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      Three badass brothers.

      Mercenaries for hire, they grew up under the iron fist of an extremely demanding father. One who pushed them beyond their own capabilities.

      What it does is make them strong. Capable to be trusted by those needing their help with sticky situations. Ones that are better left being handled by them, the Nelson Brothers. Given their training provided and nurtured by military. The brothers’ background and success rate speaks for itself.

      Despite their hard demeanors, and sullen faces, when it comes to the women who are theirs, they prove what being loved by an alpha is all about.

      Come fall in love with these protective men as they assist their women and friends escape some criminal masterminds.
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        For the readers who asked, “Who are the Nelson Brothers?” and “Are they getting their own stories?” This book is dedicated to you.

        

      

      

      ~ Dar and Liberty
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      Once again, we’re bringing something ‘new’ to you, our readers. But, that doesn’t come without a lot of help behind the scenes.

      We want to acknowledge the photographer, Reggie Deanching. His picture of Jamey perfectly captured the look we both had for Atticus. We hope we did your vision justice and look forward to working with you on the next two books in the trilogy!

      Tracie Douglas, you’re our cover designer queen. You took the picture we sent and made it into something that is fucking badass. It should be no surprise to you that your #coverwhores love and adore you. Keep that shit up, woman!

      Jamie Walker, thank you for being the embodiment of who we envisioned for Atticus. We cannot wait to unleash this to our readers and hope that you’re proud of how we chose to represent you as this character who lived in our heads.

      Nicole, Tammy, and Sharon, our PA’s. Our lives would be a disaster without you keeping us in line. Thank you for everything you do for us. You have no idea how much we appreciate the two of you.
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      Atticus Nelson is one flat-out, do not mess with him badass. He’s a take-no-prisoners kind of man, one who is known for his brusque, almost abrasive personality. What no one knows, not even his brothers, is he’s lonely. He wants what their parents had before their mom left, but with his lifestyle, it doesn’t seem possible.

      Until her.

      The night he went in to hunt down the senator for Law, a member of the RGMC, he met Piper Carsden. The broken and bloodied woman he finds shackled to the wall calls to him in some undefinable way. Unable to leave her behind, he takes her with him, not looking for anything more than a night once she heals from the torture she’s endured.

      When it becomes evident that she’s in danger, Atticus uses the skills that he and his brothers have to try and eliminate the threat.

      Will he succeed in ridding her from the evil that’s haunted her for years so they can build on a night of passion the likes of which neither has ever experienced? Or will he lose his chance at happily ever after?
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      “We have a mission,” my older brother, Silas, says to me as I’m sitting in my recliner in the office enjoying a crisp-cold beer, finally relaxing and recovering from a job that still has me pissed and seeing red. When the case was initially presented to us, and I saw the pictures, and read the hospital reports of this poor woman, who’d been brutally and viciously raped and assaulted, I went into a blinding rage. I was ready to take that motherfucker out of this world that instant. Luckily, it only took me a day to track his sorry ass down, thanks to Jonas’ mad computer skills. The dumb fuck was using his plastic to eat and sleep. Meaning, he wasn’t hiding his trail and was using his credit cards.

      “The fuck, man, can’t a guy sit back, relax, and drink a cold brew before you come in giving him an assignment! Motherfucker, I just got back from putting down that piece of shit, Amos, that raped that woman. Can’t I get past that before you send me to take out another piece of shit?” Some of these cases are starting to get to me, and I need a minute to myself before I begin all over again.

      “No. Not an option right now, brother—unfortunately. This concerns the call you initially received from Law when he got in touch asking for help. There’s a senator, some fucker named Sterling Brown. Get this, he’s a motherfucking junior, he wasn’t even special enough to get his own name.” This is a common joke between the three of us. I can’t help but internally roll my eyes, I hate dealing with juniors, seniors and thirds. They’re always too big for their britches, and think they are above answering for their crimes against humanity.

      We both crack up in laughter. “Let me guess, he was born with a silver spoon in his mouth too?”

      “Score one for you! How’d you know?” he sarcastically asks. This time I do roll my eyes. The law can’t always go after these guys because technically they have no proof of their illegal activities. Which is where we come in, when the law can’t, or won’t, do a damn thing about it. Jonas can find a needle in a haystack blindfolded, with his hands tied behind his back. And between me, Silas, and our recon skills, if an asshole has dirt to find on him, we dig it up. The three of us are in high demand, and a force to be reckoned with. The ‘good guys’ hands may be tied, but ours aren’t. We aren’t sanctioned or governed by the government. I like a good hunt too, which makes for a good day of keeping my ‘specialized talents’ honed.

      “So what’s the deal?” I ask as he throws a file in my lap. We always look at them, work the case, then burn everything, never a good idea to leave behind a paper trail leading back to us. We are like ghosts, there one minute and gone the next. I open it up and begin reading as he goes on to explain.

      “This bastard killed his wife, and physically hurt their little girl. He roughed her up, and no one was sure she’d recover from the injuries. Law wants him gone… without a trace.” I can understand the reasoning behind that, especially if this involves his new woman. I’d feel the same way, if and that’s a big if, I allowed a woman to come into my life. Due to my mother abandoning us when I was ten, Silas thirteen, and Jonas seven years old, it makes a man wary of putting his trust in the other gender.

      “And of course, they don’t want to get their hands dirty,” I reiterate. They aren’t a one-percent club, and most of them are in law enforcement of some kind, so they have to turn their heads in the other direction, and that’s where we come in to play.

      “You and I both know that’s not who they are, fucker. Get this, the senator we’re going to be tracking has been threatening Law’s woman for a long time, too.” Nailed it on the head, I knew from our conversation that Law was involved with this family on a personal level. Good for him, I suppose.

      Ah fuck. My circle is small and tight, but Law’s not a bad guy. None of the bikers are, actually. Most are former military, so they have the training we do, they just choose to live life differently. They like to stay on the right side of the law. I’m okay with that but don’t anticipate any kind of in-depth shit where they’re concerned. If they need a job worked, they call us. Period.

      “So, when do you want me to begin working this and go out searching for information?” I ask my brother, because honestly, I need more background on this fucker before I know where to begin my search.

      “I’ve got Jonas working on getting us more information to complete the file and give us a better idea of where we need to go. I’m not sure which circles he’s involved himself in, but if he’s disappeared, he’s got friends in some pretty high places. I have a feeling we’re going to uncover a lot of the higher ups in the government in his pockets.” He casually leans against the wall and crosses his arms over his chest. To most he’d look relaxed, but knowing him as well as I do, I know he’s settling in for a long conversation. Guess there’s no rest for the wicked after all.

      “It’d be typical with an asshole like him.” I get up and grab another couple of beers before I start getting into what he’s managed to dig up so far. I walk back over towards my seat and I toss one of the cold ones to him. I sit down, pull the lever on the side of my seat, and get relaxed. I have a feeling that this information is going to have my hackles rising. As I get halfway through the file, I get to the point where I see the description of the injuries inflicted on the little girl, and what all she suffered. I stop and get up again. Going over to the liquor cabinet I grab myself the bottle of whiskey instead. This case calls for something stronger than what I’m currently drinking.  Beer won’t put the demons to rest that plague my soul.

      “Told ya it was a rough read,” he says. He’s watched me reading, and I know he sees the white-hot rage that’s coursing through me because my muscles are clenched, and my entire body is stiff. If Senator Douchebag was standing in front of me right now, I’d eviscerate him with my pocket knife and make his entrails into necklaces before I took the pleasure of sending him straight to the pits of hell. Motherfucking, son-of-a-bitch! I’m not a total heartless bastard and imagining what she went through has my gut roiling, it actually makes me nauseous. But I don’t stop drinking. Especially when I turn the page and see the pictures. Dear God! I don’t know many grown men who could get past injuries like these, let alone a small, fragile, little girl.

      “Fucking hell, motherfucker! How in the fuck did she survive what he did to her?” I grit through my teeth, clutching the picture that shows her legs and an arm casted, and purple bruises and cuts everywhere that skin is showing. “How? Jesus Fucking Christ.” I feel murderous, worse than I’ve ever felt before. We don’t get justice for kids very often, and when we have, none of them were close to this severe.

      “Now you know why I agreed to us doing this one. When Law called you, he didn’t give you any deets other than he needed our help. I spoke with Law, and then dug into the information initially provided by him. I made the final decision to go further with this case because of the severity of the situation. There’s no way that Emma, and Cassarah, his woman and kid, are safe with that fucking piece of shit still out on the loose. Seems Law’s old lady is this kid’s biological aunt, and she was so scared of the senator that she disappeared, went into hiding, and that’s where Law ended up meeting her. Pure luck that they ended up crossing paths. Actually, he initially lost the case in the court of law that began it all, and the kid was returned to the dad after the first beating that took place. Like I said earlier, this guy has to have hands in deep pockets, we just need to find out who they are. That’s where Jonas comes in, he’ll follow the breadcrumbs and find out where they lead.”

