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ONE

 

 

Nine months ago

 

Kadie Harris could feel him watching. 

It didn’t matter that she couldn’t see him, she could feel him lurking. The prickle on the back of her neck wasn’t unpleasant anxiety, it was agitated anticipation building to fever pitch. Somehow, somewhere, he was here.

Walking through the deserted park on her way back to work, she took one measured step after another, listening to the tattoo of her high-heels and speculating about when he might choose to show himself. 

Being without him tortured her every day they were apart. Their agonizing periods of separation were interrupted by sudden concentrations of intensity that were often cut short. Passion and love exploded when they came together to make up for every second he’d spent away from her side and it defined their pained farewells. 

Their apartment was nearby. She considered whether or not she should go home just to try to draw him out. But she’d learned long ago to trust him. He knew how to play her, how to torment her, how to be patient in the face of her zeal. Only in his own good time would he appear to her, and he’d make sure it was worth the wait.

Experience taught her that he always made their reunion memorable, but that didn’t assuage her eagerness. Kadie had never been particularly good at holding her horses. “Come on, Hotshot. Where are you?” she muttered to herself.

It had been too long, and she needed him. She didn’t want to wait anymore. Weeks had passed since she had last heard from him. Worrying was ridiculous because the man she loved was capable of defending himself. Yet somehow that never quite alleviated the concern that plagued her every day she didn’t receive word. 

In the five years they’d been together, he’d spent weeks, sometimes months, away from their life, but he always came back to her and she had to make herself believe that he always would.

After another half dozen steps, Kadie stopped. A spike of adrenaline told her he was close, closer than he’d been all day. She’d learned not to ignore her instincts. Sure enough, when she spun around, there stood her love, right on her heels. 

“This is your version of a hello?” Kadie asked, trying not to show any joy. “Some people would call it stalking.” Usually when they came back together after a period apart, there was elation in his affect. Today, there was nothing but blank intensity, and that wiped the grin from her face. “What? What is it?”

One of his arms came around her waist, and without further ceremony, she was tugged to his body. Tucker Holt’s mouth took her words and sanity. She should have known better than to try to think or reason when Tuck had made up his mind. 

There she was in his arms, pressed against the broad, solid chest that had served as her pillow on so many nights. This was what she’d been waiting for and she was going to enjoy it.

All too soon his mouth left hers. Drifting on the memory of their previous goodbye, which had lasted her all these weeks, she had to convince herself that this was real and not another of her lucid dreams. Sometimes when she woke in a sweat, coiled in their sheets, she would reach for him because the sensations in her dreams had been so real that she’d be almost convinced they’d just made love. But he had never been there, he so rarely was. 

Releasing her tension, she slid a hand from his shoulder to his bicep and let her fingers slip under the fabric of his tee shirt sleeve to pinch his flesh with her long nails.

“All real, Toots.”

His heated words rested on her lips. Try as he might to convince her everything was rosy, she could tell that he was carrying a burden heavier than any she’d seen on his shoulders before. Her head was still swimming. His presence made her heady, making it difficult to think and questioning him even harder. 

Just having him with her, safe, alive, holding her, gave her an endorphin boost. He had come back to her just as she’d known he would. The only thing that would keep him from her side was death. He joked with her about having a return to sender tattooed on his ass in case of the worst. While he found the idea funny, she did not.

If he wasn’t going to be forthcoming about what was on his mind, she was going to have to be creative about getting her answers. “Two weeks,” she said, punching his shoulder with the hand that had just caressed and pinched. “I haven’t heard a peep from you in two weeks!”

He didn’t decrease the stranglehold of his embrace. “I told you I’d hit a delay.”

If she cut him any slack, he wouldn’t recognize her. “And you were nowhere near a server of any kind? Somehow I doubt that.”

Shoving out of his clinch, she sprang back when his arms flexed then locked. Tuck would let go of her when he was ready and not a single heartbeat before, “Are you sulking?”

Unwilling to relent just yet, she considered his question because her answer would depend on his reply to her next query. “How long are you home for?”

Crouching lower, he smelled her hair. Burying his face in her locks, he moved it side to side reveling in the texture. Tuck could be affectionate. He’d learned how to trust her enough to act on his emotional impulses in the same way he would to physical threats: on instinct. Their usual greetings were teasing and flirtatious, and sex was high on the agenda. This man, squeezing her, seeking comfort, was troubled.

Reducing her rankle, she wanted to be what he needed, but he so rarely let her in. “Anyone would think that you missed me,” she murmured, stroking the back of his head. 

“You have no idea.”

When he kissed her again, he cradled the back of her skull and dipped her until her balance was entirely at his mercy. They’d kissed a million times over the last five years, but the chemical reaction that their bodies created when combined hadn’t become any less combustible.

As he eased his lips away, he didn’t put her back onto her feet. Kadie didn’t care about her physical balance, she’d forgotten where she was, who was here, and her very reason for being. In his presence, Kadie’s world shrank, just as his did. Together, their universe reduced itself to two occupants and that was all they needed. With each other, anything could be achieved. He made her feel that she could take on the world. Not that she would ever need to because he would do it for her, every time. 

Forcing herself to open her eyes, she absorbed his features. Every minute together was so precious that she felt the need to cling onto every nuance. “You are something to look at, Tucker Holt,” she whispered.

Lean and always ready for action, Kadie knew just how ripped every inch of her man’s body was. Not that the light-brown hair, presently a little on the long side, with its sparkling natural blonde highlights and his penetrating blue eyes were anything to shrug at.

Pulling her upright again, he held her close and squeezed her so tight that there was no denying something was plaguing him. The stubble on his chin dragged and snagged on her hair, but she enjoyed the familiarity of the friction.

“Let’s go home,” he said and began to pull her toward the path that would take them to their apartment.

Ah, this was more like just-come-back Tuck, single-minded and overbearing, edgy until he released himself into her. Kadie laughed. “I have to go back to work. I have a meeting and—”

“Dempsey can handle it,” he said and when he took her hand and tugged her along, she followed.

While scurrying along behind him, she tried to make him see sense and remind him of their responsibilities, even though she wanted to go home as much as he did. Except making his life hard was what kept things interesting between them. Ubiquitous banter was synonymous with foreplay. “Dempsey and I have a meeting this afternoon, with a company we’ve been courting for a while.”

Dempsey, her cousin, had been the one to introduce her to Tuck. Since then, she and her cousin had run Tuck’s firm while he gallivanted off to take care of less reputable practitioners. Truth was, she didn’t know what he did when he wasn’t with her and she didn’t like to ask. Maintaining their often separate lives never made her doubt their relationship, having him sometimes was better than having him never.

“The meeting has been canceled,” Tuck called over his shoulder, still dragging her along. “They’ve hit a digital snag.”

Her brows rose. Tuck was a planner. Always had been. He hadn’t met a hiccup he couldn’t thwart with his superior tech skills. “A digital snag?” she asked. “What is that code for? What did you do?”

“They might have a little virus problem.”

The amused pride in his voice didn’t surprise her. “A virus,” she said and stopped, pulling her arm up and down to shake it out of his hold. “Tuck!”

The company’s duty was to find weaknesses in corporate security. Tuck was the brains behind the operation, she and Dempsey ran the company for him and were the public face of it. None of their clients knew who Tuck was because he did his hacking from external locations. He was the faceless wizard behind the curtain. Once he’d poked holes in their client’s electronic security, he gave reports to Dempsey, who then worked with the client to toughen up their barriers.

That was what Tuck’s legitimate company did. The work that took him away for such long periods of time wasn’t exactly on the books… or the up and up from what she gathered.

Tuck wasn’t dissuaded. “The system will reset in twelve hours. By the time they’re enjoying their morning coffee, everything will be back as it should be,” he said and came back to put an arm around her waist to get her moving again. 

She kept on going until they were out of the park and down the block on their way to the apartment she shared with him when he was around. Having an apartment that bordered the park was her dream and Tuck delivered. Everything he did seemed effortless; nothing was too much for her. She could ask for the moon and he’d find a way to give it to her.

“Only you could come up with that solution,” she said as they ran up the external stairs to their place. “I tell you that I have an appointment with a client—our client—and what do you tell me? That you’ve already infected their company with a computer virus, ensuring that my appointment has been canceled because the whole place is in disarray.”

Her key slid into the lock and his hands landed on her shoulders from behind when she turned it and pushed through the glass paneled wooden door that opened into their dining kitchen. 

“It was only a little virus,” he said. 

“A little virus,” she said, going inside and dumping her purse on the table. These teasing exchanges were missed when he wasn’t around, not that this was the time to tell him that. No, this was the time to read him the riot act. Ruffling her feathers got him going and she’d learned the carnal value of ruffling his. “Dempsey has been working to improve their security. They’re our client, now we look like idiots.”

She spun around to glare but received no apology. “I did it for a good cause,” he said.

The predatory tone in his voice matched the look in his eye. She hadn’t even taken her jacket off and he was onto the seduction. 

Resisting with disapproval was her role. “To free up my afternoon so you can get laid is not a good cause. Do we have to talk about your boundary issues again?” 

He snapped the lock on the door, shirked his jacket, and began to stalk her. “Depends on your perspective. I say it’s a good cause,” he said. “And you’re going to get laid too.”

He knew her too well. Boy, had she missed him. Edging back as he advanced, she could never escape him when he was this hungry. “You expect me to give it up when you haven’t answered my question?” Her spine hit the wall beside the fridge just next to the corridor that led to the bathroom… and their bedroom. 

“What question?” 

The most important question, the one she always asked: how long did she have with him before he deserted her again? Now, he was upon her, gathering her into his arms, forcing her weight to her tiptoes. He knew what she wanted to know and that saying goodbye was always a raw sorrow, so she could forgive him for not wanting to address the issue, especially if it would have an answer that might upset her.

Shallow breaths and a pliant soul signaled her surrender, she was his, in every sense. “Tuck,” she murmured, pressing her hands to his chest, reminding herself again and again that this was real. She couldn’t wake from this dream and be disappointed again. Speckled shivers darted through her skull as her body grew heavier, he didn’t hesitate.

“Shh,” he reassured, covering her hands with his and then bringing them to his mouth. “You’ve got me, baby, I’m home.”

“For real?” she asked, daring herself to believe he meant it. In time he would go, he always did, it was the nature of his occupation. It could be days, weeks, sometimes months, but eventually he would leave and they would do this all over again. 

“For real.”

Bending his knees to line up their mouths, Tuck let his eyes linger on hers for half a beat before he leaned in and pressed his mouth to hers. Alone at last, in the home they shared, Kadie could forgive him for threatening the contract with the client. She’d forgive him anything as he collected her into his embrace and began to maneuver her backwards towards their bedroom. Joining, connecting, savoring their time together, he was her only priority.

Their relationship was what kept her going. Despite the distance, she was never lonely because he would always be there for her. If she demanded that he drop everything and come home to her then he would. Kadie had never done it, recalled him on a whim, but she had full faith that he wouldn’t hesitate if she did.

“I’ve got a lot saved up for you, Toots. You ready for a ride?”

They entered the bedroom and he gave the door a shove to close it. After scooping her legs from under her, it took him two strides to reach the bedside where he tossed her down to the mattress.

“You’re stalling, Hotshot,” she said, pouncing to her knees and whipping her top off over her head. “Get your dick over here now, and I’ll take exactly what I need.”

Tuck stripped down at the same time she did, racing her to naked. “You’re not going to outlast me, Toots.”

“We’ll see about that,” she said, leaping up off the bed and into his arms. 

They lived their lives in a power struggle with each other. It was yet to be determined which of them was actually the dominant one. Maybe that was because the truth didn’t really matter as long as they were together. 

The way he kissed her told her so much about his mood. When they came together after spells apart, their unions were frantic, and this time was no different. Laying her on the bed, Tuck suspended his weight above her, except she didn’t want that, she wanted to feel the full length of his ravenous body stimulating every part of hers. 

Biting his lip to get his attention, she smiled at the glare he returned. “You’re holding back,” she teased. “Get with it.”

“Oh, I’m with it,” he said, seizing her waist and rolling their bodies over to put her in the dominant position. “You could work a little harder.”

If he was trying to rile her, she’d take it. After half a decade together, she had nothing to prove to him between the sheets and there were few surprises. But she had what she wanted, control over the body that starred in her fantasies. 

Working her hips until his dick was nestled deep between her folds, she pinched and rubbed her nipples, stopping when she wanted to slide her hands over his ripped torso. There might be no surprises, but that didn’t mean there was no effect. He’d been working hard on his body since they saw each other last, leaving her curious about where he worked out and if he did it alone.

With her nails, she stimulated his nipples, then let them glide down to circle his belly button, before taking them lower. But when she tried to slide her hips away, he caught them and raised her up, and the head of his erection followed. She’d tested his patience long enough, just as she knew she would. Kadie had pleasured herself in front of him before, and he loved nothing more than watching her hands go from her tits to his torso. 

This time, he pulled her down onto him and there was no more teasing, he was all the way inside and after a satisfied exhale, she laughed. “Doesn’t it feel good to be home, Hotshot?” she asked, rocking her hips, relishing his intimate occupation, and reminding him of the warm constriction she provided.

“It sure does, Toots,” he said, flipping them over in a slick maneuver that allowed him to begin pumping into her before she was even flat on her back.

Sex with Tuck was different every time and exactly the same as well. Their connection, the security, it heightened every luxurious stroke of his powerful shaft that demanded satisfaction through to his soul. 

Kadie wanted to be fucked by him, wanted his body to take advantage of everything hers could offer. But the speed of their union slowed and when she released her lip from her teeth and opened her eyes, she saw him staring down into her, still moving, but preoccupied by something that wasn’t the pleasure of sex.

“Tuck?” she asked, touching his face.

Taking her wrist, he moved her palm to his lips and kissed it in a long tender moment that re-inspired the concern she’d sidelined earlier. When he released her, a new determination took over his expression and his actions. He was thrusting harder than before, faster. So fast that it only took a minute more for them both to come together, panting and shouting for each other in ecstasy.

He was here, he was home, and when he took her into his arms and kissed her again, Kadie didn’t want to think about anything negative. Being his girl had its disadvantages, but they were all erased in moments of post-coital bliss like this one. 

Whatever was bothering him, whatever was different, they’d deal with it, she’d always be here for him and he kept coming back, proving that he knew he could rely on her. Even when they fought and teased, it was submerged in love, they had real, unshakable security, maybe all he needed was a reminder that no matter how much she riled him, she loved him even more.


 

 

 

 

 

 

TWO

 

 

The Kindred took up most of Tuck’s life. Kadie had given up asking him about what he did when they weren’t together. For the first time, he wished he could tell her everything. Just a couple of days ago, he had watched Art die in the Atlas warehouse. Brodie’s pain might be subdued now, but the loss was going to change everything.

Tuck had to leave the manor, Zara could probably have used his support with Brodie, but he had done his duty and needed to get out of there for his own sanity. He’d helped her to secure the device and given her a quick rundown of the manor systems, then he’d split. Driving without aim, he planned to head for a dive bar and a cheap motel, except he’d come back here on autopilot. To Kadie.

