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​Zadie

Eight Years Earlier

This was supposed to be the best day of my life. 

Instead, I find myself being sucked into some alternative universe where someone else’s life has to be flashing before my eyes. And for some God forsaken reason, I can’t wake or stop what’s about to happen, plus any of the ripple effects afterward from them.

No, I’m not being dramatic, especially since today’s my eighteenth birthday. But still, it would explain so much if I were. I may be jumping ahead of myself, and you need to know how I got here in this predicament in the first place...

I’m your normal spoiled teenage girl who has lived a pretty extravagant, but dare I say, still average life with just my father and brother. This is my opinion anyway.

Dad, who I thought was in the selling and trading of wholesale goods business, (actually he is, but more on the illegal side of things), I know that now, has always been the most supportive, loving man in my life and so has my older brother, Markus. However, on top of all the deceit from dear old dad about his livelihood, it also seems to entail my brother who also has been working for him doing unthinkable and uncharacteristic cruel things. 

I never thought “learning the ropes,” as dad would always say whenever he’d be trying to teach Markus something about the business, would entangle such a web of lies and spread farther down the line into his son.

For my entire life the two of them have been deceiving me. Plain, right in my face blatant lies and deceit. Now I understand why they felt the need to always have me be accompanied to the warehouse where our family business transactions were being performed. 

God forbid I’d have a normal, genuine average life. But if I had, I wouldn’t be in this dilemma that I find myself in right at this very moment: I’d be still living a lie of blissful ignorance forever. 

Right now, I’m not quite sure which one is better – ignorance or truth.

As I crouch down behind a large wooden crate, my reality is about to be shaken to the very core by witnessing the horrible men they truly have become. Or maybe always have been. 

Obviously I’ve been kept in the dark about all of their activities, but I’m not sure knowing or not knowing the circumstances of our lives would have been better. But right now obliviousness seems to be the better option in my confused mind. I think for you to fully understand the position I found myself in I should start from the beginning of my day, so you know where this is truly all coming from...

My day started off like any other one of my birthdays, breakfast in bed, tons of roses, and of course, more extravagant gifts than I know what to do with. Daddy always said he believed in spoiling us because he worked too damn hard for the money he made and he had nothing himself growing up, so he wanted to make sure that Markus and I got everything he could never have when he was young. I just didn’t know it came at such a steep price. 

And that price it seems was at the expense of someone else’s life or livelihood.

After breakfast I went to the spa, again the usual, and then I was going to go shopping for something new to wear to my party tonight because every birthday girl needs to look their best on their night of celebration, right? Anyways, for some reason I decided to stop by to see if daddy and Markus wanted to have lunch first. 

Whenever escorted to daddy’s warehouse, I typically came in through the front doors; my second mistake of the day of many I’ve made. However, I was on the other side of the building which I saw as no big deal, so I parked and came in from the rear where the employee entrance is instead.

The eerie silence as I stood outside the door made my skin prickle with uncertainty, plus I found it odd that nobody was around or at the rear door to greet me when I came through it, but again ignoring my gut instinct screaming to turn around and leave, I proceeded and that’s when I heard the screams and raised voices.

Instead of turning away as that tiny voice in my head shrieked for me to run, I did as every person in all those horrible horror movies Markus loves to watch. I nervously crept towards where the ruckus was coming from just in case I needed to tell daddy. That’s when I got my first glimpse of the men in my life acting as they truly are.

“Didn’t I tell you what would happen if you tried to run again!” Markus roared at a young woman, who couldn’t be much older than me. “You don’t think we know and hear everything that happens in this town?” he yells while back handing her across her face.

Everything seems to fall into slow motion after that. 

Her head whips backward as her frail body crunches loudly against the wall behind, making her head slam at a deafening cracking sound that vibrates in the very essence of my bones, feeling the pain as my own.

With trembling hands, I clutch my mouth to stop the loud gasp from escaping beyond my lips. Tears smear down my freshly washed face distorting vision of my brother’s form. Or is the reality that is my life what is truly distorted in my vision because of him?

I shake my head to say no because this can’t be happening. No, God, no, I plead for this insanity to miraculously change. But I know ironically it has to be all real because this isn’t something I would dare to imagine Markus doing. A true nightmare yes, but my reality, hell no.

Wiping the wetness away I watch as daddy steps forward and places a hand on Markus’s shoulder stopping the next swing before it can connect. “Please daddy stop this. Please, please, please make this all go away,” I’m silently pleading internally while my hands gripped in prayer tighten until my knuckles are bone white. However, I feel nothing. 

Markus nods at him then backs away never taking his crude stare from the battered, broken girl who has fallen to the ground. His eyes identical to my own are blazing with hatred. Eyes that mirror mine perfectly from our mother which always shone love and acceptance but no more. I’ve never seen so much venom of evil, and there’s no denying that’s what’s in his hazel eyes right now.

Typically, our eyes are a speckled bright green color, but today I don’t recognize or associate his with mine...or I can’t or won't ever again. There’s a strange sort of terror portrayed that has been burned into my mind and I will never be able to forget this, or him like this. These are the eyes of a true monster.

I turn my focus from him to where daddy steadily removes his jacket, handing it over to his driver, Ken, who takes it and folding neatly over his arm like he’s done so many times before in front of me. Often it’s when daddy has decided to play with me and doesn’t want to ruffle his attire.

He begins to pace back and forth in front of the girl, and I can’t tell what he’s waiting or expecting from her. Then without any warning or change in his demeanor, he suddenly kicks her left ribs several deafening times. “Fucking useless bitch,” he says unnervingly calm, “I own you and you just wrote your own fucking death certificate, Myra.”

He lifts her from the floor by the crown of her hair handling her like a dirty rag doll, dripping of blood and filled with bruises across her thinning pale skin. Wails of pain escape from her broken dry lips once more. With every scream she releases, I feel the agony strumming my own body.

“No, please! I’ll do whatever you say from now on!” she pleads, as her tears mix with the blood from where Markus’s latest hit was.

