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​Chapter 1
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"Cherry said you wanted to see me?" Still heated from her last performance, Paris stepped into the office belonging to Reginald Sauer, the owner and manager of the pole-dancing bar where she had been working for the last ten weeks.

Over her skimpy hot pants and halter bustier, she wore a tight-fitting orange sequined dress that ended right at her bottom, revealing the charms that lay beneath the thin fabric.

Reggie always let his girls show their sexy parts, even though the official motto in his club was: Look, but don't touch. For special customers, however, he made an exception—so long as the girl was interested in earning a few extra dollars. If that wasn't the case, Reginald Sauer would, of course, make sure that the object of desire changed her mind because, in the end, the customer was king.

Paris suspected that this was the reason for her invitation to the man's sacred office today.

For two weeks already, Reggie had been trying to convince her of one of his so-called friends and his merits. Last week, because of that, she had been in his office for the first time, which lay behind the public part of the club at the end of a long dark corridor. 

"Close the door, Paris," the man requested, looking up from his desk.

Obediently, Paris pulled the heavy door closed behind her. The music fell silent, as did all the other sounds that had drifted in from the bar. Like last time, Paris guessed that it must be a soundproof door. 

"Sit down for a moment," Reginald prompted his newest dancer, indicating a small seating area with two red sofas facing each other. With wary eyes, he watched her every move before following.

Secretly, Reggie hoped that his right-hand man, Carl, was wrong, although he already knew in his heart that Carl Heller was never wrong about these things. The man knew his business too well for that. In recent months, Reggie had given him more and more responsibility and left him in charge of some first-class contacts, and so far, Carl had not disappointed him.

It was, therefore, unlikely that he would be wrong about Paris. Nevertheless, Sauer hoped that the woman had an explanation, both simple and plausible, to the question he had to ask her.

After all, his sales had increased by forty-five percent in the last twenty days, and Reginald Sauer was enough of a businessman to know what, or rather who, was responsible—Paris Martiní.

Paris was, without a doubt, the new star of his bar. She had a body that drove men's fantasies to dizzying heights, even without her stimulating dancing. But there was no denying that her sexy performances on the pole were the highlight of every hour.

He wouldn't like it if Carl was right because then he would have to punish Paris, and apart from losing his current main attraction, he hated punishing women.

In principle, Reginald preferred to leave the job of bone-breaking to his men, but if Paris had really deceived him as Carl thought, then he had no choice but to do it himself. In that case, he could not delegate the punishment. It would be a matter for the boss. 

Perhaps it is indeed time to make an example once again, Sauer reflected. Who knew what was going on in the pretty minds of his girls? In the end, either way, it couldn't hurt to remind them where their loyalties lay. Because no one would get away with cheating on Reginald Sauer. Absolutely no one. Not even if you looked and danced like Paris.

"If this is about your client—" Paris started as she sat across from the man.

"It's not," the club owner interrupted her. The man's voice sounded harsh and his blue eyes had lost all friendliness. Ice cold, they glared at Paris from a face with hard features. 

Suddenly, her heart beat faster. 

He knows, Paris thought and her hands began to sweat. 

Her eyes wanted to look for a way to escape, but she forced herself to keep her gaze calmly fixed on Sauer. In case she was wrong and had drawn the wrong conclusions, she didn't want to alert him to her inner panic.

Besides, she knew the room as she had been in there before and had absorbed all the details the first time. So, there was nothing new to discover. Any movement, no matter how small, would only have given her away. It was much more important to find out what Reginald Sauer was after and what, or rather how much, he knew exactly.

Paris tried to ignore her fear, but her heart suddenly felt tight in her chest and calm breathing was difficult. She tried to concentrate on Sauer, but she still went through possible escape options in her mind.

There were not many. Between her and the man, there was only a low, glass coffee table. The door was to the right of both of them, and if she tried to escape, Sauer would immediately get in her way. The window was behind the man, so that too was eliminated as a quick exit.

The only reassuring thing was that Paris was wearing her knee-high boots with her knife stuck in the shaft. It was just enough for defense, but at least it didn't leave her completely helpless. 

"Then what is this about?” Paris inquired in an innocently puzzled tone, inwardly breathing a sigh of relief. At least her voice was under control.

"Carl says he saw you coming out of my office an hour ago." With raised eyebrows, Reggie waited for her reaction.

Thoughts were racing through Paris’ mind. Carl had noticed me. What a bloody mess! Why hadn't he called her on it directly? At least then she would have been forewarned. That son of a bitch really did have his eyes everywhere. 

It had taken her ten fucking weeks to even find an opportunity to get into Reginald's private hallway, and thus his office, unnoticed. How could the guy have caught sight of her? It had to have happened on the way out. 

When she had returned to the club room, Carl was sitting at the bar. He didn't look over at her. She had been paying attention to that. But how... 

Damn it! She hadn't thought about the mirror behind the bar. Carl had been watching the door through the mirror. 

How could she have made such a mistake? But Paris knew why. Her boss had put so much pressure on her over the last few days that she had become careless.

