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            Thankful (Book One)

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        karin’s miserable, dead-end relationship to a sexually neglectful, verbally abusive man drives her to confront him one Thanksgiving in front of guests. His dapper, seductive cousin suggests revenge sex. She resists, wanting to properly end her relationship, and he is supportive. Except, when her breakup attempt ends in a physical confrontation, the cousin intervenes and helps her. They start a hot affair—but her new lover has a secret: he’s a jewel thief planning his next heist. When she finds out he got her pregnant, she runs away to protect their child from his dangerous allies. However, the cronies believe she might rat everyone out, so they want to hunt her down, forcing him to choose between them and her.
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        Karin: James is the cure for my dead-end se* life.

      

      

      

      
        
        He’s been after me since learning I am miserable with Terry, my dim-witted boyfriend.

        I try to do the right thing, and refuse James until I’m single.

        However, breaking up with Terry goes to hell fast when he gets violent.

        Out of the blue, James defends me from Terry and we get away.

        That night, he gives me a taste of everything in sex that I’ve been missing.

        Naturally, I run away with him.

        Goodbye, Terry; hello, James.

      

      

      

      
        
        But James has a secret of his own: all the money he earns doesn’t come from a usual occupation.

        I could deal with the fact that he’s a professional jewel thief—but his crew scares me.

        When I learn I’m pregnant, he spills everything—and they are not happy.

        The confrontation terrifies me. I’m leaving for my safety and the safety of our baby.

      

      

      

      
        
        His partners are after me now; they don’t think I’ll keep my mouth shut.

        When the posse tracks me down, will James choose his buddies … or us?
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        James: A charming little lady like Karin is too good for my foolish cousin.

      

      

      

      
        
        Accordingly, I steal her. That’s what I do.

        Such an adorable submissive she is. What a gem.

        I’d love to keep her and train her properly.

        Unfortunately, my partners in crime, Dale and Andrew, are getting in the way.

        They sense we can’t trust her. They think she makes me weak.

        I know they’re to blame when she vanishes after a confrontation.

      

      

      

      
        
        Nevertheless, I can’t let go of her. She’s everything I want in a woman … and she’s carrying my child.

        At the least, I have to make sure they’re both taken care of. I’m a burglar—not a deadbeat.

        Worse, the guys are already after her. They’re positive she’ll turn us in.

        I know they mean damage. If I get in the way, they’ll turn on me too.

      

      

      

      
        
        I don’t give a damn. I’ll kick both their asses if I have to.

        Even if Karin wants nothing to do with me anymore, I can’t let them hurt her—or our baby.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Karin

          

        

      

    

    
      Happy Thanksgiving! Hope you’re having a great day! Please excuse me while I wash down some painkillers with my wine.

      I’m so exhausted from cooking! A turkey with trimmings, green bean and mushroom casserole, salad, a pumpkin pie, and an apple pizza. My creations, and at my expense. I was cooking and cleaning the entire day, and cooking some more; all accomplished in the kitchen of my tiny apartment.

      The trash is out; my studio is spotless. Five guests pack my secondhand dining table as I finally settle down to eat as well. Thank God, it’s done, I reflect with a sigh, my feet aching as much as my head after all the effort.

      I give my companions a smile. “This is the last dish, my friends. Thanks for waiting!”

      At least I have a sense of accomplishment to ease my exhaustion and frustration. My place looks great. Mostly because I spent time scrubbing it and picking up empty beer cans and dirty plates. With its Impressionist prints and soft lavender walls, it looks good enough for entertaining, even if petite.

      I’m determined to enjoy it as much as I can—but that might be difficult.

      My boyfriend Terry is drunk at the dinner table for the fifth holiday in a row. He’s been here all day, taking up my couch and making more clutter for me to clean up. His only contribution to Thanksgiving dinner has been three six-packs of watery lager, two of which he’s already sucked down by himself.

      His only interaction with me today, longer than “get me a sandwich,” was his complaint when I was too busy to have a quickie before the guests arrived.

      His floppy, unkempt reddish curls hide his sullen little black eyes as he hunches over his plate. He’s been quiet and resentful since I pointed out taking some of the workload would give me time to … help, as he calls it, before the guests showed up.

      (You gonna help or what? That’s the mating call of Terry Branham).

      The logic escaped him—or he was too lazy. Apparently, even sex isn’t worth stuffing a turkey or washing dishes to old Terry. No wonder he still lives with his mother.

      As I watch him shoveling food into his mouth while occasionally giving me a morose glance, I feel myself quietly, finally, reach the end of my patience. I’m not even sad about it. It’s more a sense of resignation—even relief.

      You know what? It’s been eighteen months of negotiating, reasoning, warning, imposing consequences, and getting nowhere with this immature, jobless, whiny drunk. I’m not a martyr. I’m done.

      Tonight, after the guests go home, I’ll tell him. It’s better to spend Christmas alone than let him fuck up another holiday.

      I will probably spend it alone, or nearly. Most of the guests are his family members, since I’m not in contact with mine—except for my sister, who sits next to me, insistently loading my plate. She barely came into town, or I would have had my backup for cooking earlier.

      Samantha is everything I’ve never managed to be. She’s a successful painter with her own gallery in San Francisco, she has a family waiting back there for her, and she’s confident and beautiful. Elegant, stylish, and tall, she looks like a model in her dark, trim suit, her blonde hair straightened and dyed platinum to bring out our family’s blue-green eyes. Meanwhile, here I am, barely managing to tame my tawny curls into a messy up-do, dressed in secondhand green velvet that I altered myself.

      “Great spread, sis,” Samantha says with a rakish smile. “Now get some food in your stomach. You must be wiped after working all day with no help.”

      “I agree, this is quite delicious,” another voice comments from the other end of the table. It’s smooth and cultured, with just that touch of the Carolinas to always make my toes curl. Same goes for the man speaking them.

      “My compliments,” continues Terry’s cousin with a slow smile, his chocolate-colored eyes twinkling. And suddenly half of my exhaustion is forgotten.

      Time stops for a moment and I catch my breath as his warm, gentle gaze holds mine hypnotically. His name is James Beaumont, and he’s such an amazing dish. I can’t believe he shares any genes with Terry. And I’ve never wanted to fuck anyone more.

      I met him last Thanksgiving at Terry’s mother’s ramshackle bungalow, while we were choking down dry turkey and some mess of orange goop and marshmallows she called sweet potatoes. She spent the whole meal whining about how tough it was to achieve by herself, with her son and husband sourly devouring the results. Already somewhat nauseated by the bad food, and sympathetic to anyone who dealt with two Terries, I offered to cook next year.

