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        A high school bully romance featuring a football star and a band geek

      

      

      Everyone has secrets...

      What do you do to the person who learns yours?

      I’ll tell you what I did. I went after her.

      I wrecked her credibility.

      I destroyed her friendships.

      I ruined her reputation.

      And she responded in the most foolish way possible. She fought back.

      My last name might be Knight, but she’s the furthest thing from being rescued. 
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            MAE

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s too hot for December.

      I stand outside the building with the red door, two weeks before Christmas, in a short- sleeve blouse I wore to work today, and I don’t shiver once. Maybe it’s because I’m mesmerized by what lies on the other side of the door. Maybe it’s because I know I’ll never actually go in. Maybe it’s because of global warming. Who knows?

      I let out a long sigh and allow my shoulders to slump, giving in yet again to my insecurities, all tied up in this fucking door. Shoes click on the sidewalk, and I whip my head to see a couple walking toward me with their arms locked.

      I turn and shuffle a few feet away from the staircase leading to the door, and I hurry to pull my phone from my pocket as if a text is what made me stop in front of the club. My cheeks inflame at potentially being caught ogling the place, and my heart picks up. A wave of adrenaline rushes through me, giving me that tingling feeling I always get when this happens.

      The couple passes without a word, and when I peek up at them, neither has their back turned. They charge on in silence, probably never noticing me. Or, more likely, they don’t know what the club is, or that it exists at all. Most people in Las Vegas don’t.

      God, why am I so insecure?

      “You going in?”

      I jump, my spine going rigid, and spin to face the masculine voice. As soon as I get a glimpse of him and my brain processes this stranger who isn’t quite a stranger, I melt while simultaneously dying of embarrassment.

      I know him…

      …Sort of.

      He’s a member of the club. His schedule must align with mine because I’ve watched him go inside around the same time every night this week.

      And he is… handsome wouldn’t cover it. He’s an angel, or a demon, depending on how you want to look at it. So beautiful, he’s blinding. And this is the excuse I give when I dip my head to look at the ground instead of meeting his hazel eyes. I still make out his blond hair that hangs in his eyes, as well as his perfectly toned physique.

      I bet he’s a Dom. That’s how I’ve pictured him all week.

      I would be so disappointed to learn he’s a sub.

      “I was just stopping to look at my phone,” I say, holding up the cell and thanking heaven it was still in my hand. I force myself to look him in the eye and try not to buckle at the knees from his kind smile. “What is this place, anyway?” I wave toward the red door.

      Damn, I’m smooth.

      His smile widens, and now it isn’t so kind. It hints at a danger that raises the hair on the back of my neck and tells me to run far, far away from this man. If I was smarter, I’d listen to my instincts, but my core buzzes from the feeling, and my feet glue to the concrete.

      Why? Why am I like this?

      He raises one of his brows, and his eyes shine with knowing amusement. “Really? I think I’ve seen you before.”

      I pinch my brows like his comment is strange and give my head a shake. “I’m not sure where you would have…” I snap my fingers and widen my eyes in mock remembrance. “Oh wait, I know. You go to the gym on Seventh, don’t you?”

      He slowly shakes his head, his smile never wavering. “Nope. But I come to Pandora’s Box sometimes, and if memory serves me right, you’ve been standing outside here looking like a scared little mouse for the past week.”

      Blood rushes to my face, and my heart stops.

      “So…” he glances toward the door and dips his chin. His eyes move back to me. “You ever gonna go in, or are you just here to be a voyeur?”

      I swallow and take a moment to work up the courage to speak. There’s a rush that runs through me at the prospect of getting caught out here, and I’m sure that’s part of what drives me to walk by here every day. But actually getting caught? I could use a black hole to swallow me up right about now.

      I lift my shoulders slightly. “I really don’t know what you’re–”

      “Have you tried BDSM before?” he asks, not even humoring my lies anymore. It strikes me that the man’s pushy. Not a great quality for a Dom.

      Then again, maybe he knows that I need someone to push me out of my comfort zone. Maybe he knows exactly what I need.

      My core squeezes, and I shift uncomfortably.

      “No, I haven’t.”

