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      The alarm rang throughout the house; the first of two set every day of the week at 4:45 and 5:00.

      Elora rushed forward and turned it off, her heart racing as she checked on the water inside the pot. It hadn’t started to boil yet. There was no way supper would be ready on time.

      She grabbed the handles of the cookware, moving it an inch forward, hoping it would suddenly catch more heat and magically bubble within the next few seconds, but all it did was slosh around.

      It was the first time in her marriage that her husband’s meal wouldn’t be ready right as he arrived home, and her stomach tightened at how he’d react.

      She glanced at her cellphone as it blinked with a bright blue light, and bit her lower lip.

      Another text from her best friend Liana. They’d distracted her for the past few hours; one of the reasons why her meal preparations were delayed.  She just hoped Richard wouldn’t be too angry with her when he got home.

      She glanced at the newest message.

      Liana: Come on. Ask him.

      The second alarm rang, and Elora quickly pushed the button to silence it. She grabbed the spaghettini box, hovering near the pot as tiny bubbles began forming from the heat. If she could just put the pasta inside, at least she’d have something to show for progress.

      Three minutes left.

      Her pulse sped as the water bubbled higher, and she dumped the spaghettini inside, sweat beading across her forehead.

      Two minutes.

      Time enough to recheck that everything else was perfect; supper being late was bad enough, but she wouldn’t have anything else wrong. She wiped the counter once more, then rushed to the dining room table and placed Richard’s chair aligned with the split down the middle.

      The sound of the door opening sent butterflies rushing through her stomach. Not the romantic sort; the ones that burned the back of her throat with acid reflux. She swallowed several times, wiping her sweaty palms against the apron. Another click sounded through the house, and she hurried to the entrance.

      “How was work?” Elora asked, picking up his briefcase and pushing it between the shoe rack and the small table. When he frowned, she focused on the silver case. It was crooked. She fished between it and the wall and removed a pebble, allowing it to stand straight as usual. The vacuum never picked up everything, and in her rush for time, she’d forgotten to sweep with the broom for good measure. She had already screwed up and hadn’t even gotten the chance to ask him permission.

      Richard let out a sigh. “Might be another business trip coming up this weekend.” He took off his shoes and waited as she placed them with the other footwear. “I’ll be gone Friday and back on Sunday.” He hung his keys on the third hook from the right.

      It was as though the stars aligned for the first time in her life. Maybe she really could go to the author convention with Liana?

      She took a deep breath, and forced a bigger smile. “Supper will be ready very, very soon. But do you want a beer in the meantime? It’ll give you a chance to relax before eating.” She glanced over her shoulder as she strode toward the fridge.

      “Sure,” he called out.

      Her shoulders relaxed a bit as she grabbed a beer and walked into the living room. He sat on the couch, his legs stretched out.

      So far, so good.

      “Here.” She handed him the refreshment, and he eyed it.

      “And how am I supposed to drink it?” he asked in a sharp tone.

      Her pulse sped. “Sorry. I forgot.” She dashed into the kitchen and found the opener, then made her way back to him while popping the cap off.

      He smiled as he took it, but it didn’t reach his green eyes. “Thanks.”

      She gave a quick nod, then returned to the meal. Three years of marriage, and she still screwed things up.

      As she stared at the boiling water, waiting for the pasta to finish, she mentally rehearsed how she’d ask permission.

      There’s a convention this week and guess what? No.

      Cringing at her thoughts, she shook her head.

      Liana invited me to… no. My book won an award and… Damn.

      She just had to do it. Glancing at the timer, she wiped her hands. With Liana’s phone call, Elora had gotten behind on preparations. She was lucky he didn’t comment about it, even if she could tell it annoyed him.

      The email came two weeks ago. Elora’s book, My Imaginary Mom, was named Picture Book of the year by the Canadian Coping for Kids Society. Her face had nearly split from smiling so much.

      But she didn’t have enough money to her name for a ticket to the convention. Luckily, she lived in the same city, so travel wasn’t an issue, but what she earned in royalties became Richard’s money, and covered groceries. It wasn’t ever hers to spend. There were so many reasons she couldn’t go, but Liana pushed, and in truth, Elora really wanted to attend.

      But with Richard annoyed, asking was a dreadful idea.

      There’s always an excuse. Do it.

      Taking a deep breath, she placed the strainer in the sink. “Richard?”

      “Yes?” His tone sounded light, and so she jumped for the chance.

      “I’ve… I’m invited to an author’s convention here in town. My picture book won best in its category, and I was wondering if it would be okay if I attended?” She swallowed, trying to get rid of the dryness in her mouth. “Liana is going as well, and offered to pay for the Book Fair ticket.” She picked up the pot and moved to the sink.

      Richard grabbed the handles with her, and a quiver shot through her; she hadn’t felt him approaching. “You want to spend a few nights in a hotel, is that it?” he asked coolly.

      She stiffened. “The award is on Saturday, so I’d be there from ten in the morning to three in the afternoon. I wouldn’t sleep there,” she whispered as he tilted the pot. Boiling water splashed, and she sucked in air as a few droplets burned her arm.

      He pulled it and placed it on the oven. “Did it get you?” he asked, running the washcloth under cold spray. He applied it on a few red blotches on her skin. “I guess that’s why you cook; I’m so clumsy.”

      She laughed, but it didn’t sound real to her own ears. “You provide for both of us; you do enough work as it is.”

      When he moved away, she poured the sauce, careful to wipe any drips before they stained. She stirred, keeping her focus on the meal she prepared. “It would only be Saturday… Is it okay?”

      She grabbed a plate and spooned a good helping of pasta onto it. When she turned, her breath caught in her throat. He leaned on the large mahogany dining room table, arms crossed.

      “And your friend will pay for it? Just like that?” He scoffed. “You’ll need money, and once again, it’s me who has to pay.” He passed his fingers through his straw-blond hair. “Don’t you already have enough? A house, nice clothes, everything you desire for your little coloring hobby?” He rolled his eyes.