      After supper, the incredibly hot guy with razor-cut auburn hair and amazing eyes slipped up to me, not one drop of gravy on his bespoke charcoal suit. He stood out among his relatives like a gold watch gleaming in a weedy yard. One look in his eyes, and I forgot Terry was four feet away.

      He introduced himself as James, Terry’s cousin, and quietly thanked me for taking the duty next year. I invited him along with the others, of course, and was happier than I should have been when he agreed. I spent half the night talking to him—and had sizzling dreams about him every night for over a week afterward.

      “Thanks,” I say shyly, and his lips quirk.

      “Yeah, thanks for making good on your promise. It’s not like I can get that from either of these two.” Terry’s mother, Caroline, is heavyset and tiredly pretty, with the same russet curls as her son.

      His father is an older version of him, aside from his hair being straight, thin and gray-blond. The son glares; the father just keeps shoving food into his mouth as if he’s at a four-star buffet. I’m not sure if he’s hard of hearing or just doesn’t give a shit. Maybe he’s just this desperate for real food.

      “Don’t you be a bitch too, Mom. I’m already getting that from my so-called girlfriend,” Terry growls angrily, glaring daggers at me.

      

      Oh fuck. Now what? Is he drunk enough to bring up our relationship in front of his mother? If he does, I’m not showing him any mercy.

      

      “What did she do, ask you to wash a dish?” And then his mother and Terry are off bickering at each other, while I try to focus on eating.

      

      Samantha scoffs. “Why I married a chick, in a nutshell,” she mutters in my ear.

      I give her a tight, rueful smile. Samantha is bi and doesn’t seem to fully grasp sometimes what it’s like to only want men. She also likes to forget that women can be awful too, since she married a good one.

      

      “Yeah,” I sigh back, a moment before draining my wineglass. I reach for the bottle to get a refill as Terry’s mom rips into him about his hygiene. “I’m done.”

      

      She looks relieved. “Good.” And just like that, she’s on to something more pleasant, trying to distract me. “So how’s the latest decorating project?”

      

      I stop at half a glass and set the bottle down. “I made rent and bills with it.” Barely. How I wish that I was rich.

      

      That makes me glance over at James again, sitting there exuding class and money, like he doesn’t belong with the rest of his kin. He’s calmly trying to defuse the argument, though he comes down solidly on Mom’s side. Thanks, James. At least someone in that family prefers reason to arguing.

      

      I wonder how awkward these gatherings are for him, having to deal with people acting so … beneath him. He always seems so calm and poised, like nothing rattles him. I wish I knew his secret.

      

      “Small potatoes again, huh? What was it this time, another baby room?” Samantha shakes her head and lays a hand on my shoulder.

      

      “A preschool. She just didn’t have much money.” I’m young and hungry for work, and Annabelle was a good client.

      

      “You gotta stop selling yourself short, honey. You’re never gonna get out of student loan debt taking small jobs.” She looks over at Terry in annoyance. “Hey! It’s fucking Thanksgiving. Quit bitching at your poor mom.”

      

      I tense up at once: one of my million problems with Terry is his temper. But then I think, what the hell does it matter? I’m breaking up with him anyway.

      

      He immediately glares at Samantha. “Mind your own business.”

      

      “I’d love to, but you’re too damn loud for anyone to avoid your fucking business.” She gives him an overly sweet grin and he turns a few shades redder.

      

      “I don’t have to put up with—” he starts—and his mother slaps her hand against the tabletop hard enough to shake it.

      

      “Terry! You don’t get to mooch your whole life and then complain when people point it out. Now shut up and let’s eat!”

      

      I’m glad for the backup—but it’s too late. Terry has had too much beer, and the fury in him wants to make a mess of things. “You started it,” he snaps. “And now I’m angry!”

      “Dear God,” Samantha sighs. “Nobody cares, Terry—”

      

      “Oh shut up, you man-hating bitch!” Terry splutters—and it humiliates me. So much that I go from I’m breaking up with him all the way to what the hell did I ever see in this bozo?

      

      There are a million reasons, but what it boils down to is the same damn thing Samantha was poking at me about. I settle for too little. And I don’t care enough about how it hurts me until it affects someone close to me.

      

      But now it has—and I was pissed to begin with.

      

      “You watch your goddamn mouth when you’re talking to my sister,” I hiss—and Terry freezes. I’ve never been anything but kind and firm with this man-baby—probably kinder than I should have been. But you don’t fucking insult the one person in my family that still talks to me.

      

      “Babe, what’s … gotten into you?” he asks in a deeply worried voice as I stand up.

      

      “You,” I reply, as everyone goes quiet. I can feel the room hold its breath. Samantha looks like she’s gleefully anticipating a total bloodletting of this fucker’s ego, and I know why.

      

      There are consequences once I’m past my limit. And Terry just rocketed past it and kept right on going.

      

      “You’ve gotten into me, Terry. I told you what would happen if you messed up another holiday with me.” I stare at him coldly while all the color drains from his weak-chinned face.

      

      “Wait, come on. I helped! I brought beer! I—” He’s blinking at me in blank horror, as if a pod person has replaced his sweet, patient girlfriend. The sweet, patient girlfriend who already warned him that she was running out of patience with him.

      

      “Let us eat our food in peace,” I growl, still staring unblinkingly into his eyes as he wilts faintly. Next to me, Samantha chokes on her wine.

      

      He stares back at me nervously, then grabs his fork and stuffs a bite of food in his mouth. He’s already muttering rebelliously under his breath but that’s a lot easier to ignore. For now, anyway.

      

      “So, you’re an interior decorator?” James asks, catching my eye again. I feel warmth run through me and nod silently. “I might have a job or two for you that would be higher-end. I’ll be happy to discuss it with you after supper.”

      

      The good, juicy turkey I’ve roasted turns to sand in my mouth. I swallow with a great effort and nod, and the corners of his eyes crinkle with amusement.

      

      “Good. Don’t let me forget, now,” he says, with an almost gleeful tone. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Terry watching us; James notices it as well and looks even more amused.

      I catch my breath, feeling like I’m on the brink of something. It should scare me, but instead, I find myself excited. What is this man offering me besides a job?

      

      I’ve never really wanted a normal life. I’ve always wanted to be part of something extraordinary. Some kind of adventure.

      

      Maybe even a wild affair.

      

      But instead I’ve ended up settling for what I can get, time and again. Low-paying jobs; guys like Terry.

      

      One look at James, and I suddenly want to take crazy risks, visit exotic places, and drink wine costing my entire paycheck for a single glass.