Hacking her calendar didn’t take him long and when he saw the meeting she had scheduled, he’d dumped the virus into the client’s system to make sure that appointment wouldn’t be going ahead. Watching her wasn’t enough, which was odd. Playing with her, stalking her from afar, had been a hobby he’d always enjoyed. Tempting himself with the sight of her, while resisting making direct contact, he placed bets with himself each time on how long he’d be able to keep his hands off her, it was a game. But it was one he hadn’t enjoyed playing the previous day. As soon as he saw her, he needed to be in her arms, which meant he had no patience to let her go to business appointments. 

Seeing Art die had changed something in his bones and a desire for comfort had overwhelmed him. Kadie was the only person who’d ever had a grounding effect on him when his world went off-kilter, which was probably why his aimless journey had steered him to her.

Going back to work after spending the night with Kadie was bittersweet. Tuck liked to see that the place was doing well, liked to see how Kadie kept the place fresh and made adjustments to the décor. Every time he came back here something was different. His woman wasn’t so great at keeping still, she was a bee, always buzzing around, getting things done, keeping busy. For so long he’d been encouraged by her optimism and enjoyed picking out details simply because he knew it would give her a thrill that he noticed them.

This time was different. Coming back, he’d wanted home comforts and familiarity with the belief that they could make him forget the tragedy in his other life. Being intimate with the woman he loved gave him an anchor and erased the images of his latest Kindred mission. Kadie had always made him feel like he was a good guy worthy of her love and that he was capable of giving her what she deserved.

But he didn’t feel like that anymore. Not after what had happened to Art. Losing his mentor and witnessing the implosion of his closest ally brought the consequences of Tuck’s risks into harsh focus. He couldn’t shake the feeling that this life he had with Kadie was on borrowed time.

The brownstone he’d bought years ago as a base for his company, housed vital equipment and contained more electronics than any passer-by would assume, which was exactly the point. Dempsey and Kadie didn’t see clients here, they went to their consumers premises. Keeping their base low-key didn’t draw attention to their operation and the art of deception was something he’d gotten good at in his time with the Kindred. Occasionally, those lessons transferred to his life with Kadie, though he tried to limit their impact.

Kadie had left him in their apartment this morning to come into work. He’d been not too far behind her and had spent most of his morning in the brownstone basement. That space was his private lair, the one place in the world he could call himself king. Filled with his machines, the dark cavern was out-of-bounds for anyone except him and Kadie.

Dempsey had been coming in the front entrance just as Tuck was walking upstairs. Greeting his old friend was a strange kind of normalcy and they’d gone out to the coffee cart to catch up. Coming back inside, they ascended toward the first floor where their main offices were. “I don’t give a shit,” Tuck said.

“I do,” Dempsey said. “You can’t miss my sister’s birthday party.”

“Why not?” Tuck asked, taking the steps two at a time at Dempsey’s six. His colleague stopped on the stairs with his hands stretched to each banister and glared over his shoulder. “I’m more interested in figuring out what’s up with your cousin.”

“Your re-entry is always bumpy. Kadie’s just thinking about when you’ll waltz off again… Which is all the more reason you should come to my sister’s birthday party. Gwen always has great parties and you can make some memories with Kade.”

“Gwen hates me,” Tuck said.

Dempsey smiled. “Most everyone who knows you hates you. It’s what comes from being an enigma. If you won’t let people in, they won’t trust you.” Dempsey let this hang in the air and finished mounting the stairs. “Give me a minute.”

The wooden stairway hadn’t changed, although if he didn’t know better, he would say the walls up here had been re-plastered. Being paid to be observant meant he was positive he was right. Given the number of zeros on his bank balance, he’d guess he was good at details. Dempsey had disappeared into their breakroom. Tuck didn’t wait. 

Heading forward, he opened the double doors to enter their outer office. From here, the other four doors led to their offices and the file room. Inspecting the frame, and moldings, he ran his hand up the seam of the hinge and peered up at the ceiling. If something was different, Kadie needed him to notice.

Lifting his head as he moved into the office, he noticed there was a male on the chrome-footed leather couch under the window, probably in his early twenties. He could be younger than that, he looked it, especially in his current pose. Sunk into the three-seater, his feet and knees were tight together, and he clasped a leather binder on his lap with two white-knuckled hands. 

The stranger stared right back, but there wasn’t any attempt to intimidate in his returning stare. This dude was firmly on the receiving end, fear was all he portrayed. The boy blinked, shifted, blinked again, and swallowed once, twice. He was nervous, in fact he was sweating. Tuck grew more curious.

“Can I help you?” Tuck asked, giving the door a shove, and sending it clattering into its frame.

Tuck didn’t flinch at the noise, he just kept staring. If there was one thing the Kindred were good at, it was getting to the bottom of mysteries. 

The stranger blinked again, twice, then again, then there was another swallow. “I—”he croaked, coughed and cleared his throat. “I…”

“You what?” Tuck asked, widening his stance and folding his arms. “No one gets in here without a reason or a security clearance. Explain yourself.”

“I—”

The file room door opened behind him. Though the boy shifted again, Tuck kept his scowl steady. The boy tried to push up from the couch but slid only an inch to the edge. The seat was too soft and too low for a reason. It was meant to keep people uncomfortable, it looked like luxury, but its purpose was intimidation. 

Tuck didn’t need to turn around to know who had opened the file room door. The shoe heels clacking on the oak floor told him who it was. A moment after a door closed, the unmistakable scent of her perfume dosed him. Fighting the urge to close his eyes and let the scent drug his senses, Tuck gritted his teeth against the knowledge that even just the smell of her made his jeans shift. 

She didn’t say a word, although her heels continued to click on the floor. From the direction of the occasional movement, he imagined she was at one of the two filing cabinets between the doors on the far wall, opposite the couch that the boy sat on. Tuck didn’t miss how the youngster tried to peek around him to the woman Tuck couldn’t see. 

He was subtle, or at least trying to be. He didn’t lean too far, but the slight movement of his eyes, and the constant shifting on the couch, told Tuck exactly what their guest was trying to do. The stranger wanted to see Kadie, he wanted to watch her while her back was to them. Under other circumstances, Tuck may not blame the boy because he understood the effect she could have on a male. But he didn’t like strangers, he liked them even less within their sanctuary, and he liked them less than that when they took an interest in Kadie—understandable or not.

“You got a problem?” Tuck asked. 

Still, the boy said nothing, though he had returned to swallowing and blinking. The kid squeezed his cracked lips together, nervous didn’t begin to explain this guy’s state. The nature of what he did with the Kindred meant being suspicious was a necessity. Tuck had been told he was a formidable guy, but this reaction was extreme, which made him wonder if this boy had something to hide. 

“I need you,” Kadie’s voice carried to them. Relaxing his rigid form, he was ready to accommodate his woman. But when she walked past him and he moved to follow, she spoke again. “Not you, Hotshot,” she said over her shoulder without making eye contact, then nodded to the boy on the couch. 

The boy scrambled to his feet, dropping the binder, then tripped over himself to pick it up. Tuck watched him run to Kadie who stood at his office door holding it open, she bestowed the youngster with her most accommodating smile. With a shrug of her shoulders, she laughed, and shook her head.

“Take your time. I’m not going anywhere,” she soothed.

The boy nodded and darted past her into the office. Kadie followed him in and closed the door. She didn’t look at him, not once. And she closed the door! That was his fucking office! Tuck took a minute to replay events. 

Every time he left her, he counted the seconds until he was home again. Dempsey was right that his re-entry was always bumpy, but Kadie was his smoothest transition. It might take time for him to get back up to speed and into a routine, but this, strangers in his office, wasn’t something he wanted to get on board with.

Deciding that it was time he took charge of what was his, the steel returned to his spine. He marched to his office and opened the door without hesitation. A laugh died on Kadie’s lips. The boy was in his chair behind his desk. Kadie had one hand on the desk, and the other on the back of his chair. The youngster was doing everything he could to keep his tongue in his mouth, and his eyes off of her cleavage, which was on display a couple of inches from the thick rimmed glasses that had appeared on his face from somewhere. 

The boy’s mouth dropped open when he registered Tuck’s presence, his Adams-apple bounced again. The boy’s obvious initial reaction was to flee, but Kadie’s position trapped him in. A laptop was open in front them, both had to have been working on something because they were both positioned to see the screen, and the youngster’s hands still rested on the keyboard. 

Bad enough that the boy was at his desk, drooling over his woman, but Tuck sucked in an audible breath when he recognized that the laptop was also one of his. Jesus! Give the boy the keys to his apartment, turn down the sheets, and give him Tuck’s credit card for the rubbers, why not? What was wrong with everyone?

“Can we help you?” Kadie asked, not moving an inch. The boy’s impulse was to look at her, so he found himself once again lost in her cleavage.

Guys had to drool over her all the time and he wasn’t usually here to see or police that interest. Watching this performance made him consider installing cameras just like the ones at the McCormack Manor. “This here is my office, Toots,” Tuck said.

“We can move,” she said, pushing away from the desk to stand up. “You won’t mind if we go down to the lab if you’re in here, will you?” He and Kadie were the only two with security access to his basement lab. To his knowledge no one had been in there except them, the key being: to his knowledge.

Was she playing or was something eating her snatch? “Hey now, Kade—”

The sly slink of her smile grabbed him by the balls, she was playing, and if she wanted satisfaction, he’d deliver. “It’s that or I take him home with me.”

Sauntering a few steps inside, he hooked his thumbs into his jeans. “Neither of us are home enough to take care of a pet, Toots. We’ve had this discussion.”

“I—”The boy tried to rise, but Kadie moved behind the chair and pushed him back down into it.

“Don’t let him bully you, I told you he would try to intimidate you,” she said, massaging the boy’s shoulders, this time treating Tuck to the vision of her cleavage. Much as he wanted to enjoy it, the knowledge that the boy had been spoiled by the same view made him grind his teeth.

This kid was in the middle of their foreplay, but Tuck didn’t give a shit about his feelings. “You have to show them who’s boss on day one,” Tuck said.

An almost smile quirked to Kadie’s lips. “He knows who rules the roost. He’s my new intern and it’s about time you two met. Tuck this is Howie. Howie meet Tucker.”

“It’s an honor, I—”

Again, Kadie pushed Howie back down when he tried to stand. “You’re not supposed to name them,” Tuck said, not diverting his attention from her. “It’s how you get attached.”

“Someone woke up on the wrong side of bed this morning,” she said. “Or was it the draft that bothered you?” 

So that was her game, she was playing tit-for-tat, usually it was her waking up alone in their cold bed after he’d abandoned her to go back to the Kindred. This was payback for all of those times, giving him a taste of his own medicine.

Tuck took one step toward the desk, Howie tensed, and Kadie released the youngster to round the desk and match Tuck, step for step, until they were toe to toe. “Are you playing with me, Toots?”

“Moi?” she asked, her manicured nails grazed her breast, as she gaped in mock indignation. “We’re only trying to get some work done.”

“Work on what exactly?”

“Now, Tucker,” she said, touching his sternum with those same fingernails. “I taught you how to ask nicely, do I have to explain it to you again?”

Seizing her upper arms, he stole her breath from her lungs causing it to flood his chest as he yanked her against him. Panic made the kid move fast. Howie bounced up from the chair, causing it to ricochet off the wall under the window behind him. 

“Oh!” Howie exclaimed, going no further, proving he had no idea what action he was supposed to take to save his mentor. “I—should I—”

“Scram, kid,” Tuck growled, glaring down at the woman in his clutches. She didn’t need saving from anything except his devotion to her, and Howie wouldn’t be able to combat that with any success.

“I—But I—”

“Howie,” Kadie breathed, matching the ferocity of his stare. “Lesson over.”

The words barely had time to leave her lips before Tuck snatched her up on the ends of her toes and forced his mouth down on hers. The grasping, desperate tangle of her tongue on his raised their heart rates until their hearts seemed to be trying to switch bodies. He didn’t know if the boy had left but when he pulled his mouth from hers, she sucked in a sob on her breath.

Leaving her to sleep alone in their bed was as tough for him as it was for her, and he couldn’t let her forget that. “Damn you, Kadie Harris,” he huffed and kissed her again. “You’re my fucking world, my—”

“Oh, shut up, Tuck.” Grabbing his shirt in her fists, she pulled him to the desk and shoved everything out of the way to perch up on it. 

The boy had gone, and he’d taken the laptop with him. Tuck would get to the bottom of that, and get his property back, but not before he reclaimed the most important thing in his world. Kadie shoved up his tee shirt. Gathering it in her fists, she reached to try to remove it. Helping her out, he whipped it off and groaned when her hungry, eager lips began to taste the width of him. 

“Kadie,” he said, driving his hands into her hair, but she ducked lower, kissing down to his diaphragm before he got hold of her again and thrust her away.

She fumbled with the buttons on his jeans. Too quickly, she freed his solid want and her fingers curled around him. Panting out his name, she dipped her head, but he couldn’t let her taste him or he’d be done before they got started. Capturing her wrists, he pinned her down on the desk and flattened himself against her. “I missed you, Toots. You’ve got no idea what you do to me, what the thought of you gets me through.”

“Tuck,” she said, wriggling her hands out of his grip. “Shut up and fuck me.”

She unhooked her belt and tossed it over his shoulder, then got to work on her shirt buttons. He knew his woman and the mischief she could get up to. After five years of dedicating himself to her, he knew exactly what she liked. Taking hold of her lapels, he ripped the shirt open and unclipped the front clasp of her bra. Stooping to suckle one nipple, he massaged her breasts closer to his mouth, deeper, until she squirmed beneath him and whimpered out his name, then it was time to switch sides.

“Tucker,” she sighed, pushing her hips up, seeking out the bulge she’d had her greedy hands on moments before. But he wasn’t about to let her take control. Backing off enough to flip her over, he gripped her thighs and dragged her closer, forcing his erection against her ass. He knew how she loved to feel the effect she had on him, and sure enough, she moaned and tried to push up. Tuck held her down and forced up her skirt. Tugging her underwear down her thighs, he probed his fingers between her folds, and let himself bounce against her as he stroked himself in time with the rhythm of his caress of her slick sex.

“You always did get off on screwing the boss,” he said. The sound that came from her was a cross between a laugh and a whine. 

“So far the boss hasn’t screwed anything today,” she said, elevating her rump. 

Tuck clamped her in his grip, taking hold of her hips, so he could lift her for ease of access. “Consider this your bonus.” Just like that, he slammed into her center and she cried out. 

A scream that loud would vibrate the foundations of this structure. Everyone else on the premises knew exactly what they were up to, but that suited him, interruptions were the last thing he wanted when he was this deep inside the woman he loved.

 

 

Resting her forehead on the solid desk beneath her, Kadie let her eyes close, and tried to quiet her panting breaths. His hand slid from her waist to between her shoulder blades and he circled the clasp of her necklace with his thumb.

“I knew you were trouble the first second I laid eyes on you,” she whispered. Proximity made her lips sample the texture of the wood. “Do you remember the night we met?”

Still stroking her upper back, his voice stayed low. “Have you ever known me to forget anything important to us?”

“I couldn’t breathe when you looked at me. You ate every inch of me with that lethal gaze. You hadn’t said a word, we weren’t even in the same group, but I knew my life would never be the same.”

“I haven’t disappointed you, have I?”

His hand slid down her spine, and covered half of her behind, giving her a squeeze before he let his member slide from her body. She stayed put, bent over the desk, her hands tangled in her shirt somewhere at her hips. He moved across the room, those heavy boots of his clumping on the floor, he hadn’t taken off his jeans, and she imagined that his tee shirt had to be in a twisted mess somewhere on the floor. 

