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“IT DOESN’T LOOK GOOD” is pretty much the last thing you want to hear from your lawyer. Well, maybe not the absolute last. “They found the body” or “It was all caught on camera” would be worse, but my lawyer had still sounded grim when he’d called yesterday. It was why the two of us had been sitting in a waiting room at the state attorney’s office for the past half hour.

You’d think I’d be the most nervous person in the room, but that honor went to the receptionist. Waves of anxiety rolled off her, and I had to block my telepathic senses to keep from sharing her cold sweat. She glanced at me, saw I was looking, and swung her head back to her computer screen so fast that she must have gotten whiplash. I wanted to tell her I didn’t bite, but... Well, let’s be honest. That wasn’t always true.

The other two people in the waiting room were playing games on their phones, bored and blissfully ignorant of the danger the receptionist thought I posed. My lawyer had his phone out, too, but he was using it to watch a video of baby pandas going down a water slide. It would worry a client who didn’t know him well. I’d been flipping idly through a battered celebrity magazine for the past five minutes, but I should have passed the time on my phone like everyone else. Then I wouldn’t have turned the page and seen the article about me.

Former Superhero White Knight Married to Arch-Enemy the Black Valentine. Ugh. It was a sexy story, sure, but it had broken two months ago. Hadn’t the media found something else to gossip about by now? There must be a pop starlet with boyfriend troubles who could steal the spotlight from me. Four years: that was how long I’d been out of the public eye, and I’d been married for three of them. I’d love to find whoever had leaked that fact to the press and murder them messily, but who was I kidding? Someone would tie me to the killing, and it would whip up even more of a media frenzy. Anyway, I hadn’t killed anyone in... How long had it been? Long enough for me to have forgotten, evidently. Someone should give me a gold star.

A large photo of me covered the right page. It must have been taken over ten years ago, showing a woman in a copious amount of black leather who was—if I do say so myself—stunningly gorgeous. A lot about me hadn’t changed: the long black hair, hourglass figure, and a burn scar that started at my jawline, marred my cheek, and continued up my forehead. I’d traded in the leather boots and bulletproof corset from the photo for a dress suit, and I almost regretted it. Superheroes, security systems, and police barricades were much easier problems to handle than the one facing me today.

“Valentina Belmonte.”

A young man who must spend most of his free time working on his suntan called my name from the office door. My lawyer stood and eyed him like a fox looking at a particularly plump hen. That meant the man with the tan was the prosecutor. I swept past him into the hallway, putting on an air of unconcern. It wasn’t completely fake. My lawyer, the silver-tongued Mr. Charles Meinhart, had only failed to keep me out of prison once—which, considering the number of crimes I’d committed over the years, was an astronomically high success rate, believe me. I’d certainly recommend him (assuming you could afford him), but this time... This time, I wasn’t sure he’d be enough.

The prosecutor introduced himself, but I ignored his mouth and scanned his mind. He was thinking this case could be the opportunity his career needed, which was nothing original, and that while he didn’t usually go for older women, he could make an exception for me—which was definitely nothing original. No signs he was taking bribes from organized crime members to push for a guilty verdict or was involved in any kind of government conspiracy, though. That was a nice surprise.

He led us to a cramped office barely big enough for the extra chairs that had been set out in front of his desk for us. There was a shelf full of brightly-colored binders and heavy-looking books, a whiteboard with half-legible sentences that had resisted all efforts at erasure, and a beach-themed calendar on the wall that didn’t exactly tie the room together. More interesting than the decor was the woman standing in the corner with her arms crossed. Mid-forties, black, dressed in business slacks and a blouse with the sleeves rolled up, she wore a pair of odd glasses with lenses tinted electric blue.

Her consciousness brushed up against mine before I attempted to scan her. A telepath. Probably worked for the DSA. The Department of Special Affairs had jurisdiction over crimes involving people with special abilities—people like me. I’d have to be careful.

“This is Agent Nicole Lagarde,” said the prosecutor. “She’s here to make sure everything goes smoothly.”

“To make sure I don’t mind-control you into dropping all charges and then telling me your bank account information, you mean,” I said.

The prosecutor tugged at the collar of his shirt as he sat down. “That, too.”

