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“HOW ARE YOU feeling about it?” Clyde asked down the phone.

Sitting on the window-seat in her childhood bedroom, staring out at the vast backyard her mother was so proud of, Harlow Sweeting couldn’t decide how to answer her former colleague’s question. 

It wasn’t that she didn’t know her feelings, but articulating everything going on inside her was impossible. Language couldn’t do her emotions justice. The words just didn’t exist.

Being adrift wasn’t new. It had been her normal for three months. 

“I guess I knew it would happen eventually,” she said. 

There was a smile in Clyde Flaxman’s voice when he spoke again. “That wasn’t really an answer to what I asked.”

She sighed. “I know.”

“Ryske died three months ago. You didn’t even pause to pack or say goodbye. You left the city and went back to your parents’ house the night he died. You’ve been holed up there ever since.”

The night of Ryske’s death was a blur. After puking in the ambulance bay outside the hospital, Harlow fled Bale’s side and hadn’t looked back. 

“I called you. I said I was sorry for disappearing like I did,” she said, tracing the edge of the glass pane between her and the world. 

Being so close to freedom, and yet separated from it, was an apt representation of her life since losing him. She had all the comforts her parents’ detached home could offer. With five bedrooms, separate dining and den spaces, the residence was opulent in comparison to many others. In the city, witnessing what some people endured, her living conditions left nothing to complain about. Yet it felt wrong.

“I waited two months for that call,” he said and quickly followed up. “I’m not asking for another apology. You apologized already. Not that you had to. I told you that you didn’t need to apologize. You went through a trauma, I understand that. But what you’re doing isn’t healthy. You barely leave your parents’ house. You won’t see a counsellor… How can you think you’re ready to start dating? Have you asked about your old job? Is there a possibility you can get it back?”

Closing her eyes, her head bumped against the wall. “I told you I’m through with social work.”

“What about your criminology degree? You were so close to finishing. Have you picked it up again? You mentioned teaching.”

Once, when he’d cornered her in a conversation. “What would I have to offer students?”

“A unique perspective,” he answered like it was obvious.

Because she’d fallen in love with a crook and lived in his world for a brief flicker of time? Those weren’t experiences she was in a hurry to share. 

“Teaching would mean moving back to the city,” she said. “There’s nowhere to teach out here.”

“What’s wrong with moving back? I told you before that you can stay with me until you get on your feet. You’ve got to do something. You can’t just stay home for the rest of time.”

Career seemed like a ridiculous aspiration given what she’d been through in the last few months. Her perspective on everything had changed. She just hadn’t figured out how to focus yet. 

“Rupert never moved out of our old place,” she said. “He’s still there.”

Silence followed for a score of seconds. “And you think you should move back in with him?”

“It was what Ryske wanted.”

He took a deep breath. “You don’t like to talk about him with me, with anyone, I get that. I do. But the guy I knew, the one who decked me for sitting beside you, did not want you moving in with another man. Especially one who didn’t make you happy.”

“How do you know Rupert didn’t make me happy?”

“Maybe because we’ve been talking on the phone several times a week for a month and I’m getting to know you. In every call, you mention either Rupert asking you out or your mother encouraging you to go out with him. Whenever it comes up, you make a sound as though dating your ex again would be equivalent to getting root canal. You left the guy once. You didn’t just leave him, you broke an engagement and moved away; you changed your whole life. People don’t do that because they’re happy.”

“Yeah?” she asked. “And look how that turned out.”

Another silence.

“Harlow, I’m not saying your life is a picnic now or that it ever has been. But it’s never smart to make life-altering decisions or big changes when you’re grieving. You’re not at the acceptance stage yet.”

She was so sick of everyone telling her what she was or wasn’t, and what was best for her. 

“You don’t know what stage I’m at,” she snapped. 

He took the outburst in stride. “No, I don’t. Sometimes I think you’re bargaining, sometimes I think it’s depression… other times I’m not sure you’ve moved past denial.”

Sitting up, she clutched the phone tighter. “I won’t slot into the cycle for your convenience,” she said. “I was trained on the stages, same as you. You know what else I know? He’s dead. Ryske is dead and there’s nothing bringing him back. How’s that for denial?” That single event defined her now. Every thought brought her back to it time after time. “You know what? Maybe you’re right. I do have to move on to acceptance. And I can’t possibly do that if I’m hanging on to things connected to my life with him.”

“Harlow—”

“Goodbye, Clyde. Don’t call here again.”

Hanging up the phone, she threw it onto the bed. It bounced and clattered to the floor, but she didn’t care if it was broken. Grabbing the pillow from her back, she squashed it against her face and screamed out loud; something she’d done a lot since returning home.

Still screaming into the pillow, telling herself the anger was better than the paralyzing tears she’d drowned in the first few weeks, a knock on her bedroom door interrupted. 

By the time she lowered the pillow, it was already opening. Her mom peeked around the edge, wearing a familiar meek smile that was a total con. Jean Sweeting didn’t care if she was intruding or not. 

“Did I hear shouting?”

Something about being home forced a concerted effort not to revert to petulant teenage defiance. “No, Mom,” she droned.

“It sounded like I did.”

Inhaling, she turned, sliding her feet off the window seat to put them on the floor. “What do you need, Mom?”

The question gave Jean all the invitation she needed to make herself at home. Scurrying into the room, she came over to sit with her on the window seat, Jean cast a quick curious glance at the phone on the floor, but erased her confusion to smile Harlow’s way. 