The bathroom door opened, and she listened to the water run before rolling onto her back. Sitting up, she shrugged her shirt back to her shoulders and fastened her bra. Her torn underwear lay on his tee shirt, which was clear on the other side of the room. In no hurry to button her shirt, or retrieve her lost underwear, she sat in the middle of the desk, and tried to think about how to explain herself. As much as she’d avoided him, and the discussion, thus far, she knew that she couldn’t avoid it forever.

Tuck returned to the room with his jeans buttoned again. Rubbing his face dry with the towel, he hooked it around his neck when he was done and leaned against the doorframe. The damp locks of his hair on the periphery of his face stuck to his temples. 

“What are you trying to say to me, Toots?”

What a picture he made. His perfect form was draped with such confidence, it was hard to tell if the wall held him up, or if it was the other way around. Over the years, she had lost count of the number of times she’d seen him naked, yet as she examined the ridges and grooves of his abdomen, and the trail of hair that disappeared down into the band of his underwear peeking over his jeans, she wondered if she would ever tire of it. Somehow, he was never something she had taken for granted. Seemingly, he didn’t feel the same.

“I don’t know if I can do this anymore,” she said, and saw the muscles in his stomach bunch in time with a hissing intake of breath.

“Do what, Toots?”

“This,” she said. “What we do—you gone half the year, me wondering where you are, what’s going on, if you’re safe, who you’re with—”

“Hey now,” he said, shoving away from the doorjamb. “Don’t get crazy. There’s no one else, there couldn’t be—”

“This isn’t about that,” she said, shaking her head.

“But you don’t trust me?”

Peering, she tried to see his mind. “Do you think this is about sex, Tuck? Do you think that’s what I’m worried about? I don’t even think you’d be able to perform with another woman. You’re the most honorable man I know. You always come home to me, always. And you always will.”

“So what’s the problem?” he asked, maintaining his position on the defensive. 

“Do you know what it’s like never knowing? Sitting home alone, and—”

“Dempsey looks out for you.”

“Is that the same?” she asked. “If it is then explain it to me, because I don’t get it.”

He went quiet, and still, so very still she couldn’t see, or hear him breathe. Despite their long-term relationship this stoic side of him still made her shiver. It was like a visual off switch. One minute he was there, animated, in the moment, and the next he went on pause. He crashed, that’s how she put it. Like a computer that freezes as it tries to sort through the multiple processes it’s been overloaded with, he didn’t move, react, or respond until order had been formed, only then did normal service resume. 

Sometimes he stood like this for half a second, but she’d seen him like this for as many as five minutes at a time. Knowing better than to try and get anything out of him at this time, she pushed her weight to her hands and swung herself off the desk. Wriggling her skirt back down over her thighs, she buttoned her shirt and retrieved her useless underwear along with his tee shirt.

“Is this about the marriage thing?” he asked.

Taking a deep breath, she took her belt from the hat stand it had hooked itself onto. “That’s what you came up with?” she asked, pulling the stretchy cinch belt around her waist, and breathing in as she hooked the ends together.

“If it’s the baby thing, that’s easily fixed—”

Pinning him with her own icy stare, she shut him up. “Do you think that I would have a child in this relationship? I know how painful it is to watch you go. To wait, and wonder if you’ll come back, when you’ll come back, what state you’ll be in when you get here.”

“Are you saying you don’t want to have children?” he asked.

“I’m saying I wouldn’t put a child through that torment.”

“So you’re saying you don’t want a kid with me, is that it?”

This was going to descend into an argument, and not the fun kind. She’d have to be careful not to trigger his anger or she’d never finish saying what she had to say. “Do you think I would carry another man’s child?” she asked. “Do you think that’s what I want?”

“Right now, Toots, I have no idea.”

“Clearly,” she said, tossing his tee shirt at him as she strode past and went into the bathroom. Leaving the door open as she washed up, she gave him another chance to regroup.

“Do you want me to give it up?” he asked from a place closer to the door than he had been. If she had to guess she would say he was leaning against the wall just outside, but he didn’t invade her privacy. That was a joke, there had been no privacy between them from day one of their relationship. 

Opening the drawer next to the sink, she retrieved fresh underwear and pulled them on. This wasn’t the first time that her underwear had been a casualty of their prolonged time apart. Straightening her clothes, she opened another of the long narrow drawers he had built into the vanity just for her. With a swipe of mascara, and some lip gloss, she was back to normal—almost.

“You can’t give it up, Tuck,” she called to her own reflection in the mirror. “You would never be able to give it up. You told me that in the beginning.”

“You’ve been patient,” he murmured. “We never talked about marriage and kids.”

“I knew that those were things you never wanted.” Tuck had never been typical, or had it in his life. Staying at home, stuck in one place, trapped, that would be the quickest way for them to lose their spark. “What did you think the first time you saw me?” she asked. 

“I’ve told you that before.”

Yes, he had, but the sound of his voice soothed her. Hearing that she’d had an impact on the man she coveted never got old. “Tell me again,” she said, keeping her tone neutral. 

“I found my reason,” he said. 

The mumble in his voice wasn’t embarrassment, anything but. Tuck wasn’t one to get embarrassed, ever. The concept was foreign to him. She could picture him exactly, arms folded over his chest, shoulders hunched back against the wall, his feet far from the baseboard, one ankle crossed over the other. 

From the tone of his voice, she knew everything about him—his position, his mood, even his thoughts. They had nothing left to learn, they knew everything there was to know about each other’s personalities and demeanors. It hadn’t always been easy, but patience and trust paid dividends time and again.

“You were the first thing I saw when I walked in. You were it. My reason for being. Everything I had been for my entire life had been for you. It was the most illogical moment of my life. Since then, every moment with you has been a tie.”

It didn’t matter how many times she heard it. He always said it with such conviction it was like he dared her, or anyone, to challenge him. Still basking in his words, she was knocked off kilter by his next declaration. “I won’t leave you again. You’re right. It has been unfair. I’ll give up the job.”

“That’s not what you want,” she said, still speaking to herself in the mirror, his disembodied voice could have been in her head. Knowing him as she did, she could have played this argument out in her mind, playing his part as accurately as her own. What she wanted was for him to be honest about whatever had happened in his life before he came back to her. 

Until now, she’d always believed he kept his dealings secret to protect her. Now she could see in him that something was wrong and yet, he wouldn’t share his pain with her. Gaining that knowledge allowed her to admit that their relationship wasn’t as real or as whole as either of them wanted it to be, because there was a huge part of their lives that they didn’t share.

The Tuck she knew was always certain. Except since he’d come back this time, he hadn’t been as assured. Kadie wanted to know what was weighing on him, wanted to be the one he leaned on in his time of need. Whatever he’d endured, he was carrying that burden alone and that made her feel like a failure. 

Keeping his unknown grief a secret was a symptom of what she wanted to remedy between them. Tuck had been the only man in her life for five years, he shouldn’t be a mystery to her, not like this, not at the detriment of his own emotional well-being. 

“I want you,” he said. “I would do anything you asked me to. If that’s what will make you happy…”

Again, her eyes closed. He might as well have pierced her heart with a blade. In that moment, his words hurt as much as a physical injury would. “I want you to be happy,” she said. 

“My happiness shouldn’t come at the expense of yours.”

“Nor mine yours,” she said. “I want you to keep doing what you do with the same conviction you’ve always brought to the job.”

“So that’s it. We’re over?” he said. “You expect me to turn around and walk away from you, the only thing I’ve ever known to make sense?”

Everything in his world made sense, she knew that. He worked with logic and reason on a daily basis. His bread and butter were the classifiable, predictable lines of nonsense to the rest of the population. 

“No,” she said, nipping her lower lip between her teeth. “I don’t expect you to do anything. You’re not the one who has to change.” She had to change. She had to stop being the girl in port he visited when it suited him. Kadie wanted to be his whole life, not just a small part of it.

“Are you guys in here?”

They hadn’t locked the office door, being that they were rarely discreet, the others knew to listen at the door before walking in. Although the excitement buzzing in Dempsey’s tone made her wonder if he’d even paused.

“We’re in the middle of something,” Tuck answered.

“Doesn’t look like it to me,” Dempsey said. “Looks to me that you’re in here all on your lonesome. You need privacy for that, you take extra time in your morning shower.” Her lips quirked up, and she heard Tuck’s exhaled laugh. “I have something to show you.”

“Show me later, this is important.”

Leaving her reflection, she pushed the door out of the way, and found she had been right, Tuck was against the wall next to the door. “So is this,” she said. 

The conversation between them continued in their eyes for a few seconds. Time wasn’t on their side right now, but they would get there. Linking her fingers between his, she leaned up and touched her mouth to his. 

“We’re not finished here,” he said.

“We have to work,” she said nuzzling against his neck, tipping her lips toward his ear. “We’ll talk after the party tonight.”

“I’m not going to the party,” he said.

Stepping away she smiled and started to pull him toward the other two men loitering inside the door. “Of course you are. Gwen will expect you.”

“Gwen hates me,” he said.

“I need a date,” she said. “If you can’t make it, I’ll have to ask Howie.”

Much as it aggravated him, her smile stretched further when he huffed. “Fine, but we’re getting an early night.”

“I’d expect nothing less,” she said. Spinning, she pulled his hand to the small of her back and leaned her shoulders on his chest, as though he was her own personal leaning post. “Now, what’s all the excitement about?”

Maybe there were still things to say, and maybe things were about to get tough. But she wouldn’t let anyone into their relationship. They had clear boundaries between them and their colleagues, their friends. No one messed with their relationship, and everything that happened between them in their alone time was private—everything.


 

 

 

 

 

 

THREE

 

 

Their conversation had been interrupted, and she’d been desperate to finish it ever since. Something about the way Tuck hadn’t stopped frowning made her edgy. Whatever was on his mind was reaching critical mass and yet, he still wasn’t sharing it. The point she’d been trying to make had been lost and he’d withdrawn when he thought she wanted to finish their relationship. Now Kadie panicked that she’d planted a seed in his mind that was blooming into an idea she didn’t want him to embrace.

Gwen’s birthday party was next on their to-do list, and she almost wished that they hadn’t committed to going. After leaving the office, they’d grabbed some food and got ready. Now they were in the car, driving to Gwen’s nightclub party. Tuck hadn’t said much, so she figured it would fall to her to make conversation.

Except, before she could, something buzzed and his frown got deeper. Rooting in his pocket, he pulled out a small black earpiece, which he hooked onto his ear in rapid time. 

“Swift,” he answered. 

Why he would use that greeting, she didn’t know. Usually he held his conversations in secret, the ones that weren’t related to his life with her at any rate. Trying her best to stay still and quiet, Kadie hoped he’d forget she was here and might say more that could reveal some of his other life to her. 

“Is it in the kitchen?” he asked.

Kitchen? His other life came with a kitchen. She would give anything to hear the other side of the conversation right now, especially when he smiled. “You want to get us both into trouble, Swallow. I can patch you into the chief’s room, but you know Rave will go crazy if he catches you in there.”

Swallow. Another name? Another bird? The chief had a room of his own and no one else had access to it. No one except Tuck. Kadie didn’t know anything about his other life, but she’d long ago concluded that his skills stretched far beyond beefing up boring corporate security.

“You’ll have to give me a couple of hours, I’m not at my terminal.” He smiled again, and a curl of jealousy heated Kadie’s belly, could it be another woman on the other end of that line? “I’m not at any terminal… No, I’m not sick or doing anything stupid, Zara, don’t panic.” So it was another woman. Kadie’s fists tightened. Whoever she was, she worried about him. “I’m going to a party… Yes, I do go to parties.” His smile faded and a grim glare took its place. “You know I’ll come back for that. But you’re trying to do too much too fast, you can’t fix this. You have to know that, right?” His attention left the road for a minute, and she got the sense he was warring with himself again. “I don’t want you to even think about Saint. We’ll deal with him when we have to. Together. You’re not alone, Zar. I’m still with you. You can call me any time. What’s priority one?” 

Kadie wanted to know what priority one was, but he’d never tell her. “I’ll call you tonight when it’s done, okay?” he asked down the line. “He always pulls through. This is just gonna take time.”

There was no further farewell, he took the piece from his ear and tucked it back into his pocket. They drove another block. “She’s my best friend’s girl,” Tuck said. “Before you start cooking up shit in your head.”

That was supposed to make her feel better about his fidelity. But she hadn’t worried about where he put his dick when they weren’t together, she knew it belonged to her. His explanation didn’t make her feel better. It reminded her of how little she knew about what he did in his life beyond her. How could she be in love with him and in a relationship with him for five years and not know his best friend?

Little reminders like this cropped up all the time and she accepted them. Until she wanted to support him and he shut her out.

“You care about her?” Kadie asked.

He stopped at a light. “I don’t know her that well yet. They haven’t been together long.”

Twisting to face him, she ventured a question. “What’s he like?”

Reluctance made him tense, she could see it straight away, how his body got rigid and his expression blanked. “I can’t talk about him, Toots.”

Using her pet name after denying her his trust seemed ridiculous. When she switched focus back to the windshield, he tried to take her hand, but she pulled it away. “He’s more important to you than I am?”

He scowled. “Don’t do that, don’t make it sound like that. He’s not more important. He’s dangerous and if I revealed his secrets to you—”

“He’d hurt me?” she asked because unless that was the case, she couldn’t understand his hesitation.

“No,” he snapped, glaring in offense. “He’d kill to protect you. He’d give up his life for yours.”

Whatever they did, it was serious. She’d tried to convince herself that he didn’t do anything life-threatening, but it was a lie and a part of her always knew that.

“How do you know that? He’s never even met me. Why would he put himself in harm’s way for me?”

“Because it’s what I’d do for Swallow.” Tuck would die for the woman he’d just been talking to on the phone. She felt sick. “It’s what we do, Kade.”

“Die for strangers?”

“Protect our own. Swallow would die for you too. She’d die for me.”

Tuck had always asserted that he kept her separate to protect her and she bought that. Learning that there were other women on the team changed Kadie’s perspective. She could give her life for him and for his colleagues, maybe, if she knew what they were all about and was given the chance to learn and prove herself.

“What’s priority one?” He tensed even further and pulled into the club parking lot. They got a space and he turned off the engine, but before he could get out and avoid her question, she lunged over and grabbed his arm. “What’s priority one?”

Unable to avoid it, he made eye contact and his gaze softened a fraction. Maybe it was pity that made him feel sorry for her, or he was pained at the position she’d put him in. “I can’t, Toots. I have to be careful. You have to be careful. If you said those words to the wrong person—”

“What about Swift, Swallow, the chief, or Rave—” He grabbed her shoulder. 

“Don’t ever even hint at those names around anyone.” Letting her go, he banged his hands on the steering wheel. “This is fucked up. I shouldn’t have come back. It was too soon.”

Evidence that she was right. Something was wrong. Taking off her seatbelt, she stroked her hand across his knotted shoulders. “Why weren’t you ready? What happened that—”

Snatching her wrist, he hauled her off him. “Don’t you dare fucking manipulate me, Kade. I won’t betray my kin.”

“But you’ll betray me?”

“I love you.”

Until now, those words had always been enough. When she believed it was work that took him away and nothing else, she could cope. But she could see it was more than that, there were people he cared about, people she’d never met. People he kept her from. She couldn’t exist in a bubble like a fantasy woman he could return to whenever he needed a break from his reality.

