      “Molly, please.”

      “Alright, Molly. Where’s Sage?”

      “Nix,” she starts to say something, then cuts herself off. “I think you should come over.”

      “Where’s Sage, Molly?” I demand.

      “You won’t intimidate me into telling you, Nixon!” she snaps lowly. “Come over.”

      Click.

      She’s fucking pleasant.

      I snatch my keys and run out the door. As I’m doing so, my phone rings.

      “Yes?” I answer desperately. I need to know what’s going on.

      “Nix,” Gerald answers slyly, knowing I hate hearing from him. “Aaron has a job for you.”

      “Go fuck yourself, Gerald!” I snap into the phone and slam it shut. My plan demands I am obedient to Aaron, but my plan can go to hell right now. They all can go to hell. Where the hell is Sage?

      I break about fifty traffic laws on my way to the Briar-Rose mansion. When I get there, my heart kicks into overdrive when I see two police cars out front. I park haphazardly by their front door and sprint forward, shaking as I slide the key in the door.

      “Charles!” I scream when I get inside.

      I’m met with Molly. She’s standing there in at least four inch heels, a perfectly ironed, tan dress, and straight as a pin hair.

      “Where’s Charles? Where’s Sage?”

      I know the panic is written all over my face. The years of practice schooling my expression, acting smug and sure, fail me.

      “You can talk to me. Charles is with Sage.”

      “What happened, Molly?”

      I’m losing it with this woman. I’m not here for a “women are just as capable as men” debate. I know this. I’m not proving it to her in this moment!

      “Nix, you should sit.”

      “What happened to Sage?!”

      Fucking hell!

      “She had a flashback.”

      My stomach sinks.

      “It was bad, Nix. She called the cops. When they arrived, she was in the closet, crying, telling them men were in her apartment, trying to hurt her. When she gave the descriptions of the men, two of them were an exact match for Z and Sty, two of the men who—”

      “I know who they are,” I whisper.

      “Yes, well, Sage came to and was able to confirm that the third man she was seeing was one of the men who she was forced to have sex with. No one knows what triggered it. Charles has connections at the police department, so they called him immediately. We picked her up and brought her here.”

      “And no one called me?!”

      Molly looks to the ground. “She begged us not to,” she whispers.

      My heart shatters into a million tiny pieces.

      “What?” I manage to get out after a long silence.

      “Nix, if Charles has contacts at the police department, you don’t think your father has them, too? I mean, it did take him a long time to get arres—”

      “Fuck!” I hiss, cutting her off and running a frantic hand through my hair. “Fuck, fuck!”

      “Yeah, that’s why she didn’t want you called. She hates herself.”

      “Where is she?” I ask softly.

      “She’s in the meditation closet. I think she wanted the darkness.”

      Meditation closet?

      She must see my confusion, because she jumps in, “I’ll lead you there.”

      She moves to lead me, then decides differently, opting to pause and turn to face me.

      “Be careful with her, Nix. In all the years since she was taken, I’ve never seen her so upset. She’s scared. She’s angry at herself. She needs help, Nix.”

      “I know, I know. I’m trying.”

      Molly glares at me. I know. I get it! I pulled her from treatment. That was a terrible move. I should have made a different deal with Sage back then. I was young and put in a situation I didn’t understand. I had nobody to teach me how to handle it, emotionally.

      I did my best, honestly.

      “We’re here,” Molly says when she’s led me down the hall some. “I’m going to close things out with the officers.”

      Her hand grazes the front of a formal white door clad with a gold handle. She looks at me for a long moment, sighs, and walks off. More like clicks off; her heels are so damn loud.

      Already feeling my heart pound, I crack the door open.

      Charles is on the floor next to Sage, who is curled up in a tiny ball, crammed into a corner.

      He’s got a hand on her back and she’s sniffling. It’s tired sounding. Like they’ve been at this for a while. I should have asked Molly when this happened.

      “Hey,” I murmur.

      Charles looks up at me, pained, and Sage jumps back like a gun went off.

      “No, please go.”

      She throws her hands over her eyes and ears.

      I crouch down onto my knees.

      “I’m sorry, Sage. I’m so, so sorry.”

      I jerk my head to the side, motioning for Charles to move. I take his spot next to her and immediately pull her into me. She fights me feebly, but when she realizes I’m not letting go, she collapses into my body and grips my t-shirt with one hand, clawing at it with so much pain that it eats at my breaking heart.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I didn’t know,” she cries. “I didn’t.”

      “I know,” I soothe. “I know, brave girl. It’s okay.”

      I look at Charles. He shakes his head and looks to the floor. His once-crisp white shirt is now stained with tears and snot.

      He squeezes my shoulder and quietly walks out.

      I don’t know what to say.

      Sage crawls away and goes back to her ball.

      “I’m not mad, Sage. Not one bit.”

      She’s quiet.

      “Sage,” I say, taking her hand, “I love you. Do you love me, too?”

      She stiffens and then nods yes slowly against her arms.

      “Then what in your crazy mind, woman, makes you think I’d be angry at you for this?”

      Her body coils into itself.

      “What makes you think I’d feel anything but heartbreak that you were hurting so bad, that you were so scared, and I wasn’t there for you?”

      “Your home,” she sniffles, “your home. The one place…” She hiccups several times. “To be safe from Aaron… and I probably ruined it. The police came to our house ‘cause I ca-called and… and Aaron could hack-hack the ad-address, maybe.”

      Her hands fist as she lets out a whimper-sobbing sound.

      I uncoil her fists, feeling how truly wound up she is.

      I want to massage all her tense muscles and take on everything for her. I wish I could, but half of this is her battle to fight.

      And I can’t take that from her.

      “I’ll handle it, Sage,” I murmur. “Don’t worry. Worst comes to worst, remember that safe house I told you about? We can go there, but I don’t think it will come to that. Like I said…” I take her hand and run my thumb over the soft skin of her wrist. “I’ll handle it.”

      “No, you can’t! It’s Aaron. He’ll find us. He’ll find me. He’ll use me to hurt you. Rose… and…”

      She stops herself, but not before it clicks. My jaw falls open slightly.

      Of course.

      “You were scared. With Rose alive, you’re scared he’s gonna come for you again?” I ask her.

      “I’m scared he’s gonna kill me and break your heart.”

      Her lower lip wobbles violently as she looks up at me with terrified green eyes.

      “Sage…” I sigh, grabbing her ankles and pulling her forward ‘til we’re toe to toe. “I’ll stop going away so much. I’ll protect you. I swear. Don’t worry about me. I just want you happy again.”

      “What are we gonna do, Nix?”

      I don’t know…

      “What happened, Sage?”

      Sage grabs my hand and runs her thumb over one of the scars on my knuckles, mindlessly staring at it.

      “They were there. Nix, it looked so real. I saw Sty and Z. They were there. It was like the basement. They were gonna hold me down. I saw the money transfer and the strange man. It was all so real.”

      She still looks confused that it wasn’t real. Like she can’t wrap her mind around the fact that the men were all figments of her imagination.

      “But this time I could get to a phone! I didn’t have a phone near me in hell. Ever. I had to try and use it! I didn’t realize… I didn’t know… where I was. I was right there.”

      “In the basement?”

      Her skin pales, like alarmingly so. All the blood drains from her face and I recognize the telltale signs of her beginning to hyperventilate.

      “Sage, breathe!” I grab her shoulders. “Sage!”

      She sucks in a tiny breath. Her eyes dart around the room somewhat frantically.

      “Sage! It’s me, Nix. Sage!”

      My words go on deaf ears. Her eyes roll back in her head. My arms fly forward, luckily catching her before her head slams against the wall. I slip my arms under her and carry her out of the closet, tucked into my chest. Her skin is clammy and pale. She’s completely limp in my arms. I place my finger over her mouth, feeling her soft breath flutter against my skin. She really fainted. What the hell happened in that basement?

      My heart burns fire while my eyes pulse with unshed tears.

      When I said she’s told me nothing about her time in hell, I meant it. Unless I was there, I don’t know. No one does. But if she’s talking about a basement, a tiny closet is not the place for her to be.

      “Sir?” Lucinda, Sage’s maid, squeaks from behind me. I only turn because Sage loves her so much. All I want right now is to get Sage to her room.

      I do turn, but I slightly block Sage’s face from view as I do so.

      “Oh, darling!” she cries.

      “I need to get her to her room,” I murmur in a low tone. “Can you tell me where that is?”

      “Sí, yes, of course,” she says, a little flustered, not taking her eyes off Sage.

      “Thank you.”

      She turns and leads me up some stairs. Right, this is where it is. I never really come in here. The house is so damn big, and the only places I ever go are the entryway and Charles’s office. I take a look around the very feminine room, noticing how it distinctly lacks Sage’s personality.

      “Thank you, Lucinda,” I tell her with a gentle smile, knowing it would be important to Sage that I do that.

      “Sir, please take care of her,” Lucinda begs. “She’s such a good girl. The world is not fair.”

      “I will. You have my word.”

      She nods and leaves, but I know I see a tear escape before she does. I gently place Sage down on the bed and run my thumb between the etch in her eyebrows.

      “I’ll be back, brave girl,” I murmur.

      I scribble a note using her purple floral stationary, telling her I’m downstairs and I’ll be right back up in case she wakes up.

      Then I charge down the stairs. One police officer is gone, and the other is with Molly. I start to head over, but Charles places a hand on my chest, stopping me.

      “Let Molly handle it. She’s great at this shit.”

      I glance over and nod. She does seem to be handling it, so I turn to Charles.

      “Charles, I hate to ask. You know I’d never, but,” I hate this. I fucking hate it, “do you know anything about a basement?”

      He shoots back, eyes widening.

      “Basement?” he gasps.

      That’s a no. Of course not. I was just desperate.

      “Never mind.”

      “Never mind,” he scoffs. Not angry, more like he’s trying not to cry. “Nix, this is bad.”

      “It’s bad,” I confirm, resisting the urge to push my fingers against my eyes.

      “Nix, you can’t take her back to your house until you know for sure that Aaron doesn’t have access to that call. File now, I suppose.”

      “I know.”

      “I mean it. Nix, she can’t handle much else. She’ll turn out like Essie.”

      “You still lookin’ out for her?”

      “Yes,” Charles says with a chin lift. “There’s also a special agent assigned to her case. Some kid named Landon. It’s not going well, but I am getting her the best care possible.”

      I sigh. “She deserves it. I…”

      I shake my head and flash back to the first time I met each of the three girls. God, I wish I could have a do over. I’d do things so differently.

      “I know. It’s tragic. Back to my daughter.”

      Well, alright then…

      “What’s your plan?”

      “I’m thinking on it.”

      My phone rings, making my brain spin violently, to the point where I feel I may actually pass out, too, which has never happened to me before. Never.

      But between Rose. And Sage. And new trouble with Aaron. And my plan. And my guilt. I’m fucking drowning.

      “Nix? Nix? Where’s Sage? Hey, son!”

      Charles snaps in my face.

      “I need to sit,” I breathe.

      “Okay,” Charles says hurriedly, grabbing me by the shoulder and leading me to an armchair, where I immediately plop down and grab my head.

      “Nix, what’s going on?”

      “I’m sorry. I just found out Rose is alive. That’s where I was. I wasn’t with Sage… fuck. Sage will have to stay here for a bit. A while. Until I can figure this out.”

      “Nix, what’s going on with you?”

      I feel everything in me harden. “Aaron’s a problem,” I hedge.

      Charles studies my darkened eyes.

      “However long you need Sage to stay, she has a home here. But Nix, don’t make even a sliver of my mistake. I get you have shit with your dad; big, epic, life-changing shit, but Sage is going to struggle with this breakdown. She’s going to struggle with living here. I can’t make that better for her. Only you can.”

      “I know, I know. I will. I’ll handle it.”

      “Kid, you’re juggling a lot of plates.”

      I shrug, but I actually feel anything but casual. “Trained to do it.”

      Charles stares at me so intensely even I start to squirm.

      “What do you need from me?”

      “I’ll let you know.”

      “But you do have a plan?”

      I sigh. “Yes. This is a kink in it, but I’ll figure it out.”

      “So your sister…”

      “Yeah,” I sigh again, taking a deep breath, “she’s alive.”

      “How’s that?”

      “Good. Good, I mean she’s my sister.”

      Charles smiles at me knowingly. “Son, it’s okay to be confused.”

      “I’m just trying to take all this in.”

      He nods. “Where did you say Sage was?”

      I hesitate. “Sleeping.”

      He knows I’m omitting facts, but respects Sage’s privacy.

      “Where do you plan on living?”

      I wince. “I don’t… I can’t leave Sage… I…”

      Charles smirks. “Welcome to our home, son.”

      “Fuck.”

      He chuckles.

      But for real… fuck.

      “I’m going back up with Sage.”

      There’s a look in his eye as I walk away. Charles may not be a great man, but I know, without a doubt, I have his undying loyalty from here on out.

      It feels good to have a father figure who won’t, you know, try to kill everyone I love.
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      When I woke back up, everything was hazy. Everything except for the heavy arm wrapped around my waist. Trying to calm my thundering heart, I look over to see Nix there with a muscular arm thrown across my body.

      Snoring.

      Nix.

      It’s about the only thing in the world that could momentarily calm the emotional torment going on inside me.

      My tired boy.

      I gently brush back a strand of his hair. He’s out cold. His large body is completely melted into the bed. His face is tight, but all his muscles are loose. I gently trace some of the scars on his arm, then up to his face.

      His quiet breath calms me. I’ve ruined all his careful planning.

      Again.

      I want to fix it. I desperately want to fix it. It’s taking everything in me not to offer my body as some sort of payment for the trouble I’ve caused.

      But Nix would never accept that.

      He’d pull me away and hold me and ask me what’s going on.

      How is he so good? How is he so tender when he was raised by such a monster?

      How does he not see it?

      I place my hand over his heart.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      Just like mine.

      His muscles are new and unfamiliar to me. Any girl would be lucky to have a guy as ripped as Nix is getting. I don’t like it. I can only think of the reasons why he’s doing it. I can only think of him in the gym, doing something he hates because his father is leaving him no other choice.

      Again.

      I’m not doing a very good job of helping him love the man he sees in the mirror. I promised I’d help him do that, and I’m failing. He hates himself just as much, if not more, than when he first met me. I gently cup his face. I just love him so much.

      “Sage?”

      His eyes blink open. When he sees it’s really me, he shoots up, giving me a sexy, lopsided smile on the way.

      “Hey, princess.”

      My heart beats harder.

      “Hi,” I mumble.

      “How are you?”

      “I’ve had better days.”