      Yeah, stupid fucking judicial system. Why would they give her back to the person who abused her to begin with? If they hadn’t, her mother might have lived, and she wouldn’t have been nearly broken in two. I have some informants who will come in handy when it comes to the moneybags who go into hiding. I’ll give them a call and see if they can find out what underground organization he is involved with. It could take some time, but they are our best bet when it comes to finding out who’s backing him.

      
        
        Piper

      

      

      “Be a good little bitch and we’ll let you see your sister tonight,” I’m advised as I, once again, am set out to do their dirty deeds. I was taken in the dead of the night as I left my job at the local strip club. I’m a waitress, or was, before I was taken against my will. I made good money in tips, and obviously caught the attention of some unsavory men. They took my baby sister to use as leverage against me to get me to do as they demand. My sister is the only family I have left, and I’d do anything to protect her and keep her safe. Apparently, one of my customers that is fond of me is someone they’re attempting to get on their side and they’ll use any and all means to get him onboard.

      Why they think I’ll have any influence on his decisions is anyone’s guess. I know he’s kind of sweet on me, but flirting is as far as it’s ever got between me and Mr. Garza. But apparently, they feel differently. So far since they’ve had me in their clutches, I’ve sold things that I have no clue what they are, but I’m a great salesperson and can sell a beachside property to a dying man who only has weeks to live. I have the ability to make him think, and feel, that it would be vital to the rest of his days. Most of these people they have me working with are tied to Mr. Garza and his organization. It’s a way for me to get a foothold into his world and further gather his attention.

      “What is it I’ll be doing tonight?” I question.

      “Mr. Garza is having a party, invite only, but we have a feeling you can manage to get yourself inside. He has feelings for you, unlike anything he’s ever shown towards another female. Do your thing, get inside and plant this in his office.” He shows me a small circular device, and I have a feeling that it’s a bug of some sorts.

      “So not only do I need to get inside, but I need to locate his office and plant this thing,” I ask, pointing at it, “hidden so it won’t be found?”

      “See, you get it.” His smile spreads across his face. But it isn’t a friendly smile, it’s sinister and makes my body break out in shivers, and not the good kind.

      “And how do you propose I get myself invited looking like this?” I ask, pointing down to the raggedy clothes I’m wearing. “There’s no way I’ll fit in.”

      “Well, bitch, we’ve got clothes upstairs. You’ll bathe in the stream and make yourself presentable in time to ‘accidentally’ run into Garza at his usual lunch spot. We’ve already worked it out to where you two will be seated next to each other. This job depends on the health and welfare of poor, sweet Destiny. But I encourage you to screw this up, because she’s been promised to me if you do. I long to get my hands on her luscious body.”

      Oh fuck no. There’s no way this miscreant is touching my baby sister. No fucking way!

      “You’re disgusting,” I sneer at him.

      “Just being honest. Do your job and she remains untouched, don’t do it and she’ll pay for your failure.” I will succeed, there’s no way I’m letting this animal put even one finger on my sister!

      “Fine, take me to the stream, I’ll get that invite and plant that bug.”

      “Now you’re talking.” He unlocks the chains that have me bolted to the wall and grabs my elbow roughly, yanking me towards the door of my wayward cell. Maybe I can find a way to talk to Mr. Garza and give him the heads up and hopefully he’ll be willing to help me and Destiny.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Atticus

      

      

      My fury hasn’t abated since reading the file last night. Instead, it’s grown into something that is fast approaching nuclear levels of destruction. “Ya gonna ease up on those?” Jonas asks, coming into the room we’ve turned into a gym of sorts. I’ve been pounding away at the punching bag, my hands moving so quickly it’s more of a blurred motion. I can feel my muscles aching in my arms from the brutal force I’m using.

      “Fuck, no. Did you see what that fucker did to that little girl?” I question, my teeth clenched so tight that my jaw aches. The visions I’ve endured all night have me wound up tight.

      “Yeah, I did. But, Atticus, she’s recovering well from everything I’ve been able to find doing my research. She’s in some kind of therapy. Has her aunt and Law both to help with the physical and emotional part.”

      “A four-year-old has no business having to go to any kind of motherfucking therapy,” I state, my hands punching the bag in time to my words. He has no fucking clue what this has done to my head. None at all.

      “This is a hard one for us all to grasp. We need to just concentrate all of our efforts on finding this son-of-a-bitch and ending him. We can’t go back and change the past, but we can make sure her future is safe from his threats.”

      “Leave it to you to always see the brighter side of any issues.” I dryly state to him as he casually sits there on the bench as if this doesn’t affect him in the least.

      “Not the brighter side of things, but my mind is on the bigger picture. We make sure she’s safe, put this scumbag in the ground and call it a day.”

      “Just like that, huh?” I ask, finally dropping my arms. I’m covered in sweat and still unsettled about the whole thing, but he’s right. We put this motherfucker in the ground and that little girl, Emma, gets a future she wouldn’t have otherwise if he was lurking out there somewhere.

      “If I sit around and don’t think of the end result, I’d drive myself mad. What we do for others makes their life worth living. We can’t dwell on the past, brother,” he states, standing up and walking out of the door ending our conversation.

      I stand there looking at where he just walked out the door and ponder what he just said. I know I need to move past this, but those pictures are on repeat in my mind. It’s like a slideshow that I can’t stop. We aren’t supposed to get personally involved with clients or in our cases, but sometimes that’s easier said than done.
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      I’m in my room, just getting out of the shower when my phone begins ringing. I pick it up and look at the caller ID. It shows an unknown number, but most of the time these are people seeking help, or one of our hired informants calling to give us updates on what they’ve been able to find.

      “Yo,” I answer in my standard greeting. I hate being on the phone, that isn’t my thing. I like crushing heads together and being out in the field.

      “Atticus,” I hear a familiar voice call out on the other end of the line.

      “What’s up, Chandler?” I ask my favorite informant. He never lets me down and takes the assignments I give him seriously.

      “Got some info on that senator you called about last night,” he informs me.

      “Yeah, lay it on me,” I command.

      “From what I can gather, he is in dealings with the Southside Freaks and the Devil’s Demons.” Oh great, those are the lowest on the food chain when it comes to scum gangs on this side of the states. They have no regard for people or their property and belongings.

      “You’ve got to be fucking with me, right?” I inquire, making sure I didn’t misunderstand him.

      “Nope,” he replies.

      “Fuck, how the hell did he get mixed up with them?” I wonder out loud. “How solid is your intel?”

      “As solid as a rock, I’d trust this man with my life.” This is not what I want to hear. These guys have associations with people that I hate to get involved with. We have in the past and will again I’m sure, but that doesn’t mean I like it.

      “Do you happen to know where they’re hiding him?”

      “My guy only knows that he’s buried deep underground. I’ll keep digging around and update you as I find out more,” he says, and I disconnect the call. If he has nothing else, there’s no reason to stay on and chit-chat. I get dressed and head downstairs to inform Silas of what I was just told. Our office is downstairs, and our personal rooms are upstairs. It makes life easier than having to jump from place to place.

      
        
        Piper

      

      

      Once I’m bathed and dressed I’m sent on my way with twenty dollars in cash to pay for my lunch in case Mr. Garza doesn’t pick up my tab. I am picked up by an uber driver and it’s been prepaid by my captor. My nerves are fried because failure is not an option, I need to be irresistible and invited to tonight’s party. I feel bad betraying Mr. Garza, he’s always been nice to me and generous with the tips he leaves. Unfortunately, he and his feelings can’t be what I worry about, Destiny has to be who I worry about. Because I’ll do anything for my baby sister. She’s an innocent in all of this and I won’t have these scumbags touching her. I’ll die first before I let that happen. Or, figure out a way to let someone know that can maybe help us both out of this nightmare.

      The driver lets me out at the restaurant and I head inside after taking a deep breath of fresh air. Being kept underground has shown me that I need sunlight on a regular basis to survive. The ‘community’ for lack of a better word that I’ve been kept in is some kind of underground cavern or something. Kinda reminds me of that movie from years ago. The name escapes me, but I remember it was yummy and fascinating because of the two main actors. Shaking my head at where my thoughts are going, I head inside and immediately see Mr. Garza. His eyes raise to mine and a smile crosses his face. “Well, hello, Piper. I haven’t seen you lately. Would you care to join me for lunch?”

      I nod. Objective one… accomplished. I go to join him as he gets up and pulls my chair out for me and indicates with his hand for me to take the seat. I gladly accept and graciously sit. “Thank you for asking me to join you today, I wasn’t looking forward to eating by myself,” I inform him. His bright white smile spreads across his face, he’s such a handsome man that it breaks my heart that I’ll possibly have to hurt him.

      Over lunch, we talk about what’s been going on in our lives, me relying on a story I’ve made up, which is one hundred percent bullshit, seeing as I’ve been a prisoner now for the past month or so. I’ve lost track without the sun to help me count the time in between days. When he asks why I haven’t been at work, I spin a story about losing a great-aunt that took me out of town. Then, he expresses his condolences for my loss and I feel like absolute shit and want to spill my guts. But I keep in mind that there’s a reason I’m here today, and that reason isn’t for me alone.

