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TAINTED RAGE


Brock Michaels was a street kid turned criminal. He decided to leave the crime business, but an item called the Red Russian was taken. The boss’s men came, and his family was murdered. The item wasn’t found. Brock was confronted three years later. He was in love with Lena Alexander, but she wasn’t aware of his past. Brock will return to the lifestyle he left behind after Lena’s life is put in danger. 
Phoenix "Santos" De Cordova was a street kid turned Homicide Detective. A random exchange with Veronica at Guilty Pleasures will spark mutual interest, but he didn’t expect to see Brock Michaels. They had history, so Phoenix will struggle to stay on the right side of the law. 
Veronica Rodriguez escaped her abusive past and was in the process of a well-deserved divorce. She had a great job and was dating a successful doctor. Things changed when Veronica discovered his secrets. An embarrassing situation will prompt Veronica to spend more time with Phoenix. 






  
  Chapter 1

Brock Michaels


3 years ago,

My son’s cries faded. I ignored the pain, but the buzzing sound was loud. The pain felt worse, and it hurt to breathe. I choked and my body shook, but I opened my eyes. The bright light was difficult to take. I stared at the ceiling and slowly sat up. Noise from the monitors caused a terrible echo in my head. I was in the hospital. My eyes darted around the room. 
“Brock Michaels.”   
I glanced at the men in the wrinkled suit. He stood by the window with one hand tucked in his pocket. He wanted to make sure his badge and gun were seen. 
He smirked, “I'm Detective Conley.” 
I knew who he was but didn’t care about his title. My eyes narrowed when I noticed the black duffel bag. The tubes were ripped from my arm. I snatched the padded wires off my chest. I choked more, and my body shook when I slowly pulled the tubes from my nose and throat. My breathing was labored, but I shoved down the metal rail and sat on the edge of the bed. 
Conley backed away. He inched closer to the door, “I’m just here to relay information about your wife and son."  
My head felt worse. I struggled to clear the fog. Fire. Noise. I remembered hearing a gunshot and heat from the flames searing my skin. A painful sting happened when smoked filled my lungs. My son’s cries still echoed in my head. It grew louder and louder until there was nothing. 
"Your wife's parents came,” Conley paused like he wasn’t sure what to say. He cleared his throat, “The funeral service and cremation were held days ago.”
A burst of adrenaline happened at the mention of my family. I ignored the pain and walked across the room. 
Conley cleared his throat again. “There’s questions that need answering. Details about that night.” 
He didn’t sound sure of himself. Conley was annoying me. I threw the hospital gown on the floor and put on my clothes. 
“Did Megan mention Giselle Mancuso?” his voice cracked at the end. I glanced over my shoulder at Conley. There were beads of sweat on his forehead and his hands shook. The only thing worse than a career criminal was a crooked cop. “Michaels, I need an answer.”
I took my phone out of the plastic bag. There was no point in checking it. The battery was probably dead.
 I unzipped the duffel bag, and the black rose crumbled on the banded stacks of money. One bag always held one million dollars. There was a specific amount paid when a family member was killed by accident. Megan was taken care of on purpose. The payment was for my son. I zipped the bag and picked it up. Conley was short two million dollars. “Where is the rest of the money?” 
“The rest might be in my trunk.” He answered and then flinched when I walked past. 
 I went to the nurses’ station, ignored the woman, and reached for the phone. I called Q and left the hospital. 
Conley was waiting in the parking lot near his car. I dropped the bag on the ground and motioned for him to open the trunk. 
I grabbed the bags, tossed the first one on the ground, but held the other one. It felt light. Conley reached for his gun. I punched him. The gun fell. I kicked it under the car and choked him up, “How much did you take?”
“I used a hundred grand,” he coughed. “But I swear on my Mother's life, I was gonna put it back."   
I punched him in the mouth. “Your Mother died three years ago.” I punched Conley again. 
“Okay, okay,” he squealed, and blood came from the corners of his mouth. Conley trembled when my grip tightened around his neck. 
“I want my money’s worth.” I loosened my hold to let him talk.
“Megan and Giselle had an argument.”
I balled up my fist because I wasn’t in the mood for the long version of what happened.
“Wait! Megan came into George's. Giselle was at her usual table. Megan said you weren't taking orders anymore and the crime families weren't afraid of the Mancuso men. They only paid because of you. Giselle hit her. Megan slashed Giselle’s face with a steak knife and then pulled a gun.” 
Conley wasn’t being honest. I stared at him, silently questioning how reliable his information was. 
“It's the truth! Megan shot two of Giselle’s men. She took it and then ran out the back door of the restaurant!”