      

      Sitting across the table, Terry stares at us with increasing intensity. He misses everything—including my growing unhappiness with him. Unexpectedly, I’m talking to another man about a totally neutral subject, and he’s laser focused on it.

      Another charming habit of Terry’s: he does very little to keep me, yet he’s still horribly jealous. It’s another way he exhausts my patience—and I have none left. Samantha pokes me gently in encouragement, and I finally smile.

      

      “I’d love to trade up to a better …” Man. Are you single? “… paying class of clientele.”

      

      His smile vaguely broadens. “Lovely.”

      

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Terry explodes, jumping from his seat and leaning aggressively over me. “Are you gonna hit on my cousin right in front of me?”

      

      “What the hell are you talking about?” his mother snaps incredulously. “She didn’t do a thing! They were talking business! What, are you jealous of James now?”

      

      “Who the hell wouldn’t be, the rich prick? Bad enough you drag him around to every family gathering like he’s your son instead of your sister’s!”

      

      My eyes widen as I look between them. James is wincing and covering half his face. Samantha is chomping away at her food like it’s a bucket of popcorn and she’s got good seats at a midnight movie showing. Terry’s dad is going for thirds.

      

      “I warned you twice, Terry,” I say in a low, hard voice. This is it. In my life I have never been more elated than deciding not to give boyfriends my apartment key after the first break-in.

      

      “Warned me? Warned me what, whore? You were so busy with all this stupid cooking, you wouldn’t even get me off today!” He’s on a full-blown rant, blissfully unaware that he’s sawing the floor out from under himself.

      

      I stare at him as he splutters on, agitated. “You frigid bitch, you know it wouldn’t have even taken you two minutes—”

      

      Silence descends upon the table with a grave heaviness. Terry’s father drops his fork onto the table with a clatter. His mother stares at her son wide-eyed, lips trembling.

      

      James has a coughing fit; his handsome face flushes, tears gathering at the corners of his eyes.

      

      Terry’s mug slowly goes from purple to white as it dawns on him what he just said in front of God, his parents, and the rest of us. In that same moment, as the instant regret takes over, Samantha loses it completely and nearly falls out of her chair laughing.

      

      I observe Terry, considering the way he’s left his well-deserving ass wide open, and say in a cold voice, “You said it. I didn’t. But after tonight, it’s not my dilemma anymore.”

      

      “What the fuck are you saying?” he demands. His whiny, defensive, baby-needs-a-nap tone sets my teeth on edge.

      

      James sighs heavily. “Cousin, if you want a prayer of saving your relationship, or any degree of face, you should quit now.”

      

      Terry’s head snaps around, his dull black eyes turning to slits. For one precious moment, it seems like he’s going to restrain himself.

      

      Instead, he opts to really wreck things. He grabs the edge of the table and literally tries to flip it onto me while we’re all seated and in the middle of Turkey Day dinner. “Fuck you!” he yells, inflamed as he struggles to lift one end.

      

      “Hey, knock it the hell off!” I yell at him. His mother is swearing at him; even his father joins as his overfilled plate spills over. Terry shakes his head like a stubborn kid; his face sweaty, eyes tightly shut, and teeth clenched. He tries again, letting out a feeble grunt of effort.

      

      That’s when I realize that someone else is holding the table down far more firmly than Terry can lift: James, with a frigidly annoyed look on his face. “You’re spilling my wine,” he warns his cousin.

      

      “That’s it!” I stand up and walk over to Terry. “We’re done. Get the fuck out of my apartment.”

      

      That stops him cold; he blinks at me, as if shocked his attempt to bulldoze a Thanksgiving dinner in the middle of a tantrum has consequences. “But you’re so charming! You can’t just throw me out!”

      

      “Well, I sure as hell can,” his mother growls, getting up and pulling his battered blue puffer jacket out of the closet and throwing it at him. “You’re embarrassing the crap out of me. Go wait in the goddamn car or you won’t have a home to come back to.”

      

      Terry looks around at us, drunken puzzlement on his face, wondering why we’re picking on him. Then he slowly takes the coat and turns to the door.

      Once he slumps out, she sighs and smiles at me apologetically. “I’m sorry he’s such a brat. Discipline has always been a problem for him.” She cuts her gaze toward her husband, who is scooping food into his mouth once more.

      

      I take a deep breath and force a smile at her. “Let’s just finish this feast,” I suggest softly. “He’s an adult, and accountable for his own actions.”

      

      And the only goddamned reason I’m not calling you out for spoiling him silly is I’m handing his ass back to you. No more free babysitting. That’s punishment enough for you.

      

      At least with Terry brooding in the car like a banished kid, we can have our pie in peace. There’s even some small talk; though it goes on around me, I struggle through my meal. My fatigue is tinged with sadness: not for ridding myself of Terry, but because it seems like I always have to choose between settling for guys like him, or being alone.

      Although … maybe not, I wistfully peek in James’ direction. I’m surprised to see him looking at me with concern. When our eyes meet, I feel a thread of warmth and wonder for a moment if I’m the only one feeling it.

      

      After dinner, Terry’s parents take half of both of the pies without asking, wish me a happy Thanksgiving, and make themselves scarce. James sticks around, saying he’ll take a cab, and helps Samantha and me clean up and pack the rest of the food.

      

      “Okay, I have to admit, even if I didn’t want to get away from everybody else over the holidays, I am definitely glad I came tonight.” Samantha’s normally perfect mascara is smeared at the corners from tears of laughter. “You okay after all of that?”

      

      “Yeah, I’m just … really tired.” And disheartened. And embarrassed. But most of all, I’m bracing myself for the Breakup Talk that will happen tomorrow.

      

      Terry probably won’t even remember he was kicked out tonight, let alone the fact I said I’m done. I need to spell it out for him, and whether it’s another goddamn temper tantrum … Fuck it; I’ll do it over the phone in case he starts breaking things again.

      

      Once the table is cleared and everything is stored away, Samantha sighs and gives me a smile. “All right. Look, I’ve been on the road since four a.m. my time and I need to get some sleep. We still on for movies tomorrow?”

      

      I nod at her and we hug goodbye. “Three o’clock. I’ll pick you up at the hotel.”

      

      “Good.” She looks between me and James, who is putting away the last of the dry dishes. “Looks like you have someone you should be talking to … alone … anyway.”

      

      She winks and gives me another hug, then breezes out, leaving blushing me behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            James

          

        

      

    

    
      I just watched Terry fuck up what will probably be his one chance to end up with a girl who is too good for him. I have to admit, it was pretty damn funny. But it’s given the lovely lady in question an obvious headache, and that’s not amusing at all.