Daddy laughs sadistically throwing her broken naked form down onto a metal table that it seems to be strategically placed off to the side for just this.

Her head and side slam into it with an echoing crack making her shrieks of pain cascade around the warehouse in vibration of, “Ahhhhh,” as she groans inward into a fetal position of pure anguish.

Biting down onto my fist and breaking skin to keep from crying out along with her, I’m frozen. Shudders hold me in place from the unimaginable terror happening, but I still can’t pull my gaze from her now blank stare. It’s as if she’s accepted her faith and all fight as left her soul suddenly. 

“Please stop...please, please, please,” I beg in my head for this to not be happening, for me to wake from this tormenting nightmare.

Myra is now laying motionless as daddy starts to move forward, “Tie her down,” he instructs ominously to the men surrounding them. All of them watching on with grins of pleasure across their pathetic faces. All relishing every bit of this sick show. Christ, who are these people? How could all of them be disgusting bastards?

I watch as Markus and Brad turn her over, tying her arms to a leg of the table pulling her forward until they become taut, and they then do the same to her legs making her spread wide open and vulnerable for all.

“By the time we’re done with you in the only useful way a girl like you is good for, there won’t be much of you left. Then only when you’re of no use will your pathetic useless soul be given back. But it’ll be worthless since you’ll be dead,” he snorts as he tells her this. “I warned you what would happen if you sold your soul to this devil,” daddy says hitting his own chest. “I told you what would happen if you ever crossed me, Myra, and now you’re going to pay the ultimate price. Nobody is ever going to find a single trace of you when I’m done today.” He laughs viciously making everybody around him to join in.

“Please, I’ll do better...,” Myra whimpers finally showing she’s still alive. This seems to make daddy even more pleased because a sinister smile falls into place on his face.

I look away not able to watch the torture of this poor girl any longer.

I crouch back down behind the crate to get away from the sight of the very man whose always ever protected me. I rock myself back and forth covering my ears trying to stop the noises from entering to form more horrific images that will be burned into the dark recesses of my mind forever.

I don’t know how long I’ve been in this position, but I can’t hear anymore screaming or laughter from the group, so I gingerly peek out over the edge and see her laying on the table naked and all life has been taken this time as she stares with vacant dead eyes, by the only person I would have trusted with my own life, my hero my... “Daddy,” I whimper out unsteadily.

I place a quivering hand to my mouth and cry for the loss of my protector, my hero, my once safe place in this cruel world. I will never be able to unsee the monster he and my brother are. They have done unspeakable acts here today. 

“Markus, make sure they take care of the body and the rest of you wipe clean this mess,” Daddy says, breaking into my thoughts.

I duck down in time to be missed by all of them and crawl my way back out the door to where my car is parked. I couldn’t tell you how I got out of there or even the drive from Jersey to Manhattan I took, but my phone blaring to life in the passenger seat scares me to life again, causing me to swerve into oncoming traffic, narrowly missing a delivery truck by mere inches before I gain control of my senses.

Daddy’s name flashing across the car screen makes me frown with uncertainty. He doesn’t know I was there, could he? I think paranoidly to myself. “No, it’s not possible,” I utter aloud. “Come on, you have to answer to make it look good, to buy us some time to figure out what to do next,” I prompt myself to have a backbone for once.

I swipe the answer button, “Hi daddy!” I say as perky as possible, not wanting him to suspect anything.

“Hey baby girl, you still shopping?” he asks sweetly. His voice portraying the loving man I know so well. My heart aches all over again making my breathing become restricted and shallow.

I look around finally seeing my surrounding and finding myself parked suddenly somehow subconsciously outside one of my favorite stores. Knowing I’m not lying I answer, “Yup! You know me, I can’t decide what I want to wear tonight.”

He chuckles which has always been one of my favorite noises from him and I think I die a little bit more from this alone. “Well, you’d better be back in time to get ready because the guests are arriving at seven tonight.”

“I will, I promise.”

“I love you baby girl.”

“I love you too, daddy. See you later.”

“Bye sweetheart,” he says then hangs up.

My phone drops to my lap and a soft sob escapes from my lips. I stare straight ahead, with tears continually streaking down my face. How am I going to face this man again? Or Markus, my role model, my loving big bro?

Lost in these thoughts, I jump with a yelp when a knock hits on my window as a dominating shadow falls across my lap. Looking up into unfamiliar brown eyes of a man in a dark colored suit I frown. “Have I parked illegally?” I think to myself as I’m looking around for any sign to why this man is at my window.

I roll it down partially taking as much precaution as possible. Even in broad daylight people go missing, just like Myra will now...I shake the dark thoughts away and wipe away the tears. “Can I help you?” I ask him nervously.

“Actually, I believe I can help you Miss Thomas,” he replies.

“Excuse me?” I ask with a confused expression making me frown as I look at him. Am I in some sort of twilight zone or some freaking movie gone wrong today? First daddy’s transgression and now this stranger talking cryptically to me.

“I can help you get away from your family, if you agree to help us,” he states as he flashes his badge to me.

I’m shaking my head no before he even utters another word. “I’m sorry you have me confused with somebody else. I’m perfectly fine and I love my family,” I tell him as I get out of my car, pushing him back and make my way towards the crowded sidewalk of New York City. It’s safer in the crowd and away from whoever this man is saying he is.

A black SUV screams to halt in front of us out of nowhere and I’m pushed in it by the same man before I’m able to even screech one syllable from my mouth. “We aren’t going to hurt you,” the man who knocked on my window says, “We just want to talk.”

“Yeah and kidnapping me is the polite way to go about it,” I answer as I wrap my arms protectively around myself wedged between two hulking men.

“You are free to go at any time, but please hear us out first,” another man dressed in a similar black suit says. It’s almost like I entered the “Men in Black” movie because as I glimpse at my kidnappers they all seem to be wearing the same identical outfit. All four are in generic black suits, white shirts, and black ties.