      The last part was another stab, but she pushed down the hurt as usual. “Of course I’m grateful, but―”

      “But what?” He straightened, and she tightened her grip on the plate. “You’d have nothing if it wasn’t for me. You realize that, right?”

      “I know, and I’m so lucky to have you.” She took a tentative step, and when he didn’t yell, she moved to the table and put his meal at the head. “I just wanted to mention the award comes with prize money. It’s something to give back for the times you’ve spent on me, even though you never need to.”

      He sat, drumming his fingers on the surface. His gaze was distant, like he thought about it. But she didn’t want to get her hopes up. Too many occasions they’d alight only to be smothered.

      “Just Saturday.”

      Part of her didn’t seem to process the information correctly for a few seconds. She blinked a few times, her pulse speeding.

      She quickly wrapped her arms around him, smiling ear to ear. “Oh, thank you so much.”

      “And don’t make a habit of this.” He grabbed his fork. “I’m sure your friend doesn’t mind paying this once, but you can’t leech off everyone like you do with me. Understand?”

      Her shoulders slumped, but she kept the smile in place. “Definitely. I’ll join you in a second.”

      Once back in the kitchen, she served her own plate, but put it down next to her cellphone.

      Elora: I’ll be at the convention on Saturday.
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      “Stop being a baby,” Elora muttered to herself. Swallowing hard, she tried getting rid of the lump tightening inside her throat.

      She dabbed another layer of toner beneath her eyes, over the redness. On the rare occasions Richard allowed her to go anywhere, he always change his mind and argue.

      This time was worse since he threatened to quit his job because of the stress. He said dealing with both his work and her mood swings was too much. That he wouldn’t be able to afford the home anymore. She almost let him win and canceled going to the Book Fair with the threat lingering over her. He tugged at the chain binding her to him, and she usually gave up quickly.

      But not this time.

      Through his yelling, she stood her ground. And here she was in the washrooms of the convention center. There’d be hell to pay when she got back home. Her stomach churned, and she held her breath; the smell of cleaner products not helping her nausea.

      Backing away from the large washroom mirror, she squinted. Was it obvious that she cried her eyes out? The sound of dripping water from the faucets ticked into the speckled sinks like a countdown clock. Every second brought her closer to the end of this day. She couldn’t figure out if she wanted it to be over quickly or linger forever.

      With a sigh, she patted her dress before stepping out.

      An authors’ convention. A place Elora had dreamed of attending for years. From the earliest character she drew and the short story she wrote, to the first picture book published.

      Groups of people walked past, and a few recognized Elora from her photo as a special guest. It was nerve-wracking, yet so exciting. The Book Fair took place in a large hall, separated into a dozen sections, each representing different age categories and genres.

      She moved to the children’s section where she was most at ease, but stopped when someone called her name.

      “Elora!” Liana waved frantically. “Come on. It’s about to start.” Elora’s best friend bounced on her high heels, a feat Elora never understood since she wore flats and managed to fall with those.

      Flats to fall flat on my face… Fitting.

      Elora arched an eyebrow as she approached.

      Liana grasped Elora’s hands and continued bouncing a bit. Her tight dark red dress fit her like a glove, not leaving anything to the imagination. Elora sometimes envied her friend’s self-esteem.

      Her outfit was a plain summer dress. Purple lilacs on white, elastic hugging her breasts and waist, and it finished in a flowing design from her hips to her knees. Richard had approved, but insisted she wear a sweater. She had, but once she realized it was warm inside the hall, she took it off. Elora didn’t enjoy breaking her word, especially when it was a simple request, but she wasn’t about to have a heat stroke.

      “What’s going on?” Elora asked, staring above Liana’s shoulder as a crowd of people gathered closer to the stage of the adult romance section.

      Liana gave a devilish smile. “Well, there’s a contest, and I… paid for two tickets for us.”

      Her pulse raced. Liana didn’t enter contests unless the reward was worth winning. In other words, something likely to terrify Elora. “You what? What prize?”

      She kept a firm grasp on Elora’s hand, pulling her toward the stage. They’d announce the winner any minute.

      Elora’s gaze swept the poster advertising the contest. The chance to win a photoshoot with a male model featured in a charity calendar the prior year.

      She let out a groan.

      “It’s fine. Don’t worry. With the amount of people who put their names in, the odds of you winning are―”

      The microphone’s high-pitched sound echoed across the room, and Elora jumped. She twisted her fingers as the woman who tapped it winced, a sheepish smile accompanying her small blush.

      “Sorry about that, ladies. Now, I know everyone here would die for a photoshoot with Mr. July, but only one can win this fabulous prize. And you have to promise once I read the winner’s name, there won’t be any cat fights,” she stated with a wink and a wiggle of her finger.

      Elora’s heart thumped in her ribcage.

      Just do it already. I want to leave.

      “Before we pick the winner, I should introduce the man who made this contest a possibility.” The woman motioned to the side and thunderous screams accompanied the man who walked onto the stage.

      Elora breath hitched for reasons she hadn’t felt in years.

      Vincent Voden.

      He’s… handsome. And that’s an understatement.

      He wore a suit, giving him the air of sophistication with a hint of darkness. He smiled and waved at the crowd, and she cursed herself for the way her body reacted. A polite gesture should never make her gooey, and yet, there she was, melting on the spot.

      People in the crowd gathered closer as a few took out their cellphones to get shots of him. It took a few seconds for her to realize the women had pushed Elora forward, placing her at the front.

      She locked gazes with Vincent. His lips curled in a half-smile, and warmth heated her cheeks as she glanced away.

      “I’m honored to see so many wonderful entrants for this contest. Proceeds from the ticket prices are donated to the animal shelter here in the city, and so it’s for a good cause.” His voice was deep, gentle, but it held a note of command.

