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            SUMMARY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Danger is never hidden in the shadows. It haunts in the daylight.

      

        

      
        I've watched her grow up since we were teenagers. This gorgeous little doll—my obsession—even if a man like me has never had any business desiring something so pure. Not that it stops me; I’m her brother’s best friend with a past marked by death and a future that promises to bathe the streets of Miami with the blood of her enemies.

      

        

      
        In her name. As a future wedding gift.

      

        

      
        Because someone was stupid enough to hurt those she loves. And while she gets closer to the answers she seeks, to finding her father’s killer, I indulge her while stalking her every move. Let her dig and tempt danger while my finger’s always on the trigger:

      

        

      
        My angel hunts within the darkness I control while I execute. She has a hold on me no amount of time can break.

      

        

      
        Yet someone ignored my one rule:

        Most things in life can be forgiven—all except this.

        Never touch what belongs to me.

        And Liliana Armas is just that. Mine.
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            PROLOGUE

          

          MICAH

        

      

    

    
      “My precious little rebel,” I groan from the foot of her bed, fist tight as I stroke my cock. Roughly. Hungrily. Taking in the rhythmic rise and fall of her chest under the soft glow of a nearby salt lamp. How she grips a shirt I recognize as mine, an old championship baseball memento from high school, in her tiny fist while her mouth gives a slight, seductive pout.

      A tiny one; unconsciously coquettish and the cause of my moment of weakness. My torment.

      I want to paint that sinful mouth with my come. Glide my seed across the plump flesh as if it were that watermelon-flavored lip gloss she loves so much and I’ve made sure she’s never without.

      Because without her knowledge, her every need is taken care of by me. No one but me.

      “Motherfuck, baby. What you do to me.” Another grunt. Fire licks up my spine; the sharp tendrils run from the soles of my feet to the back of my skull before settling on my aching balls. They’re swollen and heavy, full of the need I’ve pushed back for her sake—this delicate yet sinful doll that I’ve vowed to protect and make mine one day.

      Since the day I first laid eyes on her, Liliana’s become an obsession.

      A pulsing in my veins.

      This ticking that thrums inside my chest.

      And even then, as teenagers, I knew there was something different between us.

      Because nothing matters more than how she feels, then and now. Fuck the world; her unhappiness has never sat right with me, but I’ve made concessions along the way…

      To her father, who knew and I never hid my intentions from.

      To her brother, who gave me his blessing while accepting my promise.

      I’ve let her live and enjoy herself within certain means while I’m never but a few steps behind her:

      No male friends. No boyfriends. No dates.

      She's never been far from my line of sight. 

      I’ve let her grow outside of my overwhelming, possessive grip. Nurtured by my hand, even if she's unaware of my obsession; I indulge her every whim while protecting her from the shadows.

      Promises that no longer apply. Not after what happened a month ago.

      Another rough inhale, and every muscle in my body painfully contracts; her cupcake scent—this decadent sweetness that comes from her and the lotion she uses—wraps around me like a caress. I’m throbbing while drops of pre-come fall to her bed and stain the tufted footboard inches from where her tiny toes curl under thin covers.

      Every pump of my wrist is near punishing, a complete contrast to the battle—how I fight to regain control over this near demonic need riding me closer to the edge. Her every breath is a flirtatious call to come closer. Her little sighs command my next strokes to be harder than the last, tightening to the edge of pain because everything she does is a morbid combination of heaven and hell—a gift and punishment that will one day break the last threads of my sanity.

      Slowly. Or maybe it’ll be an explosion.

      “Doesn’t matter either way,” I hiss from between clenched teeth, welcoming my destruction as long as in the end, she’s my reward.

      Mine. Only and always mine.

      And I’ll start by marking my territory like the rabid beast she’s turned me into.