A giggle escapes my lips unable to contain the pent-up fear. Suddenly I’m laughing hysterically, and they’re staring at me like I have just lost my frigging marbles. “I can’t believe this is happening to me,” I whimper when the laughing finally dies off.

We pull into an unknown warehouse, and I could kick myself, because I have watched every crime show known to man. And the first thing you should always do is keep note of the location you are being brought to in case you need to describe or escape later. They didn’t even bother blindfolding me, and I still couldn’t tell you where the hell they’ve brought me if I was ever asked.

Our vehicle comes to a stop and all of us exit. I’m gently motioned to a room, that looks like an interrogation room if I ever saw one. “Would you like something to drink?” kidnapper number one asks, since I don’t know his name I might as well call him that.

“Ted, we don’t have time for that,” kidnapper number two says and now I know one’s name at least.

I shake my head no and take a seat, “Alright. First off, my name is Special Agent Ted Norris, and this is Special Agent Fillmore Duncan and we’ve been tracking your father’s dealings for more than two years now.”

“Two years?” I squeal out.

“Yes, and he always seems to slip through our fingers somehow, but I think you saw something today that may help us,” Fil says, finishing Ted’s sentence.

“Even if I did, how can I even prove what I saw happened and who’s going to even believe anything I have to say anyways?”

“We were able to get a warrant to enter the warehouse and have caught the men trying to clean up the mess that happened after you left. Then, another man was caught with the body, but we want to get your father, because we know he’s the boss here.”

“I don’t know...,” I start to murmur staring down at my trembling hands uncomfortably.

“He has kidnapped and forced numerous young women and men to prostitute or traded/sold them to other bosses. Please help us stop him from hurting anybody else,” Ted begs with soft brown eyes that have a small gold fleck in the center of them. 

They’re warm and caring unlike the ones I witnessed earlier today. “He’s the biggest mob boss on the east coast, but we can never seem to catch him because he has too many people in his pocket.”

“What do you need me to do then?” I ask anxiously.

“We need you to testify to what you saw today and then we can get the warrant to search your family’s home where we believe he keeps the records to everything he deals in,” Fillmore answers.

“Our house? I don’t think you’ll find anything there,” I tell them honestly.

“There’s nowhere in the house that is off limits? Some place that you aren’t supposed to go in because your father said so?” Ted asks and I feel the color drain from my face.

“The third floor,” I whisper quietly as my mind flashes to when daddy went ballistic after finding me creep up there curiously.

“Where?” they ask in unison this time.

“I’m forbidden to go to the third floor because daddy always said that it was unfinished and I could get hurt, but I snuck up there once and saw it was actually beautifully decorated. My girlfriend told me that it was probably his man cave, so I never went back,” I tell them. They look at each other and then back at me with a raised brow, “You know, a place to get away from his hectic life of raising two kids by himself.”

“I’m sorry to tell you this Vicky, but that’s where your father most likely runs his real business from.”

“It can’t be...,” I trail off when Myra’s lifeless body flashes in my memory again.

“Vicky, I need you to tell me what you saw today, and I promise to protect you by placing you into the witness protection program. You’ll never have to be afraid or face them other than in court if it comes to that.”

“Court?” I shriek out.

“That’s if it goes to court, which in most cases it doesn’t because the criminal takes a deal. We’ll worry about that if the time comes,” Ted says giving Fillmore who said it the evil eye.

I look from Ted to Fillmore; can I face my father after seeing what he just did?

I think about how many lives that he must have taken, ruined, and could still hurt. Yes, I need to stop this terror before another innocent life is ruined. It won’t be easy and definitely terrifying, but it still needs to be done. After all, this is my legacy as well.

I nod in agreement, “I don’t want anybody else to get hurt because of my family. I’ll tell you everything I saw.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Chapter One


[image: ]


​Zadie

Seven Years Later...

Working for Beckett Murphy at Stone Marketing these last two weeks has been a dream come true. I’ve learned so much and I can’t wait to delve further into the knowledge of marketing that this man possesses.

We’ve only tackled a few of his accounts so far but he’s taken the time to bring me up to speed and explained each with great detail so that I understand the direction he’s working towards with each project.

By doing this, Beckett has made me feel as though my opinion or suggestions count and in turn made me feel that I’m more of a partner than his assistant. I had no expectations when I was hired, but being treated as his equal was more than I could have asked for.

When my studies ended and the pursuit of finding employment was on all the student body’s mind, Stone Marketing was the number one pick for most of the graduates wanting to pursue a career here on the west coast.

To be valued as an equal is something most women in business unfortunately have to strive or fight for in this male dominated world. Yes, I know it still happens quite a bit when it shouldn’t, and I feared it would be what I’d be facing here. But Stone Marketing like its stellar reputation, isn’t like that at all.

It’s known as the top pick because of its equality, knowledgeable, and diversified marketing branches within a single firm and lastly its workplace ethics. It was said that once hired it had little, if any, turnover in staff and that’s saying something for a business that had only started a few years ago. Basically, in that brief time the company managed to rank number one for all marketing firms on this coast, if not the country by now. 

“Beck, can you sit in on the meeting with...,” a sultry man’s voice utters pulling my thoughts back to what I was doing when all of a sudden, a warm, hard body slams into mine.

It takes a minute for me to get my bearings, but when I do what I’m faced with...actually engulfed with, is a man that must have been sculptured by the gods themselves.

Thick dirty blond hair, chiseled cheek bones, and a pair of stunning ocean blue eyes stare down at me. But what really has my blood pumping is the broad, muscled arms latched around my form. 

I gulp down my unexpected arousal, push at his impressive pectorals, and step out of his grasp. “Sorry,” I squeak out nervously at the same time. 

However, I don’t think removing myself from his personal space is any better because I now have full access to his entire body...and what a body he has. I bite my lip to stop the groan that almost slipped out.

I could feel the hardness of his muscles stretch underneath his designer suit but being able to run my eyes greedily over it is something different altogether. An absolute masterpiece of a specimen from top to bottom. 