      

      Terry’s been a burden on his mom for years, and he’s always avoided growing up. He keeps searching for a nice girl who will take over Mom’s babysitting duties, so he can mooch and drink and play video games while she does all the work, and it keeps failing. Then he blames the women for having backbones, instead of him having none.

      

      It would be one thing if he was just a sad sack with no dick game; unfortunately, he’s also a jerk with a violent streak. And I’m wary of what he might do next.

      Growing up, I spent a lot of time with his family and he’s the exact same guy now that he was at ten. And that’s part of the reason I’m sticking around. Because once it finally dawns on this jackass that he’s been dumped again, he’ll lose it at sweet, sexy Karin—and he will not be calm about it.

      

      When we were teenagers, I watched his dumb ass fail with women dozens of times. After Mom and Dad died, I lived in his house so many times that I ended up his sorta-brother, sorta-babysitter. From fourteen years old and on, he aggressively chased girls, got rejected—or had one give him a chance, only to blow it—and got malicious afterward.

      

      Sometimes violently cruel. Once, I had to gather bail money for the little shit. The second time he got arrested, the family agreed to let him sit in jail for a few weeks.

      

      I don’t trust Terry will not come back tonight, once he drinks some more and works up some steam. He’s done it twice before, and I won’t let him try the same shit with this adorable, curly-haired girl I’m sitting across the couch from.

      

      “Are you absolutely certain that you’re doing all right?” I ask very gently. I’ve produced my flask of good brandy and a joint, and we’re splitting them both. I draw on the joint and pass it over, lifting an eyebrow at her.

      

      Karin looks at me with those dazzling, jewel-colored eyes and smiles thinly. “I will. I kind of saw this coming. Thanks for the weed; I might even be able to sleep.” And she takes a tiny hit, like a nip.

      

      “No problem. If sleeping is what you want to do, that is.” Of course, there’s another reason I’ve stuck around, besides making sure there’s no confrontation, and that is Karin herself.

      

      I’ve been attracted to her since the first time we met, in that primal, near-immediate way that has only hit me a few times with a woman. She has a sweet personality, a tight little body, and an ache that Terry just hasn’t been satisfying, and I’m sure a lot of her needs he has not fulfilled.

      

      I want to fix it. Badly. If she’s been dealing with Terry this whole time, she has to be desperately in need of a proper fuck. I can provide that … in fact, I’d be delighted to.

      

      She’ll be delighted, too … if she’s not too exhausted by the whole mess this evening, of course.

      

      “I, um …” It seems to be dawning on her what I’m suggesting; her cheeks turn endearingly pink. “Did you have some other idea?”

      

      For a moment, I smile broadly, and her blush deepens. Adorable. “I imagine you’re very unhappy with your soon-to-be ex-boyfriend,” I purr at her. “And I really like you. Always have.”

      

      Her eyes widen a little, like she’s waiting for me to say that I’m joking, or testing her, or something other than genuinely wanting to fuck her brains out. “Do you mean that you …”

      

      “I’ll be blunt,” I reply in a gentle tone. “I want to spend a few hours making you forget about my stupid cousin, who doesn’t deserve you. I have a nice hotel room ten blocks away that we could go to.”

      

      She draws a long, shuddering breath and her eyes dilate. She wants it; wants me. But then … she surprises me.

      

      “I shouldn’t go sleeping with anyone else until I properly breakup with Terry,” she admits with a sigh. “Otherwise I’d be grabbing my purse to go with you right now.”

      

      I’m suddenly hard as a rock. A delayed yes is still a yes, even if I have to wait until she deals with the last of my cousin’s drama. I take another swallow of brandy and smile at her.

      

      “Well, I’m not about to challenge you for being ethical. It’s just another thing to like about you.” My smile goes lazy. “Raincheck for tomorrow evening?”

      

      She squeezes her knees together and her lips part slightly with desire. She nods. “Make it nine tomorrow night.”

      

      “Nine it is. I’ll bring dinner.” I frown. I should tell her about Terry’s violent responses to rejection.

      

      “What is it?” she asks, looking a little worried.

      

      “Terry. He’s …” Don’t scare her needlessly. “… not known for taking breakups well. He doesn’t have your key, does he? Or know where the spare is?”

      

      She swallows and then shakes her head. “I never gave him one.”

      

      I go over to the street-facing windows: both are barred and locked. “Good. Are you planning on going out tonight?”

      

      “Just to take the trash.” She glances at the overfull bin behind her.

      

      “Try to leave it for the morning if you can. Take your phone along if you can’t.”

      

      She seems upset. “How much trouble should I expect?”

      

      “If he shows up, chances are he’ll be drunk and obnoxious. But tonight, don’t go outside your door more than you need to and don’t leave it unlocked when you take out the trash. If he shows up, don’t open the door.” I give her a wry look. “Call the number on that card I gave you and I’ll shove a boot up his ass.”

      

      She giggles. “You don’t sound like you’d mind too much.”

      

      “I don’t like how he treats you, plain and simple. You deserve better than what he can provide.” I turn back and approach her again as she gets up, pinch out the joint, and hand her the rest.

      

      “I can deliver it. However, if you want to give that fool his marching orders first, well … as I said.” I wink at her, and she smiles a touch wider. “I should really get going.”

      

      She fetches my good wool topcoat and helps me into it, a shy attempt at contact. “So … nine o’clock tomorrow, then?”

      

      I turn and deliberately sever the touch barrier, caressing her cheek with two fingers. The shiver of anticipation running through her stiffens my cock again … but she’s made her choice, and I respect it. “See you then.”

      

      Karin’s apartment is on the third floor of a six-story brick walk-up with battered iron railings. My groin aches as I trot down the stairs with a dozen ideas of what to do to divine Karin tomorrow rolling through my head. I can’t decide.

      

      We may have to try a few things before the night is over.

      

      Tomorrow night. Brilliant. Better if it happened tonight, but for a lovely lady like Karin, I don’t mind waiting.

      

      I look up and down the darkened street before taking my phone out to summon a ride. Too many cars, too many bushes, too many dark alleyways. A thief or another criminal—or a furious drunken boyfriend, about to be exed—could hide anywhere around here. I frown.

      

      I have this peculiar feeling. I should test it before I depart for the night.

      

      A man in my line of work lives by his instincts. I tell everyone who asks that I install security systems. Truth be told, I spend most of my nights at work deactivating them.

      

      Especially the fancy ones that guard wealthy people’s gem collections.

