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      I never cared about my family’s billions.

      I’m a military man, honorable and true.

      But my damn brother felt differently. He had me tossed in prison for a crime I didn’t commit, and now, all I think about is revenge.

      It slowly becomes an obsession until something finally breaks through the dark cloud.

      My high school sweetheart.

      It’s been ten years since graduation, and she isn’t a little smart-assed girl anymore.

      She’s a woman. My woman.

      I thought prison would undo me, but nothing could prepare me for the secret my girl held back from me.

      A baby. A family. One I didn’t know I had.

      And now my brother knows, too. He’ll use anything to destroy me, including my kid.

      Money creates opportunity, but there’s a cost it requires. The payment for wealth is high, and my brother is willing to go all in.

      I might have started out honorable, but now?

      There’s nothing this ex-con won’t do to keep his family safe.

      Even kill.
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          AX

        

      

    

    
      My eyes shoot open as the nightmare collapses around me. A nightmare of smoke, filled with the cries of women and children, and the leaden gazes of corpses with empty eyes.

      Without looking at a clock, I know it’s six am. I’ve woken up at six since basic training, a habit that hasn’t changed in my present surroundings, although I have stopped sitting bolt upright after hitting my head on the bunk above me a half dozen times.

      I rub my eyes with the palms of my hand then move over to sit on the edge of my bunk. The bed above me lays empty, a testament to my reputation. Roommates don’t last in my cell. The warden finally accepted that point.

      I stand, stretching my muscles and staring past the bars. Today begins like every other day for the last five years. But it won’t end the same.

      Today everything changes.

      Two hours later, it’s time for breakfast. The cells open in coordination with a shrill buzz. I consider staying in my cell but decide a fight with the guards isn’t worth it today, so I get in line with the rest of the inmates and shuffle slowly toward the mess hall.

      Carrying my tray of unappetizing slop toward my usual table, I catch sight of a figure pushing his way toward me. I almost decide to swing my tray in an arc, spraying its contents all over the room and smashing the metal tray into his scarred face. Instead, I let him approach. Guess I’m getting soft in my old age.

      “Today’s the day, isn’t it?”

      His voice is gruff, his eyes filled with an unfamiliar light. Rico scratches at his neck which is decorated with an off-center tattoo of the Virgin Mary. We’ve had our fair share of run-ins, and his crew has, at last, realized that I’m not worth the effort. But every now and again, Rico gets bored and decides to take a run at me. Is he bored today?

      I stare at him, then nod. He shakes his head, a rare grin appearing on his face, making him seem even more sinister, surprisingly. “Won’t be the same without you.”

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes. “Don’t tell me you’re becoming sentimental.”

      “What’s that word mean?” he asks, his face blank but a cagey look in his eyes.

      I start to push past him, but he grabs my shoulder. I tense, and he releases his grip, his hands in front of him, palms up. “I wanna ask you for a favor.”

      Now I’m shocked. Rico Reyes asking me for a favor. Everything is changing, perhaps faster than I’m ready for. “What do you want?”

      “I got a sister. She’s younger. A good girl. Angel.”

      “What’s your sister got to do with me?”

      “I want you to look in on her. Check on her for me.”

      “Why?”

      Rico looks past me, his expression stony. “You’re not like us, man. You don’t belong here, not really. You’re an honorable man. A hero.”

      An honorable man. A hero.

      Maybe once, but those days are gone, ground away by five years of grueling monotony, locked in a cage like an animal.

      “You’re wrong,” I say. “I’m not a hero. I’m a villain. Find someone else to babysit your kid sister.”

      “Puto,” he spits out under his breath. Without warning, his lieutenants appear behind his shoulders, twin snarls on their faces. “I tried to be nice.”

      The one on the left charges forward, and at last, I do swing my tray, the fluorescents glinting off its surface, creating a blur of light that collides with the asshole’s jaw. A spray of slop covers Rico and his companion, and I allow myself a grin.

      The first one’s down, but the other one is on me, trying to get a grip on my neck. Driving my elbow into his stomach, I whip my fist back, enjoying the cracking sound his nose makes. His hands slide off me.

      It’s just Rico and me now. He’s shorter but has a few pounds on me. And he’s mean as a goddamn viper.