I slapped Conley in the face. “What did she take?”
There was fear in his eyes, but I needed to hear it, so I added pressure to his throat. “Rosso Russo,” he whispered. “Giselle took the Red Russian.” 
 I shoved Conley hard. He fell against the car. 
“Shit, you didn’t know,” Conley wiped his mouth. “Giselle had it with her because her father was supposed to call from Sicily to discuss business.”
“How did Megan know Giselle had the Red Russian?” 
“I don’t know,” he coughed. “Megan cut up Giselle’s face, so men were sent to your house.” 
I grabbed Conley, and he begged me not to kill him, “Megan took the Red Russian, and she hurt Giselle. The family couldn’t let it go, but your son was an accident. I swear it.” 
“Give me a name.”
“Come on, I can’t, they’ll kill me.”  
 “I’ll kill you,” I punched him hard and broke his nose.
Conley groaned, “Ciero killed your family.” 
The rage came. I stared at Conley. He must have sensed the change because he backed away. Conley begged for his life right before the world went completely silent. I choked him with one hand and clenched my fist. My family was gone, but Conley was in front of me. He was a crooked cop. No one would miss him. 
A truck sped through the parking lot and peeled to a stop. I blinked and noise from the outside world rushed in. I took a deep breath when Q picked up the duffel bags and threw them into the back seat. He glanced at me. Q would let it be my call. I shoved Conley and walked to the truck.
 “Wait! Conley cried. “What am I supposed to tell the Mancuso family? Michaels. They’ll kill me!” Conley yelled as we drove away. Q adjusted the rear-view mirror. I saw his black latex gloves were doubled up. 
“B, you should’ve killed his crooked ass. One of your bags was light.”
“I know, and his debt will be paid.” 
“You were down for weeks. I don’t know if Conley told you, but Ciero bragged about what he did. I told them to let him live until I checked with you.”
“Where is he?” I stared straight ahead. 
“I threw out a few lines after you called. I’m waiting to hear back.” Q reached under the seat and pulled out a box of latex gloves. He kept his eyes on the road while offering the box. I put on a pair of gloves and then another. Q gave me a gun. I checked the clip, took off the safety, and tucked it into my pants. 
“Deacon followed Megan to Nona’s bakery. It was a week before everything went down,” Q cleared his throat. “I checked with Nona. She said Megan was picking out stuff for your son’s blessing when Deacon came in. Nona didn’t hear what was discussed, but Megan seemed excited. Now, you know I don’t mean any disrespect.”
“Say what you need to.”  I replied. 
“Megan attacks Giselle on some jealous rage shit. It wasn’t cool but that wouldn’t get her killed. We all know you have history with Giselle, but why would she take the Red Russian? Megan knew there would be consequences.” 
“She thought I would be there to protect her. I was on a last-minute run with Deacon.” 
“It looks like he set y’all up.” 
“I was set up. Megan had it planned. Conley said she hurt Giselle, shot her men, and took the Red Russian.” 
 “Yeah, that’s how I heard it,” Q shook his head. “B, this shit is fucked up.”
“It is what it is. My son is dead.”
Q’s phone rang. He answered, said a few words, and made a U turn to head in the opposite direction. “Ciero is in the presidential suite at the Satin Rope. Caprice told the girls to keep their clients in the rooms. I didn’t bring extended mags because I know you don’t need them.” 
I checked the clip and took off the safety. Q parked the truck at the curb near the Satin Rope. He’ll make sure there was no one in or out until I was finished. We got out of the truck. He tucked in his gun and leaned against the passenger side door. “B, you have eight minutes.” 
I walked in the Satin Rope with the gun at my side. A woman rounded the desk. She gave me a key card. I pushed the button and signaled for them to get low.
 I stepped into the elevator, swiped the card, and hit the button. I put the card in my pocket as the doors closed and pulled out the other gun. I took a breath and waited for the doors to open. There was silence when I stepped out and killed two men in the hall. Gunfire erupted. I shot another guy when he opened the door. A naked woman in the room signaled all clear. I fired as men rushed from the rooms. 
I was struck in the shoulder, but I turned to shoot the guy behind me and then grabbed the next one moving into the hall. I used him as a shield while shooting at the men blocking the presidential suite. 
The dead man was shoved aside. I burst through the double doors. Bullets whizzed by. 
I took cover near the stone pillars and fired at an angle. The men went down fast, but I drew gunfire. I turned as a bullet ripped into me. I fired two rounds at the shooter. He was hit twice in the chest. 
Ciero was hiding behind the bar. I shot at the glass shelves. He scurried out and tried to escape. I followed his movements and squeezed the trigger. Ciero collapsed on the floor. 
