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        Author Note and Trigger Warning

      

      

      

      This is book three in the Rescue Me series. As always this book will have sexual content included. This book deals with tough topics as do all of my books. This one deals with the struggles of an interracial relationship—I myself am in one—so these are based on my personal experiences. The FMC is black and Hispanic and the MMC is Japanese. (To my family: whatever you’re thinking, shut it down). This deals with PTSD, grooming—not from the MCs—which leads to an obsessive ex who turns violent, and cheating—not from the main characters.

      There is a degradation kink, but we like that a little bit over here so it’s okay. There are conflicts with the main characters with miscommunication and commitment issues that get resolved eventually. There will be talk of racism but it’s in a teaching moment. There is a slight panic attack due to being stuck in a small space, but it’s an easily distractible issue. There is no ‘other woman’ drama, per se, but there is a moment but it’s not long. I like drama so there’s plenty of it. There is also trauma and from the beginning we get a little more in depth about the guys and their capture, especially from the different points of view. My work is dramatized, but I won’t lie, I do add my life experience into my books when it comes to intense topics such as race and mental health.

      As always please take these warnings to heart and take care of your mental health at all times.

      Thank you!

      

      ~KY

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Never settle for a man who puts you second. Find a man who’ll call you his good little whore and get you cake pops when you’re stressed.

      

      

      

      
        
        P.S. To my family, turn back, it's about to get weird.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Five years ago

      

      Caden

      

      A fist comes down on me again making me grunt in pain. “Tell me what I want to know!” is shouted at me, though muffled I can hear the slight accent that laces the words. Leaning my head back against the wall, chains attaching me to the wall, I cough. He moves to walk away, clutching the keys in a fist, gritting his teeth. I had to get him to drop them. I had to piss him off enough to make him distracted. So, I did the only thing I knew how… I taunted him.

      “Fuck… you,” I gasp out. The man in front of me curses again slamming his steel-toed boot into my side, possibly cracking one of my ribs as he did so. I wouldn’t be surprised at this point. But he keeps kicking me, eventually dropping the keys, and makes me a gasping mess. The man leaves, cursing at me as he goes, but I couldn’t really hear him. I’m looking down at the dirt around me, and spot what I was looking for. Stretching out my leg, I slowly cover the metal key ring and pull it closer until it’s close enough for me to bend down and grab it with my teeth. Leaning down, I strain my neck and grab the keys nearly shouting in relief, but I calm myself.

      When I sit up I take a breath, slowly pushing myself up with my feet and angling my head back just enough for my hand to grab the key. The muscles in my neck, shoulders, and back straining and tightening to the point of pain. But I knew if I stopped now we were fucked. Pushing through, my left hand twitches and I grasp the key before gasping out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. Moving forward, I quickly unlocked the cuff on my right hand but stopped as I heard the door open. My heart quickens and the guard from before comes in and sees me holding the key. Our eyes meet briefly and he smirks tsking at me before slamming his boot down on my left hand forcing me to drop the key.

      The bone cracks under the pressure, snapping. I scream out, the pain is almost too much, but I can’t stop now. If I do we’d all die. With my right hand free, I grab the chain and hit him in the knee with it, buckling him to the ground. He cries out as I stand, slamming my own foot into his face as I saw him do to Drew, over and over again. He goes for the gun at the waist of his pants, but I wrap the chain around his neck, pulling as hard as I can as he struggles, slapping uselessly at the ground. I don’t stop until I hear an audible crack of his neck and he goes limp. Leaning back against the wall I take a breath.

      I really hoped to hell the others were alive or I was going to be pissed as fuck. I glance at my mangled hand and grimace. I lean over and grab the key and unlock the cuff letting it fall with a soft thud. Hissing out a breath I pull my hand to my chest. “You bastard. If I never get to jack off again, I swear to God, I’m bringing you back from the dead and killing you again,” I tell the corpse beside me.

      Now, I know jacking off should not be the main priority right now. It’s not, not really, but it’s been nearly eight months since I’ve seen my fiancée Xena, and I’ve missed her so much being here. Trapped in what is essentially a dirt grave. Shaking my head, I scoop up the gun and keys before making my way down the weird ass cave system. It’s been seven days. I haven’t seen the others in three of the seven. The last time I saw them, Sorrow was basically dead, and Drew’s face was cut to hell. Max was unconscious and I wasn’t even sure he was breathing when I was dragged away.