Once I’ve had my fill of his full length, (and yes, I mean exactly that specific body part because right now it’s proudly straining to introduce itself as well), I raise my heated face to meet his and find he’s admiring me just as intently. We continue this unusual interaction until he finally clears his throat murmuring, “No, it was entirely my fault,” he indicates rubbing the back of his neck making his bicep bulge in the process. “I’m Mackenzie Stone and you must be Zadie, Beck’s new assistant,” he utters bringing his hand down and extends it for me to take.

I’m dumbfounded and lost within my own arousal-filled haze of a mind, picturing some very unseemly inappropriate actions when his words finally sink in. Total mortification hits all at once causing my face to drop as if he can see exactly what I was really thinking.

Logically I know this isn’t feasible, but still picturing my boss, (no, he’s actually my boss’s boss), in many various compromising positions, which is unlike me at all. Shit! I chastise myself as a tingling sensation draws my attention back to my face where he’s lifting my chin with one meager finger.

This small point of contact sends a pinnacle awakening of every desire imaginable back into my thoughts just as our eyes meet again.

It is said that the eyes are the window into a person’s soul, and I never could process such a logic or maybe I just never understood what it meant to truly see a person with such openness... until now. 

But as our eyes meet what I see within interlaces and links instantly. Knowing and genuinely seeing a person are completely different for me now, I understand this because in order to experience it I needed to find him. 

Depth, life, desire, and finally love is all embodied in this one view within. His passion to be just that person for all others who are special to him are here too. However, I can acknowledge how intimate a moment we’re having, and I need to shut this down before it even starts.

Steeling my willpower, I step back allowing this small point of our joint existence to disconnect, then I conjure a pleasant smile to relieve the awkwardness I’ve caused.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Stone,” I say as I play the part of professionalism to a tee.

He stares blankly for a heartbeat then clears his throat intently as he did before, “Yes, but there’s no need for so much formality. Mack will do,” he says in return.

I frown. Using his first name could allow our situation to become familiar, even comfortable, and I’m determined to keep my distance from any men, especially this man. This pacifying sensation he exudes could cause more issues than a person in my position needs.

“I really...”

“Oh, stop harassing my assistant, will you?” Beckett says sauntering over to us and saving my resolve. “I don’t want to find another when I just got such a brilliant one.”

I can feel the heat rise in my cheeks from the compliment, so I bow my head shyly from both of them.

“I wasn’t,” Mack whines. “I was just trying to introduce myself.”

I bite my lip to stop the smile slipping out. He sounds adorable, like a wounded child being chastised.

“Yeah well, introductions are done, so why, pray tell, are you here to bother us again?”

I lift my head and find his gaze still fixated on me. I raise a brow, waiting to hear his answer. He shrugs lifting those pronounced sculpted shoulders answering, “No clue anymore, but it was still worthwhile since I got to meet Zadie.”

“Great,” Beck utters pulling my attention to him. “If you don’t mind continuing with this and we’ll meet this afternoon to go over it,” he says brightly to me while handing a file over.

“Of course,” I reply as I take it, turning away from both men once it’s in hand.

“Nice to meet you,” Mack’s sultry voice croons once more.

I stop abruptly and turn slightly to him. “And you too, sir,” I reply then leave before he can reprimand me.

With all due respect he never said I couldn’t call him sir or anything else for that matter. He just gave Mack as one of my options. I grin victoriously for one upping him. I may not want to cut the lines of professionalism, but I can certainly blur them a bit.

As long as I maintain my distance from anyone, dare I say unusual or odd encounters or whatever that was, I don’t see any harm in chipping away at Mack’s confidence.

But in the end game of my life this little woman won’t lose her focus over a man anytime soon, especially my boss Mackenzie Stone.

​
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Mackenzie

I’m sitting here in my office trying to figure out why I can’t bring myself to call Annette, the blind date from last night and make another date with her. She ticked all the boxes for me: intelligent, funny, independent, and sexy as hell. She was the whole frigging package, yet I felt no attraction to her. Not even the slightest movement from down below, if you know what I mean.

We had great conversations, and they never stalled all evening long, but somehow I still couldn’t even bring myself to kiss her at the end of the night. It’s the same instance with all the other women I’ve been out with lately. We get along, and have become friends, but nothing more than that. I can’t seem to be able to move past that point. 

I sigh loudly, rubbing my hands over my face in frustration feeling my head start to throb with an impending headache. “What if I never find the one compatible for me?” I say aloud. “I don’t want to land up alone my whole life.” 

I think of my older brother Phoenix and how he’s determined that he doesn’t need or want anyone in his life because he’s happy living his life with no emotional connections, but rather filling his time with tons of random women heating his bed during the night then he shoos them out the door as soon as the sun rises.

It's as if he and River, another one of my brothers, are scared of any commitment or of these emotions themselves. However, when the right women come along those two will be the first ones to fall, hard. I can’t wait to sit back and witness their demise.

I smile at the thought of it, especially Phoenix. He will need a strong independent woman to not only put up with him but put him in his place. 

“What’s that look for?” Beckett says wandering into my office making my eyes snap to his face, “Your date was that great and I’m finally going to lose my best friend when he becomes a lovesick panting dog?”

Automatically my smile drops off. “Christ no,” I tell him, “She was nice, but...”

“But there was no chemistry,” he says throwing his arms up in the air while finishing my sentence. I just shrug at his disappointed stare.

“What can I say. It just didn’t click with her in that sense.”

“Mack, you can’t wait for some magical emotion or whatever the hell you think will happen when you meet the woman of your dreams. Putting this much pressure on yourself isn’t helping either,” he says lecturing me.

“You make me sound like sound kind of... emotional chick,” I tell him shaking my head in disbelief. “It’s unrealistic to want the person that will fit me. It’s not my fault that I’m not attracted to these women on any level. Plus, it’s as if he’s decided to stop working until I do find her,” I explain gesturing at my crotch.

“Shit, it’s become that bad?”

“Yeah pretty much. What the hell am I going to do?” I really have no clue how I’m going to function if it never works again.