      “Do you want to?” he asks, the smile gone. His eyes have grown serious, and my danger radar picks something up again.

      I answer honestly. “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t?” He tilts his head and narrows his eyes like he finds me confusing.

      I shift uncomfortably again and glance around to make sure no one is watching me stand outside a BDSM club talking to a man who is no doubt about to go into it. Luckily, this street isn’t well-trafficked. In reality, no woman should be walking in this part of Las Vegas at night, certainly not alone. One more dangerous, stupid thing I do on purpose just to get a rush.

      “No. I…” I clear my throat. “I just think it’s fascinating.”

      “Really?” he asks, drawing out the word like he’s pondering my response.

      “Yeah.” I shrug again like it’s no big deal, like I’m not telling a dark secret I’ve been harboring since puberty. “The idea of giving up all control is just…” I bite my lip and finally get that shiver, only it has nothing to do with the temperature. “Exciting. You know?”

      His shoulders shake as he chuckles. With the way he reacts, you’d think I was a toddler who said something ridiculous.

      “No, I can’t relate. But I would love to help you explore that further if you decide to go in.” He gestures toward the door. His kind smile returns, and it has butterflies flapping in my stomach. “I’m gentle. I promise.”

      Maybe this was destiny. I never would’ve come out of my shell and truly considered this had he not spoken to me first. There are too many obstacles in the way. For one: fear. Two: embarrassment. And three: I’m pretty sure this is an invitation-only thing.

      Here’s my invitation.

      Here’s my chance.

      I ready myself to say yes. I’m going to say yes. My panties dampen, and my heart pounds. I’ve never felt so much excitement in my life.

      I open my mouth, but he speaks before I get the chance to.

      “Just ask for Victor.” He lets his eyes fall and rakes them up my body, taking a deep inhale as he does. He meets my eyes again and smirks. “See you around, Mouse.”

      With one last lingering look, he turns and starts up the stairs to the red door. He’s inside before I get the courage to tell him to wait.

      Damn it.

      Damn it, damn it, damn it.

      A long time goes by while I just stare at the door, my excitement morphing to anxiety the longer I wait. Several people have walked by, but for once I haven’t cared. I’ve barely noticed them.

      Go in, Mae.

      Just do it.

      Just fucking do it.

      “I’m gonna do it,” I say out loud on a shallow breath of air. If I don’t now, I may never get another real chance.

      I take the first step, and my stomach turns. I picture myself tied up with Victor, my Dom, looking over me, taking care of me, wanting me, and it helps bring me courage. I want this. I really want this.

      I take the rest of the stairs, my pace quickening with each one, and I push through the door in a gust of victory.

      And then I stop cold, my muscles tensing. I instantly register that something is wrong. People gather in the lobby, angry voices talking over one another. Several men, most in great shape, stand looking pissed with all their glares pointed at one person.

      Victor.

      He’s the only one who doesn’t appear angry. A woman covered in tattoos and piercings stands to his right, facing him, and has her teeth bared. Another woman stands behind the first, sobbing while hunched over.

      “How fucking dare you!” the tattooed woman yells at Victor.

      “Would you calm down?” Victor asks her, looking impossibly amused given the circumstances. “She’s being dramatic.”

      The hunched over one sobs louder.

      “Doms do not push past subs’ limits, you fucking disgrace! I’ve warned you about this once, and you swore to me it was a misunderstanding. I gave you another chance!”

      “I suppose that was a mistake.” Victor laughs, and the woman’s eyes widen like she can’t believe it.

      “You fucking psychopath.” She shakes her head slowly. “You’re a disgrace as a man, let alone a Dom.”

      “Careful, Rory, you’re gonna hurt my feelings,” Victor retorts, the threat clear in his tone, although I can tell the amusement is still there. He looks like he wishes she’d push him.

      My instincts were right. He’s dangerous.

      Very dangerous.

      I turn to leave, but someone bumps into me as a fight breaks out. I spin and watch as all five men attack Victor. The sobbing woman screams, and the tattooed one jumps back.

      For a few moments, I’m scared for Victor, which is probably irrational. Whatever he did, he deserves this. Still, I watch in horror as all the men lash at him at once. All I can see is their bare backs.

