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EVERY GREAT DESIGN begins with an even better story...

ACE: 

My ex has gone too far this time. 

It was bad enough for her to follow, stalk, and harass me. Now she's threatening the woman I love, and I won't stand for it. But when I find out she's filling Noelle's head with stories and telling her things I don't want her to hear, it might throw everything into a tailspin. I have to protect her, and myself, and hope this all ends without someone getting hurt or my heart getting broken. 

NOELLE:

Ace told me Emily wasn't to be trusted, but when she tells me why she showed up at my apartment, I can't help but wonder if she's telling the truth. It makes me question everything I thought I knew, and suddenly I'm not sure what to do anymore. 

The truth needs to be found out and I'm going to be the one to get the answers. I just hope I come out of this in one piece – my body and my heart.
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“I THINK IT’S TIME WE have a little chat,” she said. “And Ace? Come alone. No police or Noelle dies.”

The words reverberated in my skull, bouncing around and blocking off every other thought as I frantically tried to get everything together and have some sort of plan. But critical thought wasn’t easy. Panic was.

I thought Noelle was calling because she was running late. I had insisted she bring a bodyguard—fat lot of good that seemed to do her. I insisted she bring a bodyguard if she was going to go to her apartment. It was such a silly errand, to get a mannequin. Surely we could have procured one from a local shop. There were dozens of them up and down the streets of New York that would have ripped clothes off them and brought them to me in a gold box just to impress me. Going home for her own was just irresponsible.

But I had felt safe. She had a bodyguard. The private investigator I hired never mentioned her going by Noelle’s in the reports he was emailing over regularly. She seemed so confident and so sure that it would only take a few moments, that it was no big deal.

Now, it was a big fucking deal.

Noelle calling me to chide me about worrying about her, that’s what I thought it was when I saw her name on the caller ID. Noelle calling me to tell me that I had been overprotective, maybe even that she might want to spend a little more time there and gather things she hadn’t brought already to my place. I expected any of those things. 

I didn’t expect to hear the icy, vengeful, taunting voice of my ex, Emily.

I panicked. She was crazy, clearly, and had zero qualms with doing whatever she could to ruin my life. She had been stalking me for weeks, driving by my offices and my home, finding reasons to go there at the same time every day. Every report had her reliably doing whatever she could to get right to the line of breaking the restraining order I had against her without actually doing so. She was always skating the edge of that line, smiling, laughing, mocking me. 

Now she had Noelle. She had her and presumably had done something to the bodyguard or else she wouldn’t be alive to make the call. I had been disappointed in the guards recently and found new ones to add in, ones that I knew were solid, extremely well-trained and thorough. Guys that wouldn’t just go down because miniature Emily socked them one. She had to have done something extremely powerful to be able to get into Noelle’s place and not end up splattered on the wall.

The rest of the phone call had been a blur after her threat. I know that I promised not to call the police. That part was somewhat clear. Then Noelle had screamed.

“I am on the way,” I had yelled. It reverberated in the office like thunder, and after a moment I saw James poke his head out of Hunter’s office, then duck back in. 

Emily threatened Noelle in the background, and I repeated myself.

“I won’t call the cops,” I said. “Just don’t do anything stupid. I’ll be right there.”

I shoved the phone into my pocket and scrambled to grab everything else I needed. My hand was shaking as I grabbed the keys, and my mind blanked trying to think of anything else. Bodyguards had done nothing to stop her. The only thing I could do was go and see if I could talk her down. Nothing I could bring would matter.

I vaguely heard James calling for me as I ran down the hall and into the stairwell, not wanting to wait on the elevator. I felt bad ignoring him, but I just didn’t have the time to stop and explain. I would call Hunter once I got into the car. I zipped down the stairs quickly, flying through the floors without even noticing. If I thought I would survive the jump, I just would have hopped through the center of the stairwell and landed at the bottom like a superhero. I felt like I could handle it at that moment. 