“Well, you can always become a priest,” he says laughing his ass off at my expense.

I throw my pen at him, and he dodges it. “Asshole,” I murmur. “Wait until it’s you.”

Still chuckling he shakes his head, “Never going to happen.”

“Famous last words, but someday a woman is going to wrap her sweet little...,” I’m saying when he cuts me off.

“That’s my cue to leave again,” he says before I can stop him. 

I stare at where he just left and remember that I needed him to accompany me to the meeting I’m having in a couple of hours. My assistant checked his schedule and he’s available so I might as well ask now before I forget, or he happens to schedule something in that time slot.

“Beck, can you sit in on the meeting with...,” I’m saying when I scramble to catch the person I just rammed in to. But as I tighten my embrace my body decides to finally come back to life. Not the best timing for it to decide this, but hey, at least I now know he still works.

As the enticing scent of wildflowers mixed with honeysuckle hits my nose, a small hand pushes at my chest making me break my grip around her. But what my eyes fall on isn’t what I expected at all.

I stare blankly at the most beautiful woman I have ever seen, and I’ve seen my fair share. She’s petite with a curvy silhouette accentuated behind her very plain business attire. This woman is a deity with her wild black hair being contained in a tightly fitted bun, but failing with each piece that escapes it, along with her bare pink plump lips and a generous display of breasts. They’re unfortunately hidden from my view, but that doesn’t stop me from picturing how perfect they could be, making my pulse spike straight to the unexpected erection which somehow gets even harder making it strain painfully against my suit pants.

I continue to salivate as I peruse her entire body, slowly taking in every single inch of her. When I reach the pale skin of her long slender legs, I almost lose the battle of the calm composure I’m trying to portray right then. Holy hell, who is this goddess and where has she been my whole life? I run my eyes back up her frame to her freckled face.

Making her turn a lovely shade of red while her head lowers denying any view of her eyes. I raise a hand and lift her face to greet mine. Crackling chemistry pulses through every molecule making my body come alive as I’ve never felt before.

Time itself seems broken from our existence as we continue with this unspoken stance. But even some of the greatest of fairy tales come with unfortunate peril, and I sense this connection forming between us will somehow be no different.

Why do I feel as if this is an ending instead of a beginning?

I gulp down my uneasiness and watch as her whole body visibly trembles with the same stimulation mine is feeling. However, instead of succumbing to its desire, she takes a step further away from me. I frown at the movement and that’s when I can see Beckett in my peripheral with his shit-faced grin. 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you Mr. Stone,” she says ignoring any of the signs of this weird chemistry going on between us.

I stare blankly for a heartbeat then clear my throat. “Yes, but there’s no need for so much formality. Mack will do,” I tell her edging forward in turn trying to find the connection from earlier.

She frowns at this, and I just can’t understand what the big deal is and I’m starting to wonder who the hell this woman really is? And why Beck is grinning like a Cheshire cat too.

“I really...”

“Oh. Stop harassing my assistant will you,” Beckett says ambling over to us, interrupting whatever she was going to say. “I don’t want to find another when I just got such a brilliant one,” he continues when the word hits me.

Assistant, the title suddenly feels stagnant in my foggy brain. I have certain rules or policies for myself, and the number one rule is no fraternizing with any co-workers or employees. It causes drama that I don’t need in my life, plus there was always a huge selection of mates to find on the market so there’s no need to cause problems at the workplace.

However, with all my fucking luck the woman pulling at my heart strings has to be employed by me. What are the goddamn odds? Christ, this can’t be happening...but it is, so doing the right thing as I always do, I step away from the delectable temptation, but she doesn’t see the action because she’s bowed her head once more. 

“I wasn’t,” I try to explain my odd behavior. Back peddling as fast as I can, “I was just trying to introduce myself.”

I watch for some sort of reaction that I’m doing the right thing. Any indication that she feels this, that I’m not the only one with this ... reaction, connection. Whatever the hell this is. All I get in return is complete and utter silence which only confirms what my gut has already told me. Stay the fuck away from her.

“Yeah well, introductions are done, so why pray tell have you come to bother us again?” Beck asks, still smiling smugly.

She finally lifts her gaze at this arching a brow cockily to me then waits patiently to hear the answer. Why did I come here? I know it was of importance, but I have no clue. I shrug answering, “Don’t remember, but it was still worth coming to your office since I got to meet Zadie,” I murmur bringing my eyes back to her form.

Which is regrettably true since I can somehow already picture us together since she’s exactly what I’ve been after, but it won’t happen as long as she works here.

“Great,” Beck utters. “If you don’t mind continuing with this and we’ll meet in the afternoon to go over it,” he says handing her a file.

“Of course,” she replies taking it. 

I watch as she turns away from us, swaying her sexy hips in the process. It’s not even intentional, but somehow even this drives me wild. 

“Nice to meet you,” I mutter as she continues to exit.

Hearing my voice her spine goes straight making her stop abruptly and turn slightly towards me looking over her right shoulder. 

“And you too, sir,” she says making my frigging hard cock jerk as she closes the door to Beckett’s office. Oh, to play such a game with this innocent flower would be a dream come true. But this isn’t something I can pursue, or can I?

Being on uncertain ground I find myself at a loss for a minute. I rub a hand over my face trying to figure out where we go from here. However, when I turn back from where the desirably frustrating woman was a chuckle escapes me instead.

Before long Beckett joins in with the absurdity of what is now going to be my life. Beckett’s wiping tears from his eyes as he utters, “Only you would find yourself in such a compromising position as this.” Then he bursts into full belly laughter all over again. 

“True, this has to be the most ridiculous scenario I’ve ever been in, and we’ve had our share over the years,” I utter and that pretty much sums it up.

“Ha!” Beckett yells pointing at me.

Moments later when we finally contain our laughing fit, I take a seat in one of his black leather-bound bucket chairs. “You are so fucking screwed,” Beckett says grinning as he takes a seat behind his desk.