      Think of Destiny my brain shouts. She has to be what keeps this charade up, I can’t let it slip that I’m not being one-hundred percent honest with him. Shutting that train of thought down, I thank him instead and ask what he’s been doing.

      “Oh, I’m having a party this evening. If it’s not too soon, dear, I’d love to have you attend.” Score! My mind screams out in triumph.

      Objective two… get invited to the party accomplished. “I’d love that if you’re sure it’s okay?” I ask, batting my eyelashes in his direction. “And what’s the dress code?” I laugh because I’m pretty sure my captors know, and I’ll have the appropriate dress to wear. It makes me sick to let them clothe me, but what choice do I have other than to be their dutiful slave?

      “It’s casual, dear. Wear your favorite pair of jeans...or not,” he looks me up and down in perusal of what I’m currently wearing. “My home sits on a beach, so you could just wear your favorite bikini.” He draws out the last word, emphasizing what he’d prefer me to wear, or lack of should I say.

      “I’ll do what I can,” I flirt.  I place my hand on his and give it a gentle squeeze. His eyes blaze with desire, and I know that I’ll be able to use this to my advantage. “If you’ll write out your address and write down the time, I’ll make sure that I’m there,” I play my part.

      “Absolutely,” he replies as he pulls out a business card from his wallet and brings out a pen from his inner jacket pocket. He writes down the information and slides the card across the table to me. I reach out to grab the card, only he places his hand on top of mine when I do and brings it up to his mouth and lays a gentle peck on the outside. “Until tonight,” he says, as he gets up and goes to the front to pay the bill. My heart is pitter-pattering, I can feel the tempo of its steady beat as it drums its way through my veins. I can do this, I remind myself. I get up and head out the door where there is yet another car waiting to pick me up. It’s a different driver every time I’m sent out on a job. I get in and the car pulls away, taking me back to my kidnappers.
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      I’m dropped off at a beautiful beachside home. It’s bigger than anything I’ve ever personally been to. I’ve seen plenty of these mansion style houses on the beach on television, but they seem smaller than true to life on the screen. I gawk up at the second story and see a couple having sex, right there in the open on the balcony. The woman’s head is thrown back in ecstasy as the man brutally pounds into her. I clench my legs because the scene in front of me is turning me on. I’ve never witnessed a couple having sex before, but the vision I’m seeing is beautiful, raw and full of passion. Makes me wish it was me in the woman’s place. To feel that heat coming from another person and leveled at yourself is rare. I’ve had several partners, but none that made me scream out and feel as good as she seems to be. Damn, it’s been a long time since I’ve had a man between my thighs. Maybe that’s the problem, I haven’t had any good attention from the opposite sex in what feels like a really long time. Shaking my head, I head to the front door and ring the bell.

      “Good evening, may I help you?” the gentleman asks me.

      “Um… yes, Mr. Garza invited me, my name is Piper Carsden,” I inform him.

      “Miss Carsden, yes. Mr. Garza is expecting you,” the butler says once he’s opened the door. He gives me a once-over and I pray I’m dressed properly. I went with the off-the-shoulder sundress they had in the room. I also put on a very risqué bikini that is white and will show off all of the goods if it gets wet. The dress itself is gauzy, light and despite the circumstances, it makes me feel pretty. I fixed my hair in large curls that fall down my shoulders and land in the middle of my back, knowing my dark auburn hair will captivate Mr. Garza. When I breach the doorway to the house I immediately see the open bar and head that way, needing some liquid courage.

      “What can I get for ya?” the bartender asks me.

      “I’ll have a sex on the beach, please,” I answer.

      “Good choice,” gets whispered in my ear. I look over my shoulder and see Mr. Garza standing behind me.

      “Yes it is,” I respond to his statement.

      “Sex on the beach is always a good thing.” Ah, we’re back to flirting again I see.

      “Couldn’t say for sure, have never had that experience,” I bat my eyes at him. God, I hope I’m not overplaying this. “But what about the sand?”

      He throws his head back in laughter then says, “We may have to fix that for you,” he winks at me. “And if it’s done correctly, you’ll never even notice the sand.”

      Oh my. Hmm. Well, I’m not sure what to say now, so I smile and take a sip of my drink. He places his hand on my lower back and I can feel the heat as it travels up my spine. I won’t lie, I am desperately attracted to him, but it feels like there’s something…  missing. Some spark of recognition when he speaks to me or touches me. It’s something I’ve always dreamed of feeling when the man of my dreams is near. I wonder if that’s just shit spewed by romance authors or even television programs and movies, or if it really exists. I mean, isn’t there truth in fiction? I feel bad that I’m using him to help rescue myself and my sister from our current situation and don’t want to get feelings mixed into it as well.

      “Come with me, let’s mingle. I have some people I’d like to introduce you to,” he states, moving me away from the bar. Who? Who could he possibly wish for me to meet? This confuses me, but I’ll just go with it and see what he’s up to. He introduces me to some of his ‘closest’ friends who are friendly to the outside eye, but I can feel how standoffish they’re being with me. After a bit, I excuse myself to go to the restroom. I walk around the downstairs as inconspicuously as I can, trying not to draw any type of attention my way. Not finding the office down here, I casually walk up the stairs, acting as if I belong here and can go wherever I please. Once I make it up the stairs, the urge to actually relieve myself hits and I go to the first bathroom I come across. I see it has a connecting door and once I’m finished and my hands are washed, I gently ease it open. To my surprise, I think I’ve unknowingly located the office. I look around to make sure no one is in here, when I’m satisfied that no one is here, I rush over to the lamp and place the bug on the top where the shade is screwed on. My hands shake as I finish the task and rush back into the connecting bathroom. I lay back on the door and get my breathing under control. Once I gain my self-control, I walk out the door and head towards the staircase. Now to get the rest of this night finished so I can get back to my hellhole. Once I make it down the stairs I notice Mr. Garza searching the room. I have a feeling he’s seeking me out. He spots me as soon as my foot hits the bottom stair and confusion mars his face.

      “Why were you coming down from the top floor?” he questions.

      “The bathroom down here was occupied, so I took it upon myself to find one that wasn’t,” I reply. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude, Mr. Garza.”

      “Call me Leo, dear. And, that’s quite alright. Did you have any problems finding the restroom upstairs?” A gush of air leaves my lungs when he accepts my explanation. I can’t believe I’m a party to deceiving this exceptional man.

      “Not at all.” Okay, now I’m at a loss. He seems like a nice man, but why would the assholes who have me want to bug his office? These are questions I’m sure I may never get an answer to and that will drive me crazy. We mingle some more until I look at the time and notice that I have to get out of here because my ride will be waiting on me and I can’t take the chance of pissing anyone off.

      “Leo?” I say, getting his attention from the conversation he’s currently involved in.

      “Yes, my dear,” he responds.

      “I hate to do this, but I have a friend picking me up because I need to leave. I wanted to stop by and see you before I left,” I inform him.

      “I hate to end this night, are you sure I can’t give you a ride when this party wraps up?” he asks.

      “I would if I didn’t have plans that require me to spend the night with her and get up early in the morning. How about we set up another time and place to meet up?” I ask hopefully, because I’d like to get a chance to speak with him alone.

      “We can do that, do you still have my card?”

      “I do,” I lie, because the business card he supplied me with was taken from me earlier this afternoon when I got back from our lunch date.

      “It has my number on it, give me a call and we’ll set something up.” I smile at him. I know he can’t tell it’s a sad smile because he’s unaware of my situation, he won’t notice the difference between this and my real smile.
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      I sit outside of this rundown bar waiting for my informant, Chandler, to come out of the shadows and meet with me. There’s a reason that he’s my top guy, but sometimes the whole cloak and dagger routine he does makes my skin crawl. I have specific meeting places lined up for us, but he always bypasses those and gives me new locations. Places that I haven’t had the chance to sweep and make sure there aren’t any spying eyes and prying ears that could overhear our future conversation.

      You never know where there could be someone, or someone’s, wandering around unannounced, and unnoticed until it’s too late. I had to come here to scout this place out before our allotted meeting time to be satisfied. There are some things in our line of work you just don’t leave to chance. I’ll take any and all precautions to make sure neither one of us are put at risk. Once I’m satisfied that all is good, I go back to my car and get inside. I’m parked off to the side to prevent us from being noticed. I sit in the shadows watching patrons enter and exit the dive. I notice Chandler sneaking up between two houses that are across the street and he stealthily makes his way over to me.

      “What do you have for me?” I ask as soon as his ass hits the seat.

      “Okay, he’s hiding in the underground tunnels that sit beneath the city. If you’ve never been there before you’ll never find your way in,” he informs me.

      “Need you to get me inside,” I demand. “As soon as possible, preferably by tomorrow.” I don’t tell him why time is of the essence because that’s not how I do business and he’s not in the need to know.

      “Fuck, Atticus, tomorrow? Give me a day or so.”

      “By then, he could have slipped away, Chandler,” I admit, “this needs to happen sooner rather than later. It’s an unacceptable risk to wait, I have to get in there, the sooner the better, there’s a little girl’s life at risk.” His eyes widen at my words and he picks up his disposable phone.