I tucked one gun into my pants and held my hand over the wound in my gut. I stood over Ciero as he begged for mercy. He should’ve prayed to be forgiven because there could be no mercy from a sinner like me.
 I shot Ciero in his chest. He choked on his own blood as I crouched and pressed the gun against his forehead. Fear was in his eyes. I stared at him and squeezed the trigger. Blood splashed on me, but I didn’t turn away until the light left his eyes. 
I walked out of the suite, stepped over dead bodies, and struggled down the hall. The women in the rooms kept signaling it was clear. I stepped into the elevator, hit the button, and held pressure on the wound until the doors open to the lobby. My breathing was labored. Pain came in waves, but I staggered across the lobby. Women rushed over with cloths and buckets filled with bleach. 
I limped out of the hotel to the truck where Q waited. He motioned to the cooler on the ground. I dropped the guns into the liquid. He pulled off my bloody gloves and then dropped them into the cooler. I grabbed the edge of his first pair. He peeled them off inside out to toss them in with my other pair. 
Q closed the cooler and opened the truck door. He helped me into the passenger seat. I glanced at the time on the dash. I finished with a minute and thirty seconds to spare. 
We were blocks away from the Satin Rope when the first sirens blared. I took a breath but didn’t care how it went. I was born into a violent life, and I would die a violent death because that was the natural order of things. 
“B, I need you to hang in there.”  
I smiled, “Why, will you miss me?”
“You’ll never die. You’re a fucking legend.”
“I’ll bleed out soon,” I laughed and ignored the pain. 
Q checked the rear-view mirror, turned into a parking lot, and pulled to a stop under a street lamp. “Damn, you’re bleeding all over my leather seats,” Q put on fresh latex gloves. He took a square pack and syringe out of the glove compartment. “B, I gotta check it out.” 
He ripped open the pack. I moved my hand. Q lifted my shirt and then pulled the cap off the syringe. He stuck the needle into the bullet wound and injected the fluid.
 I took a breath and cursed. My gut was on fire. It wasn’t my first bullet wound, but my tolerance was low since I was fresh out of a drug-induced coma. The pain was intense and increased when Q packed the wound on my shoulder. I felt my tainted soul leave my body, and there was complete darkness until I took a breath. I came back, but the pain still felt horrible.
 Q finished my shoulder, cleaned up, and we were back on the road. “I used a blood clotting agent. The wound on your shoulder’s not bad but the other one is. You need a doctor.”  
“No hospitals,” I warned him. “It won’t happen.”  
“I got you. I know a doc. She’ll come to us.”   
Q didn’t learn a damn thing about messing with other women. “Your girlfriend will be pissed.”
He laughed, “She’s always angry but damn if I don’t love it.” 
I closed my eyes when the rage faded. The pain felt worse. Q was talking. He asked if I was still with him. It hurt to breathe, so I looked at him to show I was still alive. 
 “I thought about something you said, man, you were right. These streets don’t love us, never did. It’s not about race or any of the stupid shit that divides us. We’re all in this together. We’re all we got.” Q glanced at me, “You gave up your life when the crime families came through. We remember, but some of us were on greed shit.”
Emotion ripped through his voice. He felt the end too. “Q, I want you to thank Caprice for me.” 
 “Fuck that, you’re not gonna die.” 
He said something else. I didn’t hear it because everything faded. I wanted to laugh. I wouldn’t make it to heaven and even hell might be too good for a sinner like me. Maybe I would return to live this night over again. Fuck it. I was tired. I would rest or whatever. Hell could wait until I got there.
 It was dark, pitch black. I expected more pain. There was a streak of light, and the black turned gray. I felt cold, so I wasn’t in hell, but I better not be in the hospital.
Q yelled, “He’s up, call the Lady Doc.”
My arms felt heavy. I touched my head. “Hey, shut up.”
He laughed, “I’ll talk loud if I want. I’ll play music.”
I had the worst damn headache. “How long was I out?”
“Thirty-six hours, your blood was a bitch to get out of my leather seats. I hope you feel like shit.”
“The pain is bad, but I can deal with it.” 
“B, don’t get up. She’ll be here soon.” 
I tried relaxing, but it wasn’t working. “How’s Caprice?”
“She’ll be back in business after things settle.” 
“Q, I want you to take ten percent.”
“No. This wasn’t business.”  
“I know but you helped out.”  I groaned when I felt a sharp pain in my side. 
“B, you know we’re all we got.”
“Well, consider it a finder’s fee then.” 
“Alright, but you’re about to be pissed.”  