“I’m glad you used that turn of phrase,” Jean said, stroking the back of her daughter’s hand. The excitement shimmering around her made Harlow nervous. Anxiety rose when Jean leaned in. “A little bird told me you have finally come to your senses.”

Freeing her hand from her mother’s grasp, Harlow curled her fingers around her own wrist. “Let me guess, that bird was called Rupert and he told you I agreed to go out with him.”

Her mother’s smile was exuberant. “You’re making the right decision, sweetheart.”

Jean tried to touch her face, but Harlow ducked back and stood up. “I agreed to go out with him. I didn’t agree to marry him or move back in or pick up where we left off.”

It was crazy. She’d just implied to Clyde that moving back in with Rupert was a possibility. Now, just a few minutes later, she was insisting it was a ludicrous idea.

Breaking up with Rupert after six years together had been an easy decision. She wouldn’t say that aloud to anyone, she didn’t want to hurt his feelings. Rupert was no monster; he was a decent guy. The truth—that Harlow was only now ready to admit—was that she’d never wanted to accept his proposal in the first place. 

The engagement was meant to be a trial, but Jean and Rupert’s mom ran with the idea as soon as the ring was on her finger. After being engaged for a year, the prospect of a wedding became too real for her to continue ignoring. Rupert’s declaration that he wanted her to leave her job and be a stay-at-home mom, provided the excuse she needed to put an end to their relationship. 

Both families had been devastated. She’d tried to stick around for a while to make amends, but the freedom of no longer being with Rupert opened up possibilities. At that point, all she’d known was what she didn’t want from life. Until the end of the engagement, she hadn’t been free to think about what she did want.

In the process of figuring it out, she’d left suburban social work and relocated to a rough inner city district to take up a new post. 

After dealing with an emergency call during one particular on-call shift in that new department, her whole life had changed. On her walk home that night, a bleeding man crashed into her, sending both of them to the ground and down the proverbial rabbit hole. 

She might have been responsible, in part, for saving his life that night. Not that it mattered. Instead of standing in front of the armed assailant, protecting the stranger, she should’ve let the perp shoot. Turned out it was the bleeding man’s destiny to die anyway. 

Two months on from that fateful first meeting, after she’d fallen in love with him, the bleeding man was gunned down in front of her and lost his life. 

Ryske. 

Her Crash. 

Dead.

“I understand that you want to take your time,” her mother said as she did frequently.

Right. Her mom. Home. 

She didn’t believe her mother’s patience any more now than she had every other time. Her poor, naïve mother. Once upon a time, Harlow herself had been unaware of what really living could feel like. Ryske had showed her that… before he was cruelly taken away.

Crouching in front of her mother, she gathered their hands together. “Mom, I’m never going to love Rupert like you want me to.”

“Sweetie,” Jean said, touching her jaw. “You can be content with him. He’ll look after you.”

Keep her safe. That was what Ryske said too. Content. A safe existence. A safe life. That was all he’d wanted for her. 

“I don’t know if content is enough.”

“What is it that you want?” her mother asked. “Love? Love is rare, sweetheart. Of course your father and I want you to have everything that will make you happy… But you have to be sensible too. You can’t wait forever. Do you want to waste your life waiting for a love you might never find?”

Sinking to her ass on the floor, she crossed her legs and slipped her fingers under the leather bracelet on her wrist. She’d had love. She’d found it and squandered it. What had held them back? She couldn’t even remember anymore. 

Three months ago, she’d been in his bed, in his arms, in his life and now… 

Love wasn’t what she sought. Not only was she sure she’d never find love again, but she was sure she didn’t want to. Ryske was her love. Her great love. Whether they’d consummated that love or not didn’t matter. 

Most of the time, she was numb. Only things connected to Ryske provoked feeling. Love for him. Grief that he was gone. Anger at those responsible for stealing him from her. Anything else, everything that wasn’t him, left her empty. 

During their calls, Clyde pushed for answers she couldn’t give; her emotions hadn’t reordered themselves yet. Though, her friend was probably right about how ready, or rather unready, she was to be dating.

Since her return home, Rupert had asked her out several times. Every time, her answer was no. A tactful no, if she could muster it. The last time he’d asked, her energy, and ability to find an excuse, failed her. It meant nothing. Dating and relationships didn’t register on her priority list. On any list. It didn’t matter who she was spending time with when she couldn’t spend it with Ryske.

Still clinging to her bracelet, the weight of her mother’s expectation bared down on her. By now, she was used to it. 

Tipping her head back to show a smile, she projected what her mother wanted to see: a settled, compliant daughter. 

“I said I would go out with him. Isn’t that proof I’m willing to give it a shot?”

“Excellent,” Jean said, cupping her face. “This weekend will be the perfect chance.”

Dinner conversation around the family table wasn’t always easy to follow, mainly because she’d developed a habit of phasing it out. Nothing anyone said meant anything. It was all inconsequential, unimportant, uninteresting… Yet, she had a vague recollection of…

“Daddy’s SweSec thing?” she asked, wrinkling her nose in doubt. 

Why would her mother want her at a corporate event?

Discussions often went on around her. Bits and pieces filtered through. Something must have gone in because she knew her father’s company, Sweeting Securities, was hosting a networking reception at a hotel this Saturday. 