"Paris?" Reginald's demanding voice reminded her that he wanted an answer. "What were you doing in my office?"

"I lost a stone from my ring," Paris gave the first excuse she could think of. "The ring is an heirloom from my grandma and it's real. I've been looking everywhere and yesterday I remembered I was sitting here in front of your desk a few days ago. I thought maybe it was somewhere on the carpet..." She faltered with a sad expression. 

"Why didn't you call me or Carl on it? We could have helped you look."

"I didn't want to bother you guys. Besides, you weren't here earlier."

"But Carl was here. It's not proper to just sneak into people's offices."

"I didn't sneak in," Paris indignantly said. "I was desperate because I can't afford a new stone, and when I thought of your office as a last resort yesterday, I was relieved with hope that I might be able to find it. I wasn't thinking, Reggie. That's all. Carl wasn't at the door at that moment, or I would have asked him. Honestly, I didn't even notice that he wasn't standing in front of it. I just had the rock on my mind. I'm sorry."

Hunched, Paris looked at the man and held his scrutinizing gaze.

"Did you find the stone?"

"No, I'm afraid I haven't. But I promise you I will never enter your office again without your permission. It definitely won't happen again. I promise!"

"No, it won't!" Reggie agreed before continuing to speak menacingly slowly. "You know, there is one little problem, Paris..."

She swallowed.

"I don't believe you!" Before he had finished the sentence, the man suddenly pulled a pistol out of his back waistband.

Startled, Paris jumped up. Where had Sauer got the gun from all of a sudden? She had never seen him carrying one before. Carl and his thugs, who collected debts for Sauer, always carried their guns on their bodies, but the club owner himself had always played the clean gentleman until now. 

Crap! Crap! Crap! That changed the situation abruptly. She was sure that she would have had a fair chance in a physical fight against Sauer. 

The man wasn’t particularly tall. Five-foot-five, maybe. According to his stature, he was also rather a lightweight, and Paris knew how to fight. Besides, she still had her knife. 

A firearm, on the other hand, shifted the balance of power. Feverishly, she looked for a way out.

"Why not?" she wailed, squeezing a few feminine tears into her eyes. "Reggie, please. I haven't done anything but look for a rock. I need the job at your bar. If you want, I'll go out with your friends too. I'm sure they're nice, and like you said, I could really use the money."

Sauer waited until she had finished talking, then took a step toward her. "Who's Bobbie Andrews?"

Right then and there, Paris' heartbeat stumbled. Where had Sauer gotten that name? It couldn't be... No! No! No!

"I have no idea," she lied. "I don't know any Bobbie Andrews."

"Don't lie to me!" Sauer slapped her hard across the face. 

Paris tried to block the blow, but she hadn't seen it coming. She didn't even know that he could deliver such a blow with his left hand. 

She stumbled backward a few steps until her hands found purchase on the large desk.

"I'm going to ask you one more time, Paris. How do you know Bobbie Andrews?" the bar owner demanded.

Feverishly, Paris thought about an answer. She needed a plan. "I don't know anyone by that name. Do you have a picture? If he's a customer, I may have seen him before."

"Wrong answer!" retorted Reginald Sauer, firing his gun without any warning.

"Aah!" cried Paris in pain, grabbing her left side and falling to her knees. 

Horrified, she stared first at her hands, which were rapidly staining with her blood. Then she looked up at the man. The callous coldness in his eyes made her cringe, for all at once, Paris knew that Sauer had no intention of letting her leave his office alive. 

"It's just a flesh wound. Next time, I'll aim for the shoulder. The one after next will collide with your hip, and then my patience will finally come to an end," Sauer promised frostily. "Don't hope anyone will rush to your aid, Paris. No one can hear what's going on in here. It's a soundproof room and Carl won't ask any questions when he disposes of your remains later. But he won't do that until the other girls get a look at your riddled body. Are any of them working with Bobbie Andrews as well, or are you the only one?"

"I only work for you!"

"Don't lie to me again. I know you've been spying on me. I want to know what you know and who you told about it. What did you find out about my business?"

"Nothing," Paris whispered. She felt the color drain from her face. All the blood rushed down and she felt sick with pain. 

"You really leave me no choice." Once again, Sauer raised his gun and pointed it at her.

Looking into the muzzle, Paris' fighting spirit awoke.

She would not let this man shoot her defenseless. She would not give up. Not yet! 

"Last chance, Paris, before the next bullet hits you. I know you're working with Bobbie. So what did you tell him about my business?"

"N-nothing!" she pressed out, clenching her jawbones tightly. Then she rolled to her side. As she did so, she pulled her knife from her boot and threw it at Reginald Sauer in a purposeful arm motion.

The man's eyes widened in astonishment, for he had not expected Paris to be carrying a weapon, nor had he expected her to know how to use a knife. Therefore, his concentration had been solely on his next target—Paris' shoulder. He had wanted to hit just below the joint and not a vital organ as he wasn’t ready to kill her yet. In his mind, Carl could take care of that later. First, he needed some answers. 