“I should protest,” said Charles as he sat down next to me and pulled a pad and pen from his briefcase, “on the grounds that she could read my mind and discover information falling under attorney-client privilege.” He glanced at me with a smirk. “But I’m confident my telepath is better than yours.”

Oh, yes. Last time the DSA had arrested me, they’d been smart and sent five telepaths. Agent Lagarde had probably been one of them, in fact, given how few of us there were out in the world and not locked in padded cells. I wasn’t sure what she hoped to accomplish alone, but I kept my senses alert anyway.

Agent Lagarde didn’t say anything. She didn’t grab a seat, either. So she was just going to loom in the corner and look intimidating, huh?

The prosecutor cleared his throat. “I notice Mr. Del Toro is absent.”

“My husband is in a lot of pain,” I said. “You know, from the injuries he got while saving the lives of hundreds of people. Great use of government funds to prosecute him for the laws he broke doing that, by the way. I’m sure the American people will be thrilled to hear about it.”

“Laws apply to everyone. Mr. Del Toro doesn’t get a free pass because of his celebrity status. We’ll take his health into account when scheduling his arraignment.”

Celebrity status. Like Dave had gotten famous from appearing in music videos instead of dedicating his life to saving stupid people like the prosecutor. I resisted the urge to drive my pointed heel into his foot under the desk. No need to start assaulting people. Not yet.

“What do you want?” I asked.

It was too early to ask such a direct question. It knocked the prosecutor off balance, and his brows drew together as he searched for an answer.

“Justice.”

A beat of silence followed his impassioned declaration. Then I groaned. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.”

Charles made a disgusted noise. “Honestly. Stop embarrassing yourself.”

The prosecutor’s tan wasn’t dark enough to hide his blush. “I serve the law—”

I waved my hand to cut him off. “If this goes to trial, it’ll be a shitstorm of bad publicity. And it’ll waste time and resources you could be using on real threats. The DSA’s new director is stupid, but he’s not that stupid. At least, I sincerely hope not. You want to make a deal. With me, obviously, otherwise you’d have insisted on my husband being here. So what do you want?”

The prosecutor glanced at Agent Lagarde.

“She’s not reading your mind,” the agent said.

“I don’t need to,” I said. “It’s obvious.”

Apparently, the prosecutor’s turn was done, because Agent Lagarde came over to do her looming up close and personal. “Have you ever heard of psyc?” she asked me.

Those tinted lenses made it impossible to make exact eye contact with her, and her body language was practically mute. If only I could read her mind without her knowing, but it was too risky to try. Not until I knew how good she was.

“Should I have?”

“It’s a drug that gives people telepathy temporarily.”

I tilted my head and grinned. “My, my. Are you and I becoming obsolete?”

“It’s highly addictive and has a laundry list of nasty side effects that end with death, so no, I doubt it. It’s also in high demand, and most of it is coming into the country through South Florida. We think the Prophet King is responsible.”

Ah. I saw where this was going.

“You have a history with the Prophet King,” she said, and just then my phone buzzed. “We want to send you in with a wire. If you...”

I dug my phone out of my purse. The text was from my daughter, Elisa.

“Go on,” I told Agent Lagarde, not looking up.

“If you can give us enough evidence to take down him and his crew, we’ll drop the charges against Mr. Del Toro,” she finished.

Yeah, that was what I had expected. And Elisa had sent a similarly unsurprising text. She wanted me to pick her up early from school.

I glanced at Charles to take the lead while I typed that I’d be there in half an hour.

“This is a sad attempt to bully my client into protecting her husband from charges that won’t even stick,” he said.

“They’ll stick,” said the prosecutor. “We have more than enough evidence to present the judge—”

“If you think there’s a jury in the world that’ll convict White Knight, I’ll have to lower my opinion of you yet another peg.”

The prosecutor bristled. “It’s not a popularity contest. It’s a trial. Mr. Del Toro broke out of DSA custody and assaulted federal agents. The amount of property damage alone—”

The corners of my lips turned up. Yes, my darling husband was extremely good at property damage.

I tuned out Charles and the prosecutor as they continued to debate. If Dave went to trial, it would be a media circus. I could practically see the news vans parked outside our house, the reporters swarming us on the courthouse steps, Elisa’s classmates hounding her for information at school. It would be terrible, but we could survive it. But if Dave got convicted... Elisa had been in elementary school when I’d spent two years in prison; I couldn’t put her through that again with her father. I wouldn’t put myself through it with my husband. The only prison in the country strong enough to hold White Knight was the Inferno, and I refused to let Dave spend even a minute in that hellhole. Especially not when it was my fault he’d been arrested in the first place.