      “Break it up, ladies,” comes the lazy drawl of the captain of the guards, his lackeys swarming around him. The captain looks me up and down. “Fighting today, Craven? Do you want to stick around here?”

      I shrug, then start heading toward the exit. I’d rather spend the rest of today in my cell. Hell, maybe I’ll even feel nostalgic about the old six-foot by eight-foot box after I leave it behind.

      “Don’t bother,” the captain says, grabbing my arm. “Your walking papers are in.”

      Although I’ve known I would hear those words today, it still feels surreal. Today is the day I leave prison. After five years of staring at gray walls, I’ll see blue sky again.

      For as long as it lasts.

      The captain leads me past the guard shack and to the clerk’s office where I retrieve the things I had in my possession when I landed here. A metal lighter engraved with a tiger. The keys to my bike. A leather wallet.

      I pick up the wallet and flip it open. The ID and credit cards are there, but the pocket is empty. I had over two thousand dollars when I was brought behind the walls of Tabor Correctional Institution. Someone has lined their pockets compliments of me.

      A few stone-faced prisoners are mopping the floors as I am escorted down the long hallway toward the exit. One watches me with eyes filled with some unnamed emotion. There’s a jagged scar running along one side of his face, still pink and raw.

      I remember giving him that scar.

      I have one that matches, along my upper arm.

      The prisoner had been a lone wolf, brought inside three months ago and not claimed by any of the prison cliques. He’d watched me for days, and I’d ignored him, assuming he was just another fresh fish considering asking me for protection. He wouldn’t be the first, and I’d give him the same answer I’d given anyone else who suggested teaming up.

      Keep moving. I’m not interested.

      But it turns out the fish hadn’t wanted to join Team Ax at all. Instead, he’d determined to stab me and watch me bleed out all over the commissary floor.

      He’d been behind me in line as we waited to get through the door. One minute I’m considering which toothpaste to buy this time and do I really like the fake mint flavor of the last tube, the next I’m fighting for the shiv he’s got locked in his sweaty hand.

      He managed to slice into my arm before I knocked him back into the wall and pinned him there. The blade came up between us, and I hammered at his hand, recommending that he drop it.

      Instead, he made a last-ditch effort , bringing the shiv up higher. I countered, and he’d ended up raking the nasty blade over his own face before he dropped it.

      He spent time in the infirmary, and then solitary confinement. They’d stopped sticking me in solitary, knowing that it had no effect on me. A box is a box, no matter how small or silent. When the fish got out, he’d avoided me, but his eyes still followed me, promising their revenge.

      Get in line, asshole.

      It isn’t long before the outside gate is opening in front of me and I talk a few short steps to freedom. It doesn’t feel any different once I’m on the other side.

      A black town car is waiting for me. The driver hops out to grab my door when he sees me head in his direction. I nod, then slide into the air conditioning. The leather seats are smooth, the car purring gently. The driver shuts his door and looks in the rearview mirror expectantly.

      “Do you have something for me?” I ask.

      The driver tosses a heavy envelope onto the backseat.

      “Cape Craven,” I tell him, and he bobs his head and puts the car into gear. As we roll away from Tabor Correctional, I remember the last words I’d said to the guard captain.

      “Keep my cell warm for me.”

      I rip open the envelope. A smartphone slips into my hand. I set it aside, pulling out the sheaf of papers. Clipped to the top is a stack of hundred dollar bills.

      I fit the bills into my wallet and tuck it back away. Riffling through the papers, I realize I’m wearing a scowl. My brother’s face stares out at me from the stack, and I resist the urge to rip the fucker’s photo to pieces. Starting to read, I realize I’m fumbling through the same sentence over and over.

      The memory of what happened is pushing its way to the forefront of my mind, making the words on the page an unreadable jumble. Five years behind bars is a long time, but I remember the last time I saw him as if it had just happened.

      Brent’s face smirking at me across the courtroom as the bailiff led me away to begin my half-decade vacation in what the inmates called Southeast Hell. After he’d told one lie after another on the stand, each lie pushing the jury closer to a conviction.

      My little brother had me thrown in jail and hadn’t even had the decency to tell me why.