      His eyes do that “reading my soul” thing. He wants me to tell him about the basement. What I meant by that. What happened.

      I can’t.

      I… my breathing starts to increase.

      “Sage, hey, brave girl. Look at me.”

      I force myself to look at his bracelets.

      “I’m not asking you to tell me anything.”

      He tilts my chin up so our eyes meet.

      “You hear?”

      I nod. His eyes search me.

      “You’re gonna have to stay here a while. Just until I figure out if Aaron had any access to that call.”

      “Where are you staying?” I ask immediately.

      He sighs heavily. “Here, Sage, but I need something from you. I need help.”

      “Anything.”

      He searches me. “You need to commit to doing one thing to help yourself. Just one. I don’t care what it is, but Sage, you’re gonna implode. I can handle a lot. I can handle a hell of a lot: Aaron, my plan, this temporary housing mishap, my sister being alive, all of it. I can take it. What I can’t handle is watching you avoid all this anymore. I’m not asking you to do therapy right now. I’m just saying you have to do something.”

      “I…”

      “Do nothing. You’ve done absolutely nothing to begin healing yourself from the trauma of what happened to you.”

      I shoot back. That’s harsher than Nix has ever been with me.

      “I’m not sorry, Sage. I’ve been with you six years and you’ve done nothing to help yourself heal from this.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “It’s not?”

      “I…” I open my mouth and close it. I want to understand, I do, but I only feel mad now. I never feel mad, but right now, I’m furious. How dare he judge me?

      “How… how dare you? You don’t know what it’s like! You don’t know the shameful stuff I did! The stuff I had done to me. You don’t know!”

      “I want to, Sage! Why do we keep having this argument? Why can’t you do this? Even if it’s for me in the beginning, fuck it. Just… God, do something. I don’t give a fuck what it is!”

      “Fine! Self-defense.”

      “I’m gonna go… what?”

      His muscles soften, and his eyes furrow.

      “What’d you say?”

      “I’ll take self-defense lessons. Just a couple. I don’t want to be a fighter or anything, but you said they helped Lacey. I’ll learn some basic moves to defend myself if anyone tries to grab me or something like that. Basics,” I emphasize again.

      Nix pulls me into him. “Thank you.”

      “It’s not a lot.”

      “It’s a start,” he corrects. “It’s something. One step at a time.”

      “Basics, Nix.”

      What did I just commit to?

      “Nix, do you know anyone you can trust? Is he gonna be like… grabbing me? To show me? Maybe this isn’t…”

      “Hey, you trust me, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “I already know someone. He’s the same guy who works with Lacey. He’s intimidating, but I don’t suppose there’s a better man out there.”

      “Cut, you mean? You’ve mentioned him.”

      “Yeah, doll. Cut.”

      “He’ll do it?”

      Nix forces a poker face, but I see through it. He’s not sure Cut will.

      “I’ll talk to him.” He kisses the side of my head. “Thank you.”

      “Yeah.”

      My head is already swirling.

      “How’s Rose?”

      I give him a sheepish smile, because we both know I’m trying to move the topic away from me. He throws his head back and laughs. His arm curls around me, dragging me to the headboard and leaning us back against it.

      We give each other a look and then get to talking, me tucked into his side.
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      It takes several months, but we do eventually get to go back home. Safe. Aaron, thankfully, didn’t figure out anything. I can’t tell you how relieved I was. I don’t think I could have forgiven myself if I ruined Nix’s safe haven. Besides that, as shitty as it’s gonna make Nix sound, I don’t really see him. His sister and her friend, who I'd love to meet if this drama ever dies down, have all sorts of chaos going on, and Nix has been there helping them more frequently. First, Rose needed help adjusting to her new married life, then Lacey was threatened by the son of the man who held her hostage years ago, and now Nix has to help the boss and underboss get out of jail. Apparently, some guy named Enzio was an undercover agent and turned them in to the FBI. His sister lives quite the life.

      So yeah, that’s where Nix is right now. Off trying to save his brother-in-law. It’s not like he hasn’t been here every second he could. He has. Not to mention, he constantly checks on me. And then, of course, there’s my dad, mom, and Jerald, who are also constantly checking on me. I’ve also had one session with Cut. I have to admit, the guy was awesome. He was gentle with me, which was shocking, because he’s the most intimidating man I’ve ever seen. He’s large, like 6’4 or something crazy, over 200 pounds, and riddled with scars. Oddly enough, his scars calmed me more than scared me. I’m scarred, too. Maybe mine are more on the inside, but his scars helped me relate to him instantly. Not only that, but he seemed to read me well. He took cues for his training based on my body language, meaning he never pushed me past my limits. Never made me feel threatened. Cut only said he’d do two sessions with me, which at first was awesome, but now, well, I kind of wish I could do more sessions with him. I’m gonna take advantage of what I can get, though. Maybe I’ll open up more at my next/last session.

      This is probably what Nix meant by taking baby steps. I’m already talking about continuing self-defense and opening up more.

      Smart man.

      Not to mention, through all of this, Nix is training, hardening, becoming someone I don’t really know.

      I can tell he’s trying to be close to me, but I don’t think he knows how to handle the load he has to bear while being soft and open for me.

      I’m lonely. I’m so, so lonely.

      I’ve always been. My whole life. But it died down for a while after I was rescued, between Nix, my dad, my readers, my Kindle, and Pamela, but now all that’s not really enough. I crave human connection. Face to face, real words, real touch. Nix is gone a lot, my father always works, I love my readers, but they aren’t here in my day-to-day life, and Pamela and my Kindle can only distract me so much.

      I don’t let Nix know, though. He’s got enough on his mind. Intuitively, I know Nix is about to enact his plan. I know that the time is close. I can feel it on him. Radiating off his skin every time he walks in the back door. He’s never really home anymore.

      So it’s close.

      I’m scared, but I’m also really ready to be free. I’m ready to be able to go out on my own and do things.

      Or try to.

      I’m tired of us being afraid of our own shadows ‘cause of that man.

      “Babe?”

      I smile to myself, close my computer, and run over. Nix is home, finally!

      “Hi,” I call over, grinning.

      “Don’t be alarmed. I’m fine,” he warns before I get to the living room.

      What?

      I discover why he said that when I round the corner.

      “Oh my God, Nixon! Oh my God.”

      He grips the kitchen counter, pale white and shaking. He’s leaking blood everywhere.

      “I’m fine,” he grunts, but his voice is thin.

      “Nix!” I shriek.

      “No doctors,” he breathes, his voice a thin whisper.

      And he collapses to the ground with a loud thud. I run over and place my hand over the spot that’s actively leaking blood. I force my other, wildly shaking, free hand to grab my cell phone. I click the second number on my ICE.

      “Dad!” I shriek into the phone. “Dad,” I cry.

      “Sage?”

      “Dad! Oh my God!”

      “Sage, breathe,” he urges. “What’s wrong? What’s going on?”

      “Nix… he’s bleeding. There’s so much blood!” I scream, feeling the tears start to fall as I stare at his unconscious form. “He won’t stop bleeding!”

      “Sage!” my dad commands. “Put pressure on the wound and call 9-1-1.”

      “He said no doctors,” I cry. “Dad, what do I do? Oh my God there’s so much blood!”

      “I’m coming. Can he hold on? I’m walking out the door right now.”

      “I don’t know. Nix,” I plead. “Wake up! What do I do? What do I do?”

      “Sage, I need you to breathe.”

      The phone starts to slip from my hand as I move to place my head on Nix.

      “Sage!” my dad’s voice interrupts. “Don’t hang up this phone. Stay on the line.”

      “K,” I whisper in a shaking voice.

      I hear my dad turn on the car as I check Nix’s pulse.

      “Is he breathing?”

      “Y-yes.”

      “Keep putting pressure on it, alright—” CLASH!

      The sound of metal scrunching, followed by grunting noises, fills my ears.

      “DAD!” I scream. “Oh my God, Dad! DAD!”

      “No. No. No. No.”

      I take my hand off Nix and grip both ends of my hair with bloody hands.

      I grab Nix’s cell phone from his pocket and toss mine to the side. I don’t know what else do to. I feel the darkness pulling me under. Sage wanting to go away. I look over at Pamela and dial the only number I can possibly think of.

      “Nix, what do you want?”

      I put my hand back over Nix’s wound. The worst one.

      “Cut!” I sob. “Help. Please help.”

      I can almost feel him stiffen on the other end of the line. “Sage?”

      “Yes… Please help. Oh my God. N-Nix ca-came…” I try to suck in a breath.

      “Breathe, then talk,” he commands in that to-the-point voice of his.

      “Nix is bleeding and, oh God, there’s so much blood. Someone hu-hurt my dad. No doctors. N-Nix s-said.”

      “I’m coming. Keep pressure on the wound,” he barks.

      “Please be careful. I’m sorry. I…”

      “Sage, keep it together. You have to.”

      “My dad. Th-there was a cra-crash.”

      “Sage, breathe.”

      His voice is low and firm. No discernible emotion. Which is exactly what I need.

      “What kind of car does your dad drive?”

      “He-he has lo-lots of…” I start to hyperventilate.

      Cut doesn’t miss a beat.

      “What’s his address?”

      I spout it off.

      “Nix’s breathing is slowing,” I shriek.

      “Sage, listen to me. I’m close.”

      “Cut,” I whimper.

      “Listen to me, girl. Hang on. I’m pulling in.”

      It clicks off.

      “Nix,” I whisper. “Please don’t die. Please, please. I can’t lose you.”

      There’s pounding on the back door. Cut’s been here before. He knows the front is a fake. I won’t leave Nix. Cut seems to know it, because a second later, the door is kicked open. Which… is crazy, given the security and locks on that sucker.

      He throws something to the side. Okay, so he used a tool.

      Cut stands there. Black leather jacket. Black pants. Glistening scars. All height and muscle. I want to run to him and cry, but I can’t and won’t leave Nix’s side.

      “Please… please.”

      “Sage, look.”

      I meet his eyes, but it’s all blurry from tears.

      “My fiancé’s gonna come in here in 2.5 seconds. She was with me when you called. I told her to stay back, but she’s not one to—”

      A female figure appears in the doorway. She’s Latin, medium height, curvy with long, beautiful, dark hair.

      She takes a quick look around the room with an expert poker face. Then her eyes land on me. I’m teetering on disappearing. I feel it. There are two strangers in my home. My safe place. I mean, I only met Cut once and this woman is completely unfamiliar to me.

      Cut doesn’t waste time with introductions. He goes straight to Nix and gets to work, gently moving my arm out of the way.

      “I’m taking him to the hospital.”

      “He said…”

      Cut holds up a hand. “He’ll die. He’s losing too much blood. He’s lost too much already.”

      I look around the room. It feels like the walls are closing in around me.

      “My dad,” I whisper.

      “I have someone on it,” Cut says, lifting Nix up with a grunt. “Kid’s been lifting weights. Maria…”

      He storms out of the apartment. The woman seems to gather whatever he told her in one word. She rushes over to me, only momentarily disarmed by the blood on the floor. My entire body is vibrating.

      “Let’s get to the car with your guy before B drives off, okay?” she asks gently, looping an arm around my back and ushering me to the door quickly.

      “B?” I stutter.

      “Nickname. Cut,” she corrects.

      She’s still pulling me to the door.

      “You wanna go, right?”

      “Yes,” I say, hurriedly.

      “Thought so.”

      As she opens the door for me, I whisper, “Do you know anything about my dad?”

      She hesitates. “He’s being taken care of. Don’t you worry.”

      With that, she pushes me in next to Nix and climbs in front. I run my fingers through Nix’s hair as Cut takes off like a rocket.

      The car is dead silent as I cry over Nix, willing the blood to go away.

      “Well, I’m Maria. It’s good to meet you, you know, despite the circumstances,” Maria tries. “You’ve been this sort of enigma. We’ve all heard of you, but never met you. I know Lacey in particular has asked about you a lot.”

      I feel like I’m gonna throw up. Rudely, I tuck my head into Nix, somehow feeling safer with him, even with him unconscious.

      Please don’t let them hurt me.

      No, Nix trusts Cut. He said so.

      “Not the time,” Cut barks at Maria.

      She huffs. “I’m only trying to help.”

      “Not helping,” he grumbles.

      She huffs again, but I feel her throw a sympathetic look my way. I glance up at her when the talking ceases. Her leg is bouncing around rapidly. So she is nervous…

      Cut leans over, even while driving like a bat out of hell, and places his hand on Maria’s knee, halting her movements.

      She nods at him and sits still.

      I turn back to Nix.

      “Stay with me, my broken boy, please. Please, don’t leave me.”

      I feel both eyes on me through the rearview mirror, but don’t give them my attention. I need Nix.

      The car suddenly jolts and Nix’s door is thrown open. Cut gives me no warning before scooping Nix up and running inside. Maria is by his side as I scramble after them.

      Cut doesn’t need to yell when we get in the emergency room doors. His presence is enough to garner attention. This all sounds so long and like Nix should be dead from blood loss by now, but it all happened so fast. The point from where Nix collapsed ‘til now is not even fifteen minutes.

      If that.

      Everyone I called lives close by, and Nix purposely chose a home in close proximity to the local hospital.

      A redhead comes over, swatting hands away. It’s the familiarity of her voice that catches my attention.

      “What are you doing here?” Ray hisses, adjusting Nix on the gurney. “I’m supposed to be off! He can’t be here.”

      I run after her as she hurries him away, shouting orders.

      “He told me not to bring him,” I call after her.

      “‘Cause he knows my schedule!” Ray hisses.

      “He was gonna die. Cut said…”

      She breathes, giving me brief eye contact before rushing him through the double doors. “He’s right. You did good.”

      “Nix,” I whimper, reaching my hand out. My legs start to tremble. I feel the weight of my body becoming too much to bear, when a female hand reaches out, catching my upper arm.

      “It’s okay, it’s okay. Hey, I got you.”

      I turn toward the manicured hand on my arm to find Maria, Cut’s fiancé, standing there.

      Stay here, Sage. Don’t go away.

      “Cut’s handling the staff.” She cocks her head toward him. “You know Sven, right?”

      “I… kinda. Rose’s husband, right?”

      “Yeah. He’s handling your dad.”

      “Handling?”

      “Sorry,” she winces. “He’s with him right now. Along with Adam. You can’t find two more efficient men.”

      “Adam?”

      “Oh, girlie, I forget you don’t know any of us. I know, our lives are complicated. It’s okay. Let’s get you seated.”

      “I…”

      “I know. It’s okay.”

      She wraps an arm around me and brings me to the waiting area.

      “I have to know something about my dad. I have to know,” I tell her, forcing my voice to be firm.