      “Give me a minute, let me see if my guy can make it happen.” I tap my fingers on the steering wheel while he has a conversation that I’m not party to. “He says it will cost ya for him to put his neck on the line.”

      “How much?” I growl out. This is fucking bullshit, I have already paid Chandler five grand, how much more green am I going to have to supply for this operation? Silas and Jonas better be splitting the cost with me or heads are going to roll.

      “Five large G’s,” he announces.

      “You’re telling me I’m going to be out ten grand!” I holler, ready to beat his face to a bloody pulp.

      “Sorry, man. Getting down is expensive, there’s an entrance fee. Someone is always manning the doors, but if you grease a few palms they will usually look the other way. You’ll not only be paying my guy, but the guard too.” He’s shaking, so I know he’s nervous about my decision, but I can’t help the anger that’s rolling off of me. Ten G’s, what the fuck! I pick up my phone and text Silas the new amount, when he comes back and says he’ll cover the cost, I let Chandler know who then lets his guy know. “We’re in, meet me at the corner of Wilson and Martin Drive at nine a.m.,” he says, hopping out of my car. I slam my car in gear and spin wheels out of the parking lot. I leave a trail pattern of my tires on the asphalt as I push my girl to her limits. I cuss Chandler all the way back home, grease some palms, I can smash some heads but why do my brothers and I have to be out so much dough? Maybe we should send the bill to Law, he can cover this since we’re doing it for him in the first place. Then I think of that sweet little girl who suffered at the hands of her father, and suddenly the money doesn't seem so significant any longer.
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      The next morning, six o’clock on the dot, my brothers and I are counting money and making sure I have my ear piece and gun hidden in the pouch we’ve had inserted inside of our boots. I may be going in blind, but I won’t be going in stupid. Without my brothers there to have my back, I need to make sure I’m as protected as I possibly can be.

      “We’ll be listening here at the office, make sure you give us some verbal details of where you’re entering so that if you need an extraction we can come in after you.” I tap on the mic hidden in my glasses, and say ten-four.

      “Go in the other room and let me make sure the mic is projecting correctly,” Jonas instructs me. And since he’s the technical guru I do as he asks. I walk into the gym and go into the alcove buried in the corner. It is the least likely place to pick up signal and the worst-case scenario that is unknown is better than the known.

      “Testing one, testing two, testing three,” I say in my normal tone.

      “Read you loud and clear, ghost man,” Jonas responds so I make my way back to them. Ghost man is my call sign when we’re undercover working certain types of jobs.

      “Considering we can’t get signal on our phones over in that spot, figure it’ll be good that we could hear you since you’ll be underground,” Silas states when I walk back into the room. He’s right, sometimes these mics frequencies aren’t as great as we need them to be, but Jonas is always looking at ways to improve our gear and make it the best out there. In my opinion we have better equipment than what’s even sold on the black market or even what the government uses for covert operations.

      “Here,” Jonas states, handing me the money. I take the green, then I put it in the hidden compartment of my utility belt. With my glasses in place, I pick up my keys and wallet, minus my true driver’s license. I grab the fake one out of my desk drawer that I use on operations, and walk out the door. It’s eight forty-five by the time I arrive at our agreed upon destination. I take the few minutes I have to myself and close my eyes. I have to channel the personality I’ll be showing these criminals when I join up with them shortly. I have to think and act as they do, therefore I can no longer be Atticus. I have to become Ghost man. My other personality, he’s an even harder man than I am. I let the pictures of that beaten little girl flash in my mind, it helps me channel and focus on the task at hand. I hear a knock at my window and recognize Chandler, but the other sleazy looking fucker is someone I know instantly has his hands in a bunch of illegal things. I remind myself that that’s exactly what I need and wanted to begin with. I unlock the doors and Chandler takes the front seat and the other guy takes the back.

      “Atticus,” Chandler holds his hand out and I grasp it in mine and give him a firm handshake. “This is Martin, he’s my go-to guy,” he introduces us.

      “Martin, appreciate the in, man,” I say, as he reaches between the front seats to also shake my hand. I reciprocate, and he sits back in his seat.

      “Alright, go out ten miles on I-30. There’s a corner store called the Stop ‘n Sip. When you take the exit ramp 189, I think you should park behind there so your car isn’t noticed,” Martin instructs. “Once we get there, we’ve gotta walk about a quarter of a mile to the entrance of the underground city that houses everyone that doesn’t wanna be found.”

      When no further instructions are given, I start the car and head toward what I presume will be hell-like. We’re not on the interstate long before I see signs for our exit ramp coming up. Pulling off, I find the store Martin mentioned and park behind the building. Motioning them out, I navigate between the building and the dumpster where the lights are dim. I lock my beauty up, unconcerned about anyone catching my license plates since Jonas has that covered with yet another identity. Address and all, it looks legit. He’s a motherfucking genius, that’s for sure. Give me the hand-to-hand, knock your lights out kind of shit and I’m good to go. Not Jonas, though. He thrives on digging deep through the byways and highways of the internet, and has found shit out on people that they would have sworn wasn’t possible to locate. Not all skeletons can be buried deeply into the black cyber space.

      Shaking my head at my thoughts because I need to keep my head in the game, I follow Martin and Chandler as we start walking. I can tell that Martin probably doesn’t get out much because soon he’s huffing and puffing, trying to keep up. Fuck that shit, I’m not slowing down. Put the damn donuts down and do a few laps, fucker.

      When I start to pass where he wants me to be, he yells, “Stop!” I turn around and look around where we are and see nothing.

      “The fuck are we stopping for?” I inquire, because there’s nothing here but some overgrown bushes and out of control trees and buildings that look like they’re on the verge of being condemned. I watch as he pulls some vines to the side and am shocked to see a stone door that looks as if it belongs to the wall that is covered in greenery. When he knocks three times, waits a few then knocks four more times, I raise my eyebrows up in question.

      “It’s the code,” he mumbles. Ah, okay then. I would’ve never found this or known how to get the guard’s attention on the other side. I guess this is worth the funds we’ve paid these two.

      “Password,” is called out from the other side. I mean fuck, there’s a secret knock and now a fucking password? These guys are really worried about uninvited guests, which means there are some deep, dark secrets hidden behind this door.

      “Shamrock,” Martin calls out. Oh fuck me, you’ve gotta be kidding me. Am I on some sort of comedy central show?

      I raise my eyebrow at Chandler who shakes his head slightly while raising his shoulders. Guess this shit is new to him as well. When the door opens, I half expect to see some gargantuan behemoth waiting. Instead, the guy is maybe five feet, ten inches and a buck-fifty dripping wet. And still, there’s a look in his eyes that lets me know he’s not a fucking pansy.

      “Got my money?” he asks Martin. Martin then points to me and I unbuckle my belt and unzip the hidden zipper. I pull out the money, Martin counts off three G’s and hands it to him. I guess two of that is his, the guy opens the door wider and we all head through and into the passage. There’s no lighting so it takes a minute for my eyes to adjust. “Go down this hallway here and all of the rooms are located in the west wing, do not go into the east wing.” he emphasizes, which makes me decide right here and now, that I will be visiting that side as well.

      “Not a problem, man,” I lie right to his face, something I have no qualms about doing. I have no loyalties to this asshole, and well, Martin and Chandler knew what they were getting into when they agreed to take payment from me and escort me here.

      “We’re going to the east wing, aren’t we?” Chandler asks as we make our way further into the tunnels.

      “Sure are,” I reply.

      “But that’s forbidden,” Martin nervously states.

      “And?” I question him, raising my brows waiting for him to make another stupid statement.

      “We can’t get caught, man. That guard knows me personally and he’ll fucking tell them where to find me and I’ll be a dead man walking,” he mutters.

      “So, we won’t get caught,” I say, taking my flashlight out of my utility belt and turning it on so that I can see better. “And if we do get caught, run and go hide out somewhere they won’t look for you at.” I shrug my shoulders. Makes a fuck of an issue for me, I couldn’t care less what he does.

      Decision made, I turn toward the east wing. Let’s see what these two are made of. Let’s see if they run like pussies or stand beside me and help me figure out what they’re hiding. My attitude of fake it until you make it works as no one questions who I am and what I’m doing. If I act as if I belong here, they’ll assume I do and not stop me to ask any questions. Door after door is opened, yielding rooms that look like dungeons. Shackles and manacles hang from the wall and I can tell they’re used to hold people, I’m assuming these are hostage cells. For what reason, I’ve got no clue, but that’s beside the point. The guard expressly said to stay out so there’s something down here they don’t want seen, or found, at least by me.

      I hear the sounds of whimpering coming from a door further down and make my way there, acting as casually as possible, despite the blood pumping through my veins and the feeling that things are about to be as fucked-up as possible. We haven’t come across anyone as of yet, but I’m not going to let my guard down and be taken by surprise. “Going in,” I murmur, so low that I know these two numbnuts won’t hear.

