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      VIVIAN

      

      It’s raining again––the kind of drizzle that drills holes into your face and sends shudders through your bones.

      This is the fourth night in a row, during the second week of November, and the prospect of a long winter ahead makes me cringe. 

      I used to love winter––I still do––but not on the streets of New York. 

      It’s freezing outside, a harsh wind blowing through the streets of Brooklyn, spinning wet leaves across the sidewalks before tossing them over the bay.

      The rain dripping down the window is nothing but a stark reminder that I’ll have to face the nasty weather soon. 

      The tiny apartment I’ve called home for the past two months is not much warmer either. 

      Tucked in an old building that has seen better days, the place was hot and humid at the end of the summer when I moved in, and it’s chilly now as winter creeps in. 

      Threading nervous fingers through my hair, I fluff it up a little and let it drape over my back. 

      I so hate doing this. Sullen and moody, I study my figure in the mirror. The jet-black knit dress I picked up at the flea market makes my skin look paler, my blue eyes darker, and my hair almost raven under the ceiling light. 

      Hugging my frame, it accentuates my pert breasts, narrow waist, and slightly curved hips. 

      My body is lean––leaner now––and I wish I could put on a little weight just to look a bit older. 

      More mature, I mean. 

      The soft, fuzzy fabric feels good against my skin, reminding me of warm blankets, plush toys, hand-knitted sweaters, and better times when I stayed home on nights like this, reading and laughing with my mom, or hanging out with my friends. 

      Another layer of black mascara goes over my lashes. 

      I’m clearly overdoing it, and it makes no sense. No one’s paying attention to these details––not to my eyes, anyway. 

      Pressing my lips together, I move my gaze over my cheekbones, my complexion, and my crimson pout. 

      Perfectly outlined and beautifully painted, my lips look like something straight out of a glossy, high-end fashion magazine. 

      That will do. 

      I retrieve a pair of black stiletto boots and a cropped leather jacket from my tiny closet and examine them before putting them on, zipping my boots up, and smoothing my hands over my dress.

      The slanted zipper gathers the leather snugly across my chest. 

      Brushing my hair over my shoulders, I glance in the mirror again. Who cares how I look, anyway? 

      Sucking in a long breath, I try to calm my heart, fully aware it’s never worked. Why would it now?

      This thing will never get easier.

      Quivering inside, I leave my apartment and step into a dark, narrow hallway badly in need of a paint job. 

      The cracked window at the end of the corridor lets in the harsh breath of the looming winter. No wonder it’s so cold in my apartment.

      I pull the door shut and turn the key in the lock, the old metal groaning just as footfalls echo from the stairwell. 

      “It’s raining cats and dogs,” a loud female voice says. “It’s not a good time to go outside.”

      I pivot to her, a halfhearted smile on my face, yet I keep my mouth shut, knowing better than to engage her.

      She stops near me, jingling her keys and dipping her gaze to my boots, her eyes glinting with disapproval. 

      A scraggy, crooked finger nudges her eyeglasses up her nose before she shifts her bags from one hand to another, muttering something unsavory under her breath. 

      Not in the mood to listen to her, I nod in silence and slip out of the building like a ghost.

      Minutes later, a cab drops me off in front of Laser––a posh club in Manhattan popular with the kind of crowd I’m interested in. Men with thick wallets, looking for a good time.

      I give the driver almost all the cash I have on me before glancing at the place beaming with light across the street.

      It’s a swanky new club with tinted windows, throbbing lights, a huge dance floor, and cheap drinks. 

      Arctic air nips at my face as I cross the street, hugging myself, hopeful that the gamble will pay off. 

      Shivering, I step inside and glance around, pretending I belong. Despite the fake ID lining my pocket, I won’t touch the alcohol.

      I’m only here to mingle.

      It’s Friday––the busiest night of the week––and the place is packed with a young crowd. People who come here for the music, the cute DJs, and the promise of sexual escapades in the restrooms. 

      Drifting between the bar and the dance floor, I dodge casual interactions, obnoxious pick-up lines, and pointless chatter. 