"Aah!" he screamed as the knife dug deep into his shoulder. The scream, however, was drowned out by the loud gunshot that went off as he dropped the weapon by reflex. 

"You bitch!" he groaned, breathing heavily.

Paris, however, didn't waste a second. Ignoring her own pain, she reached out for the pistol and grasped it securely with one hand. Then she stood up. Immediately, her eyes went black and panic returned.

No! She couldn't faint. Not now! This was her chance to escape. Probably her only chance. She could not blow it.

With iron discipline, Paris forced herself to take a calm breath before opening her eyes again. And she did so not a second too late.

In the meantime, Sauer had pulled the knife from his wound with a loud groan, and with eyes glittering with anger, he raised his arm to throw it purposefully at the woman he had hired as a dancer just weeks ago. 

For a split second, Paris stood motionless in the middle of the room. There was no shelter in her immediate vicinity behind which she could take cover, and the nearest armchair was at least three steps away. Intuitively, she knew she wouldn't be fast enough to dodge the knife. But then she remembered that she didn't have to. She was in possession of the gun, after all.

For safety's sake, she glanced again at her hand, which was already rising automatically. As she had learned, she blanked out everything else and concentrated solely on her target. She ignored the burning in her side, the nausea in her stomach, and she ignored the feeling of lightness in her head. Without hesitating again, Paris pointed the gun at Sauer and fired. 

The knife fell to the floor, but the thick carpet swallowed the sound. Sauer's fall was also accompanied only by a soft, muffled sound. 

Breathing heavily, Paris looked down at the man writhing in pain on the floor. What should I do now? 

Her bullet had entered below the man's last right rib. It was a severe wound, but Sauer wasn't dead yet, and she didn't know how many weapons he still had hidden on his body. After all, she hadn't known about the pistol either. Should she search him?

No, she was too weakened by her own injury. 

Depending on how much strength Sauer still had, he could pull her to the ground, and Paris knew that she didn't have much left to oppose him. No, her only chance of survival was to flee.

Uncertainly, she looked toward the door. This was no escape because Carl was waiting on the other side. Paris had no doubt about that.

Fortunately, the soundproofing had worked to her advantage this time. The man was not able to hear Sauer's scream. Probably not the shot either. But even if he had, it didn't matter. Quite naturally, Heller would assume that his boss had fired it, and it was precisely this ignorance of the true events that had unfolded in the office that she had to take advantage of.

Paris tucked the gun into her hot pants, which just about covered her shirt dress. Then she opened the window and climbed out.

The window had a maximum height of two meters to the ground. Still, her injured body could not keep its balance for a safe landing on her feet.

Paris clenched her molars as her knees hit the floor and the concussion went through her like an earthquake.

Nervously, she looked around. Although the window led into the courtyard of the club, the street was only a few meters away. She couldn't draw attention to herself 

There were three cars in the courtyard—Sauer's red Porsche, Heller's Dodge Challenger, and a silver Hyundai. Paris opted for the most inconspicuous car.

She wished she had put her knife back in her pocket so she could have slashed the tires of the other two vehicles to prevent anyone from following her. But in the heat of the moment, she hadn't thought of that. 

Why is my brain not working as it should? 

In a stooped position, Paris ran to the silver Hyundai. Once she reached the driver's door, she had to remain motionless for a few seconds. Straining, she held herself upright by the roof of the car. Since when have I ever been so out of breath from a jump and a ten-meter run? 

Paris felt the pulse in her throat and the sounds of the road reached her ears. Brakes screeched, cars honked, and a bus opened its doors. Everything could be heard clearly, and yet it sounded as if the noise came from far away.

Sweat stood on Paris’ forehead. She had the feeling that her whole body was on fire. Terrified, she looked down at her side. Her dress was soaked with blood now, and a thin but persistent stream of blood continued to pour from the wound. Red streaks ran down her bare leg and seeped into the earth.

Paris suddenly understood that she was losing too much blood too fast and she knew she needed help. Quick help. Medical help. But she would not find it here. First, she had to get out of this place. It was only a matter of time before Carl noticed something was wrong and opened the door to his boss's office. As soon as that happened, all hell would break loose. 

If I stay here in the courtyard, then I might as well have let Sauer shoot me, Paris told herself silently.

Annoyed with herself and her flagging energy, she wiped her forehead with her arm. Horrified, she stared for a moment at the liquid blood dripping from her fingers as she did so. She really had no time to lose.

From her wristwatch, Paris pulled out a small needle and focused on the task at hand. In less than five seconds, she had the driver's door open. Short-circuiting the car was far more difficult, however, because it required her to bend low. 

The pain again took her breath away, but with an iron will, she managed to ignore it and bring the right wires into contact with each other. Relieved, she straightened up as the engine began to hum.

In an automatic arm movement, Paris reached for the seat belt, but glaring pain made her give up on buckling it. 

By chance, her eyes fell on the passenger's footwell. Is that a scarf? Paris blinked a few times to bring the wavering image before her eyes into focus. 

Sure enough, it was a scarf. One of the girls must have left it there at some point. Whimpering, she bent over until her fingertips could grasp a corner of the fabric. Then she pulled it up. 