      “Roger that,” Jonas replies. Good, they can hear me. I made sure to verbalize directions as they were given. When we found the spot, I activated my GPS locator that’s inserted in my watch. So I know that even now, the two of them are likely nearby, just in case.

      The sight that meets my eyes has me cringing and my blood boiling. And I’m a fucking badass who’s seen it all and done most of it. There is a slip of a woman chained to the wall who is covered in black and blue bruises and her body and hair is coated in blood. Hell, the only way I know it’s a female is the outfit that she’s wearing. Or, what’s left of it that is. I don’t think she realizes that we’re in there, her eyes are closed and she’s moaning in pain. “Fuck me,” I mutter.

      “What?” Jonas asks. I can hear the tone of his voice has changed because neither of them are physically at my back, but right now, I gotta figure out how to get her out of here. There’s no fucking way anyone deserves the treatment she’s been given.

      “Who are you?” I ask as I lean closer. She opens her eyes, which is no better than slits if I’m being honest. “Can you see me?”

      “Y-yes,” she stammers out. “Who are you? Please, they’ve got Destiny!”

      “Who’s Destiny and who has her?” I bark out.

      “My sister. The same people who kidnapped me have her. They’re using her as leverage, so I’ll do what they want me to do,” she replies. I can hear the pain lacing her words and while a part of me feels bad for pushing her, I can’t look at that right now.

      “I’ll help get you out of here, but later you’ll have to explain to me what you mean. You’ll have to tell me what they want you to do and how they’re using her as leverage. Deal?”

      “Yeah, deal,” she murmurs. I can tell she wants to argue with the fact that I practically demanded she share her story, but the concern she has for her sister is overriding her anger.

      “Dammit,” I mutter when I see that there are difficult locks on these chains. “We need to find a way to break her out of these, I’m going to search in the other rooms for something we can use, you two stay here and guard her. Do not let anything happen to her before I get back,” I order the two men with me.

      “The only person with a key to the locks should be here any minute to bring me my daily water,” she tells me. Guess we’ll be waiting for the douche to show up, which means we need to find a place to hide so he won’t notice us once he enters the room. I look around and there are no places to hide three grown ass men.

      “You two, go wait in the room next door. It’s empty so no one should be looking inside it, I’ll come and get you when I’m done taking care of the guy and have her freed,” I instruct.

      They both nod their heads and sneak out the door. I stay hidden in the shadows.

      “You need us to get in there?” Jonas asks through my mic.

      “Not yet, but be on stand-by,” I reply, taking my place behind the door. “Did you catch the shit when we got here?” I know he probably heard the sequence of knocks and also the password that will allow them entrance.

      “Yep. We’re ready to neutralize if necessary so you can get out,” Silas declares, he is in operative mode.

      I’m about to say something else, when I hear heavy footsteps echoing down the hallway as they approach the door. I look at her and place my finger to my lips and see her nod slightly. Good.

      “So, how’s the bitch doing today? Not looking so pretty now, are you?” the guy asks, as he makes his way into the room. He never sees me hiding behind the door therefore he never sees me coming. I hit him in such a way that he’s unconscious as I ease him to the floor. I twist his neck, until I hear an audible break with a satisfying crunch. Grabbing the keys, I quickly find the ones for the locks on her shackles. Once I have her freed, I help her get the feeling back into her arms and legs. I rub the life back into her limp and heavy limbs. She cries out as the feeling starts to come back. “Shh,” I place my finger on her lips, because I don’t want to take any chances of anyone walking down the tunnels and hearing her cries.

      “Now, Jonas,” I say into the mic. Indicating that this would be a good time for him and Silas to make their move. I’ll let tweedle-dee, and tweedle-dum, take her back up, and out to my brothers, while I go search for the asshole who started all of this… Senator Sterling Brown, Jr.
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      As soon as I have them heading down the tunnels with Piper in tow, I take off in the opposite direction, heading toward the correct wing. I can’t believe I’m under the city, in hidden tunnels, searching for this asshole who thinks he’s safe in this underground world. He may have money, and has found himself some resources, but he wasn’t betting on men like me and my brothers to work hard, hiring us some informants, and track him down. We are ruthless as fuck. We take no prisoners. And have no regrets, or any qualms, for anything we have to do to accomplish the missions we’re hired for.

      I stealthily hide in the shadows as I notice these rooms are occupied and lit up like the Fourth of July. I peek into each room I come across, I have the face of the man I’m searching for memorized and I haven’t spotted him as of yet. I make it down two passages before I spot who I believe is the person of interest I’m looking for. He’s in the middle of an argument with two guys, and from the way it sounds, he’s in some financial trouble. I hear him say that he can’t pay him until he makes some deals with individuals that owe him money.

      I find an open section of the hallway that doesn’t contain any doors and is well-hidden. I decide that’s the best option of a hiding spot for me at this time and crouch down since I’m so tall to prevent any light from catching my figure in the shadows.

      “Best not take too long, gov’ner,” the one guy says to Senator Douche.

      “It’s senator, you asshole,” he replies.

      “Figure of speech is all. Get me my money. Right now, there’s a bounty on your head and I’m sure those folks have the cash ready and willing.”

      “Don’t threaten me, I could destroy this place,” the senator states. I would laugh because he would like to think he has the clout to accomplish this feat, but in reality, he’s further out of his league than he has anticipated, getting in bed with this group of low-life thugs. But, then they’d know I was here, and I need secrecy on my side, so I hold it back.

      “Damn, the mic works great,” I hear Jonas say. “We’re on the way to get her help. She’s in bad shape. Giving you a head’s up. Silas is still around if you need him but I’m out.”

      I make a barely discernible noise to show my acknowledgement of his message, and get back a “ten-four.” Good. They know I’ve heard them, and I know that at least Silas is around in case shit goes south. And somehow, I suspect this is one mission that will go south more than once. Call it a gut feeling, but I’m seldom wrong.

      The two assholes continue to talk for a few more minutes and a few more threats are tossed around. I don’t give a flying fuck, I just need him alone, so I can take care of business, and get the fuck out of this place. I’ve been in worse over the years, but being down here, I want to scour myself with bleach and brillo pads.

      When the other two assholes leave the room, I decide now is the time to make my move. I don’t want to take any chances of any other unannounced visitors making their way to him and placing any further unrealistic threats. The reason they are unrealistic, and bound not to happen, is because the poor, pathetic piece of shit, will no longer be taking a breath on this earth. I sneak into the room and shut the door quietly behind me. His back is to me and I see him looking down at a stack of papers. I quietly walk in his direction, and when I’m close enough, I wrap my arm around his neck and place my other hand over his mouth. “Got you, motherfucker,” I growl out. He begins to fight me. He bucks, claws and tries to throw a couple of swings over his shoulders, none of his moves making any contact with me. I hear some mumbled words under my hand, but I don’t remove it, afraid he’ll yell out like the pussy he is.

      “No one is coming to save you, you may as well save your energy. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you since I saw the injuries you inflicted on your little girl.” I tsk him when I continue, “and what kind of coward murders his own wife? A defenseless woman who only wants to make a better life for her and her child. What happened? Did you find out she was leaving you and planning on sharing all of your dirty secrets? You’re a pathetic excuse for a man. You are nothing short of a dickless, spineless excuse for the male species. It will be an honor and a privilege to get justice for those two. Tell me, senator, are you ready to meet your maker?” His aggravation and fear show in his panicked state as he begins to fight me with more strength than previously. I take my arm that’s around his neck and apply pressure. As much as I’d like to take him out, here and now, I know that I can’t. I feel his body begin to spasm as he fights for each and every breath he attempts to draw into his lungs. “Stop fighting it, fucker!” He finally goes limp and I roughly toss him over my shoulder. I hear his head bang the wall as he goes up and over. “Wish I could tell you I’m sorry,” I say to his lifeless body, “but I’m not.” I slowly open the door to his room. I look to both the right and left and notice that we’re alone. There is still light coming from several rooms so I know I need to be quiet and stick to the shadows of the tunnels.

      When I get to the T that takes me back to where I began, I hurriedly head in that direction. When I make it to the exit, I notice the guard that was there when I entered is laying passed out on the ground. I hear a noise and look over to my left and see Silas step out from his hiding spot. “Ready to get out of here?” he asks me.

      “Fucking right I am,” I reply, following him out the door and into the dead of the night. “The girl? Piper?” I ask after her.

      “She’s good, Jonas is spoiling her rotten. He’s gone out and gotten her some food and clothes. You know how suave he is with the ladies,” he teases, but for some reason, a growl emanates from deep within my chest.

      “Oh woah, what the fuck was that?” he questions me.

      “Nothing. Not a damn thing,” I say, swinging the senator off of my shoulder where he lands roughly on the ground...oops, that will hurt when he wakes up. “But she’s in no condition to fend off his advances.” Fine, I may or may not be lying, but now’s not the time to examine shit, not with the senator laying cold on the ground, and the possibility looming in the air of someone coming over and seeing him. We have a job to do and I don’t want anyone attempting to come to his rescue or take the fun out of the part of the job I’ve been looking forward to the most. Interrogation.