      Later, I join a group of females too drunk to notice–or care–that I’ve been following them around. 

      The few guys approaching me give up quickly when they get a sense of my shitty mood. 

      By midnight, the crowd splits.

      Some people are hooking up in the dim corners, while  others are barfing in the bathrooms. 

      Fed up, I slip out the back door and walk into a narrow, dark alley looping around the building. 

      Once my boots hit the sidewalk, I suck in a long breath, desperate to fill my lungs with cold fresh air.

      The back of the club is a far cry from the neon-lit, slick front.

      Garbage piles up in black plastic bins under a rusted fire escape while loose cans and torn cardboard boxes tumble across the pavement. 

      The stench of piss mixed with rotting garbage clings to the air, reminding me of the last days of summer when the heat made it impossible to breathe. 

      I pull the zipper down, rummage through my inside pocket, and pull out a cigarette and a metal lighter I got from a client.

      I’m not a smoker–I can’t afford to be one–but cigarettes make great props in this line of work.

      They also make me look older and in control, easing my anxiety.

      Zipping my jacket up with one hand, I slide the cigarette between my lips and flip the lighter open, letting the flame kiss the tip. 

      Slowly inhaling, I scan the street.

      Two women walk languidly at the far end of the alley, their heads swiveling as they scan the area for potential clients. 

      A couple of cars peel off from the main road and crawl toward them.The men inside the expensive rides glance over the two women–who occupy better spots than me–and quickly make up their minds.

      They pull away in their sleek new cars without even looking at me.

      Fucking great.

      A scalpel-sharp wind slices across my face, making me shudder, but I stay put, still waiting, occasionally cursing under my breath.

      Clients–– men willing to pay a few bucks for a quick thrill in the back alley when there is so much free tail inside the club––start rolling in around this time.

      Headlights flood the alley again as two more cars arrive back to back.

      The women split up, each approaching a vehicle. 

      They bend at the waist and arch their backs to show off their figures. 

      They’re older than me and most likely well-fed. 

      The women rest their hands on the men’s cars as they start negotiating. Before long their shoulders slump as the deals fall through.

      Defeated, they slink back to their spots, and the cars speed off without looking at me. 

      Again.

      Rains slashes down harder, now mixed with snow, the wind turning into ice daggers on my skin as I brush off cold droplets from my hair.

      My fingers are numb, my breath steaming in the freezing air, billowing like smoke.

      More time passes, and my hope dwindles.

      Still, I wait a little longer, out of desperation, if nothing else.

      And then I hear it.

      The deep growl of a turbo engine rips into the air as a shiny black Camaro with chrome rims and tinted windows breaks away from the main road and crawls up the alley.

      Thick beams of light sweep across the concrete as the car creeps closer. 

      The women hurry to the sidewalk but quickly retreat when the car glides past them, heading for me. 

      My pulse throbs in my ears as the ride trails closer. 

      I still can’t get used to this. 

      Faint light drips from a lamppost, casting a glow over the car’s black sheen. 

      Nervous, I move my gaze over the gleaming rims, shining rooftop, and tinted windows. 

      My chest feels hollow as the car slows and eases to a smooth stop nearby. 

      Reluctantly, I step into a cone of light and offer myself to the potential client. 

      Frozen on the sidewalk, I listen to my heart pounding against the rib cage as thick panic and raging hunger move through my senses at light speed.  

      Hunger always wins.

      Everything will be okay, I tell myself.

      Not that I’ve ever believed that kind of crap. And I sure as hell won’t start believing it now.

      Regardless, I need to get over myself and do this.

      Sucking in a short breath, I take a couple of steps toward the car, set my hand on the wet rooftop, and act as if I have everything under control.

      As if my jaw isn’t locked, my pulse isn’t pounding in my wrists, and my teeth aren’t clenched and chattering all at once.

      Lowering my head, I narrow my eyes and peer through the tinted glass, pointing my gaze to the driver’s seat.

      I can’t see a thing.

