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Alexandra Kendricks

Present Day

I TAKE ONE MORE LOOK around the hallway before I turn the knob carefully and slip into my boss’s office.

Even in strappy heels, I move fast across the room to his desk, but I don’t waste a second trying to crack the safe. I know exactly how many locks that bastard installed to keep anyone from getting their hands on his latest invention.

An invention that could cost dozens of agents their lives.

I reach into the front pocket of the black dress I’m wearing and pull out the device Ryan handed me before I left for Paris. It looks a lot like a smartphone, but its only purpose is to swap data with the thing Samuel Teller keeps locked away in that safe.

To the world, Samuel is a millionaire genius with a PhD in tech science. At least, that’s what you find when you search for him online.

But to me, that son of a bitch is a mad scientist who invented a device capable of bypassing the security barriers of any known system. Well... that’s what Ryan and Lola told me.

Calling me a layman when it comes to technology is an understatement, so I let my two favorite nerds explain what I needed to know. And this is what they told me:

“It’s like an infiltrated virus. It slips past the system’s defenses, and once it’s inside the network, it becomes a spy, sending all the data back to whoever owns this tech. Genius and fucking dangerous.”

They also tried to explain some stuff about code and hardware, but I gave up trying to understand and just focused on how to stop criminals from getting their hands on that kind of power.

“This is the K-X4,” Ryan said, handing me the device. “We gave it an interface that looks like a phone so it won’t get flagged in any search you go through.”

“And what am I supposed to do with it?” I asked, turning it over in my hand.

“You need to get it close to the device Teller created,” Lola answered. “And wait.”

“How long?”

“Until this sound here...” Ryan held up the device and a low beep echoed through the room. “Goes off.”

“What does it do?”

They exchanged a glance for two seconds, then he pressed his fingertips together, cleared his throat, and said:

“They’ll exchange data. We’ll get the code Samuel created, and he’ll get an altered version of his own invention.” He smiled. “Remember how we said his program basically ‘plants a spy’ inside any network it breaches?” I nodded, trying to follow his logic. “After the data swap, we’ll have a spy too, and we’ll be able to track anyone who buys this thing. Plus, they won’t be able to breach another network ever again.”

Even though I’ve known Ryan and Lola for over three years, I’m still blown away by how smart those two are. They’re brilliant, talented, and one of a kind. That’s why they work where they do.

At the Company. The mother of all security agencies.

To put it simply, with an analogy that always helps me understand how this chain of government organizations works, I like to think of it as the mother of all other agencies.

It was created in the forties, back when the CIA and Interpol nearly started a war over custody and interrogation rights for Zachary Malick.

Since neither unit answered to the same country, no one knew how to control them. No one knew who should control them. So in a meeting that brought together all heads of state, it was decided that a supreme agency had to be created.

It would stand above all the others and only step in when a conflict of interest threatened to disturb the peace. Like a mother who lets her kids interact and sort things out on their own, but breaks up the fights before things get too serious.

It took a while for everyone to accept being subordinate to a newly formed agency, but the resistance didn’t last long. They soon realized there was no fighting something like that.

The sheer force the Company commanded right from its inception makes people compare it to something supernatural. The very few who have even heard of it think it’s an urban legend. Nobody believes it exists. It’s a ghost. A myth.

I set the K-X4 on the desk and press the button, watching the fake wallpaper disappear behind a greenish glow as the data transfer begins.

Lola said it would take about seven minutes. That’s a relatively long time, but considering Samuel’s birthday party is happening right this second and there’s an entire catering team handling dinner, I don’t think my absence will be noticed, especially not for a short period like...

The sound of the door opening behind me cuts off my optimistic thought and makes it clear that I am fucked.

Staying in character, I flinch and spin around, startled, coming face-to-face with Samuel Teller standing in the doorway of his office, his glare fixed on me.

“What are you doing here, Rony?”

“I-I...”

Fuck!

If I hadn’t already been working here for over two weeks, I could have made up some stupid excuse like “I was looking for the bathroom.” But I’ve been playing Veronica Sanders, or Rony, the runaway maid from London, for more than fifteen days now, so I can’t exactly claim I got lost.

“Veronica, what are you doing in my office?”

I can’t say I’m lost. I can’t say I’m trying to steal his technology. What the hell could I possibly want in here?

Shit.

The second I ask myself that, the idea hits me.

If I weren’t used to dealing with this kind of situation, my stomach would turn at the mere thought of doing something on this level, especially with a man I know doesn’t hesitate to use physical force on his wife or daughters. But we have to fight with whatever weapons we’ve got, and right now, I’m my only weapon.

“I...” I swallow hard and take a step forward, letting my eyes drift down his torso.

“Answer my question, Veronica.”

Six minutes.

I just need to string this piece of shit along for six minutes.

I take another step forward, positioning my body to block his view of the desk.

“I heard you last night,” I say in a low, cautious voice. “With those women.”

Because Samuel, on top of constantly backhanding his wife and daughters, is a scumbag who brings prostitutes into the same house he shares with his family and doesn’t bother hiding it.

I really did hear them last night. But I’m betting those scandalous moans came from the high price he was paying, not from the sex.

“And I wanted to know if you could do the same with me.” My voice comes out soft, the fake British accent dancing on my tongue with enviable ease.

The thing is, I’m like Ryan and Lola. Brilliant, talented, and one of a kind.

If the Company is a myth, I’m a legend.

And that’s why, as soon as I’m standing in front of him, Samuel’s eyes don’t even try to look past me at the desk. They’re too focused on the movement I make as I undo the first button on my dress.

I’m not sure if they bought this maid uniform from a costume shop or some erotic website, because the second I put it on, I felt like I was on the set of a porn film. Especially with the front buttons, which are proving pretty useful right now for keeping this disgusting old man’s attention.

Five minutes.

It would definitely be easier to just kill him. But that would mess up the device’s sale process and we’d lose our chance to reach any potential buyers, so I slowly undo another button.

Samuel swallows hard the second my bra comes into view, and I nearly gag when I catch the faintest movement in his pants.

“I need to attend to my guests.”

“I don’t need much time,” I promise, stopping my work on the buttons and shifting my focus to the hair tie holding my strands in a ponytail, letting them fall loose.

Actually, I only need four minutes.

These are the longest seven minutes of my life. Ryan and Lola better be brilliant enough to make this shorter next time.

“Not now, Rony.”

Clearly, I’m not convincing enough for this imbecile, and I’m not surprised.

I’ve hated him since the day I saw blood run down his wife’s nose after he slapped her across the face. That same day, I thought about killing him, but for the sake of my cover, I let him live and settled for scrubbing his toilets with his toothbrush.

“Tonight, you come to my room and I’ll give you what you’re asking for, but for now...” As he says these words, he steps to the side and opens the door.

And that’s when shit hits the fan.

The second I’m out of his field of vision, Samuel’s eyes land on the exact spot where the K-X4 sits, its screen glowing, and it’s like a chain reaction.

One second, he’s looking at the desk. The next, the back of his hand is cracking against my face.

It’s so fast and so hard that I don’t even have time to brace myself before the blow connects with my jaw. The impact snaps my head to the side, and my vision blurs for a few seconds—long enough that I don’t see Samuel grab my throat and shove me against the closed door.

If I was disgusted by the thought of Samuel touching me, the smell of cigarette smoke this close is even worse, especially when I remember how that scent always came with the pain my mother inflicted when she stubbed them out on my skin.

“Who are you?” he snarls, squeezing my throat, cutting off part of my air.

Even though I’m fairly sure my cover is blown, I still try to look scared as he holds me like this. I grab his wrist, whimpering and struggling.