A blue silk scarf, she noted in frustration as she felt the fabric, for the material would not absorb much liquid. However, it was better than nothing. If she cinched it tight enough around her waist, she might be able to stem the bleeding.

A glance in the mirror showed Paris that she was as pale as a sheet, but at least there were no traces of blood on her face. Her cheek was reddened from Sauer's blow, and for sure it would turn blue in the next few days, but at the moment, she had no outward signs that would frighten other road users when they looked through the car window.

Unobtrusively, she blended into the traffic. Then she set the car's air conditioning to the coldest setting. It was just way too hot.

Paris took deep breaths. Fortunately, the cold air helped to displace the wave of nausea. At least it allowed her to think a little more clearly again.

She was on her way. She was driving. Thoughts started swirling through Paris’ mind. How did Sauer know about Bobbie? That was only possible if someone had betrayed her. Did they have a mole?

The longer Paris reflected on Reginald's words, the more certain she was that there could be no other possibility. They had to have a traitor. But who? 

Before Paris could think about it, an inner voice interrupted her. 

That's not important right now, she reminded herself. Concentrate on what is important. The only thing that matters is where you can get help quickly. 

The problem with that, though, was that as long as Paris didn't know who had put her in this position, she couldn't call Bobbie. She couldn't call anyone.

Again, her heartbeat sped up. Damn it! What am I going to do? She had no plan for such a scenario. 

She couldn’t go to a hospital. Carl would know with one look that at least one shot had hit her and he would be watching the hospitals.

She couldn't go to a clinic or to a doctor because gunshot wounds had to be reported, and Carl would certainly be listening to the police radio to hear if dispatch sent a patrol to a doctor's office. 

Breathing heavily, Paris decided to pull into the secluded parking lot of an old industrial park. No one would stray here. For now, she was safe. However, she would also be dead very soon if she didn't come up with a solution to her problem. Concentrating, she went through her options in her mind.

Hospitals and doctors were out. So was her home. She couldn’t contact her family or friends as that's where the mole would look for her first and she would never ever put them in danger.

So far, the mole seemed content to sell information, but he might now want to finish what Sauer had failed to do. After all, she was the only one who knew they had a leak. 

No one but herself drew even a hint of suspicion, and the traitor had to make sure it stayed that way. 

Ashton! A sudden flash of inspiration ran through her. Ashton Foxtrot. 

But he was a salesman for alarm systems. How could he help her? When Paris couldn't find an answer to that question, she kept thinking, but she couldn't think of anyone else. 

Ashton was the only person in her life with whom she had no known connection. No one knew about him because he had come into her life unexpectedly only six weeks ago.

That afternoon, a month and a half ago, she had seen him for the first time at the 'House of Dolls', and from that moment when their eyes first met, there had been a spark between them.

At the time, her instincts told her that Ashton had been watching Reginald Sauer from his seat and, immediately, she had been alert. But in his subsequent visits, that feeling was not confirmed. 

Rather, the man had conveyed to her that he came all alone for her, and with Ashton's eyes on her body, dancing in front of an audience suddenly gave Paris pleasure. In one fell swoop, all the other guests were nonexistent, and Paris performed in her mind exclusively for this one man.

In addition to pole dancing, some of the guests also ordered a private table or lap dance. At Reggie's club, however, the girls did not lap dance, but danced exclusively in front of the guest. At least in the main room. In the séparées, it was a different story. Here, direct physical contact was part of it. However, Paris had always rejected this. The private dance in front of a guest was bad enough for her.

However, whenever Paris had to move in front of such a visitor in recent weeks, she imagined Ash was sitting there. In her imagination, she recalled her last appearance before him, and in her mind's eye, his hot, familiar gaze appeared.

She loved it when his already intense green eyes turned even greener and his desire for her was reflected in them. Unabashedly, he let her know at every moment how much he liked her. 

For ten weeks, Paris had performed in front of an audience. In the process, she earned a lot of appreciation. There was no doubt that men liked her body. However, she always found these reactions repulsive, and it took her a fair amount of effort not to let her disgust show. Ashton Foxtrot had been the one exception. 

With each of his visits, the sexual attraction between them increased, and each time it had been harder for them not to touch each other. 

Paris secretly knew that she would have been ready to give Ashton a real lap dance at any time. However, that would have meant that she would then have to offer it on principle because Reggie did not accept one-time exceptions. With him, it was all or nothing, and Paris had chosen nothing.

Unlike other clients who had constantly asked her for a private date, Ashton always abided by the rules of the club. Never had he touched her, no matter how much effort it took him. Nor had he ever asked for her phone number. Rather, it was Paris who had slipped it to him unobtrusively one day. The next evening, Ashton had picked her up at the club at half-past eleven. 

She had expected them to go out for a casual drink and end up in a soft bed sooner or later. She wasn't usually one for that, but this man exuded a sex appeal she'd be only too happy to indulge by now. 

To Paris' surprise, however, Ashton took her to a small, well-hidden Italian restaurant with a quiet, intimate ambiance. Paris was surprised by how easy it was to talk with Ashton. Not once had their conversation stalled.