      What if they were dead? No, I couldn’t have those thoughts. We had this plan; I’d let them drag me away for interrogation then I’d find a way to get the keys. I did that. I did my part, they just needed to do theirs and stay alive. I heard coughing and I followed the sound where I saw Sorrow hunched over throwing up.

      “So?” I croaked out. The blond man turned at my voice and I nearly fell over in shock. His once clean-shaven face was sporting a small beard, his cheeks were hollow and dotted over with sweat and his face was red as if he were sick. I moved as fast as I could to get to him, wincing with each painful step I took.

      “Cade?” he coughed out.

      Nodding, I helped him into a sitting position ignoring the vomit next to us. “Where’re the others?” I ask.

      “Don’t know. They took them somewhere. Max screams. All he does is scream.” Sorrow rocks back and forth, his body shaking. “So loud. So damn loud.”

      Closing my eyes, I lean my head back, cursing the fact we are in this situation. It was supposed to be a cut and dry mission. Come in, save the missing Americans, then get out. Not a fucking set up.

      “What happened to your hand?” Sorrow asks after a moment, his voice devoid of any emotion.

      I look down at the bruised swollen appendage in question. “Jackass broke it. Killed him.” Sighing, I pull away, and say, “We need to get Max and Drew. Can you walk?” He nods and slowly climbs to his feet, holding his side that had shrapnel in it.

      “If I slow you down just leave me. Understood?” Sorrow says, getting into his commanding position.

      I roll my eyes. “Don’t be stupid. We are all leaving here.” Even if it’s in body bags, I don’t add, but we both know what I mean. Sorrow grabs a chain from the ground and wraps it around his hand, almost like makeshift brass knuckles. We move in sync down the tunnels and hear screams. We rush forward where Max is getting shocked with what looked like a cattle prod, burning the skin off of his body as another guard doused him with water. Sorrow and I move forward, Sorrow taking the one with the water and me going for the cattle prod. He turns on me, hitting me with the prod, but adrenaline moves through me, making the pain nothing more than a sting that I’ll probably feel later. I grab it, snatch it out of his hands and slam it down on his temple knocking him to the ground.

      “Where’s the other one?” I demand.

      The guard shakes his head. Over this bullshit, I pull the gun out and put a bullet between his eyes. Ending all talk. I turn to gaze at Sorrow and he’s hitting the bastard with his chain linked fist. “Sorrow, we need to find Drew.” Sorrow drops the man, breathing deeply. He gives me a clipped nod and I walk toward Max who is looking at me warily as if I would harm him.

      “You look like Caden. But he’s dead,” he whispers.

      Shaking my head, I unlock the chains catching him before he falls to the ground. “Not dead. Well, not yet at least. We need to get Drew. Do you remember where Drew was taken?”

      Max shakes his head, breathing deeply. “Hurts. Everything hurts.”

      “I know, but we need to get the fuck out of here. Can you walk?” Max shrugs and takes the hand Sorrow holds out to him.

      “Never again. I quit, I want to go home,” Max says, running a shaky, bloodied hand over his face. I couldn’t agree more. I never wanted to do another mission in my life. Not like this. Never again. But now wasn’t the time to reflect on what our lives would be like after this. There would be no ‘after this’ if we didn’t get moving. Taking the lead, I moved forward, holding the gun in my right hand cursing the fact that my left hand was my dominant hand. We move through the tunnels looking this way and that, we can’t find Drew and dread sets in. Was he dead? Were we too late?

      But then I heard it, grunting. I move forward and I see Drew getting hit over and over again in the stomach. His head is bent low, and I honestly can’t tell if he’s breathing or not. There’s at least five men in there, using different weapons on him and his entire body was bruised from head to toe. Lifting the gun, I go to shoot the one who’s pounding on Drew just as an explosion happens, sending us flying. I curse as one of the guards lands on top of me, his body taking the brunt of the explosion. Then everything turns to complete chaos. I hardly know what’s going on before I slip into complete oblivion.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of beeping is loud in my ears as I slowly wake up. “Don’t move too much,” a deep voice says to me.

      Blinking open my eyes I stare into the dark brown eyes of my teammate. His face is pale as he stares at me and pushes his glasses up his face. “Spence?” I croak out, my throat dry as hell.