      They caught one another’s stare, and when he grinned at her, she shrank back. His gaze darkened when she did, so she stiffened, trying to hold her ground―oh how she tried―but fear won.

      Glancing over her shoulder for Liana, she spotted her at the rear of the crowd. Not that Liana would have noticed; she practically drooled at the male model on stage. Liana, while happily married, often commented there was nothing wrong with looking at attractive people.

      The microphone buzzed, and it brought Elora’s attention to the large black box next to the podium. “Now, we’ll pick the winner―”

      Vincent leaned near the woman’s ear, and she flushed a deep shade of red. She frowned at first, but when he withdrew, she gave a slow nod.

      Apparently, he’s got charm on everyone.

      The woman cleared her voice. “We’ll be announcing the winner in a minute.”

      Most women booed, but the host distracted them with a list of tomorrow’s prizes. Part of Elora wanted to bolt in case they picked her. If she wasn’t there, they’d pick another name.

      Vincent vanished behind the curtains to the side, and Elora pushed through the crowd, aiming for the rear to be with Liana. This was ridiculous. While Elora enjoyed reading romances, there was a good reason she didn’t write them. Love was fictional and belonged in fantasy books along with other myths. Besides, people always said to create from experience.

      Before she had the chance to get away, Vincent returned on stage to the renewed cheers of the crowd. He took his jacket off slowly, and Elora forgot her escape plan as she gawked. The white dress shirt he wore stretched against hard muscles as he unbuttoned the cuff to his sleeve and rolled it. Tattoos snaked the skin of his forearm, disappearing underneath his clothes. What else was on the rest of his body?

      At the thought, she shook her head. She had no business thinking anything like that, being married.

      Why am I fooling myself? He’s a man, and they’re all the same.

      Vincent pushed his hands into his pockets and waited.

      “And here’s the moment we’ve waited for,” the woman announced, waving at the male model.

      He reached into the black box, rummaging inside for a few seconds before pulling out a folded piece of paper. Elora swallowed hard as he unfolded it, reading the name. He handed it to the announcer who leaned toward the microphone, holding the note higher to read it.

      “Elora Reverie!”

      The world shrunk. Elora couldn’t breathe. A hand grasped her arm, and she yelped.

      “Elora? Hey…” Liana’s voice cut through Elora’s panic, and she blinked several times before her mind caught up with what happened.

      The crowd fell silent as they stared at her; a few seemed concerned, but most looked at her as though she had gone mad.

      Maybe I have.

      Elora let out a breath. “Sorry… There was so much noise, and I didn’t realize…”

      “It’s fine.” She rubbed Elora’s arm. “You won. Go collect your prize.” She gave an encouraging smile.

      Right. The contest.

      Heat engulfed Elora’s body, but it drained away fast. Her blood seemed to freeze as Vincent took deliberately slow steps down the stairs of the stage, his hands inside his pockets as he approached. His irises were dark brown, and he stared at Elora with an intensity she couldn’t describe. Up close, his five o’clock stubble gave him a laid back, yet wild appearance. Without a smile, though, he had a dangerous look, and she wished his mouth curled up.

      “Elora Reverie?” he asked, keeping a respectful distance between them. She imagined he didn’t want her flying off the handle.

      She nodded, wiping her sweaty palms on her dress. “Yes.”

      He motioned to the side and waited for her to follow. Her eyes widened at the thought of going anywhere with him, but she didn’t need to make a bigger scene. So she followed, twirling her fingers together and keeping her head down. They strode up the stairs, and she stiffened to keep from running in the opposite direction. She should’ve continued walking toward the kids’ section when she’d had the chance.

      The woman on the stage cleared her throat. “Congratulations!” Her fake enthusiasm didn’t match her gaze. “You’re quite lucky. Children’s book of the year, and now this. Feels like you’re holding all the luck to yourself.”

      Elora stared at her feet, light shining on the small plastic decoration on the flats catching her eye, and keeping her distracted from what was going on.

      Why am I here? I just wanted to stick to my section. This isn’t the place for me. Why can’t I vanish?

      Vincent moved closer, and Elora pressed her lips tight to keep from gasping at the sudden movement. “I doubt winning an award for writing a book is based on luck, Miss Mervat. Based on talent, I’d say.” Although he spoke the words matter-of-factly, his voice had an edge of coldness to it.

      The woman shifted on her high heels, a pink hue coloring her ears and face before addressing the crowd. “Of course. Well, enjoy your prize then, Mrs. Reverie.”

      The word hit Elora like a slap.

      People applauded, but it was half-hearted, and most of the women had dispersed. Liana gave Elora a thumbs up before leaving with the cluster.

      She wanted to tell the announcer to have Vincent pick another name, but the woman was gone. It wasn’t fair that Elora won a prize she didn’t want.

      But Vincent had other plans. He slid in front of her and stared toward the side of the stage. “Let’s talk.”

      “About what?”

      He smiled, and warmth bubbled through her. “Winning a photoshoot together.”

      Before she thought it through, she followed him to the side of the stage and away from prying eyes.
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      Vincent opened the door to a volunteers’ lounge, but stopped halfway through and closed it. The woman already trembled from head to toe, and he guessed it was because she didn’t enjoy being alone with him. Going into a smaller room wouldn’t help put her at ease. She glanced over her shoulder to the podium for the third time, then at the area as though searching for a way out.

      He frowned, hating the fear in her eyes, recognizing it too well. The only individuals he wanted frightened of him were those who fucked with people he cared about.

      “Care to sit?” He motioned at the armchairs.

      She nodded and walked past him, rubbing along the wall to maintain as much distance as possible. He clenched his jaw to keep from exhaling in frustration.

      This won’t be easy.

      Leaning into the cushy seat, he watched her in silence for a few seconds. “Would you like something to eat or drink?” He pointed at the platters lining the counter.

      “No, thank you.” She shook her head, and he caught a whiff of her scent. Citrus with a hint of peppermint. It was enticing.