“We better go inside,” she said, and their hands slid away from each other’s bodies.

“Yeah,” he mumbled. “I guess we better.” 

All they could do was show up and smile for the others. Kadie had grown up with Dempsey and Gwen, her own mother had abandoned her as a baby and she’d never known her father. This was as close to family as she got. Tuck didn’t usually complain about socializing with them when he had to. The party was just going to give both of them more time to stew, but Kadie was determined to get to the bottom of his mood.

 

 

They’d been at the party for an hour and she’d barely seen Tuck. He’d done his duty and got her drinks, but he’d found a spot in the corner of the room and had avoided talking to anyone. Kadie watched him sulk but deflected questions from Gwen and her friends about his mood. Most of them didn’t know how close she and Tuck were and tonight she was fine with that. 

The next time she glanced up, Tuck was wearing the earpiece again, and his lips were moving. The group of people she stood with were chatting and laughing, but she was trying to read his lips, even though the low lighting and flashing lights made that next to impossible. 

“What’s eating him?” Dempsey asked at her shoulder. Her cousin hadn’t missed their separation, despite his presence. 

If only she knew the answer. “It’s complicated.”

Tuck began to move, he left his corner position and headed for the exit. He disappeared into the throngs of people. Those who didn’t know him read danger, and wanted a piece of it, she hadn’t been much different at the start. But Tuck ignored anyone who looked his way.

Dempsey was still in her ear. “Are you guys fighting?”

“Maybe,” she said, still looking at the mass of people who had closed in on Tuck’s wake.

“Something is going on,” Dempsey said. “If it’s going to affect business—”

“That’s not why you want to know,” she snapped, and turned to glare at her cousin. 

None of this was his fault. She couldn’t place blame on anyone. Tuck did a good job of withholding the truth, she didn’t know why his mood was so erratic, and that was why she was testy. She couldn’t identify the cause of his brooding, and he didn’t trust her enough to offer an explanation. Anger was easier to grasp than heartache, and targeting her cousin was safer than confronting her love.

Dempsey wasn’t offended by her outburst; his look became pitying. “Kade—”

“Sorry,” she said, swigging from her bottle then handing it to her cousin. Despite the looks she got from the others they were with, she retrieved her purse from the bar, threw the strap over her shoulder, and began to follow Tuck’s route out. 

When she found him, he was around the back of the building, pacing a narrow strip of grass in front of the chain-link fence at the boundary.

“You quit smoking when you were eighteen,” she said, leaning against the concrete roughcast surface of the nightclub building. 

Tuck stopped pacing and saw her. Not that he hadn’t known she was there, he knew. But those eyes of his saw her now. Black as night beneath the hard set of his jaw, she read his struggle. The torment riled him, making him feel out of control, which he didn’t like. So this was what she got. Hard lines, and the immovable man, not the man who held her, and whispered words of devotion after making soft, slow love with her.

Her statement went unacknowledged. “Just in case you forgot,” she said. 

“It’s time to go.”

The party was never going to get any better and that wasn’t a reflection of the company or the club, Kadie just wasn’t in the mood to feign smiles. “If that’s what you want,” she said, pushing away from the corner. “I can go and tell everyone we’re going home, and—”

Remaining cold, he didn’t move. “Not you. Just me.”

In one chilling reflex, her throat parched and her shoulders pulled her back straight. The idea that he was leaving again so soon, and without resolving any of their issues, scared her. “No,” she breathed and took one long step toward him. Even when he was being a prick, she still wanted him around. “You just got here.”

“Can’t be helped, Toots.”

“When did this happen?” she asked.

“Inside,” he said, in that damn blank tone of his. He hadn’t budged an inch, hadn’t flinched, how could he say this as though he were dishing out directions to a passer-by?

“You’ve never…” she said, taking a less steady step toward him. “It’s never been this quick before. You usually have at least a week…” her words drifted off because there was no point, the decision was made. 

Forcing Tuck to stay here while he was in this dark place would be detrimental to them. All she could do was let him go and hope he’d work through his issues before he came back to her again. Answers were never forthcoming when she tried to coerce them. 

Sometimes he stayed with her for months, sometimes it was a few days. Just as he could be away for a weekend, or a season. Once in a while, he came to her in the night, made love to her, and then slipped out, like an apparition. But if he hung around long enough to come into the office with her, he would usually be around for a while.

Arguing with him wouldn’t help the friction that had built between them. So she steeled herself to accept the inevitable. “When are you coming back?” she asked. 

Her lips didn’t taste the words. All she was aware of was the ball of bile threatening her throat. Shifting her feet, she watched her sandals be enveloped by the damp grass. Ice ran through her in place of blood, and she wished for some sign that this was as difficult for him.

“I’m not.”

Her grasp of the English language faltered. The phrase, “hear it but don’t believe it,” seemed to be applicable, but she had never experienced it, not like this. “What?” she sobbed on a laugh because she couldn’t figure him out. 

Making herself look up, she wanted to lash out when she saw that he was blank, vacant. He’d switched off, completely detached himself. That ability was what made him good in his line of work—he’d never done it with her. “I don’t understand—”

“Dem is right,” he said, his tone ratcheted into aggressive. “Hell, Toots, you got it on the money.”

Though her jaw moved, she couldn’t say a word. The thud of her heart in her stomach chilled every drop of blood it fought to keep pumping. Her head swirled knowing that this wasn’t real, it couldn’t be real.

“Take care of yourself,” he said and marched forward. 

He was going to pass her; he was going to walk away. Once he disappeared around the nightclub, he would be gone, and this time he wouldn’t be coming back. “Wait,” she said, grabbing his arm with both hands to halt him beside her. 

She sucked her bottom lip, and salved it up and down with her tongue, buying herself some time to try to think of something to say. As soon as she released her lip, it dried in the bitter night air again. The moon was bright tonight, shining a glorious white, spotlighting this moment for the stars to observe her torment like onlookers of a tragedy on the stage.

“You always come back to me,” she said, forcing herself to look at him, even though she knew her eyes reflected that moonlight in her glacé desperation.

Though he held himself rigid his hand came up, then hesitated. He never hesitated in anything. Never in his life, never in all the time she had known him. Snatching his hesitant hand with both of hers, she pushed it to her cheek and rubbed it back and forth, reminding him of who she was, of their connection, of his right to touch her in any way he pleased. 

Keeping him with her for as long as possible might be the key to breaking through this shell crackling around him. “You don’t have to go now,” she said, pressing her lips to his palm. “We have our routine before you leave me. And we were going to get an early night, remember?”

“Toots,” he said, and his eyes softened as he took his hand from her face. He tried to step away, but she grabbed the sides of his leather jacket and pulled him against her. 

Feeling him pull away was worse than seeing it. Holding on to him was the only way she could keep her heart beating. “I don’t understand what—”

“This was never meant to be forever,” he said over her, probably because he knew if she started to beg, he might relent. Manipulating him into staying with her might not be best emotionally, but it was better than giving up without a fight. Tuck was better at holding his ground than she wanted him to be. “I told you that. You remember the night of your birthday?”

“Yes,” she whispered. “The night we met.”

“You remember what I said to you?”

For the first time, she didn’t feel safe at this proximity. “You told me to be sure,” she said, staring into his chest. “You told me you were going to hurt me one day.”

“And, here it is,” he said. “To the people I roll with, ‘one day’ means death. It means the end, and that’s what this is.”

But she wasn’t ready to lose him. “No,” she said, shaking her head, and finding his eyes. “No, I don’t believe it. You’re not that person. You’re not the monster you make out to be.”

Shadows crept over his face. “You have no idea what I do when I leave here,” he said. “No idea what I’m doing. Where I am or what’s going on. You don’t know if I’m safe… or who I’m with…”

Immediately she started to object, then she realized, he was right. All this time she’d believed that they were exclusive, there was no evidence to suggest he screwed around, but she didn’t question him about his fidelity either, meaning he could get up to whatever he liked. 

“What does that mean?” she asked, dropping his jacket from her grip. 

The glimmer of his sinister smile decreased her confidence. “Do you think I waltz away from here, and go without for months? Toots, you’re good but—”

No, her man wasn’t cruel and he wasn’t a liar either. He had no reason to string her along with promises of exclusivity if he wasn’t in love with her. She couldn’t believe that their whole relationship had been a lie. “Why are you doing this?” she murmured, figuring that the only reason he was resorting to cruelty was in an attempt to wedge them apart.

“Time to walk away,” he said on a shrug. “You know I don’t like complications.”

Six months was a complication, that would be the time a woman might start to get too clingy for a player’s interest. Having been with this man for half a decade, she knew how to see through his indifference. “I’m not a complication,” she said. “You love me. You’ve loved me since the first time—”

“Toots, let’s call a spade a spade,” he said, dropping some of the act with withering patience. “You’re not happy, I’m not happy. Let’s make everybody happy and walk away with dignity.”

Now she could get angry because without the bullshit, she had to wonder if cutting her loose had been on his agenda for a while. “Are you implying I’m making a fool of myself?”

“I’m saying we’re done, and I don’t want a long, drawn-out scene. We’re good, you’re a good girl, smart and sassy, we’ve had a good ride.”

She deserved more than a clichéd goodbye. “And, now it’s over,” she said, stepping away. “Just like that.”

“I’m not going to marry you, Toots,” he said, stepping into her, so she stepped away again. “I don’t want kids, or a house, or a broad who wants to “talk” whenever I get a few days of shore leave, you hear what I’m saying?”

Her back hit the wall, and she realized he had walked her onto the gravel surrounding the nightclub. The eaves of this lean-to rear section hung only a foot above his head. “You’re scared,” she said on a wavering breath. “I think you’re a coward.”

The corner of his mouth tipped up. “If that helps you sleep, Toots, hold on to that thought. You think of me any time you need help to get through the nights.”

His eyes dragged down and up her body, lingering both times on her cleavage, usually the heat in his gaze made her shiver and wet all at the same time. Now, she just felt violated.

Poking holes in his story, she challenged him. “If you were so sure you didn’t want me, why didn’t you tell me any of this when you got here?”

“Like I said,” he leered and leaned in until his lips touched the top of her ear. “You’re good.”

She knew him well enough to know that his harsh words weren’t real, at least not real enough to detract from what they’d shared together. Pressing her hands against his chest, she closed her eyes and took a long inhale of his scent. Something had been up his ass since he got back, maybe a job went south or he was frustrated at not making progress with a task.

Either way, if lashing out at her was going to make his life easier, she’d take it. Making a point not to be a complication in his life had always been her default. Even when times were desperate, she fell back on the confidence she had in their love.

“If you have to go then go,” she mumbled, touching her lips to his neck. The unexpected move startled him and he leaned away from her. “You know I love you, Tuck. If you want to walk away, I’m not going to stop you. I’ve never stopped you.”

“This is exactly what you wanted,” he said. “You’re free to do what you want, with who you want.”

So that was what he’d taken from what she said in the office about not doing this anymore. His head was up his ass and once he got over his sulk, he’d realize that. Way back at the start of their relationship, before it really was a relationship, he’d tried to tell her that he wasn’t a good bet as a boyfriend. After she accepted that, he got belligerent and told her he wasn’t going to leave her on the open market. She expected this experience to play out the same.

“Thank you,” she said, flattening her hands against the wall at the small of her back. “I suppose that means you are too.”

“Right then,” he said, taking a reverse step.

“I’ll be seeing you, Tucker.”

What could have been pity in his eyes morphed into melancholy then in a flash it was gone, leaving his stare blank, black, vacant. He didn’t say another word, just looked for a second, turned, and left. 

Taking a long, loud breath, she closed her eyes and told herself it would be okay. He might have accepted a job, but he’d never accepted one then vanished in the same hour. There were things of his at the apartment that he would need, and in the basement of the office too. This was a man she knew better than she knew herself and he’d have preparations to make before disappearing from her life, which gave her the chance to make him see sense before he was gone.

 

 

Explaining to Dempsey that they were leaving only took a few seconds, her cousin assumed that Tuck was outside, so he accepted that she was safe. Except Tuck wasn’t outside and the car they’d arrived in was gone. Kadie couldn’t ask for Dempsey’s or he would know that Tuck wasn’t giving her a ride.

Getting herself to a main road took longer than she thought, but eventually she got there and found a cab. The driver took the long way around for a shortcut, but she didn’t mind as it gave her a chance to think about what she was going to say. 

Of course she wouldn’t tell Tuck that she had followed him. Instead, she decided to go with the work angle. Saying she was ill would make him baby her, so he wouldn’t talk to her, which was what she needed. There were files at home that needed her attention and Tuck wouldn’t know that they weren’t urgent. 

When they finally got to her apartment, she trawled the cars, but his wasn’t there. Asking the cab driver to wait, she ran up the stairs just to double check. Nothing was out of place, not until she went into the bedroom. Some of his clothes were gone, but that didn’t alarm her. What alarmed her was the electronics, or rather the lack of them. He’d taken all of his toys, all the computers and gadgets that were usually locked in the bottom drawer of his long secure cabinet under the bed. 

The solid metal case was pulled out, unlocked, and emptied, there was nothing left. Her knees gave way and she sank to the bed. Had she just made a mistake? She let him go without a fight because she thought there would be time for the fight here, in their home. After all the arguments were done, they would be in a private place to have wild, make up sex… Except, he wasn’t here. 

The blare of a car horn woke her from her daze, and she bounced to her feet. If he wasn’t here then he would be at the office, there was nowhere else he would go. That Tuck was working fast to clear out gave her the fire under her ass that she needed. Running for the door, she didn’t even lock it, she just hoped that the latch caught when she slammed it. Getting to the office before Tuck could leave was urgent, nothing else came first. 

Slamming the car door, she gave abrupt instructions to the cab driver, then promised him an extra twenty if he stepped on it. Sinking back into the seat, she closed her eyes and tried to calm herself, Tuck couldn’t have more than a forty-minute lead on her. Of course, he was in his own vehicle, and could drive as fast as he liked, and on whatever route he liked. But this was crazy thinking, she couldn’t let herself believe that he was trying to get away from her in such a hurry. There was no reason to think that he wouldn’t be in the office basement. 

Sure enough, when she got there his vehicle was outside and relief relaxed her muscles. She paid the cab driver and got out. Straightening her clothes, she reminded herself of why she was here, work, nothing else, if he happened to be here, so what. At least, that was what she wanted Tuck to think.

Ignoring the niggling worry that she didn’t see any lights on, even in the narrow basement windows that showed on one side of the building. She convinced herself that he didn’t need to have lights on and the glare from the computer screens wouldn’t show because of the angle. Also, he’d tinted the window slats to conceal what was inside, so there would be no light. 

Unlocking the door, she frowned at the flashing alarm panel. While punching in the code, she forgot all about a cover story, and ran down the stairs. Only she and Tuck had ever been in here, the whole building was his but this section was only for them. It was filled with flashing lights and gizmos he wouldn’t trust anyone else to see. 

Only one corner contained anything approaching comfort. It had a large top-of-the-line sofa bed, and a huge-screen TV that he had brought in for them to watch movies while he was working with one of his systems that she didn’t understand. Sometimes he could be down here for days, but when that happened, she just moved in with him and they simply stayed here, together. There was a small bathroom that was nothing more than functional, and a few kitchen necessities, but this was his lair. There for them to enjoy each other while he worked, nothing more.