      

      No one in my family knows I’m a professional thief. Families like ours, it’s either incredible luck or crime to pull you out of poverty. I did not wait for luck, but I also have never been caught.

      

      Instincts are a big part of that. And right now, I smell a problem brewing.

      

      Something causes me to pause from calling a cab. Instead, I follow my hunch and saunter around the block. I hope I’m wrong … but I’m not wrong very often.

      

      By the time I round the last corner, my suspicions are confirmed; I hear an argument at Karin’s place. I pick up my pace, careful on the icy pavement, and soon enough, Terry’s voice is cracking with outrage.

      

      “You can’t leave me! I won’t fucking let you! Now let me in; we’re having makeup sex right now!”

      This is so much more cringe-worthy than usual. I break into a run. He sounds threatening—and he isn’t taking no for an answer.

      

      I hear Karin snap something back and he bellows “Shut up, whore!” and then a struggle begins.

      

      “Let go of me!” Karin screams. “Get out of the doorway! You can’t come in! Go away!”

      

      “Oh, I’m coming in,” Terry pants as I take the stairs to the third floor, two at a time. “I’m coming in and you’re gonna make this up to me, or I’m gonna make you sorry!”

      

      “Go fuck yourself! I said we’re done!” A note of panic in Karin’s voice fills me with rage. “Help!”

      

      Of course, none of her neighbors respond. A few lights go on, but nobody comes out. New Yorkers in a nutshell: apathy is everywhere.

      

      “I say when we’re done, slut! I’m the man!” Terry yells, and then yelps to the sound of a hard slap.

      

      “Well, you definitely are a piss-poor excuse for one,” I remark in an icy voice once I’m directly behind him.

      

      Terry freezes. His furry hand is still wrapped around Karin’s wrist but he loosens his grip and she yanks it free.

      

      I don’t give him time to turn around; instead I grab him by the hair and the back of his shirt and pry him off the doorway. He yelps again, whining in protest as I slam him against the railing to cow him before taking hold of him again.

      

      “I’m not bailing out your bitch ass any longer because you can’t handle the consequences when you fuck up with women,” I hiss in his ear as Karin watches us. “You can do one of two things. You can leave down the stairs, or you can be a nuisance and get pitched over the railing.”

      

      “You just want her for yourself, you goddamn poacher! I’m not gonna be your cuck!” His voice is high with fear. I roll my eyes and pull his hair backward until he threatens to unbalance.

      

      “You can’t be a cuckold if you’re no longer someone’s boyfriend, you idiot. She’s dumped you twice tonight. Denial doesn’t change the damned facts.”

      

      I step up in front of him and give him a shake, staring into his eyes. “Now, are you going to leave, or are you going to land in the bushes and pick rose thorns out of your ass for the next three hours?”

      

      He opens his mouth wide and closes it a few times, like a goldfish scooped up in a net. His anger has been replaced by raw panic. “Don’t toss me over! It’s a two-story drop!”

      

      “Then get out of here.” I shift my grip and give him a shove toward the stairs; he almost tumbles down headfirst before grabbing the railing.

      

      He barrels down the stairs, sometimes jumping over some of them, sometimes almost falling flat on his face, his whimpered curses and terrified gasps echoing until he disappears down the street.

      

      How am I related to that piece of shit?

      

      I turn back to Karin. “Hey, are you all right?”

      

      She looks at me, her eyes red from crying, and shakes her head.

      

      “Okay. What can I do for you?” I ask very carefully.

      

      She throws herself into my arms.
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      I couldn’t stay in my apartment after Terry’s attack. Not even if I got drunk. After I got a comforting hug and my tears under control, I asked James to take me to his hotel room.

      

      On the drive over, I wasn’t thinking about sex. I had a pain in my arm, the strung-out feeling of an adrenaline hangover, and the memory of Terry ambushing me on the other side of the door when I took out the trash. I hugged myself as I sat with James in the back of an Uber, driven by a friendly older man.

      

      Now, however, as the glowing, golden tower of the hotel actually comes within view, I start to relax as the reality of the situation sinks in. Terry is gone—forcibly ejected from my life. He was the most repulsive dick before James made him stop. I’m finally free of him.

      

      My thighs draw together, thinking about what will happen next. After all, I told James I wanted to breakup with Terry before I spent the night with him. Right now, I am not sure I’m quite ready.

      

      “Did he hurt you?” James asks softly as our driver pulls into the parking lot.

      

      “Just some bruises. He didn’t hit me, but he grabbed my arm hard and pushed me back into the door.” It’s the most physical that a boyfriend has ever gotten with me—even the guy who broke into my apartment.

      

      Of course, I mistook that poor bastard, Alan, another sad sack with a violent side, for a prowler; it took me half of a minute to grab a bat and clout him upside the head.

      

      When I realized he was my ex, abusing his copy of my key, I hit that fucker again. I’m not proud of that, but it kept him from hurting me. I just wish a weapon had been handy when Terry grabbed me.

      “I’m sorry. I should have stayed with you. I’m glad I thought to double back.” He seems genuinely troubled as our driver pulls up in front of the hotel.

      

      “It’s fine. I’m glad you came back.” I stare out the window at the thin snow falling, then grab my overnight bag as the sedan halts to a stop.

      

      The chilly air bites at the back of my neck and knees as I step out. James offers his arm; my hand hurts a bit as I grab it. “I’ll key you in a tip. Thanks again,” he tells the driver, who smiles and drives off.

      

      As we approach the lobby doors, I stand close to James to shield myself from the wind. Another winter is descending on New York. I’m so damn tired of all this cold. I wish I could go back to the West Coast … but I can’t go back home.

      

      Don’t think about that now. Terry’s given you enough miserable shit to deal with without going over years’ old family drama. I take a deep breath and walk through the hotel doors with James instead.

      “If you want, I’ll have a look at your injuries when we get upstairs. You don’t appear well right now.” He is so authentic, it puts a lump in my throat.

      

      I can’t remember the last time that a guy showed concern for me. Early on, Terry had his sweet moments, fumbling and cute, like a wilted flower handed to me by a small boy. Once he thought he didn’t have to work for it anymore, even those scraps of affection dried up.

      

      And the two guys before, or my family? I let out a soft, sad snicker as we approached the elevators. “No. I’m not okay. And thank you. I’ll need to take photos in case I press charges.”

      

      “I’ve got you covered. I even know a good local lawyer if you need one. I seriously doubt he’ll be back after this, though.” I don’t drop his arm in the elevator. It feels like a railing I’m grabbing in a high wind, keeping me steady.