“Figuratively, metaphorically, symbolically...however you want to think of it,” I answer, nodding in agreement. “To have forbidden fruit enticing me at each turn from now on.” He’s so right.

To have temptation in front of you daily, but unable to savor even a small morsel of it is going to be pure and utter torture. Maybe this is my penance I’m going to have to pay, just to be able to be in her presence. If it is, I’d agree to any price if it led to her in the end.

I may not be able to sample her, but I can certainly admire her from afar. For now, until I figure a way around this situation, I’m going to have to endure. It’s just another obstacle that life has thrown my way. 

But what’s the real lesson to be had? Only time will tell. 
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​​Chapter Two
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Zadie

Present Day

Over the last year Mackenzie and I have worked on various projects with Beckett as our buffer in most cases. I even managed to help him out when his nephew Cross needed to be taken care of, and during all that time, we have kept our relationship professional and platonic. 

Neither of us has ever uttered a word and I’ve not had a second thought to what had happened on that very first day of our meeting. Honestly, some days I believe I dreamt the whole damn thing, and maybe I really did because in all that time he has shown no interest in me at all. It isn’t until we go to New York in November that he shows any reaction to whatever pull we have going on with each other again. 

“Too bad it was tainted with the interaction of my brother,” I say aloud thinking of what happened the last night of our stay.

Instead of the meetings I was scheduled to attend with Beckett and Mackenzie all week, I was given the time to spend with the other women. With the time to get to know each woman finally, I was able to form bonds like I’ve never ever experienced. Now I feel closer than ever with each of them, and they’ve become more like sisters than friends, but thinking of them as this doesn’t change one damning fact. I can’t find it in myself to burden them with the story of how I came to face the man who was once my biggest supporter, my brother. 

Being caught up in the grandeur of the big city again that I once called home, plus how Mack’s affections made me feel safe caused me to lose focus of who I truly am and what I have to hide from on a daily basis. That’s how Markus Thomas, my brother, slunk into the picture and my life once more. 

If I’d been paying attention, I would have noticed the man, even without all his protectors, I would have sensed his presence sooner than when he tried to approach me in our group. I can still play the whole scene in my mind...

I hear Juniper speak up, “Hey, I saw him at the museum and then some of the stores too.” But it isn’t until Sawyer and Warren block him from coming forward that my eyes recognize his face.

“Hey, what’s your problem!” he yells venomously never taking his eyes from mine. “I just wanted to say hi to my sister,” he sneers towards me. I feel as if I’m going to pass out. Nobody should be able to recognize me. That’s why I allowed myself to return here. “How are you doing, Vicky? Do you miss us?” he spits out at me.

I need to persuade him that he has the wrong person, or it’ll get a lot worse. I know he took over for father and these people with me don’t need to get hurt.

“I’m sorry, but you have the wrong person. Her name isn’t Vicky,” Dacia-Marie says before I can.

“She may have changed her hair and her face a bit, but I’d know my sister, and that’s her. Dad can’t wait to get out and pay a visit to you personally,” he snarls at me, and I back up into Mack’s arms shaking.

“I’m sorry but you have me confused with someone else. I’m not Vicky and I’m not even from here,” I tell him as Mack pulls me into the restaurant. We both know I’m lying because he smirks knowing he got to me. What if he comes back with his men?

“You can fool these people, but we all know that you are nobody with no family left that trusts you. And you’re going to pay for what you did to us. You bitch!” he yells as the door closes behind us with Warren and Sawyer holding him back.

Christ, I’m such an idiot for letting myself think I could have a life after screwing my family over. I need to call this in, but there’s no way I can take care of that until I’m alone.

“It’s going to be fine, Zadie. Forget about him and enjoy your night with your family. Because we are your family now,” Dacia-Marie says, but all I can see is what’s going to happen if he gets hold of me. 

“Damn straight we are!” Mack says kissing my head while he holds my still shaking form.

“We can discuss this further when you are more comfortable with it,” Juniper says rubbing my back for reassurance.

All I can do is nod. “Thank you. I’m sorry to have ruined our evening,” I whisper trying to hold back my tears.

“You didn’t ruin nothing, he did. Now let’s eat and go to the show,” Phoenix answers, staring straight in my eyes until I agree with him.

He found me. That’s all that keeps running through my mind the rest of the night. I eat, I answer questions, and I try to act like I enjoy the show, but there’s no reprieve for my anxiety. 

After we retreat to our room I head straight into the bathroom to finally be able to breathe on my own. I undress then stare at my new face and hair, yet all I see is the frightened girl I used to be staring back at me. 

I drop to the floor pulling my legs to my chest and cry silently. That’s how Mackenzie finds me. In my bra and panties bawling my eyes out. He says nothing as he picks me up while I wrap myself tightly around him. 

He lays us on the bed, covers us up, and just holds me. No questions, no words, just support. He’s every dream I’ve ever wished for and now I know I’ll be leaving him behind. 

But at least for tonight, I’m going to allow myself the strength and comfort he’s giving me. I’m going to allow someone else to take this burden I carry around daily with me and when the time comes I’ll place my walls back up and leave Seattle along with Mackenzie Stone.

A relationship with a man, to have friends and family filled with love don’t belong in my world. The darkness I have hidden so long from has finally managed to do the impossible, and that’s by finding me. 

I shake the gloomy thoughts from my mind of that night and wait for Win to arrive at my house. He’s the marshal that has been taking care of me for the last eight years. Thankfully it’s been some time since I’ve had to put a call into him, and I still feel as though it’s some sort of dream state I’ve been processing since returning. Typically, he’ll show up and check in on me from time to time. And I often feel the presence of him, well I think I do, but this meeting isn’t one I’ve ever considered having to make.

I go into my kitchen to get a glass of water to calm my nerves and when I come back into the living area he’s sitting in the chair waiting for me. “Christ almighty,” I say grabbing at my chest from the fright of seeing him, “Could you ever just use the door?” I ask, knowing the answer is no even as I utter the words. 