      Like an offering or unconscious agreement, Liliana shifts a little more then, and a single foot slips from beneath her blanket. The sight pulls a harsh shiver from me, a head-to-toe spasm while my cock dribbles a little closer to where her bare toes rest. Tiny, dainty, and painted in her favorite shade of dark purple, they wiggle before she resettles, and I bite back a groan.

      So fucking adorable.

      My body leans over, closer—careful not to wake her as I place a single knee atop the mattress. It dips and redistributes its firmness while gifting me just enough access to her flesh that the next pearl-like drop glides down the sole before disappearing into the sheets below.

      Motherfuck, the sight causes a rush of feral pride to settle in my chest.

      I fuck my fist to the classical music playing from the surround sound. This is a part of her nightly ritual, just like the melatonin she takes at my doctor’s suggestion to help her rest.

      They keep her in a deep state of sleep. Enough that I can come and go as I please without her knowledge; she’s at my mercy and under my protection.

      Soon she’ll know. She’ll kneel for me and part those pretty lips: tongue on display and waiting for my come.

      The music is low; a playlist she relaxes to each night and as the crescendo rises, so do the pumps of my hips. The instruments are being pushed to their limits while my strokes match the almost violent notes. They fill the room, overshadowing my grunts while snapshots of the many ways I want to break her scroll through my mind like a movie reel.

      From her ass to her plump mouth, I want to fill each hole until it overflows. Watch it spill out so I can push⁠—

      “Son of a bitch,” I grit out then as my world stops for a second. Every part of me is held captive as Liliana turns, taking the sheets with her and exposing the left side of her body from hip to those exposed toes. Soft, flawless, tanned skin. Sinuous curves. The crease of her bare ass cheek has me throbbing from head to toe while my teeth gnash—ache from the urge to sink them in deep, leaving a permanent indent on each curvy globe.

      My eyes shift, and I take in her pretty pink flesh next. Just a tease of her sweet slit and bare lips.

      Liliana isn’t spread out for me, but the position is a gift I reward with a brutal tug of my cock. One is all I need for the first rope of my release to pulse from my engorged tip, and I follow it through heavy-lidded eyes as it lands across her foot. Fuck, that’s beautiful.

      But then again, every part of her is simply exquisite.

      The next one kisses just the tips of her toes before soaking into her fitted sheet.

      And I’m not the least bit ashamed. No remorse.

      I don’t stop until every last drop has marked my territory before using my semi-hard length to massage my essence into her flesh. From the tip of her pinky to her calf, I gently rub my dick across her skin until I’m satisfied with the slight glow left behind.

      “The next time I come, I’ll be buried deep inside of you.” My vow. A promise that comes out low, rumbling from deep inside my chest as a new track begins to play over her speakers. This one is softer. It feels like the calm after the storm, but this turbulent, possessive grip doesn’t abate. If anything, it cements the end of my patience. “I’m done waiting, my beautiful little rebel.”

      My muscles contract as I stroke downward, squeezing the tip and drawing out the last few drops of my release while my phone vibrates inside my pocket. It starts as the final pearl-like dribble clings to the tip—before another shake causes it to meet with her sheets—and then the call stops. Three times it does this; I ignore it each time and instead lift the corner of the fabric closest to me and wipe the last remnants of my come on it.

      The perfect mess.

      Tucking my cock inside my dress pants, I stretch my neck and cast a quick glance at her bedside clock. It’s a little past two in the morning and I’m in no rush to leave, ready to defile her one more time, but stop when the vibration changes to the subtle three quick raps that indicate an incoming text.

      With my zipper half down, I pull out my cell and open the last message. The number belongs to someone who knows better than to disturb me; I don’t hide who she is to me, but his words are worth the moment of annoyance.

      
        
          
            
              
        At the Royce shipyard where Esmeralda is dry-docked. I received the package. ~Isaac

      

      

      

      

      

      Immediately after reading his text, my eyes shift to the still-sleeping beauty. I take in the slow rise and fall of each breath and her messy, black hair while her plump lips pucker. Then there’s the way she still clings to my shirt while unconscious—how soft and delicate she looks while the innocent warmth she exudes calls to me.