      “Hey, Cade. How do you feel?”

      Scoffing, I wince. “Like I was run over. Over and over again.” I glance around the room and see I’m in the hospital. The walls are white and drab with nothing but the monitors and bed in here. “Where am I?”

      Spencer leans back, pushing a hand through his hair, staring at me with worry. “We’re in Washington. We were in a hospital in Afghanistan, but we moved you closer to home.”

      “The others? Where are the others?” I ask. I move to sit up, but Spencer stops me with a hand on my shoulder.

      “They’re fine. Ravi and Sam are with them now. Sorrow and Drew needed surgery, but they’ll live. Max had to have a few skin grafts from the burns and some stitches.” His jaw clenched as he told me this. I don’t blame him, what happened there was fucked up. I wouldn’t wish this on my worst enemy. I sink back in the bed and let the pain meds lull me to sleep.

      The next time I wake up I see her. Xena. My beautiful Xena. Her black hair is pulled up in a tight bun pinned at the nape of her neck. I always loved that hairstyle, especially when I took it down and wrapped my fist in it. She was always in control with her hair like that, but with it down it gave me the power. The power I often craved.

      “When we got the call I was so scared,” she says when she notices I’m awake.

      I shake my head. “No. I’m fine.”

      She scoffs, “If by fine you mean practically dead, I guess so.”

      “It’s okay, Xe. You know it takes more than a little beating to take me out.” I try teasing but her lips pull into a thin line. I gaze at her and notice her ring finger is bare. “Where’s your ring?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “I gave it to your mother. I’m sorry, Cade. I can’t do this anymore. You put your life in danger all the time. What about my life?”

      My mind is reeling at this. What is she even talking about? “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      Xena winces, she hates when people curse. She deems it as trashy. And I did my best to never swear in front of her. But what the actual fuck? “I’m sorry, Caden. I met someone else. I just couldn’t stand the idea of you never coming home again.”

      I stared at her for a moment before finding the right words. “So, you cheated on me?”

      “Caden,” she pleads.

      “Answer my goddamn question, Xena. Did you cheat on me?” I demand.

      She’s silent and when I see her brown eyes fill with tears I already know the truth. “I’m sorry.”

      A bitter laugh escapes before I can stop it. “No, you’re not.”

      “I am,” she whispers.

      “If you were sorry you wouldn’t have fucking done it!” I shout. “Who was it?”

      She shakes her head. “Caden, please, I’m sorry.”

      “Who was it?”

      Swallowing hard, she says, “Louis.”

      I sat up in the bed then, wincing as pain moved through my body. But I didn’t care. “My best friend since middle school, Louis?” Nodding, she stares up at me, pleading with her eyes. Usually I would melt at that, wanting to give her whatever she wanted, but not anymore. No, my heart was shuttering closed, turning to stone.

      “Get out.”

      “Caden, let's talk about this, please. You have to see it from my point of view!” she begs.

      “Your point of view? What view is that? A selfish bitch who cheats on her man then comes across the world after he’s been tortured and ends it? That fucking view? Fuck you, Xena. Fuck you. I hope you and Louis have a miserable fucking life together,” I snap, tears burning in my own eyes. I’ve spent my life with this woman. From middle school until now when we were nearly thirty and this is how she fucking thanks me? By sleeping with my best friend?

      “You don’t mean that, Cade,” she says, grabbing her throat defensively. God, I hate when she does that. As if she’s worried I’ll strangle her or some shit. No, I was done, done with the manipulative tactics, the betrayal. I was done with her.

      Nodding, I stand. “I do mean it. I mean every fucking word of it.” I pull the IV out of my arm, ignoring the blood seeping out, and stalk forward. She shrinks back, but I just move to the door pulling it open forcefully. “Now get the fuck out of my face before I call security,” I grit out, my vision blurring from the onslaught of pain. So much pain. I didn’t know what was worse, the pain from my battered and bruised body or the pain from my shredded heart. I saw Ravi come down the hall with concern on his face. He sees Xena and me standing, and his eyes widen.

      “Caden, you should be in bed,” he starts.

      I shake my head. “Get her away from me. Now, Ravi. Get her out of my face!” I’m yelling at this point. I’ve never raised my voice to Xena before, my parents taught me to always respect my partners, but I couldn’t help it.