Typing in the code, and giving her fingerprint, she waited for the door to open. It beeped and whooshed open, and she didn’t hesitate. The moment she stepped into the dim haze, her heart froze. The usual beeps and flashing lights on the panels and screens around the room were silent and dark. 

He’d shut everything down. He never did that. Never once, in all the time she had known him, had he turned anything in this room off. These machines were his babies and always doing a dozen things each and every second. He used the servers he nurtured in here to piggyback many of the things he did when he was working here or away.

With another step inside, she saw a large brown envelope on the nearest facing desk, “Toots” was scrawled in his script, and then she knew. He was gone.


 

 

 

 

 

 

FOUR

 

 

Eight months later

 

When your man leaves you alone in a nightclub parking lot after telling you he’s never going to see you again, it stings. Kadie decided, not too long after her heart broke, that she wasn’t going to take his declaration lying down. 

For too long she’d accepted his excuses and sat at home waiting for him. Bringing up their situation in the office was supposed to be a move toward changing it, to integrating her deeper into his life. It wasn’t supposed to finish their relationship.

After wallowing in self-pity for a few days in the basement, where she locked herself up alone, she’d given herself a mental shake. If she wanted to talk to Tucker Holt then there was no goddamn reason that she shouldn’t be able to, she deserved at least a conversation with him.

Tracking him down wouldn’t be easy, she’d been under no illusions about that. One reprieve was that the business was never going to excel in the same way now that the real brains had abandoned it. Dempsey was good with computers, he had qualifications and knew procedures, whereas Tuck had an instinct that put him at one with the machine. Without her job to worry about, she had plenty of time to find her ex.

Tuck was careful about not leaving things lying around, which was how she was so sure that he wanted to divide her from his other life, but she’d known that there had to be something that would point her in the right direction. He might not be expecting her to stroll up and present herself in front of his colleagues, but he had no right to dump her ass and take off without any follow-up discussion, not after five years together.

Determination was inspiring on a mission. Kadie had learned that making a plan and focusing on how to implement it was more productive than lying around whimpering about how her life had gone wrong.

The apartment was a dead end. She’d stood in the middle of his basement lab, surrounded by the silent machines, and known her journey to find Tucker would start right there. 

Wishing that she’d paid more attention when Tuck was doing his hacking, she made little progress with the computers. Frustrated, she wouldn’t let herself be beaten and decided to take advantage of her intern. Without telling Howie who the computer belonged to, she told him they had a digital forensics job and asked him to pull up any names or addresses that might lead to contacts of the computer’s owner.

Staying out of Dempsey’s way was easy, he had enough business to keep him occupied. Almost immediately, she could tell that Howie was suspicious. Given the level of security on Tuck’s machine, and probably the kind of encryption too, it had to be obvious that the computer belonged to a person who knew what they were doing and one who didn’t want to be snooped on.

Still, it took the kid just a couple of hours to pull up one file. It was a document containing spotty background information and incomplete observations that she guessed came from surveillance. It gave her one name: Nykiel Sikorski.

On gaining that information, she was confident it wouldn’t take her long to find the man who would be her first link. Turned out she was wrong, for months she’d chased down leads and just when she was about to give up, someone found her. Howie. 

The kid had been tailing her, which was sort of embarrassing because he was such an awkward geek, in no way a pro. She’d like to think that she would have noticed him schlepping along behind her. In her defense, she’d been distracted by the various bars and clubs that she had to frequent to try to find Nykiel Sikorski. 

He wasn’t an easy man to track down, and when she did, she was struck by such elation that she might as well have found Tuck himself. 

“He’s here?” she asked, and the barman she’d been talking to nodded to the corner. 

On a raised section in the corner of this pounding nightclub was a booth filled with people. Bulky men stood around it in poses suggesting they were security agents. There at the head of the booth was her man: Sikorski.

Not wanting to get too close, she ordered a drink and began to edge in the direction of the booth. Striding up there would be impossible with all of the security men standing around, and she didn’t want to ask Sikorski about Tuck until she was sure they were friends.

This was the first concrete link she had found. The first connection to her man in months. So many times, she’d been ready to give up and grieve for the relationship, but without him, she had no purpose. Getting up in the morning depended on her belief that she would see him again, that she would find him and prove to him that she couldn’t be cast aside.

What he had done wasn’t fair, and someone had to tell him that. It had occurred to her that he may have moved on with his life. He may have a new girlfriend or be screwing around with a posse of females. There was also a chance that he had no interest in rekindling their relationship either. With what she’d been through over the last seven and a half months, she wasn’t sure that she wanted him back anyway.

Love still warmed her, but she ignored it because she couldn’t trust him, not after what she’d been through. Anger was easier to find and at first, she’d believed it was unsated passion, a pent up, rageful lust aimed at the man who she resented for still having control over her. Even now, after months apart, he dictated her life and it was like he couldn’t care at all.

Since she’d packed a bag and snuck away, she’d made only a brief call to her cousin, Dempsey, to tell him that she was getting out of town for a while. Confused as he was, she could tell from his questions that he believed she was with Tuck, and she didn’t correct that assumption. Dempsey would never have let her come on this kind of a mission alone. 

Edging down the bar until she got to the end closest to the booth, she noticed Sikorski looking in her direction a few times. She smiled, blinked her eyes away, and looked back, playing the furtive but interested onlooker. Straight away, his lips began to curl, not in attraction as such, but in satisfaction that he’d been spotted.

Okay, so he had an ego, she could use that to her advantage. Flirting it up, she kept the little eye dance going and hid her mouth in her drink letting him think that she was loose, maybe a bit tipsy. All she had to do was get close, if she could talk to him then she could figure out what kind of a person he was and why Tuck might want to associate with him.

The idea that Tuck might appear just because she did also crossed her mind. If what she’d seen on the computer were surveillance records then it was possible that Tuck was tailing this guy. That being the case, Tuck could see her here and intercept her before she spoke to Sikorski. So far, that hadn’t happened.

Sikorski got the attention of one of the security men and spoke to him while keeping his focus on her. She had him. Trying to remain clueless, she didn’t look straight at the security guy as he came over to her. 

“The boss wants you to join him for a drink,” the oaf said when he leaned in to grumble in her ear.

He didn’t wait for an answer, just grabbed her upper arm and began to pull her along beside him. So much for civility. Kadie maintained her smile, as if she was perfectly fine with this idiot manhandling her. Tuck sure could pick his friends. It stood to reason that he kept her away from this aspect of his life when it was so dangerous. Though she hadn’t faced it while they were together, the only reason to maintain a barrier between her and the truth of what he did was because it might hurt one of them if he didn’t.

Adapting to the caliber of people her ex worked with hadn’t taken her long, she’d grown up in poverty, surrounded by crime, and bounced around several foster homes before her aunt, Dempsey’s mother, took her in. The duration between past and present shrank to nothing when she started questioning people on how she might find the man in the booth she was being dragged toward now.

Tuck had given her a good life, set her up with responsibility, and made her feel important. Now she speculated that it had all been a trap, a gilded cage, meant to seduce her away from making her own decisions, keeping her right where he wanted her. Manipulation came in many forms, Tuck had never been violent, always let her have freedom, but the chain on her ankle had been loose enough for her to miss its presence for half a decade.

Her anger came back. Locating Tuck was supposed to give her closure. Initially, it had been meant to win him back. Now, all she wanted to do was smack him in the face. She felt used, abandoned, and didn’t like being vulnerable because a man walked away from her. But he had been her whole life and she’d lost sight of her own dreams because she’d been too busy deferring to his while being the dutiful housewife, sitting at home, waiting patiently for her man to return and indulge her with his presence. She wasn’t sure who she angrier with, Tuck or herself.

“Good evening,” Sikorski said, half-standing to take her hand so he could pull her around the booth and seat her beside him. “Your eyes are mesmerizing.”

The thick accent wasn’t attractive, not that she expected to feel any sort of sexual pull toward this man. Instead of being exotic or commanding, it just came off as cold, just like the eyes he was trailing over her body.

Touching her collarbone, she slid her hand up into her hair. “Thank you,” she said. “I feel very privileged to be here.” Ego, she’d noticed he had one, now it was time to appeal to it.

“You are,” he declared, proud of his superior position in the room, and the respect of those around him. Those who were at his table said little and what they did say was in low whispers. Either these people worked below him or were terrified of him, maybe both were true. “Sapphire.”

“Excuse me?” she asked, not understanding where the word had come from.

“It’s what I’ll call you.”

Like she was a pet. Her eyes were a striking blue, very brilliant, and she’d been told that before, so the name didn’t surprise her. It also served her interest that he played this game because it meant she didn’t have to reveal herself to him. Being a passing fancy was fine and she could play a role for one night until she found out what she needed to know. 

Widening her smile, she nodded, trying to seem pleased that she’d been named by him, rather than insulted. Whatever game he wanted to play, she’d play it, as long as he kept his hands to himself. Maybe after another drink or two, she’d ask him about what he did and who he worked with. A drink or two for him that was, not for her. Kadie had never been much of a drinker and with so many variables floating around, she wasn’t going to take the risk of putting herself in too vulnerable a position.

Right now, they were in a bustling nightclub. At any time, she could excuse herself to the ladies’ room and depart if she felt unsafe. Protecting herself came before obtaining any information Sikorski might have, and if she didn’t get what she wanted from him then she’d find another avenue to get it.

If this man, who could be dangerous, knew who she was, he might link her to Tuck. More likely, he’d link her to Dempsey, who was sitting at home unaware of where she was or what she was doing. 

Although she didn’t plan to upset the man sitting beside her now, rubbing her thigh, she also didn’t know enough about him to trust him. Dempsey wasn’t expecting an Eastern European criminal to come busting in to kick his ass, so she wouldn’t give Sikorski any ammunition to want to hurt her. 

As back-up, she’d make sure he never knew her real name, and she’d left all her IDs at home meaning no one would be able to trace her family. As long as everyone she cared about was safe, and she was the only one taking risks, she’d push forward and take the precautions she needed to ensure her own survival. 

Though her desire to track Tuck down was waning, she could only go so far before she had to admit to herself that Tuck didn’t want to be found. A few months of looking for a man she’d loved for five years was acceptable, much longer and her desire for closure would come across as obsession, and she didn’t want any man to sneer at her with ridicule.

While formulating a plan for how to extract the information she needed without giving too much away, Kadie almost didn’t see who was approaching with a second security guard. When Sikorski moved his attention from her to them, she was horrified to see the youngster next to the goon.

“Who is this?” Sikorski asked, impatient about the interruption.

“He says he’s with the girl, that he looks out for her.”

Kadie had told Howie to go home. Coming to her rescue was probably his idea of heroism, but she didn’t need to be saved and now she had someone to worry about other than herself. Howie was awkward, not at all social, and his charisma ranked alongside that of an amoeba. Kadie found his gawkiness endearing and he was so eager to please her that she made concessions for him too often. Her kindness was coming back to bite them both. 

Sikorski looked at her and then at Howie before he gestured for Howie to sit down. Howie did as Sikorski requested and she scrunched her nose. This wasn’t going to finish as clean as she wanted it to. Howie wasn’t a bodyguard; he didn’t have bulk. Sikorski would view him as suspicious, either he was a kid in love with a woman out of his league, or a boy with an agenda who wanted an in. 

Whatever Sikorski thought, Kadie sighed. She couldn’t leave this table, or Sikorski, until she could take Howie with her. Given his lack of perception, she would struggle to hint at him to take a course of action. Complications. Tuck hated them and now she understood why.

 

 

“What are you doing here?”

Howie had made the mistake of telling Sikorski about his talent. He might not be in the big-boy leagues, but Sikorski seemed intrigued by the idea of a computer whizz at his table. They talked so much that she was largely ignored. Sikorski didn’t drink much because he was too engrossed in the conversation with Howie, and she had no opportunity to flirt information out of the Russian. 

Toward the end of the night, Sikorski got up and declared that they were going back to his mansion. Kadie had no choice but to accept because Howie was already being escorted out. 

“I thought this was what you wanted, to be here,” Howie said, coming over to sit beside her. 

They’d been left in this large room with a bunch of other people who were all chatting and admiring the décor in this space designed for entertaining. Couches were scattered around with tables full of drinks everywhere. For an impromptu gathering, it was remarkably well organized. An open fire on the far away wall blazed up an immense chimney breast that was decorated with tiny glass tiles.

The room was gorgeous and the atmosphere was warm, but already she wanted to leave. “You can’t tell him who you are or who I am. As far as he’s concerned, I’m a dumb ho attracted to power.”

Something about the offended confusion he exuded made her want to shake him and hug him all at once. He had no idea what he’d just walked into. The people around them gave them cover to talk without being listened to and she needed to seize this chance while she had it.

“Tell him we met in a bar somewhere, that we were friends, that you liked me,” she said, taking his hand and pressing it onto her knee. “If you tell him the truth, or ask about Tuck… just trust me, Howie, please.”

Sikorski came in and began to greet everyone. Because every other soul in the room got up to gravitate toward the leader, she took Howie’s hand to force them to do the same. Walking into Sikorski’s private home was not part of the plan. During the ride over, she’d noted how secluded the building was and the grounds were vast enough that sneaking out would be tough, especially with the number of guards she’d seen.

As long as Howie was here, she was here, and maybe he was right. If he was inside, he could find a way to hack Sikorski’s system and collate what Sikorski knew about Tuck, in the same way Howie had done for her with Tuck’s machine when they ended up with the Sikorski information.

“We have to stick together,” she said, pulling him close. “Whatever happens, Howie, we can’t be separated because if we are, we’re never getting out of here again.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

FIVE

 

 

One month later.

Present day.

 

It was dark, and dirty, and loud. Just like every other time he’d pushed through the scarred wooden door, the smell that assaulted him was of alcohol, urine with a hint of blood, and a dollop of body odor. Hell’s Waiting Room, even the devil himself couldn’t come up with better. The scum of the world, the has-beens, and the never-weres mingled in the sound of heavy rock, punctuated with the clatter of pool balls ricocheting, and every curse word known to man. 

The game never changed, the music stayed the same, the faces hid different souls, but they all meant the same thing. If you were here, you didn’t belong anywhere. Whether this had been your haunt for a week, or a decade, you still didn’t belong. Not here, not anywhere.

Anything went in a place like this, rules didn’t exist, the patched up furniture and gouged floor testified to that. The sound of flesh on flesh was as likely to be carnal as it was to be angry. Never a night went by that there wasn’t a brawl of some sorts. The sound of a woman’s feigned pants, accompanied by the groans of a john from the corner with the busted lightbulb, told him that tonight was business as usual. Not that Tuck had come to expect anything less. 

When Tuck slapped a hand on the bar, the long-haired, leather-clad barman, who was chewing on a toothpick, glanced up. “You seen my friend?” Tuck asked.

The barman, who he knew as Linc, spat out the cocktail stick, without thought for where it would land, and reached beneath the bar for a stained glass. “Not tonight, man,” Linc said. “But it’s early.”

“You expect him?” Tuck asked, watching Linc pour out a stingy measure of sour mash.

“In this place,” Linc said, shoving the glass over the bar. 

“Has a habit of confounding expectations,” Tuck said, propping himself on a stool and casting an eye around the establishment, using the reflection in the broken bar mirror behind Linc.