      It always has, even though I know Liliana Armas is no wallflower.

      She’s cunning and smart.

      Attracts attention and it’s not always the good kind, yet it doesn’t matter.

      I indulge her while stalking her every move. Let her dig and tempt danger while my finger’s always on the trigger.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll be there in twenty. Handle the parcel with care. ~Royce

      

      

      

      

      

      I don’t wait for his reply. Instead, I bend down low enough to place a chaste kiss on her ankle. There’s a little of my come there, but it doesn’t bother me. If anything, it feeds my animalistic pride to know it’s my scent on her soft skin. That she’ll carry a bit of me with her until she takes a shower after her morning yoga session.

      One last inhale—I memorize every exposed inch of flesh—and then turn to leave, exiting the room while fixing my clothes. I only deviate long enough to rinse my hands inside the half-bath near the living room and slip one of her hair ties around my wrist before leaving the same way I came.

      My phone vibrates again as the soft thud of her heavy wooden door follows. It echoes a tiny bit, nothing that’d wake her, while I nod at the guard standing in front of the elevator.

      He’s waiting for me with the door open, and I step inside without a word. It’s unnecessary. Her security knows the consequences—what I’m capable of—when it comes to her safety.

      And as he steps back and the metal door closes, I shift a final glance at her entrance. It reminds me of why I initially came to see her.

      Of the attention Liliana’s dinner with Luna De Leon and her husband drew.

      Of the two cadavers I’ll be disposing of before the sun rises.

      But she’s worthy of it:

      Of my obsession. Of my loyalty.

      Sweet dreams, my little rebel. I’ll see you soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            MICAH

          

          A MONTH AGO…

        

      

    

    
      “I’m not a patient man, Alfred,” I say, voice reverberating throughout the lower deck of my newest ship. It creates a deep and angry echo in the vast space, bouncing against a stack of empty crates in the corner and then the hollow jail cell sitting unused at the moment. For now.

      We’re out at sea, cruising through the Caribbean at twenty-three knots on our way to the next scheduled port. It’s a little past eleven p.m. and many of our guests are upstairs partying or catching a late show—unable to think past their next specialty drink with a little umbrella—while I sit back and watch the man across from me tremble.

      Sweat drips down the side of his pallid face while a nervous twitch creates a near-constant jerk of his legs. Then there’s the fear in his eyes. They shift around the room, taking in every face while hoping someone will save him.

      They won’t, though. No one will.

      “Mr. Royce, this is just a huge misunderstanding.” Alfred lifts both hands up in a protective gesture, as if afraid I’d strike him, and I will, but not yet. Instead, I turn my attention to the three fingers’ worth of Macallan in my chilled glass. Condensation drips from the side and stains the wood grain of the small table separating him and me, creating a ring that almost makes me smile.

      My little rebel hates when people don’t use coasters.

      She’s also never far from my thoughts. A constant reminder of why I do what I must.

      To keep her safe. To bring a smile to her face. To be worthy of her.

      So she lives in a world where the darkness I control like a puppet on a string never touches her.

      “You have five minutes to explain yourself.” Voice calm, I tap the rim of the tumbler and from the corner of my eye, I see one of my most trusted men exit the room while another guard starts a timer on his phone. “Time’s ticking.”

      “Please, Mr. Royce…we’d never⁠—”

      “Who is this we you speak of?”

      Catching his mistake, the man shifts again and gives an anxious chuckle. “My apologies. That’s not what I meant.”

      “Enlighten me, then. How exactly did you end up on this ship and inside my vault two days ago?” Arching a brow, I bring the whisky to my lips and take a deep sip. The notes of fruit and spices bloom on my tongue, caressing each tastebud while he tracks my every move. While I savor and hum—the touch of wood and smoke weaving in and out as I pick apart different notes—he shivers.