      I picture Victor on the ground, but I’m amazed when the two men blocking my view jump back and reveal Victor just as he lands an elbow to the nose of a dark-skinned man. Blood splatters Victor, but it isn’t his own, and I make out three of the five men on the floor. Two are unconscious.

      The room quiets except for the woman’s sobbing. The two men left glance at each other, then slowly backpedal with their hands up. One bumps into me, then he looks over his shoulder and side steps away.

      “Get out,” the tattooed woman says, almost in a whisper. She takes a deep breath and seethes. “Get the fuck out of my club!”

      Victor swipes blood off his face and wipes it on his shirt. He’s the only man in the room who isn’t partially undressed.

      Without another word, he starts toward the door. He throws the crying woman a glance and lifts his lips into the tiniest smirk.

      I want to move so badly to get out of Victor’s way like the others do, but I’m frozen. He comes right up to me, the door at my back, and he touches my arm with his bloody hand. “Don’t bother, Mouse. The men here are a bunch of pussies.” He gives me a wink, then pushes me to the side and opens the door.

      He disappears through it, and the place seems to rattle when the door slams shut.

      No one says anything. They just look at each other, some amazed, most looking ashamed.

      I turn and quickly open the door only enough to squeeze out of it.

      My feet fly down the steps, and I hurry on the sidewalk in the direction of my car. I can feel the wet, sticky blood on my arm, and it’s a rush. I almost don’t want to clean it off with the wipes I keep in my car, but I will. It’d be creepy not to.

      I should be scared fleeing the scene of that place. I should be looking out for Victor and hiding from any man in sight.

      But instead, my core winds tightly enough that I think it’s a possibility I’ll come during this walk. My heart races with excitement, and my mind swirls with thoughts I shouldn’t have.

      I am so fucked up.
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        * * *

      

      The living room light is on when I get back to my cozy, one-bedroom house. It isn’t especially weird for that to be the case, even though I live alone. My mom is a bit of a free spirit, and even though she has a place of her own with her girlfriend, she crashes on my couch sometimes.

      When I stop outside my front door, I pat my hair and straighten my blouse. I don’t know why I go through the effort to compose myself. My mom is the absolute worst at reading people, especially me, and it isn’t as if my appearance shows what went down tonight. The blood on my arm is long gone.

      I take a deep breath, close my eyes for a moment, then open the door. My purse is snuggly wrapped around my shoulder, and I slowly take it off and set it on the entryway table. The TV blares a basketball game, and there’s no one in sight until TJ peeks his head over the couch.

      “Hey, Teach,” he says casually, going back to laying down.

      TJ is my mom’s girlfriend’s son, and he’s also one of my Senior English students. So him being at my house like this is, needless to say, inappropriate. I’ve told him this multiple times, but I don’t have the energy to fight it tonight, so I just sigh and walk to the kitchen without addressing him. I really shouldn’t have told him where I keep my spare key.

      I pull a beer from the fridge then walk back to the living room and pat TJ’s leg so he’ll move to make room for me on the couch. He shifts, and I plop down. There’s a notebook flipped open on my coffee table with TJ’s sloppy handwriting scrolled across the page.

      I point to the notebook. “I hope that’s your term paper.”

      TJ glances at me then hurriedly slams his notebook shut. He goes back to watching the TV, and I let my lips lift into a tiny smile. He’d never admit it, but he’s embarrassed. One day in class, I saw him writing while I was lecturing, and I made him bring me the notebook. I only read the first paragraph before I realized it was a love letter. He told me about his pen pal later that day, and while I’m sure he didn’t appreciate it knocking him a few pegs down on the macho scale, I found it endearing. There’s something about handwritten snail mail that adds a charming touch to communication. Plus, at least the kid is writing.

      Using my shirt as a barrier, I twist the beer cap off and toss it onto the coffee table. It rattles before stilling.

      “Long day?” he asks, his eyes not leaving the screen.

      “You can’t even imagine.”

      I sink into the cushion and prop my feet on the table, taking a swig of beer as I do.

      “Somehow, I doubt your life is unimaginably interesting.”

      I roll my eyes and chuckle. “You’re an ass.”