      It isn’t that I don’t have theories, the most logical being that he’d wanted me out of the way. I’d recently returned to Cape Craven, the prodigal son turned hero. I’d been patching things up with Dad, sorting out the pieces I’d left shattered when I’d run off to enlist straight out of high school.

      That all ground to a halt when I’d been sentenced with extortion, assault, and armed robbery. The charges were ridiculous, the crime itself farcical. But that didn’t stop me from spending 1,825 days in prison.

      Forcing myself to concentrate, I skim through the latest material I had my agent compile. Craven Industries seems to be lumbering along, confidence in leadership eroding of late. My brows shoot up as I see that dear old Dad wasn’t present at the last few board meetings, and that my darling brother led the most recent shareholder’s meeting himself.

      The town isn’t faring well either, in the wake of declining profits. Our company is the largest employer in the county, and a dip in business for Craven Industries means lost jobs and tightened belts. It doesn’t take much for sentiment to turn in a town like Cape Craven, and I know I already have a black mark against me in the court of public opinion without the company going downhill.

      Not like it matters what people think of me. Taking my revenge on Brent isn’t going to make me look like a saint. Or a hero.

      Then I turn a page and see a picture of her. My heart freezes in my chest, and for a moment I can’t breathe. I flick my eyes away from the page and take a breath.

      Sabrina Jacobs.

      Her eyes remind me of the ocean pounding off the cape on a sunny day. Golden skin, dark blond hair, and an expression that is no less sweet than it had been on the day I first laid eyes on her, back in junior high.

      I can’t help myself. My gaze returns to the picture, my mind working to memorize her features. As if she isn’t already burned into my memory permanently.

      It’s been five long years in prison. Five years since I tasted her skin, since I felt her velvet wetness around me. Fuck. My cock is hard in a split second, remembering our time together.

      She’s not alone in the picture. There are other women and a gaggle of children. The photo is labeled “Craven Foundation.” There is no other information.

      Moving past Sabrina’s picture, I scan the rest of the pages. There are a few rumbles of dissatisfaction in Brent’s recent leadership. A few folks are not so impressed with the Ivy League Asshole, as I’ve taken to calling him in my head.

      A savage sense of satisfaction washes over me. For a man the town thinks walks on water, his knees are starting to look a little wet. And once I show up, it won’t be long before his head sinks below the surface.

      And I drown that motherfucker.
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          SABRINA

        

      

    

    
      The clouds that started rolling in shortly after dawn now cover the town, hiding the sun. I regret not bringing a sweater with me. I’m slowly chewing a turkey sandwich on my bench in the small park across from the aged courthouse.

      Just another day in paradise.

      I only have thirty minutes for lunch, and Ms. Birch is strict about time. She laid into me earlier in the week about “excessive lunches,” her pinched face resembling a belligerent bird. “I’ve made exceptions, Sabrina, exceptions that are unfair to your co-workers. I can’t make anymore.”

      Never mind that the only co-workers I have are the night janitor that comes in once a week, and the parade of high school interns that stop in from time to time before they go away to their prestigious colleges. As the years pass, their young faces start to blur, just like the memories of my own time here as an intern.

      Before I’d settled into permanent disappointment at my own choices career-wise.

      In addition, none of these so-called co-workers are single mothers that are also caring for an aged mom who has more doctor’s appointments than bingo nights. Sometimes there just aren’t enough hours in the day.

      And too many hours in the night.

      Last night was like many others, so many I’ve lost count. Exhausted, I stared at the ceiling, a longing so acute ripping through me that it was physically painful. Hours passed, and I tossed and turned, imagining his hands on me again.

      Such powerful hands, yet gentle.

      I’ve told myself, again and again, to get over him. I’ve even replaced him in my fantasies with a man du jour. The cute cashier at the drug store. The well-dressed man I’ve seen at the bank. That celebrity with the muscled chest and cocky smile.

      But he always finds a way to creep back in, to replace the man du jour until I’m wading into memories I’ve done my best to forget.

      “Hey.”

      Tonya drops onto the bench next to me, slightly out of breath. “Can I have half your sandwich?”

      I nod, passing it to her. She takes a giant bite, barely chewing it before she swallows. “I saw your ma down by the gas station. I waved to her, but she didn’t see me.”