      Swallows hard.

      Rubs the back of his neck.

      Alfred does everything but reply. Not a single word, and with each tick of the clock, my patience wanes to the point where my fingers twitch—I want to put a bullet between his eyes without getting what I need first.

      Because he won’t be leaving this ship alive.

      The sea will take care of him. It’s never failed me.

      Can’t you be nicer, Captain Grumps? Do you need a time-out like in those chocolate bar commercials?

      Her voice—her teasing words from just last week after I snapped at a man who tried to buy her a cup of coffee—play in my head. It might’ve been her way of defusing my anger, thinking my protectiveness comes from a place of friendship, but it was indeed adorable.

      The truth is, I’m a jealous asshole with little restraint when it comes to the woman who will one day wear my ring. Liliana Armas doesn’t know how far I’d go and have gone to claim her.

      But more importantly, at the moment those words fit. She’s right.

      Instead of striking out of anger, I smack a hand on the table, and the guard keeping track of his five minutes clears his throat. “He has three minutes left, sir.”

      Alfred swallows hard at that. “You misunderstood me, Mr. Royce. My apologies if I confused you.”

      That statement gets no reaction from me. I’m neither surprised nor upset by the blatant insult to my intelligence. Instead, I’m finding myself amused and retaking my earlier stance. Leaning back in my chair, I lift my glass in a silent toast because if you give an idiot enough rope he will hang himself.

      And he will. The way he exhales and his shoulders relax tell me as much.

      Fucking idiot.

      Most people have a certain level of self-preservation they cling to in moments of distress. That fight-or-flight response helps most people stay alive, while others negate the possibility of ever being a victim of a crime while knowing their executioner.

      Yet most crimes committed are done by someone close or an acquaintance. They know you.

      Your schedule. Your weaknesses. Or in this case, someone with a loose tongue coming forward to sell you out for a few dollars. The degrees of separation between you and the weapon that steals your last breath don’t matter when the cause and effect come from the same well.

      Too bad your partner wasn’t smart enough to protect himself.

      Because killers don’t hide; I thrive in it.

      My darkness isn’t afraid of the light.

      Instead, I dominate both while to the outside world, I’m nothing more than the product of nepotism. A rich man by birth who inherited his father’s cruise ship company while never dirtying his hands; I enjoy their idiocy.

      I’m not a saint, and there isn’t enough bleach in this world to cleanse the blood from my hands. Moreover, I’m proud of every speck. Power comes with sacrifices and knowledge; my price to inherit the position as head of the business was steep, but not something I didn’t welcome.

      Others' naivete over my persona is what makes me a dangerous man.

      I have friends in every facet of corruption, politicians and organized crime alike.

      “Who is he?” Three words, and they destroy his illusion of safety.

      “W-Who? I-I swear I’m here by myself, sir.” His voice is high pitched. Stuttering. “You can check your surveillance systems. There’s a camera right outside of⁠—”

      “How long did you study the layout of this ship? Who gave you the access?”

      “No one. I swear…fuck!” The idiot cries out in pain seconds after the impact. At once, the tumbler with the remaining contents shatters, fragments scattering while the largest shard remains in my grip. It’s against his flesh, digging in deep and flaying open the top layer of skin while I saw it back and forth, working deeper with each pass.

      It’s his blood that drips from my fingertips and onto the white polo shirt he’s wearing today.

      His plan had been a simple one: blend in with my staff and dress the part.

      His mistake had been thinking I’m unaware of every single move on and off my ships.

      “Liars never make it to heaven. Try again.”

      “Please.” A plea. A pathetic whimper I glare at. “Let’s talk this out. No need for violence.”

      “Now where would the fun be in that?” The bottom edge of the glass sits just about mid-cheek and I move it toward his nose and back toward the ear, creating a bigger, jagged mess. Slowly. No rush as the flesh tears and rivulets of red drip down my hand and his body. “How much time does he have left?”