I set down my spilled water glass on the coffee table with my hands still shaking and take a seat across from him. My heart is still hammering loudly when he avoids my question but asks one of his own instead, “I’m curious to why I’ve been called here, but then I checked on your agenda and found out you were in New York last week.”

“Yes, it was for business, but personal matters took precedence while I was there,” I tell him cryptically.

“You are allowed to have a life aside from work, Zadie.”

“I know you’ve told me to live, to move on, but the first time I try to, Markus finds me,” I say bringing my eyes from my clutched hands to meet his. “He recognized me.”

He leans forward on his thighs looking grieve as I feel. “Are you sure?”

I explain the whole encounter plus how I reacted and during the whole time he doesn’t move or interrupt. When I finish he gets up, starts to pace thinking to himself, and making my anxiety spike with each step he takes.

Finally stopping he faces me and asks, “Did he acknowledge anyone else around you?”

“No, just me. His whole focus was on my presence. Why? Do you think he’s figured out who they are too? Are they in danger?” I squeak out, panic stricken.

He shakes his head answering me, “No. If he had he’d been here waiting for you already. After finding out you were there last week I’ve concealed their presence and yours just in case something had happened, so he wouldn’t be able to trace any of you,” he says lifting his hand to stop me from talking. “But this won’t stop him from trying to. If he truly believes you are his sister, he’ll do whatever it takes to get to you. That doesn’t leave us much time to deal with this mess.”

I slump back in the sofa. “I have to leave, don’t I?” I knew I had to, but I always had a faint spark of hope that I wouldn’t have to part the life I’ve made here for myself.

“I’m not certain. I’ll have to do some investigating and get back to you.”

“What do I do now?”

“Continue on as if nothing has changed until I get back to you,” he says walking towards the door then pauses to look at me over my shoulder. “But Zadie.”

“Yes,” I whisper.

“Talk about this to no one and be prepared to leave at a moments notice just in case.”

Win’s words still ring out an hour later as I stare off in space after hearing them. How do you prepare yourself to leave another life? How do you leave behind the man you’ve fallen deeply and utterly in love with?

I have no answers for these, but I’ll need to find the strength to do it. I stand staring out my small apartment window watching the rainstorm streak the glass panel. “My career, my friends, and even my love for Mack were all false notions. People like me don’t get to live happily ever after,” I murmur turning away from the view of Seattle feeling the same turmoil from outside thrashing within me. 

Seattle may have became a home to me, but somehow I’ve never truly belonged here. Maybe I’ll never belong anywhere ever again. 

​
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Mackenzie

We’ve been back from New York for over a month and with each day ticking by Zadie has pulled further away from me. I thought we had turned a corner when I held her while she cried herself to sleep the night her supposed brother confronted her. However, every time I enter a room, she busies herself with something then leaves before I can even confront her. But that’s all going to change right now. I’ve spoken to Beckett and even though she’s his assistant she will be working with me today.

And unbeknownst to her I have given every single person but us two the day off just so I can have her to myself. I know it’s fucking pathetic, but I had no other clue how to get to her other than showing up at her place. Even I think that would hurt us more than help. Not like I haven’t driven by or lingered outside to make sure she’s at her apartment and safe from anyone. I chuckle at how I’ve become her own personal stalker now too.

Christ, I’m just like my brothers, pining over a woman. And since I’m in the same position as them, I really can’t tease them anymore. Yeah right, of course I can, but at least I understand their obsession when it comes to the woman you finally fall in love with.

“Hold the fucking door! Did I just say love?” I shake my head trying to work out this thing I feel. “Could I be in love with her?” I stand up from my leather chair in my office, and with my hands on my hips look at the congregated metal and glass that makes up over half of the city scape. 

A warmth spreads through me the further I dive into my thoughts and feelings towards her. And the more it does, the more I’m convinced, that yeah, I have fallen hard for Zadie. She is so much beyond what she appears to others or even me.

She’s strong and determined, rising above everything in what I can only imagine is her life, and I’ve imagined some pretty daunting things. Brave, she’s definitely braver than anyone I know. She faces life with her head held high and doesn’t back down from a fight, and I should know because the timid facade she portrays has slipped a couple times.

She has stood her ground against me more times than anybody else. Just thinking of her spunk gets me all worked up. The way her effervescent hazel eyes flash with fury is so frigging hot too. She’s like a siren vixen in sheep’s clothing, but I just wish she wouldn’t hold back and show her true self. 

I hear the elevator ping with an arrival, and I smile to myself, muttering, “Go time.”

I cock my head towards Beckett’s office which is situated a few feet down the hall from my own on the left which allows me to have a clear view of her walking down to it. Hers, which is adjacent, is within my daily vantage point as well. And has been both a curse and a blessing for the past ten months. 

I watch as her cute little perky nose creases as she looks about, noticing no other soul within sight. She finally disappears out of view, but it won’t be long before she has to come to me.

My heart pumps erratically as I wait patiently for her to read the instructions left for her. Beckett left specific directions that she’d be helping me out all of today and that she’ll be doing whatever I need or want of her. God, I wish I could be granted that wish, but I think, that would be pushing my little innocent dove over the edge way too fast.

I adjust my throbbing dick thinking of her bent over my walnut desk and watch as she emerges into the hallway once again, straightens her shoulders with the same fortitude she uses when she is facing something she is uncertain of, then walks towards my door. I hide the smirk of satisfaction of seeing her finally come to me. 

“Good morning, Mr. Stone. Mr. Murphy has directed me to work with you today,” she says stiffly.

“Yes, he has, but I think all this decorum is a little much don’t you think, Zadie?” I ask as I rise from my seat stalking around my desk towards her. Watching her stare as she studies my chest through my white shirt then gulping down the obvious lust, I see within them.

I come to a halt standing in front of her, tipping her head to meet mine as I did the very first day we met. “Afterall, we spent a whole week wrapped in each other’s arms. Night after night after night,” I whisper close to her ear. When I pull back, I watch as her tongue slips out to moisten her plump lips, biting it in turn.