He asked her about her job, about her family, and where she was from. He just wanted to know everything about her, and Paris felt guilty that she had told him mostly lies.

If she was honest, Paris had never expected that there would be so much substance behind that attractive face and athletic body because, as much as she loved pole dancing as a sport for herself, she didn't like the patrons of public bars and clubs that offered it as a show. The milieu was shady and the level of the customers was usually correspondingly low.

Basically, Paris had sought private contact with this man only to find out why he had been in the bar the first time, or at least that's what she had told herself. Ashton Foxtrot had magically attracted her from the first moment. But before she could give in to her feelings, she needed to make absolutely sure that he was not doing crooked business with Reginald Sauer. 

This impression had not been confirmed, but Paris was not stupid. She knew how easy it would be for a guest to send messages to Sauer through one of the girls without attracting attention.

A date, a time, or a sum could easily be written on a dollar bill without anyone noticing the sequence of numbers. Accordingly, Paris had to take a closer look at the man, and a private appointment was the best camouflage.

Unobtrusively, she had thus been able to inquire about Ashton's professional and private life, and her research, which she had conducted on the Internet later that night, confirmed everything he had said. The man indeed seemed to be nothing more than a salesman and planner for security systems.

He explained to her that, as part of his job, he also had to travel frequently to customers who lived all over America. Since the discussions and planning of new installations were often lengthy, he was then usually on the road for several days and could never say in advance exactly when he would be back.

Surprisingly, Paris had missed him on those days and was thievishly pleased when Ashton had abruptly reappeared at the club one evening. Usually, he would wait until she had finished work and together they would go out for dinner or to the movies. 

She had loved it when he reached for her hand and ran his thumb over her skin. Yesterday, he said goodbye to her for the first time with a kiss on the cheek. It had been breathtaking. She would have loved to turn her head a few inches to feel his lips on her mouth.

For weeks, her body had been eagerly awaiting his touch, but the man was a gentleman through and through. He was courteous, charming, sexy like a supermodel, and he knew how to woo a woman. Slowly, though, Paris didn't want to be wooed anymore. She wanted more. Her whole body was burning with sexual desire.

What nonsense! Her body was burning because it had a hole in it.

A bullet wound! Paris remembered, breathing quickly. She finally had to stop dreaming and make a decision. Without help, she would bleed to death. 

Should I call Ashton? Will he be able to help? Paris had no idea, but she knew she wanted to hear his voice. For some reason, she had boundless faith in this man, and just the memory of his moss-green eyes, their expression and warmth reflecting his affection for her, was enough to bring a smile to her lips and dispel her fear.

Suddenly, a doctor no longer seemed the most urgent thing. Much more important to her was seeing Ashton. If he could get her medical help on top of that, life was perfect again. If not, at least she wouldn't die alone. Ashton would hold her hand.

Stop fantasizing and pull yourself together! Paris' inner voice spoke to her again. Call Ashton, but order an ambulance for Sauer first. That's your duty because you have no idea whether Heller has found him yet, and you can't just leave the man to his own devices. You're not a murderer and you're not in any immediate danger at the moment.

Sighing, Paris agreed with herself, and without further ado, reached for the small, flat cell phone she carried in her right boot for emergencies. Her shoes really were a treasure trove—better than any lady's purse.

The effort of moving made the numbers on the display blur before Paris' eyes, but she finally managed to dial the right combination of keys and make the emergency call.

Ashton's number was easier. Fortunately, she had always called him from this phone. Thus, she only had to press redial twice.

As her thumb pressed the appropriate button, a new fright suddenly ran through her, instantly sending her into panic again. What if Ashton is in a sales meeting with his cell phone turned off? 

Oh no, please don't, she pleaded internally. Please, Ashton, pick up the phone! Please.

"Yes?" his deep voice thankfully rang out questioningly after the second ring, which didn't surprise Paris because her phone didn't transmit the number.

"Ashton? It's Paris," she answered, making every effort to sound normal. Apparently, however, she hadn't succeeded very well because Ashton's tone immediately sounded concerned.

"Paris? Is everything alright?"

"I... need your help. Are you in town?"

"Yes. What happened?"

Relieved, Paris closed her eyes. 

She felt an infinite weariness wash over her.

"Paris? Are you still there?" she heard Ashton's worried voice at her ear and, astonished, she wrenched her eyes open again. 

"Uh, yeah, of course I'm still here," she assured him, attempting to pull herself together for the rest of the conversation. "Ashton, do you happen to have a friend who's a doctor?"

Silence fell on the line for a second. When Ash spoke next, an audible dose of alertness resonated in his voice. "What kind of doctor do you need?"

"Ashton, please! Do you or don't you?" she sounded irritated and breathless.

"Yes, I have. Why..."

"Is he a good friend?"

Again, Ash was silent for a moment. "Yes. Where are you, Paris?"

"Main corner of Rosalie. There's an old industrial building there. I'm parked behind it. Could you... pick me up here, maybe, and take me to him? Please."