      At my open question, the guard managing the clock looks at me. “Time’s up.”

      “You lost your chance. Bring him in.” No sooner has the last word slipped past my lips than my right hand comes in, dragging the accomplice by the hair. He keeps it long and in a bun, but now it’s in Isaac’s grip while he walks him in. Herbert doesn’t look up at Alfred’s gasp, nor does he react when the latter mutters a low Dios mio ayudame.

      Little do they know that I’m bilingual, and God will not help him either.

      In fact, the man doesn’t react at all, and a second later Alfred understands why. It dawns on him how steep his repayment will be. His business partner’s mouth is destroyed. Lips torn and cut, the direct damage from a baseball bat striking repeatedly. No teeth in the front, the small serrated pieces left are sharp and add to the already painful damage each time his lower face so much as twitches.

      Then there are his eyes; swollen and black to the point he can’t see.

      At this moment, all Herbert has to rely on is his hearing, and even the tiniest noise makes him jump.

      Herbert’s attempt to double-cross me is his downfall. Greed got the best of him.

      Dropping the glass, I push the chair I’d been sitting on back and move closer to our new guest, stopping once he’s kneeling at my feet. Herbert senses my presence and tries to shift away, but I grip his chin and turn his face toward his associate. “Do you know why he’s here, Alfred? Do you recognize him now?”

      “No. I don’t know this man.” Low. Almost indiscernible.

      “So be it.” It’s another lie, and I show him the consequence when I give Isaac a single nod after releasing my grip and stepping aside. A sharp kick to the ribs and Herbert bends completely over now, folding into himself as the force takes the wind out of him and pain radiates throughout his lean frame. The man is no more than five foot five and a hundred and thirty pounds soaking wet—he’s not much of a physical threat.

      Not because he can’t fight or his size hinders him, which doesn’t matter when trained, but because this man considers himself the brains of the operation. He plots, and his past partners execute—get their hands dirty.

      No fighting technique of any kind. No knowledge of weaponry.

      And while Alfred was trapped inside my vault, I caught Herbert trying to steal one of my smaller Jet Skis hidden a few decks up and with access to the ocean via a private hydraulic lift that lowers to just the right depth to unload. With him, he’d taken two thumb drives and a ring box worth more than the life of every person within this vessel.

      The ring was commissioned the day I turned twenty for my future bride. Have it with me everywhere I go.

      “Name is Herbert Mullaney, age thirty, and a resident of Pembroke Pines. Mother and father are deceased, and you inherited a small chain of auto-body shops, which you ran into the ground before the age of twenty-six.” One by one, I undo the buttons of my black dress shirt before removing it and tossing it aside along with the tank top underneath. Both are dirty and will be burned. “That is you, no?”

      “Yes.” Garbled, he winces and whimpers while pressing a hand against the side Isaac struck. Tears gather and fall from those swollen-shut eyes while the act of unintentionally biting his lips causes another small rush of blood to drip down his chin.

      Nodding, I crane my head from side to side. Shake my arms out. “And do you personally know the man who just spoke?”

      “I-I do.” Pain is written across his features. Talking is torture.

      “Tell me his name?”

      “Alfred Castillo.”

      His partner cries out an I don’t know him again, but I hold up a single finger, cutting him off without looking away. My focus is on the brains of this idiocy.

      “How long have you been working together?” At my question, Herbert mumbles something which earns him another kick, this one sending him face-first into the floor. “Answer me.”

      “Fucking shit.” His head bounces off the harsh steel ground, creating another wound, this time to his forehead. “Please stop.”

      “Then speak clearly. How. Long?”

      “A-A year. I-I lost my job with the city toward the tail end of the pandemic.”

      “And how many people have you robbed, Herbert?” I hum, scratching at my short beard. “How valuable are you?”