“That was an unforeseen circumstance that was out of our control. It shouldn’t have happened and won’t again,” she answers with those smoldering speckled green, hazel eyes giving away that it’s something she wants too.

“What are you scared of Zadie? I told you I wouldn’t hurt you and I thought you trusted me,” I ask with pain slicing me up this time.

“I do, it’s just...,” she trails off looking anywhere but me.

“Please tell me. I’ll help with every fiber of my being if I can. Please don’t block me out again,” I beg feeling the hope I had earlier slipping with every brick she places between us. 

I know I’ve already dropped the shield surrounding myself, but she needs to know that I’m willing to bare my soul in order for her to trust me entirely like I do with her.

She looks over her shoulder at the open door and I’m not sure if she’s planning her escape or looking to see if someone else is listening. “I can’t do this now,” she finally answers slumping her shoulders defeatedly. 

She’s biting her lip while twisting some loose strands of hair in the telltale motion she does every time she becomes nervous about something. I take her hands in mine and direct her to come sit on my couch to the left of my desk. As she takes a seat, I go and close my office door just in case someone does happen to come onto this floor. I wouldn’t want her to feel backed into a corner again or have a reason to have to leave.

Her huge eyes become rounder and even more frightened, but I can tell it’s not me that’s scaring her right now: it’s whatever is haunting her. “We’re all alone today, so you don’t have to worry about being interrupted. No, I didn’t do this to entrap you, but to make you feel more comfortable,” I tell her as she opens her mouth to protest.

“How about we start with your real name?” I ask as I sit back watching the many emotions cross her delicate features. Fear, uncertainty, and a flash of relief roll over her porcelain face. I reach out and lightly caress her velvety skin in the hopes of bringing support to her.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she says anxiously while shifting in her spot making my hand drop and totally lying through her teeth.

I cross my arms over my chest while I rest my right leg onto my other knee waiting for the truth to unfold. My face is blank with angst except for the lifting of my brow. 

“I can’t,” she whispers looking down finally.

I place a hand on top of hers making her face draw to mine. “You can trust me with this. I won’t judge or push more than you want, but I think it’s time to let me help you. Let someone help.”

As my thumb rubs across the back of her hand the softness makes the memory of her skin dressed only in her underwear enveloped in my arms flash to the forefront. Christ, I’m going to burst in my pants if I don’t pull my thoughts away from her body like that again.

“What you don’t realize is I’m not allowed to talk to you,” she says pulling my thoughts back to what’s important.

“I don’t care what you’re allowed or not allowed to do. I’m here for you, for good, and I need you to be open with me, Zadie. I need you to trust me.” After staring at me forever I think she’s not going to say anything, but then she does.

“My name is Vicky and that was in fact my brother, but I don’t know how he recognized me because I had my features changed, plus this isn’t even my real hair color,” she speaks so quietly that I’m not sure she said it, but her words sink in anyways.

Not her real features or hair color, I wonder what it is then? Wait a sec! “Why did you have to change your identity?”

“I can’t tell you that, but what I can tell you is that now my cover has been compromised, I’ll be needing to leave soon.”

I pull my hand away and jump from my spot. “What? When?” No, no, no, she can’t leave me, not now.

“He hasn’t tracked me down completely yet but when he does, I’m not the only person that will be put at risk. I’m part of the witness protection program and even though my contact has forbidden me to tell you, I thought you deserved to know this much,” she confesses lifting her shoulder as she looks up with glossy eyes. “It’s part of the rules and I’m breaking them for you, but there are worse things than telling you the truth now.” She drops her head with such sorrow that it crushes my resolve.

I drop to the floor and kneel in front of her, taking her face in my right hand. “Then I’ll go with you,” I say in a pleading manner. Imploring her to see me, to want me, to want us...

“Mack, you can’t just leave your company and family for me,” she says pushing me out of the way to rise to her own feet and it’s a blow to much more than my dignity this time, “It’s not like we’re even in a relationship. Why the hell would you just drop everything for a life on the run?” From the floor I stare up at this woman in awe.

There’s the fierce woman I know that lives deep inside of her. The one I want to be mine and me hers in return. “There’s something between us. You can’t tell me you don’t feel it too,” I say pulling myself to my full height.

“I do, but this isn’t a fairytale. This is real life with cruelty and evil lurking at every corner,” she says throwing her arms out as she gains her momentum for this battle. “I don’t have the luxury for loving anyone, Mack. So, even if I do feel anything for you, I can’t allow myself to act on it.”

I invade her space placing us chest to chest, but she doesn’t back down. “It isn’t just your choice, Zadie. I should have a say if I get to spend the rest of my life on the run with the woman I love or not,” I tell her, cupping her face and her mouth drops open stunned.

We just stand breathing one another in. The silence is deafening, making me fear that she’s still going to push me away even after I gave my heart to her.

“You love me?” she asks quietly, “You don’t even know me.”

“But I do,” I tell her pulling her closer by the nape of her neck. “I know that when you’re nervous, like right now, you play with your hair. When you concentrate on something you bite down on your lip or on the end of your pen. You love being held when you sleep because it gives you a sense of comfort and security, and when you’re really tired you tend to have cute little snores. You don’t drink coffee or soda pop, but you enjoy green tea with a bit of sweetener. You’re not a vegetarian, but love eating vegetables so much you often order vegetarian dishes, unless it's any type of pasta, because Italian is your favorite food. And you only feel in control when you have everything organized around you,” I cup her face with both hands determined to get through to her as I utter each word. 

“I spend every waking minute of every day thinking of how much my heart aches for you. I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I can guarantee that I will love you like nobody has ever loved another person. You were it for me the minute I set my eyes on you. My whole world has revolved around you for the past ten months because you pull at me deep in my soul. I can’t and won’t turn my back on that, ever,” I speak softly the words that I didn’t even knew existed until I told her this very second, pounding my left hand over my heart with each word confessed.

Tears start to slip from her strong façade. “I’ve been drawn to this for so long too and I didn’t
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