      A few moments tick by, and more rain trickles down, leaving trails on my cheeks. 

      The window cracks open before sliding down all the way––I truly hope there’s only one occupant in the car. 

      With every inch of glass moving, my heart spins faster.

      Eventually, a man cloaked in shadow gives me a side-eyed glance. His face remains hidden, despite the lit cigarette dangling from his lips and the red-orange light licking his mouth.

      “Get in the car,” he rumbles, his deep hoarse voice tearing into my brain.

      Going through the motions, I pull the door open with a frosted hand and slide in, wet from the sleet.

      Luckily, it’s warm inside, the aroma of smoke and fresh pine trees cloying the air as I settle in my seat. 

      The window glides up, sealing me in, and heat coils around my legs, hugging me like a blanket. 

      Looking away for a moment, he takes a long drag and forcefully blows the smoke out before disposing of the stub with a flick of his hand.

      The window on his side pulls shut, his face now illuminated by the dashboard light.

      My eyes dip. 

      I can tell he’s tall by the way he fills his seat. 

      A fitted gray T-shirt outlines his hard, raised pectorals and perfectly carved broad shoulders while a leather waistcoat hangs open over his V-shaped torso. 

      Dark jeans hug his thighs, a leather belt looping around his tapered waist, highlighting his narrow hips. 

      A tattoo depicting swirling lines and words etched across a broken sword creeps up his right arm before disappearing inside his sleeve. 

      Silently, he runs his hand through his thick, dark hair that almost touches the base of his neck. 

      Sweeping a few bangs back, he reveals piercing dark eyes, a smooth complexion, and chiseled good looks.

      He’s maybe thirty… If that. 

      A guy this hot?

      He could get women on his lap for free, with just a wink, and they would wait in line around the block.

      I don’t think I’ve ever touched a man like him.

      The regulars are over forty and don’t spend time in the gym during the week so they can pick up hookers half their age on the weekends. 

      They all look the same, act brashly, and want what they’ve paid for without showing a sliver of finesse.

      Fifteen minutes with them is like lifting weights for an hour––leaves you dazed and with a sharp pain in your bones. 

      “Take your jacket off,” he orders.

      His eyes move briefly over my body as I unzip my jacket and peel it off. 

      I let it drop to the side.

      “How much for bareback?” he asks.

      His words explode in my ears like firecrackers, and my hope for a real meal dies out fast as I sense a disagreement coming our way followed by the predictable outcome. 

      “I don’t do bareback...” I murmur, my voice trailing off. 

      If we stay quiet long enough, we can both hear my stomach growling.

      “That’s not what I asked,” he snaps, shooting me a stern look, his expression matching his thundering voice. 

      I open and close my mouth a few times, not a sound coming from my throat before I smoothly grab my jacket. 

      A car looms behind us, headlights flaring.

      Without a word, he turns his eyes away from me, grips the wheel, and steps on the gas, setting us in motion.

      Seconds later, we roll out of the alleyway and merge in with the traffic as I furtively glance at him.

      He may as well take me to a deserted place, get the bareback that he wants, and toss me into a ditch. 

      It doesn’t matter what I do or don’t do for him. 

      The question is, what can I do to stop him?

      Nothing.

      There’s nothing I can do to stop him.

      We make a few turns before slipping into the dim, desolate streets of the Garment District.

      Steel shutters line the sidewalks, looking ghostly and forgotten.

      He brings the car to a stop beside a metallic scaffolding, its frame clinging to the side of a tall, shadowed building.

      The headlights go dark, but the engine keeps humming. The heat staying on, too. 

      It’s hard not to notice that he’s picked out an unlit spot that's gloomy like hell. 

      “Handjob?”

      “I can do that,” I say, overly enthusiastic and optimistic, surprised that he is willing to compromise. 

      He’s definitely disappointed with me, or perhaps that’s how he sounds all the time. 

      I rub my hands together to warm them up and shift in my seat to face him. 

      Gently touching his thigh, I drag my gaze over his groin before raising my eyes. 

      He throws me a vacant stare that ties my stomach in knots. 