“You never told me what you wanted with him,” Linc said, fishing another stick from his pocket. 

Tuck wasn’t going to answer that question, just as he hadn’t answered it the other three times Linc had asked. “What’s going on there?” he asked, sipping the liquor and nodding toward the reflection of a huddled group in a faraway corner.

Linc glanced over his shoulder at the reflection then looked past Tuck to the actual group. “Fresh meat,” he answered. “A stray, don’t think she knew what she was walking into.”

Tuck had distracted Linc long enough. Another patron stumbled to the bar looking for service. Linc plucked the stick from his mouth and wandered toward the customer, calm as you like, despite the newcomer’s obvious impatience.

Women weren’t common in here and those who did show up knew what to expect. Most of them came looking for trouble or payment. This was a place where men could lose big. Drugs were sold like candy and everyone had a price. 

Linc’s description of her as a stray meant she was unlikely to be a working girl, but if the crowd of men around were anything to go by, she was holding her own, at least so far. There was zero chance that those men would let the woman walk away without giving up what they wanted from her—virtue included.

For now, they were entertained, but eventually they would get bored of her and take what they wanted. In another life, he might be concerned by that, he might have even tried to help her out, but his days of playing martyr were long gone. 

Twisting the base of his glass back and forth between his thumb and forefinger, he looked down into the molten liquid displaced by the rhythmic motion. He couldn’t rescue a woman he didn’t know from a fate she might end up enjoying. 

Funny thing about the women that came in here looking for trouble, they didn’t have to look hard and more often than not it changed their lives, one way or another. This place was far enough away from anywhere decent that Tuck didn’t have to worry about the woman being an innocent. If she had been underage, Linc would have thrown her out to save her from the clutches of the evil they all knew loomed here. 

Linc was almost as broad as he was tall. This place was his and he knew exactly what went on here. That didn’t mean he saw any of it, especially if someone came looking to ask questions. Tuck had been frequenting this place and had learned that as tough as Linc looked, he still had some morals, though he’d probably lost count of how many times they’d been compromised. Linc didn’t care about much, but what he did care about he was vehement about, and no one wanted an enemy like Linc. 

Still, this wasn’t a place that had local law enforcement on speed-dial. In fact, Linc paid a lookout who loitered in the parking area, looking out for any trouble-vanquishing force. Being part of the Kindred meant there were circumstances in which he could’ve been accused of playing vigilante, exactly the kind of guy they didn’t want around here. But this mission was too important not to take the risk of being discovered by these crooks. 

He’d been reminded of what it felt like to have nothing to lose and it freed him up to take all kinds of risks without blinking for thought. Being an island might make him untouchable, but it did funny things to his conscience. He’d lived like this before; his life had been nothing but this until…

Glancing up from his drink, he found his own reflection, and tried to imagine her smile, or what it had been like to smile at her. With nothing to lose, there was nothing to smile about, so his facial muscles had forgotten how. The scowl served him well, it told people to back-off, to mind their own business, and to leave him alone. He was alone and now he always would be.

Pity stung his throat, so to disguise it, he flung the measure of liquor back in one gulp, then slammed the glass onto the bar. He’d had it. He allowed himself to think of her once a day, no more than that, otherwise she’d consume him. Not that he was under the illusion he’d ever left her command. His fingers twitched and he balled them into fists against his palms. He’d thought of her smile, he couldn’t think about her body, about her skin under his touch, how she’d writhed and responded to him, how her eyes closed and her lips parted when he laid her in their cool sheets—no, once a day, now he had to stop. 

Lifting the glass to give it a shake, he indicated he needed a refill. Linc came over and filled it from the label-less bottle he was holding. Tuck threw back the measure and gestured for a third.

“Got a problem?” Linc asked, pouring out the measure. 

Tuck usually nursed his drink because he liked to be in full control. But he always tipped big so that Linc wouldn’t fling him out when he needed to be here. This was the waiting part of the game. That was fine, he would wait. The Kindred’s bidding was his sole purpose now. 

Where this part had always frustrated him in the past, he’d known it was because he wanted to get back to his girl and waiting to pounce delayed that. Now, this part nearly killed him because he wasn’t going anywhere, and certainly not anywhere near her. Even in his internal monologue he wouldn’t acknowledge her name. If he said it, or thought it, he would have to acknowledge it was real, that he’d left her. 

Shaking his head, he took a sip, and dropped back into the stool he hadn’t realized he’d left. Normally, she was never far from his thoughts, but tonight was a plague. The last couple of days had been harder than usual, though he had no idea why. Maybe because it was only days from being nine full months since he’d seen her. Was she still living in the same place? Had she moved on? Who took her to bed now? 

The sound of splintering glass assaulted his ears, no one else flinched, which was evidence of the regularity of such a noise and how feeble this one had been. Linc tossed a ragged towel at him, and Tuck realized the shattered glass was in his hand, he’d crushed it in his fist. He was bleeding, not badly, but he hadn’t noticed the strength of his grip, not while the thought of another enjoying her body played in his mind. 

Linc swiped the broken glass from the bar, and Tuck pulled a piece from his skin dropping it in the trash can Linc held up. Tuck wiped the blood from his palm and pushed the towel against the wound to stem the bleeding. 

Tonight wasn’t his night, and no amount of hanging around was going to be fruitful, he could tell. Apart from the gnawing in his gut, he’d heard rumors of a deal going down, but they hadn’t confirmed the location or exact meet time. This was a shot in the dark. He and the other Kindred members were all in separate locations trying to find their mark. If he went back to their base, he could find out if the others had had any luck.

A chill crossed his shoulders, and he sat up, examining the mirror again trying to see who had entered, but no one had, the door was closed. What had he missed? What was he missing? That awareness, the biting knowledge somewhere at the edge of his superior brain told him to look, told him something more was here than he was seeing. 

But the place looked the same. The faces were familiar, the decor hadn’t changed. It was subtle, something subtle… 

A flash of memory took him back to her twenty-fourth birthday party, that first night he’d clapped eyes on her. His heart had stopped dead in his chest. She hadn’t said a word, she didn’t have to, and for some reason, neither did he. 

Squeezing his eyes shut, he had to physically make himself erase the sound of her laugh, and the image of how her smile lit up the room. Her laughter bewitched him, reached into the depths of his being to parts of him he hadn’t known existed, and in one instant he’d been hooked. Like a junkie in need of a fix, his hands were shaking now, and the crush of cramp conquered his gut. Willing himself not to double over, he shoved the drink and the towel away, while his stool fell to the floor behind him. 

Fumbling for his wallet when Linc came back to him, Tuck managed to sink a couple of twenties onto the bar. Linc didn’t hesitate to take the cash, but a curious concern swept his expression. “You don’t look so good,” Linc said. 

Tuck shoved the wallet into his back pocket. “I’m good.”

“If you’re gonna have a heart attack, can you wait ‘til you’re off my property?”

Although he knew Linc was joking—maybe—Tuck could barely nod in acknowledgement, because again the cackling assault filled his ears. He shook his head, as though trying to free his ears of water, but it wouldn’t shift. He’d been told this would happen, by doctors who had poked, prodded, and probed his mind since before he could walk. 

Madness. Madness was inevitable they’d said. He’d taken it with a pinch of salt at the time, knowing that madness would be hopeless, heavenly oblivion. For as long as he could remember, he hadn’t wanted the gift of logical, intelligent thought, then she’d made it okay. Suddenly, there had been something to stay sane for. 

Except he hadn’t expected this. If madness meant the torturous reminder of his solitude, he didn’t want it. He couldn’t think of her every minute of every day. When he did let his mind fixate on her, he became homicidal… or suicidal. Never in his life had he been afraid of anything, not until he had her to lose. 

Now, he didn’t have her to lose, but the only torture he wouldn’t be able to withstand would be reliving every second of every day they spent together. He’d never again see her smile, hear her laugh, touch her… why couldn’t he get her out of his head tonight? Why couldn’t he finish this job? He’d finish it, then surrender to the glory of madness if he had to. But he couldn’t let his kin down now. He hadn’t expected the descent into insanity to be so sudden, so complete, this was like someone flicking a switch.

“I think he’s actually gone and done it,” Linc mumbled. 

Tuck saw that the bartender was no longer looking at him, he was looking past him again to the group that had been huddled in the corner. With a shout, and a hurrah, Tuck narrowed his eyes at the celebration, what were they all so happy about?

“Think I’ll be closing up early,” Linc said. “Get yourself out of here before I have to throw this mob out.”

Linc didn’t mind the drugs or the gambling. He didn’t even mind women trading under his rafters. Illegal or not, if it was consensual by all parties, Linc didn’t care. The only thing that Tuck had heard from whispers of tale-telling that Linc wouldn’t tolerate was rape of any flavor.

Knowing Linc could handle himself, Tuck bent and picked up his stool to right it again with intentions of taking the bartender’s advice. In his periphery, he noticed the group separate. A few members disbanded, and Tuck stood up to see three guys who all looked rather pleased with themselves. The center member had his arm around a woman’s waist. After hooking her dead arm around his neck, the lowlife held on to her hand, keeping her body on his.

Her head lolled forward; she didn’t have all her faculties. The men laughed as they stumbled forward with the obviously unconscious woman. But that wasn’t what made him pause. As horrific as the scene was, and knowing what that laughter meant to the miscreants, any reasonable human being would be disgusted. 

But, no, that wasn’t what made him sick and furious. Drunk, drugged, violated, tormented… no woman deserved those things, but complacency taught him a lesson in that second. Those who suffered, that were victimized and brutalized, those people mattered to someone. They were someone’s daughter, sister… cousin, friend, lover. The victims weren’t faceless, someone loved them. The mental slap, the ice-water of reality made him recoil. The lesson couldn’t have been taught in a harsher way, because this one, this unconscious victim only minutes away from being violated, this was the one he loved. 

“Put her down,” Tuck said. He’d crossed the room to get between the door and the lowlifes who appeared just as shocked by his interference as the rest of the bar patrons did. Tuck didn’t have time to be stunned, his wits had seen him through with narrower odds. Except that wasn’t on top of three shots, which was certainly enough to warm his blood.

“Hey, it’s Mr. Moody,” the guy closest to him said. 

The second was still holding her, and the third backed off. While it appeared that the third might be having second thoughts, Tuck wasn’t going to take it for granted. He’d be ready to take three of them if he had to. He doubted anyone else around cared enough to get involved on either side of this fight. All the same, he kept his eye on the bar mirror in case anyone chose to come at him from behind. If he’d been alone, he wouldn’t have cared about being cold-cocked, because there would be nothing to lose. Except right now he had something to lose, someone to lose, and she was relying on him. 

“You want a piece of the action?” guy number two said lifting his shoulders, and in the process shaking the lifeless form at his side. 

Just as Tuck began to worry that they might have given her too much of whatever they dosed her with, her head rolled to the side, and she muttered something inaudible. So at least he had confirmation that she was still alive, for now.

The guys intent on violating her, weren’t so concerned with her wellbeing. “We’ve got to get going. This one’s going to be a fighter, I can tell,” he said, drooling in delirium.

Inhaling sharply through his nose, Tuck tried to be calm, tried to remind himself that calmer heads prevailed, that he could reason, use his intelligence— “Screw it,” he said, throwing a perfect knockout punch on the closest guy, knowing he wasn’t ready for it. 

The second guy swore and dropped his prey. Leaping over her, Tuck pushed his opponent off target, and spun on the spot to put himself in front of her motionless body sprawled on the floor.

“Who the fuck are you?” the guy who had dropped her demanded. 

The third had disappeared, at least for now. When the speaker came at him, all Tuck had to do was move aside and given the guy’s inertia, he bowled himself face first into the solid wooden column by the doorway. He hit the deck as his friend groaned beside him, apparently regaining consciousness. Tuck didn’t hesitate, he bent and picked her up in one motion, throwing her over his shoulder. 

“Sorry about the mess,” he said to Linc, who was still behind the bar, as bemused by the sequence as everyone else. 

Tuck carried her out, grateful for her safety, and thankful that he’d been there to ensure it. But those weren’t the strongest of his emotions. Anger pounded in his head, he wanted to spit and scream, what the hell was she doing there? How the hell had she got herself into that position? When had she become so stupid? 

But, God, he had to question if he was any better than that pond-scum who had drugged her. While he marched down that dark road, she mumbled again, and his head slanted toward her body of its own accord. Pressing his cheek to her thigh, he groaned to himself. Even fizzing with anger that was aimed at her static form, he wanted her.

There was no way on earth he could ever let her know the strength of that desire. He couldn’t have her, which only made his want intensify. The forbidden fruit was all the more tempting because it was just that… forbidden.
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With what felt like cotton wool in her mouth and her ears, Kadie tried to pry open her scratchy eyes, only to snap them shut at the instant stab of pressure and pain between them. She didn’t know where she was. She didn’t know how she got here. She couldn’t even remember where she’d been. The blankets around her were stiff. The pillow was so flat that the stuffing had long been worn out, and the place smelled fusty, like old fetid mold meets sweat, and sex, and… something. A long distant memory maybe, a vague recollection of a scent, something precious, safe… loved. 

“Tuck,” she whispered through dried lips. 

Another dream, it had to be, she couldn’t take much more of it. This wasn’t the first time she’d woken up with him in her senses, with the dream of his hands on her skin on the cusp of her memory. Waking up with the imprint still in her consciousness, it was so vivid that she could feel his fingerprints still all over her. Frequently, she heard his voice in her memory, felt his breath on her neck. Remembered the sweet, tender view of him, of his eyes on her, devoted. The taste of his tongue still tantalized her, warm, slick, enticing, promising her the whole world without uttering a single word.

This wasn’t one of those mornings that she could surrender to the memory, turn herself over to her mind, and her practiced fingers. This place wasn’t safe, or at least she couldn’t establish whether it was or not until she could recall how she got here. She couldn’t. She remembered being in the car, driving, and the bar, he was supposed to be there. Except she didn’t remember the details of the bar, had she gone in? Had she been in an accident? No, this wasn’t a hospital, it smelled too dirty for that, but where was this? Turning onto her back, she took one deep breath and made herself open her eyes, one increment at a time.

To one side there was light, to the other there was dark, and her eyes struggled to adjust to the disparate illumination. Her head hurt, her eyes watered, and her ears were ringing now. Her tongue darted out to moisten her lips but her mouth was parched, and it did little good. Taking stock, she noted that her elbow hurt, and her hip too. Certainly, none of the injuries seemed pressing, and although her head hurt, she wasn’t lightheaded, so she couldn’t have lost blood, at least not too much of it.

Now if she could just figure out—

“Drink something.”

Her desperate breath blocked her throat. Lifting her head, she couldn’t see him at first, he wasn’t in the light. He was in the darkest corner in a tub chair, his elbows on the arms, his fingers linked under his chin, with one ankle propped on the opposite knee. 

“You’ve been out for fourteen hours,” he said in a flat, emotionless tone.

“Tucker,” she wheezed. She couldn’t pick out his features, but she didn’t need to, that voice was like velvet on her skin and she’d recognize it in a heartbeat anywhere. 

“There’s water beside you,” he said. 

He could be right, but she didn’t take her eyes away from him. This could be another dream and she didn’t want to lose sight of the image of him, not when it felt so real. “What are you doing here?”