“The company’s annual event, yes,” Jean said. “You should go with Rupert. It will be filled with existing and potential clients. It’s a perfect opportunity for you to get to know people.”

Her spine curved in a slouch; anxiety bubbled in her gut. “I don’t know if I’m ready for all those people, Mom.”

The idea of sitting alone in a restaurant with Rupert, surrounded by others, hadn’t been appealing. Socializing at a busy event could be beyond her capabilities. Dealing with a crowd, being lost in a mass of people drinking and partying, could rouse flashbacks of the night in Floyd’s when Ryske sank to his knees. 

He’d never got up again. Never been on his own two feet ever again after that.

A lump dammed her throat. That image was burned into her mind. The blood on his fingers, on his shirt. The realization in his eyes. The moment he knew he’d been felled… They’d all been powerless to stop it.

In her nightmares, she lived through losing him over and over. The weakness in his fingers when she’d put them to her throat. The vulnerability in his voice… The words he’d whispered to her before he faded away.

“Harlow.”

The note of urgency in her mother’s tone snapped her from a daze. How many times had Jean said her name? It couldn’t be a surprise she wasn’t paying attention. Disappearing into her own thoughts had become a regular occurrence.

“I’m sorry, Mom,” she said. “What were you saying?”

“You’ll be safe at the event,” Jean said, curiosity in her gaze though she wouldn’t dare give it voice, probably fearing it would lead the conversation down a path she wouldn’t like. Jean Sweeting was the queen of ignoring what she didn’t want to see. “And there will be plenty of distractions.”

Something else occurred to her. “Isn’t the SweSec event in the city?”

Her mom nodded. A spear of dread pierced her. She hadn’t been back to the city since fleeing it on the night of Ryske’s death.

“Your sister will be there, and your father and I, of course,” she said. “And if it’s too much for you, Rupert will be happy to bring you home… He still lives in your old apartment.”

Not so subtle. Nothing would make Jean or Harlow’s father, Brysen, happier than if things went back to the way they’d once been. 

“I know that, Mom,” she said, burying a groan in the back of her throat. “Can you put that out of your head? Please?” The last thing she needed was extra pressure. “I won’t be going home with Rupert. I don’t want you to think that one date is going to put us back to where we were. It won’t.”

Clutching the engraved panel on her bracelet, she read its etched words and touched the black star she’d had tattooed on her wrist just days after coming home. 

Was she drifting in her own world again? 

The concept of time was lost these days.

Her mother’s fingertips touched the underside of her chin to lift it up. “Whoever he was, he didn’t deserve you.”

Jean could be accused of having a blinkered view on life. The woman had her own priorities and knew them well. Often in pursuit of her own goals, Jean lost sight of things like common courtesy. 

But, in the times it wasn’t directed at her, she often admired her mother’s tenacity. It wasn’t a bad quality to emulate either. 

In Jean’s rare moments of consideration, when she looked beyond her typical boundaries, her mom could display remarkable insight. 

“He did deserve me, Mom,” she whispered, trying not to let her tears overwhelm her again. If they did, she might not win the renewed battle to contain them. “I didn’t fight hard enough to make him see that.”

Concern creased Jean’s brow. “Married?”

A blub of a sob came out, though it was sort of half laugh. “If only it had been that simple.”

She’d have put a knife in the ribs of her competition and taken her man if it had been that straightforward. If given the choice, she’d do anything to have Ryske back. Anything.

In the nights she lay awake whispering to him, Harlow talked out different scenarios. If death hadn’t separated them, what could the future have held? Ryske had told her to go back to Rupert, to be safe. If she had, would Ryske have stayed away? 

Could her Crash have left her in the bed of another man while he lay in his own imagining Rupert doing things to her? Things her Crash wanted to do to her? He’d said he loved her. Ryske had said it. 

Maze’s previous declaration that his friend felt that way perplexed her at the time; she couldn’t deny it messed with her head. Ryske’s misfit crew of Dover, Noon, and Maze knew her love better than anyone, and they’d sensed something between the couple from early on. 

But it wasn’t until she’d heard the words from Ryske’s lips that she could grasp their truth. He was in love with her. He hadn’t taken her up on the offer of her body in the closet because he couldn’t trust himself to let her go. That was the only sense she could make of it.

If Ryske made love to her, he wouldn’t have been able to conceal the truth of what he felt. Maybe he would’ve said the words. That would’ve changed things. As long as she resented him, and believed he’d used her, she could walk away. If he’d confessed the truth and depth of his feelings, she would’ve fought for him.

Ryske had asserted that leaving the city and going back to Rupert was in her best interest. But if they’d crossed that final line with each other and had sex in the closet during their last argument, letting her go may not have been so easy. That’s how it played out in her mind anyway. With him gone, she could make up any truth and believe it. The ability to prove or disprove any theory was lost right along with him.

Jean kissed each of her daughter’s cheeks while saying she had to go check on dinner. 

Being alone didn’t bother her. If anything, she was more at peace when she didn’t have to put up a front for anyone. Alone seemed right. She wanted to be alone. Alone with thoughts of Ryske. 

Crash had once told her he would shield her from anything that could hurt her. It turned out he hadn’t been able to shield her from the one thing that would hurt the most: losing him. How would she ever bounce back?
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AFTER AN HOUR at the SweSec function, she wanted to leave. Rupert was doing his job networking and schmoozing. She hadn’t meant to abandon him to it, but after the tenth similar conversation, she’d excused herself to go to the restroom and might have accidentally gone to the bar instead. 