“Mr. Teller, please...” My eyes well up easily. “I... I’m so sorry! I thought...”

Another hard slap cracks across the side of my face.

“Stop fucking lying!” He slams my head against the wall with a rough shove of his hand on my throat. “Who are you, you bitch?”

And right then, I smile.

Veronica Sanders wouldn’t smile when she felt threatened like this. But I’m not playing the scared British girl who needs a job to stay out of her parents’ house anymore. Now I can go back to being Alexandra Kendricks.

And Alexandra Kendricks is a lethal weapon.

Samuel doesn’t have time to process my smile before one of the hands wrapped around his fist strikes the back of his elbow, twisting his arm at a deeply un-anatomical angle. He screams and yanks away.

“Sammy!” I scold, shaking my head and pursing my lips as he cradles his arm against his body. “We don’t want to ruin the party, do we?”

“Who the hell are you?!”

“Your nightmare.” I shrug, no longer caring about the missing accent or the frightened expression Veronica needed to wear.

Keeping my eye on the filthy old man, I walk to the desk and glance at the phone screen. The transfer is a little over fifty percent.

“Who sent you, you whore?”

I sigh and, with nothing better to do, turn to face him with a mocking grin.

“Make up your mind, boss. Trying to insult me? That kind of nickname just gets me wet.”

“I’ll kill you!” he announces, and I roll my eyes.

“And how exactly do you plan to do that?” I pout, enjoying the mix of pain and rage twisting his face. “Your arm’s probably broken.” I nod toward it. “You’re old. And...” I take a step toward him. “I still need to show you that you’re not the only one who knows how to hit a person.”

On my last word, I land a punch to his jaw, feeling my knuckles burn from the impact as he staggers backward.

“That one was for the slap you gave Soraya just because she said she couldn’t finish dinner.” Another punch. “And that one was for dragging Sarah by her hair when she asked you not to hit her mom.” Another punch. “That one was for the blow to Megan’s face.”

Samuel staggers around the room, nose and mouth bleeding, and despite the pain in my knuckles, knowing I’m beating this bastard only makes me more and more euphoric, adrenaline surging through me with every bruise I remember finding on one of them.

He stumbles back behind the desk and collapses onto the swivel chair, which rolls away and sends him crashing to the floor.

I check the device.

Two minutes.

I look back at him and, without warning, kick him in the back, forcing his chest to hit the ground with a dull thud.

“On the floor already, Sammy?” I ask, pressing the heel of my shoe down on his hand. “Getting hit isn’t as fun as hitting, is it?” I increase the pressure. “Sucks having someone stronger beat on you, doesn’t it?” I hear the crack of a few bones when I stomp down harder.

I cut off his scream by grabbing a fistful of his hair and slamming his face against the floor.

“I don’t like screaming,” I warn, and before I crouch down beside him, I check the phone again.

One minute.

The original plan was for Samuel to stay alive.

He already had contacts with potential buyers, which would make selling the device easier and give us access to the network of criminals who bought it. So plan A was for my presence to go unnoticed. After the mission was over, no one would even remember Veronica Sanders. Samuel would sell the device, the Company would track down some other organization, and eventually he’d be killed when he was deemed a traitor.

That was the original plan. But the original plan depended on me not getting caught.

And I got caught. Which I always knew would happen, considering I hate plans. Especially ones that don’t leave room for my improvised decisions.

So now I’m moving to plan B.

“You shouldn’t have come in here,” I whisper near his ear before, with a precise motion, I twist his neck.

The groans of pain stop the instant the life drains out of him, and before I can feel bad about killing someone, I stop and think about all the times I watched his six-year-old daughter walk around that house with a bruised face. How the oldest, Soraya, was constantly trying to hide her own bruises. How his wife, on top of listening to her husband fuck prostitutes, cried every night because she couldn’t protect her girls from that monster.

That man deserved to die.

And I gave it to him.

His head thumps against the floor just as the beep sounds, marking the end of the data transfer.

Calmly, I leave his body sprawled on the Persian rug that cost more than a house, though it doesn’t look so expensive now, with blood spilling from his mouth and staining the fabric.

“See you in hell, Sammy,” I say, slipping the device back into my dress pocket.

I press the panic button under the desk, triggering the alarm that someone is robbing the office.

I grab the gold statuette off the table and slam it against the titanium safe a few times, grinning at the grooves I manage to gouge into the surface.

Finally, I kick off my heels and bolt out of there, escaping just as I hear the frantic footsteps of the security team storming the room.

I take the path I’ve memorized over the last two weeks—the one I’ve mapped as the best escape route to the mansion’s roof—and I smile when the loud whir of the rotor cuts through, even over the music thumping from the party below. I shove the door open and the cold night air of France hits me hard, amplified by the aircraft’s spinning blades.

“Need a lift, Kendricks?” Wilson asks, grinning wide as he reaches out, grabs my hand, and hauls me into the helicopter just as we lift off the ground.

I land in the seat next to Josh and sink into the upholstery, ducking as bullets start flying from the security team swarming the rooftop.

I’m not sure how many people are trying to shoot at us, but Wil fires off only four rounds before the only sound left is the rotor blade cutting through the icy air.

“Hey, boys.” I smile once my breathing steadies. “Miss me?”

Joshua Gonzales and Wilson Michaels are partners. They’ve been with the Company for about four years now.

Jay has the mindset of a seventy-year-old man, while Wil acts like he’s twelve. They couldn’t be more different. Honestly, aside from their skills as agents and their builds, they’ve got nothing in common.

Joshua is thirty-two, has Spanish roots, and carries the seriousness of a mummy. Focused, stoic, calm. Excellent at hand-to-hand combat, but not so great with guns. He’s what women usually describe as... hot as fuck. Tan skin, dark hair, light eyes, and a chiseled body.

Wilson Michaels—or Wil, as he prefers to be called—is twenty-eight, claims Italian heritage just because he loves pizza, and seems incapable of thinking before he acts. He’s good at hand-to-hand, mostly from all those years as an MMA fighter. He’s solid with short-barreled weapons and is also easily described as hot as fuck. His hair is shorter than Josh’s, but he’s got just as defined a body as his partner.

Jay is reason. Wil is emotion.

And the two of them together are a perfect machine.

Pinky and the Brain.

“The plan didn’t work?” Josh asks, sliding the door shut, and I shrug.

“They made me,” I reply, accepting the jacket Wil hands me, pulling it over my shoulders before buttoning up the back of my dress, hiding my bra and tying my hair back.

“Uh-huh,” Wilson mocks, leaning back before turning around and handing me a silver briefcase. “Now tell us the truth.”

“That is the truth.”

“No, it’s not,” Jay insists as I place the K-X4 inside the case and lock it. “You wanted to kill the guy, didn’t you?”

“‘Course she wanted to kill the guy.”

“Yeah, I wanted to kill the guy!” I confess, rolling my eyes as I take my Glock when Wil flips it around, grip-first. The weight of the weapon in my hand brings the same familiar comfort it always does. “But how did you know?”

“You only get caught when you want to be, Kendricks. And everyone knows that.”

​
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Alexandra Kendricks

Eight Years Ago

LET ME START FROM THE beginning...

Once upon a time, there was a family. A daddy, a mommy, and a little girl.

One beautiful Sunday morning—though it could just as easily have been a Tuesday night, I don’t remember—the daddy left the house and... never came back.

He said he was going out to buy the cigarettes his wife loved so much.

Hours passed, and those hours turned into days, which turned into weeks, which turned into months and years, and he never came back.

The thing is, while that time was passing, a lot was happening. Mostly the beatings that little girl took from her mentally unstable mother.

And that little girl was me.