      “I need to ask you to leave. He shouldn’t be in distress and you’re making it worse,” Ravi says, blocking Xena’s view of me.

      “I’m really sorry, Caden,” she says, walking out the door.

      Leaning my head out, I yell, “Fuck you, bitch!” Ravi turns to me, and I fall into him, sobbing. He tenses for a second and wraps his arm around me, holding me up so I don’t fall to the floor. It wasn’t the torture and captivity that changed me this day, it was the woman who so cruelly stomped on my heart. Leaving me alone in the darkest point of my life, never to love again. Or so I thought.
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      Present Day

      

      Rory

      

      Water was heavy against my thighs, rushing into the car as it slowly sank to the bottom of the river. I was trapped, drowning not only in river water but sorrow. Sorrow for not telling Caden how I really feel, and for the fact I will never see my friends again. Then I hear it, the maniacal laugh beside me, overpowering the sound of rushing water.

      I turn in the seat and see Anthony sitting in his seat laughing his ass off as if our current predicament was something to laugh about.

      “You’re insane,” I gasp out, horrified.

      “And you’re going to die.” He laughs again. “No one is going to save you. Not your silly little friends and not that idiot boyfriend. You had it all when you had me, but you threw it all away, and for what?”

      I couldn’t think about that right now, no, I had to think about surviving.

      The car was filling fast, so I did the only thing I could think about doing and unbuckled my seatbelt. The water was ice cold, but I had to ignore the sharp pain as I sank lower into the water. Without sparing Anthony a glance, I take a deep breath and move toward the window. The current was stronger than I thought, but I had only one chance to do this, or I was dead. But Anthony seemed to be anticipating my move because he grabbed my hair as I reached the window. His grip was brutal and yanked strands from my scalp as he pulled me back.

      “And just what the fuck do you think you’re doing? You think you can get away from me?”

      “Let me go!” I all but shout, but he doesn’t. Not that I expect him to. Struggling against him, I grip his wrist with one hand and twist my body the opposite way, twisting his wrist as I went. It wasn’t enough to break it, but it was enough to hurt him for a moment. Now was my chance! With shaky hands I pushed myself out, letting the strong current pull me out. I was free! The thought was short lived as clarity sank in, reminding me I had to swim to the surface. Pushing myself up towards the surface was harder than I thought. The fact that I had to reach with my hands and kick with my feet was difficult, but I did it. With my lungs protesting every inch of the way.

      Panic was setting in as I swam upward and I felt something tug on my foot. The closer I got to the surface the more I was pulled down. Instinctively I knew it was Anthony. He could hold his breath under water for like eleven minutes and he wasted no time bragging about it while we were together, but here I was at least four minutes in and the world around me was going hazy. I was running out of time. That’s when my resolve started to hit me, I couldn’t go out like this. Not being murdered by my ex-boyfriend. If Delaney could drive with a knife in her stomach, and Caden could survive a week of captivity, then I could survive this swim.

      It’s shocking to my system leaving me sinking until I force myself to swim up towards the light, but I’m not a strong swimmer. Never have been, and I know when I’m running out of air. I can feel my lungs burning with each burst of energy I use up trying to swim towards the surface. As I break the surface I take a gasping breath, before I’m pulled down into the water again. Water fills my mouth and nose as I’m pulled down by my ankle. I panic, fighting for my life as I kick at whatever has me. My arms are burning as I swim higher and higher until I’m back on the surface coughing, and trying to get the loose tree branch I see. I can hardly breathe as I pull myself out of the water and onto the branch. A part of me hopes Anthony didn’t make it, but as I glance into the dark water and see him break the surface I knew I didn’t have enough time.

      Groaning softly, I push myself up and take off into the woods.
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      One month ago

      

      Caden

      

      Flames burned through the walls as I rushed through the building. This old building was moving ominously as if it was built on a prayer and straw making the flames burn faster than I would’ve liked. But that didn’t stop me from powering through and adrenaline from coursing through me. I lived for this shit, the excitement and energy that runs through my veins as I do something that could potentially kill me but then coming out on top. I knew I was safe; I knew my crew had my back. I trusted them with my life, and they trusted me with theirs.

      “You with me, Cade?” Ravi asked, coming up beside me.

      Smirking, I nod. “I live for this shit, man.” Shaking his head he moves forward while I move in step behind him. I heard it first, the soft yowls of an animal. Almost a whine, but the crackle of the fire muffles it. Hell, I don’t even think Ravi hears it.