I was about to ask what he meant. There was pressure on my stomach. The pain doubled and then it tripled. I trembled but didn’t yell. I turned onto my side. Q held my face over something. I threw up until I dry heaved, but I still felt like shit. I coughed, “What the fuck did you do?”  
“The lady doc said I should do it after you woke up. She said you might piss, shit, or pass out. I knew you would throw up,” Q laughed. “I won a two-thousand-dollar bet.” 
I coughed more, “Damn it, Q. I’ll shoot you in the face if you do that again.” 
He chuckled, “The lady doc is here.” 
They spoke quietly for a second until I felt movement. I shifted when she touched my head. 
 “How are you feeling?” she asked. 
“Please take this off,” I pulled at the fabric over my eyes. She moved my hand and light seeped through as she cut the dark bandages.
 My eyes were sore, but I could see the woman was staring at me. She leaned in close, “Your eyes. I wasn’t able to get a good look at them before, but now, simply incredible.” 
“They’re black,” I replied as if my statement would be enough. I noticed the way her lips parted, but I wasn’t in the mood for it. 
“Here we go again,” Q cursed. “Hey Miss Lady Doc, just check him out.” 
She snapped out of it and ran down the list of things on my body that were broken, punctured or damaged. She gave me instructions on wound care and suggested an exam, but her body language showed what she really wanted. Q told her to leave. He walked her to the door and she said her number before he closed it. Q shook his head and called me a pussy magnet. I threatened to tell his girlfriend and then laughed at the expression on his face. 
Q said Giselle returned to Italy. I listened to the voicemail her father left on my phone. He knew his nephew Ciero was responsible for my son’s death, so he understood my actions. It would take time for his business to recover but there wouldn’t be retaliation. He asked that I return the Red Russian in good faith if I found it. I didn’t return his call. 
Q said everything from my garages and guest house were in police storage. Nothing was salvaged from inside since there was too much smoke and water damage. Q had an electric security fence built to keep trespassers out. He had my gratitude.

      [image: ]My wounds were healing. I purchased two warehouses and started renovations. The trip to the police station was uncomfortable, but I filled out the paperwork, so the contents from my garage and guest house was returned. 
 I was in the garage of my new warehouse a week later when the trucks pulled up. My cars and motorcycles came off first and then I saw it wrapped in heavy tarps. My heart was weak, but I silently watched the men carry in the crate. Q told them to leave. 
The metal doors close seconds later. I undid the belt fastened around the tarps. The metal buckles hit the concrete floor. A clanging sound echoed through the warehouse. I placed my hand on it and closed my eyes. My heart pounded. Uncontrollable grief and pain happened when I pulled off the tarps. 
The toy airplane was supposed to be a present for my son. I turned the propeller and then ran my hands along the wing. The motor wasn’t finished, but the small doors were installed, and there were gauges on the dashboard for weather and speed. I touched the seat in the cockpit. My son’s name was stitched into the leather. Sebastian. 
Tears came. I fell on my knees overwhelmed with my heart bleeding. Raw pain magnified my guilt. I stayed on my knees with one hand on my son’s toy plane. Ciero and his men weren’t enough. I would carry the pain until my life ended. I cried until I felt numb. I put the tarps over the plane and fastened the belts into place. 
I wiped my eyes and pulled the metal chain to open the door. It was dark outside. Q leaned against his truck. He held a drink in one hand and a bottle in the other. There was an extra glass on the hood. 
Q poured a drink and held out the glass. I took it, drank the vodka, and shook his hand. He spoke with tears in his eyes, “There are no words B, but you know how I feel.” 
Q knocked back his drink. I poured another round and held up my glass. “You have the heart of a lion. May you continue to live your years with courage and loyalty.”
Q held up his glass in salute, “May you find strength in your sorrow and in the depths of your grief, may you find an awareness that will lead you to the right path. So you may walk in the light and be redeemed from past sins.”
We finished our drinks and went inside. Q poured us another. “The guys will be back tomorrow.” 
I thanked him and sipped my drink.
“I didn’t do it for you. I had to save lives because you were in a bad space.”
“I still am,” I confessed. 
“I get it, so what now?” Q asked. 
He won’t like what I said next, but it was best to tell him. “I’ll be working at the Tricky Kitty.”
Q cursed. I laughed when he knocked back his drink and cursed more. 
“Come on B, you know this is fucked up.” 
“What was I supposed to say?”
“No, what the fuck?”
 “Q, you don’t tell her no either,” I reminded him. 
He went silent but didn’t deny it.
“True, but I know you B. You’ll work at that strip club and not look at any women.” Q shook his head. “You’ll be on your boy scout shit, and I’ll hear it the next time I do something.”
“Stop doing things to piss her off.”  