I don’t really remember when it started. I don’t know if the first hit I took was a slap, a kick, or a punch. But the bruises on my body became so common they looked like birthmarks that changed places over time.

I also don’t remember when I stopped caring about the pain or lost the ability to cry. I think it was after hearing so many times that the beating would be worse if I shed a single tear, so I never cried. Not even when I was locked out of the house during a roaring thunderstorm.

The thing is, even if I didn’t cry, the beatings still lasted way too long. Until one day, when I was fourteen, a teacher at the school I went to saw some marks on my arms.

When the social worker was called in and talked to me, I told the truth.

Even though I was scared of going to an orphanage and, according to my mother, having to eat cockroaches, I didn’t think anything could be worse than staying in that house with Alex Elize Kendricks, so I spent hours telling them everything I’d been through with my mother.

That same day, I was sent to an orphanage in downtown Los Angeles, where I found out that besides being an abuser, she was also a lying whore.

After she lost custody of me, I never took a single slap again. I was never locked out in the rain, and I never heard threats. I had a place to sleep, food to eat, and I didn’t feel pain. Oh, and I didn’t eat a single cockroach!

But not everything is a bonus, right?

The downsides came too.

I had to go to school and keep my grades up, plus every week I wasted my time talking to a stranger who, in theory, would help me understand my traumas. Therapy only helped me understand that I’m emotionally broken.

And that becomes even clearer now, as I watch a video of my boyfriend fucking another woman and don’t feel even a hint of sadness. I only feel... anger.

The school I was forced to attend was an elite one that, to look good in the public’s eye, offered scholarships to a few people. I was one of the lucky—or unlucky—ones to get that scholarship, and I became a charity project.

The students at Saint Mikael Private School were mostly kids of celebrities, whether movie stars or Hollywood directors, and even with a ton of people used to being the center of attention, guess who was the most noticed person in that place?

Yeah. Me.

The poor orphan was bound to stand out in a place full of rich, smiling, and... normal people. As soon as I arrived, I drew attention.

Including from Adam Lester, the son of LA’s mayor.

In my second week of school, he came up to me, and after a few months, when he asked me out, I said yes.

Adam was kind, handsome, and had an easy smile. I thought he was a little boring, but I always figured that thought came from the fact that my head was fucked up, so I decided to ignore my own opinion.

He took my virginity on the first date.

As always, he was gentle, attentive, and patient with me and my lack of experience, even though he didn’t seem all that experienced either.

A few dates later, he asked me to be his girlfriend, and despite the urge I had to explore more things and people, Adam had something that made a relationship with him a great option: his father.

Not that I was interested in Mr. Lester. But the mayor had a huge influence in LA, so whenever his only son asked the orphanage if his girlfriend could spend some time away, the director allowed it.

It was like Adam was the downside that came with the bonus of having a little freedom. And I accepted that.

My traumas wouldn’t let me love him, but over time, I got used to the idea of being his girlfriend, because that’s what I became. Adam Lester’s girlfriend. Even the school director called me that, and even though I didn’t really like being reduced to that, I noticed how everyone talked about it like it was a compliment, so once again I ignored the discomfort I felt, assuming it was just another problem caused by my fucked-up head.

Considering I was always treated like garbage, especially by the person who was supposed to take care of me, I started seeing any kindness directed at me as a reason for gratitude.

So no, I didn’t love Adam. But I was grateful to him. Because of that, I always ignored the looks guys gave me. I never returned flirty smiles, and I blocked phone numbers and profiles that sent me messages.

Out of gratitude, I stayed faithful to him.

And now, I see that I can shove that gratitude right up my ass! Just like he shoves his dick into some girl I’ve never seen in my life.

“What a fucking bastard!” I mutter under my breath, especially when I see how he’s fucking her with way better performance than the one he uses on me.

He fucks someone else and fucks her better?!

Asshole!

I expect jealousy or hurt, but I only feel anger.

And it’s not even anger at him! It’s at myself! Because even though I didn’t like being tied down, I stayed in a relationship!

And that anger is what keeps me from sending him a text and ending everything. That anger is what keeps me from smashing anything in the apartment we share since I left the orphanage.

The anger I feel keeps me calm enough to plan my revenge.

So I smile while, around me, my boyfriend’s voice echoes as he repeats the name of the girl he’s fucking. Leah.

[image: ]

A GENTLE SQUEEZE ON my fingers pulls my attention, and I look at Adam’s face, keeping my expression neutral when I meet his eyes.

“Try to be nice to people.”

I snort a laugh.

“Are you calling me a bitch?”

“No,” he says quickly. “But you tend to be a little closed off.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll try to open up more.”

As much as Leah was open for you.

My idea of revenge isn’t exactly ethical, but I’m following the same line of reasoning as my boyfriend.

He cheated on me, and I’m going to pay him back in kind.

And obviously, I’ll break up with this idiot afterward. But first, I want him to feel humiliated, because even though I felt nothing but anger at being stupid enough to stay faithful to a guy who didn’t do the same, I know he won’t like finding out I gave it up to another guy while I was still Adam Lester’s girlfriend.

Because yes, besides cheating on him, I’m going to make sure he finds out.

What would be the point of revenge if it didn’t even bother him?

He’s known me for over three years, and still he can’t notice any shadow on my face, even though he’s watching me closely.

I’m just not sure if that’s because he doesn’t care as much as I thought he did, or if my time around the children of Hollywood’s elite has taught me how to be a good actress.

Either way, Adam doesn’t waste much time looking at me before he smiles, squeezes my fingers, and turns his attention to the mansion’s door in front of us.

When I finished high school, I decided not to go to college because I could never picture myself doing anything for the rest of my life.

I looked into some fields, some courses, and nothing came close to exciting me when I thought about how, in a few years, I’d be doing the same thing.

It’s the same feeling I get when I think about starting a family.

I know society expects that of me, but I don’t want it. The times that cheating bastard talked about a future with me, even before I knew about the betrayal, I felt my chest tighten because I could only think about what it would be like to wake up every day next to the future Senate candidate.

In the few moments I let myself imagine what life with Adam Lester would be like, I was sure I didn’t want any of it, and even with that certainty, I stayed stuck in a relationship with him.

All of this for what?

To receive a video from an unknown number showing how he also had other plans for the future.

I don’t get it, you know?

Why cheat? I never gave any sign that I’d cause trouble if he talked about breaking up, never gave any sign that I wouldn’t accept an open relationship. So why didn’t he just say he was unhappy? We could both be happy, living our lives.

But no.

Adam made a choice, and now he’s going to deal with the consequences.

The door opens, and I make sure to break contact with my boyfriend’s hand the second four guys who are as big as refrigerators pounce on him, excited and clearly drunk.

He’s like a celebrity to these people. And even though I’ve gotten used to being by his side, I have no interest in sharing the spotlight with him, so without saying goodbye, I just walk away from the chaos, heading over to where several red cups are laid out on the counter.

I look at the two drink options, and even though I don’t like beer, I hate the smell of vodka even more—it acts as a trigger for memories of my mother and the blows she delivered to my body.

I can’t quite remember if she used to light her cigarette before or after the first sips of alcohol, but the combination always led to the same result. And I hate remembering that, so I stay away from the vodka, deciding to grab a cup of beer before heading to the emptiest spot in the house: the pool table.

I lean the side of my hip against it and bring the cup to my mouth, studying the space. Or rather, studying the guys wandering around the space.

Unlike before I got the video, when I notice the long stares or suggestive smiles, I don’t look away and pretend I didn’t see them. In fact, I make a point of holding eye contact, curious to see if any of them plans to do something besides watch me from a distance. But even with my curiosity showing, I don’t open the door for anyone to approach me, because none of them seem interesting enough.