"I'm on my way."

"Thanks!" she whispered wearily, ending the connection. 

Freed from the burden of having to make further decisions about her immediate future and certain that Ashton was on his way to her, Paris surrendered to the tantalizing darkness. The cell phone dropped into her lap, her eyes closed, and her body sank powerlessly into itself.
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​Chapter 2
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Ash had detected the relief in her voice when he promised to pick her up. Just the mention of her name had been enough for him to know that she was in pain. 

Severe pain, if he judged her breathing correctly. Asking for a doctor had then very quickly confirmed this assumption and an inner hunch told him that he had better hurry. Hastily, he grabbed his car keys and jumped into the car.

His concern for Paris made him push the gas pedal further than was appropriate for the speed allowed in the city, but he couldn't take that into consideration. He had to get to Paris.

With each passing minute, Ash grew more anxious. What was she doing in the parking lot of an abandoned building at a time when she should be at the club? And what was causing her severe pain?

As much as Paris' request for help as a man pleased him, Ash didn't understand why she didn't go directly to a doctor when she was sick.

Okay, she was relatively new in town, so in that respect, it wasn't surprising that she didn't have a family doctor. But the big hospitals all had emergency rooms.

Why hadn't she gone there directly if she was already in the car? 

A quick glance at his GPS told him that he was only ten blocks from Paris. Fortunately, at least there wasn't much traffic in the city at this hour. The thought of Paris suffering while he was stuck in traffic was unbearable.

Ever since Ash had first seen the picture-perfect woman a month and a half ago, he couldn't get her out of his mind. Neither by day nor by night. Even during his last two missions, he had been thinking about Paris Martiní, which, in principle, was not a good idea because the slightest distraction in his job could mean not only his own death, but also that of his comrades.

While turning left at the next intersection, Ash thought of the erotic dancer who had enchanted him. His body ached for her, although they hadn’t even kissed yet. Never before in his thirty-two years of life had he courted a woman in such a way. 

Whenever a female had pleased him in the past, he had led her at best to the next bed. More than once, it was just a hallway, a backyard, or the interior of a car. Not once had he taken a detour via a restaurant. Why would he? The appetite that he and his companion had felt in those moments would not have been satisfied by any meal in the world anyway. 

With Paris, however, things were different. Not completely different because Ash wanted to have this woman under him, over him, and in at least two hundred other positions he could imagine. But with Paris, he did not want a quick roll in the hay. He wanted her in his bed and he wanted it to be special.

All at once, Ash liked the idea of going slow because he was convinced that sex with Paris Martiní would be a unique experience. He enjoyed looking forward to it and enjoyed the anticipation.

He loved to fantasize about it.

He imagined how Paris would taste, how she would smell, or how her curves would move under his hands. He dreamed about how her sensual lips would adjust to his mouth and how her fabulous round breasts would respond to his kisses.

In his dreams, he might have an idea of this, but he knew none of it with certainty. However, he was enjoying this anticipation to the fullest. It was an ordeal he was putting himself through, but it was heavenly. 

Either way, Ash knew he could not resist much longer. He had already toyed with the idea of not only escorting Paris to her door tonight, as he had done on all the other nights when he brought her home, but this time, saying, 'Yes, gladly,' when she asked whether he wanted to come in with her. 

However, since Paris was sick, he would have to put off that answer for a little while longer. Again, his heart rate increased. It couldn't mean anything good if Paris was so ill that she couldn't drive on alone.

Impatiently, he passed a Toyota on the right and a Mercedes on the left. Why does everyone always have to creep across the streets when I’m in a hurry?

A block later, he finally turned onto the abandoned industrial site and parked his car behind Paris' car. As he did so, he immediately wondered what on earth had caused her to stop here.

Why wasn't she at home in a soft warm bed when she was sick? Since when did she drive a Hyundai anyway? Didn’t she say she didn't own a car?

Speaking of the Hyundai... hadn't he seen that silver car somewhere just the other day? 

Ash thought sharply, and it took him only a brief moment to remember where he knew the car from. The shady guys who set Michael Langton's apartment on fire six weeks ago had been driving it.

For a brief second, Ash thought back with disdain to the prosecutor he'd come in contact with during another assignment. How the hell did Paris get her hands on that car?

Habitually, Ash looked around in all directions, but there was nothing to be seen except a crumbling factory and office building. They were alone. 

With a fluid motion, he opened the driver's door and got out. Then he walked with long strides toward Paris’ car.

Suspiciously, he looked through the window. 

When he saw her deathly pale face leaning against the headrest, he flinched. Ash may not have had any particular idea what to expect, but what he saw definitely exceeded any fear. 

Carefully, he opened the door and Paris opened her eyes. But just the small movement seemed to be difficult for her. 

"Ashton," she murmured in relief. Then her eyelids fluttered shut again.

"Paris, what's wrong?" Ash inquired anxiously, his gaze sliding down her body.

"Paris!" he exclaimed, startled to see all the blood on her hands and body. Automatically, his hands wanted to reach for the scarf tied around her waist, but he stopped in mid-motion. Obviously, the blood was coming from an underlying wound and the fabric served as a tourniquet, even if it didn't help much.