“Babysitting,” he said. Leaving the chair, he picked up a small duffel bag that must have been on the floor at the end of the bed. “Drink the water, drink lots of it, slowly. Sleep it off. The room’s paid for the next two nights, but if you can get out of here sooner, do it.”

He slung the bag over his shoulder and headed toward the door, which was next to a curtained window that was doing a poor job of keeping the daylight out. Shoving onto her elbows, she managed to sit up. “Wait,” she called, and he halted a few feet from the door, but he didn’t turn around. “You can’t just walk out on me.”

Excruciatingly slowly, he looked back over his shoulder. “Watch me,” he growled. “And this time don’t come looking for me.”

The truth of her actions and motivations was too much to cover in the next few seconds and if he was heading out, that was all the time they had. “I wasn’t looking for you last night,” she said. Ignoring the pain in her eyes, she pushed herself back to lean on the headboard that was nailed to the wall. That wasn’t a lie, she hadn’t been looking for Tuck last night. Her mission to seek him out was a distant memory. In her predicament, she tried to think of Tuck as little as possible. “Dempsey didn’t send you?”

She’d guessed it was only a matter of time before her cousin figured out she and Tuck weren’t together. Given how hard she’d tried to find Tuck for so many months, it seemed unlikely that a coincidence had brought them together. Her ex hadn’t sought her out, so someone must have prompted this connection.

The question brought his confusion into line with hers. “Dempsey?” he said, turning his body towards her. “I left you with Dempsey, why would he…”

Establishing whether or not he’d been home would give her an idea of what he knew about what she’d been up to. Knowing how this man worked was her greatest advantage, she wouldn’t give him the chance to block her out. Kadie was trying to get herself and her friend out of a dangerous position, Tuck’s involvement would endanger them all further and the situation was volatile enough. She had to get him out of here, get him away from her, it was the only way she could continue working towards freeing Howie.

If Tuck knew where she had been and who she’d been with, he’d demand that she never go back. Kadie had made Howie a promise, the kid was infuriating in his naivety sometimes, but he’d been there for her, had risked his safety for her, she wouldn’t abandon him. 

“You’re right,” she said, watching the cogs turn behind his blank gaze that signaled his mental crash, a state that accompanied him putting puzzle pieces together. “You should get going. Thanks for… whatever, and I’ll figure it out myself. It was good to see you.”

Taking the plastic tumbler from the bedside, she drank all of the liquid in it in one go without realizing how thirsty she’d been. When dizziness grasped for her, she pushed it away, and turned her legs out of the bed. Wriggling to the edge, her feet found the floor. Now she had her back to him, but he hadn’t moved, hadn’t made a sound. 

Swallowing her apprehension, she closed her eyes, and prayed her legs would hold her when she stood up. Propelling upward, her hand jumped out in front of her, and she planted it on the wall to steady herself. The other joined it, and she took a deep breath, willing herself to maintain consciousness while darkness clawed at her. 

“Lie down,” he demanded from his side of the room. His words echoed in her skull like he was screaming them in her ear.

“No,” she whispered. 

“Do you want to pass out again?” he barked. 

Her head swam and her eyes wouldn’t open yet. There was something pleasant about the disorientation. The haze softened the harsh edges of her gray life. With the dizziness came nausea, and she shuffled a step to the side, then another. She swayed on her feet; her hands hadn’t left the wall because she needed something to hold her up.

“Get into bed!” he said, in much closer proximity this time.

“No,” she said again, unable to muster anything over a murmur. “You were leaving… You should… leave. Yeah, Hotshot just… you go, just go.”

His first contact was to sweep her hair from in front of her shoulder to behind it. Still, she was unable to open her eyes despite his presence looming at her side, hard, stable… terrifying. “Please get into bed,” he said. 

If he was willing to soften, then she had to be too. “I need to pee,” she answered.

“Okay,” he said. “Let me help you.”

Yeah, because that wouldn’t be mortifying. “You were going, you—”

He didn’t heed her protests. “I’m going to unzip your skirt. It’s too tight to lift. I’m not getting ideas. This isn’t going anywhere.”

That, she didn’t need to be reminded of. “You’ve undressed me more times than I can count,” she said, pressing her forehead into the wall between her hands. Putting up a fight with him wouldn’t occur to her when she was fully with it. Half out of it as she was now, he could do whatever he wanted to and she wouldn’t hinder him.

He didn’t reply. The sound of her zip was stark in the silently fizzing room. Every atom of air crackled, scorching the depth between them. His actions and proximity boosted her flagging consciousness.

“Where is the bathroom?” she asked when he pushed the skirt away from her hips. 

She couldn’t see properly, her ears rang, and her head pounded in a solitary, long-forgotten lake of fog. Her body wasn’t in control of itself, yet she was aware of him. Every fiber of her being knew him, knew this, remembered. Where he was, his expression, his mood. She knew, and she’d barely looked at him. 

Her question went unanswered. In a swooping move, he had her feet out from under her, and she curled into him, resting her head on his shoulder. Yes, this was the man she knew. Her mind, her body, her soul, he was everything to her. And for the first time in months, she got to relax.

“I’m going to sit you down,” he said. “You’ve got the sink to hold onto on one side, and the bathtub on the other. Will you be okay?”

She nodded and he bent to sit her down. Clutching at the sink, she had to let him go, and a part of her screamed so loud even the silence was erased. Opening her eyes gradually, she saw the door close and wished she’d managed to look a second sooner. This would be his last memory of her, taking her for a pee because she was too out of it to do it herself. 

As humiliating as the moment was, she was more unsettled because she didn’t know how she’d gotten into this state, what had happened last night, and how she would protect herself from it happening again. Glancing at her watch, she saw it was just after three, that gave her time to get it together, she had to get it together. 

Managing to wriggle out of her underwear, she answered the call of nature, and took off her top and bra before leaving the toilet. Now naked, she shoved the shower curtain to the side while she held onto the sink with the other hand. Stretching herself to the limit, she reached the shower and turned it on. 

While she gave it time to heat, she closed her eyes and tried to steady her breathing. As the room fogged, her mind spun again. She’d hoped the sweltering steam would soothe her, but it was the cold she needed to enliven her. Reaching through the water she switched it to cold. Without giving herself time to adjust, she clambered over the edge of the bath into the shower. Remaining on her knees initially, her hands sought the solid base of the tub. The water was hammering her spine, soaking her hair, and her body shuddered in the cold.

Pain and shock awakened her. “This is helping,” she said aloud, but didn’t know if she was right. 

There was no time to be sick. Giving in to weakness like this was ridiculous. All she had to do was stand up. Pushing up on her hands, she managed to get her weight onto her soles. Crouching under the thunderous jets, she closed her eyes again and counted to three out loud, then forced her legs to straighten. 

She wobbled and clutched for anything within reach that could steady her. Her stomach revolted and after a few dry heaves, she planted her hands on the wall and opened her eyes. She could do this, get washed, then she could lie down again, just for a little while, before she had to think about the next round. 

 

 

The whole process took quadruple the time it normally would. But eventually, she turned off the water. Very slowly and carefully, she climbed out of the tub. The only towel in the room was too small to be a bath towel. With the cold freezing her skin, she rubbed off the residual water she could reach and towel dried her hair. Except the rapid movement of that made her dizzy again, so she settled for wrapping her hair in the towel. It would do until she got back to the bed and could sit down. 

A yawn made her cover her mouth, and she tried to calculate if she would have time for a nap. If she had her phone… where was her phone?

Her phone would be in her purse, she thought to herself upon leaving the damp bathroom. The air in the bedroom was warmer, which was an odd juxtaposition, opposite to the norm. But where was her purse? She stopped when she came around the corner to the bed because there he was, under the window this time. 

His presence was unexpected, she was sure he’d have bailed by now. If the last time he’d left her was any indication, Tuck was desperate to be away from her. “You’re still here,” she said. 

“You’re naked,” he said. 

Because he was in front of the window, the light behind him concealed his features, so she could only see his silhouette. Not that she needed to see his features, his tone said it all. 

Her body had been his to play with for so long that she couldn’t bring herself to be modest about it. “Only had a hand towel,” she said, pointing to her head. “I never realized how much energy it takes to have a shower.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t collapse and knock yourself out.”

Maybe his conscience hadn’t given up on her after all. “Is that why you waited?” she asked, flopping onto the bed on her back, she closed her eyes in the joyful embrace of its cradle.

“I was waiting for the crash.”

“No crash,” she said. “I took my time. I’m a clever girl, not as clever as…” Tuck was street smart and a brainbox to boot. She opened her eyes and rolled her head to look at him, he was out of the chair, standing next to the bed, looking down at her. “Well, you know, I’m not as smart as you… Believe it or not, it’s not my goal to injure myself.”

“What is your goal?” he asked. 

“Uh-oh,” she said, closing her eyes again. “Please don’t tell me I’ve piqued the famous Tucker Holt curiosity.”

But how could he not be curious. She was curious about why he was here with her and what his intentions were. “What were you doing in that bar last night?”

His questioning might give her the chance to piece together the fuzzy parts of her night. Getting rid of him hadn’t been as simple as she thought, so she considered taking advantage of his memory. “So I did get that far,” she muttered to herself and stretched her hands over her head to the headboard. “Did we leave together…? We didn’t have sex, did we?”

“What do you remember?” he asked. 

It would be a cruel irony having dreamed of his body so often in the time they’d been apart, that she would blackout during her chance to experience him again. “I asked you first,” she said. 

“We didn’t have sex,” he said. “Why would Dempsey send someone after you?”

Answering his questions would increase the chances that he’d bail on her and she had wanted him to leave. The shower had helped to clear her mind and she had to put together last night’s timeline because if anyone had seen her and Tuck together, the damage may already have been done. Since he was still here anyway, she pushed for an explanation.

“We left the bar together,” she said. “But we didn’t have sex… I find that hard to believe.” After being separated, sex was inevitable between them, at least, it had been while they were together. Flirting, or God forbid, making out, wouldn’t have gone over well with her new employer. Any witnesses to that would have passed on the gossip to him by now, she just hoped Howie wasn’t paying the price for her inability to control herself—drugs or not. 

“Do you feel like we had sex?” he asked. 

Opening her eyes, her hand moved to the neat line of hair above her center, and she considered his question. “No… but that was fourteen hours ago, fifteen now probably.”

“You were unconscious,” he said on a sigh. “Do I get off on that?”

“A lot can change in almost a year, Tuck,” she said, rolling toward him onto her front. The man seated with her now used to belong to her. They hadn’t been intimate in months and she was lying naked on a bed. Curiosity, and maybe her own ego, wanted to know if he was as indifferent to her as he was portraying. Her Tuck wasn’t as cold as this man scowling at her now, not in her memory. “Are you horny?”

“What are you playing at?” he asked. 

She peeked up at him. “I’m not playing at anything.” 

Enticing him to test his resolve, she wanted to know if he craved her like he used to and knew that softening him with their teasing was the best way to get him to tell her what she needed to know.

“You have no idea what happened last night,” he said. “You’re in a strange room, with a man you haven’t seen for nearly a year. You’re blatantly flaunting yourself, but you have no memory of anything. What would’ve happened if I wasn’t there last night?”

“I can’t remember anything, so I can’t tell you what actually happened, let alone what might have happened. And as it turned out, you were there,” she said. “And I’m not flaunting anything. I didn’t think you would still be here after I got out of the shower. You told me you were going. I didn’t come out naked to wave myself in front of you, there was no towel in there. You’ve seen me naked a zillion times, I don’t get what your problem is.”

He didn’t hear her. “Why is Dempsey looking for you?”

“He’s not,” Kadie said. “As far as I know anyway.”

“When was the last time you saw him? Why was that the first place your mind went?”

Filling him in on how she’d spent the last few months would lead to an explosive conversation that she wasn’t ready for or interested in having. Tuck kept his secrets and she was learning the value of keeping her own. “As delightful as twenty questions is to play,” she said. “I want to get some sleep. I have to work tonight, and—”

“Where are you working?” he asked. 

His expectant attitude and abrupt manner were starting to piss her off. “You haven’t answered any of my questions,” she said. “And you expect me to answer yours. It doesn’t work like that. If this is your room, and you want me to leave then say so. I’ll repay you for—”

“I don’t want your fucking money,” he said, anger beating through his voice. “I want an explanation.”

He wasn’t the only one. Now he knew what it was like to be her throughout their entire relationship. “I don’t have one,” she said. “Not one I’m willing to give you.”

“What is wrong with you?” he asked. “Are you in trouble?”

That almost made her laugh because it was the biggest understatement she’d heard in a long while. “Oh, all sorts,” she said, managing a smile. “But it’s nothing I can’t handle.”

“I’m not going to leave you here,” he said. “If you need help—”

So sure of himself and his place in her life, it was almost insulting that he thought he could just take over and that she’d sit back and let him. As nice as it would be to have some support in the mess she’d gotten herself into, she wasn’t willing to admit her mistakes to have him chastise and pity her. 

Kadie had always been tougher than Tuck gave her credit for. So yeah, she was in deeper than she’d meant to get, but she’d survived on her own before he came along and gave her a job and a company to run. If they weren’t together, it wasn’t her responsibility to keep house anymore and she didn’t have to follow his rules or compromise herself for him.

“I’m not your responsibility anymore,” she said. “You dumped me, remember?”

“Fine,” he said. “I get that you’re upset with me, maybe your cousin can talk some sense into you.”

When she saw that he was reaching for his phone in his jacket pocket, she leaped to her knees to grab for him before it was fully out. “No!” she shouted, wrenching his hand away from the device. “Don’t phone Dempsey. Don’t… you can’t tell him about this, anything about this… Have you spoken to him?”

“Not since I left.”

Her ex-boyfriend had no right to dictate to her, but her cousin still had all of his rights. God bless Dempsey for always looking after her, but if he found out where she was and came rushing in to save her, he’d get himself hurt or worse, and she couldn’t live with that on her conscience. 

“Oh thank God,” she breathed. “You can’t tell him you saw me. Please. You can’t talk to him about me at all.”

“Tell me what happened,” he said. 

“I can’t.”

“You can,” he said. “You can trust me.”

Shaking her head, she cursed the building heat of moisture behind her sinuses. “I can’t trust you. I can’t trust anyone.”

One harsh lesson she’d relearned since they broke up was that looking out for number one was the only chance someone had to stay safe. “If Dempsey doesn’t know where you are—”

“No one knows where I am… Not where I really am.”

The confusion and concern bleeding from his expression was comforting, it proved that somewhere—even if it was deep down inside—he did still care about her. “What does that mean? Dempsey let you go? Are you telling me that your overprotective cousin isn’t worried about you? About trouble you might get into, about your safety?”

She shook her head. “He thinks I’m safe.”

“You’re not safe,” he said. “Why would he let you walk away from the company?”

It was true that if Dempsey had all the facts, he’d have been decisive in preventing her from walking away from her life. Keeping him in the dark saved her from having to explain why she’d run away.

Building a wall allowed her to walk into dangerous situations without addressing the emotions that could paralyze her at exactly the wrong minute. Facing his concern forced her to experience everything she’d kept locked behind that wall. “I don’t need his permission to live my life. I don’t need yours either.” 

“I created that company to give you a safe place to be,” he said. “So that you didn’t have to be out fending for yourself.”

Such a lovely thought that her boyfriend coddled her and built a glass house around her just to protect her from herself. Before their relationship, Tuck did what he did and worked with Dempsey, but there was no official structure. Kadie had built the reputation of their company and kept it running as a legitimate enterprise. 