      I’m gonna be sick.

      “Cut’s on his way back. We’ll ask him.”

      “Hey!” Maria pushes to her feet and approaches Cut. He’s studying me with intense eyes. “The girl needs to know about her dad, B.”

      He forces his eyes away from me, seated on the chair, slumped, shaking hard, to his fiancé. When he sees the hard set of her eyes, he turns back to me. His intensity has my knees curling up into my chest. He notices it, but says nothing. I notice how he keeps his distance from me, though. He’s giving me a wide girth of personal space.

      “He’s in an ambulance,” Cut says carefully. “The accident was bad, but he’s alive.”

      “It wasn’t an accident.”

      Both eyes raise. I force myself to breathe. “Nix comes home hu-hurt. It’s like he knew I would call my dad first. If he knew that… maybe he knows I’m here.”

      Cut’s eyes harden. Maria’s mouth falls open. “Who, Aaron?”

      A tremble involuntarily works its way through my body. “Yes,” I whisper.

      “I think you’re right,” Cut sighs. “I suppose you won’t leave the hospital since Nix is here, right? Your father will be coming here as well.”

      “No, I-I won’t leave him.”

      “Figured. Maria, Sven is coming to pick you up. No arguing.”

      She opens her mouth, but he holds up a hand.

      “Gotta watch Sage,” Cut tells her.

      She immediately gets it. Even with his lack of explanation. Maria comes over, crouches down on her toes, and takes both of my hands.

      “You stay strong, alright, girlie?”

      I nod.

      “And when this fight is over for you, convince Nix to let us come see you: me, Lacey, Rose. We don’t have to bring the guys. We’re good people. We won’t bring trouble into your life. And Lacey could use a friend like you.”

      Like me?

      “Maybe,” I whisper.

      “Good.”

      With that, Maria plops down on the floor next to me while she’s waiting for Sven and starts spouting off random stories. Ridiculous things that make no sense. I can’t even begin to re-tell them. As crazy as it is, it helps me stay present in a world that’s spinning wildly out of control.

      “Maria,” Cut grunts. “Sven’s here. Out front.”

      She nods at that, giving me a knee squeeze on the way up.

      “Sage, us women are way stronger than we think. Tap into that.”

      She rubs my head, kisses Cut’s cheek, and runs outside.

      “She’s really nice,” I whisper.

      Cut nods. “Little crazy.”

      I let myself half-smile. “A little.”

      His eyes crinkle slightly. Right as he goes to open his mouth, the emergency room doors are thrown open and a bunch of EMTs rush in with a stretcher.

      My dad’s on it.
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      I don’t know how long it is before I come to. Everything’s fuzzy as I blink my eyes open.

      “You’re so lucky I picked up hours, you fuck.”

      Ray.

      Ray? I’m at the hospital. Why?

      “You were stabbed,” Ray says, seemingly able to read my confusion. “Bad, Nix. You lost a lot of blood.”

      “Sage?” I croak, trying to remember how all this happened.

      “Nix, just take a moment. It’ll all come back to you. I think it’s best if you get clear before you talk to her.”

      Ray immediately gets to work checking all the beeping machines surrounding me.

      “Sage?” I repeat.

      She sighs. “She’s with her father. I didn’t want her in here until I was sure you’d wake up.”

      “Charles?”

      Ray’s head falls to her chest. “He was in a car accident,” she murmurs. “It’s bad, Nix. He was rushed here in an ambulance. He’s in a coma right now.”

      I push on my hands to sit. I groan immediately. Ray shrieks and runs over.

      “My God! Lie down!” she screams, a little frantically.

      “Gotta see Sage.”

      “You just had surgery. Sit the hell down! You ruin the doctor’s work and you’ll be in no condition to see your girl. If you lie down, I’ll get her. Some hella intimidating man is with her right now.”

      “What?”

      “He hasn’t left her side. Watches her doors and shit. What’s going on, Nix? You almost died. Her father probably has brain damage. That poor girl is not only dealing with the possible death of two people she loves, but she’s scared of her own shadow. I know you’re out of it, I know your body’s just endured a lot, and I’m being a total bitch, but are my staff in danger? Are you guys? Do you need the cops?”

      I groan and hold my head. “Don’t know yet, Ray. I can’t remember what happened.”

      Her eyebrows raise.

      “What’s your name?”

      “I didn’t lose my mind, Ray. I’m just fuzzy.”

      “Name.”

      I sigh. “Nixon Marketta.”

      “Date.”

      “I wouldn’t know that regardless of getting stabbed.”

      She snorts. “I believe that. What do you remember about coming here?”

      “Nice try, Ray. Don’t ask, don’t tell, remember?”

      Something I never thought I’d see on Ray’s face appears. She loses her hard-ass exterior and actual worry overtakes it.

      “You almost died, Nix. I almost watched you die.”

      “I’m fine, Ray,” I murmur. “I’m okay.”

      “You can’t remember anything. How can you tell me that? You don’t even know.”

      “I will remember,” I tell her confidently. “I just need a minute.”

      She takes a deep breath. “Right, sure. Whatever, Nix. I’m gonna go get Sage. I need to get away from your stubborn ass.”

      “Ray, how long have I been out?”

      “Post-surgery? Not long, just a few hours.”

      I nod. “Just checking.”

      “Yeah.”

      She opens her mouth to say something else, but chooses to close it and walk out without uttering another word. As soon as she’s gone, I close my eyes and will myself to remember what the hell happened.

      I’d stolen evidence to get Lacey’s husband and Sven free from prison. Long story. Then I… what did I do?

      “Nix, what the hell are you doing?!”

      I pointed the gun directly at Gerald and the three men standing next to him. Gerald straightened, as did the other three.

      “Nix…” Gerald growled.

      “Don’t wanna kill you all, but I will.”

      “What do you want?” His eyes darted from my gun to the loose set of my jaw.

      “I want you to work with me, Gerald.”

      He raised his eyebrows.

      “Why the fuck would I do that?”

      “I know you hate me, but your reasoning is bullshit. I didn’t wanna kick your ass that day way back when. I was a kid. Aaron told me to. I still said no — at risk of my own ass kicking, I may add. I only did it ‘cause he threatened your daughter. You’re fucking welcome.”

      “He doesn’t know about Katie.”

      “Fuck he doesn’t. He knows the hospital she’s at. He knows her illness. She’s safe ‘cause you hate me and do his bidding.”

      Gerald’s body went tight.

      “You know I’m not lying. Would you really put it past Aaron to keep tabs on your family?”

      “Regardless, what are you doing, Nix?”

      “I want you to tell Aaron’s men that Renner killed Aaron and Rod.”

      I quickly spun to the left and aimed the gun at Renner’s heart.

      “Don’t. Move.”

      He snarled at me, showing his teeth.

      “I’ll fucking kill you.”

      “Try,” I challenged with a single word.

      “Well, Gerald? You have thirty seconds.”

      “What’s the threat?”

      “Do I need one? He has your daughter’s life hanging over your head. You don’t want him gone? I’ll use Aaron’s money to cover your daughter’s remaining medical expenses. I’m not directly involving you. You simply have to tell people that Renner killed Aaron and Rod.”

      “I’ll do it.”

      “Gerald, I don’t wanna threaten you. I respect you.”

      “I’ll do it. You have my word.”

      “Good. Renner, D… truly sorry. Enjoy hell.”

      And I put a bullet in both of them.

      Gerald’s eyes went wide. He knows how much I hate killing. And I do. My stomach felt nauseous. I couldn’t look at the two men lying sprawled out on the floor. There was no way around not killing them, especially Renner. They would have gone straight to Rod.

      “What are you doing, Nix?”

      “Don’t worry about it. Clean these two up, then spread the word about Aaron. Where’s Rod?”

      “Probably at his house. Candi or whatever the fuck her name is has been giving him trouble. I’m sure he’s hiding from her, since he’s not on a job.”

      “What a man,” I grumbled before slipping out the door. I had no doubt Gerald would do as he was told. His daughter is everything to him, which is a large reason he lived, to be honest. D and Renner had nothing. They added nothing good to the world. They were murderers, con artists and probably rapists. Gerald did good things, too. Like me. He was a bad man with good intentions. He has hope. I wouldn’t ever kill someone like that. Fuck, I didn’t want to kill anyone. I was just left with no choice. I tried to keep the death toll to an absolute minimum, but taking down someone like Aaron left me no choice but to take some lives.

      It’s me or Aaron.

      And it’s gonna be me this time.

      When I got to Rod’s house, I kicked in the door only to find it empty. Not even two seconds later, I was ambushed. Rod came out with a butcher knife and slammed it into my side. D, the one person I didn’t truly have my eyes on during the whole interaction, warned Rod via a quick and simple 9-1-1 text that I was coming before I shot and killed him.

      Luckily, I’d been training. I had more muscle to temper it a bit. I had a plethora of weapons on me. It only took a second of Rod thinking I was down to pull out my spare gun, shoot him in the heart, and use my phone to text Gerald a simple “clean up @ Rod’s”. He got it and texted back.

      GERALD: I’ll be there soon.

      I knew I had to get to my house to get my supplies. I was losing too much blood. Ray was off that day, so I couldn’t go to the hospital and risk raising suspicion. I didn’t have time to deal with that. I had to get to Aaron before he found out what happened with Rod. Hell, I put in almost two years of training for this exact thing so I could be strong enough physically, but mostly mentally, to handle this severe of an injury.

      My biggest regret of this whole thing, at that point, was that I didn’t get a chance to tell Rod why I killed him. I couldn’t tell him the bullet in his chest was for daring to lay a finger on Sage and for attempting to murder my sister. That it had nothing to do with me. That it had nothing to do with the fact that he helped Aaron raise me. He died for Sage and Rose. I never got to say that.

      That was my biggest regret. Up until I managed to get myself home, a bloody wreck.

      And I passed out at Sage’s feet.

      Quickly, the plan was going to hell.

      I jolt out of my memory. Before I can start beating myself up, a head lands on my chest and hands are thrown over my opposite arm. I startle and look down.

      Sage.

      “Hey, princess,” I whisper in a hoarse voice, cupping the back of her head.My heart skips a beat, seeing how easily I cover the back of her head with my hand alone. She’s so small and breakable. What am I doing to her?

      As soon as my hand lands on her, she immediately starts to sob against me. I’m talking full-body-wracking sobs so hard she’s nearly shaking the bed. The sound of it makes my heart hurt worse than my healing wound ever could. Sage rarely cries. She usually just disappears. So the pain she’s feeling right now must be too much for her to bear without losing herself.

      “I’m here. I’m here,” I murmur. I can’t tell her it’s okay. It’s not. What has she seen? What has she heard? And then there’s Charles. What really happened? What’s going on with him? I can’t stop hurting this girl.

      “You al-almost died,” she cries. “You almost left me.”

      “I wouldn’t leave you. I’m right here.”

      “It-it… all happened so fast. Dad’s not waking up. Mom is so angry.” She pauses for a moment, then, in a tiny voice, whispers, “I’m so glad you’re awake.”

      She almost sounds slightly insane. It’s not what she’s saying, it’s how she saying it that has my eyebrows raising.

      “Sage, princess, can you look at me?”

      She rolls her head to the side, so she’s still on my chest, but facing me. Her eyes are swollen and red, like she’s been crying for hours. Which she probably has.

      “Ray said a big guy was with you? Did you drive me here?”

      “Cut. I… I… don’t be mad. I didn’t know. So fast…”

      Her breathing increases.

      “Hey, hey, I’m not mad. I’m not mad. I just wanna know what’s going on, doll. That’s all. Please breathe for me.”

      All of a sudden, Sage’s tears dry and her eyes widen and harden. Fury takes over her features. It’s such a stark difference to the broken woman from the moment before that it sends chills up my spine.

      “Sage?” My eyebrows furrow. “Sage?”

      “Aaron knows we’re here. That’s why Cut stayed. Nix, he’s planning something. I don’t know what your plan is, but I’m betting this wasn’t it.”

      She sits and grabs my hands.

      “What do we do?”

      We? What do we do?

      Her dad is still here. Her dad who’s in a coma. ‘Cause of me.

      I can’t go there right now. I just can’t.

      “You wanna stay here with your dad?”

      “I have to,” she whispers. Her eyes water. “I never told him thank you for... I never…”

      She sucks in a breath that gets caught in her throat as her eyes well with water. I feel my eyes water as well.

      “I don’t wanna do this, but it’s all going to shit anyway. I’ll set up protection for you here.”

      “I have Cut.”

      I glare at her. “If Aaron wants to hurt you, I have to be sure that’s not a possibility.”

      “Okay.”

      Thank God she doesn’t argue with me.

      “The men coming to watching you…” I say carefully. “Don’t let them scare you. Ironically, I don’t know who else to trust right now. They wouldn’t hurt you, but they are the perfect amount of ruthless I need right now. Aaron’s men won’t get past them and the only one of his men who might have been able to is no longer an issue.”

      “No longer an issue?”

      “Don’t ask. Please, Sage.”

      I take her hand and squeeze. Talking about murder with her makes me want to vomit. Sensing this, she leans forward and rubs the sweat from my forehead. When my hair’s out of the way, she kisses me gently.

      “I won’t.”

      “I’m sorry, babe. I’m so sorry.”

      “Ride or die, remember?”

      “I love you so much.”

      “I love you, too.”

      Her hand is shaking when it finds mine.

      “Stay with me, okay?”

      “I will. Promise.” I wink at her. She lets out a reluctant laugh.

      “Only you are cocky enough to promise you won’t die in the condition you’re in.”

      I grin at her. “Go with your dad. Tell Cut I said thank you and ask if he doesn’t mind staying. If he says he does, send him to me. Although, it’s Cut. He’ll stay.”

      Sage very reluctantly slides away from me.

      “Don’t die on me, Nixon! I’m serious.”

      I’d been so focused on her eyes, I immediately freeze when I see her whole body from a distance. She’s covered fingers to toes in blood and shivering profusely. How did I not notice this when she was on me? I must still be off.

      “Sage, go shower,” I whisper. “Tell Ray. She’ll help you.”

      “She’s tried. There’s no time. No time.”

      Sage scatters from the room before I can respond.

      “Fuck,” I hiss. “Fuck!”

      Ignoring Ray’s orders, I let out a groan of pain as I push to a fully seated position and look around for my cell. I find it on the side table. I throw it over my ear, debating heavily between the two men, Rose’s now-husband Sven or his boss. I think on this for one too many minutes, but ultimately decide to go straight to the source. I click Adam Ruston’s number. Adam Ruston, AKA, the mafia boss/Lacey’s husband. He owes me big time for getting him out of prison, not to mention he owes it to Lacey to do a good deed every now and again. The two of them aren’t on good terms right now. He crossed one of the only lines she ever set for him. She knows better than anyone how dangerous he is, but she has one very distinct line and he crossed it. It’s a long story, but he’s desperate to get on his wife’s good side again.