      “Did you hear that?” I ask. Ravi tilts his head to the side to listen then shakes his head. “It’s an animal. I think it’s trapped.” Veering off the mark I moved further into the house. Ravi curses behind me the radio static turning loud in my mask.

      “Sato, I'm going to kick your ass.”

      Chuckling, I move deeper into the building, following the forlorn cries until I find a skinny cat huddled in the corner of a vacant room which the flames were starting to surround. Cursing, I moved closer, taking the ax I held and moving some of the broken wood away, hoping like hell the floor held a little longer. Taking a steady breath, I shuffle closer so I’m close to the cat.

      “Hey, buddy,” I say hoping it can hear me. The little soot colored cat yowls louder making me wince. “Yeah, I can see how this isn’t an ideal day for you. But, I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t scream as I try to grab you, okay? Can we do that?”

      In response the little beast literally screeches. Okay, so small talk wasn’t for him. The floor cracked and I cursed, pouncing forward and grabbing the animal by the scruff and pulling it from behind the wooden beams. It hissed and clawed at my gloved hands, but I paid it no mind as I ducked under the beams that started crashing to the ground.

      “Caden, where the fuck are you?” Ravi snapped in my ear. Pulling the cat to my chest I hold it tight.

      “Coming in hot, boss man,” I say, running down the stairs. I usually would’ve been cautious, but I was running out of time. “Did you get the woman out?” I ask, breathing heavily.

      Ravi sighs. “Yes. She’s being transported as we speak. Hurry the fuck up. We are hosing as much as we can to no avail.” Just as he finishes his sentence I burst out of the building nearly falling on my ass. Panting for breath I held up the cat to show Ravi, who took a step back as if it would attack him.

      Then I remembered what happened a few months ago and had to stifle my laughter. He narrowed his eyes at me, then shook his head. “Get it some oxygen or something.”

      Saluting him sarcastically, I made my way to the truck where some of the others stood hosing down the building. “Is that a cat?” Logans, a gangly new hire, asked. I looked down at the bundle in my arms, noticing how it no longer struggled against me and sat silently, its small sides heaving for breath. Cursing, I moved past the kid and got to an EMT where I could put an oxygen mask on its face. Pushing my own hat off my head I shake out my sweat slicked hair and grab the closest tank and mask.

      Pressing the mask to the little face I counted silently to myself before pulling it away and pressing my fingers to the tiny fluttering pulse. “Hell,” I mutter. I couldn’t let the cat die now. Not after we struggled to get it out of the building. Moving the mask back to its face I counted again. I don’t know how long I stand there before the cat draws in a big, labored breath, letting me know it was slowly getting the hang of breathing. Relief swept through me. Why I cared so much about a stray cat, I didn’t know, but hearing those yowls reminded me too much of my own time trapped and feeling hopeless. Thinking I was about to die in one of the worst ways possible. I couldn’t let that happen to an innocent animal. I sit with the cat, rubbing its singed fur and murmuring words of encouragement to it as the rest of the crew contains the fire. It was mid-September and the weather was cooling off a little bit making it a habitual time for homeless people to find shelter in abandoned buildings hoping to stay warm in the winter months.

      The only issue is some of them start little fires in the old, abandoned buildings. So, mix old, abandoned buildings with a fire and you got the kindling for a recipe for disaster. Exhibit A: the old schoolhouse on the outskirts of Houston. A hand settles on my shoulder making me tense until I see Ravi.

      “We can call it a day. Get the cat to a vet or something. Nirvana wants to go help out at the bakery and, well, since you wanted to play hero, you can come with us. Since you’re doing good deeds and all.” Scoffing, I scooped the cat up in my arms and make my way to the truck.

      “Does she still feel guilty?” I ask, hefting myself up into the back. Ravi sighed, settling in beside me. His girlfriend, Nirvana went through a lot a few months ago. So many secrets came out after her sister's death, on top of Nirvana being bipolar and not taking care of herself. So, in the midst of that, Layla put off her grand opening and Nirvana has been working overtime to help Layla out at the bakery while also trying to open her own non-profit that helps kids who are part of the LGBTQ+ community to feel safer.

      Staring out the window he nods. “She blames herself for the push back dates.”