Childish attitudes, idiotic jokes, stupid comments.

As I watch Adam’s friends interact, I can’t help but think how this scene must be routine in a daycare. Or a zoo.

I start to feel my revenge plan going down the drain, because even though I really want to fuck someone to get back at him, I can’t imagine getting wet for any of these imbeciles who look more like wild animals!

I twist my mouth and take a sip of beer, but I jump the second I hear a throat clear behind me, making me spin around instantly.

I’d like to say the first thing I notice about him is his face, but I can’t look away from his bare chest, especially with the water droplets sliding down his bronzed skin, tracing every ripple of his muscles.

Black shorts hang on his hips, right below the lines that lead down to his groin, and before my gaze can settle on the bulge he may or may not have there, I trail my eyes back up to his face, which is just as incredible as his body.

This guy is terrifyingly handsome.

Even though dark-haired guys have never caught my attention, the combination of wet black hair with droplets tracing his face, brown eyes, thick eyebrows, and a square jaw makes it impossible not to compare him to an angel.

Except I’m sure no angel could smile as wickedly as he does, like every one of my thoughts is laid bare for his eyes.

And even if I wanted to, I couldn’t look away.

“Didn’t mean to scare you,” is the first thing he says, and I can’t help but notice that even his voice is hot.

“You didn’t.”

“You sure?” He raises an eyebrow. “You look scared.”

“Maybe because I wasn’t expecting a stranger to get this close to me,” I jab.

“Maybe I’m this close because I want something.”

He seems about the same age as the other guys in the house, maybe two or three years older than me, but unlike the idiots who look more like a pack of animals, he looks like a hunter.

And from the way he’s looking at me, I’m his prey.

And maybe I want to be hunted.

“And what do you want?”

“To play.”

Play?

I don’t know what to say.

Even though I’ve never learned how to flirt, mainly because my relationship with Adam was my only experience with men, it’s clear that’s what he’s doing to me—both from the low, teasing tone of his voice and the constant smile on his face while he looks at me.

I don’t know if “play” is supposed to mean something else, so I stay quiet, just holding his gaze.

“May I?”

“You want to play with me?” I risk asking.

“Do you know how?”

Is he really asking me if I know how to fuck?

I’ve heard some people have no tact, but I didn’t think there was anyone bold enough to ask a stranger that.

A hint of amusement crosses his face, and I’m pretty sure it has to do with the blush I feel creeping up my neck. He’s definitely imagining what I’m thinking.

“What are you talking about?”

He laughs and nods to the side, making my face heat up even more when I finally understand what this conversation is about.

“Are you asking me to play pool?”

“What did you think I was asking you to do?”

“Do you use that kind of reverse psychology on everyone, or just people you don’t know?”

“If I say it’s something I only do with strangers, will you introduce yourself to me?”

“You’ll know my name when I know yours.”

“Alright,” he agrees and extends his hand between us. “Matteo Fawcett.”

“Alexandra Kendricks,” I reply, repeating the gesture.

My hand almost disappears inside his, and even with the water droplets, his touch is warm.

Does his whole body, even wet, have the same temperature?

“It’s a pleasure, Alex. So? Want to play?”

My nose wrinkles at the way he calls me, and not even his good looks are enough for me to ignore the discomfort I feel at being called by the same name as my mother. And even though I know he doesn’t know what kind of memory that brings up, part of the... charm I feel for him breaks.

“It’s Alexandra,” I clarify, not caring if I sound rude. “And no, thanks. I don’t know how to play.”

Matteo tilts his head to the side, thinking for a few seconds, then proving he can act just like the pack of guys in this house, he says:

“You look like an Alex. I’m going to call you that.”

Like a bratty kid, I cross my arms.

“Then I’m going to call you Matt,” I announce, making him smile.

“You can call me whatever you want. I promise I’ll answer you.”

I don’t understand why, but his words seem to throw me off for a few moments, once again robbing me of the ability to respond.

Still, Matteo doesn’t wait for me to say anything before he leans down and pulls two pool cues from under the table, handing one to me.

“What’s this?” I force myself to ask.

“We’re playing,” he says, in a way that doesn’t sound like a request but is far from an order.

“I’ve never played.”

“Then how do you know you don’t know how?”

Is he drunk?

The second I consider it, I dismiss it, because he doesn’t seem altered at all. If anything, he looks amused by my reluctance to do something as stupid as play a game of pool.

Feeling challenged, I take the cue, but I don’t move. I just stare at the table.

I don’t have the faintest idea what to do, and I know it shows when he steps closer and nods toward it.

“Lean forward.”

Alright...

When I walked in here and started scanning the men around me, the idea was to find someone who could help me get revenge on Adam. That was the point.

But that’s not what I’m thinking about when I imagine him repeating those words while we’re wearing a little less clothes. Right here, right now, close to Matteo, I don’t feel the urge for revenge. I feel the urge for him.

“Now what?” I ask, glancing over my shoulder and finding his eyes locked on my face.

He doesn’t have time to answer, because a loud laugh echoes through the space and I turn to see Adam wrapping his arms around a girl with curly hair who throws herself at him, laughing.

“I didn’t know you were already here, Aid!” I hear her say as she pulls back and I see her face. The same face from the video I got earlier today.

Leah.

My spine stiffens, but I make no other move as I watch the two of them, unsure what to expect, especially seeing how ready they look to fuck each other.

“You know him?” I flinch again at Matteo’s question, but I don’t turn to look at him, too focused on every detail of their interaction.

“He’s my boyfriend,” I reply flatly, and I’m surprised when I hear him laugh. “What’s so funny?” The irritation in my voice is nearly palpable, because no fucking way is some stranger going to mock the ridiculous situation I’m stuck in.

Matteo might be handsome as hell, but I’m not about to listen to his little jokes about how my boyfriend looks ready to eat another girl, even though I know that’s exactly what’s happening.

“You know the woman with your boyfriend?”

“What about her?”

He shifts his gaze to me.

“She’s my girlfriend.”

I don’t know if I’d do it if I thought for a few more seconds, but I don’t even give myself time to reason before I say:

“They’re fucking.”

Matteo doesn’t need to think before he answers:

“I know.”
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CHAPTER 2
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Matteo Fawcett

Eight Years Ago

MY FATHER WAS CATHOLIC, and even though he wasn’t the most faithful churchgoer, he used to say that everything in life happens for a reason.

God has a plan for everything.

I think I heard him say it so many times that by the time I was eighteen, I stopped believing in God. After all, what kind of plan could He have that involved my parents dying in such a tragic way?

A collapse.

A fucking poorly built house where they were spending their vacation, caving in on top of both of them, killing Mary and Charles Fawcett.

I remember getting the phone call. I remember barely being able to see my phone screen while typing the most absurd search of my life:

How to arrange a double funeral?

I pulled it off.

I managed to organize everything, and afterward, they were both cremated.

I took their ashes to the beach where they’d met and cried as I said goodbye.

That same night, unable to handle the pain of knowing I’d never see my parents again, I grabbed a backpack and walked out of the house I’d grown up in, desperate to find something—anything—that would make the hurt go away.

I thought I’d just drift around the U.S., but before I knew it, I was in Spain. And no, it wasn’t pretty.

I barely remember anything from the year after they died. I drank until I blacked out, fucked until I didn’t know my own name, and picked as many fights as I could.

At first, I was just trying to numb the suffering, but after a while, I realized that was impossible. So instead, I tried to feel something—anything—stronger than the anguish and grief that barely let me breathe.

For a while, it worked. Until the day I woke up sprawled on the bathroom floor of the hotel room I was living in, looked down at my arm, and found a needle stuck in my skin.