      “We got Doc coming to check her over, too,” he informs me, as we quickly truss the senator up, like a Thanksgiving turkey, including a gag in the event he wakes up. No one wants to hear the bullshit he’ll want to spew out of his mouth. It’s better than knocking out his teeth, which I’d prefer to do, but have been ordered not to since we still need to gain some answers from him.

      “Good,” I reply, keeping my tone non-committal. “She looked kinda rough.”

      We then drag him back to where the van is and I toss him inside. I wish I could say we did it with care, but that would be an out and out lie. We may be assholes, but this douchebag deserves every bruise he gets from being flung around for what he did to that little girl and his wife. After getting the senator securely in the van, I walk around to the passenger side and open the door. Piper is sitting there, turned around looking into the back. “Who’s that?” she asks, her eyes as wide as saucers.

      “That is who I was in the tunnels to get,” I inform her. “I’m parked around the corner, you’ll be leaving with me, we have a doctor coming to look you over. My brothers,” I stall for a second, looking for the right words that won’t scare her, and make her go running into the dead of the night, “need to ask that man a few questions.” Shit, trying to come up with the right words is harder than I thought and I can see from her narrowed eyes that she’s not fully believing me.

      “C’mon,” I say, holding my hand out for her to take. She looks at my hand then up at me, coming to a conclusion, she places her hand in mine and I swear I feel electricity shoot up my arm at the contact. She must’ve felt it too because we look at each other and hold each other’s eyes. I shake my head to get rid of the shock and pull her hand causing her to follow my lead. As I walk us over towards my car, I hear a bird call, I flip my brother off over my shoulder because I’m not turning around and dealing with his bullshit right now.

      When I get us to my car, I open the passenger side and help her get in. As I round the car, I can’t help but wonder what that electric shock was that traveled up my arm at contact with her and what it could possibly mean. I’ve never felt anything like it, or heard any stories from my brothers, or friends, about anyone ever experiencing anything of that nature with a woman before. It has me a bit dazzled and I’m not sure what to make of it. Maybe I’m losing my fucking mind?

      
        
        Piper

      

      

      What the hell was that? I can’t help but wonder as my eyes track his every movement. I know he saved me, but that doesn’t mean I trust him. Then it hits me, my sister! We didn’t get my baby sister! I start to grab the handle to get out of the car and I feel an arm reach over and grab me. When did he get in? I was so distracted with thoughts of Destiny that I didn’t pay attention to my surroundings! What is wrong with me? I have to go back in and look for her, I have to find her!

      “Where d’you think you’re going?” he asks. Dammit, his voice is enough to stop me in my tracks, it’s a deep baritone, and it’s music to my ears. I feel so guilty right now because Destiny has been my focus throughout this whole thing, which I totally fucked up last night after returning back from the party. Seems I didn’t turn it on or some shit. They didn’t mention that little detail and I bore the brunt of their anger. I hurt everywhere and think a rib or two is cracked. Fuck, I wish things were different, because I’d kinda like to explore the sensations that have started coursing through me at his touch. His words have ramped those feelings up and I bite back a moan. Because my mind has tossed me into a scenario with him that simply isn’t possible, especially not with Destiny’s life still in the balance. Why can’t I focus? I’m all over the place with the thoughts running through my mind. “Where is she!” I scream out at the top of my lungs. I break free of his grasp and run from the car. I feel big, strong arms band around me, stopping me in my tracks.

      “Calm down,” he orders.

      “Let me go! I have to go find her,” I all but beg him, after screaming at him.

      “I promise, we will find her, but right now we have to get out of here.”

      “I don’t believe you! Please let me go, I promise you’ll never have to set eyes on me again.” Why is it those words gut me?

      “Hang on,” he says, “let me call my brothers, give me a second and we’ll make a plan, okay?”

      “Three minutes,” I growl out at him as I squint my eyes. All my anger and sorrow are directed at him.

      His raised eyebrow at my words has me wanting to laugh. Jesus, I feel so out of sorts right now it’s not funny! I’m at my breaking point and don’t know how much more I can take. Pacing around while he’s on the phone, I try to listen in, but he’s speaking in some sort of man grunt language I’ve never heard before. I finally give up and stand in front of him, my eyes boring into his as I tap my foot and fist my hands at my hips. I know I look like shit and am bruised from head to toe, and I’m barefoot to boot, but the flip-flops his brother gave me were the wrong size and my feet kept slipping out. I see his lip twitch at my pose and now I’m wondering what a full smile would look like gracing his face. Oh for fuck’s sake, focus, Piper!

      When he finally hangs up, I can’t control myself when I ask, “So?”

      “We’re sending in our backup team, they will be extracting her and bringing her to us.”

      “What does that mean, who are these people you’re speaking about?”

      “You’re just full of fucking questions tonight,” he growls at me. Hey, he can use that tone of growl with me, but it won’t work. He doesn’t scare me, not one bit.

      “I wouldn’t be full of questions if you’d just give me some answers!” I shout in his face. The look on his face is priceless. I’m pretty sure folks don’t yell at him and they sure as hell don’t get in his face when they do so. Why I’m not afraid is beyond me because he’s definitely scarier overall than the jerks who have held me captive. I’m positive if he wanted to, he could break me with one hand tied behind his back while being blindfolded, and yet, I don’t feel threatened.

      “To answer your question,” he spits out, “we have a backup team that either my brothers or I served with. They come in when we need help from time to time.”

      “And, do you trust these men?” I ask.

      “I don’t trust anyone, but these men are the best of the best,” he explains.

      Well alrighty then, Mr. I’ve Got Trust Issues and an ego to match! “Fine. Wait! They don’t know what she looks like!” Just like that, my panic returns.

      “Calm your tits, Jonas has already sent them a picture of your sister,” he replies. “Silas texted Jonas earlier and had him do a search once I found you and you gave me your full name.” Calm my tits? Calm my tits? What a fucking asshole! Making the decision that I just won’t talk to him anymore, I stomp back to the car and get in, slamming the door for good measure. Then, I push the lock button when I see the keys dangling from the ignition. I’ll show you that my tits are calm! What an asshole, his mentality and caveman antics are grating on my last nerve. I watch as he walks over and tries to open the door, when it doesn’t budge he leans down and looks at me through the window.

      “Open the fucking door, right now!” he commands.

      “What’s the magic word?” I sweetly ask him.

      “Now,” he grumbles.

      “Nope,” I say, popping my ‘p’, “not the word I was looking for,” I bat my eyelashes at him because I know it will drive him crazy.

      “Woman, open this damn door right this minute!” I raise my eyebrow at his words but don’t move near the lock. Nope, let Sir Asshole ask nicely. Since I don’t think that’s possible, I may as well get comfortable. I slide the front seat back and tilt it so I’m now fully reclining.

      “I don’t think so,” I say, examining my very dirty nails. Trying to bide some time until reinforcements show up, I dig through his glove box looking for something to clean them with.

      “What are you doing? Why are you going through my shit? Stop that!” I continue to ignore him when I find a box of toothpicks. I pull one out and start digging the dirt from under my nails.

      “Don’t do that in my car! It’s unsanitary, woman! That’s fucking disgusting! I don’t want your dirt in my car, my girl isn’t used to it.” I chuckle as I watch him going nuts, pulling on his hair and muttering expletives.

      “Piper, would you please…” and it looks like he’s choking now when he says ‘please’, “Please, unlock the fucking car?”

      “Well, since you asked so nicely, of course I’ll unlock the car and let you in,” I respond in my best southern belle accent. When he gets in the car, he pulls his keys from the ignition and places them in his pocket. If the death glare he’s sending my way is any indication of how he feels about me, he doesn’t like me very much. Can’t say that I blame him, and right now those feelings are returned tenfold.

      “We need to come to an understanding,” he states. “My car, my rules. No one cleans anything in my car. No one! Especially when it comes off of their body, I keep my girl in mint condition, and I expect you to have respect for her.”

      “Oh no! Did I get your precious girl dirty?” I mock him.

      “You have no respect, I just saved your ass back there and this is the way you treat me? What kind of bitch are you anyways?”

      “I didn’t ask you to, you neanderthal! And I’m the best kind of bitch, thank you very much!” I reply, his comment striking a nerve. But I won’t show fear. Nope. Not me. I’ll brazen it out until he’s out of my life, never letting on that I hate being called a bitch. Guess it could’ve been worse, though. He could have called me a cunt. Then, I would have been clawing his fucking eyes out. It’s the most degrading word I’ve ever heard a man call a woman in my life.

      “Like any self-respecting man would’ve left you to rot down there,” he sneers. “Enough talk. Did you get enough to eat?” His change of topic has me whipping my head to look at him once again. I catalog the long, blonde hair, the angled jaw, the lips that are full. Muscles that bulge beneath the short-sleeved t-shirt he’s wearing and he’s tall.

      “Yeah, I did, I think. I can’t eat much at a time. I wasn’t exactly staying at the Ritz, y’know,” I reply. His lips twitch at my comment, but he doesn’t say anything in response. I see headlights pull up behind where we’re parked and look over at him with my eyebrow raised in question. “Is that them?”