      

      Under the thick wool coat, he’s as firm as carved wood, intriguing me enough that it distracts me a little. And his spicy cologne, which smells so exotic … I wonder what country it’s from. “I don’t want to resort to a lawyer. But … I’ll definitely file for a restraining order.”

      

      He’s quiet as the elevator rises toward the penthouse. “This isn’t your first time dealing with someone with a … bad temper, is it?”

      

      A part of me wants to bitterly laugh and tell him the truth: I’ve been dealing with bad-tempered, abusive scumbags since I was born. “No. I just had some bad luck.”

      

      “Undeserved, for certain. You’re a wonderful person. My aunt was hoping for a marriage as you’re better company than just myself at her holiday table.” He shoots me an apologetic smile.

      

      “Never happen.” The disgust in my tone makes him laugh. It’s incredibly liberating to talk to someone besides Samantha about Terry.

      

      The elevator stops and a drunk-looking couple piles in, immediately leaning into the corner to kiss. The girl’s sparkly black dress rides up her hip as he strokes it, and she moans invitingly into his mouth.

      

      Five floors later, they’re gone again, leaving me flushed and dry-mouthed, my eyes a bit wide.

      

      James’ smile is wicked now. “They definitely have the right idea,” he comments, and I stifle a nervous giggle.

      

      Finally, we reach the penthouse, and he leads me to its broad, white-columned expanse. We remove our snow-crusted shoes at the door and my aching feet sink into soft gray wool carpet. I sigh with relief and stop for a moment to get my bearings.

      

      He comes up behind me to take my coat and I gratefully shrug out of it. The air inside is warm without being stuffy, and scented with a wisp of incense. “First, you need to relax,” he murmurs in my ear. I catch my breath, feeling my nipples tighten under my blouse.

      Apparently, Terry has ruined our relationship, but not my sex drive.

      

      After years of being stuck with men whose behavior killed my desire, it is incredible to feel the yearning so strongly. It’s James’ doing. In the year between our two meetings, no other man has affected me like this.

      

      Only James.

      

      “You’re right,” I sigh, and let him lead me to a broad leather settee, long enough to stretch out on. I sit on the edge and watch him shuck his coat, the pewter-colored suit jacket, his tie—and then, to my surprise, his shirt.

      

      I’m still in my velvet dress, watching a man I barely know, but desperately want, strip in front of me. He casts his fancy clothes aside, as if they’re a disguise he wants free of as soon as possible. “Ugh,” he mutters in passing. “What sadist invented ties?”

      

      My eyes widen as he stretches up to remove the clinging silk undershirt beneath, watching the muscles ripple across his chest and belly. The tiniest hints of dark auburn hair peek out of his belt-line just below his navel; my eyes lock on them hungrily for a moment. He strips off the wad of fabric and tosses it with the rest.

      

      “Hope you don’t mind. I’m done with suits for the evening.” His eyes flicker and then he heads for the wet bar. “Would you like a hot toddy and a massage?”

      

      Watching him walk away in his suit pants is pure torture. His tight, broad-shouldered back ripples with muscle, and a pair of deep crimson wings is tattooed across it, highlighting his shoulder blades and the elegant sweep of his lower back. My eyes trace down to his ass beneath the wool and wonder how far down the tattoos go.

      

      Oh God. I’m struggling for breath. Now that is dirty pool. “I—I don’t mind,” I manage.

      

      He’s seducing me, slowly, gently enticing me with his body, the stylish surroundings, his unaccustomed kindness. It’s not what I’m used to.

      

      Nevertheless, these little tastes of his attention, his flirtation, make me want more.

      

      “I hope you don’t mind me asking. How did you end up with Terry anyway?” he comments, holding a brown ceramic mug of toddy. I take it and sip it, the honey, whiskey, and lemon mix pleasing to my tongue.

      

      “I get lonely. He was in my movie club. We had some hobbies in common.”

      

      It sounds so tame now. I don’t tell him the lamest part, though. The part where every single guy I’ve ever dated has been a huge step up from the last, and even the worst of the three were better than my father—or my brothers.

      

      “I’m critical of you. You’re just too beautiful and charming to settle for the likes of him.” He sits beside me on the chaise longue and takes a sip of his own toddy.

      

      “Glad you think so.” I laugh nervously, too aware of how close he is to me. My fingers curl around the cup as I squash the urge to trace his tattoos with them instead.

      

      “Let’s have a look at your arm,” he says tenderly as he reaches out and crouches in front of me. I stare at him for a moment, then push the bell sleeve back, revealing the developing reddish marks. He winces, holding it gingerly; the finger marks are clear.

      

      Silently, I begin crying as he takes photos of the injury. It’s too much like the past. His camera phone clicks and for a moment I’m twelve years old, in a room of a police station, shivering in my underwear as a camera chronicles the bruises all over me.

      

      The flashback goes away and he’s still tapping away at his phone. “I’ll send these to your email.” In a low voice, I give him the address and he finishes up.

      

      “I’ll check your back next. Do you mind lying on your stomach?” His voice remains gentle as he lays his phone aside.

      

      I nod and stretch out on the davenport and he straightens up. “Where does it hurt?”

      

      I point out the spot, on the left, above the small of my back. In response, he unzips my dress down to my waist.

      

      I suck air and freeze, but he folds the fabric away and tugs it down on the side with the bruise. “Oh yeah, that’s going to leave a mark too. I’m so sorry. Do you want a pain pill?”

      

      “No, I had some before dinner. I was kind of, uh … anticipating a headache.” He chuckles and I chortle with him.

      “Your muscles are so tight. You sure you don’t need a bit of help loosening up?” And with that, his warm hand settles against my back, and instinctively, I feel like extending under him.

      

      “I didn’t know you give massages,” I murmur, laying my forehead against the pillar of my arm.

      

      “Oh yeah, this is how I made extra money at resorts in the summer.” Both of his hands are on my back, tucking the top of my dress aside, smoothing over my bare shoulders.

      

      My eyes flutter closed, and my heart starts beating faster. His hands move up and down my back, tenderly caressing at first, having me get used to his touch. The warm, soothing strokes expel my past, banish thoughts of Terry, and leave me shivering with pleasure.

      

      “Do you like that?” His breath tickles my ear as he whispers into it.

      

      “Yes,” I manage, scarcely loud enough to hear.

      “May I bare more of your body, then?”

      

      I feel my whole midsection seize, thighs squeezed together with sudden hunger. I know what he’s doing. I know where this is going.

      

      I want it more with every passing second. With growing desperation, I can only pray he’s as good at fucking as he is at seduction.