      “Adam,” I basically groan into the phone. My side is throbbing.

      “Nix,” Adam answers — blunt, cold and to the point.

      “I need help.”

      “What do you need?”

      “Sage is here at the hospital with her father.”

      “I know about him. Cut sent me and Sven to help the man.”

      “Oh.” My eyebrows raise. “Well, I’m still trying to catch up with everything. I just woke up. But Aaron’s going to try to pull something at any moment. Everything’s going to shit. I need your help.”

      “You have it,” he says immediately, and somehow I don’t think it’s because he “owes me.”

      “Sven, too. He happen to be there?”

      “Yes. Rose is with Lacey and Maria, so yeah, he’s here.”

      “Call him over. Put it on speaker.”

      In a flash, they are both on the line.

      And from there, I lay it all out.

      The plan.

      I’ve been at this too long to be blindsided. Aaron’s dead. He’s done. He’s gone, and he sure as fuck won’t be fucking with my life and the lives of the people I love anymore.

      He’s. Fucking. Done.
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      “Dad, can you hear me? I’m sorry,” I choke. “This is all my fault. I’m sorry.”

      My mom’s heels click, click, click in the background.

      “Why didn’t you call the police, Sage?”

      “I—”

      “Huh?! Why did you call him?!” She throws an arm over my dad. “Like he’s prepared for this fucked up mess you’ve gotten yourself into!”

      I shrink back away from my father, feeling my heart shatter.

      “Answer me!”

      “I… I was just… I…”

      “Dumb!” she shrieks. “You were stupid and now my husband is going to die! Because of you.”

      I slide to the floor and wrap my arms around my knees, putting myself farther away from the man I don’t deserve to be around. I feel the tears on my face, but not the pain behind them. Sage is finally going away. Nix flashes into my mind, but I can’t fight the black hole I’m being pulled into.

      “That’s enough,” a voice booms from the doorway. Both of us roll our heads that way to see three men standing there. I know Cut. The other two make me cower. Two pairs of dark eyes land on me. Cut’s eyes go to my mom. He walks over, and as he does, she flies backward.

      “Stay away from me! I’ll call security.”

      Cut’s not fazed by her outright judgement of his appearance. I admit his scars are jarring, but she’s being completely rude.

      “You can walk out the doors on your own, but you’ll go. Sage needs to talk to these men. Unless you want them to talk to you first,” he counters.

      She flinches hard, scowls at me, and walks out of the room with Cut behind her.

      Then I’m left alone with two strange men.

      Nix trusts them to keep me safe. He told me so.

      “I’m Adam,” the deep voice that told my mom to stop yelling says gently. Well, as gently as I think he’s capable of.

      “I’m Sven,” comes the other voice.

      This man has even darker eyes, darker hair, and overall a dark, more intimidating vibe. I feel so tiny and vulnerable curled up here on the floor compared to them.

      “You’re Rose’s husband?” I whisper.

      “Yes,” the more intimidating man says with a tiny smile. “She says hi. Speaking for Adam here, but I’m sure Lacey does as well.”

      “Tell them I said hi back.”

      They both smile a little as I duck my head.

      “Wanna get off the floor?” Adam asks gently.

      No, I don’t. I shake my head a little to tell him so.

      It’s quiet in the room for a long time before Adam speaks again. He gets down to his haunches in front of me. Sven, on the other hand, gives me one last look before looking to Adam for instruction. Adam cocks his head to the side. With that, Sven goes to stand guard by the door, from the inside. I suppose Cut is watching from the outside. These men seem to have some kind of unspoken setup. I’m not stupid.

      Adam’s eyes catch mine.

      “She’s wrong, you know?”

      When my eyebrows crease, he continues.

      “Your mother,” he clarifies.

      My eyes immediately fill with water.

      “None of this is your fault, Sage.”

      “It is,” I whisper. “I shouldn’t have…”

      “Shouldn’t have what? Talk this through with me. What other options did you have?”

      His eyes are so intense. So, so intense. His suit is crisp and immaculate. He’s taking all my air. How can one man seem so powerful in such a tiny atmosphere?

      I feel my lower lip tremble.

      “None. You didn’t have any other choice. Your mom is just angry, and being a bitch.”

      My eyes widen. He smiles.

      “She is a bitch, Sage. Now get up off the floor.”

      The command is so strong it’s impossible to disobey. I push off my feet to shaking limbs.

      “Good. And now we wait.”

      “Wait?”

      “Yep. We wait. Despite what it may look like, we really are just here to make sure you’re okay while you stay with your dad.”

      He looks me over once.

      “It is good to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      Sven smirks in the background.

      “Lacey asks about you a lot.”

      “Wh-why?”

      “I think when you meet my wife, you’ll find you have a lot in common.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      He nods, but he does it in a way where it’s like he’s telling me to go on with my day. I hesitantly move back to my dad’s side, watching both of them the entire time.

      “You want your mom back in here?” Adam asks.

      “It’s her husband,” I whisper.

      “I won’t let her verbally abuse you,” Sven cuts in. “It’s fucked. I mean, man, you’re still covered in blood.”

      Adam nods in agreement. I’m so confused by these two men. They’re in the mafia, but they don’t really act like I would expect them to. They look the part, but they sure don’t act the part. They’re being nice to me, if not a little dominating.

      “I d—”

      “Don’t say you deserve it,” Adam snaps. I jump back at his tone. “We’ve been over this. You want her here? Yes or no. It’s simple.”

      It’s really not simple.

      “Yes, please,” I murmur.

      “Alright, then.”

      Adam walks out. I should have added that I don’t want them to threaten my mom either. Too late now.

      Sven looks at me since it’s just us now, with the exception of the beeping machines of my dying father.

      My eyes water again. The pain feels like a needle being jammed into my heart over and over. It’s the same pain I felt when Pam died.

      “So you’re my future sister-in-law, huh?”

      Sven looks over at me. He probably feels the need to speak because I haven’t taken my eyes off him, despite being by my dad’s side. He makes me uncomfortable. Maybe he’s a gotta-get-to-know-him type guy.

      “Well, if… I… hope,” I squeak.

      He chuckles and leans casually against the doorway, like he’s not guarding me from the wrath of a known serial killer. Like he’s not in the room with a dying man and a majorly fucked up girl.

      “There’s not one chance in hell you won’t be.”

      “Oh.” My cheeks heat. “Marriage just sounds so normal for us at this point, I guess.”

      His face falls a little. “I suppose it would. Alright, I’ll shut up. Oh, real quick…” He digs in his jacket pocket and throws something at me. I jolt and catch it. “Nix had us swing by and grab this for you.”

      I’d know this soft feel anywhere.

      Pamela.

      The tears finally spill over. I curl myself up in the chair. Of course, Nix had them get Pam. He never doesn’t consider my feelings. Not ever.

      I hear my mom’s heels click into the room, but I won’t let her faze me this time.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nix

      

      

      I finish signing my AMA papers. Ray is burning holes in my head, she’s staring at me so furiously.

      “You’re an idiot!” she hisses. “You lost too much blood. You need to be here!”

      “Make sure Sage showers,” I tell her, squeezing her shoulder.

      “You’re an idiot,” she repeats in a grumble.

      I smirk at her. “You know this.”

      “Nix, be safe, okay?” Ray bites her lower lip, uncharacteristically serious.

      “You know me. Nine lives.”

      “Just come back if you need to, okay? Text me. I’ll make sure I’m here.”

      I catch her wrist and squeeze. “Thanks, Ray.”

      She nods and storms off to her other patients. I shake my head and hop in the car with the driver Adam set up for me. The driver knows where he’s taking me. No need to tell him.

      The drive is short. Too short. The grey prison walls come into view way sooner than expected.

      My heart thunders in my chest.

      This is it.

      This is goodbye.

      I don’t know why part of me is sad. Why part of me wants to back out. But this side of me is just as useless as the side of me that wants Aaron to love me. That wanted Martina to.

      He won’t. He’s not capable. If the roles were reversed and Aaron was planning my death, he wouldn’t feel one ounce of guilt, remorse, or pain. He’d only regret that he was losing his heir.

      So with that, I get out of the car and push the prison doors open. The guard is waiting for me as expected. Adam set this all up for me so I could see Aaron, no questions asked. The man has contacts all over the place. I knew I’d need to wield them one day. I knew when developing this whole plan that I’d never be able to kill Aaron myself. Not without becoming him in the process or losing myself to guilt. Before Sage, I would have given in to my desire to kill Aaron myself. I would have taken his place in prison just to kill him myself. It wouldn’t have mattered to me. I mean, I had no life. I hated myself. It didn’t matter.

      But that’s not the case now.

      I had to develop a plan that allowed me to come back to Sage free and intact.

      So this is it.

      I push the doors open with a deep breath. Aaron’s sitting there, no pretense of pleasure on his face like usual. His eyes are dark and pissed.

      Neither of us say anything as I circle the room. I let my stomach settle before taking a seat across from him.

      I place my hands on the table and stare at him.

      “This is goodbye, Aaron.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean, son?”

      “This is the last time I’ll be seeing you.”

      “Bullshit! You know the consequences of that, Nixon! It seems this plaything of yours has gotten into your head. I’ve let that go on long enough.”

      I smirk. “You think you’re gonna attack her at the hospital? Going after her father, really? You think I’m dumb.”

      “I thought you were incapacitated.”

      Ah, he underestimated me. I smirk. His eyes darken.

      “You heard about Rod, eh? Tragic.”

      “You’ll pay for this, Nix.”

      “You won’t be here long enough to lay a finger on Sage.”

      “Who says it’s not happening now?”

      “The men watching her. You ain’t getting past these guys. I, of all people, know your capabilities, but I also know you are not the most powerful person out there. These men are.”

      “What do you think will come of this? You kill me, my men will come after you and kill everyone you love, Nixon. You want that?”

      I lean back and let my smile spread, even as my side burns with unbearable pain.

      “Who said anything about me even lifting a finger? I think word is getting around that Renner set up the whole thing.”

      “You son of a…!”

      “Ah, ah,” I tisk.

      “You couldn’t kill me! You don’t have it in you.”

      Thank God there’s no cameras in here. We’d both be fucked. Thanks, Adam…

      “I told you. I never said anything about killing you.”

      His eyes flare. I stand. I’m gonna break soon and I refuse to let him see it.

      “This is it.”

      I lean over the desk.

      “You. Lose. You didn’t fucking break me. You can thank a small green-eyed girl for your destruction. She’s the reason you’re dying and she’s the reason you never fully owned me. Bye, Father. I hope hell is everything you hoped for. Trying to murder your own daughter, keeping my sister from me, well, I’m sure the devil will welcome you with open arms.”

      He’s roaring, but I ignore him and walk out. As soon as the guard comes for him, I leave. It’s not until I get to the car that I squeeze my thumbs into my eye sockets and slump in the seat, letting my world go slightly blurry.

      “The hospital,” I tell the driver.

      “Yes, sir,” responds Adam’s driver automatically.

      I take deep breaths. When I get back to the hospital, I collect myself enough to meet Cut by the doors.

      “Thank you so much,” I whisper sincerely. “I could never thank you enough for helping Sage.”

      “And saving your life.”

      I’m surprised when he smiles a little. He’s not known for shows of emotion, so I’m guessing the more freely given smiles have something to do with the ring on his finger.

      “Yeah, that, too.”

      He nods. “Sven will fill you in. You okay if I go check in with Maria? She’s probably freaking out.”

      “No, we’re good.”

      Without another word, he raps on the door and walks away. Sven walks out. He extends a hand. I take it.

      “Handle what you needed to?”

      “Yep.” It still feels surreal that I’ll never have to deal with Aaron again.

      “You weren’t wrong about Aaron trying something, but it was honestly easy enough to catch. For us at least. Sage, given the state she is in, was oblivious. A nurse came in, looked legit, and offered her anxiety meds. Adam immediately questioned her and took the meds from her. Her uniform was slightly off. We think they were poison of some kind. Subtle, I’ll give him that. But yeah, no big deal. She’s fine. Physically at least.”

      “Thank you so much, man.”

      He smirks. “I owed you one, but come see Rose more, will you? If I have to hear one more tirade about how she never gets to see you and what a dick you are, I’m gonna shoot myself.”

      “I’ll make more of an effort. I promise. Things will be easier now that I don’t have to worry about Aaron. It’ll take me a minute. Helping Sage is my priority at the moment, but as soon as I can, I wanna be more involved in Rose’s life.”

      “Good to hear. I left Adam with her most of the time. He’s married to Lacey, so he knows a fuck of a lot more than I do about… well, Sage’s particular issues.”

      “Good choice. You’re a dick.”

      He snickers. “You ever gonna propose to her?”

      I visibly fly back, which makes him laugh.

      “Relax, just a question.”

      “Not ready,” I respond immediately, wide eyed.

      “Are you waiting ‘til you’re dead? What’s the hold up?”

      “Cut me some slack. I’ve dealt with enough today.”

      “Do you need me anymore? I’m about done for today.”

      “Wow, did standing by the door take it out of you?”

      “I got a wife to get back to.” He winks.

      “Egh, gross. I can’t unhear that.”

      “You look pale, Nix. Get your girl and get a blood transfusion or something. You look like shit.”

      “Thanks,” I utter flatly.

      I roll my eyes and push past him to enter the room. Sage is over her dad, asleep, still covered in dried blood. Her mom is pouting in the corner. Adam is leaning against the wall with a concerned expression on his face. When he sees me, he walks over and extends his hand. He looks me over once.

      “You need medical attention.”

      Oh really, what’s giving it away? The blood draining from my face? The blood seeping out of my side? Being unsteady on my feet?

      “Need to see Sage first. I’ll get attention.”

      “She’s gonna freak when she sees you.”

      “I’ll calm her.”

      “Is that girl in therapy?”

      He gestures to Sage.

      “Sore subject.”

      He nods, losing some of his hardness. “You really should introduce her to Lacey. They could really help each other.”

      “I know. I agree, actually. Sage will need some time though. Her world’s been dominated by staying safe from Aaron. Not to mention whatever happens with her dad, but yes, I plan to introduce them. But Adam, Sage can’t handle the drama of your world. That has to stay separate if I’m gonna introduce a friendship between Lacey, Rose, and Sage. I mean that.”