      “Yep, let’s go fill them in on the situation, unless you’d rather stay here?” he asks hopefully. I can tell he’d prefer me to stay right where I am, but that isn’t going to happen.

      I place my hand on the door handle and hear him mutter under his breath, “Didn’t think I’d get that lucky.” He steps out of the car and I follow in his stead.
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      Stubborn ass woman! I get out of the car and try to beat her over to where my team is waiting on instructions. “Thanks for coming out on such short notice,” I say, but my eyes cut over to her when I say the last part.

      “Yes, thank you,” she chimes in, holding out her hand. “I’m Piper, and it’s my sister that you’re going in to rescue.

      “Is that right?” Frank, my old buddy from the corps asks her.

      “Yep,” she replies, popping that ‘p’ again and making me want to grind my teeth at the tone of her voice.

      “Shut it,” I tell her, before looking at Frank. “Y’all got the picture from Jonas already?” I can literally hear her muttering something about cavemen, and assholes, but I ignore her the way she did me earlier.

      “Yeah, although all we would have had to know is she looks almost identical to her,” he replies, pointing to Piper. “Hair’s a little lighter, but other than that, they could be twins or something.” I grunt because they look nothing alike, not to me anyhow. My woman has a glow about her that her sister is lacking. Wait a fucking minute...my girl, where the fuck did that thought come from? Fuck that, she’s a bitch, and there’s no way I’d be able to claim a woman as stubborn as she is!

      “Any idea where she’d be down there?” Gordon asks me.

      “No fucking clue. Piper?” I question, looking over at her.

      “I...I don’t know. They just told me they had her, so I presumed she was being held in the same place I was.” Fuck. She sounds upset now, and for some motherfucking reason, I want to pull her close and make all of her troubles disappear. Jesus, I need to get tested, make sure there wasn’t some kind of neurological poison underground that’s affected my thought process because this shit ain’t me.

      “So, what’s the plan? What am I going to do?”

      “Do? What is it exactly that you think you can contribute to this mission?” I ask her.

      “She knows me, she doesn’t know any of you. She’d leave more willingly if I’m there than if I’m not.”

      “So, you’re saying because she doesn’t know them, she’d rather stay chained up and held captive than leave with them?”

      “Well, maybe?” Her forehead wrinkles as she thinks about it.

      “Jesus, I feel like Mom and Dad are fighting, can we just get a move on it already?” Liam asks the group. He’s always been a bit of a smart ass, and just like all the other times it was directed at me, I want to punch his teeth down his throat and make him choke on them.

      “Not happening. Give me a key phrase or something that only the two of you would know for these dumbfucks to say to her so she’s comfortable leaving with them,” I command.

      “What? And you want it when, now?” she asks.

      “Well, tomorrow may be too late,” Frank replies. The stricken look on her face at his words has me clenching my fists, and placing them at my sides, to keep from ramming them down his throat.

      “She’s been through enough!” I grit through my teeth.

      I hear her swallow roughly when she replies to Frank, “We used to tease each other that roses aren’t always red, and rainbows are prettier than unicorns. We’d always say this to each other when one of us was upset.”

      I bite back my laughter at the look on the guys’ faces at what Piper said. “Son of a fucking bitchwhore,” Liam mutters. “Really? We gotta say that?”

      “We gotta talk about unicorns and rainbows and shit?” Frank questions the group. I see them questioning their manhood at the thought of speaking of such things.

      “Uh, well, that’s been one consistent thing we’ve said since we were kids, so yeah,” Piper responds. I can see her lips twitching when it dawns on her how uncomfortable it’s going to make these guys to say something so juvenile and girly. I have to bite the inside of my cheek to prevent myself from breaking out in hysterical laughter. I wish I was going in with them so I could hear them say those things to her sister.

      “I have to get her out of here,” I say, pointing to Piper, “the doc has been on standby at our place waiting to treat her. Bring Destiny to my place when you extract her, she may be needing treatment too.” I place my hand on the small of her back and try to lead her back to the car.

      “Wait a minute!” Fuck, should’ve known it wouldn’t have been that easy. “I don’t wanna leave!”

      “Too bad,” I say, putting more pressure and forcing her to move. “The doctor gets paid whether you’re there or not, so, since it’s my money, we need to go. Don’t stress, they’ll bring your sister once they get her out.”

      “And if they don’t get her?”

      “Then you being here would be pointless, now wouldn’t it?” God, why am I being such an asshole to her, I can’t seem to help myself.

      She huffs out in exasperation at my words before jerking away and heading to the passenger side. Once again, she slams my girl’s door and it makes me want to jerk her back out of the car and smack that gorgeous ass.

      I give the guys all the information we have and tell them about the tunnels and different wings. I give as much detailed description as I can remember, and that’s a lot, because my mind is like a vault, that stores information, and seals it to my memory bank. When they are comfortable with the intel I’ve provided, I walk over to my poorly abused baby girl, my pride and joy, the car I spent endless hours working on, and shake my head at the thought of having to deal with the hellion inside. She’s a fighter, something I admire, but at the same time, the attraction I hold for her freaks me the fuck out. I need to keep my distance emotionally and keep this entire relationship professional. Otherwise, I have a feeling this spitfire could bring me to my knees, and that’s nothing that I’ll allow any woman to do.

      Ever.

      Not in this lifetime.

      No siree, not this guy.

      Hell to the no!

      “That’s two,” I tell her, getting in and starting the car.

      “Two what?” she questions with confusion marring her face.

      “Two times you’ve slammed my girl’s door. Show some fucking respect.”

      “That’s twice,” she turns in my direction looking at me, “that you’ve mentioned the word respect, but it doesn’t look like you know the meaning.”

      “Damn you’re mouthy,” but secretly, I’m enjoying our verbal sparring.

      “Yeah, well you’re an asshole with caveman tendencies, so I guess we’re even,” she states. I don’t bother answering. Instead, I point my girl back to our place. The sooner she gets checked over, the sooner I’ll know whether or not she’s okay. I’ve seen her wince, but not once has she complained, and my admiration has risen immeasurably.

      Something else I’ll examine.

      Someday.

      Maybe.

      Oh fuck, who the hell am I kidding. She’s already digging her claws into my cold, dead heart. I need a drink, like yesterday.

      
        
        Piper

      

      

      I keep looking out of the corner of my eye and admiring him, he’s so muscle-y and yummy, I can’t help but admire his physique. I wonder what it would be like to be wrapped in his strong arms. Would he be able to chase my fears away?  Shaking my head at where my thoughts are leading, I concentrate on the fact that they’re going to get Destiny. She’s why I’ve endured the beatings, the lack of food, or proper sanitation. I glance down at myself and grimace. I’m beyond a hot mess. I’m filthy, and probably smell horrible. I could give one of the many rats I’ve been habitating with a run for their money. I would smell myself, but that would be inappropriate in front of him, so I pretend nothing is amiss. Yet this man, who looks like something off the cover of a magazine, rescued me anyway. My knight in shining chrome and speed. I don’t believe in fairytales anymore, but the connection I feel towards him, has me examining everything I ever thought about myself. If I could pick someone, it would be someone like him, even with his caveman tendencies and unhealthy obsession with his car. It’s just a car, for fuck’s sake! Deciding to make conversation, I ask, “Can I take a shower when we get wherever we’re going?”

      He looks over at me and nods. I see him taking in my clothes, or lack thereof, and he replies, “We’ll find something else for you to wear.” Well, he is a gentleman in disguise it seems. Maybe there are some manners in there as well—buried deep, very deep.

      “Appreciate it,” I state. “The goat look is not good on me.”

      “Goat look?” he questions, one eyebrow raised. Fuck, he’s good looking. Focus, Piper, focus! The end game is getting Destiny safe!

      “Yeah, I smell like a goat right now.”

      I see his lip quirk up slightly but he doesn’t respond, he just keeps driving. A man after my own heart, yeah, that was me being sarcastic. “How much longer?”

      “Why? You got a hot date or something?”

      “Yep, with your shower,” I sarcastically respond. And just like that, the asshole is back in action.

      “Five minutes, ten tops,” he huffs out. What the fuck did I do now? God, he’s so hot and cold that I can’t keep up. Well, two can play that game.

      “Put the lead in that foot mister, I don’t have time for your precious car’s ego to take her time. I need a shower and more food, so I’ll be ready for when my sister arrives.”

      “Someone needs to take you over their knee and give you an attitude adjustment. One would think you’d be more grateful for the rescue.”

      “Ooh, I’m shaking in my pants. Are you the one who’s man enough to try and give that to me?”

      “Fuck! Only I could rescue a hellcat from the pits of hell,” he mutters under his breath. Mission accomplished! How’s that feel buddy?

      “Aww, aren’t you the man of the hour. Would you like a cookie to go with that whine?” I smirk at him. I’ve been called a ballbuster by the previous men in my life, but this guy, he brings it out tenfold.

      He growls at me. I never thought that was possible, even though I’ve read about it, but dammit, he fucking growled! “I’m not afraid of the big bad wolf,” I state, hiding my grin.