Life wasn’t what it was supposed to be. 

The whole event was making her sick. Everyone in their flowing gowns and glitzy jewels got a glare. What did any of this matter? What did any of it mean? How could anyone be happy and laughing? Didn’t they know Ryske was gone? 

Disgust. That was all she could muster. Who knew that losing the man she was supposed to spend her life with would turn her into such a cynic?

The bartender brought her double Scotch and the bitter liquid hit her throat hard. That was what she needed, what she wanted. The fog of intoxication beckoned. She hadn’t touched wine since the night of losing Ryske. Even at dinner she resisted, despite her parents’ insistence. Hard liquor, on the other hand, was just fine; no trouble there. 

Oblivion was welcome. It was on the nights she got blind drunk alone in her room that her conversations with Ryske were most real. Conversations usually turned to arguments that she’d bury in her pillow just like her screams. How dare he leave her? How dare he abandon her and expect her to deal with this alone? She’d call him selfish and spiteful, but the arguments always ended the same—with her in tears apologizing, begging him to come back to her.

Putting the drink on the bar, the leather bracelet on her wrist got her focus. Her mother had asked her several times not to wear it, right up until the moment Rupert arrived with the limo to pick them up. He’d told her she was beautiful, but cast a frown over her wrist. 

Ryske’s braided leather band double-wrapped and didn’t match the elegance of her cocktail dress. It was much looser on her slender wrist than it had been on her man’s thick, capable arm. The stark tattoo didn’t scream sophistication either. Still, she was proud of both.

She hadn’t explained the tattoo, or the bracelet, to anyone, and had no intention of doing so. Slipping her finger under the warm leather, the ridges of the internal engraving Ryske got done for her, gave strength. Felix culpa. His fall hadn’t been intentional or happy. It had been caused by momentum, gravity, and blood loss.

Replaying the conversation they’d had the night they met made her smile. It was usually a mistake to think about that night because it led to her thinking about every other encounter they had.

God, she missed him. Her heart ached for him. Her body needed him. She just couldn’t stop…

“Never thought I’d see that again.”

The voice was more of a feeling than a sound. She had to have heard it, but the way it pricked the hairs on the back of her neck straightened her spine one inch at a time. 

She didn’t turn and didn’t have to. The owner of that voice was no stranger. 

“What are you doing here?” she asked, her tone guttural.

Hatred and anger boiled around her heart, hardening it when he loomed closer.

“Well, when I heard the name Sweeting, I couldn’t refuse, could I?” he asked. “Who’d have thought your family would be so welcoming?”

Spinning around, she landed her disgust on him. “If I were you, Mr. Hagan, I would walk out of here quietly now… while you still have the chance.”

“I was invited, Harlow,” he said, moving past her to hold up a finger to summon the bartender. “Let me buy you a drink, we’ll reminisce over old times.” He ordered and gave her the chance to as well; she didn’t flinch. The venom in her glare grew more potent with every second. “What would you like to talk about first? The day I had him stabbed, or the day I had him killed?”

“How about the night he started fucking Anwen… or how many times he fucked your sister?” she spat. “Why don’t we talk about how a man of your means is so inadequate when it comes to pleasing women? Just what is it about you that chased them to him?”

His jaw worked. She could hear him grinding his teeth. Oh, satisfaction was sweet. 

Leaning in, he growled his words. “I would’ve thought watching the life slip out of his broken, demented body would’ve taken your fire. I see it’s only increased it.”

“You’re damn right. Don’t ever forget that I saw the man who pulled the trigger. I know exactly who took him from me.”

The side of his mouth rose in a depraved smile. “Then why is it that my man is still walking free? I did my job, Miss Sweeting. It was my job to take out the trash… to erase the man who threatened my family. I protected my sister from enduring a lifetime of suffering with him.”

“And I’m sure she’s so pleased about that.” The twitch in his brow betrayed tension in the siblings’ relationship. Her smile grew again. “Oh, or perhaps she’s displeased with you dictating to her. Imposing your will on a strong woman is never a smart move. It wasn’t your place to make decisions for her.”

The more she pushed, the higher his irritation level rose. When he’d held her prisoner and controlled her with threats of hurting Ryske, she’d learned how to rile Jarvis Hagan. She wasn’t sorry to be getting a reminder of how gratifying it was. 

“You should be thanking me,” he hissed. “You think I don’t know you were in love with him? The proposal was bullshit. Ophelia thinks she knows the world, but she’s naïve. Ryske didn’t love her. He wanted her for her connection to me and my money. It wouldn’t surprise me if the two of you were in on it together.”

Ophelia wasn’t as dumb as her brother thought. Although Harlow still believed that the female Hagan wanted Ryske to love her, she was also determined in her desire to punish her brother. Ophelia’s motives for accepting the proposal weren’t as clear cut as Hagan believed them to be.

Harlow gestured to the room. “Look around you, Jarvis. I don’t need your money.”

He spat out a scoff of amused disgust. “This is nothing. Nothing to what I have. Why do you think your father is so eager to court my fortune?”

Unintimidated, she leaned a little closer to murmur, “Because he doesn’t know the truth of who you are and who you consort with.”

His brows rose. There was an almost smile on his lips. “Who? Scum? Need I remind you that you were fucking that scum? How would Daddy feel about that? How would your fiancé feel about it? I know what it is to be made a fool of by that man. Would you like me to tell your beloved Rupert Marlowe the truth?”