      I tsk under my breath, running my thumb over the cat's head. “That’s ridiculous. She had no control over what happened. Layla would rather be there for her friend than a bakery. Nirvana needed them.”

      I can still remember the sound of her screams. That raw anguish and pain was something I knew. I’ve seen it before. But then watching Ravi hold her after she had to be physically pried from her lifeless sister's body… Shaking my head, I sigh. That was something altogether different. “What time?” I ask.

      Glancing at the time on the truck he says, “Five thirty?” That gave me two hours. I could make it to the clinic, drop the cat off, and then get home to shower. Nodding in agreement I lean my head back, trying to erase the sounds of screams from my head and the smell of death from my nose.
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        * * *

      

      Finally leaving the station, I take my duffle bag and my little rescue and make my way to my car, a 1973 second generation Camaro, and deposit my bag before climbing into the driver's seat. The cat took it upon itself to claw its way up my torso and sit perched on my shoulder, rubbing against my neck. The fur on its back was charred and smelled strongly of smoke. Its breathing wasn’t as perfect as I’d like, but I didn’t hear wheezing so that should be a good sign. I picked up my phone and searched for the closest vet clinic to my house and plugged the directions into the GPS. After ten minutes I was parked outside the clinic.

      “All right let’s go see if you’re okay. I don’t even know what you are yet, but don’t worry I’m sure they’ll find out. I don’t know you like that and they are professionals so it won’t be as weird. Think of it as a yearly physical. Except you were almost charred to a crisp.” I had no idea why I was talking to a fucking cat, maybe I finally lost my mind. Too many sleepless nights and one too many fires going to my head making me slowly lose brain cells.

      Sighing, I climb out of the car and tug the animal off my shoulder and make my way inside. The receptionist looked up at me and smiled. She was younger than me by a couple years with bright green eyes and blonde hair. She looked me over head to toe and her eyes lit with interest. Making my way to the counter I paste on a smile.

      “Hi. Um, I found this little guy in a fire, and I need to make sure it won’t have serious issues. I gave it some oxygen because it wasn’t breathing very well. It’s a stray. This is the closest vet clinic I can find that takes walk-ins.”

      The receptionist, who’s nametag said, Nancy, nods and smiles. “Just sign in. Dr. Sanderson should be done in a minute. I can take him on back and give you a call whenever we’re finished.”

      Nodding, I quickly signed in and put my information on the sheet watching as the cat was taken from my view. For some unexplainable reason panic seized me at the thought of the little creature being out of my line of sight. Forcing a deep breath, I turn on my heel and head home to shower and change clothes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 3


          

        

      

    

    
      Rory

      

      Turning onto the busy road I sigh, flexing my hands then proceeding to shake them. All day they’ve been numb as if I put them in a freezer or sat on them for too long. Not to mention this constant headache I’ve had. On top of the fact that I was irritable as hell. But I promised Layla I’d come help at her bakery today and I planned to keep that promise. Even if I’d rather be home curled up in bed with an ice pack on my head and a heated blanket wrapped around me. Sighing wistfully I pull into a spot in front of the shop and park.

      I shiver as I open the car door, pulling my coat closer to my body. I hurried to the shop and pulled open the door where I heard Nirvana and Ravi bickering already.

      “It doesn’t go there,” she says, pointing at the corner of the room as Caden and Ravi move an old jukebox, attempting to follow Nirvana’s directions. Huffing in irritation she points again. “There, you’ve got to move it to my left, not your left.”

      Ravi drops his side, and Caden almost topples over while glaring at his friend. “Pixie, we’ve moved this damn thing six times.”

      Nirvana glared at him with blazing blue eyes, and I decided to cut in, “Vana, honey, what’s going on? It was fine where it was.”

      She shrugs. “They’re not doing it right. Layla’s shop has to be perfect.” Stopping next to her I study her drawn features. These last few months have been hard on her, and I know she feels guilty and blames herself for the shop not opening. Even though we’ve all told her it isn’t her fault.

      “How about if I do it? Would that help?” Nirvana looked up at me, her eyes narrowing. The men stood taller, their chests puffed out. As if they were offended by the mere suggestion.

      “We can do it just fine. We just need a break is all,” Ravi said, dropping a hand to Nirvana’s shoulder and rubbing gently.

      She shakes her head and says, “We have to help her get it up and running soon or she’ll lose this place before it even gets started.”