      TJ doesn’t respond, and when the Warriors make a basket, he sits up, his eyes glued to the TV. I glance at the score. Sixty to fifty-eight, with the Miami Heat winning.

      “I didn’t know you were a basketball fan.”

      “Shh.” He holds up a hand and waves me off, never even looking at me. He looks far more intense than the slacker eighteen-year-old who pulls his flat-bill cap down over his eyes in class as if I won’t know he’s sleeping. He’s usually carefree and funny, one of the least serious people I know. This is out of character for him.

      A player for the Heat makes a shot, then another, and finally, TJ leans back and relaxes.

      “You know, you really shouldn’t be here, TJ,” I say, setting my beer on the table and conjuring up my lecturing voice. “If someone were to find out I had one of my students at my place late at night, what do you think they’d suspect?”

      TJ snorts and looks my way. “First of all, it’s eight thirty, not exactly late at night. Second of all, you’re the only person I know who still has cable, and this is an important game. Chill. No one will ever know I was here, and I’ll leave as soon as it’s over. I promise.”

      I grit my teeth but don’t tell him to leave, even though what I’d love right now is a bubble bath and a quiet house. I’m a pushover and I know it. Always have been. But TJ is a really good kid, and sometimes I see so much of myself in him. Both of our moms are flaky at best and are never there when you need them. TJ spends a hell of a lot of nights alone, and sometimes, he just needs somebody. The biggest difference between the two of us is I had my dad to raise me. His mom is all he has.

      I relax my jaw and pull my knees up before tucking my feet underneath me.

      “Besides, no one would ever suspect you to be fucking one of your students. You’re way too much of a goodie two-shoes.”

      I narrow my eyes and prop an elbow on my couch while turning toward TJ. I don’t know why I’m so offended by that. It isn’t like I’d want people to think I’d do something as awful as have sex with one of my students, but still. I’m a twenty-six-year-old single woman, not a ninety-year-old spinster.

      “You don’t know me as well as you think, TJ. You’re a student. I don’t tell you everything that goes on in my life.”

      He looks at me and raises a brow. “Are you offended?”

      Yes.

      “No. But you should know there are boundaries we can’t cross, and one of those is letting you in on the details of my personal life.”

      TJ laughs. “Mae, you’re like my sister. Your mom talks about you all the time and about how you’re a saint. There’s a picture hanging up of you in my house from when you were like, four. I know you. You’re like, the nicest person there is. Everyone knows that.”

      I don’t respond to that, and TJ goes on. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, you’re hot, but you’re not like ‘bangable teacher’ kind of hot. More like a ‘probably a virgin, so don’t bother’ kind of hot. Everyone sees your chastity belt.”

      “Good,” I say, even though I’m weirdly disappointed at the perception people have of me. They’re wrong. I’m definitely not a virgin. I’m not a predator either, but my sexuality is far from vanilla.

      I go back to watching the basketball game, and TJ does as well. My lips are set in a small frown, and I pick up my beer to take a sip.

      “Wanna prove you’re not a do-gooder?” he asks.

      “There’s nothing wrong with being a ‘do-gooder’,” I counter.

      “You should let me have a beer.”

      I laugh and throw him a glance. “In your dreams, kid.”

      “Fuck.” TJ hunches forward, and it takes me a few moments to realize he wasn’t responding to me. He’s zeroed in on the game again. There’s only a minute left, and the Warriors have come back the last few plays. They’re only two points behind, and they have the ball.

      “Goddamn it, rebound,” TJ grits. He bites his nails.

      My brow furrows. “Seriously, when did you start liking basketball?”

      “I don’t.”

      “Then why do you care about this game?”

      The Warriors score, tying the game, and TJ jumps up. “Fucking come on,” he says, throwing off his ball cap and raking his hands through his hair.

      “TJ…”

      He still doesn’t answer, so I just watch the game. A Heat player misses a shot, and a Warrior player rebounds. He passes it to a teammate at the other end of the court, and they sink a three-pointer.

      The Warriors are up by three.

      I look at TJ and watch his face pale.

      Something’s wrong.

      The Heat get the ball, but they don’t manage to score before the time runs out, and the Warriors win.

