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The Scorpion’s Mark
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Sometimes the most dangerous inheritance isn't money or property - it's the blood running through your veins.

Eva Bartlett thought she knew exactly who she was: a small-town CPA with a quiet life, a loving adoptive family, and a talent for organizing other people's financial chaos. Her biggest worry was whether to give her mediocre boyfriend another chance, and her greatest excitement came from yelling at referees during her brother's rugby matches.

That certainty shattered the night gunmen opened fire at a local carnival, turning a simple evening out into a nightmare of blood and terror. What should have been random violence quickly revealed itself as something far more personal - and far more dangerous.

When federal agent Gabe Baxter enters her life, Eva discovers that someone has been hunting her, and the attack at the carnival was just the beginning. The small birthmark behind her ear that she's never given a second thought suddenly becomes the key to unlocking a past she never knew existed - a past that powerful people have killed to keep buried.

As Eva is drawn into a world of organized crime, family secrets, and deadly vendettas, she must choose between the safe life she's always known and the dangerous truth of who she really is. With Gabe's protection and her adoptive family's unwavering support, she'll fight to forge her own destiny, even as shadows from a stolen childhood threaten to destroy everything she holds dear.

Some marks run deeper than skin. Some legacies demand blood. And some families are worth dying for - but only if you get to choose which family that is.

In a world where loyalty is currency and betrayal is a death sentence; Eva Bartlett is about to learn that the most dangerous enemy isn't always the one you can see coming. Sometimes, it's the one who's been waiting twenty-six years for the perfect moment to strike.

The Scorpion's Mark is a spicy romantic suspense novella about the power of chosen family, the price of hidden truths, and the courage it takes to write your own story when everyone else wants to write it for you.




A note from the author (generally speaking):






I live in southeast Texas and as such, my writing reflects it.  Most of my characters live in Texas or were born here, so their lingo reflects our southern dialect.

The stories I write are short, insta lust, insta love, fast burn and hot as hell.  If this is your jam, please, have a seat and sit a spell.

Also, if you are a family member, be warned, this is not for you.  Run... far, far away.

Creating the characters is a joy for me, whether I actually like them or not.  Some are not very savory, and some I’ve grown quite fond of.  They’re all created in my head where they’ve come to life on their own.  I get to know them as I write the stories, just as you get to know them as you read the chapters.

Some of the locations in these books are based in real places, and some locations are completely made up.  If the locations are real, I usually alter the logistics to fit my story instead of depicting the true to life real estate.

A little warning, however.  Some of my stories may depict violence, and they certainly contain foul language and descriptive sex, sometimes all at the same time.  If you are the least bit offended by foul language, steamy sex, or descriptive violence, I’d advise you to move along.

However, if you don’t mind a little bit of make-believe in your life, read on.  I hope it brings you a bit of entertainment.

Enjoy,

Susie Brinn

Triggers:


	Violence.

	Trauma / Mental Health

	Family/Relationship Issues

	Criminal Activity

	Adult romantic/intimate scenes (explicit)

	Strong language (occasional)

	Alcohol consumption (occasional)



****
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It is in your moments of decision that your destiny is shaped. (Tony Robbins)
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Chapter 1 – Eva Bartlett
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Age 26; CPA, Private Contractor

The smell of funnel cake and diesel fuel hang thick in the summer air as I shift my weight from one foot to the other, watching the Tilt-A-Whirl spin its latest victims into dizzy submission. The line for the ride stretches longer than I expected, filled mostly with teenagers trying to impress each other with their fearlessness; or more accurately, their foolishness.

"This is taking forever," Darren mutters beside me, checking his phone for the third time in two minutes. "We could've been home by now, watching Netflix."

I have to suppress the sigh that wants to break free. Three months of dating, and I still try to figure out why I'd said yes when he'd asked me out. "It's fine. We're almost there."

The carnival lights cast everything in gaudy neon colors - pink, blue, yellow - making the whole scene feel unreal, like a movie set. Children's laughter mixed with the mechanical whir of rides and the distant calls of game operators promising stuffed animals to anyone with decent aim and a willingness to part with five dollars.

"Next group!" the ride operator calls out; his voice barely audible over the music blasting from speakers that have seen better decades.

We step forward with the crowd, my hand automatically reaching for Darren's. His palm is sweaty, whether from nerves or the humid evening, I can't tell.

That's when the first shot rings out.

For a split second, my brain tries to categorize the sound - firecracker, car backfire, maybe part of the carnival's sound effects. But then someone screams, high and piercing, cutting through the mechanical din like glass.

More shots follow, rapid and sharp. Pop-pop-pop-pop.

The crowd around us seems to freeze for one impossible moment, a tableau of confused faces turning toward the sound. Then utter chaos erupts.

People scatter in every direction; some dropping to the ground, others running blindly toward whatever exit they can find. A woman in front of us falls hard, her elbow catching my ribs with a sharp jab as she drops. Darren yanks his hand away from mine as he stumbles backward.

"Eva!" His voice is lost in the screaming around me.