"You need a doctor," he stated.

"I know," she whispered without opening her eyes.

"I'm taking you to a clinic."

Abruptly, her eyes snapped open, reflecting her panic. "No clinic. You promised to take me to your friend."

"I didn't know you were half bleeding out when I made that promise."

"Can your friend stitch up a wound?"

"Paris, judging by the amount of blood you've lost, that's no small scrape."

"Can he or can he not?" Each word seemed harder for her to say than the one before. Still, Ash thought about his answer for a moment.

"I think so," he finally replied.

"Good, please, Ash. No clinic. Trust me."

"What happened, Paris?" he asked again.

"And no police. Promise me you won't let him tell the police."

Attentively, Ash eyed the woman. The whole thing was becoming more and more suspicious to him. "Why would he inform the police?"

"It's a... gunshot wound. I'll explain... to you... later," Paris breathed before she lost consciousness.

Horrified and incredulous at the same time, Ash stared at the young woman while his fingers felt for a pulse on her carotid artery. 

Too fast, too weak, and too uneven, Ash immediately diagnosed. He had enough first aid knowledge to realize that this was anything but good. She needed a doctor, and fast. He had a decision to make.

Should I ask Cal to tend to the wound? There was no question that his friend could sew. Cal was a doctor and he knew about gunshot wounds as well, but could he involve his friend and teammate in something he didn't even know the first thing about himself? 

Trust me, Paris had said to him, but could he trust her? 

Ash knew that Reginald Sauer was a ruthless loan shark who knew no mercy if someone defaulted on his repayments. But, of course, it was entirely possible that Sauer had other businesses besides his money lending. 

He and the Black Panther team had stumbled upon the man in the course of an investigation while protecting the life of District Attorney, Caya Aurora Campbell. When it had become clear that Sauer had nothing to do with the attacks on Caya, they had done no further research on the man. 

The Black Panther team was not a detective agency, after all, but an elite task force that no ten people knew existed.

Ash never had a good feeling about Paris working for Reginald Sauer, but they didn't know each other well enough yet for him to broach the subject to her. 

I could have looked into the man a little more myself in the last few weeks, Ash slapped himself. 

But he knew whatever he found wouldn't explain why Paris was in a secluded parking lot with a gunshot wound at that moment. Unless she was involved in Sauer's shady dealings.

He couldn't imagine it, but he couldn't completely rule out the possibility either.

It doesn’t matter, Ash decided. After all, it was a matter of giving the accused the benefit of the doubt, and first of all, Paris needed medical help. The rest he could and would sort out later. 

Following a spontaneous inspiration, Ash wiped his fingerprints off the car door handle, then lifted Paris out of the driver's seat as gently as he could and placed her in the back seat of his car.

For safety's sake, he felt for her pulse again and checked her breathing. Her condition worried him. Due to the transport, the wound was bleeding heavily again, which was definitely not a good sign. 

Paris needed help urgently, but he couldn't possibly strap her in. However, when he went around the curves, there was a risk that she would slip off the seat and cause further injury. 

Spontaneously, Ash decided he would rather put Paris in the footwell. It might be more uncomfortable, but it was safer. 

Tenderly, he stroked her hair out of her face. "Hang in there, Paris. I'll get you some help."

Quickly, Ash spread a blanket over her, for he didn't need any more complications. It was better if no one could see that he was transporting a motionless woman behind the front seats of his car. 

In his mind, he started the engine and drove slowly across the parking lot because before he merged into the sparse traffic, he needed to figure out where to go. 

Paris' apartment he could rule out with absolute certainty. If Paris wanted to go home, she would have driven straight there. She had to have her reasons why this was not her chosen destination.

Should he bring Paris to his home? Even though no woman had yet crossed his sacred threshold, Ash realized he would have no problem with that. It would certainly be the most sensible thing to do. However, Cal would then have to go to Black Panther headquarters first to get the appropriate medicines and materials for her. That would take time... time that Paris did not have.

It would be more efficient if he met Cal at their office right away. Yet no stranger had ever entered their secret operations center. Apart from Dylon Price, their principal, no one even knew the address.

Except for Caya. But Caya was a senior prosecutor by then and had proven she could keep a secret. In Colombian captivity, she was tortured for days by South American guerrillas. Still, she had not revealed the information they wanted to her captors. 

Nowadays, Caya was part of their team. Of course, she had no active position. But as a friend and companion of Skye, their team leader, she was naturally part of it in an extended sense. Caya was still fighting the traumatic experiences from the jungle, but Ash was sure she would overcome them. Not least thanks to Skye's help. Who would have thought that his friend would one day fall head over heels for a woman? 

All of the team were ex-Seals, and every one of them was tough as nails. Toward Caya, however, Skye was anything but. To everyone's surprise, he didn't even have a problem letting everyone see how much Caya meant to him. His love spoke from every look and gesture when he talked about her or when she was with him. 

It was a quality Ash valued.