      He smoothed down his shirt as he sat up straighter. “Mrs. Reverie―”

      “Please call me Elora,” she blurted, as though her last name was a curse. She swallowed visibly. “I think you should pick another winner.”

      “Why?”

      She played with her fingers, staring at her lap. “My friend entered me in the contest. I didn’t. I mean, it’s… I can’t.”

      He edged closer, trying to catch her gaze. When he did, a pair of brown eyes pooled in tears met his, and he froze. His instincts told him to reach out and comfort the poor woman, but it would likely scare her even more.

      She wiped her cheeks. “Sorry.” When she straightened, she plastered a fake smile, and it pissed him off for reasons he didn’t care to focus on. “I can’t participate in this photoshoot. I’m sorry.”

      “You can’t because your husband won’t let you?” Even to his own ears, his emphasis was rougher than he intended.

      Her breath came in faster. “I’m not good with physical contact.”

      “I noticed.” He leaned back to give her space. “And why do you have difficulty with that? I’ve modeled with married women before. It’s a shoot, not an affair.”

      Her cheeks flushed. “I know, but…”

      “But what?” He cocked his head, waiting. “Are you trying to come up with another excuse?”

      “It’s none of your business.” Her voice rose.

      Ah. There’s still some fight in her. Good.

      He didn’t want her afraid of him; he wanted her fierce and proud. Earlier, when he’d arrived at the convention, he watched her read to a group of children in the picture book section as he passed by, mesmerized by her smile and laughter. But most of all, there was an endless joy in her expression.

      “You’re right. It’s none of my business. But you know what is?”

      “What?”

      “The prize you won.” He stood and moved to the table with the snacks. “I have a proposition.” He leaned against it and crossed his arms.

      She glanced at the exit before returning her attention on him. “I’m listening.”

      “The photoshoot is scheduled a couple of months away. I suggest working on your physical contact issues in the meantime. We could meet whenever it’s possible for you and practice.”

      He didn’t think it possible for her to blush any deeper, but there she was, exceeding his expectations. The woman brought out all his urges to protect.

      She bit the side of her finger. “Why?”

      “Because I get to do a photoshoot as expected of me, and you try something new. It’s a win-win situation, if you let it.”

      “And how would we practice, exactly?” Her voice was hushed, and he forced his mind to focus on what was happening instead of where it kept taking him. In bed with her. He wasn’t above fucking women he didn’t know. It was how he preferred it; no attachments.

      “We’d start slow. Getting physically closer without you freezing. Small touches and caresses.” He took a step forward, but stopped when she bolted to her feet.

      She’s so beautiful when she blushes.

      She took a step back, glancing toward the exit. “I can’t.”

      Yet her voice wavered as though unsure.

      He grabbed his business card and a pen, not commenting as she jumped at his movement.

      There was a slim chance this woman would change her mind, but he was willing to give it a shot. Poor thing was in a bad relationship, if he was making assumptions.

      He scribbled his phone number and handed her the card. “In case you change your mind.” When she took it, he purposely brushed his thumb over her knuckles. “And I hope you do.”

      It had been a while since he’d had to chase any woman; most threw themselves at him. But Elora was different. He’d seen the banner with her smiling photo; it showed her as happy, but he saw through the fake smile. The despair was clearer than photos of his own mother. He clenched his jaw. He wouldn’t chase too long, though.

      “I’ll wait a week before calling the contest host and asking for another woman’s name if I don’t hear from you. But,” he closed the gap between them, “I have the feeling you’ll call me.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “Oh…” As though realizing something, she pointed toward the exit. “I should go. The award is in a few minutes.”

      “Of course.” When she took a few steps back, he didn’t comment, but smiled instead. “Congratulations on both your wins. Although,” he gave her one of his signature grins, “I believe your best win is the one for your book.”

      She smiled, and his heart swelled. It wasn’t forced. And when she smiled―truly smiled―her face lit up beautifully. “Well, as you said, one was a talent, and the other was luck.”

      He chuckled as she strode away and glanced over her shoulder at him one last time before vanishing from his sight.

      Digging into his pockets, he pulled out the folded piece of paper with the winner’s name scribbled on it. Her name. His handwriting.

      With a sigh, he put it away, staring where she’d sat just a few minutes ago. He was lucky Elora’s friend entered her in the contest. He’d seen her in the crowd and recognized her from the poster.

      In that moment, and from then on, he wanted her. At least once―just to get her out of his system. Maybe even help her while they were at it. A part deep within wanted to get rid of whatever had left fear in her eyes. He’d gone to check her poster to spell her name correctly as he scribbled it on the contest’s entry. Needing her to be his.

      “Luck, indeed.”
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      Elora and Liana stepped inside the café, away from the scorching heat of the prairie’s summer. Not that Elora didn’t enjoy the sunshine; she rarely had the chance to go outside. But at these temperatures, it was a wonder they didn’t melt into the pavement.

      They ordered their drinks, and in less than three minutes, the barista had them ready. Elora arched her eyebrow at her friend as Liana held her hot coffee; Elora didn’t like any warm beverages, but how did people drink those on summer days?

      Liana pointed at their usual spot, and Elora smiled as they took their seats. Favorite table in the place, and they were usually lucky it was free. Elora placed her bag between her leg and the large glass window with the view of the street, pushing it aside so no one would snatch and run. It wasn’t a dangerous neighborhood, but there were enough thefts and break-ins she wouldn’t chance it. She didn’t want to imagine what Richard’s reaction would be if she lost her possessions and he needed to buy more.

      She stared toward the menu board, part of her regretting her choice at iced chai latte instead of the delicious-sounding triple fudge iced coffee, but she made a mental note to try it next time.

      Taking a sip of her drink, she sighed as the cold smoothie cooled her throat. The place wasn’t too busy, considering the time they returned from the convention. Elora met up with Liana at this café now and then. But while Richard traveled more lately, she didn’t dare leave the house too often, or too long.