Spinning around, I try to find him in the surge of bodies. A man shoves past me, nearly knocking me over. The shooting continues; I can hear it over the stampede of feet on gravel and the screams that seem to come from everywhere at once.

Training kicks in before my conscious mind catches up. Years of self-defense classes my adoptive father had insisted on flooding back. Stay low. Find cover. Don't freeze.

I drop into a crouch and begin moving toward the nearest game booth, weaving between panicked carnival-goers. I can see muzzle flashes now, coming from somewhere near the entrance. Multiple shooters, I realize with ice-cold horror.

"Darren!" I call out again, scanning the chaos for his familiar brown hair and blue polo shirt.

I spot him twenty feet away, pressed against the side of the ring toss game, his face white with terror. Our eyes meet across the mayhem, and I see him mouth my name.

I start toward him, but another wave of people surges between us, carrying me further from where he crouches. I try to fight against the tide, but it's like swimming upstream in a river of panic.

The shooting stops as suddenly as it had begun, leaving behind an eerie quiet broken only by sobbing and the distant wail of approaching sirens. I find myself crouched behind the cotton candy stand, my heart hammering so hard I can feel it in my throat.

Slowly, I stand up, scanning the carnival grounds that had transformed from a place of innocent fun into something from a nightmare. Bodies lay scattered on the gravel, some moving, some terrifyingly still. The smell of gunpowder mixed with spilled popcorn and something metallic that makes my stomach turn.

"Eva!" Darren's voice, closer now.

I whirl around to see him stumbling toward me, his polo shirt torn at the shoulder, a scrape across his cheek. Without thinking, I run to him, and he catches me in his arms.

"Are you hurt?" he asks, his hands running over my arms, checking for injuries.

"No, I don't think so." My voice sounds strange to my own ears, hollow and distant. "You're bleeding."

"It's nothing. Just fell." He presses his face into my hair. "God, Eva, I thought... when I couldn't see you—"

I pull back to look at him, really look at him. His eyes are wild, unfocused. Shock, I realize. We are both in shock.

Around us, the first responders arrive. Police officers with weapons drawn, paramedics with stretchers. The carnival rides finally stop, their cheerful music silenced, leaving only the red and blue flash of emergency lights painting everything in stark, surreal colors.

"We need to get out of here," Darren says, his grip on my arm tightening. "Before they start questioning everyone. This is going to be a media circus."

I stare at him, dumbfounded. "People are hurt, Darren. Dead, maybe. We can't just—"

"We can't help them now." His voice is sharp, desperate. "But if we get caught up in this mess, if our names get in the papers..."

Disbelief surges forward. I pull away from him, seeing something in his face I'd never noticed before. "What are you talking about?"

"My job, Eva. My reputation. Do you know what this could do to my career if I'm associated with something like this?" He gestures wildly at the scene around us. "I can't be connected to this kind of violence."

The words hit me like a physical blow. Around us, people are dying, suffering, and all he can think about is his image as a mid-level marketing executive.

"We're witnesses," I state, the shock of the mayhem surrounding us pounding though my head. "We have a responsibility to help the police understand what happened."

But even as the words leave my mouth, I can see in his expression that he's already made his choice. And somewhere, deep in my chest, I feel something that had been barely hanging on finally snap.

The sirens grow louder, and I stand among the wreckage of what should have been an ordinary evening, realizing that nothing in my life would ever be ordinary again.
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Chapter 2 – Eva 

[image: ]




The paramedic drapes a scratchy wool blanket over my shoulders. I watch Darren's back get smaller and smaller as he jogs away, his blue polo shirt disappearing into the sea of flashing lights and emergency vehicles.

Coward.

"Sit down, miss. Let's take a look at you. Are you hurt?" The paramedic's hands smell like latex and sanitizer as he helps me lower my trembling limbs to the curb beside the cotton candy stand. The cloying sweetness of spun sugar mingles with the acrid smoke still hanging in the air, creating a nauseating cocktail that makes my stomach lurch.

"Ma'am? Are you hurt?"

I lift my eyes to the EMT. Young and male with a pockmark on his right cheek and calloused hands that speak of experience. The oddity of cataloging these small details feels surreal; like my brain is desperately grasping for normal when nothing about this night is normal. "Uh... no... no, I don't think so."

"Let me check you out." I barely register his professional touch as he examines my arms, shoulders, and legs, running practiced fingers over my skull. My attention drifts to the controlled chaos surrounding us, uniformed officers moving with purpose, their radios crackling with codes I don't understand, paramedics working over still forms on blood-stained gravel.

The metallic scent of blood mixes with diesel exhaust from the ambulances, creating an odor that will probably haunt my dreams.

A sharp sting jolts me back to awareness. I stare down at my elbow like it belongs to someone else. There’s a jagged scrape, raw and weeping, the skin around it already purpling.

"Nothing seems broken," the EMT says, his voice professionally gentle. "Let's clean this up and get it wrapped."