What would Skye do in his situation? Foremost in his mind, as in everyone else's, was the safety of the team. Would Ash jeopardize that by bringing Paris to headquarters?

It was a question he could not answer with a resounding no. On the other hand, there was certainly danger for Paris' life. Neither Skye nor any of the other team members would risk it. Especially not if Paris was the victim.

In confusing situations, the motto was to always take one step at a time. Make the most urgent decision first. After that, take care of the next one. With that, he made his way to their office building, dialing Cal's number as he went.

"Hi, Ash! What’s going on?" Cal greeted his friend on the very first ring.

"How soon can you get to headquarters?" he got straight to the point.

"Five minutes max," Cal replied curtly, recognizing from Ash's voice that something was wrong.

"Make it three," Ash demanded, ending the connection and hitting the gas.

Cal stopped in front of the red brick building just as Ash was lifting Paris out of the car. With raised eyebrows, he looked at the unconscious woman in his friend's arms. Automatically, his fingers grasped her wrist while his gaze took in the blood and the slowly darkening cheek.

"Take her inside," was Cal's only comment before he took lunging steps toward the steel door, wrapped his hand around the knob, and then turned it to the left. "Carry her into one of the upstairs bathrooms and put her on the floor."

"On the floor?" Ash asked.

"First of all, I need a hard surface. The soft mattress will have to wait until I've looked at the wound. Besides, I suspect this is going to be a bloody affair, too. The tiles are best for that. Here. Take this with you." Cal pressed a yoga mat into his friend's free fingers. "It's not sterile, but at least it's cleaner than anything else." 

With that, he disappeared into the adjacent equipment room, where the team stored their combat gear as well as medicines and drugs.

"How long has she been unconscious?" Cal inquired a short time later as he entered the bathroom with a box of paraphernalia.

"Eight minutes," Ash replied after glancing at his watch. 

Together, the two men set Paris down on the yoga mat, which Cal had unpacked and spread out in seconds.

"Disinfect the back of her hand," Cal ordered before putting on gloves and then skillfully sliding a braunule into the vein. "The first thing we need to do is compensate for some of her blood loss. If we're lucky, that will bring her around in the next few minutes. Then we'll give her a painkiller. Keep your fingers crossed that she doesn't have any internal bleeding. Otherwise, we're going to have a huge problem. Why didn't you take her to a hospital?"

"She was adamant about not going to a hospital. She made me promise that I would bring her to you and we wouldn't call the police either."

While Cal was hooking up the IV, he looked up briefly. Skepticism and suspicion spoke from his expression. "Get a hanger and hang the bag on the towel rack."

Immediately Ash went over to the guest room and returned a moment later with the desired hanger. He deftly slipped the hanger through the small hole in the bag of liquid and hung it on the towel hook further up the wall.

"Right, let's see what we're up against." Carefully, Cal loosened the scarf's knot.

"Crap!" he exclaimed as the blood began to flow again. "Give me some of those compresses." 

With force, Cal pressed the sterile pads onto the wound as Paris moaned and shifted under his hands. As she did so, her shirt dress pushed up as well.

Again, Cal raised an eyebrow when he saw the Smith & Wesson pistol stuck in her hot pants. 

Wordlessly, Ash took the gun and placed it on the toilet lid. Then he changed gloves. 

"She's lucky. The bullet's not in deep," Cal stated a short time later. "Doesn't look to me like she has any internal injuries either."

"Can you get the bullet out and stitch the wound?"

"Do I have a choice?"

Before Ash could answer, Paris opened her eyelids. Confused, her eyes gazed at Cal. Instinctively, she flinched and tried to sit up.

"Don't, Paris. Lie still," Ash immediately reassured her, grabbing her hand with his right while gently pushing her down by the shoulders with his left. 

Her slightly panicked gaze moved to him and indeed the fear disappeared from her eyes. 

"Your friend?" she asked softly.

"Yes, this is Cal. Cal, this is Paris," Ash introduced them both.

"Pleased to meet you, Paris," Cal greeted with a smile. Now was not the time to ask questions. Rather, he needed her trust, for calm was far better than excitement in her condition.

"L-likewise," she replied exhaustedly, her face contorting in pain. Her breathing also quickened again.

"Are you in pain?" Cal inquired sympathetically.

"My side is burning."

"I'll give you something for it in a minute."

"Is the bullet still in there?"

Thoughtfully, Cal nodded. 

"Where am I?"

"Safe," Ash gave an evasive reply.

"You didn't call the police, did you?" Panic crept into her voice again.

"No. I promised you I wouldn’t."

"Good," she groaned in relief and closed her eyes. A moment later, though, she cracked them wide open again. Sweat stood on her forehead. "I feel sick." 

"It's okay, Paris," Cal spoke soothingly to her, feeling her pulse.

"It's so hot."

"I know. Isn't it always hot in Houston?" he joked. At the same time, he changed the IV. 

Paris gagged, and fearfully, she sought Ashton's gaze.

"It'll get better in a minute, Paris," Ash promised, holding her hand. "You're safe here. Get some sleep. Close your eyes and rest."
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