Now it was her turn to be smug. “Rupert and I are not engaged and we haven’t been for some time. He knows nothing about Ryske, and I would be willing to bet that as long as your precious consortium is plotting world domination, you don’t want anyone to know about your association with him either.” Turning toward the bar, Hagan inadvertently revealed she’d hit another sore point by the way he lifted his glass to his lips in an attempt to hide his reaction, but it was too late. “Or maybe Gil Parratt did see the truth of who you were after Ryske set him on the right path.” Leaning in, her lips almost grazed his ear. “Even in death he’s winning. God, he’s hot, isn’t he? Dead for three months and he’s still turning me on. Anwen and Ophelia didn’t stand a chance.”

She picked up her clutch and twisted the seat of her stool, intending to leave. Hagan snatched her wrist. Both of them looked down at the point of contact to see Ryske’s bracelet resting along the edge of his hand. 

“Tell me, Miss Sweeting,” he said, touching the leather, she jerked her hand away. This bastard had no right to touch anything that once belonged to her love. “Why didn’t you do your duty?”

“My duty?”

“Yes,” he said. His chin jutted up at a proud angle illuminating how sure he was of himself. He sipped his liquor. “My job was to defeat him. I accomplished that. Yours was to avenge him. Instead you tucked tail and ran…” Looking down his nose, Hagan didn’t disguise his scrutiny. “I anticipated that killing him would start a war with his crew. Yet all of you faded away. Now who’s winning?”

All of them? Believing it would be too difficult, she hadn’t contacted Dover, Noon, or Maze since Ryske’s death. How could they have disappeared too? She couldn’t fathom it. 

“Maybe we’re biding our time,” she said, despite knowing it was a lie.

There was no plan to avenge Ryske. No plan to get payback for his death. Not from her anyway.

The truth smacked her in the face. She’d let Ryske down. All the time she’d been hiding and wallowing, she been failing him.

“The easiest hit I ever planned,” he muttered a moment before sidestepping and widening his grin, much as he had when Ophelia happened upon them at a previous party. This time it wasn’t Hagan’s sister interrupting them, it was Harlow’s date. “Mr. Marlowe!”

Rupert came to her side, putting a hand on her shoulder and appearing somewhat bewildered by Hagan’s familiarity. “I’m sorry, I don’t believe we’ve met.”

“Harlow,” Hagan said without disguising his pleasure at her disgust. “Wait, I got it. I just realized, you’ll be Harlow Marlowe when you get married.” He snapped his fingers. “I love it.”

“We’re no longer engaged,” she said. Against her better judgment, because she was painted into a corner, she cleared her throat and did her duty. “Rupert Marlowe, this is Jarvis Hagan.”

“Ah, Mr. Hagan, of course. I’m sorry, so many new faces tonight.” The men shook hands. “I didn’t know you and Harlow were friends.”

“Yes,” Hagan said, smiling at her. “We were acquainted while Harlow was living in the city.”

Rupert’s hand fell from her shoulder. “I see.”

“Rupert,” she said, taking her clutch from the bar and slipping off her stool. “I’m ready to go home.”

“Harlow—”

“I don’t need an escort,” she said, picking up her glass to toss the rest of the Scotch into her throat.

“No. Of course you don’t. You are a woman who knows how to take care of herself, aren’t you, Harlow?” Hagan’s smirk drove her to the edge of her restraint. Man, she wanted to smack him in the face. “Still, a man can’t be too careful. Never know who your woman might run into out there on the city streets.”

“Better men than I’ll find in here I’m sure,” she hissed.

His lips twisted like he struggled to contain a smile. “I can take you home, Harlow,” Hagan said and pointed a finger.

Swiping his hand away before it could reach her cheek, she snatched Hagan’s glass and tossed the liquid in his face. “Not if you were the last breathing man on Earth.”

Spinning around, she stormed through the smiling people with only one goal. To get the hell out of there. She was a fool. A disappointment. She disgusted herself. 

“Harlow,” Rupert called from behind her. “Harlow, wait.”

Catching her arm, he spun her around in the middle of the hotel lobby. “Go back inside, Rupert. I don’t need you.”

“I’m not going to let you leave alone. We arrived together. We’ll leave together. I have a driver outside—”

“I’ll get a cab.”

“A cab? A cab from here to your parents will cost a fortune.” He picked up her hand, pulling himself closer to stroke her face. “I could get us a room, if you’re not up to the crowd. We could order room service, drink some wine…”

His effort was sweet. It wasn’t fair of her to let him believe there was hope. “Rupert,” she said, taking her hand from him. “When I was living here in the city I was with another man.”

It seemed crazy that he should be shocked. They’d broken up months before she relocated, so it wasn’t like he expected fidelity. Moving away had been a break from everything in her old life, including him. 

“Jarvis Hagan?”

Repulsed, she stepped back. Her lip curled and even with a hand on her throat to settle it, she was sure she tasted bile. “No! God, no.”

“So who?”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “It’s over, but… what is important is that I owe him something. No, not him. That’s not right. I owe something to what we had… Ever since I’ve been home, I’ve had this feeling I couldn’t figure out. I was just sick all the time and now… I know what it is.”

“You loved him,” he said. 

The way he deflated infused her with guilt and pity. Though subtle, it was an indication of the strength of Rupert’s feelings for her. The optimism he’d had about their future was being taken away. 