      Liana leaned her elbows on the table, grinning ear to ear. “So? When is the photoshoot with Mr. Vincent Voden?”

      Elora pulled out his business card from her handbag pocket; the one she’d sewn herself so it was hidden when Richard searched through it. “I told him I couldn’t do it.”

      “You what?” Her voice echoed across the cafe and heads spun in their direction like something out of the Exorcist. “Are you insane?”

      Despite the sounds of grinding coffee beans filling most of the room, Liana was louder.

      “Keep it down.” Elora flattened on the wooden surface, desperate to make herself small, but Liana didn’t pick up on the hint. The woman was a great example of no shame.

      Instead, she slammed her fist onto the table and cursed. She surveyed Elora for a few seconds of quiet contemplation before her gaze softened.

      “Listen. I’m sorry. Lord knows you already get your fair share of that at home.” She let out a breath. “Have you checked out any of the shelters I recommended?”

      Elora shook her head. “He’s never hit me… he’s a good husband.”

      “There’s such a thing as mental and emotional harm, and you know it. He’s controlling and abusive.” Her black hair fell forward as she leaned even closer. “I can recognize signs of domestic abuse, okay?”

      Elora blinked back tears. “He doesn’t mean it. Ever. He apologizes. And he’s stressed out. He gets long hours at work and then comes home―”

      Liana held her hand up and glared. Her gaze seemed to spark with electricity. “Don’t waste your bullshit on me. I’m your friend, not a stranger you need to lie to.”

      Elora’s chin trembled, and she clenched her jaw. “I don’t want to talk about this.” She waved at the room. “Especially not in a public place.”

      Liana leaned back into her chair and crossed her arms. “Fair enough. Then, in that case, I’ll ask why you refused to do the photoshoot. It would be so good for you.”

      “Are you suggesting I do a photoshoot with a man I don’t know?” Her voice shook. Less at the thought of betraying her marriage vows and more at the flicker of fear at the thought of Richard finding out.

      “There would be a professional photographer, and he’s obviously done shoots with other women. If there had been any complaints about inappropriate behavior, it would have exploded on social media.”

      Elora sighed. “I can’t do it, okay? I don’t like being touched, and besides, do you really think Richard would agree to this?”

      “He’s your spouse, not your boss. You don’t need his permission―”

      “It’s a marriage, so yes, I discuss things with him. And he’ll say no, so I won’t bother asking. He’s stressed out because of the company meetings out of town, and I won’t make him worry I’m cheating on him or something.” She grabbed her drink and sipped.

      Liana fell silent, and Elora was glad she took the hint. But Elora should’ve known her friend wouldn’t give up on every discussion. “What about the shelters, then?”

      “I told you, I―”

      “Go talk to a counselor there. If you’re so sure it’s not an abusive relationship, then what’s the harm?” she pointed out.

      Elora bit her lower lip. “Fine. If it’ll get you off my back, I’ll go talk to someone… Which one do you recommend?”

      “Best one is the first one on the list I sent you. Do you still have it?”

      She nodded, not telling Liana she kept the paper with her at all times. No names or addresses that anyone could read; Elora had a little code her dad and her invented together to play treasure hunts when she was a kid.

      At the thought of him, her heart squeezed. She wanted to visit him, but for now, she had to wait. Hopefully, after she gave Richard the check from the award, he’d be in a good mood and she could ask if they could go visit her dad.
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      The one-story house seemed simple enough, yet everything had its specific spot. Even outside, the garden was arranged by flower type, the grass cut in a perfect lawn manicure. The white picket fence shouted to the world a happy couple lived here, decorated by a few ornaments near the entrance of the residence. Twisted iron poles holding baskets along with small lanterns that lit up at night.

      But it was nothing but a beautiful lie.

      Elora stepped inside, the air conditioning a relief from the scorching heat. She frowned at the letters discarded on their side table, and when the floorboards creaked from the living room, her heart hammered.

      Why was Richard home early?

      If he hadn’t bothered placing the mail correctly, then he was in one of his moods. She glanced at her bag, debating whether to put it away and change first, or go see him. He didn’t care for misplaced items, but ignoring him was a sure way of getting him pissed off.

      “Richard,” she said with her rehearsed cheery tone, “you’re already home? Weren’t you supposed to be back on Sunday?”

      “We finished earlier,” he bit out. “Where were you?”

      “The Book Fair, remember?” she said in a quiet voice.

      His jaw clenched. “I know that. But the convention ended on time.” He glanced at his watch, tapping it a few times. “I checked and made sure it did,” he paused, glaring at her, “then I called the taxi company to find out how many minutes it would take in mid-afternoon from the center to here.” He dropped his hand. “Now, then. Care to explain what happened to the lost hour and twenty-two minutes you weren’t here?”

      Heat pooled inside her belly, churning so violently she was sure she’d be sick. She drew a few breaths. “I stopped at a cafe on my way back. With my friend Liana.”

      “Because you weren’t away from me long enough as is?” His smile didn’t match his stare.

      “I didn’t know you’d be here waiting for me. I thought you were returning home tomorrow. I’m so sorry.” She took tentative steps, gauging his reaction. “It was so sweet of you to surprise me like this, and I ruined it.”

      He grasped the back of her neck and pulled her close. “You shouldn’t worry me.” He kissed her forehead. “Did you get the check?”

      She handed it to him, trying to hold her neutral expression. Liana had suggested Elora ask the host of the award ceremony to split the prize money into two separate payments so she could give one to Richard and keep a secret stash for herself. Liana took the second and promised to keep it safe so Richard wouldn’t find it on Elora.

      “Five thousand dollars?” He slipped it inside his wallet. “It isn’t much for us, but it’s a wonder baby books get any prize amounts at all,” he muttered.

      As he put the check away, her heart shrank knowing she’d never use the money to buy anything for herself. He could use their joint bank account for whatever he wanted, but the only things he allowed her to purchase were groceries.