Reality hit me like a cyclone. And while I was vomiting, disgusted with myself, I couldn’t stop thinking about how disappointed my parents would be if they could see their only son like this. Shooting up.

I didn’t know if I was ready to call myself an alcoholic yet, but scared I’d never get my life back on track, I checked myself into a rehab clinic while still in Spain.

I stayed for two months, even though I realized from the start that I wasn’t addicted to alcohol or drugs. I didn’t go through withdrawal. I didn’t crave a drink after I left, not even after coming back to L.A.

I think the year I spent running from the pain was enough to make it shrink.

When I got back here, I understood that I needed to become the adult my parents had raised me to be. I never touched drugs again. My alcohol intake dropped to almost nothing. I sold the house I’d grown up in and bought a smaller apartment. I started training to follow in my father’s footsteps and join the Los Angeles Police Department.

I did everything I could to feel like I was making them proud. Including making room in my life for Leah Spencer—the girl who’d grown up next door—even though she’d never once managed to catch my attention.

A few months after I got back to the U.S., during one of my runs, I ended up near my old neighborhood, and we bumped into each other.

Even though she still didn’t interest me much, her beauty was undeniable. Plus, she had that good humor my mother had always found so attractive.

We went out a few times. Fucked a few more. And before I knew it, she was practically living in my apartment, even though I’d never invited her. Even though that had never been my plan.

Being with Leah wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t my favorite thing to do either. Still, I was ready to accept whatever the future had in store for us. After all, I was sure I’d already disappointed my parents enough the year before. I didn’t think a relationship was ideal—especially knowing I needed to focus on making up for lost time before applying to the LAPD—but for them, I was willing to try.

And besides, there was one thing I’d already given up on changing: I couldn’t believe in God anymore.

And I tried.

But if He existed, why didn’t He save them? Why did He let the concrete fall and crush them?

My faith was buried right alongside them, and I was sure that would disappoint them too. So, trying to make up for it, I stayed close to Leah, hoping that a relationship with the girl they liked so much would be enough to ease the guilt I carried.

It wasn’t, and I knew it.

I spent a long time fooling myself into believing my parents would be happy seeing me with her, but I always knew they wouldn’t really care who was by my side, as long as I was happy.

And Leah didn’t have that kind of impact on my happiness.

She was just the person I spent my days with, fucking and talking about trivial shit. The person who wormed her way into my apartment without giving me a chance to refuse that kind of closeness. The person I was determined to push away, but with no idea how to do it without feeling like as much of a piece of shit as I’d been during my year in Spain.

I mentioned I fucked until I forgot who I was, didn’t I?

Yeah.

The only thing I cared about knowing about the women who ended up in my bed was their age. If they were legal, I didn’t give a shit about anything else.

I didn’t clarify it was just sex. I didn’t ask their names. I didn’t say goodbye before slipping out the next morning. I didn’t call or text. I didn’t ask questions—not even if they were in a relationship.

When I came back to my city and thought about that kind of behavior, I added one more item to the long list of things that would disappoint them, and I promised myself I wouldn’t act like that anymore. Not that I was going to stop having casual sex, but I’d act like a man, not an asshole.

And that’s why, even when I realized Leah and I weren’t going to stay together in the long run, I didn’t break up with her.

That girl said she loved me, and it wasn’t her fault I didn’t feel the same way.

So I’ve been going along with this relationship, waiting for the right moment to end it. Turns out that moment might have come this morning, when I got a video from an unknown number and watched my girlfriend getting fucked by a guy I’m now watching her hug, right this second.

When I first saw it, I thought it was an old recording. But then I spotted the fresh tattoo on Leah’s wrist, and I knew it had been shot less than a month ago.

I didn’t even finish watching before I deleted it. Relieved to finally have a good enough reason to end this relationship, but a little pissed that I was being cheated on for no damn reason.

The only model I have for relationships is my parents’. And theirs was built on respect and honesty.

Sure, I wasn’t very honest with Leah by not telling her I didn’t love her the way she said she loved me, but I respected her. I would never betray her trust.

And knowing that she, even while saying she loved me, had betrayed me, made me decide not to break up with her the moment I watched her walk into my apartment.

And apparently, that was the same decision the girl next to me made.

Alex looks surprised to hear that I know about the two of them, her dark eyes going wide.

“Did you send the video?” she asks, and now it’s my turn to be surprised.

“You got one too?”

“You didn’t send it?”

I shake my head no and look at the couple, then back at Alexandra.

Leah is a pretty girl. She always has been. Her curly hair always well-maintained, her skin bronzed by the L.A. sun, her easy smile, and the kind of body society considers the standard of beauty.

She’s like dozens of women you see walking the streets of Hollywood.

And Alex... no.

Not that she can be defined as anything other than beautiful, but her dark eyes, framed by thick lashes, aren’t smiling like other girls her age. There’s an intensity in the way she holds eye contact without giving away a single thing going through her mind.

Her hair, even darker than her eyes, looks silky but doesn’t seem like something she fusses over much, especially given the way it’s pulled back in a hurried bun.

And there’s not a drop of makeup on her pale skin.

The collection of details on Alexandra Kendricks’ face is completely natural, and that’s obvious even to me, who doesn’t know a fucking thing about that stuff.

Now, her body...

That girl has the kind of body that draws anyone’s attention. The dozens of guys here are proof of that. Every man who walks past her makes a point of getting a good look at her curves inside those jeans and that floral shirt.

I’ve seen beautiful women, but Alex is... fuck, she’s unsettling.

“Are you going to break up with her?”

“Yeah,” I say, watching the way Leah rests her hand on the guy’s arm and laughs, walking with him toward the beer pong table. “Are you going to break up with him?”

“Not yet.”

I don’t know her, but when I turn to her and our eyes meet, an alarm goes off in my head, a warning screaming all around me.

And even though I have no clue what I’m getting myself into, the adrenaline pumping through my body makes me smile, especially when she asks me:

“What’s your opinion on being watched while you fuck?”
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Alexandra Kendricks

THERE ARE GOOD IDEAS. There are bad ideas. And then there are ideas so absurd they shouldn’t even be thought.

Most of mine fall into that last category. Like this one.

Yesterday afternoon, when I looked into Matteo’s eyes and let those words slip out of my mouth, I knew I was going crazy. But now, standing here knocking on his apartment door, I can officially declare my insanity.

Did one of my mother’s punches hit my head too hard? Hard enough to cause some kind of damage?

When I decided I’d sleep with someone to get back at Adam for cheating, even though I was sure I’d go through with it, I hadn’t stopped to think about the details. Honestly, I hadn’t even considered the possibility that I would actually do it. I didn’t know if I’d have the guts.

But when I realized the woman my boyfriend was fucking was the girlfriend of the guy standing next to me, it was like two live wires touched and everything around me lit up with the idea that hit me.

A pretty fucked-up idea. One that definitely wouldn’t sit well with most of society. And even though part of me screamed that things shouldn’t be settled this way, the part that got excited was way louder, and I didn’t think twice before suggesting to Matteo that the two of us should fuck and let Adam and Leah watch.

The second I asked if he’d mind being watched, I expected surprise, maybe judgment, to cross his face. But he just looked at me with... curiosity.

And the lack of judgment in his dark eyes was what kept me from feeling the need to explain why the idea of paying back betrayal with betrayal seemed like a good thing to my fucked-up head.

I don’t think I even had an explanation beyond: I’m broken, and the way I deal with things is as twisted as my mind.

At the orphanage where I grew up, they used to say good people do the right thing.

To me, paying back one betrayal with another isn’t wrong. And if society doesn’t agree with me... well, then they shouldn’t act the way I do.

To each their own, isn’t that what they say?

“What are you proposing?”