“I love him,” she said, preferring the present tense. 

Slowly, he nodded. “You’re going to him.”

If wishing made it so. Going to Floyd’s, tracking Ryske down, it was a cruel dream she often woke from these days. The cold truth of reality was a harsh wakeup call. 

“If I could, I would,” she said, figuring something else out. 

Even if Ryske had let her go back to Rupert, and even if he’d been able to stay away, she wouldn’t have been capable of sliding into an unsatisfying, comfortable existence in suburbia while her real love was out there. 

Playing house, pretending she was happy, it wouldn’t be fair to either her or Rupert. Ryske had said there was nothing in the city for her, but that wasn’t true. The city wasn’t done with her yet. 

She didn’t belong in suburbia. Whether or not she belonged in the city remained to be seen, but finding out would never happen if she didn’t get out of her pit and make plans. 

“I don’t understand,” Rupert said. 

Pulling him down, she kissed his cheek. “I’m not the woman for you, Rupe,” Harlow said. “I wish you every happiness.” Squeezing his hand, she met his eye. “Go find her. Do whatever you can to find the love you deserve. Take risks. Don’t hesitate. And once you find her, don’t give her up for anything. Embrace every second. You never know when it will be over for good.”

Making eye contact, she smiled one more time and for the first time in three months the curve of her lips was genuine. She had a purpose, a cause, and no one was going to divert her from it.
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“I’VE FIGURED IT OUT,” Harlow said, marching into Clyde’s apartment before he even had the front door open all the way.

“I… Harlow? Oh my God. What are you doing here?”

Stopping in the middle of the living room, she tossed her purse onto the couch and bent down to yank off her heels. “I figured it out,” she said again, throwing her shoes aside and pulling her earrings out to drop them on the coffee table.

Closing the door, dubious Clyde walked to her, raising and lowering a hand, gesturing at her body. “You look… great. Amazing, actually. Incredible.”

That was probably why he was frowning and scratching the back of his head. The melancholy woman he’d been talking to on the phone for a month was barely able to feign an ounce of enthusiasm. In contrast, the woman in front of him now felt like she was glowing. Every one of her atoms was jumping and fizzing with anticipation.

“I saw him,” Harlow exclaimed. “I saw him and it changed everything.”

Pausing in front of her, Clyde didn’t appear to get it. The grin on her face burned her cheeks. Adrenaline pumped through her heart; she wanted to jump up and down. Instead, she settled for grabbing Clyde’s shirt in both fists to pull him down and kiss each of his cheeks.

Stroking her face, he stooped to her level. Examining her, concern was written all over his face. “Who did you see, Har?”

No wonder he was worried. Her former colleague had a look on his face like he thought she’d lost her mind. Her exuberance probably made it sound like she had.

Harlow just smiled. “You think I’m crazy, but I’ve never felt more sane and in control,” she said, pushing his hand away to go past him into the kitchen. “You got any liquor in here?”

“There’s wine in the fridge.”

Just because she had purpose didn’t mean she’d forgotten her triggers. In her nightmares, when she relived the night he’d died, she’d wake with the sweet taste of wine on her tongue. It didn’t matter that the sensation was only in her mind, it still had the power to make her retch.

“Something harder,” she said, opening and closing cabinets.

He came to set a hand on her waist, halting her. Leaning over to open the next cabinet, Clyde produced a bottle of Jack Daniels. Though he put it on the counter, he kept his hand around the neck and cupped her face again, directing her attention away from the booze. 

“Do you think it’s smart to drink? How much have you had tonight?”

“Not enough,” she said, snatching the bottle, and two glasses from the same cabinet. Carrying all three things into the living room, she kneeled on the floor by the table to pour. “This is a celebration.”

Clyde sat on the couch. “A celebration of what?”

Pushing one glass toward him, she held up her own and waited for him to respond in kind. “A celebration of my new purpose,” she said, raising her drink higher and letting her eyes ascend to the ceiling. “Crash, you never were subtle, baby.”

She tossed back her drink and winced at the strong taste. 

Even after she slammed her glass to the table, Clyde still hadn’t drunk anything. “You think if he went anywhere, it was up there?”

She grinned, taking what he said as a joke more than a judgment; throwing drinks in two men’s faces in the same night might be overkill. 

“I think heaven would be more of a hell to him than hell itself,” she said and laughed, pouring herself another measure. “I’d say the devil’s been watching him a while and probably didn’t want him taking over.”

Clyde slid his glass onto the table. “Did he come to you before or after your first drink?”

“He?” she asked, sipping the liquor and licking its potency from her lips now that she was getting used to its flavor. “He, who?”

“You said you saw him,” Clyde said. “Now you say you have purpose… You’re talking about Ryske, right?”

With her lips around the edge of her glass, she scowled and finished her drink. “I only see Ryske after midnight,” she said, leaning back to look at the wall-clock in the kitchen. “Not time yet.”

Sliding the bottle away, he tilted his chin. “Yeah, that’s enough alcohol for you.”

At peace with his concern, her cause wasn’t lost. In fact, it was just beginning. She slid her empty glass toward her friend, switching it out for his full one. 

She bobbed her brows in triumph. “Hagan,” she said after swallowing a mouthful.

Clyde’s worry was replaced with surprise. “You mean… you saw Hagan? Jarvis Hagan? The man who ordered Ryske’s murder?” She nodded. He dropped off the couch to sit on the floor, perpendicular to her. “Where? When?”