      Richard clapped his hands together, and she jumped. He laughed at her reaction, always enjoying when he scared her.

      “I have good news,” he said, his hair bouncing as he strode into the living room.

      She didn’t wait for him to call out to her, knowing how much he hated having to point out the obvious.

      The convention day was the longest she was away from home since being with Richard, but the house somehow looked different. And yet nothing changed. The coffee table sat over the blue area rug, bathing in natural light coming from the curtain-framed windows. Both couches were a matching set and were the same color as the carpet and curtains. Royal blue for the king of the house.

      She approached where her husband stood, near the fireplace. No, something was different. She knew every inch of this place, needing to dust and clean often.

      On the mantle, an object was added: a small wooden box with a tiny lock. She pointed at it. “What’s that?”

      “It’s a priceless gift I received from my boss,” he said with an amused smile.

      “How is it priceless?”

      He exhaled loudly, and she stiffened. “Why do I always have to explain myself to you?” He threw his arms in the air, and she stayed still. No sudden moves. “You couldn’t figure out that if it’s from my employer, that’s what makes it valuable?”

      “It was thoughtless of me. I’m sorry.” The words were so rehearsed inside her mind; they came out robotic. “Congratulations on receiving it. Was it related to your latest project?”

      “It’s a brand new one. Something I did for them they appreciated. This box is my reward.”

      “Well, that’s definitely more important than my award could ever be. I’m so proud of you.”

      “But it’s also for you,” he said, taking her hands in his. “This gift came with a lot more money than your silly book thing, and I want to add a sunroom to the living area. A place you can write in.” When her eyes widened, he smiled. “I know you have trouble working at the kitchen table because of the lack of sunlight, but with this, it should help.”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck, half-crying. “Thank you so much!”

      “You really are lucky to have a husband like me,” he said with a chuckle.
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      Vincent stepped out of the taxi and stared at the decrepit building. He hadn’t been in this part of the city for a while.

      He walked to the back where a police car was parked and was greeted instantly by a familiar woman leaning on the vehicle. Kimberly Grandon. They’d gone on a few dates, and although he made it clear there were no attachments, she always hinted toward becoming a serious couple. Relationships were not something he was willing to try. Especially not with people he worked with on a semi-permanent basis.

      She smiled ear to ear, pushing a strand of her short blonde hair. “Well, well. Look what the cat dragged in.”

      “Speaking of cats; how’s Constable Mittens?” He rested his hip against the car door and grinned.

      Her face fell for a second. “Cat’s got nine lives and kicking. He always returns.” She pouted but tried hiding it as she dusted part of her police uniform. “Aren’t you going to even ask about how I’ve been?”

      “Priorities, Kimberly.” He winked, then waved his hand. “I’m kidding. How are you?”

      She let out a sigh. “Running out of good guys to date, that’s how. What about you?”

      “Can’t say I have the same problems with men,” he said with a chuckle. He pointed toward the emergency door. “Is Daniel already here?”

      She pressed her lips in a thin line, then gave a curt nod. “I hear you’ve got someone who’ll come check the building.”

      “I have a foreman in mind. Name of Steven. He’d love taking on a job offered by the city.”

      “That’s great.” She eyed the building with an annoyed stare. “I don’t know who the hell thinks it’s funny to vandalize a women’s shelter, but if the construction company you recommend can make this place safer, it’ll be a step in the right direction.”

      He nodded, wishing he’d find whoever had broken into this sanctuary to teach them some manners. Kimberly let him in through the door, and he stepped inside the dimly lit room. They’d curtained most windows, and the place seemed vacant, except for the shuffling footsteps above.

      Moving toward the lobby, the static of walkie-talkies rang nearby, and he slowed as he approached five officers. Vincent spotted Daniel instantly. His shaven head wasn’t the only aspect that stood out in the crowd; the man was so burly he looked like he could snap a tree trunk in half without breaking a sweat.

      Daniel slapped his hands together. “Vincent!”

      “First, lower your voice. The women here probably get nervous hearing men shouting, even if you sound happy.” Vincent put up a finger, then raised another. “And two, don’t you think it’s a good idea to have Kimberly inside instead of this sausage fest? Seriously, exchange one of your officers with her. If any of the residents have something to say, they’ll feel more comfortable telling her.”

      Daniel opened his mouth as though to argue, but closed it again before nodding. “Chief told us, but it slipped my mind once we were inside and talking to the person who runs the place.” He looked at one of his officers, and without a word, the man rushed out.

      Vincent motioned his head away from prying ears. “Anything I should know?”

      “Whoever broke in also disconnected the alarm. I checked with the city, and there was no power outage, or it would’ve gone on backup.” Daniel started toward the back door. “Nothing was stolen, but they spray-painted messages.”

      Vincent arched an eyebrow, and Daniel motioned to follow. They stepped inside the living area; none of the furniture matched, and most should have been thrown out years ago. But since the place relied on donations, they couldn’t be picky.

      The words across the walls dripped in black spray paint.

      Whores.

      Sluts.

      Feminists die.

      Any woman seeking shelter here would see these. Vincent’s hands curled into fists, but he stayed quiet, not trusting himself to say anything that would get him kicked off this case.

      As a consultant with the police, he was privy to some cases, but considering Vincent’s past, he understood why Daniel was wary to take him on board this one.

      “Do you recognize the gang tag?” Daniel asked, pointing at a spot on the wall.

      Vincent approached, staring over a small table, and at the signature left behind. “Looks familiar, but I can’t place it right now. I’ll ask around.” He arched an eyebrow at his friend. “I’m assuming this is as far as you need my help on this?”

      Daniel scoffed. “What do you think? Anytime I’ve allowed you to consult on these types of cases, I’ve had to get you out of trouble because you attacked the accused. There are only so many times I can do that.”