“Done,” I said.

The prosecutor stopped midway through his argument. “Huh?”

“Done,” I repeated as I stood up. “I’ll help you bring down the Prophet King, and you’ll drop the charges against Dave. Charles will let you know when he’s drawn up the agreement for you to sign. Now, I’ve got places to be, so if you’ll excuse me.”

“Wait,” said Agent Lagarde before I reached the door. “We need to plan your meeting with the Prophet King.”

I gave an over-dramatic sigh and turned around. “What’s to plan? I’ll call him, we’ll set up a dinner date, and I’ll keep you posted.”

“I need to be involved in every step of the process. If something goes wrong and you get your head blown off, I have to be able to explain to my superiors exactly how and why it happened.”

“I think we need to take a moment to appreciate how deep and touching your concern for my well-being is. Can we pause for a minute?”

Agent Lagarde frowned, but not because I’d succeeded in annoying her. That just seemed to be her default expression. “You’re going undercover to get information from a super-powered crime lord. I’m not sending you in without protection.”

“Protection? You mean agents who’ll get in the way and tip off the Prophet King that I’m working with you?”

“It’s protocol. And he won’t know they’re there.”

“You do know he can see the future, right?”

Her voice remained calm and flat as it had throughout the entire conversation. “He can only predict threats to his life. He’s not all-knowing.”

“You know that, do you? He must be so disappointed his secret has gotten out. Oh, fine, then. Hang on.”

I dug my phone out of my purse yet again and dialed Jean-Baptiste Dupree, better known as the Prophet King.

“Valentina,” he greeted. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” I’d put him on speaker phone for Agent Lagarde’s benefit, and the poor sound quality didn’t do justice to his low, smooth voice.

“I need a favor,” I said.

“You still owe me for my last favor.”

“Oh? You mean when we met at that beachfront hotel, the DSA raided the place, and you ran off and left me to get arrested?”

“The DSA was there for you. If anything, I should blame you for endangering me.” His tone was light and teasing, despite the fact that he was absolutely right.

“I’ve already apologized for that. I sent you that nice wine basket, remember?”

“I did enjoy it, the Pinot Blanc in particular.”

“I picked it up last time I was in France. Listen, I just want to talk. Can we meet somewhere tomorrow?”

“What would be the topic?”

“You’ll just have to meet me and find out.”

Jean-Baptiste didn’t answer immediately, and it occurred to me that I should possibly feel nervous. If he turned me down in front of my little audience, I was going to be embarrassed, and that wasn’t an emotion I handled well.

“I suppose in exchange for the wine I could buy you a drink,” he said.

Of course he didn’t turn me down. Nobody turned me down. We scheduled the date for six o'clock the next day, and when I hung up, I lifted my chin a fraction and gave Agent Lagarde a cocky smile.

“Thank you,” she said. “That’ll do. Meet me here at four p.m. tomorrow.” She handed me her card with an address scrawled on the back. “We’ll set up your wire and go over the plan. If anything happens before then, call me.”

And that was the end of that. As Charles and I rode the elevator to the ground floor, I sent Jean-Baptiste a text:

Btw, DSA agents tagging along tomorrow.

His reply came in less than twenty seconds.

What have you gotten yourself into?

I smiled. Tell you tomorrow.

“So Agent Lagarde was frustratingly stoic,” I commented to Charles as we walked out of the building into the parking lot. “I didn’t get a single rise out of her. I never thought I’d say this, but I think I miss that Lee woman. She could trade barbs with the best of them. I suppose I’ll just have to try harder to be infuriating tomorrow. You don’t think I’m losing my touch, do you, Charles? Be honest.”

“Yes,” he said, his voice surprisingly firm.

“Was that answer in regard to my ability to annoy DSA agents? Because that was the question.”

Charles stopped walking. “You caved too fast.”

We were standing in the parking lot, the afternoon sun pounding onto the asphalt. Two weeks until Halloween, and the heat was still as strong as summer. This wasn’t where I’d have preferred to have this conversation, but then, I’d rather not have this conversation at all.