I hiss as the antiseptic bites into the wound, the sharp chemical smell making my eyes water. Through the sting, I notice a man in the distance speaking to a cluster of uniformed officers. His sport jacket hangs loose on broad shoulders, and even from here, there's something commanding about his presence.

His eyes scan the scene, intelligent and searching, then lock onto me. The EMT tapes up my bandage then moves on to the next soul unfortunate enough to be caught up in this nightmare.

Long strides eat up the distance as the man approaches, each step deliberate and measured. I crane my neck back to see his face when he stops in front of me.

Strong jaw dusted with five o'clock shadow, dark blond hair mussed like he's been running his fingers through it, serious blue eyes that seem to catalog everything they see. His mouth is a tight line of stress and exhaustion from... whatever the hell this horrendous night has become.

"Have you been seen by the paramedics?" His voice is deeper than I expected, roughened by what sounds like too much coffee and not enough sleep.

I nod, my throat still locked tight with shock.

"I'm Agent Baxter with the Domestic Terrorism Intelligence Bureau." He pulls out a worn leather wallet, flashing his credentials. "Would you mind if I ask you a few questions?"

I shake my head, still feeling disconnected from my own body, like I'm watching this conversation happen to someone else.

He folds his considerable frame down beside me on the curb with a barely suppressed groan, like his bones are protesting the movement. His presence is solid and somehow reassuring; the scent of his cologne mixing with gun oil and stress sweat. "Long fucking day," he mutters, pulling out a small notebook and pen with the practiced ease of someone who's done this too many times.

"Can you give me your name, please?" Ocean blue eyes find mine, and I feel pinned under their intensity.

"Eva," I croak, then clear my throat and try again. "Eva Bartlett."

"Eva, were you here when the shooting started? Can you tell me what you saw?"

I nod, staring at the carousel horses frozen mid-gallop, their painted smiles grotesque in the emergency lighting. "I didn't know what it was at first. Thought maybe fireworks, or..." Something dark and terrible writhes in my chest, threatening to claw its way up my throat. I swallow it back down. If I let it out now, I'll shatter completely.

In the distance, news vans arrive like vultures, their satellite dishes extending toward the sky.

"That's okay. Take your time." His voice holds genuine patience, not the performative kind.

My time. The irony isn't lost on me - I have time when so many others don't. The thought threatens to drag me under again.

“Um... shooting,” I manage. “I saw some... people with dark clothing... and guns... shooting...”

Agent Baxter's pen stills. “Shooting at what, could you tell? Were they shooting everyone at random, or were they focused on one thing?”

I frown, forcing myself to replay those terrifying seconds. “No. All of them were aimed our way.”

“All of them? How many?”

"Four, I think. Maybe five. It happened so fast."

“You said ‘our way.’ Were you here with someone? Someone who was shot?”

“Yes... no.” I shake my head. “My boyfriend was with me, but he’s gone. He left.”

“Left?”

I nod.

Agent Baxter's eyebrows rise slightly. "Left how? Was he injured?"

Coward. “No, he wasn’t hurt. He left before... the police were just arriving and he said he didn’t want to stay and deal with... this.”

“Can you give me his name?”

“Darren Fisher.” Yeah, I’ll rat him out, the son-of-a...

“Agent Baxter!” Someone waves at the Agent to get his attention.

He glances up, frustration flickering across his features. "Can I get your phone number and address? We'll need to continue this conversation, and I'd prefer somewhere quieter. I can come to you, or you can come to the station, whatever makes you more comfortable."

I give him my contact information, my hands steadier now. He tears out a page from his notebook and writes on it before handing it to me. "That's my direct number. Call me if you remember anything else, no matter how small it seems. Sometimes the details that feel insignificant end up being crucial."

He rises with a grunt, his knees clearly protesting. "I'll have an Officer see you home.”

I shake my head. “I’ve got my car.”

“All right. Thank you for your cooperation, Ms. Bartlett. I’ll be in touch.” He stops near a female uniformed officer, talks to her and she glances my way then nods.

My cooperation... Shit bricks. How am I going to be able to walk through all these bodies?

“Ms. Bartlett?”

I look up into the kind brown eyes of the officer that Agent Baxter was just speaking with. “Yes?”

“I’m Officer Woods. Agent Baxter asked if I could see you home.” She holds her hand out for me to take.

"I have my car." I let her haul me up, surprised by the strength in her small frame. My legs wobble like a newborn foal's, but they hold my weight. The pins-and-needles sensation in my feet tells me I've been sitting in one position too long.

"That's fine. I can still take you in my unit, but at the very least, I'll walk you to your car."

"Okay."

She gestures toward the opposite side of the carnival grounds, away from where the tarps now cover still forms. I point in the other direction, toward where red and blue lights still strobe in the evening sky. "My car is that way."

Her arm threads through mine with practiced ease, her grip firm but gentle. "That's fine. Let's just go this way so we won't be in the way."

What she really means is, 'let's not walk through the carnage.' The euphemism hangs between us, unspoken but understood. Yeah, fine by me. My stomach couldn't handle seeing what lies beneath those tarps anyway.
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