      

      “Yes.”
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      I hear the rasp of my dress zipper lowering further, and then cool air on my skin. I sit up just enough to slip my arms out of the sleeves, and lie back down. His hands are on my skin again, and I forget everything but that.

      I only realize how rigid my muscles are when he starts to knead them, his powerful hands soothingly rubbing me over until I relax enough for him to knead deeply. My back pops several times and I gasp, going almost limp. I’m entirely in his control now.

      And I love it.

      The most I’ve ever felt with a guy has been frustrated arousal and a wistful sort of comfort. This is already different. He’s only touched my bare back so far, not even unfastening my bra. And I’m already swooning.

      Even Samantha seems to think I need to get rid of Terry as soon as humanly possible. I don’t even feel guilty about it. Instead, the idea that Terry would scream in helpless rage because I’m spending the night with his cousin fills my heart with defiant glee.

      To hell with you, Terry. You had eighteen months with me. This man’s already done more with a backrub than you ever did with your prick. As if that’s where happiness lies.

      And then James’ hands move to my sides, down to my hips. Briefly, his fingers dig into the hollows at the tops of my thighs and I whimper, arching my back. “God, you’re exquisite,” he murmurs, tugging the dress down off my hips to expose my panties.

      I feel the velvet slide out from under me and a flush of heat runs from my scalp to my breastbone. It feels like a conclusion is being made—not irrevocable, but definite. There it goes.

      His hands settle on the backs of my thighs and knead downward slowly, heading toward my still-aching feet. I moan softly, and bite my lip when he cups one foot in his manly, long-fingered hands and kneads the pain away. Then he switches to the other … and by the time he’s done, I’m so relaxed, it feels like I’m floating.

      He straightens up, and then I hear the rustle and zip of his trousers. Then he crouches beside me again. “Did you enjoy that?” he murmurs in that same mesmerizing tone.

      I turn my head to face him, panting softly. His eyes burn with desire, but he hasn’t yet touched me intimately. Only relaxed me … while at the same time teasing me with what he can do with those hands of his.

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      He smiles tenderly. “Good. Would you like me to kiss you?”

      I offer my mouth at once, eyes closing shut—and feel his warm, ample lips capture mine. His hands start gliding over me again … and this time, it’s purely sexual; I feel it all down to my toes. The kiss lingers, almost lovingly … and then breaks as he leans back eagerly, gazing down at me.

      “Where else would you like me to kiss you?” One of his fingers slips under the edge of my panties from behind and teases them down a little, and I give a desperate wheeze of pleasure.

      “Everywhere,” I whisper daringly, my head already fuzzy with desire.

      He smiles.

      A minute later, I find myself digging my fingers into the frame of the settee, whimpering with every breath as he leaves a trail of kisses all the way up my spine. Each long, rough peck sends jolts of pleasure through me, making my pussy tighten with need. When he finally unhooks my bra to work his way up, I barely notice.

      His own breath shivers against my skin as he leaves his marks on me. Meanwhile his hands slide over my body and then slip in front of me to loosen my bra cups to help me remove it. As he does so, his fingertips brush over my breasts, which makes me jolt and utter another whimper.

      He keeps leaving his marks, even on the backs of my thighs, while he firmly kneads my ass. “Roll over when you’re ready,” he mutters. Another rustle of cloth—and then the crinkle of a condom wrapper.

      I’m a touch disappointed, expecting him to push to fuck me the moment I roll over. But this is still more foreplay than I’ve ever gotten. I hang on for as long as I can as he keeps teasing and caressing me, until I can’t take it anymore and roll onto my back.

      There’s a mirrored wall beside the chaise longue, and my pale figure is draped across it, breathing hard, nipples firm and tight. James rises from his crouched position and looms over me. He’s naked and hard.

      His cock seems as thick as my wrist, and nearly as long as my forearm; it throbs against his belly, the skin so taut it shines. He’s rolled the condom on, but instead of climbing onto me, he leans over and kisses my mouth instead.

      Eagerly, I return the kiss, reaching up to caress his broad shoulders. He’s shivering with desire, the barest tremors running through his muscles as he fights back his zeal. Then he takes both of my hands … and lays them firmly against the leather.

      “Right now is all about you,” he declares, looking deep into my eyes. “It’s about the woman in that mirror and making her feel good. Don’t distract yourself trying to please me. I’m fine.”

      Surprise rushes through me and I stare at him … then slowly turn to look at the panting, trembling girl in the mirror. James walks to the end of the divan and gently tugs my panties off my legs and flings them aside. The girl shyly stiffens for a moment, and almost raises her hands to hide her body.

      But orders are orders … and from the right guy, they’re hot as hell.

      I close my eyes as he caresses his way back up my body, tracing every curve. His mouth suckles and nips its way from my neck down to my breast and covers every bit with soft kisses.

      Then he sucks my nipple into his mouth and pulls at it firmly. My eyes fly open. The white sylph on the sofa writhes as my eyes blur; I dig my nails against the leather and sob. Nobody’s ever … not even this much … it’s so good …

      One of his hands settles on my other breast, fingers starting to stroke and tease the nipple in time with his eager lips. The other drifts to my wet, aching pussy and grips it firmly. Then it starts to pulse, sending jolts of pleasure through me.

      “Yes,” the woman in the mirror cries out. I keep my hands off him, my nails sore from digging my fingertips against the leather.

      I squirm, heels sliding down as he works his hand to my pussy. The air burns pleasantly in my lungs as I gasp for air; I’ve never been so provoked. The scent of his cologne and the musk beneath it mix in my nostrils with the smell of my own arousal.

      I briefly feel his teeth graze the edge of my ribcage before he kisses my belly and darts his tongue into the shallow crease running down to my navel. His hand leaves my tingling breasts, the nipples so hard and sensitized that they’re a little sore, and slides from my hips to my thighs, parting them softly as he moves to the end of the chaise longue.

      I’m not sure what he’s up to until he firmly grasps my hips and pulls me to the edge, neatly looping my legs over his shoulders as he crouches down. My butt lifts up; one of his hands slides beneath it to support me. I gasp, startled, shocked, and delighted … my heart beating hard.

      He grins wickedly at me through the fringe of his hair, swept by his passionate movements. His eyes burn at me, promising things I can barely imagine. Next, he starts kissing his way up my inner thigh.

      When he breathes over my pussy, stirring the sparse hairs adorning my mound, I whine softly. It takes everything I have not to touch him with my hands. My legs tremble; he props them open, nestling between them while my toes curl in midair. He parts my lower lips with his fingers and leans in for a long, delicate kiss.