Instead, I just kept my feet churning, going downstairs as fast as I could until I realized I was on the second floor from the bottom. The last one was the basement. I burst through the door and rushed to the front, ignoring strange looks from clients and employees alike as I hit the revolving doors in the front and spun out through them. 

I’d driven myself that day, and my car was in the parking lot next door. It was on the bottom floor, so it was easily accessible, but I was tempted to just take a cab. Or call Robley, who would be there in less than ten minutes. But I didn’t have ten minutes. I needed to get there as soon as possible.

Turning, heading to the parking lot, I realized my phone was ringing. I was in a dead run when I answered it, not bothering to look at who was calling before I swiped it open.

“Yes?” I said as I ran.

“Ace?” Hunter’s voice asked, then paused for a moment. “Are you running?”

“Yes,” I said.

“At your gym?” he asked.

“No,” I said. “It’s Emily. She has Noelle,” I said.

“What?” Hunter exclaimed. “What do you mean she has Noelle? Like in person?”

“Yes,” I said, reaching my car door and yanking it open. I pressed the ignition button and it roared to life. My wireless connection kicked in, and suddenly the call was coming from the car speakers, allowing me to hang the phone on the holder in the center of the window. “She broke into her apartment and has her at gunpoint.”

“Emily broke into Noelle’s apartment?” he asked. “I thought Noelle was staying at your place.”

“She is,” I said. “She had a mannequin at her old place and needed it for work. Emily must have been lying in wait.”

“What about the bodyguards?” Hunter asked. “How did she get by them?”

“Noelle was in a hurry,” I said. “She only took one of them. I don’t know what happened to him, but she apparently got the jump on him. I’m heading there now.”

“Wait, what? Why are you going? Are you crazy? Call the cops!” he yelled.

“She made me promise not to call the police,” I said, peeling out onto the road toward Noelle’s place. “She just wants me. She said she would kill Noelle if anyone else came.”

“Damn,” Hunter said. “Ace, you can’t go over there. She’s just going to kill both of you. You need to call the police and let them handle it.”

“No,” I said. “I know Emily. She means it. I need to get there before she does anything stupid.”

“Ace—” he began.

“Hunter, stop. I can’t,” I said. “I have to go on my own. Just... just do me a favor. If I don’t call you back in an hour, call Captain Angua Vimes and tell them what’s going on. Tell them Emily is threatening to kill Noelle if cops get involved.”

“I will,” Hunter said. “Please, be careful. Where are you right now?”

“On my way,” I said. “Probably about ten-fifteen minutes out. If I can get through this fucking traffic.”

“Just stay as calm as you can,” Hunter said. “You won’t do any good getting in a wreck and dying on the way there.”

“I’m trying,” I said.

There was silence for a moment as I gripped the steering wheel so hard my knuckles went ghost-white.

“I’m sorry, Ace,” Hunter said. “I have to say I still think you should call the police. I can’t live with myself if I don’t say that.”

“I know,” I said. “Just don’t. I have to handle this myself.”

With that, I hit the button to hang up, and the call clicked over. 

Traffic was thick and I leaned to the side to see what was holding everything up. I couldn’t tell, but it looked like normal city traffic, which meant that there was no telling when or if it would move. I was prepared to put a few dents in cars if I had to in order to get there, but I knew that would just slow me down too. Last thing I needed was a police officer pulling me over for reckless driving on the way.

Emily had always been volatile. I knew that about her from the very beginning. At first it was fun, in a way. She was intense and loud and charismatic, all things that I admired about her. I tended to be quiet in my own way, though people always seemed to gravitate to me to listen. I spoke softly, and they would crane their ears to hear me. 

Not so much for Emily. She would speak at a volume so loud that it would rattle the cabinets. When she yelled, which was often, it was enough to break glass. But that was why things fell apart, really.