Apparently, Matteo’s head worked a lot like mine.

“You and me—even though neither of us chose this—we watched the two of them fucking,” I said, and hoping no blush would creep up my face, I leaned over the table and, with absolutely no technique, smacked the cue ball, sending it into the other colored spheres. “I think it’s only fair we return the favor.”

“You want me to fuck you while they watch?” He raised a dark eyebrow, and I tilted my head, not breaking eye contact.

“I don’t have a problem with being watched. And I don’t have a problem with giving it up to you.”

Besides, I was also eager to find out what sex could be like beyond what Adam had shown me.

Sure, I was a little worried Matteo might be bad in bed and that might’ve been one of the reasons Leah cheated on him. But even if he was terrible, at least I’d accomplish my main goal: revenge.

“And who says I want to fuck you?” he shot back, a hint of amusement in his voice, but I didn’t smile when I leaned over the table again and lifted my eyes to his face.

“The way you’re looking at me makes that pretty clear.”

He smiled and stepped closer, slow, once again like a predator moving in on its prey.

My heart raced, and it felt like everything around us disappeared. I couldn’t care about anything except how close he was, especially when I felt his hand press against the base of my spine, pushing me a little farther over the table.

I stopped breathing as he adjusted the position of my hand, guiding the cue stick over my fingers.

“Didn’t know you were this clever, Alex,” he murmured, his voice rough, close to my ear, and as soon as I felt his touch disappear, I struck the cue ball, which hit the black one and sent it straight into the pocket.

“You’d be surprised, Matt.”

And I knew, from the way he looked at me, that our plan was on.

We spent long minutes near the pool table, and to anyone looking from the outside, they’d just see two people playing. Him with way more skill and experience than me, and me trying to learn what he was teaching.

But anyone who got a little closer could hear what we were planning, and I have no doubt they’d judge every word.

But even knowing I might be judged, I couldn’t understand why I should care about anyone else’s opinion. What impact would other people’s judgment have on my life?

Exactly! None. So fuck what they think about me.

The plan was relatively simple.

I’d tell Adam I wasn’t feeling well and was going to spend the afternoon resting. Meanwhile, Matteo would tell Leah he was going out to take care of some things.

Considering the video of the two of them was shot in Matt’s apartment, we were counting on them taking the opportunity to meet up. And that’s why I’m here now, waiting for the door to open, with absolutely no idea what to do when it does.

Yeah, we planned what would happen when the two of them walked in and caught us. But we didn’t talk about how we should act before that happened.

I have no idea what I’m doing. So when the door slides open, I don’t move, uncertain whether to make some cutting comment or just throw myself at the guy with the broad shoulders and messy hair.

If I weren’t so mentally fucked, I doubt I’d be in this situation.

A normal person would just end the relationship after finding out about the cheating. But is that what I did? No. Because, as I’ve already accepted, I’m not normal.

And Matteo doesn’t seem to be either, because he steps aside and nods for me to enter the home of a man I barely know, with whom I’m about to fuck, while we both hope they’ll catch us.

What would Samantha, my old therapist, say if I told her about this?

“Are you coming in?” he asks when I just stand there frozen in front of him.

“I don’t know,” I answer honestly, my hands shoved into the back pockets of my jeans.

“Giving up?”

I snort a laugh.

“I’m starting to think this was a terrible idea,” I explain, and it’s like saying it out loud is exactly what I needed to finally accept that it definitely is a terrible idea.

Even I’m surprised by how fucked up I look.

Scared of myself, I take a step back, ready to disappear from in front of Matteo, but I don’t have time to move farther than that before the long fingers of the man in front of me wrap around my wrist with a gentleness I never thought could be used on someone like me.

My mother used to hold me hard enough that her fingers left bruises on my skin for days. So I know damn well when someone’s trying to hurt me or trap me. And Matt definitely isn’t trying to do either.

The way he touches me makes it clear I could pull free with the smallest movement.

“Come inside,” he asks, his voice low. “We don’t have to do any of what we agreed on.”

“Why do you want me to come in if we’re not going to do anything?”

And why am I even considering this?

“I don’t know,” he admits, still holding me, and I swallow hard.

Neither do I.

So I go in.
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CHAPTER 3
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Matteo Fawcett

Eight Years Ago

I STAY SILENT, AND it’s not because I don’t want to make her uncomfortable—it’s because I genuinely have no idea what to say while Alex studies my apartment with those curious eyes.

It’s strange because, at the same time, her face has this young, almost innocent look, she doesn’t act like an eighteen-year-old girl. Like she’s already been through a lot.

“What’s your middle name?” she asks suddenly, turning her gaze back to me.

“Morgan.”

“Matteo Morgan Fawcett.” Alex pauses, letting the words sink in, testing them slowly. “How old are you?”

“Twenty.”

“When’s your birthday?”

“March twenty-fifth.”

“What’s your favorite—”

“What’s with all the questions?” I cut her off.

She shrugs, hands shoved into the back pockets of her jeans, facing me.

“I think it’s kind of reckless to just walk into a stranger’s apartment.”

I laugh.

“So you decided now’s the time to get to know me?”

Alex lets out a low chuckle.

“Better I get to know you while I’m just inside your place than when you’re inside me, don’t you think?”

She’s got a point, but I want the point to go fuck itself, because nothing seems to matter as much as what her words plant in my mind.

Being inside her.

Almost unconsciously, my gaze drifts down her thin but curvy body, imagining the texture of her hair wrapped around my fist while the sound of my hips slapping against her ass echoes around us.

“Stop staring at me like that,” she says, wetting her lips.

“I’m not staring,” I lie.

“You are.”

I smile.

“I’m not staring. I’m admiring,” I correct, taking a step toward her.

Once again, Alex looks innocent as she watches my movements, looking so scared. But she also looks eager.

Just as eager as I am.

So I don’t stop walking until I’m right in front of her, forcing her to lift her small nose to meet my eyes.

“And what are you thinking while you... admire me?” She raises an eyebrow, not breaking eye contact for a single second.

Standing this close, it’s like a bubble of tension forms around us, the latent magnetism wrapping around us. Pulling us.

If I weren’t already hard from her words, the way she’s looking at me would be enough to get me there.

“That I want you.”

She tilts her head to the side, the dark waves of her loose hair falling over her shoulders.

“You want revenge on your cheating girlfriend,” she points out, but I shake my head.

“You’re the one who came up with that plan.”

“Because I want revenge on Adam.”

“So you’re only looking at me like that because you want to get back at some guy?” I brush the dark hair away from her face, noticing how she swallows at the even closer proximity. “Because you’re not looking at me with revenge in your eyes, Alex.”

“No? Then how am I looking at you... Matt?”

I don’t know why she doesn’t like being called Alex, but I can’t deny I love the way her voice sounds when she calls me that.

“Like you’re horny.” Without even knowing it was possible, I move a little closer, still not touching her. “So tell me, Alexandra. Do you want me to touch you just to get back at some guy? Or do you want to know what it feels like to have me inside you?”

Her breathing gets shorter, faster, and her answer doesn’t come in words but in actions, and before I can register it, her small hands are cupping my face, pulling my mouth to hers.

I don’t need her words to understand that Alexandra Kendricks wants me with the same intensity that I want her, and even if revenge is just one more reason we’re doing this, when I wrap my arm around her waist and pull her close, I don’t think about anything but the gorgeous woman pressing against my body.

Our tongues tangle and our tastes mix.

It feels fucking amazing. And even though this is the first time we’re touching, the feeling of familiarity is undeniable, like kissing Alex is something I’ve been doing for years and—

“Wait, wait, wait!” she says, pushing her hands between us, palms flat against my chest, but not really trying to shove me away. “Shouldn’t we wait a little longer?”