“Q chuckled. “I can’t because I like when she’s mad. I know you’ll look out for her, but I can’t figure out why she’s still working in these trash ass places. I have money.”  
I sipped my drink, “She can’t trust you.” 
“I know, and I’m working on it, but I’ll be there for her no matter what.” 
 “She doesn’t know that, and men come in to see her every night. She’ll leave you.” 
“I’ll kill somebody,” Q glared at me. “Hell, I’ll kill everybody. My girl is pretty, built like a brick house, and her temper does it for me. I love her.” 
I laughed, “I know. You should tell her.” 
“Nah. I can’t look weak man.” 
I sipped my drink. “I married Megan because she was pregnant. I didn’t love her until she had Sebastian, but if I loved a woman the way you do, I would let her know. 

      [image: ]I went to the Tricky Kitty the following night. The bouncer at the door put his hand on my chest and said I had to pay to enter. I grabbed his arm and bent it until he dropped to his knees. I shoved him and walked in. 
 Q was right, the place was fucked up. I past two men in a heated argument and scanned the club for the other bouncers. Two were flirting with dancers. Another was on his phone. I spoke to the guy behind the bar, “Are you Tony?” 
“Yeah, who the fuck are you?”
I didn’t like his response, “I’m the new bouncer.”  
He stepped back, “Who hired you?”  
Sable walked onto the floor. I motioned to her.
 “Sable don’t run shit around here,” Tony spat. 
“She does from now on, and you’ll pay me triple what the other bouncers are paid,” I maintained eye contact. “Don’t play with me. I’ll fuck you up.” 
I left the bar and broke up the argument. I threw the men out of the club and had a conversation with the bouncers. Sable walked to me. She was sad, so I let her say what she needed to. “Brock, I’m so heartbroken.” 
I didn’t acknowledge my grief but smiled to let her know I appreciated it. “Sable, why are you working here?”
“I’m paid three times more.” 
“I can’t be here twenty-four-seven So, the girls will have to be okay on their own a night or two out of the week, but I’ll keep the bouncers in line. Is Tony the manager?” 
“Yeah, and thanks Brock, some of these girls had a raw deal. I’m not asking you to go out of your way.” 
“Q worries about you.” 
 “Fuck Q,” Sable replied. 
I saw the fire in her eyes but didn’t stop teasing her. “He loves you.” 
“Q should stop his stupid shit then,” Sable stormed off. I laughed because she loved him too.

      [image: ]My life became routine in the following months. Renovations continued on my new place. Q went to my old house to search for the Red Russian. He didn’t find it. Q asked if I wanted to renovate, sell, or demolish the place. I wasn’t sure, so my house remained behind the high security fences filled with memories of my life before. 
 The warehouse started to feel like home. I was surrounded by abandoned buildings and scrap metal yards. I liked being alone and didn’t mind nights at the Tricky Kitty. The men visiting the club could act right or get fucked up. It didn’t matter how it went. 
One night there was a new woman on shift. She tied a pink apron around her waist and her black heels clicked on the floor as she walked to me. 
“Hi, are you Brock?” She had a heavy French accent, and her gray eyes shifted to a deep green when I said she had the right person. 
“I’m Sacha. I started last night. Sable said to stay away from all the guys but you.”  
“Your eyes changed color.” 
“They do that a lot,” Sacha smiled. “Your black eyes are so cool by the way.”
I smiled, “Thanks. What do you need?”  
“Rich is giving me a hard time. I don’t want to cause trouble, but Sable isn’t here yet. I came to get you because I really need this job.” 
I slapped Rich, grabbed his neck, and warned him not to mess with the girls then asked if he understood.
Rich nodded. I shoved him. He stumbled and backed away. Rich quickly apologized to Sacha. She smiled and picked up her serving tray from the bar to start her shift. 

      [image: ]My days and nights passed in a blur. I thought about my son all the time. I went to my old house and stood at the security fence. I couldn’t go in because I didn’t want to see what happened in the nursery. 
My phone chimed. It was Sable. She heard from Sacha’s friend Kelly. He was worried because Sacha didn’t make it home, and her phone went straight to voicemail whenever he called. Sable explained what happened at the show bar the night before. I went to the Tricky Kitty, walked in, pulled Tony over the bar, and punched him in the face.
 I asked if anyone left with Sacha the night prior. I punched him again to let him know I wasn’t in the mood for bullshit. Tony said Sacha left alone. I choked him up, and he swore to it.
 I called Q. He talked to Caprice. She didn’t have any new girls. I called the nurses around the city and asked if they came across a Jane Doe or Sacha with green or gray eyes. We didn’t have any information beyond that, but I wanted them to call if they heard anything.