      It’s the only way I can describe it; his tongue slides between my labia with the same delicacy it did with my mouth, teasing me open, stroking every fold and leaving me wide-eyed again. The ceiling swings past my eyes as he lowers his lips further and starts lapping at me slowly.

      In school, a friend of mine once complained that she’d never met a New York guy who ate pussy. Apparently, this man, like his family, formerly from the Bronx, is a blessed exception. As his tongue strokes and circles my clit, I lose control of my voice and mewl and sob, begging for more.

      My head rolls against the leather upholstery, nails still digging into it, feeling my cunt tighten some more with every lash of his tongue. My hips lift, rocking against his face; I don’t care how I look. I only want this amazing sensation not to end.

      He slides his finger into my cunt as my muscles tighten around him; I gasp, and then groan encouragement. He slides another finger inside and starts stroking me from within, stirring me up even further. “That’s good,” I gasp aloud, “So good, oh baby, don’t stop …”

      He doesn’t. He’s merciless, his free arm pinning my legs to his shoulders as he speeds the lash of his tongue. My voice breaks into cries; I feel my belly and thighs and hips constrict more and more as I start to shudder uncontrollably.

      Suddenly, I’m rocketing toward the unknown, my whole body thrumming with ecstasy, anticipation, and alarm. I let out a high, strangled gasp—and then I scream, blaring with pleasure so intense I can barely stand it. It feels like I’m airborne from inside.

      He holds me firmly, never breaking the rhythm of his caresses as I thrash and wail my way through my very first orgasm. He feasts on me, even after the sensation has lightened. There’s a delicious sense of satisfaction rolling through me. No; he won’t allow it.

      Instead, before my body settles, his swirling tongue pushes me back up the mountain again. It frightens me; and leaves me somewhat out of control. I’ve given all of myself to him—and he’s not ready to let go.

      Three fingers are in me now, stroking me from within as he licks and suckles. I don’t know if I’m begging for him to stop or go on; I have no idea how I can hang onto the couch instead of his muscled shoulders. Then I entirely lose my bearings in another flood of pure ecstasy.

      I phase out for a few moments; when I wake, he’s climbing onto the chaise longue and pulling me up onto his lap. I can see his stiff cock between my thighs; then he seizes hold of it and tucks the bulky top into me. He thrusts upward as he pulls me onto him … and sinks into me with a long groan.

      I brace myself, sensing his caresses from within as he thrusts deeper and deeper. Lastly, he’s buried inside of me, and as he shudders and his chest heaves, for a moment, we remain still.

      Then he starts moving.

      It’s amazing how much time he takes tenderly easing that enormous tool in and out of me as his body flexes and quivers against mine. His warmth is sinking into my bones. I roll my hips a little, to tease him, as if I’m using the last of my strength.

      “Lie back,” he instructs in a husky voice, his eyes hooded. I do, and he tosses his head, letting out a small shout as my cunt tightens around him. I don’t understand the angle we’ve assumed until he starts to move again—and I gasp in shock as the head of his cock rubs firmly against the same spot his fingers tickled before.

      I wrap my legs around his hips as he lays the heel of his hand against my pussy and presses down as he thrusts. “Oh, that’s good!” I gasp, as he chuckles softly and speeds up.

      Words fly away; the leather slides under our naked bodies as our voices degenerate to primal grunts. The slap of skin on skin grows louder and faster as he drives more and more desperate cries out of me. I feel another explosion gathering … this one even more intense than the first.

      He’s too far gone to stop now, his whole body and mind engaged in fucking me, his voice just as loud as mine as he loses control of himself. His back arches, and the roar of ecstasy sets me off. We grind together, trembling, drawing from our pleasure together until we collapse into a limp, balmy tangle.

      “Oh,” he rumbles, expression blissful as he holds me. “Oh. Fucking you is heaven. Let’s take a nap in and do it again.”

      I’ve never felt so relaxed or satisfied in my life … or such affectionate gratitude. I can’t speak yet, so I smile sleepily and nod instead. Then I drift off, before he can even withdraw from me.
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      I wake up in the hotel room with a gorgeous naked lady curled in my arms and my cell phone buzzing in my coat pocket across the room. Reluctantly, I walk, naked, to grab the phone, into the bathroom, shutting the door before answering. “Yeah?”

      “How’d the meeting go?” Andrew’s terse rasp permeates in my ear and I roll my eyes.

      Fuck. Now I have to think.

      “Christ, Andrew, don’t you sleep?” I sigh. “It’s fine. I got Herschel to cough up another ten percent.” Trust Andrew to kill my afterglow with business talk.

      “And the delivery?” His tone doesn’t relax. Of course it doesn’t. Not about this.

      I keep calm and reassuring. “The courier’s been on the way as of two hours ago. Your share will be there by five a.m. I guess you’ll be awake.”

      “Until I have my share of that ten million, yeah, I’m not sleeping a wink.” That’s Andrew: insomniac, borderline paranoid, distrustful as hell—even of us. He can be a giant pain in the ass, but he’s exactly what we need when researching building schematics or hacking a security company or bank computers.

      I’m our entry man—I can defeat physical or electronic security systems, climb walls, and break into—or escape from—almost anywhere. Dale, meanwhile, handles lookout and getaway. However, without Andrew, there are no schematics, no guard change schedules, no research.

      It pays to keep the paranoid bastard happy.

      “Suit yourself. Anyway, it’s done. I’ll be back in New Orleans on Monday evening. We can have a meet early Tuesday.” I know exactly what I’ll be doing for the intervening three days.

      “You’re staying over for the weekend?” He sounds suspicious.

      “I have family here. I’m visiting them for Thanksgiving. It’s my prerogative for being in town this week.” Actually, I could give less than two shits if I see the three of them again before Christmas. Karin is, undeniably, another story.

      I would visit New York City again for Karin any damn time.

      “Oh. Right. Forgot.” His tone goes back to coldly neutral. “We have to talk about the next job when you get back. Our target in Chicago just got some mob security.”

      “Shit. Might not be worthwhile at all.” The last thing we need is to piss off the Chicago mob. Their guys have fenced our jewels, stamps, coins, and other goodies more than once.

      They have dirt on us, and a lot more power than we have. That’s not an enemy we should make.

      “I agree,” he replies solemnly, sounding slightly relieved that we’re on the same page. “We’ll go with something else.”

      Caution and discretion have kept the three of us out of jail for over ten years. That is why I always give at least half an ear to Andrew’s paranoia. The aging, growly-voiced hacker has avoided run-ins with the law
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