It wasn’t the claims of ownership over the brand or the things I had made or produced. It wasn’t the constant need for attention and everyone to watch her at all times. It was the need for me to constantly excuse her, to give her pep talks where I told her that her behavior was okay, or that she deserved whatever petty thing she was sad about that day.

When I started making money, she got worse. Things that she wanted got more expensive, and she grew more desperate for them. Then she would yell. She would pout and scream and be vicious. Our fights got more common, and in them she would belittle me, pick on my insecurities, and exploit them to make me feel low. 

Hunter helped me see what she did to me and build up my strength to break the cycle. I would never be able to thank him enough for that. He shook my brain up and helped me figure out that I was letting her manipulate me. She was a master at it, and I had to build up the courage to resist it. 

Once I did, she was apoplectic. Things broke down in a hurry, and she went off the deep end to make me feel like I was the one who was crazy. So many claims that I would never find someone like her. Secretly, I hoped she was right. Secretly, I hoped I would never see someone like her ever again.

Now I had to not only see someone like her, but actually see her. Emily, in the flesh, was holding hostage the one person who had made me feel like love was possible. She had her at gunpoint and might have already done something drastic, drastic enough that killing Noelle wouldn’t even be an issue. Whatever happened to the bodyguard I sent, she would escalate beyond that with Noelle. If he was dead...

I shook my head and gripped the wheel tighter, my teeth clenched together. I wanted to scream out swear words and honk the horn, but it wouldn’t do any good. It wouldn’t even let steam off. It would just feed into the anger, the rage that I felt in my heart for Emily. By the time I got to her place, I would be a red ball of anger, and there would be no way I would be able to talk her down. It would just result in me walking in with just as much intensity as she had.

Then the fireworks would start.

I breathed as slowly and calmly as possible in one big exhale. I had to get my mind straight. I had to get there and be ready to calm everything down. 

But first, I had to get through this fucking traffic.  
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Noelle

––––––––
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THE SHOCK OF FINDING Emily in my living room had faded away, leaving just fear. That only increased after listening to her conversation with Ace. I had no idea what she was going to say to him, and listening to the unhinged sound of her voice terrified me.

Emily sounded nothing short of threatening on the phone, and as I sat there on the couch, I was terrified of what she might be capable of. This wasn't something I had ever thought about another person. I never wanted to believe anyone around me could possibly be as dangerous as Emily now seemed. And now I had to be afraid not just for me, but also for Ace.

I knew he was on his way. He wouldn't hesitate to do just as Emily demanded, getting to the apartment as fast as he could when he knew I was there at her mercy. As scared as I was and as much as I wanted him, a big part of me wished he wouldn't come. I didn't want him facing her. She was angrier at him and had more reason to want to do something terrible to him. At that moment I was being used as bait. Maybe if he didn't come, she would just get frustrated and leave. 

The more logical part of me knew that wasn't likely. My eyes moved over to the door and then back to her. Maybe I could make a run for it. I could escape from the apartment and go for help. If I was fast enough, I could get away and get the police to the apartment before Ace ever got there. 

I looked over at the door one more time and then back at Emily. Seeing the gun held in Emily's hand, firmly trained on me, took the thought of escaping out of my mind. The way she was standing, staring at me with such intensity, I could only assume the second I moved, she wouldn't hesitate to shoot.

Instead, I would do everything I could to deescalate the situation. I would stay right there where I was and try to cooperate. If I stayed calm and in control, didn't panic, and showed Emily I wasn't a threat, maybe it would bring the danger and severity of the situation down. I could show her that she didn't need to be as impulsive and that I would do as she asked, and maybe that would convince her to calm down and not do anything crazy. 

It was the only idea I had. I really hadn't done anything to Emily. We didn't know each other. If I could remove myself as a source of stress and anxiety for her, and instead be relaxed and cooperative, it could give her the chance to step back from the edge and bring herself back under control. 

"Not too much longer," Emily muttered. "I just have to get through this for just a little longer. Soon everybody is going to
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