      TJ hasn’t moved. I get up from the couch and move toward him slowly. Tears shine in his eyes, and he stands there, stunned.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, my brow creased with worry.

      He looks at me and blinks away the tears. He rubs his eyes and gives his head a shake. “Nothing. I just bet a friend a hundred bucks on the game, and I lost. It’s no big deal.”

      My heart cracks hearing the disappointment in his voice, and I instinctively reach out and lightly touch his arm. “Do you have the money?” I ask, knowing he doesn’t. Neither do either of our mothers. As much of an idiot the guy can be, he’s just a kid, and I don’t have the heart to see him like this.

      He shakes his head. “They weren’t supposed to win,” he says incredulously, gesturing to the TV. “The Warriors were missing three of their starters. How the fuck did they win?”

      He looks at me, and the tears are back in his eyes. “I’m so fucked, Mae.”

      I let out a stunned laugh and put both my hands on his shoulders. “You’re not fucked, and I wish you wouldn’t curse. I’m sure your friend would understand, but I’ll give you the money anyway. Okay?”

      He nods but there’s no relief in his expression. He clenches his eyes shut, but it isn’t enough to hold the tears in.

      My heart sinks, and I want to hug him, but instead, I start toward my bedroom where I have some money stashed in a shoebox underneath my bed. “Hang on, I’ll be right back.”

      By the time I’ve got five twenties in my hand, the front door slams. I hurry to my feet and poke my head from my bedroom, not seeing TJ anywhere.

      When I swing the front door open, TJ is pedaling down the block on his bike. Worry pools in the pit of my stomach, and I think about going after him in my car. I stare down at the money in my hand and frown.

      After one last glance down the road, I shut my front door and set the money down on the entryway table.

      He’ll be okay. If he needed my help, he’d take it.

      This is what I tell myself as I lock the door and get ready for bed, but the whole time I can’t shake the feeling that it’s a lie.
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      My eyes are closed as I listen to the intoxicating blend of the man’s screams and the hissing blowtorch.

      The smell of burning flesh and smoke is caked into my nostrils, and I’ll be smelling the mixture for the rest of the day. I wonder if it would bring the man any comfort to know he’ll still be with me. That, in a way, he matters to me, despite not mattering to every other person on the planet. He’ll live on in my memory while being a fleeting thought in others’. Am I doing him a favor?

      If I am, he doesn’t appreciate it.

      I snicker at my thoughts and swirl the blowtorch into what I think is a cursive “r”, then I open my eyes and twist the gas valve to snuff out the flame. The man thrashes against the rope binding him to the table, a vein popping in his neck from his screams.

      “Hmm,” I say, twisting my lips as I study my signature burned into the man’s stomach. I’m getting better at this. If you look closely, you can tell that it’s my name and not just random blotches. And that’s with my eyes closed. Not bad.

      The screeches finally calm and transition to sobs, and I stare down at the man’s limp body without an ounce of pity. I don’t think I’m capable of it.

      “See, now why couldn’t you be still like this a minute ago?” I tsk and set my torch back on its bracket, then I turn toward the black bag I set on the bench. The bag can’t stay. I’m never supposed to leave any evidence of my work behind, but the bench is permanent. I keep it in what I like to call my office but is really just a back room in the basement of my boss’s casino. All that’s in here is a metal table, some laundry hampers that hold contaminated bedsheets, my bench, the blowtorch, and an incinerator my boss’s casino uses to dispose of contaminated materials. And dead bodies. But that isn’t official.

      I sort through the bag until I find my sheath that holds all my knives. I lift it up, letting it fall open like an accordion, and I run my eyes over the selection until I find the one I want. The scalpel. That’ll be fun.

      “Are you already done begging?” I ask, looking over my shoulder at the man. He’s full of groans, but the pleas stopped once I started on him with the blowtorch. Maybe I should’ve saved that for last.

      He only closes his eyes and cries loudly in response. Snot spills from his nose.

      I pluck the scalpel from the sheath, but wind up putting it back when my phone pings. I set the sheath back in the bag and pull my cell from the side pocket.

      There are three texts from my sister, Gabi, that I didn’t hear come in because of the torch and scream combo, and then there’s the text my boss, Lorenzo Gruco, just sent.