Not understanding what she means, I blink in confusion.

“The plan is for them to catch us... in the act, right?” she asks uncertainly, and it takes me a full three seconds to get it.

“Don’t worry. What I want to do to you isn’t going to be quick,” I promise, going back to kissing her as soon as her hands return to my face.

But even though I want to laugh at how absurd it is to think I won’t savor every moment I have with her, I don’t find it funny when I realize that even while our tongues are locked in a kiss like this, she’s still thinking about the revenge she wants.

So instead of laughing, I just make a decision.

While I’m fucking her, I’ll make sure she can’t think about anything except my cock buried inside her cunt.

I slide one hand down to her ass, gripping it hard while I bite her lower lip.
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Alexandra Kendricks

MY STRENGTH SEEMS TO have been shipped off to another planet as I feel my body collapse against Matteo’s, the only things keeping me upright being his firm hands on me, guiding me somewhere—I don’t care where, as long as his tongue keeps moving against mine.

The mint taste of his mouth, combined with the hardness of his body and the adrenaline rushing through me, gets me more turned on than usual.

Oh, and the pressure of his cock against my stomach helps too.

“Fuck, you’re so hot.”

If I’m hot, what the hell is he?!

I know what I look like and I don’t have self-esteem issues or anything, but he is... wow!

Matteo is hot to the point of being disarming. Combine that with a devastating kiss, and you get a reaction like mine.

While his mouth devours me, I feel dizzy, eager, and soaked.

Reacting like this to a kiss is borderline embarrassing, but I can’t bring myself to feel embarrassed, especially when his hands slide under the fabric of my white shirt and send shivers down every inch of me.

I moan, scratching the back of his neck and returning the gesture, running my fingers over his abdomen, which was exposed to my eyes just yesterday afternoon.

As if I know Braille and his body is the most interesting text in the world, I trace every rigid contour, playing with the waistband of his sweatpants that keeps me from venturing too far down toward his groin, still being guided through his apartment until I gasp when my feet leave the floor and Matteo hoists me up like I weigh nothing.

His laugh echoes inside my mouth, like my surprise amuses him.

“You think I’d drop you before I fuck you?” he asks as my legs wrap around his waist.

“Would you drop me after, then?” I raise an eyebrow, grinding against the specific pressure point his cock makes at my entrance.

Why the fuck am I not wearing a dress?!

“If your pussy is as good as your mouth, I’d never drop you,” he promises, and I feel him kneel down on what I assume is the couch. “Hold tight,” he says, already leaning forward to lay me down on the cushions, pulling back to look at me.

Then he laughs.

For no reason, Matteo lets out a low chuckle, his minty breath hitting my face while his cock stays hard, pressing against the space between my legs.

Maybe he’s crazy.

Yeah. It makes sense that he has some degree of insanity, considering he agreed to an absurd plan like this.

“I can’t believe you thought I’d be quick with you,” he muses, holding himself up with one hand while sliding the other over my hip, pushing my shirt up and exposing the skin that’s still covered in goosebumps. “That I wouldn’t lick every inch of your body...” He pulls the fabric higher, satisfied by the way my breathing gets shorter, my chest rising and falling rapidly. “That I wouldn’t...”

The abrupt way he cuts himself off catches me off guard, and it takes me a few seconds to understand what happened. But when I see how Matteo is staring at my exposed skin, ice runs down my spine, and I nervously push myself away from him.

Shit.

How could I be so stupid?!

How could I forget what the layers of my clothes are hiding?!

How did I fail to think about what Matteo would think when he found every mark my mother left on me over the years?

I know what I look like. I know I’m a pretty person when I’m dressed. But I also know that beauty disappears as soon as the burn scars are exposed.

I remember my first time with Adam.

I remember him asking what had happened, and I said I didn’t want to talk about it. He accepted it, and when I asked him to keep the lights off, he didn’t argue.

I never found out if he just didn’t want to make me uncomfortable or if he didn’t want to look at the scars either.

Over time, I stopped caring about them, and Adam never tried to find out more, so they kind of just... faded into the background.

So much so that at no point did I stop to think about how a man who looks like Matteo would react to seeing something so ugly.

I drag myself away from him, still sitting on the couch, covering the marks.

“What happened?” he asks, still on his knees, but without the smile from before.

“Nothing.”

“Who did this to you?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I say, looking around, searching for the best escape route.

“You don’t have to tell me, Alex.” His tone is serious, but even ready to bolt, I’m not afraid as I watch him move a little closer, cautious. “Just give me a name, and I’ll handle it.”

I say nothing.

“Was it Adam? Did he hurt you?”

“No.”

“Who did this to you, Alexandra?”

I never talked about it with anyone except the social worker.

After my mother lost custody of me, I never had to tell anyone what I went through—not even my therapist.

Even though I always thought Samantha was just wasting her time with me in every session we had, I’d never say she was anything less than amazing, especially because she listened.

When I said I didn’t want to talk about something, she’d steer the conversation somewhere else.

So, seeing the way Matteo stares at me with that inquisitive look, I have no doubt he’d make a terrible psychologist, because it’s obvious he’s not going to let this go.

“My mother,” I breathe out.

I only know he heard me because his eyes widen in surprise. His mouth opens, like he’s about to say something, but I cut him off by raising my hand.

“I came here to fuck, not to talk. So make up your mind: do you want to fuck me, or should I find someone else to help me with my revenge plan?”

Even though I’m still curled up in the corner of the couch, feeling cornered, I don’t break eye contact with Matteo, making it clear this isn’t a bluff.

He’s hot, he kisses well, and he seems to know what he’s doing, but I stopped playing by other people’s rules when I realized I can be the one running the board.

I tried to do what society expected of me, and even though I knew it didn’t suit me, I stayed in a relationship only to find out I was being cheated on.

So, well, fuck society and everything it expects from me.

From now on, I call the shots and I make the rules.

If Matteo wants to play with me, it’ll be on my terms.

And I know he gets it when I see the seriousness in his eyes.

But I also understand that Matteo knows these rules well enough to know how to play his own hand when, in one swift move, he gets close and grabs my neck.

Look, like I’ve said before, I know when someone wants to hurt me. And right now, I’m sure he has no intention of doing that. He just wants to show that he’s just as much in control of this game as I am.

His mouth crashes into mine while his fingers stay wrapped around my throat, his hot tongue forcing its way between my lips in a dominant way, and I suck it, dropping my knees so I can pull him closer.

“You want me to fuck you, Alex?” he asks, dragging his mouth down my jaw, heading toward my ear.

I nod, rolling my eyes at the feeling of his tongue tracing my earlobe.

“Then take off your shirt.”

My body tenses instantly.

“No.”

Not in a place this bright.

His teeth graze my neck.

“I said I was going to lick every inch of your skin. The shirt’s getting in the way.” His husky tone sends another shiver through me, and I almost miss his hand slipping back under the fabric covering the scars on my stomach and back.

Almost.

I grab his wrist, stopping him.

What does he want? A close-up look at the damage done to me? Is he curious to see up close how a cigarette butt can leave a mark, even twelve years later?

And what do I care what he thinks?

This is sex.

Dirty, vengeful sex.

After I leave this house, I’ll never see him again. So if he wants to feel like he’s fucking someone who could be part of a freak show, that’s his problem.

I just want revenge on Adam.

And that’s the thought that makes me let go of his wrist, allowing him to enjoy every piece of evidence of the abuse I went through.

Realizing I’m allowing it, Matteo moves, kneeling on the floor in front of me before grabbing the hem of my shirt and pulling it up, my hair falling over my shoulders as the white fabric lands on the floor behind him.