      I can’t find a shred of emotion in him, a thrill or the slightest shred of anticipation, not even curiosity, let alone excitement. 

      Not even when I run my hand up between his legs and cup his bulge.

      “Do you have a name?” I ask softly.

      Some men want me to talk to them when I do this.

      Dirty, or otherwise.

      They like to listen to a story, or some made-up shit, anything to pull them out of their heads as I jerk them off. 

      Only a few men want me to stay silent, and almost none of them are eager to talk. 

      “McKenna,” he says as I feel him up. 

      Palming his impressive hard-on, I notice how it strains against his jeans. A dash of heat rolls between my thighs, giving me an unexpected rush. 

      “Why did you pick me?” I ask the first thing that comes to mind as I slide my fingers up his fly.

      Smoothly, I unfasten his belt, pop his waistband button open, and lower his zipper. 

      Locking his eyes, I slide my hand down his boxers, run my palm up, and give his already hard flesh a long stroke. 

      Electric currents tumble down my spine. 

      I tear my eyes away from his face and smoothly dip them before running my thumb over the chiseled crown.

      “Because I like amateurs,” he comments dryly.

      I flick my gaze up and meet his frosted eyes. 

      Although I can’t vouch for his intentions, he looks like he could kill me just because I let him down. 

      I push my hand inside his jeans while he opens his legs a little more so I can cup his balls. 

      “Your hand is cold,” he mutters, displeased.

      Still, he’s hard in my hand. 

      I run my fist up and down, lowering my head and breathing hot air over his shaft. 

      “That’s better,” he mumbles, his hard length starting to pulse in my grip.

      Guilty pleasure rams through my blood. 

      Smoothly, he leans back in his seat and cuffs the back of his neck, stretching his torso. 

      Without giving it much thought, I push his T-shirt up and start kneading his abs, my body getting warmer as I go. 

      I glance up at him and stroke him faster, his full erection throbbing in my hand, his hooded eyes burning holes into my face. Although it’s no longer needed, I keep blowing hot air over the tip of his erection. 

      He tilts his hips up, rocking his hard length into my fist, and the more vigorously he does it, the more turned on I get.

      He knows it, too.

      My mouth hovers over the sculpted head, inches away from the wet tip, the addictive heat moving through me like a blazing fire. 

      His balls tighten, his hand sliding around my neck as my center clenches with pleasure.

      Without a second thought, I lower my head and go all the way down.

      My lips roll over his shaft, my tongue swirling around his girth, my mouth sheathing his hard meat. 

      “Fuck,” he grunts, turned on and angry.

      His fingers thread through my hair as he pushes his hips up, lodging himself into the back of my throat. 

      I angle my head and pull him in as much as I can, his tense grip making me hot. 

      His skin is warm and smooth, his scent manly, the taste of him a huge turn-on. 

      Tension spins in my core as I feel him edging. 

      Pressing my tongue against him and moving it smoothly along his hard-on, I give him what he wants. 

      Pressing my head down, he shudders with pleasure, his groans filling my ears, his seed blasted in my mouth. 

      I swallow every drop, indulging in the soft pulsations spiraling up between my legs.

      “Fucking amateur,” he grumps, his chest heaving.

      I look up at him, and he rolls his eyes, annoyed, running his hand up his dick as I straighten in my seat.

      “What kind of business are you running?” he asks as I slide my fingers over my mouth, wiping away a few drops of semen. 

      “First, you say you don’t do it...” he mutters, overly pissed. 

      “I don’t do it.”

      “Right. And yet, you did it. What made you change your mind?” he tosses at me brashly.

      “Your kind personality,” I retort, risking a lot. 

      With these few words, I might’ve just opened the door to his real personality, which could get me in real trouble. 

      “You didn’t even ask for money upfront,” he says, going down his grievances list. 

      “I usually do.”

      “Yeah... Right. I should only pay for the handjob,” he says, tucking his dick into his jeans and pulling the zipper up.

      “Sure, pay only for the handjob. Asshole.” 