      Hurry up.

      I sigh, reply with a thumbs up and an “almost done”, then I click off the thread and switch over to Gabi’s messages.

      Letter from the state came in…

      One minute after that: Do you want me to wait for you to open it?

      Three minutes after: I’m not going to PT.

      My spine steels. Suddenly, the noises my Wednesday morning art project makes are annoying.

      “Shut the fuck up,” I snarl, giving him a glance over my shoulder.

      I go back to my phone and think carefully about what I want to say.

      I’m angry. I don’t get angry often, but when I do, I’m a monster, and I know it. Gabi is the last person who deserves to be the target of that. It isn’t her fault the state decided to send the letter I’ve been bracing myself the past thirteen years for. I was supposed to have two more years before this moment came, but thanks to overcrowded prisons, my mother gets her freedom back early.

      Great.

      I roll my neck before texting Gabi back.

      Open it. Then get ready because you’re going to PT. I’ll be there in an hour.

      It takes no time for her to text back.

      Fuck yourself.

      Another minute goes by, and I don’t take my eyes off my phone while I wait for Gabi to tell me the date they’re letting our mother out of prison. The argument we’re bound to have about the physical therapy appointment can wait.

      My phone pings, and I hold my breath.

      December 23.

      That’s only a week and a half away. They’re only giving us a week and a half to prepare for this shit?

      I take a deep breath and text back.

      Just in time for Christmas.

      Another quick response: Not Funny.

      See you in an hour.

      I stuff the phone in my jeans’ pocket and will my muscles to loosen and for the anger to leave. I roll my shoulders, try to clear my head, but nothing helps.

      My hands ball into fists as I turn to face the man. He must feel or see my anger because his eyes widen, and he starts begging again.

      “Please. Please, let me talk to Mr. Gruco.” His face contorts as he sobs. “I don’t wanna die,” he wails.

      I grab the blowtorch off the rack, light it up, then, with my teeth gritted, I place the flame to his throat. He makes a gurgling sound for all of a second before his voice box shreds and he’s silenced forever.

      I hold the torch to him for way too long. His dead eyes stay open, and his lips are parted and unmoving, but still, I don’t pull it away.

      When my eyes burn so badly I can’t help but blink, I turn off the gas. I rub my smoke-filled eyes with my shoulder then go to work cutting his limbs loose and moving his body to the incinerator. It takes me about fifteen minutes to clean up, and then I head to Lorenzo’s office.

      He’s staring down at a piece of paper when I walk in, and he doesn’t look up.

      “Almost done, huh?” Lorenzo asks, his voice monotone. I can never tell if he’s annoyed with me, amused, or ambivalent. The man is a statue, but from what I’ve seen of him, he’s just as sick as I am.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” I say, clasping my hands in front of me and standing tall. “Clean-up took longer than I thought it would.”

      He waves his hand to dismiss it and rises from his desk chair, lifting the paper into his hand. He raises his eyes to me and walks around his desk. “Here,” he says, holding the paper out.

      I take it and glance down at the list of names, ten or so, that have various numbers beside them. “What’s this?” I ask, lifting my gaze to Lorenzo.

      “It’s a list of people who haven’t paid their debts. I want you to go collect.”

      “Yes sir.” I take one last glance at the paper, count nine names, fold it up, and put it into my back pocket.

      “They’re all more than three days late, so they don’t get another chance to pay up. Give them thirty minutes, then if they don’t have it, get rid of them.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      Lorenzo tucks his hands into his slack’s pockets and frowns. “And don’t take so long on each. I want this done today.”

      Today? What happens if I have a hard time tracking them down? It’s only nine in the morning, but I’ll be working into the middle of the night with that fucking deadline.

      Today is not the goddamn day for this.

      “Of course, sir,” I say, internally cursing him. “It’s not a problem.”

      “Good,” he says with a nod. “You’d better get to it then.” He turns and walks back behind his desk, prepared to get back to business, I’m sure.

      “Sir.”

      He looks up at me with his brows raised. “Yes?”

      “Can it wait a few hours? It’s Wednesday.”

      Physical therapy day.