      He looks back at Sage, out cold on the bed, lying over her father. We’re both ignoring the sound of her mother’s grumbling.

      “I know. I’ll be sure all the drama is kept away from Sage. I brought Seven on. With Lacey pregnant, I’m being sure to do the same with her. I should have made that a goal of mine a long time ago, to keep drama away from her. She needs normal now.”

      Yeah, fuckin’ finally. He’s put that girl through hell. He seems like a good guy, and deep down he is, but fuck he can be an idiot.

      “Seven?”

      “New capo.”

      “You find a new underboss yet?”

      To sum it up, I got him out of prison a couple months ago, because it turned out his underboss was in the FBI. Yeah, I mean, props to Enzio, real name Derek, for pulling that off.

      “No,” he grumbles. “But I’m good with Frances and Seven behind me. I have hopes for Seven.”

      I nod.

      “Good luck.”

      “Yeah, thanks. Especially with all the shit going on.”

      My eyes bulge. “More shit? Jesus Christ, man.”

      He grunts.

      “It’s not all my shit this time. Some of it is Frances.”

      “Oh God, that can’t be good.”

      Frances, his other capo, is a psycho. I mean, a literal fucking psycho.

      “This time it’s him doing a good deed. He just doesn’t realize it yet.”

      My eyebrows raise. Adam holds a hand up and shakes his head.

      “It’s a problem only Frances could get himself involved in, but now he’s involved us.”

      “I don’t envy you.”

      He snickers. The sound of rumbling has both of us spinning on our heels. When we see Sage rustling, Adam squeezes my shoulder in a show of support and leaves the room, quietly closing the door behind him.

      I glance over at her mother, who is glaring at me with so much hatred that I can’t bear to look at her.

      “Nix?”

      Sage pushes up. Her eyes are so swollen, they barely open. God, I just wanna wrap her up and save her from this pain. I look over at Charles. The man who is the closest thing to a father figure I’ve ever had. I can’t face him. I can’t face knowing it’s my fault he’s this way. Someone so strong, who has so much going for him…

      “Come here, babe.”

      Sage slowly teeters over with a white blanket wrapped around her waist. I tuck her into my body. She’s limp like a noodle.

      “You both are responsible for this!” her mom suddenly shrieks, gesturing to Charles. I jolt and push Sage behind me.

      “Don’t. This is a conversation you can have with me in private later.”

      “If Sage would have just listened to us…”

      Everything goes red. I rush Sage and I out of the room with bared teeth so I don’t actually smack some sense into her mother. Sage is barely conscious. I gently scoop her up in my arms, feeling her head lightly curl into my chest.

      I gently kiss her forehead and search the halls for Ray.

      “Excuse me,” I ask a nurse passing us. She eyes both of us with concern, but I know Adam has handled everything. No police will contact us about all this. It won’t get back to me when a few of Adam’s allies murder Aaron tonight in prison. There’s no risk to me this time. I set it all up perfectly, even if it took me forever to do it. Gerald will do his part in making sure Aaron’s death doesn’t come back to me. We’re safe. Finally.

      “Do you know where Ray is?”

      “She’s—”

      “Here!” Ray’s overpowering voice echoes from down the hall. She comes storming over, short and powerful.

      “That was fast,” she grumbles at me. “You had me all worried.”

      Really, I did?

      “What do you need?”

      I lift Sage slightly. “A shower.”

      “Of course.”

      She looks at Sage curled up in my arms, sympathetically.

      “She’s probably exhausted from sheer emotional trauma.”

      “I know.” I try to keep the pain from my voice, but fail.

      Ray looks me over once. “You need medical attention.”

      Oh my… “I know! I know, okay? Let me help her and I’ll get myself taken care of, Jesus.”

      “Relax. Fuck me for not wanting you to die.”

      She huffs and crosses her arms over her chest and looks away. I smile a little. Aw, she cares. She’s pissed ‘cause she’s worried.

      “I’ll be okay, Ray,” I whisper. “I feel fairly steady on my feet.”

      “Fairly!”

      “The faster you show me the shower, the faster I can move forward.”

      She doesn’t waste a second moving gracefully down the hall. It’s a ways away, but she eventually leads us to a large bathroom, equipped with a shower and everything.

      “I’ll get some clothes for her and leave them outside the door. I have some extras in my locker. My clothes will probably drown her, but they’ll work.”

      “Thank you, Ray. Seriously, for everything.”

      She searches me and nods. She gets what I’m saying. She’s done seeing me every other month. Done seeing me dirty and bloody and covering the heat for me. This is it.

      “You’re welcome, Nix.”

      … and she’s off. Going off to save another life. She’s pretty great.

      I gently place Sage on her feet, holding her by her hip to be sure she doesn’t fall over. I quietly shut the door.

      “You with me?”

      She nods. Her dark circles are deep. This is the first time I’ve ever looked at her and not been able to see her beauty. It’s not an insult. She’s so swollen, so tired, it’s tragic looking.

      I go to her, cup her cheek first, and then let my hands find the end of her shirt. I gently lift it over her head. She lets out a small sound when it’s off. I quickly search her for signs of panic, but nod when I see the goosebumps scattered all over her skin.

      “I’ll make the shower warm,” I whisper.

      She nods faintly. I turn the knobs so steam fills the room slightly. I throw my shirt off and go back to Sage. My fingers curl around the edge of her pants and pull them down her legs. She’s in nothing but a cotton bra and panties.

      I yank my pants off, so I’m in nothing but my boxers. By the time my pants are down my legs, Sage has already removed the rest of her clothes. I nod at her and yank my boxers down. As soon as we’re both naked, she comes over next to me, silently looking for me to lead this. Fuck, I shouldn’t be showering with my injury.

      I can work around this.

      I wrap an arm around her and lead her into the warm water. I position it so she’s under the small spout of water and I’m freezing outside of it. The first thing I do is take her arm that’s elbow deep in my blood and rinse it off under the warm spray. She stares at it, skin going even more pale by the second. She looks nauseous. Her eyes spin around and land on my injury.

      I immediately grab her chin.

      “I’m okay. It’s over. It’s all over. I’ll get medical attention after this.”

      “Over?”

      “Shh, not the time.”

      “I almost lost you.”

      Her lower lip wobbles.

      “You almost left me alone. You promised. You-you promised.”

      “Shh, you’re in shock, Sage. Let’s get you clean. Then I’ll get you back to Charles.”

      She nods wordlessly. Her body goes limp. From there, I scrub her top to bottom. Tears spill over her watery eyes, but now is not the time to discuss them. There’s honestly nothing I can say.

      Because I feel very similar.

      When I’m done cleaning her off, I quickly change into my clothes, leaving her under the warm spray. I grab the new clothes Ray brought for Sage. It’s a simple pair of black sweats and a white t-shirt. I set it on the chair and grab a towel, reaching in the shower to turn the knob. Sage immediately turns to me, eyes widened slightly from the cold.

      “Come here, princess,” I murmur, holding the towel out. She runs into it and does a cute little dance. I kiss the side of her head as she leans back into me.

      “What happens now?”

      Some of her tears fall onto my forearm. I hold her tighter against me.

      “One step at a time. Right now, we’ll be here for Charles.”

      “You’ll get seen first, right?”

      “Yes, babe.”

      “And we’re safe?”

      I stiffen slightly. “Yes.”

      I know she senses the way I’ve pulled back.

      “We’ll talk about it later, right?”

      “Yeah,” I sigh. “We will.”

      “Promise.”

      “Swear.”

      She turns and I slip the shirt over her head. She looks up at me again, legs still bare.

      “Everything changes now.” There’s so much fear in her eyes.

      “For the better, princess. For the better, I promise.”
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      It was discovered that Charles has a traumatic brain injury from the accident. The effects of it are severe. He has a difficulty processing basic things. He has very little memory of events in his life before the accident. The main things he remembers are faces. He knows who people are, but not the memories behind their relationship. He knows Molly’s his wife, but doesn’t remember marrying her. He knows he’s a successful business owner, but doesn’t know his business. He knows Sage is his daughter, but has zero memory of anything beyond her relation to him. No memory of her kidnapping, the accident, their only recently built love. Nothing. He’s almost childlike. He struggles with most tasks, such as reading and writing, he has an increased sensitivity to sound, and, honestly, overall he’s just completely different. Due to his age, previous health history, and the shorter amount of time he was in a coma, the doctors say he has hope for recovery. But it’s going to be a long road, still. A road Sage is fully committed to staying on. Even though it’s been a few months since the accident.

      Molly, on other hand, is not as prepared to handle a husband that needs virtually 24/7 care. Luckily, they can afford home care, but Sage and I are there nearly all the time, taking care of him, keeping him company, anything we can do. It’s hard on both of us, seeing him this way. Seeing a man who was once so powerful reduced to a childlike state due to something my father did. The one thing Molly has been good for is keeping his business afloat. She has the intelligence and cut-throat mindset to do so.

      Molly’s sucked as a mother. I’ve gotten a glimpse into what Sage’s life was like before it was so wildly altered. Her mother is downright verbally abusive to Sage at all times. She blames Sage for everything that’s happened. Not only that, but the bigger issue for Sage has been that Charles is in charge of Essie’s (Tammy’s) care. As some sort of punishment to Sage, she’s threatened to pull her care. Seeing as Essie’s parents are no longer around, this is serious. I’ve told Sage we’ll find a way to take care of her, but it would involve moving her to a new location. I have enough money from my time with Aaron and the stuff I’m doing currently to change the direction of his mini empire to take care of us, but not nearly as much as Charles. That sent Sage into a panic. She tried to explain that if Essie — she still calls her Tammy — was emotionally unstable, moving her would be traumatic. In hell, she explained, being moved meant you gave up. She’s scared that if they move Essie, in the back of her mind, she’ll think she’s been given up on and quit fighting. Essie has made some progress, thanks to the staff at the center and Landon, the agent assigned to her case. So that’s a problem.

      I did sit down eventually and tell Sage everything. From the day I came up with my plan, to the two men I killed, D and Renner, to the night Aaron died. He was murdered by two of Adam’s men in prison that night. He died brutally. I never told Adam not to take mercy, but Adam apparently made it known Aaron was to suffer before he died… and he sure did.

      Rose was notified soon after his death and did not take it well. Sven said she fell apart. To the point where Sven had her enroll in a few sessions with Lacey’s therapist. On some level, I get it, but on others, I completely do not understand.

      He was a thief. A liar. A murderer. I mean he tried to kill her!

      But the part I do get is that he was a father. To her, for seventeen years, he was a father and I have to remember that.

      Today, Sage and I get a break. From everything. The nurse is with her father. Her mother’s working. It’s finally just the two of us.

      I settle in next to Sage on the couch. I grab her tiny body and pull her into me. She snuggles into my side, letting her ever-present Kindle fall into her lap.

      “Hey,” I whisper.

      “Hey,” she responds, quietly. I’ve been gone all week on a trip with Gerald. I wouldn’t say I’m a good guy now. I’ve been a criminal my whole life. It’s what I’m trained to do. I’m not sure I could change that aspect of myself fully, even if I tried, but I refuse to hurt anyone anymore. I only do basic shit. Enough to support Sage and I and the decent men who were with Aaron, like Gerald. The rest I booted out.

      I’m still dirty, covered in grime, bruises, and who knows what else, but I’m here. With her. She doesn’t ask where I’ve been, she simply holds me and lets me love her.

      We’re mid-conversation about some erotic demon romance she’s reading, or whatever the fuck — I swear this girl’s shit is weird — when my phone rings.

      When I see it’s Rose’s name, I can’t ignore it.

      I look once at Sage.

      Then at my phone.

      It’s time we stopped isolating ourselves.

      There’s no reason to.

      “Rose, sis. How are you?” I answer gently.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sage

      

      

      Nix is gentle with Rose. He asks her how she’s doing. They talk about Lacey some, but it’s easy to tell when the conversation shifts to me.

      I mean, he looks right at me. He always does that, but there’s something different about it this time.

      Then I discover why he’s looking at me like he needs to read inside my soul. He says four life-changing words.

      “Wanna talk to her?”

      Me? Does he mean me?! I… I’ve always been kept separate from his other life. But Aaron has been dead for months now. There really is no threat to me. Not anywhere. I can’t imagine a world where that’s true. Sty, Z, and Marcus are dead. Aaron’s dead.

      I’m safe.

      I can be with other people.

      He trusts me to be around these people in the mafia. I’m not too weird. Too crazy. The men seemed nice, despite everything they do.

      “You sure?” I whisper anxiously.

      Nix smiles softly at me. “Come here, babe. Wanna meet my sister?”

      My hands start to shake and my eyes water. I’m meeting his family. Finally, I’m being included.

      It’s almost too much.

      I grab the phone, tuck it into my ear, and walk to the side. I’m almost scared something will happen and this opportunity will be taken away.

      “Hi Rose, my name is Sage,” I whisper into the speaker.

      “Hi, Sage!”

      Her voice is enthusiastic and bright. Super welcoming.

      “My brother finally lets us talk. I was hoping we’d meet before I started playing bingo.”

      I feel a laugh burst out of me before I can stop it.

      “I love bingo.”

      “Oh, shoot! Sorry. I’m off to a terrible start. I meant no offense. I—”

      I laugh harder. “I’m sorry. I’m just kidding. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Her beautiful laugh echoes over the phone. “Oh my gosh, I have to meet you!”

      I look over at Nix and bite my lip. “I’d love to meet you. Do… do you text?”

      She chuckles. “I don’t know how isolated Nix has kept you, but everyone texts.”

      Hey! I don’t like that.

      “He’s had good reasons for his actions!” I snap, feeling defensive of Nix at that.

      “Sage…” Nix chides softly.

      I glare at him. He shakes his head and smirks. He likes when I defend him. He can try to deny it all he wants.

      “I’m sure. I’m sorry. Text me and we’ll set a date to meet. Oh gosh, I can’t wait for you and Lacey to meet. You two need each other.”

      Why does everyone keep saying that?

      “Okay, I’m-I’m excited.” And really overwhelmed.

      “Okay, I’ll let you go. Seriously, Sage, I know you don’t know me, but thanks for always being there for my brother. I don’t know who he would have become without you.”

      I look over at my guy.

      “He’d be okay.”

      “You’re so in love,” she laughs. “Text me!”

      “I will.”

      Click.

      “Well?”

      I run over and jump into his lap. I’m straddling him, kissing him passionately. My fingers run through his blond hair and hold his head back.

      “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.”

      “No,” he says softly, eyes brimming with emotion. “Thank you for waiting on me so damn long, princess. Thank you so much.”

      “I’m your ride or die, remember?”

      He smirks. “Yes, doll. I remember.”