      “You should be. I eat little girls like you for breakfast, and again at dinner,” he replies.

      “Oh yeah?” I ask, my tone sultry at what his words evoke. Yeah, I’d love those shoulders between my thighs. And that hair of his...fuck! If I were the jealous type, I’d so envy the thick waves he has going on. Right now, he’s got it pulled back in a low ponytail, but my imagination is good, and I can see it flowing around him as he… fuck, now I’m turning myself on! Dammit dammit dammit.

      I cannot allow him to take me down this road!

      “What’s the matter, hellcat? Cat got your tongue?”

      “Nah, I’m thinking about what all I’d love to do with that tongue of yours.”

      “And what exactly is it you’d like for my tongue to be doing?”

      “I was just imagining cutting it off so you can’t speak anymore.” Liar liar pants on fire. I resist looking down to see if they have, in fact, gone up in flames. I know my panties have melted already.

      “I’d love to see you try, hellcat.”

      “Stop calling me that!”

      “What? Hellcat, it suits you. Don’t you think?”

      “I’m a docile, kind person. Hellcat does not describe me at all!” I exclaim. Okay, so maybe docile is the wrong word. “Fine. Call me hellcat if you want, but in return, I get to call you Roughrider,” I purr. If he wants a Hellcat, I’ll give him one!

      “Now, why would you want to call me that?” he inquires.

      “Cause, you’re rough around the edges and all you seem to give a damn about is your car.” There, explanation enough for you?

      “You’re a little shit, you know that?”

      “Yep, sure ‘nuff,” I give him attitude. “So, tell me, Roughrider, who all will be at this house we’re going to?”

      “My house, and my brothers. Don’t try your smartassness with them either, they’d eat you for breakfast and spit you out.”

      “So, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree I see. You’re telling me they’re assholes just like you?”

      “You and your whips,” he mutters. “Look, we’re not men to be fucked with, understand?”

      “Gotcha, buddy,” I state. “I’m used to dealing with assholes, so neither they, nor you will get under my skin… understand?” I use his word back at him. I’m not a kid, and I’m not stupid, so until he stops speaking to me like I am, I’ll give him as much attitude as I feel up to. If I were a lesser woman, his glare would incinerate me. Lucky for him, I’m made of stronger stuff as the past month has shown. I merely raise my eyebrows at him while smirking. He may be a badass, but I’m not scared of him and won’t bow down to any man.

      
        
        Atticus

      

      

      Her attitude is turning me hard as stone. I need to get away from this temptress—preferably the other side of the ocean. Timbuktu, bumfuck Egypt, would work. Yeah, that should be far enough of a stretch to not have fantasies about what I can shove in that sassy, perfect mouth of hers.

      “We’re here,” I announce, as we pull in the gates that lead back to our home. It’s a long, back country road that we’ve built our house on. The land is ten acres and we have it surrounded by a fence all the way around. We have security cameras and measures in place should someone attempt to penetrate our mini-fortress. It pays to have the sort of connections we’ve got, that’s for sure. Infrared devices, face recognition cameras, and quite a few nasty surprises should anyone actually be fucked up enough to attempt to breach our ‘compound’.

      “Wow, paranoid much?” she snarkily asks.

      She’s getting to me, and I can’t seem to help what comes out of my mouth, “I don’t know, do you think you, and your sister would’ve been safe had you been surrounded by something like this?”

      “Low blow,” she says, turning her head facing out the passenger side window.

      “Sorry, I’ve had a rough couple of weeks,” I apologize. Only a real man can admit when he’s wrong, and I was. I’ll own that shit, but she’s testing my patience with her snarky comments.

      “I’m sorry too, when I’m upset, or nervous, I can’t seem to help what comes out of my mouth.”

      “I’ll accept yours, if you accept mine. Fresh start, we’ll begin this whole thing over and pretend we haven’t annoyed the fuck out of each other.”

      “Agreed, should we start with introductions?”

      “I think we can bypass that,” I respond. We pull up to the house and I open the garage. Say what you wish, but my baby is well taken care of and she deserves shelter as much as I do. When we pull in, she admires all the vehicles, both sports and terrain. We also have our play toys we use on days we want to unwind. Sports bikes, racing bikes, quads...you name it, we’ve got it. Work hard, play harder. We also have our archery stuff, rifles, shotguns, etcetera...although those you can’t see with the naked eye. They’re in a safe that is obscured by a wall that moves when we enter a code in the keypad. We’ve even got a few panic rooms throughout the house and with me rescuing her, I make a mental note to show her where they’re at and how to access them. Just in case. None of us were Scouts, but we’ve always lived by the ‘be prepared’ motto.

      If anything, our father prepared us for the worst-case scenario. That’s what happens when you’re military, he was one paranoid motherfucker, but I can’t blame him for that after everything he witnessed and went through protecting our country and freedom. As I open my door, I notice Silas has opened the garage door and comes over to the passenger side and opens the door, holds out his hand, and offers Piper assistance out of the car.

      She turns and looks at me, “Good to see someone in your family has manners.”

      “Hey, I thought we were starting over!” I protest.

      “We are, my bad...oops.” An image emerges in my head, one where I bend her over the hood of my baby, rip her pants down, and spank her ass raw. I’d love to see my handprint on her pale ass cheek. She’d wear my mark so well. Fuck, now I’m hard as a steel pipe again. I get out of the car and can tell by Silas’ smirk that he noticed. Fucker. I toss my middle finger up as we make our way into the house.

      “Not my type,” he states.

      “Mine either,” I grit through my teeth.

      “Sure, I can see that,” he chuckles. Piper looks around confused by our conversation. “Let’s get you inside, little missy, the doctor is here and waiting to see you.” He practically drags her inside, making me want to yank his arm from his body. I don’t like his hands on her.

      “My legs aren’t as long as yours,” she huffs, “you need to slow your roll, mister,” she pronounces.

      Those legs might not be as long, but I can picture them wrapped around my waist as I pound into her.

      Against the wall.

      On a bed.

      Doesn’t matter.

      Right now, even as beat up as she is, she’s starring in every erotic fantasy I’ve ever had. Fuck, yeah, she needs to move on, quickly. I do not want to be tied to her in any way. We need to get Destiny here, set them up and let them move the fuck on. We can get them new identities, set them up with a whole new life, a safe life, somewhere far far away. I hear a voice clear and look up. Silas is giving me a look that says he knows what’s on my mind.

      “Any news from the men?” I ask him, since Silas is their point of contact.

      “They’ve breached the underground, and have secured the south wing. Nothing yet, brother.”

      “Fuck.” I was hoping they’d be in and out of there with Destiny in tow, quickly. The longer she’s down there, the more time they have to move her and hide her. I don’t like the odds, especially since Piper says she never set eyes on her sister.

      “They’re the best of the best, if anyone can find her it will be them.”

      “Not as good as we are,” I mumble under my breath. Piper snorts at my comment and I choose to ignore her, this time. Just because she makes me desire her, doesn’t mean I will give into her antics. Her version of foreplay is something that usually turns me on. I’m not saying she doesn’t, but I know she isn’t what I need in my life. Too many complications, ones I most certainly do not need in my life. With my line of work, I can’t afford any distractions. And she’s a huge one, wrapped up in a pretty little package. One I don’t need, or want, to open.

      Fuck that.

      I can spew that shit in my head all day long, but in the end, I fear that she’s going to sneak behind my defenses, and make it hard to say goodbye when the time comes.

      “So where is this doctor?” she asks. I’m glad she speaks up, because I could’ve gotten lost in my head with the direction I was headed.

      “He’s upstairs in the medical room.”

      “You have a medical room? What for?” I snort at her question.

      I give her a look, not answering. Surely she’s figured out we’re the kind of men who fly under the radar and that means no hospitals. The doctor we use is on retainer and knows his shit. Hell, after one mission, he did surgery on Silas to repair his injuries! He has a general anesthesia person he calls when those things are needed. Yeah, that one still leaves a sour taste in my mouth because we found out it was a set-up from the very first. Of course, we got the last laugh because that fucker is in Satan’s dining room now, dispatched by yours truly. No one lays a hand on one of my brothers and lives to tell the tale. Fuck that, they’re all I have in this world, and I’m not ready for the Reaper to come knocking at our door anytime soon. I don’t have much in this life outside of possessions, and those I do have, I protect with every fiber of my being.

      We walk up the stairs and lead her to the infirmary. Half of it looks like your standard doctor’s office, while the back part is a surgical unit, ready for anything that we should need. We have antibiotics, lidocaine for numbing if one of us need stitches, the plaster shit if something’s broken. Hell, we even have an x-ray machine. We don’t trust hospitals or independent doctors, which is why we pay ours to be on call at all times. We trust him, he’s been with us for years, and knows how to keep his mouth shut. A plus in our world, just another way to keep us under lock and key.

      We all have scars to prove that we’ve lead a hard, rough life. Even as young boys we were always finding ourselves injured. There was no tree we couldn’t climb, no fortress we couldn’t win...we were, and still are, rowdy.
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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