      Tsking, I step towards her. “She’s not going to lose this spot, Vana. She has iron clad contracts that won’t allow her to be kicked out. Everything is fine. Okay?”

      Inhaling deeply, she nods. “Okay.” Looking up at Ravi she grins and says, “It was still on my left not yours.” He shakes his head but his own little smile peeks through as he wraps an arm around her shoulders and moves her towards the display case, leaving me alone with Caden. Feeling awkward, I focus my gaze on the jukebox. It still feels a bit weird being around them. First there was Delaney falling for Sorrow, and now Nirvana with Ravi. Not that it bothered me. Both women deserved to be loved as fiercely as these men loved them. I was happy for them. But it was strange integrating from the little family we had to include them and the other men.

      Chancing a glance at Caden, I study him. He was taller than many men I knew, including the man I was seeing. His hair was thick and a dark brown almost black. His skin was golden and covered in black ink, from his neck down to his hands. As if he could feel me looking at him he looked up from his phone, his dark brown eyes settling on me. He smiles, showing straight white teeth and a small dimple on his cheek. I feel myself blush and nearly curse. I was not checking him out. Nope. He may be attractive, I mean I wasn’t daft enough to think otherwise. Plus, I was seeing someone. I was only looking so intently because I’ve never truly been alone with him before.

      Sliding his phone in his pocket, he crosses his arms over his muscular chest. Making the fabric of his black sweater stretch over the taut muscles. Swallowing hard, I took a step back.

      “Hey Ro Ro. I didn’t know you were coming today.” The way he said it with an easy smile had my heart turning and butterflies erupting in my stomach.

      Forcing my own smile, I reply, “Yeah, I made a promise.”

      He nods in understanding and leans against the jukebox. “I got roped in. I was told there would be food, but it seems as if I was lied to.”

      He pouts dramatically and it surprises a laugh out of me. “Food usually comes after the work is completed.” The numbness enters my hands again. With irritation I shake them out.

      Caden stares at me. “Are you okay?”

      I nod, fighting off a sudden wave of dizziness that suddenly plagued me. “Yeah. I just had a long day,” I mutter.

      He hums under his breath, never taking his eyes off me. I turn away, uncomfortable with how long he stared. My phone buzzed in my pocket making me breathe a sigh of relief for the distraction. Pulling my phone from my coat I saw a message from Anthony about a case he wanted me to prepare questions for and how he couldn’t meet me for dinner.

      A pang of longing went through me. These last few weeks he’d been more distant than usual only texting or calling for work… or a quick fuck in his office between classes. Not even a good fuck, at least not anymore. He was currently my professor for my pre law class, the last class I need to graduate from law school. I’ve done it all, I finished college at a four-year university getting a bachelors in political science and government. In high school I took a course that allowed me to get an associates degree as a paralegal at the local community college, which was where I met Anthony for the first time. He was the TA there working through his own law studies and now here I was. His student… again. And working under him as a paralegal assistant. I wasn’t even a normal paralegal. I was the assistant. The one who got coffee while doing most of the work.

      Sighing, I didn’t respond. It didn’t matter if I did or not. He knew I’d get it done even if that meant losing sleep. Which was most nights. Leaning against the jukebox I press my head against the cold glass, letting it soothe some of the ache that was continuing to build. That tension that felt like it was seconds from snapping.

      Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath. It didn’t work though, dizziness hit me swiftly and with a vengeance until I was sinking to the ground. Or I would have if strong arms hadn’t caught me. Then there was nothing. Just complete darkness.
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      I glance over at Rory from the side of my eye, watching as she puts her head against the glass of the jukebox. Her face was oddly pale considering her normally dark complexion. Her normally bronze brown skin was almost gray, her honey brown and moss green hazel eyes were glazed over with discomfort, and she shook her hands four times without even noticing.

      Her satin black curls were piled on top of her head out of her face. Then I see her eyes roll back in her head and she starts to fall forward. Cursing, I leap forward and catch her before she can hit the checkered floor.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, tapping her cheek lightly. “Rory, wake up.” I press my fingers to her pulse and find that it’s steady, a little fast but nothing too concerning. “Shit. Ravi!” I called. Not even wanting to know where those two wandered off to. The sound of footsteps drew my attention as Ravi came into view, his brows furrowed.