      That could be the shortcut to hell.

      Being constantly hungry, the swollen flesh between my thighs, and his incessant nagging certainly hasn’t made me any smarter.

      “Hey,” he barks. “Watch your filthy mouth.”

      He hooks his fingers into my dress and shakes me like a rag doll.

      I instinctively pull back, the fabric tearing in his grip, the knit unraveling across my shoulder.

      I check the damage in disbelief.

      “Thanks for nothing,” I say, angry tears prickling my eyes. 

      I pinch the seam, struggling to keep it from unraveling any further as if I’m holding my fragile fucking life together by a thread. 

      More tears pool in my eyes as I grab my jacket and stretch my hand out.

      “Give me whatever you want, and I’ll be out of your hair,” I say.

      “How old are you?” he asks in a cold voice, his hand still on me, slowly wrapping around my neck. 

      His hand is warm, smelling like sweet tobacco, spicy cologne, and the scent of winter. 

      It’s just enough pressure to make me feel the pang of fear. And yet, it’s the kind of human touch I’ve craved for and haven’t felt in so damn long.

      “Nineteen.”

      “Are you?” he asks skeptically. 

      “Uh-huh... In six months.”

      He lets out a chuckle––his features disarmingly beautiful when he does that––and slowly shakes his head. 

      Soon after, his hand slides down to my waist, his smile fading as a grim expression darkens his face. 

      His eyes bore into mine, a muscle pulsing in his jaw.

      He leans closer, and I turn limp. 

      His face hovers inches away from mine, warm breath brushing my lips, fingers trailing down my neck as he inhales again, catching the stench of fear rising off me. 

      “Can you please let go of me?” I whimper, tears trickling down my face. 

      His grip tightens around my neck, his thumb stroking my skin. It’s a tender yet intense touch, showing the kind of twisted affection a killer would have for his victim or the predator for his prey. 

      “Please...” I murmur, frozen in my seat.

      His grip softens into a caress before his fingers rake down my shoulder and over my bare skin, where the knitted fabric is still unraveling.

      A pang of hope rises in me, but it’s short-lived as he takes another breath, moves his fingers up, and grips a handful of my hair. 

      My panic soars as I expect the worst.

      He curls his arm around my waist, caging me in as if hugging me, but I can’t be fooled. 

      I sense him shuddering with pent-up tension, like he could snap me in two without a shred of regret.

      My heart pounds frantically, and more fear spreads through my veins, feeding on itself and turning me into a puddle of despair. 

      I can’t breathe.

      “Where do you live?” he murmurs in my ear. 

      “Brooklyn.”

      “Your name?”

      “Vivian,” I say in a clipped voice.

      A few moments pass, his breaths getting heavier and heavier before he lets out a long exhale and breaks away from me just as I start sobbing. 

      Without another word, he grips the steering wheel, flips the lights on, and veers the car away. 

      “Where are we going?”

      He ignores my question, my fidgeting, and pretty much my entire existence while I brace for the worst. 

      Moments later, I spot the signs pointing to the Brooklyn Bridge, and a sigh of relief pushes out of my chest. 

      “Can I get my money, please?”

      “You’ll get your damn money,” he quietly tosses at me through clenched teeth.

      “I need to buy some food first,” I murmur. 

      He gives me a sharp look.

      “When was the last time you ate?”

      “Dinner...?” I say, making it sound like a question. 

      His eyes stay on me, stern.

      “It was lunch,” I say with more conviction this time. 

      “Try again,” he barks.

      “Yesterday’s lunch.”

      He shifts his gaze away from me, his eyes showing no emotion.

      We drive in silence for no more than twenty minutes before pulling to a stop in front of a small diner in Brooklyn, not far from the train station and the apartment building I live in.

      He climbs out and slams the door shut while I rush to catch up with him. 

      He holds the door to the cute diner open for me as I sneak inside, his dark eyes locking mine for a second, enough so I can feel the cold fingers of a shiver moving down on me.

      I still can’t tell whether he only wants to feed me or he also wants to kill me afterward. 