      Tonya is always seeing my mom around town. Everyone is always seeing everyone. There are less than four thousand people in Cape Craven, fewer if you don’t consider the farmers who live on the fringes and barely ever come into the town proper. And we all live knee-deep in each other’s business.

      “You see the hullabaloo at The Office?”

      I shake my head.

      Tonya bounces in her seat. “There had to be like a dozen cop cars out front. Cops everywhere.”

      Brow furrowing, I pull out my phone. Scrolling through my social media feed, I see a few other mentions of the ruckus at The Office, so I switch to the local “news” site, run by a very nosy old woman called Buzz. She loves gossip more than the slender cigarettes she chain-smokes. Having learned about the internet from her granddaughter, she found a wider audience for her “observations” online. If anyone knows what’s going on at The Office, it’s Buzz.

      “Cops swarming Craven Industries’ main office,” is the headline on her blog. I skim her overblown prose, realizing that she has no idea what is happening at The Office. Which means it isn’t likely to be a violent crime.

      For a moment, a numbness passes over me. The last time the police were teeming all over Craven Industries, they’d been arresting Ax. What if they’re there for a similar reason now?

      What if Ax is back?

      It’s bound to happen someday. Ax was sentenced to fifteen years, but inmates rarely serve out their entire sentences in North Carolina’s overcrowded prisons. Would he return to the alleged scene of the crime? And if so, how would Brent react?

      Catching sight of the time, I shove the last bite of my sandwich in my mouth and thrust my phone into my pocket. “Gotta go,” I say, waving at Tonya, then start jogging across the grass toward the foundation office.

      The minute hand is moving from straight up to one past when I burst through the door. Ms. Birch’s eyes narrow but she says nothing. I head to my desk and resume grinding through the spreadsheet that has consumed my morning.

      Unfortunately, the rows and columns of numbers are not enough to keep my mind on my task. Too soon it’s wandering straight to the topic I’ve been avoiding for what seems like most of my life.

      Alexander Craven. Billionaire. Hero. Bad boy.

      The only man I’ve ever loved.

      We met in junior high. I sat behind him in English and doted on his every word. He barely noticed me. Even in those days, he’d been bigger than other guys. Taller. Stronger. With that cocky half-smile that to this day still has me clenching my thighs at the memory.

      It wasn’t until high school that he spoke to me, in the halls one day between classes. He’d asked for my help on his French midterm. I’d responded with a resounding “Oui!”

      He’d asked me what that meant.

      Ax had scraped by in that class by the skin of his teeth, but he could have written the textbook on French kissing. His mouth is made for kisses. Soft but firm, teasing, demanding.

      I look up, blinking, to find Ms. Birch standing over my desk. “I asked if you had the quarterly report finished, Sabrina.”

      How long was she standing there before I noticed her?

      “Almost,” I reply, typing away frantically. Ms. Birch shakes her head and walks away, and I bite my lip, frustrated. I’d been an A student once, with a sizable scholarship to a prestigious university.

      Then Ax happened and all that went away.

      I can’t let myself think about that now, or I’ll fall off the precipice that is always waiting just up ahead. Besides, Ax is locked away. Maximum security. And even if he wasn’t—well.

      The door bursts open, and a gust of wind blows through, carrying Tonya with it. “I asked Tommy why them cops were at The Office,” she says, without an introduction. Tonya is pure stream of consciousness.

      “Tommy said Brent called them. Asked them down to talk about something.” Tommy is Tonya’s cousin, and not far ahead of her on the IQ curve. He serves on the local force, although he does little more than issue speeding tickets and play with his radar gun.

      “Why?” I whisper-yell, my eyes darting over to Ms. Birch’s desk. The old biddy is sitting ram-rod straight, so I know she’s listening to our every word. Did I mention Ms. Birch is Buzz’s best friend?

      Tonya shrugs. “Hell if I know. Tommy don’t know either.”

      I take a deep breath to keep from rolling my eyes. Tonya is sweet, bless her dear heart, but when God was handing out brains, she thought he said “trains” and missed hers.

      “Miss Carter, do you have a reason for loitering around this office?”

      Tonya straightens out of her slouch at Ms. Birch’s stern voice. “Doin’ what now? I ain’t embroiderin’. Momma never taught me how to sew.”