      “Okay, then. Stop thanking me and kiss me.”

      I release his hair.

      Before I know it, I’m on my back. My green shorts are being dragged down my legs and he’s slowly sliding inside me, gently making love.

      It’s so overwhelming, I cry. He kisses every tear.

      “This is all I ever wanted,” I whisper.

      … and once again, his lips are on mine, kissing me so hard everything else goes away.
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        Sage

      

      

      I meet with Rose and Lacey in exactly one week. Adam, Lacey, and Rose are coming over for dinner. Sven is hanging back for who knows what reason. He’s weird, from what I’ve heard. They offered to come sooner, but Nix and I both decided it would be best to have my second session with Cut first. I look at my dad, who’s fully focused on trying to rewrite an old document of his.

      “I have my second session with that trainer I told you about. Remember that, Dad?”

      “Ooh, yes. Good. Good.”

      My heart sears. “I’m glad you remember,” I whisper as my eyes once again well with tears. His eyes furrow. He doesn’t understand why I’m upset. He doesn’t get that I’m crying because he sounds nothing like himself.

      “I’m okay. Don’t worry,” I reassure him.

      His head cocks to the side. He knows what he’s supposed to do as a father, comfort me, but it doesn’t quite register in his mind how he’s supposed to do that.

      “Hey, Charles,” Nix’s voice rings from over my head. He’s coming to pick me up. I feel Nix tense behind me when he sees my dad’s attire. My dad has insisted on sweats and logo t-shirts since the accident.

      I’ll repeat. Sweats and logo t-shirts.

      My dad.

      Charles Briar-Rose.

      Sweats.

      I feel my heart start to pound again. The guilt in me sometimes is too much to contain.

      “Excuse me,” I whisper. I squeeze Nix’s shoulder and run to the restroom. As soon as I’m there, I jam my fingers down my throat and force the food I ate for lunch back up. Nix doesn’t know about this. It’s not all the time. I’m not bulimic. I don’t want to lose weight. It’s the guilt. It’s killing me.

      “Sage.” Nix raps on the door.

      “Coming,” I call. My voice is a little hoarse. Damn it.

      “Can I come in? Are you crying?”

      Yes, I’m crying. Definitely not sick to my stomach. Nope. I swig some mouthwash around in my mouth.

      “Nope, I’m good,” I say when my breath is fresh, my clothes are intact, and the door is swung open.

      He looks me up and down before taking my hand.

      “He’ll heal. He’s already improved so much.”

      “Months later. He… he wouldn’t want this.”

      A lump forms in my throat.

      “Your mom’s handling everything, so literally, he’ll lose nothing.”

      “Except time. The most precious gift we are given in this life.”

      His arm goes around me. “It’s not your fault. It’s not your fault. He loves you, Sage. He’d want you to be happy. Lord knows you deserve it.”

      “I don’t wanna talk about it. I haven’t seen Cut since that day and I’m determined not to be in tears this time.”

      “Fair,” he murmurs.

      The whole way back to the house, my throat feels like it’s raw and swelling. Partially from vomiting, partially from guilt and pain.

      Cut arrives literally two minutes after we set our bags down in the living room. His large body takes up so much of our tiny home, much like last time. Except last time I trained with him, Nix greeted him first and I hid back. I was so afraid. This time I wait to greet him. In fact, I had Nix drop me off and he went to get some food. I told him to stay out for an hour or so and bring me back something.

      I needed to prove I could do this without him. And ironically, the person I am least threatened by is this 6’4, quiet, scarred boxer.

      The second he lays eyes on me my gaze flickers to the floor.

      “I don’t know what to say,” I whisper.

      Thank you for dealing with my breakdown.

      Thank you for keeping me safe.

      Thank you for saving Nix’s life.

      Thank you for getting someone to my father.

      Thank you for not making me feel bad about any of it.

      “Nothing,” his deep, to-the-point voice echoes in the room. “You tell me nothing. You needed help.”

      He says it like I asked him to help me change a spare tire.

      “Cut…” I start.

      “Nope,” he cuts me off. “Jumping jacks.”

      That’s it? Really? Who is this guy?

      I look up at him. I know my eyes are wide and confused. He softens only slightly.

      “50 jumping jacks. Go. Get your body warm.”

      I’m confused, but I don’t know what else to do, so slowly, I jump my arms and legs apart. 1… 2… 3… 4…. On and on until fifty. I feel a little dizzy by the end. My appetite has been nil, which is weird. Add to that my occasional vomiting… and yeah, this isn’t good.

      Cut notices immediately.

      I’m on my fiftieth rep, coming down from the exercise, when a granola bar is all but shoved in my face.

      “Eat. I don’t want you passing out.”

      “Um, okay. Sorry, I just… my dad,” I whisper. “I haven’t been hungry.”

      He nods at that. “I get it, but I won’t train you if it’s going to hurt you.”

      I open the bar and silently eat half of it. I pause for a moment. “This bar is dense,” I tell him. “It’s all nuts and seeds.”

      “Okay, save the other half for after.”

      Feeling relieved, since I’ve never been good at training on a full stomach, I set the other half of the bar on the counter.

      “You mentioned last time we trained that you wanted to train your mind more than your body.”

      “Yes?” I say tentatively, eyebrows tightening. I want that more than anything. All the trouble I’ve gotten in in my life has been from lack of intuition and mental toughness.

      “That’s what we’re gonna work on today.”

      “How it that possible?”

      He smirks a little. “It’s possible.”

      “O… kay.”

      “Can you trust me a bit for this session?”

      Cut watches my body language more than listening to the words coming out of my mouth.

      Smart man.

      “Yes.” I trust him as much as I can.

      “Good. Let’s get started.”

      From there, we do. He trains me to be mentally tougher through planks that make me want to quit far before my body is ready to. He helps transform my freeze response to fight or flight by coming behind me for fake attacks and showing me ways to fight and get away. We run through various exercises, over and over again. Learning by repetition and hard work.

      I’m dead by the time we’re done.

      Collapsed on the floor, breathing heavily.

      As insistent as I once was that I only have a couple sessions in self-defense, I’m now kind of sad this is over. Will I ever see Cut again?

      It doesn’t matter.

      As much as I only wanted a couple sessions, Cut was the one who truly insisted on it. He wouldn’t train me more than twice.

      And this is two.

      I roll up onto my side, push to a seated position, and let my arms dangle off my knees.

      “Thank you for everything. Really. I didn’t think I’d like this at all. Nix made me do it, but, um, this has been very empowering for me. I haven’t done anything for myself, really. To help myself, ya know?”

      I twist my fingers together in my lap. I don’t know why I’m telling him this.

      “I just don’t want to go back to the bad place in my mind. But…” I’m not making any sense to him. He doesn't know me or what I’ve been through.

      Yet I keep going.

      “But this is something I did something for me. So I’m not as messed up, and I’m-I’m proud of myself. I have you to thank for that. Thank you for agreeing to do this and for getting me to trust you. That’s pretty hard to do, but you really went above and beyond what you ever had to do for me.”

      My cheeks flame. I don’t know why I just said all that.

      Cut stares at me intensely for a long moment before dropping to his haunches in front of me.

      “It’s been my pleasure.”

      He’s so intense. I can’t look at him. “Uh… yeah. I’m sure,” I mutter sarcastically.

      “I don’t say shit I don’t mean.”

      I completely believe that. I give him a courteous nod. He stands and I follow, still fidgeting.

      There’s a super long, awkward silence, before Cut lets out a deep grumble-sigh.

      “I’ll give Nix my card. If you want to keep training or sporadically do this, go ahead and call me.”

      My eyes widen. “But… you said only two?”

      “Yeah,” he sighs. “I did.”

      “But this is the second.” Duh.

      “I like you. Don’t have the heart to turn you away.”

      I smile at that a little. He’s such a big man with angry red scars, but he’s literally such a teddy bear.

      “Thank you.”

      “Yeah. I have to go. Maria wants us to go out with Rose and Sven to boost Rose’s morale.”

      My eyebrows raise. He doesn’t seem like the “going out”, double date type.

      “I’m not excited,” he says flatly. “But she insisted.”

      I smile a little. “You’re so nice.”

      “You met Maria briefly. When you get to know her, you’ll see she can be demanding.”

      “I gathered that a bit.”

      He nods, but his eyes are bright and crinkled around the corners.

      “I’m sure I’ll be seeing you around. Take care of yourself.”

      “I will,” I whisper.

      “And girl?” he calls, looking over his shoulder on the way out.

      “Yeah?”

      “Your dad, it’s not your fault. Not one bit.”

      Then he’s gone and my emotions are torn in twenty different directions.
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        * * *

      

      “You think this is okay? I’m sure they have a cook and stuff. This is a reader’s favorite recipe, spiced tempeh over garlic-tahini-coated barley.”

      Nix is chuckling. “Adam won’t care. Lacey and Rose will be so in love with you, they won’t notice the food. You could have microwaved broccoli for all they’re gonna care.”

      The idea of putting that little thought into guests in our home has my eyes widening.

      He laughs harder, coming over and wrapping his arms around me. “It’s funny. In so many ways, you are so unlike your parents, but in others…” He smirks. “The princess title becomes very fitting.”

      I swat at his head. “Asshole. I don’t act like a princess!”

      “Do you see our house? Our lovely, masculine home. It’s ruined.”

      I look around, seeing the plates adorning the counters, the soft classical music playing in the background, and the movies I have stuffed away.

      He’s being dramatic.

      I smirk and walk over to him, making sure my hips sway side to side. He doesn’t miss it. I see the way his eyes home in on the motion, darkening. I wrap my arms around his shoulders and press my hips against his.

      “Sage…” he groans.

      “You’re lucky, Nixon, that I let you keep it masculine 99.9% of the time.” I graze my finger along the top of his basketball shorts, feeling him grow hard against me. “Not many princesses would do that.”

      “So lucky,” he whispers, nipping at my ear.

      “Good,” I cut in, pulling away, leaving him there, turned on and confused. “Think twice before you insult me next time.”

      I turn away, grinning.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa, what the fuck?”

      Nix’s arms wrap around me from behind. I burst out laughing.

      “You can’t leave me hanging like that.”

      I shriek when he pulls me right off the ground and charges to our room.

      “Nix,” I laugh. “They’re gonna be here any minute. It will kind of ruin all my planning if I look like I’ve just been fucked.”

      I swat his back.

      “Set me down.”

      He sets me down. Even joking, it’s sort of not funny to me not to be heard when it comes to sex.

      He’s staring at me right now with the most pouty expression that I can’t help but laugh. I lace my fingers through his and drag him to the bedroom. When we get there, I gently push him down on the bed so he’s sitting. I kneel between his spread thighs.

      “Sage,” Nix almost whimpers.

      Damn. I guess with my dad and my guilt and my swirling thoughts, we really haven’t had sex in a while.

      “I’ll take care of you.”

      “Your guests. You don’t have to. I-I was kidding.”

      I almost laugh when I slide my hand down the front of his pants. He’s hard as hell.

      “Kidding?”

      I start to massage his balls. He actually does whimper this time, but gives me a lazy smirk.

      He’s so hot.

      I chuckle and grab the edge of his pants. He lifts his hips so I can slide them off him and down to his ankles. I drag his boxers down with them.

      His cock is there, throbbing in front of me.

      I slide my hand down it once before gently licking the tip, then taking him in my mouth. He groans and slides his fingers through my hair.

      “Fuckkk, Sage!” he hisses when I deep throat him. If one good thing came from my past, it’s that I know how to please the man I truly love.

      I smile and lick him up and down once. I slowly massage his balls, feeling his hands tighten in my hair so the pull in my scalp is nearly painful. He’s turning me on and I didn’t want that. We have guests coming over. This is crazy!

      I can’t help it, though. His deep, guttural noises as I take him deep in my throat, the pain in my scalp, the way he desires me, is all making my panties grow damp. I don’t even realize my hips are undulating against the floor until Nix yanks my head back and looks at me with dark eyes.

      “Touch yourself,” he commands.

      “I…”

      He raises his eyebrows and pulls me back against him. He’s. So. Hot.

      I let my hand slide down my flowy tank top and into my panties. I whimper against his cock and start to grind harder. Nix’s hips start to push forward, pushing him deeper inside me. Sensing he’s close, I force my hands away from my core and start to massage his thighs, next to his dick. He groans, loud and deep, before his release floods my mouth. I pull away and smile a little as I swallow him.

      “Lie back.”

      I definitely don’t argue. I quickly throw my skirt and panties off and lie back against the bed, legs spread, right there.

      Nix immediately gets between my legs and brings me to cum the same way I did him. I bite the side of my hand to hold back my screams.

      When we’re both taken care of and breathing heavily, Nix pulls me into his arms and holds me.

      Always.

      He always does that. He doesn’t let my mind go anywhere but here.

      “Let’s get cleaned up,” he says gently.

      I kiss his cheek and get up. He’s chuckling as he gets himself together first, because he’s faster, and then goes back out to the living room. I take a few moments to look myself in the mirror. I shouldn’t throw up anymore. I have to be healthy. For this. For him.

      I throw water on my face, apply my blush, and do some things to fix my now-shoulder-length hair. Signs of the ragged cut have all but vanished.

      Bzzzz. Bzzzz.

      “They’re here!” I scream.

      My heart starts to hammer.

      What if Nix’s sister doesn’t like me? What if I have a panic attack? I can’t move.

      “Sage.” Nix comes up behind me and kisses my temples. “You’ve planned for this for days. They can’t wait to meet you. This is literally years in the making.”

      He laces his fingers through mine and pulls me gently out of the room.

      “But Adam saw me—”

      “Adam has seen worse. Promise. He’s not judging you.”

      Once I’m in the living room, I freeze. Nix lets me go and heads for the door. He gives me one look before swinging the door open.

      I wanna hide.

      Where’s Pamela?

      Three people stand there. I recognize Adam. He looks the same. Powerful. Clothed in Armani. Looking very much like the mafia boss I’ve been told he is. The other, I know, is Rose. I can tell from her pictures. She’s pretty tall, very thin, beautiful blonde hair and clear blue eyes. She’s stunning. Intimidatingly so.

      Then I make my way to the third person. She’s fidgeting pretty badly, dressed in an oversized, black, zip-up hoodie, baggy black skinny jeans, and Converse. Her hair is dirty blonde and slightly tangled. Her eyes catch my attention the most, though. They are a steel grey and intense.

      This is Lacey. I know immediately.

      Thankfully, Nix covers for me and my inability to speak.

      “Sis.”

      He wraps his arms around Rose first. She hugs him extra tight. They share a moment together. One I know is for Aaron’s death. When they pull away, he squeezes her shoulders. Then, Nix turns to Lacey.