 I went to Q’s place to check on Sable the following week. She quit the Tricky Kitty after Sacha went missing. She asked if I had any news. I shook my head, and she sobbed uncontrollably until Q carried her out of the room. He returned a few minutes later. Q said they checked police stations and the morgue, but Sacha wasn’t found. 
 Grace called several weeks later. She was a nurse and had transferred to the intensive care unit. There was a Jane Doe there, but the patient’s head was bandaged so she couldn’t give me an eye color. 
We went to the hospital. Grace took us to the private wing of the ICU. Someone paid a large sum to keep the woman comfortable. 
Grace asked us not to speak because the patient responded negatively to male voices. We waited outside the room, and the long curtains blocked our view. Sable went in and came out in tears. It was Sacha, so I gave Grace the roll of bills, and thanked her for calling. Sable wanted to stay a while. I kissed her cheek, shook Q’s hand, and took the elevator down to the main floor.
I was on my way to the exit when I saw Lena Alexander near a vending machine. My eyes traced her curves. I’ve seen her on the cover of art magazines, but she looked incredible in person. She cursed and smacked the machine. I smiled when she tried shaking it. 
“Damn it,” she cursed more and then leaned against the machine. “I want my snack.” Lena hit it in frustration. There was a diamond ring on her left hand. I could’ve walked away but decided to help. She noticed me. 
“Hi,” her voice had a sexy rasp to it. 
“Hey,” I put money in the machine, glanced over at the number, and punched it. The snack hit the tray. 
“Why did you do that?” she stared at me.
“So you could have your snack.” 
“Well, now the one behind it is stuck.” 
I grabbed the machine and tilted it. The other snack fell into the tray. I picked it up and gave it to her, “Now, you have two.”
“Thank you,” her voice was sensual. “Please can you sit with me for a minute?”  
I glanced over my shoulder. She was taken, but I looked at those sad, beautiful eyes. Hell, it was just conversation. I followed her into the waiting area and sat down, “I’m Brock Michaels.” 
 “It’s nice to meet you, I’m Lena.”  
“Alexander,” I said her last name. “I have two of your art pieces at home.”  
Lena looked shocked, “I appreciate your support.”  
I laughed. “It’s not a problem. I like them.”
She turned slightly in the chair, and her arm brushed mine. Lena’s skin was soft, and the honeysuckle scent was a turn on. She relaxed, “Brock, thanks for staying.”
“You’re welcome,” I glanced over but didn’t let my eyes linger. 
“I’m here with my fiancé. I’m trying to be supportive to him and his family, but he’s not around when I need support. It’s hard for me to do normal things like this.”
“Well, you shouldn’t do it.” 
“I’m supposed to care and support people.”
“Not if you don’t want to,” I replied.
“I feel like people take from me,” Lena shook her head. “And I don’t get what I need in return.” 
 “Maybe you’re not a giver. It means you wouldn’t sacrifice yourself, and that’s not a bad thing.” 
“You’re right, but I won’t take advantage of anyone.” 
 “Well, you have balance.” I stood up to leave.
She smiled, “Thanks for listening Brock.”
“You’re welcome. Goodbye, Lena Alexander,” I heard her delicate response but walked away.

      [image: ]I spoke with Sable a week later. Sacha was doing well. I told her they couldn’t work at strip clubs anymore. Sable finally agreed to let Q help, and life went on. I tried to forget about Lena. She was still on my mind whenever I looked at her art, so I went to Q’s place. The men stared, and the women whispered when I walked past. I didn’t care because I was comfortable, and Q’s place felt like home. I relaxed at the bar until a guy approached me. 
“What’s up?” he asked. 
I didn’t answer him because I didn’t want to fuck up Q’s place, but I would if it came to that. I slid off the bar stool and looked him in the eyes. 
He grinned, “It is you. The Russian! Damn, you’re a legend around here.”
I returned to the stool and sipped my drink. 
Q came to the bar. “Marlin, let the man drink in peace.”
“Sure thing, boss,” Marlin walked away. 
Q relaxed on a stool, and the bartender set a drink on a napkin in front of him. “B, what’s on your mind?” 
“What can you tell me about Marc Jones?” 
“He won’t put any real work into his hustle,” Q sipped his drink. “But this is not about Marc, you have a thing for Baby girl.”  
“I met Lena at the hospital when we found Sacha.”  
“Damn, well, it must’ve been fate. Lena was at the hospital with Marc. His brother was in a car accident.” 
“Is Marc good to her?”
 “Nah. Baby Girl is good to herself,” Q sipped his drink. “Lena has a temper too. She’s perfect for you. I know you could make her yours, but you have morals and shit.”