      “I didn’t say ‘embroidering,’ I said—oh, forget it.” Birch shakes her head. “If you don’t have any pressing need to be here, something relating to the Craven Foundation, then you can find your way out the door.”

      Tonya saunters toward the doorway, her lips pursed. “You don’t gotta be rude,” she drawls, then opens the door to the outside. Before stepping out, she turns back. “Oh, by the way, Brina, I’m seeing Andy again tonight. You think I should wear that low-cut red dress of mine? The one that shows off my⁠—”

      “See you later, Tonya,” I almost shout, cutting her off before she could say “hoo-has” or whatever other colorful euphemism she’s about to employ. “Give my love to your momma.”

      The door closes, and my gaze shoots to Ms. Birch. The woman’s face is red, her eyes little slits. I expect to see smoke curling up from her nostrils. Birch has had a thing for Andy for as long as anyone can remember, but he’s never given her the time of day.

      Although almost two decades older than Tonya, Andy’s still a good-looking man, with an athletic build and confident demeanor. He’s worked his way up to foreman, a position of authority in Cape Craven, enough to convince a cute younger woman like Tonya to let him come courting.

      Ms. Birch slams her desk drawer and stands up, moving toward the inner office and shutting the door behind her. The office is reserved for members of the Craven family to use when they’re in residence. Mostly they’re not, so Ms. Birch uses it to make phone calls she doesn’t want me to overhear.

      I lean back, rubbing the backs of my hands over my eyes. Although my work at the foundation is fulfilling at times, at other times, it’s hard to force myself to give a damn. Spreadsheets, emails, pointless phone calls. Without the leadership of a Craven-In-Charge, we are forced to spin our wheels. And the heir apparent Brent doesn’t seem to care much about charity issues.

      His father, Christopher Craven, used to be a different story. Chris is tall, handsome, with a light in his eyes that intimidates lesser men. That light seems to have dimmed over the past couple years, and in that time, he hasn’t set foot in the foundation.

      Besides, Christopher Craven seems to be distracted by more personal matters lately. I could see why the old man didn’t give a flying fart about his foundation.

      The Cravens seem to have little interest at present in guiding their charity efforts, that means I have little more to do than push paper from one end of my desk to the other and wonder what life would have been like if I hadn’t stuck around Cape Craven. I’d been bound for the best school in the state, a full ride, dorm room reserved and bags all but packed.

      Enter Ax and his golden eyes. They shone as brightly as his father’s had, but with a more sinister light, a light that screamed lust. And while it had been fun to succumb to that lust, the consequences are more far-reaching than I could have guessed. Still, if I had to do it all over again, I’d⁠—.

      The phone on my desk rings and I sigh, ready for another pointless phone call in a lifetime of pointless phone calls. “Craven Foundation,” I say by rote.

      “Sabrina, girl, it’s your mother.”

      As if I wouldn’t know that voice anywhere, even in its current state of seeming agitation. “Yes, Mom?”

      My mother calls anywhere from twice to a dozen times a day. I’ve tried countless times to discourage her chattiness, but after losing her part-time job at the deli once she’d broken her hip, she had little to do all day but watch her TV shows and talk on the phone.

      “The school called. They want you down there right away.”

      My heart beats hard against my chest bone. “Do you know why?”

      “Lil Devil is fighting again.”

      Fuck. I close my eyes, wishing that just once my day wouldn’t fall to shit faster than green grass through a goose.

      “You going, or you want me to call Jim and see if he can give me a lift down there?”

      “I’m going,” I say, suppressing a groan. “Just stay put.” As if she could do much more.

      I click off my monitor and grab my bag, staring at the door to the office holding Ms. Birch. Shaking my head, I decide on the coward’s way out. I stoop, grab a pen and write a short explanation on a sticky note, then pop it onto her monitor. Knowing she’ll lay into me either way, I prefer to prolong the inevitable.

      I’m out the door and to my car in moments, but it’s a good five minutes before I make it out of the tiny foundation parking lot. My car is older than I am and is what my mom calls “temperamental.” I think it’s mental. But it’s all I can afford.

      The old bitch finally turns over, and I give her some gas, gunning it out of the parking lot and down the hill toward the elementary school. It’s only a couple miles to the school so it doesn’t give me much time to dwell on what I might find when I arrive.