“You’re the one who said it didn’t look good. And they made their demands pretty clear. I didn’t want to waste time.”

If I hadn’t known Charles for years, he’d never get away with the look he was giving me now. “They wouldn’t have really gone through with it.”

“You don’t know that,” I said. “And I’m not willing to risk it.”

“You used to be better at calling people’s bluffs. Ten years ago, the only way you’d have taken a deal was if you got more out of it than they did. Unless working with them is part of your master plan. Do you have a master plan you’re not telling me about?”

I refused to let myself look away from his pale eyes. “Not yet.”

“You’re going soft in your old age.”

“Old age? Excuse me, Mr. Just Turned Sixty. You’ve got a decade on me.”

“I’m not old. I’m distinguished.”

“And I’m going to bathe in the blood of virgins and be young and beautiful forever. So you worry about the paperwork and let me worry about the deal.”

He ran a hand through his styled, white hair. “Just don’t get into any more trouble, hm?”

He said his goodbyes and nodded at my driver, Eddy, who’d been watching our conversation with bored alertness from behind the tinted windshield of my car. Now Eddy was old. His tattoos were faded and wrinkled, and these days, his muscles were camouflaged by fat, but Charles wouldn’t dream of calling him soft. Maybe he was right about me. I’d been better at this when I was younger, but then it was easy to gamble when you had nothing to lose. I had a family to think of now.

Speaking of family, I slid into the car and told Eddy to head to Elisa’s high school. I still had a daughter waiting to be picked up. And then I should probably tell my husband about all this.
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THE SCHOOL’S OFFICE had little pumpkins, bats, and ghosts cut from construction paper taped to the walls. Cheap, but at least they were making an effort. As usual, the woman at the front desk pretended not to stare at my scars, thinking that there was something naggingly familiar about me. And as usual, I erased the thought from her head before she could follow it to its conclusion and start a fuss. No one at Elisa’s school had figured out who her parents were yet, and I wanted to keep it that way. My daughter had enough to worry about.

Elisa walked through the door hunched over and clutching her books to her chest as though they were some kind of shield. There was a lot of her father in her. She was tall like him, taller than I was, even when hunching, and while she was lanky now, I had a feeling she’d grow to be an Amazon. Her jaw clenched in the same way as Dave’s when she was angry, and their eyes were the same shade of light brown. When she was younger, before I’d told anyone—even Dave—that he was her father, I used to worry that another supervillain would take one look at her and say “That’s White Knight’s kid,” but no one ever did. I guess other criminals didn’t spend as much time gazing into his eyes as I did. Their loss.

She turned to the boy behind her, whom I’d initially assumed was just coming in at the same time, and murmured, “Thanks.”

“Text me when you get home?” he asked in a low voice.

“Sure.”

Hello, there. And who was this? I hadn’t risked reading Agent Lagarde’s mind, but I had zero reservations about this kid. I pried into his head and found genuine concern mixed with the giddy euphoria of a teenage crush. No ulterior motives or anything I’d have to mind-wipe or murder him over. Excellent. I signed Elisa out and walked her to the car.

“You took aspirin?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

She was in a monosyllabic mood, exchanging the words “hi” and “fine” with Eddy before staring out the window in silence as we drove home. Typical teenage angst, but Elisa had better reason for it than most. When I’d gotten arrested two months ago, the stress had brought on her breakthrough, and my poor girl had gotten my telepathy along with her father’s super-strength. Then the very next day, one of Dave’s old enemies had kidnapped her. (She’d killed him and escaped, but I wish he’d survived. I owned a little place in the woods about two hours outside the city where I could have kept him until he’d thoroughly paid for what he’d done.) I had Elisa in counseling for the kidnapping, and Dave was working with her to control her strength, but the telepathy was harder. She was having trouble making it through the day without the barrage of her classmates’ thoughts giving her a migraine.

“I suck at this.” She didn’t take her gaze from the window, but that was four whole syllables. She must want to talk.

“You do not.” I gave her a light shove. “It hasn’t even been two whole months yet. The fact that you managed to come back to school at all is great.”

She turned from the window. “Did you have this problem?”

“It’s not a contest. Everyone adjusts to their powers differently.”

“So you didn’t have this problem.”