“Right before I came here. At my father’s yearly company thing… It doesn’t matter.”

“Was Rupert there?”

“Yes, Rupert was there,” she said, holding her glass by the rim, turning it in slow circles. “I told him it was over, completely, forever over.”

“Rupert?” he asked. She blinked at him like he was an idiot. In her defense, it was a stupid question. “I’m sorry, but you jump from Ryske, to Hagan, to Rupert. I lose track. Last we talked, you told me never to contact you again and now you’re here and happy and I’m—” 

“I know, it’s a head fuck. I’m sorry,” she said and exhaled, trying to be calmer so she could explain. “I’m sorry for what I said to you. I was angry and you were right, maybe I was still in denial.” Straightening up, she grinned again. “I’m not in denial anymore.”

Clyde remained dubious. “I didn’t know there was a crazy-eyed, manic stage in the cycle.”

“Updated model,” she said and finished her drink before shoving the glass away and bouncing onto her knees, flattening her hands on the table. “So I was sitting there at the SweSec thing, having a horrible, horrible time, feeling sorry for myself, mooning over Ryske, and who should pop out of nowhere?”

“Hagan.”

Snapping her fingers, she pointed at him. “Exactly!”

“He was at your father’s party? Why would your father invite him to—”

“Because he doesn’t know who Hagan really is or what he did. No one does. And that got me thinking, why are we letting him get away with this?”

“Why are we…?” Clyde started. “Well, because if Hagan ordered one murder, what’s to stop him ordering another?”

Simple for a person who saw the world in basic terms. She’d been one of those people once. Not anymore. Some risks were worth taking and fear was relative. Until someone had lost the thing most important to them, they could never understand fear. Anything less than that ultimate loss paled in comparison to regular distress.

“Do you think death scares me?” she asked, her chin dipping toward her chest. “The only thing I have left that can be taken from me is my life and if I lose that…” 

She shrugged, what else was there to say?

Clyde blinked and reciprocated the movement. “If you lose that… what?”

“I won’t be around to care,” she said, matter of fact about it. “Do you think Ryske is pining for me? Out there breaking his heart, missing me? No, he’s not. He’s dead. He can’t care about anything anymore.”

Clyde reached for the Jack Daniels and unscrewed the cap to drink straight from the bottle. “That’s a beautiful sentiment, Harlow. Romantic. He’s worm food, who cares if you end up worm food too?”

“They probably got him cremated,” she said, holding up a hopeful glass.

Clyde slumped back, clutching the bottle to his chest, showing he planned to keep it to himself. “What makes you think that?”

“He wouldn’t want a permanent erection,” she said and laughed loud, running a finger around the inside of her glass. “Monument would probably have been a better word to use there.”

One side of his mouth rose. “I think Ryske would prefer you trust your first instinct.”

“Hmm, no doubt,” she murmured.

Touching her fingertip to her lip, she sucked the digit into her mouth and thought about those mornings in the shower with him. How he’d press her against the tile and kiss her. Sometimes Ryske had all the patience in the world, he could kiss her for hours, even in spite of his need imprinting itself into her.

Even when he’d been hard during their make-out sessions in bed, he’d been generous enough to take her at least to the cusp of her own orgasm before he’d think about letting her touch him. Sometimes the torment of that tease was enough to heighten her arousal.

“You’re thinking about his dick, aren’t you?”

Snapping out of her daze, she noted Clyde’s nausea and laughed. “Yes,” she said, nodding and leaning across to take the bottle from his slack hand. “Yes, I am… He had a magnificent cock.”

“Okay,” Clyde said, snatching the bottle back after she’d poured more liquor into each of the two glasses. “The first time you think about opening up to me about him and that’s what you start with?”

Picking up her drink, she shrugged. “You asked.”

“I didn’t! I asked if you were thinking about it, not for a description,” he said. She opened her mouth wide while inhaling; Clyde was quick to raise a hand. “I really don’t want to know about that.” Enjoying another drink, she was happy to be selfish with her thoughts. “I do want to know where this enthusiasm for suicide came from. What did Hagan do?”

“It’s not enthusiasm for suicide,” she said. “It’s enthusiasm for doing what I should’ve done months ago.” He shook his head, showing he wasn’t following. “Ever since I went home, ever since it happened, I’ve had this… I don’t know, this feeling inside me I didn’t know what to do with. I felt sick, and angry, and unfulfilled. Something was eating at me, and I didn’t know what it was. I was indifferent to everything. The only thing I cared about was Ryske. He’s the only thing I care about.”

Clyde put a comforting hand over hers on the coffee table. “That’s a normal thing to feel after losing someone.”

“No,” she said, sliding her hand out from under his. “Before Ryske I… I don’t know what I believed about love. I don’t know if I believed in soulmates or The One and all that BS… I don’t know that it matters. What I do know is that just because he’s not here anymore doesn’t mean what I feel for him isn’t here anymore either.”

Bobbing his head, he took another drink. “Again, normal.”

“Ryske is dead. I can’t do anything about that… I can do something about the people who took him away from me.”

Though Clyde hadn’t exactly been light and breezy since she came in, he got even more serious fast. 

“Revenge,” he said. “That’s what you’re talking about, and it’s incredibly dangerous.”