      Just one day, Lord. Can’t you give me one day where something doesn’t go terribly, horribly wrong?

      It isn’t like I really expect an answer, but the silence seems particularly deafening today. I park next to the school’s lone bus and climb out, preparing for what’s about to go down.
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          AX

        

      

    

    
      The town hasn’t changed much in the five years since I’ve been here, just like it hadn’t changed much in the five years I was gone on my mission for Uncle Sam. Cape Craven is timeless, in a way. Unlike other Rust Belt towns that have gone to hell after their companies moved to Mexico or China or Vietnam, Cape Craven continues its uninterrupted idyllic rural American existence.

      It owes that idyllic existence to the Craven family if you believe the history my father has steeped his boys in. His great-grandfather bought a parcel of land here after the Civil War when prices were cheap and labor plentiful if you were willing to pay for it.

      Old Man Craven, who was formerly known as Lord Craven, had left a life of disgrace in Jolly Old England to start a new life in America. Some said he’d made his family’s fortune back by privateering during the war. Others said it was a scandal involving a certain female member of the royal family that drove him out of Britain. Whatever it was, he’d quickly found a home on the coast of North Carolina.

      What had started as a small garment factory had expanded to an empire that stretched to several high-end luxury products making Craven a household name. If your household made over six figures, that is. My father had continued the work of his father before him, expanding the brand and keeping profits rolling in. When most American companies started to move off-shore to make even more money, my father bucked the trend and kept his manufacturing base here in the U.S., the main plant in charming little Cape Craven.

      While Dad’s stubbornness might have hurt his share price, it had endeared him even more to the town that depended on his goodwill for their livelihoods. Which meant it hadn’t been a bad thing to grow up here with the Craven name.

      Our family estate is high up on a bluff, with an uninterrupted view of the sea that crashes against the rocks far below. But I’m not headed to my ancestral home. Most of the town was settled below the bluffs, along a main street that stretches for a quarter mile and is dotted with the same shops that seem to have always been here.

      Ben the barber. The general store where the old guys sit on milk cans out front and shoot the shit. The greasy spoon where Miss Mabel makes the state’s best chicken and waffles. The town car passes them all. A few blocks later, my head turns, and my eyes follow the small building that houses the Craven Foundation.

      Is she in there now?

      Does she still think about me?

      As interested as I’d be to learn the answer to those questions, I remind myself that it doesn’t matter. I’m back in Cape Craven for one purpose, and one purpose only.

      Revenge.

      There is no reason to embroil Sabrina in my plans. She’s been fucked over by life enough without getting mixed up in whatever trouble I’m in. I wonder for a moment why she’s back in Cape Craven. When I’d gone off to join the military after graduation, she’d been headed to Chapel Hill. I was afraid then that it would be the last I’d see of her sweet face, as much as the thought gutted me.

      But, five years later, when I returned home, she’d been there. I decided to take things slow, feeling a bit unstable after my time in the armed forces. It was strange to be home again, to be back in the quiet of my small town after I’d learned how big and how brutal the world could be.

      I ran into her at the general store. Imagine my surprise, trying to hunt up a couple of cans of sustenance before returning to my rural hideaway, when there she’d been, reading the label on a box of cereal. Sabrina’s like that: always reading labels and checking contents. The definition of responsible.

      I managed to sneak up behind her and cover her eyes with my hands. After stiffening automatically, I felt her relax when I spoke. The fact that the sound of my voice made her melt did strange things to my insides.

      

      “Bet you can’t guess who.”

      Her voice is like melted honey. “Bet I can.”

      I push away the racy thoughts, prompted by her scent, faintly floral, with notes of sunshine. “I’ll give you a hint. It’s someone you’ve been dreaming about the last five years.”

      “Funny, you don’t sound like Justin Timberlake.”

      “You wound me,” I groan, then let my hands slip down to cup her shoulders. God, her skin is softer than satin.

      She turns, and those ocean eyes pierce me. “Nothing wounds you,” she says, punching my shoulder. “You’re the Steel Soldier.”