Well, let no one say I never taught my child how to see through bullshit. I changed tactics.

“So who was tall, dark, and handsome back there?”

She looked back out the window as though she’d never seen the palm trees lining the street before. “Nobody.”

“You should have casually said his name and what class you had together. We need to work on your lying skills, my dear.”

She turned back, and her attempt at a poker face was decent. “Carlos. We have chemistry together—chemistry class. We’re in the same chemistry class.”

There goes the poker face. I tried not to grin too widely. Carlos, huh?

“Well, move at your own pace. Don’t get pressured into doing anything you’re not comfortable with, but don’t let people shame you out of doing what you want, either. Although now that I think about it, I’m going to have to revise our sex talk now that you’ve got super-strength.”

“Mom!” Elisa glanced toward the driver’s seat with bulging eyes. “Not in front of Eddy.”

“What’s that you said, kiddo?” Eddy called loudly. “I’ve gone temporarily deaf.”

“Sure you have,” Elisa said.

“It’s a medical condition, honest.” Eddy glanced back at us through the rearview mirror. “I have spontaneous periods of deafness. Just ask any cop who’s tried to question me.”

“We’re not having this conversation,” Elisa declared. “Carlos and I—that’s not happening for a long time.”

“And that’s fine,” I said. “But when you do reach that point with someone, remember super-strength isn’t a game-ender. There are plenty of creative ways to—”

“I will throw myself out of this car.” Elisa grabbed the door handle to emphasize her point. “Don’t think I’m bluffing. I’m invulnerable now. I’ll survive it.”

I smiled but kept my mouth shut. She wasn’t moping anymore, which had been my goal, so I shifted the conversation to less embarrassing topics like homework and band practice for the rest of the ride home.

Home was a Spanish-style mansion on Star Island, and when we walked in the door, Irma was waiting with a cup of chamomile tea for Elisa just like she used to make for me when I was younger. She was a gaunt, gray-haired woman in a pale blue dress and apron, and on paper, she worked as my maid. In reality, she was much more than that, but she really was good at cleaning. You’ll never meet a person who knows more methods of removing bloodstains.

“Oh, sure,” Eddy said. “You’ll meet her at the door with tea, but I ask you to bring me a beer, and I get death threats.”

Irma’s wrinkled face didn’t twitch. “One of these days, I’ll skip the threat and go straight to the death part. You won’t see it coming.”

“Nah, you’d be miserable without me.”

“Welcome back, Valentina,” she said, smoothly ignoring him. They’d worked together for over fifty years, so being able to ignore each other was probably the only thing keeping Irma from bringing him that beer after she’d poisoned it.

I was joking, of course. Irma wouldn’t poison him; she’d use a knife.

Elisa muttered something about lying down and went upstairs, and I homed in on the thoughts of the one person in the house I wanted to see more than any other. These days, it was impossible to read his mind without getting a healthy dose of pain. He’d taken a lot of punishment in August—all to save me, which still made me grind my teeth every time I thought about it. It took a horrible amount of force to leave lasting injuries on someone as strong as he was.

Strong is a good word for Dave. Broad-shouldered and powerfully built, he’d never be mistaken for an easy target by any criminal. It was hard to say what I liked best about him: the hard lines of his jaw, the tan of his skin, the slightly crooked nose of a man who’d taken more than one punch in his day. He could snap someone’s neck with one hand, which should make it absolutely terrifying to be in the same room with him, but ninety-nine percent of the time, his eyes were too kind and his words too polite for him to scare anyone. (But during that other one percent, he’s been known to make criminals soil themselves.) I found him in the living room, staring out the glass doors at our backyard and the sparkling waters of Biscayne Bay beyond. He was thinking that our deck needed a good cleaning.

“Dave, if you try to do any yard work, I will smother you with a pillow while you sleep,” I said.

He turned around with a smile. Last month, it would have taken him a while to maneuver the wheelchair around like that, but now the movement was smooth and natural. He shouldn’t have to use the chair for more than another month or so, but if he kept bending himself out of shape to do home improvement projects, recovery was going to take a lot longer. I’d caught him lifting up the entire refrigerator the other day to get a better look at why it was leaking.

“No elaborate death trap?” he asked. “A pillow seems kind of anti-climatic considering how long White Knight and the Black Valentine have fought each other.”