      Recognition blooms on Lorenzo’s face, and he nods. “Right, sorry. Take the time you need with your sister, but don’t screw around so much with the list, all right? I’m sure I’ll have work you can be enthusiastic about tomorrow.”

      Kill ‘em quick. Got it.

      “Yes sir.”

      Lorenzo’s eyes narrow slightly, like he’s getting annoyed. I must be pushing it with the ‘sirs.’ He knows I’m more of the laid-back type, and I’m pretty sure I’m one of his favorite soldiers. I could probably get away with slacking off, but with Lorenzo, it’s better not to take the chance.

      “Tell Gabi I said hi.” He lowers his eyes to his desk work.

      “You bet,” I say, testing him a little. He doesn’t react.

      I turn to leave his office, heading straight for the exit. Lorenzo’s right hand, Joe, passes me in the hall, and I give him a smirk and a nod, but he only scowls in return.

      Once I’m past him, I smile, hooking my thumbs in my pockets. The list burns in the back pocket of my jeans, and as horrible a timing I know a time-sensitive job like this is, it’s starting to lift my mood. I need the distraction. Maybe it’ll even be fun.

      I’m whistling by the time I make it to my car and head home.
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      My candle burns and fills my bedroom with its pleasant, vanilla scent.

      I breathe it in and close my eyes. My middle finger glides over my clit, slick with arousal, and I arch my back.

      I’m almost there. My core is wound tight, and warmth hugs my body.

      I started out by seeing the characters in the book I was reading ten minutes ago, but now I see myself and Victor. I trail a hand over my waist and pretend it’s his touch instead of my own. I run my fingers up my side and over my breast. My lips part. My thumb circles my nipple, and when I pinch down hard, I gasp.

      So. Fucking. Close.

      I slip a finger into my pussy and gather arousal before going back to my clit and rubbing, faster this time. My breaths come out in pants, and it almost feels like he’s here, rubbing me, kissing me, claiming me as his. I told myself the last three nights that he shouldn’t be the one in this fantasy, but right now, I let him control me. Hurt me. Do whatever the fuck he wants to me.

      “Yes,” I cry, my mouth open wide and toes curling. The tension in my core snaps, and I’m flooded with pleasure.

      My pussy spasms, and I fall limp on the bed as I come down from my orgasm. I rest my arm on my damp forehead and breathe heavily with my eyes closed. It’s one in the morning, but only now do I feel like I could sleep.

      Someone bangs on my front door.

      My eyes open and I jerk upright, my head shooting in the direction of the bedroom doorway. I get that awful sinking feeling that happens when you’ve been caught doing something bad, and I can feel my already flushed face getting hotter. I climb out of bed, adjust my pajama shorts, and pull on my spaghetti-strap top I tossed onto the floor.

      Whoever’s at the door bangs again.

      “Who is it?” I grab my robe off the door hook and throw it on, wrapping it tightly to hide my chest.

      I don’t get an answer, and it only makes the sinking feeling worse. I check my curtain to make sure it’s closed and the neighbor kid couldn’t have been peeking inside my window or something. It isn’t even cracked.

      Another bang, and I walk to the front door. A quick peek through the peephole shows me it’s TJ.

      What the hell?

      I quickly unlock the door and swing it open. I’m prepared to go right into a lecture about common courtesy and not showing up at this time of night, but the tears and the absolute terror on his face punch me in the gut.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, my face falling.

      “I’m so sorry, Mae.” TJ’s face contorts, and fresh tears spill from his eyes.

      “Sorry?” I give my head a shake. “Sorry for what?”

      On cue, a man steps into view next to TJ with a gun pointed at his head.

      I recognize him immediately, even with the shock and terror that flood in with the memory. I don’t have to dig too deep. He was at the forefront of my mind five minutes ago.

      Victor.

      For him, there’s a delay of recognition. He gives me a wide, sinister grin, then shoves TJ into me. My robe falls open when I reach out to catch TJ, but I barely register the cool air on my exposed flesh. TJ and I backpedal away from Victor while he comes inside and kicks the door shut, turning and locking it before facing us.