I finished my drink, “My life is fucked up.”
“Nah, your shit is copacetic,” Q replied. 
The rest of the night was filled with drinks, music, and good times. I let more time pass, but the grief stayed.
 I worked as a bouncer at an upscale club to stay busy but missed the silence with Lena. So, it was late nights, club life, and sex to relieve stress. Q was right. I was a pussy magnet and attractive women were everywhere. 
My time passed in a blur of pretty faces until I changed my phone number and took a few weeks off to finish renovations on the warehouse. I cleaned rusted debris from the yard but kept the huge pieces of twisted metal to give the place character. 
 A vehicle was outside. It had to be Q because not many people knew where I lived. He walked in pissed because I wasn’t dead or at least dying. Sable was upset and convinced something happened to me.
 I called her and tried not to laugh while she cursed me out. I finally said sorry. She wanted to know where I worked. I told her the club’s name and left it at that. 
Sable came in a few nights later. I was surprised to see Sacha. She said they couldn’t find me anywhere. Sacha was different. Her experiences changed her. She talked about her spa and offered me a job. I agreed because Sable would feel better if I looked after her. 
I was introduced to Veronica at Guilty Pleasures the next day. I showed them the best way to order supplies. All shipments were getting received by me. I didn’t want them interacting with the truck vendors. Sacha was upset because she needed to hire at least one male masseuse. I offered to help until she found someone. The girls made a schedule. My pay was good, but I didn’t need it. I wanted to stay busy. 

      [image: ]Lena was waiting at Guilty Pleasures one morning. She relaxed on an ottoman with a book. I was surprised to see her. Lena didn’t notice me. Sacha quietly explained she was jet-lagged from a trip and could use a massage. 
Lena glanced in my direction and then stared at the book in her lap for a moment. I smiled when she slowly left the ottoman and came to the desk. “Brock, it’s good to see you.”  
Sacha was confused until Lena explained how we met. We talked for a few minutes and then I took her to an oceanfront room. A light breeze came from the open door but the scent Lena wore was driving me crazy. 
“I missed you,” her soft confession was a surprise, but I didn’t get a chance to respond. Lena was rambling, “I shouldn’t have said that. Maybe we should forget about the massage,” she turned away. 
“I’m not rejecting you.” 
 Lena paused, not sure if she wanted to stay or go. Maybe she didn’t want to leave and needed something more. “Lena, are you listening to me?”
She bit her lip and then nodded. I smiled because her reaction was damn cute. “Lena, I missed you too.”
She sighed, “I’m so glad you feel the same way, and I don’t want to cause trouble.”
“You seem overwhelmed. Can I touch you?”
“Yes, please,” Lena quickly flinched when I touched her lower back. She groaned, “I do need a massage.”
“You can undress to your comfort level. I’ll come back in a few minutes,” I left to check my schedule at the front desk. I had two hours before my next client. It would be enough time with her, for now. 
Lena was relaxing on the massage table when I came in. The sheet covered her waist, but my eyes traced the outline of her breast, and the curve of her hip. I wanted to adore her, but it wasn’t the time or place. She turned her head to look in my direction and her auburn curls haloed around her shoulders. “I’m ready for you.” 
There was intimacy in her tone. I silently went to the table and placed my hand on her lower back. Lena naturally reacted. I kept my hand in place until she relaxed fully. She needed to feel comfortable. I waited and then slowly massaged her neck and shoulders. Lena purred in satisfaction. She was horny. I moved my hands. 
“Please, don’t stop,” her raspy voice sounded incredible. 
Lena pouted until I rubbed her body in sensual strokes. I worked my way down her spine. Lena arched off the table when I hit the deep curve above her ass. I ran my hands up and down her back to calm her. It wasn’t about sex, not for me, so I finished her massage and tucked the sheet around her. Lena had unspoken relief in her eyes. It was intimate for her. I understood. It felt the same for me. 

      [image: ]Lena came to the spa every week. We had a routine, but one morning she was there early. Lena wasn’t on my schedule, but time was made for her. We exchanged our normal banter on the way to the oceanfront room. It felt off. Something was wrong. I asked if she was okay.
 Lena wasn’t. She explained Marc cheated on her. She wanted to call off the engagement. There were tears in her eyes when she started apologizing for her emotions. I liked her that way and said so. Lena wasn’t sure what to say. I motioned to the massage table and turned to give her privacy. Lena didn’t have to feel ashamed, not with me. I asked about her recent trip overseas. She spoke about Italy in an excited whisper, her earlier heartache was pushed aside. 