“I don’t care about the danger,” she said. “I should never have left this city without doing something to punish the man who took down my love. Do you think Ryske would’ve let it go so easily if someone had taken me from him? Do you?”

Solemn, Clyde lowered the bottle to the floor. Although she could tell he didn’t want to, he told the truth. “No.”

“Hagan was a coward. Alleyman too,” she said. “They think they won, that they did something clever. They didn’t, but it’s my fault they believe they’re the victors. In truth, they’re both weak… Hagan wouldn’t even face Ryske himself and probably made sure he had a rock-solid alibi. Alleyman was in and out fast. He targeted a distracted man without giving him a chance.”

Guilt niggled at her for being the one who’d distracted Ryske with her ridiculous sulk. That was just one item on a long list of things she wouldn’t forgive herself for. 

Her friend considered her words. “Alleyman was the one who shot him?” he asked. Harlow nodded. “What’s his real name?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “That’s just the nickname I gave him because I met him in an alley. It’s possible he’s known as Animal… Ryske never told me for sure.”

“If you think Hagan has an alibi, and this Alleyman is valuable to him as a hitman if nothing else, what makes you think you’ll be able to convince the police—”

“I’m not interested in the police,” she said, tracing the rim of her glass again. “Ryske wouldn’t have gone to the police.”

This time Clyde was more forceful about taking her glass away and he didn’t forget the second one either. 

“Ryske had a lot more experience in this than you do,” he said. “He had a team behind him, and he knew all the players.”

“I know the players.”

He shook his head. “Not enough to trust them. And whether you care about your life or not, getting yourself killed helps no one. I guarantee if there is a heaven and Ryske is up there, he’ll kick your ass for giving up your life for nothing.”

Though it was a ridiculous fantasy, she’d consumed enough liquor that the idea of seeing Ryske again, mad or not, curved her lips. “Then I’ll have an eternity to show him how sorry I am, won’t I?”

“You’re really determined. Why the hell would you want to do this?”

Her smile flattened. “Because my purpose in life was to be with him and this is the only way I know how to hold onto that… I have to make him proud.”

Taking her hand again, Clyde put the bottle down and pulled himself to his knees to rest both elbows on the table. “Listen to me, Harlow. I haven’t been through anything close to the pain you must be feeling right now.” Admitting the pain wasn’t something she wanted to do. She tried to pull her hand away, but Clyde tightened his grip and wouldn’t allow her to retreat. “I didn’t know Ryske well, but I know he loved you, I know it.”

Her lip trembled, which was exactly what she wanted to avoid. “I love him,” she managed to whisper. 

Get it together. Sucking her lip into her mouth, she willed herself not to get upset. The last thing she needed to do was regress to the beginning of her grief and run the full gauntlet again. Would she have it in her to survive that again? Doing that could kill her before she got to revenge. Her heart was heavy enough already. Surrendering it to the depth of her love for Ryske always meant a return to the pain.

Smiling, Clyde stroked the back of his fingers across her cheek. “I know… He wanted you to be happy, didn’t he? Isn’t that what he wanted?” She nodded, clinging to her lip with her teeth. “He wouldn’t want you out there putting yourself in danger in his name.”

Maybe. Maybe not. But she’d listened to Ryske once and had been ready to walk away from him when he’d claimed it was what he wanted. Except now she doubted that was true. The statements he’d made in the closet about sending her back to Rupert, about there being nothing left in the city for her, were canceled out by the three profound words he’d shared with her in the back of the ambulance. Ryske loved her. He had loved her.

Grief was an easy out. For three months, she’d used depression as an excuse for inaction. No more. No matter what, she would not let Clyde take her back there with soft words and tender sentiment. She had to toughen up, to harden herself for what lay ahead. 

Pulling away, she pressed her hands into the table to rise. “Crash once told me to prove my dedication to him. This is how I’m choosing to honor the man I love.”

Clyde grabbed her wrist. “Harlow, he wouldn’t want—” 

“He’s not here to want anything, Clyde!” she said, yanking herself from his hold and opening her arms. “I’m here. I’m alone… I need to do this for me. For my sanity. For my love for him. I won’t ever be able to move on without doing what has to be done.”

Grabbing the glasses, she took them into the kitchen to pour their contents down the sink. 

“And what is that? What has to be done?” he asked, surprising her with his proximity when he opened the cabinet to put the liquor away. “Just what is your great plan?”

She jumped when he slammed the cabinet. “I… I don’t know the details yet.”

“No?” he asked, one hand on the counter, the other on his hip. “So you thought you’d act on impulse? Just like you did when you left the city to go back to your parents after he died? Except now you’re saying that was the wrong thing to do… How do you know in three months you won’t feel that way about this?”

“I don’t,” she said, losing none of her determination even in the shadow of his skepticism. “How the hell can we be sure of anything when the world can change like that?” 

She snapped her fingers.

“Then how can you be sure you love him?”

Stepping in, she pointed at him. “Say any damn thing you want about my sanity or my plan, but don’t ever question the way I feel about Ryske.”

“If he was here right now,” Clyde said. “If he could say one thing to you, in this minute, knowing what you’re thinking, what would he say?”

She didn’t have to ponder the answer for long. 

Curling her nails into her palm, she raised her hand to show him her star. “Highs and lows until we’re dirt in the ground… He’s dirt, and until I am…” She smiled. “I go with it.”

Heading back into the living room, she wasn’t surprised Clyde wasn’t convinced. 
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