“Smothering is a perfectly valid murder method.” I tossed myself down onto the couch across from him. “It’s hard to find ways to kill people with unbreakable skin, you know.”

“I’m sorry I’m not more murderable.”

“You should be.”

Did I really have to ruin this nice conversation? I could wait until after dinner to tell him, couldn’t I? Except I’d already waited too long. Sometimes I hated being honest.

“We need to talk.”

Dave was already sitting with military posture, so it was amazing how he managed to straighten up even taller. “What? Is Elisa all right?”

“She’s fine. It’s just a migraine. Typical telepath stuff. This isn’t about her.”

He relaxed a fraction, and I smoothed back a loose strand of my hair. “Remember when I said my lawyers didn’t think you’d end up in court for the thing back in August?” I paused, but of course he remembered. “I might have been overly optimistic.”

Dave gave me a look he usually reserved for criminals who’d just taken hostages. Ah, nostalgia. It gave me shivers.

“You weren’t having lunch with your sister, were you?” he asked.

“No. Bianca’s still in L.A.” In L.A. negotiating an arms deal, but there was no need to mention that little detail. I’d been half-afraid something would go wrong and she’d end up on the news and expose my lie, but it was more believable to say I’d gone to meet her than one of my other sisters. My relationship with Sonia was complicated, to say the least, and I had no idea what Mary was up to these days.

“Val.”

“Look, I’m sorry.” I hopped off the couch, unable to sit still any longer. “I was hoping I could take care of it and not worry you.”

The only thing keeping Dave from rising to his feet after me were his injuries. “Forget worrying me. I think I have a right to know if I need to show up in court. What are they charging me with?”

“Nothing. I made a deal. It’s taken care of.”

His gaze searched me, going from angry to concerned as though someone had flipped a switch. “What did it cost you?”

“Ever heard of psyc?”

I gave him the quick and dirty version of what Agent Lagarde had told me.

“You don’t have to do this,” he said when I finished. “We can call off the deal. I’ll go to court—”

“You most certainly will not.” I put my hands on my hips.

“A trial is worse than you putting your life at risk? I know you and the Prophet King are old friends, but if he finds out you’re working with the DSA to bring him down, he’ll kill you.”

“I won’t let him kill me. And I’ll have DSA agents for backup.”

“The DSA isn’t going to make your safety a priority.”

“Harsh words, considering you used to work for them.”

He took a deep breath through his nose, not nearly as hard to antagonize as Agent Lagarde. “That’s different. I chose to work for them. For a cause I believed in.”

“Then it’s not different at all. I chose to take their deal because I believe very strongly that I don’t want to see you in the Inferno.”

“And I don’t want to see you get hurt.” His voice was tender, and I hated it.

“You think losing you wouldn't hurt me? Think what it would do to this family if you went to prison—what it would do to Elisa.”

That was a low blow, I know. (No need to get so judgmental.) But I hadn’t spent fifteen years fighting him and three years married to him without knowing his weak points. Dave would do anything for his daughter.

He sank lower in his chair and was silent for a long moment. “The deal was probably Walter’s idea,” he muttered finally. “Either I go to prison, or you risk your life to do his dirty work. It’s win-win for him.”

“Yeah, he’s enough of an idiot to think threatening me will work out well for him.”

Dave looked up at me, and I knew from the worry and regret in his eyes that I’d won. “You shouldn’t have to do this.”

“And you shouldn’t have had to fight the DSA and a bunch of super-powered psychopaths to keep me from getting framed for murder, but you did. Now let me return the favor.”

The question now was how angry he was going to be, but to my relief, he patted his thigh invitingly. I crossed the distance between us, sat in his lap, and kissed him deeply. His hands grasped my waist, and he was gentle, always oh so gentle and careful not to break me.

“I don’t know why you’re upset about this.” I kept my arms around his neck, my fingers brushing the hair above his neckline. “I’m stopping a big bad crime boss from distributing a bunch of evil drugs. Obviously, I’ve seen the error in my ways and am one of the good guys now.”

He smirked. “Obviously.”

“It’s true. I’m practically a role model.”

“Val, you’re many things, but the thought of you being a role model terrifies me.”

I shifted my position so that I was straddling him instead of sitting sideways, and whispered in his ear. “Sweet-talker.”
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