      “Successfully?” he asks, while this time Alfred makes a guttural sound of protest from the back of his throat. Same sentiment, to discourage the little snitch from speaking, and my eyes flick to him. I almost chuckle at the sight that greets me. The guard who’d been keeping time a few minutes prior is now standing behind Alfred while the latter is gagged by a piece of blood-soaked material. A piece of his shirt; that’s called initiative and I approve of the gesture, nodding at the guard before turning my head toward a crying Herbert.

      “Finish.”

      “Only one was successful.”

      That I already knew, but the victim was well hidden. My hackers haven’t found the trace yet; I know everything but the name of who’s pulling the strings and their end game.

      “Who did you rob?” He hesitates for a moment, and I narrow my eyes. Tilt my head to the side. “Five, four…three⁠—”

      “Celia Armas.”

      Liliana’s mother. My little rebel’s mother who’s currently traveling through Europe with a group of girlfriends celebrating the anniversary of the dissolution of her marriage. Armas Sr. is a difficult man to deal with—at times can be overbearing—but he doesn’t try to pull rank with me.

      Never has been able to.

      Not even when I was a teenager, and more importantly, he loves his daughter. Both his children and ex-wife are his world, even if the latter divorced him. Do they know about the break-in, though?

      “So this is personal? You’re mad at Mayor Armas?”

      “Not me. I worked as a clerk of the courts.” A lie that ends with a hiss of pain. He worked in corrections along with Alfred, and that’s how they managed to get criminal connections. “After the business tanked, I became a Dade County employee. Was there for a few years before I was let go unjustly.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Yes. I’d never lie.”

      “And what did you take?” I’m forcing back the need to slit his throat or maybe empty a clip inside his chest. Because if I was angry before, this incinerates any rationality I have left. No one touches her family: mother, brother—her politician father with self-righteous tendencies that oftentimes leads him down the wrong path. His greed for more blinds him, but it’s her love for them all that protects them. “Answer me.”

      “A safety deposit box from the Allura condominium.” Struggling through each word, he pushes himself up and into a kneeling position, hands held up in supplication. They tremble, as does the rest of him. “That’s all I was hired to take. I swear it.”

      “How long ago was this?”

      “Two months ago. We made sure no one was inside.”

      Before Liliana moved in. The could’ve been in Herbert’s answer incinerates my blood—rationality—and my next question is grit out slowly. “Who ordered the hit?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Now really isn’t the time to test my patience, Mr. Mullaney.” Before I’m done speaking, Isaac’s beside him, ready to strike again, but stops at the shake of my head. Instead, I quickly glance at Alfred, and he understands the silent request.

      Between him and the other guard, they drag Alfred over—fighting and thrashing—and force him to stand a few feet from his beaten friend. That’s where he now cries and, with a gagged mouth, watches. Has a front-row view of what I will do to him at some point unless he can change my mind.

      Because the name Celia Armas changed everything.

      Liliana, her daughter, controls me.

      One will die. One will live.

      “Asking too many questions can get you killed in this business. I’m only given the target’s name, the item description for pickup, and then payment after it’s handed over.” As Herbert speaks, the scent of piss reaches my nostrils and I find a puddle growing beneath his body. It mixes with the blood already staining my floor while reaching his friend's feet, soaking the bare skin and bottom of his pants. “I’ll give you everything…the money, too, if that’s what you need. Just let me leave.”

      “You didn’t deliver the safe?”

      “No. The customer paid, but then told me to hold on to it.”

      “Male or female?”

      “Male.”

      “Thank you for your cooperation.” Before his next inhale, I pull out my favorite butterfly knife from my back pocket and flick it, then my wrist. The sharp blade embeds into Herbert’s forehead. He falls back immediately; it doesn’t go in deep enough to kill, but I remedy that by walking over as he screams from his position on the floor and stomping on the pearl-finish handle.

      There’s a quick squelch and a little resistance because of his skull, but then all struggling ceases. His chest no longer rises. His eyes stare blankly at me as I stand to my full height.