      “Hey, kid.”

      “Hi.” Her voice is quiet and restrained.

      “Come on in, yeah?”

      She rushes in a little hurriedly. Adam immediately follows her. When she’s closer, I catch the bump in her jacket. Oh, yeah, she was pregnant. She had a baby recently.

      Lastly, Nix shakes Adam’s hand as Rose enters the house. Her eyes lock on me first. She heads right on over. Even though I talked to her on the phone quite recently, I feel the need to run away and let Nix talk to his people. These are his people. Not mine.

      “Hi, Sage,” Rose says gently. “Your house looks so amazing. I love the music.”

      “Thanks,” I murmur.

      She smiles. “Nix tells me you have a blog.”

      I nod. “Yeah, it’s just a vegan recipe blog. That’s all.”

      “That’s all? Are you kidding me? I bet that’s a lot more work than it looks. Not to mention, that’s awesome that you’re so healthy. You could give me some tips.”

      “I’d love for you to come home vegan, Rose. Sven would love that,” Adam calls over with a glint in his eye.

      Rose smirks and turns back to me. “Yeah, you really have to make me vegan. Sven would literally die. I can’t imagine if I started making him tofu and veggies for dinner.”

      She snorts.

      “Nix was pretty bad when we met. Literally, his pantry was atrocious,” I say quietly.

      Nix winks at me, making my cheeks heat. Rose’s smile widens at that.

      “Oh my gosh, you guys are the cutest!” she whisper-screams, making my cheeks turn an even deeper shade of red. “Anyway, come meet Lacey.”

      She takes my hand and leads me over to the others. I’m pretty sure my heart rate is over 200 at this point.

      When she stops, I know I’m in front of them.

      “Hi, Sage, it’s good to see you again.”

      That’s Adam. I know he’s trying to be gentle. I know. I know I’m completely not being rational, being so overwhelmed by this. I know I’m crazy. I really know something’s wrong with me when Nix wraps an arm around me and I feel Rose staring at me sympathetically.

      But I can’t stop it.

      “Wanna go outside?” a small, husky voice cuts over all the noise in the room.

      I finally look up. A pair of grey eyes are on me, gentle and understanding, but there’s something in them I recognize. I don’t know what it is, but it’s something I haven’t seen in anybody else.

      She tilts her head and nods a little, encouraging me to listen.

      “Yes, please,” I whisper.

      Nix squeezes my hip before releasing me. I quickly run to the door. Lacey’s the one who opens it and leads us outside, though. I feel uncomfortable just walking out. She seems okay with it.

      When we get to the side of the house, we both pause.

      “It can be a lot,” she says, breaking the silence. “I know.”

      I look over at her. “I’m just not used to it. It’s been me and Nix for so long. My little circle of people. It’s been so long since I had guests like this.”

      “You did better than I would have in your position.”

      “Wanna sit?” I gesture to the concrete. She smiles a little and plops right down, crisscross. I like her already. I’m comfortable around her.

      I follow her lead.

      “So you train with Cut all the time?” I ask her.

      Her eyes light up. “Yes, every day. He really is the best. I mean, seriously. He saved my life.”

      I can’t help but smirk a little. “Yeah, I’ve only trained with him twice, but he helped me out in a real time of need. Not boxing-related,” I add.

      “You should keep training with him.” She rolls her eyes. “He’ll try to tell you he doesn’t train women, but just push him a little. He will. He’s a softie. If, for any reason, he still doesn’t listen, we can sic Maria on him.”

      I actually feel my smile spread to my eyes at that.

      “Good thinking, but he actually already offered.”

      “Oh, do it! Best choice you’ll ever make. I’m ten times the person I was.”

      “Really? Wow, that’s high praise.”

      She shrugs. “I was a mess. What can I say?”

      “Well, you saved me from my near breakdown, so clearly I’m a mess, too.”

      “You know everyone’s been telling me we’d get along well. You’ve been this, like, mystery person.”

      “Same! Oh my gosh. All the time.”

      She smiles. “It’s ‘cause we’re both crazy.”

      I throw my head back and laugh, before smiling at her. She’s giggling a little at the ground.

      It goes quiet for a long moment.

      “Let’s go back inside and get this over with. I’ll stay by you and make sure no one gets all up in your space.”

      “I don’t want to trouble you,” I mutter.

      “No trouble. I know them all.”

      She jumps to her feet and extends a hand. I slowly take it, curling my fingers around hers. She has no trouble pulling me to my feet.

      She stares at me warmly for a moment before shaking her head and running inside with me. She doesn’t leave my side. Not once.

      I sit on a barstool, Lacey next to me, while Adam and Nix stand and Rose sits on the couch. Nix and Rose are bantering. Lacey is as quiet as me and Adam just observes, keeping his focus mainly on Lacey.

      “So, Sage, Nix tells us you like to read?” Rose asks. I admire her. No matter how weird I’ve been, she doesn’t let that influence her opinion of me. She keeps trying to reach me. Nix did tell me she worked in a treatment center. And I am a mental case. So I guess it works.

      “Yeah, I think it’s at addiction status at this point.”

      Nix snorts. “She’s not kidding.”

      “Hey!” I yell.

      He goes into a cabinet in the dining room, takes one of the author merch pillows I hid, and chucks it at my head. I laugh when it hits me. I show it to Lacey and tell her what it is. She giggles.

      “Do you keep these out when guests aren’t here?” she whispers in my ear.

      “Yeah,” I laugh.

      “Amazing. I wish I liked books, so I could do this to Adam.”

      “I bet you would like reading, honestly. Maybe I can show you some of my favorite books.” I shrug a little. “If you want.”

      “Hm, I’ve never even thought about reading before.”

      “It’s the best thing in the world. There’s no greater escape.”

      “Okay, well, I’ll try it. I’ll get a Kindle and maybe you can loan me a book, if you don’t mind.”

      “No, not at all. It’d be awesome to have someone to talk books with.” I look up and take a deep breath. “Rose, do you have a Kindle?”

      She smiles. “I do, though I admit I haven’t picked it up in ages.”

      “Want me to send the book to you too? We can have like… a reading club?”

      I swear my cheeks are ten shades of pink right now, but if Lacey and Rose think I’m stupid, they don’t show it. In fact, they seem to think it’s a great idea.

      “Be ready,” Nix teases, sipping his beer. “Wait ‘til Lacey gets into the paranormal books, Adam.”

      I choke on the air in my lungs as my eyes widen. He’s talking about the paranormal erotica that got me all worked up. He thought it was freaking hysterical, that weird demon sex got me horny. Not a funny joke in front of guests, though! I’m gonna kill him!

      Adam smirks a little, sipping his water.

      “We have a newborn son who is a literal hellion. Our time between 7pm-6am is booked solid.”

      My heart warms. “Oh, what’s his name?”

      Before everything, before my life took a tailspin, I wanted to be a mother. I love babies. I love toddlers. I love teenagers. I love everything about the idea of motherhood.

      “Wulfric. Wulfie,” Lacey murmurs with a smile. “He’s his dad’s son.”

      I swear Adam’s chest swells. My heart beats with warmth seeing it.

      “He’s a cutie. I have a daughter, too. Her name is Rose as well. Baby Rose. Although, she’s not really a baby anymore. She’s getting so big!”

      “They are both the cutest things you will ever see. Rose is the perfect mix of Adam and Lacey, looks and personality. Wulf, well…” Rose sends a little smile Lacey’s way. “He’s all Adam.”

      I swear Adam is gonna burst, he’s so proud. Lacey doesn’t look at all upset about it. Her eyes are filled with love for her son.

      It makes a deep yearning that I thought I’d given up on spread deep in my gut. I feel Nix staring at me. I swear he can read my mind; it’s unnerving sometimes.

      Like in this moment right now!

      “It’s actually killing me,” Rose continues, “because Sven now wants to spread his genes or whatever and I’m not sure I’m mom material. So it’s a problem.”

      Her tone is a cross between kidding and not kidding. It’s actually Nix who responds to that one, ironically. He takes a swig of his beer before turning to his sister.

      “Sven is sickeningly crazy about you. He may joke, but you know he’d never ask something of you before you’re ready.”

      “Yes, I know,” Rose says softly. There’s a fondness to her voice. She really loves him, despite her complaining.

      There’s another awkward silence, but it’s Adam who cuts it this time.

      “You should come by the house sometime. Meet the kids. I know Lacey would love it. My home is, ironically, probably a little less intimidating than Sven and Rose’s.”

      Rose doesn’t even argue. I guess this Sven guy really is a character. I’m curious.

      I look over at Lacey, who has a look in her eyes similar to hope. Hope for friendship. Hope that maybe we’ve finally found someone who understands what it’s like to live with overwhelming PTSD and mental illness.

      “I’d really, really like that,” I whisper.

      Lacey fiddles with the end of her sweatshirt, happily. Adam seems satisfied by my answer. All that’s left is Nix. I look over at him. He’s looking around the room with almost shock on his face. It’s then I realize, as his partner, I always forget his life has been just as tragic as mine. Just as lonely and unloved.

      I get off the barstool and walk over to him, curling myself around his arm. He jolts out of his little trance and smiles at me.

      “Hey,” he whispers. “They love you.”

      “Thank you for saving me, Nix,” I mumble tearfully.

      He curls his hand around the back of my head where no one can see, while they all continue talking.

      “For the first time since I was five years old, I can pass a mirror without wanting to smash it. I owe you more than I could ever repay. You stayed loyal to me for five long, hellish years, and I’ll spend every day of my life making it up to you.”

      He squeezes my hand and goes back to the party, with his playful, cocky persona all in place.

      Meanwhile, my heart is beating nearly out of my chest. I did it. That’s all I wanted for him. Since the day we met.

      I watch as Rose punches Nix and he teases her. I watch as he and Adam talk serious business, and he doesn’t once let his emotions falter or show. I watch the careful way he talks to Lacey.

      And smile.

      Because only I know that under all that, he’ll always be my beautiful, broken boy.
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      “I was sixteen,” I whisper, tucking Pamela and the pillow in close to me.

      Lacey’s face becomes pained. “I was around nineteen. I’m sorry. I can’t imagine being any younger than that.”

      I nod a little.

      Lacey and I have become closer than I could have ever imagined possible. Especially so quickly. Rose and I are close, too. She’s kind and gentle. We both share a common love for Nix, but Lacey and I share a bond few do. I know Rose doesn’t mind. She and Maria have grown closer and me and Lacey have grown closer. That’s life. It doesn't mean we love each other any less.

      Lacey and I are sitting in a small little room, drowning in pillows and blankets. Opening up. I never thought the day would come where I’d share what happened in hell with someone. I mean, Nix barely knows. But Lacey understanding the shame I live with every day made me more inclined to share, and now, here we are.

      We both need this, I think.

      “I’ll start,” Lacey murmurs. “I was sold. My parents sold me for money. Our house was going under. I have a baby brother. An amazing, beautiful tech geek.” She smiles big. “We had to make sure he had a home.”

      My eyes widen.

      I wanna say sorry so badly, but we had one rule going into this.

      No apologizes. No fake platitudes. Our situations are too big to warrant such small words.

      “Your turn.”

      She elbows me. I open my mouth, but the words get lodged in my throat. Lacey softens and takes my wrist in a show of support.

      “My parents didn’t love me. My dad does now. He’s done everything in the world to make it up to me. My mom, though, she’s not great. But growing up, neither were. I wanted to be loved so badly, I fell in with the wrong guy. He had me eating out of the palm of his hand. I was an easy target,” I shrug. “Anyway, he wanted me to move in with him at sixteen. I said I couldn’t. I was just a kid. He was very mad, and on my way to his house the next day, I was kidnapped and woke up in…”

      Flashes of my time in the basement send me teetering between then and now.

      “Sage!”

      Lacey takes both of my hands and shakes me a bit.

      “You’re here with me. Not there. Not with them.” She spits the word like venom. She would get it.

      “Thanks,” I mutter, still feeling woozy.

      “Sage, have you talked to anyone about this?”

      “No way! I lived it. I don’t want to again. I’m only telling you ‘cause, well, you get it.”

      “Sage, therapy is not about reliving the trauma. It’s about dealing with it so you never have to relive it again.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t sleep,” she says flatly.

      “I do eventually,” I counter with an eye roll.

      She grabs Pamela and swats me over the head with her. I laugh a little.

      “Okay, you’re right. It’s not healthy.”

      “Go to therapy.”

      “I don’t—”

      She completely talks over me. “I know Nix can afford it. I have recommendations.”

      “I’m not sure…”

      “Say yes.”

      Those telling grey eyes dig into me. When I don’t respond, Lacey sighs and pushes to her feet. For a second, I think she’s quitting on me, but that worry is put to rest when her hands go to the end of her sweatshirt and she lifts.

      I force my face to remain neutral, but my insides are scattering all over the place.

      All over her body are deep scars. White and deep. Burn marks. Cigarette marks. It’s bad. No wonder Cut has inspired her so much.

      “If I can do it, you can do it.” She extends her hand. “Do it with me.”

      I stare at her hand. My whole body starts to vibrate. My hands tremble. But I reach out quickly and grab onto her hand for dear life.

      “Okay.”

      “I’ll get you recomm—”

      We’re cut off. “Frances,” I hear Adam snap. “This is the last shit I need right now. Be sure before we all go to battle for you.”

      “It’s not for me,” a deep voice responds.

      “Get this if you’re gonna be a decent anything to that psycho downstairs: if it’s for her, it’s for you.”

      “Daddy!”

      Lacey stands immediately and runs to the hall. A whole wad of curls is running at us. Behind her is an older lady holding a beautiful baby boy.

      “Business is done,” Lacey commands her husband and the two handsome men next to him. Like, commands three top tier mafia men. Whoa. I wanna be like that.

      “Yes, little dove,” Adam murmurs. Well, I guess I know who the real boss is.

      “Mommy!” The curly little girl runs all the way to Lacey. She’s wearing a fairly intense black and grey dress with a black headband strapped messily around her curls. Very baby rocker chick.

      “Hi, Rose.” Lacey scoops her up and gives her nose kisses. “Are you helping your new baby brother?”

      “Yes! Radar wuvs him. I’m gonna be suwonded by boys, Mommy.”

      “Be tough and you’ll love it.”

      “I am tuf!”

      “I know,” Lacey giggles. I’m giggling, too. Lacey’s raising a strong little girl, that’s for sure.

      “Okay, let me say hi to Wulfie, okay?”