      “Fine. In the meantime, I’ll contact someone about the tag.”

      Daniel pulled out his cell and typed. “I’m sending you the photo. Just make sure this doesn’t get out to the public.”

      Vincent’s cell dinged. “Will do.”

      Kimberly walked into the living area, a woman semi-hiding behind her. Vincent tried relaxing his pose, trying his best to look non-threatening, but the woman’s gaze darted from him to Daniel constantly.

      “She has information you should hear,” Kimberly said.

      Daniel frowned, but gave a curt nod. “Okay.” He glanced at Vincent. “Go have a chat, and I’ll check in with the others to see if they’ve found anything else.” He focused on his officer. “I’ll want a report from you after.”

      Once he left, Vincent sat on the sofa, trying to make himself smaller to not frighten the woman further. Both Kimberly and the witness took a seat opposite him.

      “This is Amy,” Kimberly said, patting the woman on the arm. “Can you tell Mr. Voden what you heard last night?”

      Amy’s face paled, and Vincent recalled how Elora had reacted similarly to him at the book convention. He almost laughed at himself, thinking of Elora; she hadn’t called, and he doubted she’d ever change her mind.

      “Please, call me Vincent.” He leaned back on the sofa and smiled.

      She swallowed visibly, glancing at Kimberly who gave her an encouraging nod. “A man told someone to leave a tag for the Torren gang because they needed Moe in an organization to recognize it was them. Something like that.” She rubbed her hands together, never once making eye contact with Vincent. “I don’t understand what any of it meant, but it sounded important.”

      Vincent tried to keep his expression neutral, relaxing his muscles, and breathing out slowly. Not Moe, but the MOW organization. An acronym for Masters of Women, and a group that was supposed to be destroyed years ago. A sour taste in his mouth lingered as he heard the name, remembering how everything had ended. Or should’ve ended.

      He smiled. “Thank you for coming forward with this information, Amy.”

      As soon as he finished speaking, she got up and dashed up the stairs, leaving Vincent and Kimberly alone.

      She edged closer to her seat. “Haven’t heard the name MOW for years. Aren’t they disbanded?”

      “They were.” He drummed his fingers along the armrest. “Torren is new, though. If they believe they’re working for those twisted fucks, then they’re stupid.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. He didn’t bother hiding his smirk, and Kimberly shifted as though uncomfortable. Only Daniel knew of Vincent’s past and why he was a great asset as a consultant, so the other officers wouldn’t know.

      “I’ll gather what information I can about this. Hopefully just a gang pretending to be the organization for the sake of getting taken seriously.” He got up, staring at the words spray-painted on the wall. “I hope you close this case soon.”

      He walked out without another word, and the sunshine blasted him with heat. Squinting in the sudden light, he exhaled, leaning against the facade. This shit was so fucked up, he couldn’t even find the right emotion to feel. He had lots of contacts in the underground world, but if he couldn’t discover his answers there, he’d be forced to go see him.

      Vincent paced around the building and stopped by the side once he found shade from a large tree. Its bright green leaves wavered in the wind, and he stood still, enjoying the cool breeze.

      The MOW organization circled his mind, and he gritted his teeth. The gang had taken control of criminal activity in Winnipeg years ago, but that wasn’t enough for them. Boss after boss turned on each other until one evil son of a bitch won: Jack Cross. And he had no code or rules for what he allowed. Along with his two subordinates in charge, they shifted into human trafficking.

      Vincent walked to the street, needing to get his mind off this case for a few minutes. At least until he contacted the people he needed to. As he called up a taxi in front of the women’s shelter, he stared at the building. The beige paint peeled off the bricks, and some cracked windows were boarded with wooden planks. Had Elora ever shown up to one of these places, seeking shelter from her abusive husband?

      He shook his head, this time scoffing aloud to himself. He had to stop thinking about a woman who would never come around to him.

      His phone rang, and he answered when he recognized the name. “Hey, how’s it going?”

      Larry Georges was a great boss during a home renovation last year. Had even let Vincent show off some development ideas the clients ended up adoring. Although Vincent didn’t require a full-time career, he preferred keeping busy; kept him out of trouble. Apart from the occasional police consultation, construction was the only real constant in his life no matter where he traveled.

      “Got a job that came at the last minute. Not sure if I’ll need an extra man, but in case, thought I’d ask if I can put you on reserve.”

      Vincent chuckled. “Sign me up.”

      “I’ll text if I need you. Thanks.” And with that, Larry ended the call. He was truly a man of few words.

      Vincent hoped there’d be a need for him; he wanted a project. Something to keep his hands and mind occupied. Or else this new police case would drive him into the darker parts of his past.

      The taxi pulled up next to the sidewalk, and with one last glance at the shelter, he stepped inside.
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      The front door opened, and Elora stopped mid-dusting. Lemon pledge filled the air, and she bit her lower lip, worried the house wasn’t clean enough. Her stomach dropped, and she dashed to the entrance.

      Richard wasn’t alone.

      A woman beamed at him, laughing about something he’d said. Her smile faded quickly when Elora appeared, the silence heavy.

      Richard arched an eyebrow. “Don’t you usually do the groceries at this hour?”

      Elora swallowed hard. Was she locked up with such a predictable schedule? “Not always. I did extra cleaning in the bathroom, so it got pushed a bit.” She stopped her mind from jumping to conclusions. “Aren’t you going to introduce us?”

      “Of course.” He smacked his head and laughed as though this was so amusing. “This is my executive assistant, Stacey Evergreen.”

      Elora stuck out her hand, forcing a smile as her heart beat hard against her chest. “Hi, I’m Elora. It’s nice to meet you.”

      The woman shook her hand, a pink hue coloring her cheeks. “Same here.” Her black hair ended in beautiful waves, piercing gray eyes locking with Elora’s. She could easily have been a model. Elora guessed why Richard hired her, and doubted it was Stacey’s typing skills.