At the time, she’d suspected it was a distraction for her. Something to keep her busy while Tuck did his real work. Now the concept was insulting. She didn’t want to be kept separate from the evil he vanquished, she’d wanted to be a part of the solution. 

Terrifying as it sometimes was, she was doing that herself now and it felt so much better to be taking an active role in doing the right thing, rather than living her life assuming that someone would take care of the world’s problems for her.

Kadie didn’t grace his statement with an answer, so Tuck spoke again, “When I think about what happened last night I want to murder someone and I still might. I’ve told you about that kind of trouble,” he said, closing his hands around her face to let his thumbs wipe the tears that dripped from her eyes. “Men are a danger to you, Toots, all men.”

Not all men. “You’re not,” she answered. “You don’t want me anymore.”

The corner of his mouth curled. “What gave you that crazy idea?” he said, tipping her head farther back, he lowered his mouth onto hers.


 

 

 

 

 

 

SEVEN

 

 

When you’re kissed by the man that’s kissed you more than any other, your body responds like it would to that first taste of chocolate after a diet. It’s water in a drought, nourishment to the famished. That first taste is like sliding into your sexiest dress. The world ceases to exist and it’s better than every dream you’ve ever had, because it’s real. This was real. Her tears didn’t stop, but her heart awakened from the slumber it had been seized by to begin pumping harder than it ever had before. This man had been hers, completely hers, and when he was, her life had been his. They’d been one. Complete. Perfection. 

Grabbing for his jacket, she yanked him forward. Although he fell, he caught himself over her, pressing her deep into the firm mattress. Her nakedness was protected by his clothed form. The sensations were arousing. The zip of his jacket rasped her nipple. Its leather stuck to her skin and she pulled him closer. 

One of his legs found its way between hers, and she pushed down on the denim offering, enjoying the rough material over his muscled thigh against her moistening core. She wouldn’t say no, she never had, and never would. 

Releasing his jacket, she drove her fingers into his hair, slanting his head to force his mouth deeper against hers. Tongues devoured, teeth collided, and breathing increased. Arching her body towards his, she found her sanctuary behind his fly. Long, thick, solid, and completely for her in this moment. 

Wriggling her pelvis up closer to his member until her clit angled against the seam of his jeans, she recognized her own mew of pleasure. This was what her wettest, raunchiest dreams were made of.

“No,” he mumbled, but didn’t let his lips leave hers. 

Shoving against her, he clamped her down on the mattress. Every inch of her body was covered by him. His hot tongue swept hers, wet and desperate. Tuck had always been amorous, but this… this was a desolate man. Could it be that he’d missed her? 

His agony couldn’t match hers, nothing would, or ever could. This was a stolen moment in time, a last connection between once upon a time lovers. She was here, she was naked, of course he would take what she offered, what man wouldn’t? This union would mean more to her, it always meant more to her. But she’d take it.

Unwilling to dwell on her grief, she took this lifeline, this last chance, and she would ride it as long as he let her, because he would leave her again. He would walk away, just as he had all those months ago, and she’d mourn alone all over again. Maybe it wasn’t smart to revisit this, ultimately she would get hurt. Yet even a single snatched second of his passion dominating her again would be worth taking the risk of emotional upset. He was worth it, he always had been.

Managing to wriggle her fingers between them, she unbuckled his belt. He pushed down again, trapping her hands against the bulge behind his buttons. 

She didn’t know why he was hampering her, but she wished he wouldn’t. Her impatience was growing. “Let me,” she said, but didn’t finish her sentence before he kissed her again. 

“No,” he said, wrenching his lips away and dropping his forehead against hers. 

Alone in this private space there was no reason for them not to be intimate, and she could use the oblivion right about now. “There are condoms in my bag,” she said. Considering neither of them knew where each other had been in the last few months, protection made sense. “Where is my bag?”

His eyes opened in a glower. “Why the fuck are you carrying rubbers around?”

Well, that was a ridiculous question. “They’re a fashion accessory,” she said. “Why do you think?”

“What do you need them for?”

So he was sticking with anger. He’d had her. She’d been his. Faithful for every second that they were in a relationship. To be affronted that she may have shared herself with another man after he broke her heart was more than a little unreasonable. 

“Earrings,” she said. “What do you think they’re for?”

“Who’s fucking you?” he snarled.

Given their current position, she’d have thought that question answered itself. “You,” she said. “If you let me get my bag.”

“What happened to your pills?”

So that was why he was annoyed, he wanted to take her bareback. Before, she wouldn’t have blinked at that, now she couldn’t trust the skanks he might have been with. “It’s hard to get your prescription filled on the run,” she said, preferring rubbers in her current situation. “Your aversion to children is greater than your aversion to latex, Tuck. I do remember that.”

“I have no problem with condoms,” he said. “I have a problem with you carrying them.”

Was he voicing a double standard and expecting her to accept it? “Why?” she asked. “You always told me to protect myself as much as I could.”

“I was talking about pepper spray and panic buttons,” he said, his scowl was so deep it had to be giving him a headache. “Who are you fucking?”

The accusations weren’t arousing. Their arguments that led to sex before were much more tantalizing. “I remember you being better at the dirty talk,” she said, squirming under him. “Can we move things up a level?”

If he was focused on the sex, he should stop quizzing her. “What do you—“

“Touch me,” she said, arching her chest up to draw his eyes down to her breasts. As she wanted him to, he studied her, examined every pore with those ravenous eyes, except he didn’t touch her. “Tuck.”

When she sighed, his eyes leaped to hers, then as quick as she’d ever seen him move, he was on his feet, with his back to her. 

“Put your clothes on,” he said. 

Confused and unsated, new questions presented themselves. “You won’t have sex with me because I carry condoms?”

“No,” he said. “I won’t have sex with you, full stop.”

“Oh,” she said, casting her eye over her body, speculating about what might have put him off.

Throughout their relationship he’d never been able to resist her, even when she was fully clothed. His appetite had been insatiable, and exclusively for her, at least that’s what she believed. Her body hadn’t changed that much since they’d broken up. If anything, she was in better shape than she had been last year, now she worked harder at it, she had to. 

So either her body didn’t do it for him anymore, or… comprehension struck. “Who is she?” she asked, without thinking the words.

“She who?” he asked, still standing with his back to her.

The question had burst out, but as she considered what she might find out, she closed the query up again. “I don’t want to know,” she said, clambering off the bed. 

Wobbling on her feet, she’d forgotten about the aftereffects, whether her haze was caused by last night, or what had happened with Tuck on the bed, she couldn’t be sure. Stars flickered in front of her, and she dropped to her haunches. Using the bed to stabilize herself, Kadie got to her hands and knees and started for the bathroom. 

“What’s the matter with you?”

He had to have turned, but she couldn’t see him given her direction. “My clothes are in the bathroom.”

“Jeez,” he said. 

Mid-crawl, she was ripped from her knees and tossed down onto the bed, as though she was nothing more than the lifeless pillow she’d awoken on. With a glare, he marched into the bathroom and returned moments later with her discarded clothes. Taking a seat beside her, he began to uncoil her underwear as she put on her bra.

“There is no she,” he said, shoving her feet into the underwear and forcing it up her legs. He might not be the most graceful man in the world, but he could be gentle… except now wasn’t one of those times. 

Apparently, he hadn’t gleaned that she didn’t want to know about his present love life. “Of course there is,” she said, popping her head into her top. If they were going to talk about it, she was going to be honest. “You always have a ‘she’ to go home to.”

He stopped to look at her after feeding her feet into her skirt. “That she was you,” he said. “The only she I ever went home to was you.”

Kadie wasn’t going to make this any more difficult by starting another fight. “Okay,” she said, lying back to lift her hips so she could pull up her thong and her skirt. “You don’t want to tell me, that’s fine. I figure you wouldn’t tell anyone you met on the job about me. It’s a protection thing, I remem—”

“Stop it,” he snapped. 

“Stop what?” she asked, zipping her skirt on a deep breath then pulling the towel from her hair. 

“You think because I won’t have sex with you it’s because I’m being faithful to someone else. Could it possibly have anything to do with the fact that you’re still under the influence of a date-rape drug?”

Her fingers stopped in her tangled hair. “You think that you’d be raping me?” she asked, having never heard anything so ludicrous. “I undid your belt, buddy. I knew exactly what I—”

“You don’t,” he said. “You can’t walk, how—”

“Date-rape,” she said when his words caught up with her thought process. Drugs explained her blackout and how she’d ended up here feeling as groggy as she did. This new piece of information lessened the importance of their non-starter carnal interlude. “Who drugged me?”

“Losers at the bar,” he said.

The bar, yes, she had been there. Memories came back as blurry pictures. She’d been talking to a group of men. They’d been flirty, she couldn’t remember their faces or what they’d spoken about. One thing she knew for sure was that she had no interest in being intimate with any of them. 

That they’d come so close to taking advantage of her made her feel sick. “Why did you tell me that?” she asked, staring at her own knees as she tried to control the churn of bile in her stomach.

“You need to learn to be more careful,” he said. 

She did want to know what had happened, what might have happened, but she couldn’t claim that the knowledge changed anything. “Careful,” she whispered. “Why?”

“Why what?”

Her eyes met his and she searched for an answer. “Why do I have to be careful?”

Shock and uncertainty made him glower. “Do you want to be a fucktoy for a dozen drunk bastards all trying to one-up their buddies?”

Few women would, but what she wanted was irrelevant. Tuck had taught her that. “Why would it matter?” she asked. 

“What?”

“It wouldn’t be number one on my list of life experiences, but what would it matter?”

“I don’t understand what you’re—”

“I’m not saving myself for anyone,” she said. “I’m hardly a virgin, and to be humiliated you have to care or matter to someone, somewhere, or at the very least mean something.”

“Kade, I—”

She couldn’t have this conversation, not when the outcome meant nothing. Being touched by strange men, being hurt by them, maybe even killed, it wouldn’t be a choice she would make. But if it had happened, no one would’ve noticed. 

Dempsey didn’t know where she was, and Tuck had his own life to live. If she got herself killed then maybe there was a reason, maybe she deserved to be treated that way. With Tuck, she’d had a happy life for so long and given her history, her lack of family or affluence, she had been spoiled by the love in their relationship. 

Maybe karma was just coming around to bring her all of the negative experiences she should’ve had in her twenties but was saved from by the cocoon of Tuck’s protection. Which was a shield she no longer had the privilege of existing behind.

What she needed was a clean break. For a while after they’d broken up, she’d wanted to be back in the safe place he provided for her and would’ve done anything to have him back. But she had come to see that she couldn’t take shelter there, not when it wouldn’t last. That security wasn’t assured, he’d shattered it once before when he dumped her. If she went back to that life, she’d have to live at his mercy, never knowing when he might cast her out again.

Kadie needed to remember where she came from, the rough nature of her early childhood. That meant learning again to have her wits about her, to be hard, and detached, and to never forget that she was on her own.

“You were leaving,” she said, because if he was going to go then he had to go now. Once the effects of the drugs had worn off, she could return to the new life she was a part of and could think of this as a lucid dream. All she could hope was that it would fade with time, as dreams so often did. “I think you should do it now.”

Hardening herself meant she had to ignore his offense. “Leave? You’re not well—”

“That’s not your responsibility,” she said, shuttering all emotions behind her eyes, she’d gotten good at it. Tuck had given her a good example to follow. 

“You don’t expect me—”

“I don’t expect anything from you,” she said. “I would like you to leave.”

Blustering, he was solid and unmoving. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Okay,” she said, and managed to draw in a long breath. Even not being at the top of her game, she wouldn’t be forced to stay here with the man who had broken her heart and was now passing judgement on her. “Thank you for your time.”

Pushing her fists into the bed, she slid past him to the end. The drugs made her head pound, but she’d recovered from their exploits on the bed. Now was no time for feeble indulgences of weakness, she had to get out of here. Confronting their relationship when there was no hope of rekindling the life they had was a waste of time. 

“Where are you going?” he asked, snatching her wrist when she found her feet. 

Her life couldn’t be more different from the one she’d had with him, but it was her life, and he had no right to keep her from it. “I told you I have work to do,” she said. “My clients aren’t nearly as squeamish as you are.”

She saw the moment that clarity hit him, his eyes widened and he leaned a fraction closer. “No,” he murmured. “I don’t believe you.”

Childish notions of fairy-tale fantasy had no place in the kind of lives they led. “What does belief have to do with anything,” she said, tugging on his grip. “Please let me go. Bruising will cost you extra.”

It was funny how she’d never considered that he might understand what heartbreak was until this moment when she saw the pain her revelation caused him. But that was what she wanted, shock value, she wanted to disgust him, to send him back to the adventure of his life while she focused on salvaging what was left of hers, though that couldn’t happen until she could get to Howie.

“Kade,” he whispered. The gentleness of his tone made her shiver, somehow it was easier to remember the lover or the man than it was to remember her soulmate. The depth of emotion behind their love wasn’t something she thought about, she couldn’t or it would consume her. 

“Why? Where? How?” he beseeched in that same intonation.

More questions. “I’ll answer yours when you answer mine.” His eyes shuttered. “That’s what I thought.”

Addressing the flaws in her character, in her life, that came easy to him and she believed he’d do everything in his power to “save” her, if he found out the truth. But she didn’t want him on conditional terms, didn’t want to be an inconvenience he had to swoop in and rescue on a sporadic basis, like she was a child getting herself into trouble just to get attention from a responsible adult.

“I won’t let you go,” he said, his hand becoming a vice on her wrist.

With a wry laugh, she relaxed her resistance. “You can’t do that.”

“You want to watch me?” he said. “I’ll hogtie you if I have to.”

“Rope, chain, or leather?” she asked, not at all intimidated by his assertion. 

“What?”

If he wanted the truth, she’d slap him in the face with it. “Rope leaves a hell of a burn and it can splinter. The wounds have to be treated or they become infected. It can ruin the mood.”

The flash of horror on his face made it seem like he was talking to a stranger. “What are you talking about, Kade? Jeez, Toots, don’t tell me—”

“I wasn’t telling you a thing. You brought up the bondage, I’m just telling you the rules… I don’t have any tools here,” she said, running her free fingers through her hair. “But I imagine you could afford the premium, so we could have them delivered.”

“How could you…?” His eyes traveled down her body, scared by what they saw. “You’re…”

“I’m what?” she asked. “I’m nothing, now let me go.”

“I won’t,” he said, yanking her down to sit on the bed. “I can’t. You can’t.”

The righteousness was probably obligation because if he really cared about her then he would never have left her in the first place. Accepting who he was had been part and parcel of being with him, now he was looking at her and didn’t like what he saw, and he thought it was his right to change her.

Kadie wasn’t so easily browbeaten. Tuck was bigger and stronger, no doubt about that, but his interest wouldn’t hold long enough to break her.

“Oh, please,” she said. “You don’t have a conscience. Anything can be justified with the right argument. You taught me that. So don’t you dare stand there and pretend this is against your moral code. What’s good enough for you is good enough for me.”

“I don’t sell myself,” he said, wrenching her against him.

“Don’t you? You sell your skills,” she said and enjoyed leering at him. “And you taught me plenty of ways to keep a man happy.”

His jaw clenched and he shook her. “How did you get here? I can’t believe that Dempsey—”
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