      Rose squiggles and Lacey sets her down. Rose runs at Adam and goes through the same conversation again basically, but he listens, enraptured, like it’s all brand new to him. Wow, he’s a great dad. It’s so adorable. My heart squeezes seeing someone like him with a little girl, sporting shiny curls, wrapped around his finger.

      I want that.

      I shake my head.

      Stop it, Sage.

      Lacey goes to her son and scoops him up.

      “Hi, my little warrior. I hope you had a good day.”

      I’m not lying when I say this little thing makes two little baby fists and pumps one. Lacey giggles so loudly that it catches Adam’s attention. The look he gives her makes my heart stop. He adores her.

      Lacey bounces the baby on her hip and goes to the second handsome man. Not the one Adam was talking to. Frances. Not him. No, it’s the big man with the beard she talks to.

      “Hi, Seven.”

      “Ma’am.”

      The man nods curtly. He has the demeanor of someone in the secret service.

      “I told you, you can call me Lacey, Seven,” she says softly.

      He looks directly to Adam, his boss. Adam has set Rose down now, but she’s pulling hard at his pant leg, trying to get his attention. He sends a quick, firm nod Seven’s way and goes back to his daughter, dropping down to his toes so he can be at her level.

      Frances, the handsome, lighter-haired man, rolls his eyes and walks off. Lacey warned me about him. She said he was bad news and to stay away. Then she spilled some secrets. Like the fact that Adam is in a whole world of shit because Frances committed to helping this girl. Lacey said she was crazy. Of course, Lacey said it much more delicately than that. I think the only reason Adam is going through more drama is because, one, he’s loyal to his men and, two, according to Lacey, it is completely unheard of for Frances to help anyone.

      “Okay, Lacey.” He says the word like it burns his tongue. “What can I do for you?”

      “Nothing. Just saying hi.”

      “Hello, Lacey.”

      Somehow he manages to say Lacey’s name like he’s still calling her ma’am. This man is a wall.

      Lacey sighs. “Well, good talk.”

      Seven goes back to staring straight ahead. I look at her and she shrugs.

      “He’s always like this,” she mouths.

      I bite my lip to hide my laughter. He’s fun. Not. I guess this is the mafia. It’s not for men who are “fun”. I got blindsided by Adam and Sven, because they both have softer sides when it comes to their families.

      “Seven!” Rose squeals like she just noticed he was there.

      She leaves Adam and runs at him and hugs his leg. For the first time, he falters. He visibly struggles to keep his stoic mask in place.

      “Up! Up!”

      She opens and closes her hands in front of him. I see Adam throw an amused expression over his shoulder.

      Seven looks pretty much horrified that this is happening in front of his boss and his boss’s wife.

      “Seven,” this child scolds pointedly at the giant man, thrusting her arms up once more. I’m full-on red in the face from trying so hard not to laugh.

      He stiffly reaches down and scoops her up. He’s so big and she’s so little. It’s actually the cutest thing in the world. Based on facial expressions, no one disagrees.

      Rose grabs Seven’s face. “Your beawd huwts my fingewrs…”

      “I’m sorry about that,” he says stiffly.

      She lets her hands go and leans into his ear. She tries to whisper, but she doesn’t know how to keep her voice quiet yet and we’re all watching them, so we all hear what she says.

      “Can you play bear agwain with me and Radar?”

      Everyone in the room loses it. We all bust out laughing. I mean, he is huge and hairy. It’s fitting. Seven glares at us as he sets her down.

      “No.”

      I wince. Oh, she’s gonna cry. I immediately realize I’m wrong. Not Lacey’s daughter. She cocks her hip and plants her hands there.

      “You don’t have to be mwean, Seven. Bad.”

      She shakes her head like she’s disappointed in him. Adam is laughing his ass off. Lacey’s giggling loudly. This is hilarious. Lacey walks over to Adam and whispers something in his ear. He nods and she comes back over to my side.

      She takes my hand and leads me from the room, still laughing.

      “Adam’s got the kids,” she tells me. “I’ll take you home.”

      “Oh no, you don’t have to come.”

      She side-eyes me. “None of the men I know personally are free. Therefore, I come with you.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief. “Thank you,” I murmur, Ronald’s face flashing once in my mind.

      “You remember your promise, right? You’ll talk to someone.”

      My heart skips a beat. “Yes. Promise.”

      “I’m so proud of you.”

      I’m so scared. I hope I’m wrong about therapy. I really hope so.

      Why is everything worth having so terrifying and hard?
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        Three Months Later

      

      

      
        
        Nix

      

      

      “I’m gonna throw up.”

      “Nix,” Rose giggles, “she’s gonna love it. This is so cute.”

      “What if she doesn’t want this?”

      “Want what?”

      “To marry me,” I murmur.

      My sister’s eyes widen. She only pauses a moment before immediately running over.

      “Look at me, Nix. No chance in hell. That woman adores you, and you adore her. Your love is next level. It’s just paperwork. Besides,” she grins mischievously, “you gotta get this outta the way so you can start having babies.”

      “Babies?” I choke.

      She throws her head back and laughs. “Oh, my big, bad brother, you’re so oblivious. Your girl has baby fever. Do you see her eyes when she sees Lacey’s kids or even hears about them? She goes doe eyed. You two have never discussed children?”

      “No! Fuck, no. What?”

      “Oh, bro,” she says as she squeezes my shoulder, “you’re in for a lifetime of surprises. I can’t wait to be a part of it.”

      She winks and goes back to arranging the flowers. I move Pamela and take a deep breath.

      Why is this so fucking scary? Why is everything worth having so damn terrifying?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sage

      

      

      I head back to the house. Therapy was particularly hard today, but my therapist is careful with me. She doesn’t make me lay all my cards on the table at once. The process of healing has been slow and steady.

      Therapy is right down the road, so I walk there. Walk. It’s amazing. The sun is bright and warm on my skin. The birds sing. It’s all so gorgeous. I almost wanna cry every day.

      I push the door to our home open and immediately know something’s not right.

      “Nix?” I call shakily.

      “It’s okay. Don’t be scared.”

      That’s when I see it. The small vases of flowers on the table and barstool. Pamela by a tiny black box. Nix in a suit. A. Suit. My Nix.

      Oh no. My eyes immediately fill with water.

      “Nix?” I whimper.

      He comes over and wraps me in his strong arms. He gently leads me to the couch. My whole body is vibrating so hard that if he wasn’t being so sure to keep one hand on me at all times, I’m pretty sure I would topple over.

      “Sage, I love you so much.” He rubs my hair with a large hand. “You’re my first real example of what love is, and princess, I love you so fucking much.”

      He squeezes my face passionately before dropping to a knee.

      I break down crying.

      He grabs the little black box from Pamela and slowly opens it with water in his eyes.

      “Sage Briar-Rose, will you marry me?”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Four Months Later

      

        

      
        Sage

      

      

      “I can’t believe we did that!” I squeal as Nix tugs me in close to him. I lean back against him in our first class seats.

      He just smirks. I swat at his chest. Dumb man!

      “We eloped!” I shriek. “We’re married. Eloped. We flew to Vegas on a whim and eloped.”

      “Say eloped again,” he teases.

      “We eloped, Nix!” My eyes bug out.

      He laughs and turns around, holding my shoulders gently.

      “Do you regret it?”

      My shoulders fall. “No. I didn’t want a big wedding with my dad still ill. I just want you to be my husband. I don’t want to be celebrating when he’s still recovering. I don’t want to be overwhelmed with planning and people. I just love you, that’s all.”

      He smiles. “Then what’s with the dramatics, doll?”

      I smirk a little. Good point.

      “I guess there’s such a stigma around it.”

      “We’ve been together more than eight years. We didn’t decide to do this on some drunken night. We planned this. For months now.”

      I wrap my arms around him. “I know. I’m sorry. I’m so happy.”

      He chuckles and hugs me back. “I know.”

      I swat at his head. His smile tells me everything I need to know. “Sleep, princess. I’m getting drinks.”

      I think for a moment, letting my fear and months of therapy go to war.

      Fuck it.

      “Get me a drink, too.”

      His eyebrows shoot up. I hold my hand up for the flight attendant.

      “Can you get us two beers, please?”

      He takes my hand and kisses it. I laugh.

      “My bomb-ass wife.”

      I poke his nose. “Don’t forget it.”

      “I won’t, Mrs. Briar-Rose.”

      “Good, Mr. Briar-Rose.”

      He smirks.

      Yep, Nix took my last name. Untraditional, yes. Perfect for us, definitely yes. He’s no longer a Marketta. That name brings no good. Rose didn’t even keep that last name.

      And both of us are honored to be related to my father. A man who truly knows how to repent, learn, and grow. A man who built himself from the ground up and gave it all up for me when I needed him most.

      A man I know will build himself back up again.

      So here we are. Mr. and Mrs. Briar-Rose.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Three Years Later

      

      

      “Wanna go see Grandpa, pumpkin?”

      Chubby cheeks and, I swear, if I didn’t know better, annoyed eyes stare back at me.

      Nix laughs behind me and goes over my shoulder to talk to our son.

      “Let me try this. Damien, you are going to see your grandpa. Be good.” Nix kisses my cheek. “There.”

      “Nix!” I gasp. “He’s only one. You have to be gentle.”

      “That’s my son. You just gotta tell him what to do. Trust me.”

      “He’s my son, too, and he needs gentle.”

      Nix smirks. “Is he pouting?”

      I pull my little angel away to see his face. Of course he’s completely calm, the little fat on his cheeks spilling over.

      I give Nix a flat look.

      “Asshole.”

      He (fake) gasps. “Don’t say that in front of my son.”

      I laugh. “You’re gonna raise a monster,” I mutter.

      “We won’t let him be a monster,” he whispers in my ear, gentle and sincere.

      I squeeze Damien in tighter to my chest. Thirty minutes later, we are at my parents’ house. Molly gives me a tight-lipped smile. I stopped calling Molly “mom” completely. I’m over it. We have our moments, but she’s no mom. It doesn’t bother me anymore.

      “Hello, Molly.”

      “How’s my grandson?”

      God, she might as well be asking about the weather.

      “Good.”

      I push past her and enter the house, Damien held tight against me. Nix walks in behind me, carrying all of Damien’s things.

      I find my dad in his office. Pride swells in my chest. You’d never know. You’d never know all he has to fight every day. He’ll never be “better”. He’ll never be completely healed, but you know what? He can run his business. He gets up every day, puts his favorite suits on, and builds his empire with my mom by his side. She’s been nothing but loyal to him. She’s taken on a bigger role in the company to make up for my dad’s weaknesses. With them as a team, the world will never know the things my dad struggles with behind closed doors.

      Oh, and he never blamed me. Not for one second.

      “Dad!”

      He looks up from his computer and smiles at me. Well, Damien, let’s be honest.

      “How are my two favorite people?”

      Nix pops up behind us, leaning against the doorway with his arms crossed over his chest.

      “Hi Charles.”

      “Hi, son, how are you?”

      “I’m very good, thank you.”

      The two men share a look I can’t quite interpret. Damien breaks the moment. He starts to cry and kick and scream. Of course, the second I place him in his grandfather’s arms, he stops.

      I roll my eyes.

      The two men laugh at me.

      Just me and all my boys.

      And I’ve never been happier. I couldn’t ask for more.
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        * * *

      

      “You sure he’s okay?” I bite my lower lip.

      “Yes, Sage. I promise. Lacey will protect him as if he’s her own. She even went to Rose and Sven’s place to keep Damien away from the mansion while you’re not there. It’s one night.”

      I hold a hand over my stomach. Nix smiles and places his hand there as well.

      “Our little princess.”

      He kisses my lips hard.

      “I thought I was your princess,” I murmur.

      “You’re my queen, now, babe.”

      “Cheesy motherfucker you are.”

      He pushes me back on the couch. His erection is hard against my inner thigh.

      “Yes, Yoda,” he mumbles.

      “Nix,” I whisper, feeling my hips buck up against him.

      “Babe,” he groans, long and hard.

      I’m twenty pounds overweight. My hair’s not done. My make-up’s, eh. Minimal. This pregnancy has not treated me kindly.

      But Nix finds me beautiful.

      He’s so excited to have a night with me.

      His sloppy, mentally unstable wife.

      But that’s my story. It’s messy, dirty and definitely unstable. The story of a girl who only wanted love. How that, in its naive form, left her shattered in the beginning.

      And the story of the man who never gave up on her. The man who understood what it is to be unloved and abused. Who loved her even as she grew and changed.

      I’m accepted. Wholly and completely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want More Nix?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        See Nix in action in the

      

        

      
        Roses & Thorns

      

        

      
        series and

      

        

      
        Enzio!

      

        

      
        Both stories are now live on Amazon.
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      First, I want to thank everyone who read this book and Shattered. These books, Shattered especially, mean a whole lot to me. It meant to the world to me that there are people out there reading them and loving the characters the same way I do.

      If you are new to this world and my books, and didn’t read Roses & Thorns first, I want you to know that a lot of the characters in this book have their own stories. This includes Cut and Maria, Lacey and Adam and Rose. I think when you’ve read those books this story will be far more impactful. I have those book links below if you want to know more about them!

      For people keeping up with the series and spin-offs, I reveal who is next in our little world soon. This series of spin-offs started dark and got lighter, but we’re about to get realll dark and twisted up in here.

      Thank you to my amazing editor, formatter, and everyone else who helps me make these stories everything they are.

      Anyway, thank you guys so much! I really hope you liked it. Please let me know your favorite parts and what you thought! As a gift to you for supporting me, I give out free e-books to people who leave a review on Amazon and Goodreads for any of my books. If you do this, just message me the links and I will send you a free eBook of your choice~ <3

      Here are my social media links. I loveee hearing from you guys, so let’s chat!

      

      
        
        Facebook

        Goodreads

        Pinterest

        Website/Newsletter

        Instagram

        Amazon

      

        

      
        xx- Bry <3
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        Standalones:

        *Axel: Axel and Aly’s Story

        *Cut: Cut and Maria’s Story

        *Enzio: Derek and Iris’s Story

      

        

      
        Saving Her Series:

        *Saving Her: Sam and Logan’s Story

        *Saving Him: Dana and Gunner’s Story

        *Saving Them: Alex and Rex’s Story

        *Safe

        *Saving Her Box Set

      

        

      
        Roses & Thorns:

        *Roses & Thorns: Sven, Rose, Lacey, and Adam’s Story

        *Roses & Thorns: Women

        *Roses & Thorns: Men

        *Roses & Thorns: Conquer

        *Roses & Thorns: Box Set

      

        

      
        Shattered Duet:

        *Shattered: Nix and Sage’s Story

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SO MUCH

        FOR READING!
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