      Herbert Mullaney was useless to me and untrustworthy, but his friend can be subjugated. Alfred’s a spineless cunt, but a good father from the intel I’ve gathered. If nothing else, he’ll do what I ask to protect his children and their mother from having to bury him.

      Within the span of a heartbeat, a horror-filled sound fills the space and it’s raw, full of so much fear and pain that I smile. Even behind the gag, Alfred’s fighting to be heard. To plead with me.

      “Remove the rag,” I say, not turning around to face them. There’s movement behind me as one of my two employees does what I ask, and a second later, I hear a low prayer. A pathetic sob. “Speak up.”

      “Please don’t kill me. I-I’m sorry…I’ll do whatever you want.”

      “What could you possibly do for me?” This is a question I already know the answer to, but I’d like to think the idiot before me understands what led him here. The dead body sold him out to save his own flesh. “Convince me.”

      “I know where Herbert keeps the customer database.”

      “And…?”

      “Mrs. Armas's belongings will be returned.”

      “Not enough, Mr. Castillo. Those are items I can retrieve myself.” Bending, I grip the handle of my knife and with one sharp tug, yank it from the deceased asshole dirtying my floor. Blood drips from the sharp blade, and I stare at it for a few seconds before sliding my finger through the remaining wetness. “But there is something you can do for me.”

      “Anything. Anything you want.”

      “Bring me the head of the snake, and I’ll forgive this debt. Can you do that?” As I give him my terms, I watch through a mirror across from me as Isaac pulls out the manila envelope we’d prepared for something else but will work now just the same. It’d been folded in half, the contents inside a mere three pages, and then I hear the muted thud as he slams it against Alfred’s chest along with a loaded Glock, safety in place. That had to hurt. “Do this, and I’ll let you walk away. Betray me, and I’ll kill you in front of everyone you love.”

      “He’s not in Florida.”

      “Then find him.”

      “Can I have protection for my family?” At his question, I turn around. There are tears running down his mutilated cheek while a sob builds in his chest. Neither moves me. “They’re innocent in all of this.”

      This is a self-inflicted problem his idiocy helped create.

      Never attack a predator without leaving it dead because the bite in retaliation will kill.

      “No one will touch them.” A promise made because hurting innocents isn’t something I do. Liliana would shoot me herself for it. Would be disappointed in me. My rebel is a feisty one. Walking over, I tower over his shuddering frame and silently slide my blood-stained thumb across his forehead, marking him with his associate’s blood sealing our deal. “You have one week to bring me the person who ordered the thefts. Not a second more.”

      Without waiting for a response, I turn and walk toward my private elevator with Isaac a few steps behind. And right before the metal doors close, I pull out my gun and set off one shot. It rips through the air and digs into the neck of the informant—the one guard who never helped or moved during the entire interrogation—as they bought him to give them a layout of my ship.

      His death serves two purposes:

      Never betray me. Nothing stays hidden for long.

      The rest of my crew will handle the cadaver and Mr. Castillo. Some will guide a nervous Alfred toward the empty cell where he’ll spend the rest of the night before getting off my ship at the next port, while the cleaners will wash and sanitize the mess after releasing Herbert out to sea where nature will run its course.

      The ride up to my private quarters is short, as is my patience; I need to see her. Make sure she’s safe.

      Isaac stays outside of my office after I enter, and I’m in front of my desk within a few strides. I’m quick to scan my thumb on the keyboard that pulls up the feed from her mother’s condo, finding her immediately. She’s in her bedroom asleep and oblivious. All warm and sweet and mine; a decadent bundle curled up under a soft blanket while her dark hair creates a halo around her.

      My world: one whose peace has been threatened.

      My queen: she will always come first.

      Never taking my eyes off the screen, I say her brother’s name out loud and a second later, the line rings twice and then clicks.

      “Micah, it’s⁠—”

      “We have a fucking problem.”
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