I wait for disgust, shock, curiosity.

But there’s only desire.

Matteo looks at me with pure lust as he pushes my hair back and brings his mouth to my left breast, kissing the edge of the skin hidden by the cup of my also-white bra. He repeats the motion on the other side, alternating kisses and licks until he reaches the valley between them.

He pushes my body back, making me lean against the back of the couch, the position leaving the marks on my stomach more visible, especially with my hair no longer covering them.

Then he kisses the first one.

His lips touch the scar just below my right breast, and I swallow hard, especially when his eyes stay locked on mine. Then he kisses the second one. And the third.

Matteo kisses every mark scattered across the front of my body, looking at me constantly, like he’s daring me to stop him.

But I don’t stop him because I’m incapable of moving as I watch a stranger touch the ugliest parts of me, almost like he doesn’t find them so horrible.

And then, when his lips touch the seventh and last mark on my stomach, I know that even after I leave this apartment and never see him again, Matteo Fawcett has just become unforgettable to me.

He will always be the man who kissed the scars I always hated.

“Stop staring at me.” The smile on his face shows he’s teasing me, echoing the same words he said minutes ago.

I smile.

“I’m not staring.” I push myself off the sofa and lean forward, bringing my face closer to his. “I’m admiring.”

Then, as if someone had tossed a lit match into a barrel of gunpowder, we lunge at each other in an explosion of pure lust.

I don’t know which one of us gets rid of the shirt he’s wearing, but I moan when his hard, hot chest presses against me, and I suck on his tongue, close to losing my mind from the delicious pressure of his hand gripping my hair.

Once again, his mouth travels down my jaw, over my chin, my neck, and reaches my breasts still covered by my bra, which he undoes with a quick flick of his fingers.

His big hands cup my nipples, and I shiver at the touch of his tongue circling the left one, the sensation growing even more intense when he closes his lips around the tip and sucks hard.

“Matteo...”

Hearing the way I whisper his name seems to please him, because he sucks harder, before biting down with just the right pressure to blend pain and pleasure together.

The sound that escapes me is a mix of a moan and a complaint, but the way I pull him closer makes it clear I don’t want him to stop.

I sure as hell don’t want him to stop.

Matt divides his attention between both nipples, alternating licks, bites, and sucks, making me toss out a string of curses, moans, and grunts.

It’s unlike anything I’ve ever felt before, and I’m not sure if it’s just the sensations of his mouth on my breasts, or if it’s the sense of freedom I feel being exposed in front of him, without worrying about rejection.

After all, that’s all I’ve ever gotten, isn’t it?

My father rejected me, so he left.

My mother rejected me, so she beat me.

My boyfriend rejected me, so he cheated on me.

No one ever wanted me.

Until now.

And I know it’s not forever. I know it’ll end the second I walk out those doors, but for a few seconds, I like knowing I’m not being rejected.

Right now, kneeling between my legs as he devours my breasts, Matteo doesn’t care about my bruised body or my fucked-up head. He cares about the same thing I do.

The mind-blowing lust we feel for each other.

And for me, that’s enough.

In this moment, Matt is the only thing that matters.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 4
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Matteo Fawcett

Eight Years Ago

EVEN WITH THE SMILE spreading across my face the second her jeans button comes undone, there’s a darkness waiting in the back of my mind. Anger. The purest, rawest kind of anger.

The kind that almost dissolves in the rush of lust, but stays coiled, lurking like a shadow, waiting for the right moment to strike.

And it’s wanted to strike ever since I first saw the scars on Alex’s stomach.

While I was kissing her, running my fingers over her body, I felt the ridge of one of those marks, but it wasn’t until my eyes landed on the damaged skin that I understood what they were.

Burns.

In that moment, I had no doubt I could kill Adam. But when I heard her mother had caused them... I didn’t know what to think. I didn’t know what to say.

Lucky for me, Alex didn’t seem to want to hear anything, so when she asked me to fuck her, I didn’t think twice before making my move. Especially when I realized how much I genuinely thought the little marks on her belly made her no less fucking hot.

I kissed every single scar I saw, hoping she’d try to tell me to stop, because that was the only thing that would have made me. A failed attempt.

Those marks shouldn’t have been on her skin, but since they were, they were going to get kissed. And as long as I was touching her, she wasn’t going to stop me from kissing every part of her body. Just like I intend to do with her pussy, because despite the anger, it’s impossible to ignore how fucking hard I am watching this girl with her bare torso, her breath quickening, her eyes loaded with expectation as I tug her jeans down her legs, stunned by how perfect they’re going to look wrapped around my shoulders.

I don’t know if it’s the constant intensity in her dark eyes or if I just like watching lust take over her face, but I keep studying her reactions when I slide my hand between her legs and rub her pussy over the fabric of her panties, clearly soaked through.

Alex bites her lower lip and drops her head back against the couch, spreading her knees to give me more access.

She’s disturbing.

Her hair falling messily over her shoulders, her eyelids heavy with desire, her lips parted, and her eyes...

I don’t know why, but Alexandra’s eyes remind me of the bottom of the ocean. Not because of the color, but because of everything else.

They’re deep, unknown, dark. And fascinating.

There’s something about them... an experience that contradicts the naivety that’s also obvious. And that contradiction is what makes them so incredible.

And the only thing that can compete for my attention, which is locked on her eyes, is the soaked pussy I’m stroking with my fingers, the wetness seeping through the thin fabric while she moans, aroused.

I think about teasing her. About torturing her until she begs me to eat her out, especially because it’s obvious she wants to be in control of what’s happening here. Plus, her voice begging for my mouth must be delicious.

It would be fun to show her that while I’m fucking her, I’m the one in charge.

But even I don’t believe that.

Right now, I’m the one who’s almost begging. Because I’m about to go crazy with the need to taste her.

I give up on the idea that would torture both of us and hook my fingers into the sides of her panties.

“Lift your hips, Alexandra.”

Alex swallows hard, but she obeys, bracing her heels on the edge of the couch so I can slide the white fabric down her legs.

The moment my gaze drops to her pink pussy and I see the gleam of her wetness, I almost forget I don’t have any faith, and I thank god I gave up on the idea of torturing her.

Without even thinking about waiting, I grab her thighs and pull her to the edge of the couch, burying my face between her legs.

Even the loud moan that escapes Alex becomes background noise when her taste floods my tongue, her fingers sinking into my hair the same way mine dig into her thighs, holding her in place while I devour her.

Definitely, her pussy is just as delicious as her mouth.

I circle my tongue around her clit, sucking it while I thrust two fingers inside her.

“Matt...”

I wouldn’t be surprised if I came just from hearing her voice say my name like that while Alex grinds against my mouth, the wet sounds nearly inaudible beneath her increasingly uncontrollable moans.

Her walls tighten around my fingers, her grip on my hair intensifies, and my balls feel heavy the second my eyes meet hers. Tears of lust make her dark irises shine even more, and as she bites her lower lip hard in a failed attempt to stifle a moan, the orgasm hits her.

Her thighs tremble, and her pussy pulses.

And it’s even better than if I were coming myself.

I draw out her orgasm, sucking her clit until she pulls my head away, breaking contact with the sensitive area.

“Easy,” she pants, and I smile smugly, knowing she’s just as affected as I am.

I pull her legs down, taking her heels off the couch, and lean forward, bringing my mouth close to hers.

In a way that’s almost shy, as if she’s never tasted herself before, she touches her lips to mine uncertainly.

“Open your mouth, Alex.” I sink my fingers into her hair. “You’re going to taste how fucking good you are.”

She keeps her eyes open and fixed on mine as she obeys, running her tongue over my lower lip, then sucking it.
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