“Brock, I’m ready for you.” Her sensual voice held this tenderness. Lena was going through a breakup. She didn’t need unnecessary grief. I kept my composure while rubbing her body down in calm, deliberate strokes. 
Lena reacted to my touch like always. She arched when the feeling became too much. I caressed her back and hips to calm her. It didn’t work. She was aroused, and her skin warmed more. I craved intimacy with Lena but couldn’t have it, so I committed her body to memory. 
My hands went down her spine and then pressed and pulled her hips. Lena whispered my name in a desperate plea. She couldn’t hold out longer. I didn’t let up until she came. Lena twisted on the table, purring, and cooing my name. It sounded good, but I moved my hands to her hair. Lena was a natural beauty. I loved that. I played in her wild auburn curls until she was calm. I caressed her neck and promised to be there however she needed. 
 Lena felt when I stepped back from the massage table She pouted, “Brock, please stay.” 
“I want you to relax,” I kissed her forehead and ran my hand through her curls once more before releasing her.
 I left the room to give her privacy. Lena had four more appointments during the month. It was erotic whenever I touched her. She wanted to visit more than once a week, but her pride wouldn’t let that happen. 

      [image: ]One morning Sacha came to work upset and went straight to her office. I tapped on her door and asked if she wanted to talk. Sacha explained she had an argument with Lena at Code 786. 
Sable owned the club, and I wondered if she knew what had happened between the girls. Sacha needed to vent, but I agreed she should give Lena time to calm down. 
Veronica walked in a while later. She seemed distracted, so I pulled her aside to talk. Veronica admitted she went to Oasis to speak with a former employee named Debbie. I shook my head in silent disapproval. Veronica had no business at a whorehouse. I listened to her explain the situation with Marc and the women she saw with him. 
Sacha took a few days off. Everything went on as usual until Veronica called from her building. She was in the lobby and wanted to check on Sacha but couldn’t because the security guards were giving her a hard time. 
I gave her the number to the police station, and Pierce’s direct line. I knew which precinct he worked at because I kept tabs on him, but I couldn’t tell Veronica. 
Pierce Braxton and his partner Garrett Smith were in the homicide division. Q said the difference between us and them were their badges. I’ve always been on the wrong side of the law, so it was a matter of time before my past caught up with me. 
 I went home, skipped dinner, and took a shower. I was in bed and drifting off to sleep when my phone chimed. It was Lena. I answered. She confessed to missing me. If all I had with her was intimate conversations then I’d take it. 
Sadness and anger ripped through Lena’s voice, but she wanted to pretend the situation and the reporters at the airport didn’t bother her. Marc was being questioned for murder. He was a coward and didn’t have it in him to kill anyone, but I didn’t tell Lena. 
We talked until she felt better. Lena was with Sacha at the Braxton’s family home. I cared about her too much to end what we had, and I couldn’t avoid Pierce if she was in my life. 
 Sacha texted the following night. Marc left police custody. Lena was upset and decided to confront him. Sacha sent their location. 
I parked in a lot and waited until the girls arrived. Lena was embarrassed, but I agreed she should talk to Marc. 
Q was in the barbershop. He was amused as usual, but Marc was taken by surprise when Lena opened the office door. A half-naked woman rushed into the bathroom. 
I was there to make sure things didn’t escalate, but Lena chucked an autographed basketball at a glass cabinet. Things went downhill from there. Marc called her out of her name. I fucked him up. He hit the floor hard. Lena stopped tearing up the place. I liked her crazy temper, but planned on talking with her about it later. 
I snatched up Marc, dragged him out of the office, and threw him into a barber chair. The woman came out of the bathroom. She was mouthy but left after Lena mentioned Marc’s sexual habits. 
The girls asked questions. I didn’t like Marc’s tone. I punched him in the mouth. Q couldn’t stop laughing.
Marc said a few words to Lena at the end. There was a second where I thought I’d have to hurt him in front of the girls, but Lena was finished, so we left the barbershop.
“I’m glad you came.” she touched my bruised knuckles. 
I pulled her close, “I’m worried about you.”
“Okay. Can you spend the night with us?” 
It wasn’t a good idea because she was still staying at Pierce Braxton's house, but I followed them back. 
We arrived at the house thirty minutes later. Lena was worried about my hand, so we went into the kitchen for ice. My knuckles wouldn’t have bruised if my fist didn’t hit Marc’s teeth, but I couldn’t say that. We talked about why she wanted to confront Marc in the middle of the night. 
Pierce Braxton walked in the kitchen. Lena told him a brief truth and left to get Sacha. I wasn’t sure if Pierce knew about my past, but he didn’t seem concerned with why I was at his family’s home. He

      [image: ]
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