      A few tables are occupied. 

      Two men and a woman share a peal of laughter in a booth, their cheerful voices vibrating in the air. They look as if they just came from a party.

      An old couple sits at a table. 

      The woman studies the menu through frameless glasses while the man talks to a red-haired waitress. 

      Perched on a stool, a cop sits at the counter and fiddles with his phone. 

      Out of reflex, I step back and hit McKenna’s chest. His hand wraps around my neck.

      “Move,” he commands quietly in a gruff voice.

      I step forward. 

      He walks me to a booth near the window, indifferent to everything surrounding him, myself included. 

      A smell of fried food drifts through the air, making my mouth water.

      He takes off his jacket and drops it on the bench. I keep mine on to conceal my torn dress. 

      Silently, I scoot over to the window while he tosses his keys on the table and takes a seat across from me. 

      “What do you want to eat?” he asks, flipping a menu open.

      “Food. Any kind of food.” 

      I hold his eyes as he unhurriedly studies me, taking in my features.

      He quickly drops the menu on the table and shifts his focus to the waitress.

      “What can I get for you?” a shapely brunette asks, flashing a friendly smile.

      “California Style Burger with extra mayo, French fries, a Greek Omelet, and Lemon Ricotta Pancakes with fruit and whipped cream.”

      My stomach growls again. I patiently wait my turn. 

      He cuts his eyes at me. 

      “Would that be enough?” he asks. 

      “Oh. For me? Yes. Of course.”

      “Same for me,” he says before the waitress sweeps the menus off the table. 

      “Anything to drink?” she asks.

      He motions to me. 

      “Herbal tea,” I say, craving something hot without the caffeine. 

      “Coffee for me,” he says. 

      The woman walks away while he props his elbows on the table and looks out the window, his eyes going blank again. 

      Rain trickles down the glass, the streetlights looking like running colors on a painter’s easel. 

      Secretly, I study him as he rests his expressive hands on the table.

      My eyes stall on his long fingers, smooth skin, intricate veins, and the mark of a clean, not ragged, white scar on the back of his right hand. 

      Corded muscles snake up his arms––defined and lean, with no bulkiness of any kind as if forged through years of strenuous effort, not simply coming from brute force.

      Etched into pale skin, his masculine features show absolutely no emotion. 

      A few stray bangs slide over his deep-seated eyes, a cold glint sparkling in the shadow of his lashes. 

      His sensual lips are frozen and unwilling to smile, adding more mystery to his face. 

      There’s a baffling contrast to him, the shell not matching the story of his eyes.

      “Are you done?” he rasps, shifting his focus to me.

      The hard glint in his eyes hits me straight in my chest.

      I feel like he’s pushing me back, and faltering, I suppress a gasp.

      “With what?” I ask.

      “Checking me out?”

      I silently drop my gaze, just as the waitress returns to our table.

      “Your tea. And your coffee, sir. The food will be ready in a few minutes.”

      I sneak a glance at him as he nods to her before I open a peppermint tea bag and dunk it into the cup of steaming water she’s left on the table. 

      I stir a pinch of sugar in it as well. 

      He sips his coffee, watching me over the rim of his cup. 

      Suddenly self-conscious, I run my fingers under my eyes and sweep my bottom lip with my forefinger, removing traces of smudged makeup. 

      His eyes follow my moves dispassionately.

      “You have parents?” he asks. 

      My stomach shrinks.

      “Not anymore,” I say, moving my eyes to the waitress as she returns to our table. 

      This time, she sets down two large plates of crusty fries, omelets overfilled with feta cheese and spinach, and big burgers garnished with slices of tomato, lettuce, and a dash of mayo. 

      A second server brings the lemon ricotta pancakes to the table. 

      Sifted powder sugar and whipped cream are piled on top, while maple syrup and fresh fruit sit on the side. 

      “Enjoy,” the woman says, flashing a warm smile.

      I look at him.

      “Eat,” he orders. 

      Without another encouragement, I dig into the best meal I’ve had in a while.
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