      He gazed at me then Rory on the floor and cursed. “What the hell happened?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. One minute she was leaning against the jukebox the next she was fainting,” I say.

      The shop door opened, and a long-suffering sigh sounded behind us. “What the hell happened?” Drew repeated as he came inside the bakery. His gruff voice was a welcome sound at that moment.

      “Fainted,” I said, lifting Rory into my arms and moving towards the back of the shop towards Layla’s office. There was a worn leather couch there that I gently laid her on.

      “How long has she been out?” Drew asks, coming in with a black bag.

      I mentally count in my head and reply, “No longer than two or three minutes.”

      He nods, setting the bag on the floor. He pulls out a little bottle, opens it, then wafted it under Rory’s nose. She comes to quickly, swatting at his hand. “What the hell?”

      Glancing around her she sees the three of us and her eyes widen. “I’ve seen this scene before and I wasn’t impressed,” she mutters. My mouth twitches in amusement as she glances around herself in confusion.

      “You fainted,” I say and offer my hand. She takes it and I pull her up to sit.

      Pressing the heel of her hand to her head, she winces. “Damn. That’s embarrassing.”

      Leaning back, Drew stares at her with impassive eyes. “How do you feel?”

      “Like bulls are running through my brain using my skull as a battering ram.”

      He nods and takes out a blood pressure cuff, lifts the sleeve of her coat up, and wraps it around her small bicep. The sound of the machine was loud in the tiny office as we waited for the machine to read her blood pressure. It read 140/90. My brows furrow as I watch her shake her hand and flex her fingers.

      “Are your fingers numb?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “Tingly.”

      Drew searches his bag again and pulls out a smaller black bag. “When's the last time you ate or drank anything, Rory?” he asks, setting up a glucose test strip.

      Rory shrugs. “I don’t know. This morning, I think.”

      Taking her hand in his, Drew uses an alcohol wipe on her index finger before pricking it with a needle. Hissing out a breath, she says, “Warn a girl first.”

      “It was a little poke,” he says and sighs, putting the strip to her finger letting it read her sugar levels. The machine beeps and Drew stares at it for a second then at Rory. “Your sugar is at 50.”

      Rory runs a shaky hand over her jean clad leg and asks, “Is that bad?”

      Drew stares back at her stunned. “Well, it’s not good. When’s the last time you went to the doctor?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know.” She takes her phone out of her pocket and scrolls through her notes app. “Um, four years ago,” she says and nods. “Yeah. Four years ago. I had my first pap smear.”

      We’re silent for a moment, and she looks at us with wide eyes. “What? I don’t have a lot of time.”

      Drew sighs. “You are supposed to get a pap smear when you turn twenty-one and then physicals every year. A pap is every three years. Are you sexually active at all? Are you caught up on vaccines?”

      Rory shrugs, turning a slight crimson. “I’m fine. And yes, but with one person. Just one.”

      She goes to stand but wobbles on her feet. Placing a hand on her shoulder I push her back down onto the couch. Not that it took much effort when she was so weak.

      Sighing, Drew looks at Ravi. “Can you go find an orange juice and a cookie or something?” Ravi nods and leaves the office.

      “I think I’m just tired really,” she says.

      Drew stands. “You’ll make an appointment with a primary doctor tomorrow.” It’s a demand nothing less.

      Rory’s eyes go to Drew. “I don’t have one.”

      Sighing in exasperation, Drew said, “Have none of you heard of going to the doctor? Is that just not a thing you do? Jesus Christ. You’re like grown toddlers.”

      Rory shrugs. “Not everyone can afford to go to the doctor. Or they just don’t take you seriously.”

      Drew sighs. “I have a doctor I can send you to. But you have to go. And you have to find your own gynecologist, there’s only so many I know.” My eyes widened at the offer. I’ve known Drew a long time and have never seen him so bent out of shape for people before. Irritated, yes. Pissed off, of course. But caring? Never. Not really.

      She swallows hard. “Okay. Thank you.”

      He grunts and drops the kit in her lap. “Check your sugars when you wake up and after you eat. Then before lunch and dinner then after. Then one last time before bed. You can find strips at any drug store, but it has to be the exact one.” Turning to me he sends me a pointed look and says, “You stay with her and make sure she checks her levels after thirty minutes.” Pinning her with one last stare he says, “I mean it, Rory.”
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