      “Mae, I’m so fucking sorry. Please forgive me. I swear⁠—”

      “Shut up,” Victor snaps, his smile vanishing and his cold eyes burrowing into TJ. “You had your chance to speak.” His eyes move to me, and he dips his chin. “Your turn. Where’s the money?”

      “Money?” I turn to TJ, trying to make sense of all this.

      How does Victor know TJ? Why does he have a gun on him? What the fuck is going on?

      TJ turns his eyes to the floor like he’s too ashamed to look at me. He usually looks older than his eighteen years, but his trembling body and hunched shoulders make him appear every bit the kid he is. I’ve never seen someone so scared.

      I turn back to Victor who’s eyeing me up like he’s confused or searching for something.

      He recognizes me.

      But he doesn’t know from where.

      “Do I know you?” he asks, moving his eyes up and down my body then landing on my face. I don’t need to answer. I see it in his eyes the moment he places me, and his lips lift into his signature sinister grin.

      When he chuckles, my eyes dart to the gun lazily dangling at his side. “Hey, Mouse.”

      I can feel TJ’s eyes on me, probably hoping I have some influence over Victor and can help us both. He’s about to be disappointed.

      “What money are you talking about?” I ask, trying to sound as brave as I can. I subtly shift so that I’m partially blocking TJ. “What do you want?”

      Victor licks his bottom lip and tilts his head while he eye-fucks me without shame. “Unfortunately, this isn’t about what I want.” He meets my eyes and smirks. “You’re lucky for that.”

      Glaring at him, I tug my robe closed. His expression only becomes more amused.

      Victor uses the gun to gesture at TJ, and both of us flinch. “The kid owes five thousand dollars, and he says you have a stash of cash hidden in your house. Go get it.”

      “What?” My eyes widen. I dart my gaze between TJ and Victor. “I don’t have that kind of money.”

      “Hm,” Victor replies. “Shame. I guess I’ll have to kill you both then.”

      He raises the gun to point at TJ’s head.

      “No!” I push TJ to the carpet then jerk in front of him and throw my arms up. I lower to my knees and tuck my face into my shoulder, squeezing my eyes tightly shut. TJ’s head presses into my back, and his hands dig into me like he’s trying to latch on.

      “Wait,” I say. “Please wait.”

      Victor laughs, and I peek at him through half-closed lids. The gun is lowered some, pointing at my midsection instead of my head, but his posture doesn’t suggest he’s about to shoot. He thinks this is funny.

      “Please, I have money.” I hold my hands in front of my face and slowly climb to my feet. “Just hold on.”

      “Not that I don’t have a deep level of trust in you, Mouse, but I think I’ll come with.” Victor lowers the gun, bringing minimal relief, and he steps toward me.

      I look at TJ and give him what I hope is a ‘get help’ message, but I don’t know if he understands. It doesn’t matter. Victor puts a boot to TJ’s chest and shoves him to the floor. He steps on TJ’s neck and points the gun at his head.

      “Get off him!” I yell, grabbing onto Victor’s arm and trying to yank him off TJ. Victor grabs my hair with his non-gun-wielding hand and pulls my head back, holding me at arm’s length. My scalp burns, and TJ’s eyes bulge as he tries to get a breath.

      Victor stares down at TJ and ignores me. “If you move a muscle, I’m going to take my time with you both. I promise, you don’t want to see what I’m going to do to your pretty little sister.”

      I still.

      Victor looks at me, and he dips his eyes to the cleavage spilling from my top. I get the urge to close my robe again, but I can’t move.

      “Well, big sister, I guess. Half or step?”

      For a moment I think his question must be rhetorical, but he waits for an answer. He’s still choking TJ, but he doesn’t seem to notice or care.

      “Please get off him,” I beg, my voice cracking.

      “Answer my question first.”

      Why? What the fuck is wrong with him?

      It takes me a moment TJ doesn’t have to come up with my answer. It’s neither. We’re not related, and I wish TJ hadn’t told Victor we were. Who knows what kind of depraved shit he’d want to make a brother and sister do or watch? He only knows we aren’t biologically related because I’m black, and TJ is white as a marshmallow.

      “Step!”

      Victor lifts his boot off TJ’s neck, and TJ rolls
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