      Elora scoffed at her own train of thought. No. This woman was gorgeous, but it didn’t mean she wasn’t intelligent.

      He turned to Stacey. “Do you need me to call you a taxi?”

      “No, it’s fine,” she said, averting her gaze. “I’ll order one up.”

      “Okay. Well, I’ll see you at work tomorrow.”

      As soon as the door closed, Elora returned to the living room, continuing her dusting. Trying to keep her mind from going to her worst assumption.

      “Why are you home early?” she asked, keeping her back turned to him as tears burned her eyes.

      He sighed loudly. “You’re getting upset as usual?” His footsteps approached, and she stiffened, focusing on a corner of the shelving unit. “For once, it would be nice if I came home early without being interrogated.” He grabbed her shoulder and spun her to face him. “This is my home, isn’t it?” When she didn’t answer, his grip tightened. “Isn’t it?”

      “Yes, but―”

      “But what?” he shouted, and she pressed her back into the bookshelf. “I’m the man of the house. You have no right to ask questions as though you make the rules here.”

      She focused on his shoes. “What… what do you expect me to think?” she asked in a small tone. “You expected me to be gone… You looked disappointed you wouldn’t be alone with… her.”

      He shook her, and she gasped, staring up at him.

      “I invited her to come see what the living room looked like now so she’d see the differences after the sunroom is added. God, why do you always have to be so negative about everything? Thinking the worst of everyone is telling, you know that?” He gritted his teeth, but let her go. “I came home early because the head contractor will be here in a few minutes and I expected you were out doing groceries like you’re supposed to be doing. Does that answer your question?”

      She bit her lower lip as it trembled. “I… didn’t know. I didn’t mean to assume, but―”

      “But you love to pick fights with me. Yeah, I know already. Despite you’d have nothing without me,” he said with a snarl.

      Tears blurred her vision. “I’m so sorry. Please…”

      He pulled her in for a tight hug and kissed the top of her head. “You just need to stop acting so self-centered all the time.”

      She nodded, unable to think straight. There was a knock at the door, and he withdrew. He strode to the entrance as she wiped her cheeks. The contractor must have arrived.

      She checked herself in the mantelpiece mirror, and once presentable enough, joined her husband.

      A larger man stood in the doorway, smiling a toothy grin. Richard had his arms crossed, and she slowed as she approached. His expression didn’t show any anger, but she recognized the pose.

      “What do you mean during the day? We agreed five to eight in the evenings. You came highly recommended, Larry. Do not disappoint me.”

      Larry shook his head. “City won’t approve it. I told you they wouldn’t. Not good times for a residential property; too much noise.” He shrugged. “Besides, it would cost you more since, with only three hours, it’d take longer to finish.”

      “I don’t care how long it takes or the amount of money.” He clenched his jaw, a tick pulsing at his neck. “I’m not here until five in the evening.”

      Larry stared at Elora. “Is anyone else here during the day?”

      Richard shot her a sideways glance, and she forced herself to stay still with the glare. “She is, but I don’t like her being home alone when a bunch of men are working here.”

      For once, the head contractor lost his grin. “Mr. Reverie. My employees are not animals. They’ll leave your wife in peace. If this is a problem, I suggest you look for another company, but I guarantee the city will never grant you those hours in this neighborhood.”

      Richard exhaled through his nose, but a small smile curled his lips. “All right, all right. My apologies; I didn’t mean any insult by my comment. But you hear things on the news, and… I worry for my wife, you know?”

      Larry nodded. “You have nothing to fear. I check my men before I hire them. Plus, I only need four workers for this, so it won’t be a big group, if it helps.”

      “I appreciate it, thank you.”

      “And besides,” he patted his beer belly, and winked, “doubt I’ll steal your wife away with my good looks.”

      Richard laughed, and the tension seemed to dissipate from the air. “Just keep your men in check.”

      “Will do.” Although Larry smiled, it didn’t reach his eyes.

      Once he left, Richard turned to Elora. “I don’t like this, but I guess there isn’t much of a choice.” He took a step closer. “Just don’t talk to them. Leave them to their work. Last thing we want is for them to think you’re a slut wanting attention.”

      He walked away into the hallway leading to the bedrooms, leaving her alone in the entrance. She wanted to cry, but bit the inside of her cheek. The whole time a construction team would work on the living room, she’d have to go through his horrible moods thinking she was whoring herself to a group of men.

      I thought he was having an affair with his assistant. I’m not any better.

      Being alone with a bunch of strangers churned her stomach, but she pushed it away. Richard would just use it against her.
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      Vincent parked in front of a house, then checked his phone to confirm the address once more. Expensive neighborhood, yet it had a family feel to it instead of the modern look he’d seen around. A few abandoned houses remained, soon to be torn down and replaced to match the rest of the builds around them.

      Larry had texted him that morning asking if he could come in for a construction job. He warned him the client was an asshole, but paid well. Either way, he wanted the contract done as soon as possible, so he needed four workers for this.

      Apart from that, Vincent didn’t get much information. But he was used to it; not like he was a regular on their crew.

      As Vincent walked up to the door, he stopped on the porch where the other men sat. “Hey.”

      Ian stood and shook his hand. “Good to see you.”

      Vincent grinned. From the time he left his old life behind, Ian was the first person he’d befriended. No matter how many years passed, Ian never seemed to age; same dark red hair and light brown eyes.

      “Larry wants this done fast?” Vincent asked.

      Matt nodded. “Heard this guy thinks we’re going to attack his wife.”

      “Or seduce her,” Todd said with a shrug.

      Vincent rolled his eyes. Great. A possessive control freak.

      Maybe something happened to her in the past, and he’s overprotective.

      “Well, let’s give her some room, and get the work done.”

      “As fast as possible,” Matt added. He stood with a huff, a few pounds overweight. Didn’t help that he smoked like a chimney either, but the man had an eye for construction. Only normal, since he did this job for a good part of twenty years.
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