      My smile fades a little. That’s what the papers had been calling me. The Steel Soldier. I’d lead a squad of elite forces to retake a Middle-Eastern steel mill from insurgents and had ended up rescuing a group of women and children who’d been taken prisoner and held at the mill, unbeknownst to us. Before we’d realized it, the insurgents had started killing their hostages.

      Supposedly I’d risked my life “in the service of civilians” and distinguished myself by my heroic actions. It didn’t feel heroic, seeing the bodies of murdered women and children, their only sin being in the wrong place when we’d shown up unannounced. So they’d pinned a metal to my chest, and I’d asked for my discharge papers.

      “And you’re Sabrina, the Grown-up Witch.”

      Her eyes widen. I’d called her the teenage version of the name to get her goat during high school. I’d teased her then, saying she’d cast a spell on herself to make her smart at math and English and all the other subjects she excelled at so easily.

      And then she’d cast a spell on me, and I’d never recovered.

      “What are you doing back in Cape Craven? I thought you’d never return.”

      I shrug. “I could ask you the same thing.”

      Her eyes narrow, and I wonder if I’ve hit on a sensitive subject. Deciding not to go down any roads she doesn’t want to travel, I ask her to grab a bite at the diner. She can’t just then but agrees to meet me the next night.

      Catching up over dinner is more fun than I would have expected. We don’t delve too deeply, but we do make each other laugh, something I always enjoyed about our time together. After, she hints at heading home, but I won’t let her. It’s off to the town’s only saloon where I force her to hustle me at pool, just like the old days. She’s a little rusty, but still good enough to take twenty bucks off me.

      A few games and a few more drinks in, I get brave and ask if she wants to make it interesting. What she doesn’t know is, the base had shipped in a pool table special, for a major who had a thing for billiards. There’s not much to do in the desert, so I upped my game, in the back of my mind thinking about what I’d do if I got the chance to turn the tables on Sabrina.

      She asks what I have in mind, and I ask her if she’s still driving that old piece of shit from high school. Her blush tells me everything I need to know. I inform her that if she wins the next game, I’ll give her Delilah.

      Eyes wide, she shakes her head, saying that’s impossible. I remind her that I’m always serious when it comes to Delilah.

      “And if you win? What do you get?”

      This is the moment I’d been waiting for. “You.”

      Sabrina rolls her eyes. “Right.”

      “I get you. For tonight. My cabin. Your delectable body.”

      She looks me up and down, considering it. I know she remembers how good it was back in high school. And it can be even better now.

      “Deal.”

      Long story short, I win, she loses, and we spend one of the most memorable nights of my life locked in my little cabin in the woods, spending hours losing ourselves in one another.

      Her body is as tight and flexible as it was five years ago, but she’s gotten even more inventive. The things she can go with her mouth put all other women to shame. And when I wake up next to her in the morning and pull her into my arms, I remember how no other woman has ever felt as right as she has.

      Sabrina is all I’ve ever wanted.

      

      Goddamnit. Any thought of Sabrina has my cock throbbing painfully. Five years of only memories and my own fist. And now I’m back, potentially breathing the same air again as my high school crush. It’s enough to make me drool.

      I shake off the memory as the town falls away behind me. I’d had high hopes of rekindling what we had in high school, but that was before my asshole brother got me thrown in the slammer.

      And now I’m back, to do the same to him.

      Or worse.

      The town car pulls up in front of my cabin. Not long after and I climb out, nodding to the driver and sending him on his way. I let myself in and am hit by the smell of stagnant air. Five years of dust coats the surfaces in my small hideaway. It’s not much, a bedroom, a bathroom and an all-purpose room with a rustic kitchen and a sitting area. A repurposed hunting cabin I’d snatched up not long after my return from the military. When all I’d wanted was peace and quiet and to try and find my way back to a relationship with my father.

      In the end, I’d gotten none of those things.

      I head straight for the shower, turning on the water and waiting for it to heat up. Stripping out of my clothes, I catch sight of myself in the mirror.

      Ax Craven, home from prison.

      My cheeks are stubbly, my expression stony, my eyes filled with something that hasn’t always been there.

      I shake my head and climb into the shower. I might be older, but am I any wiser? Doubtful.

      Soaping up, I let my thoughts drift as the water does its best to wash away five years behind bars. Five years of taking showers with other men, observed by guards with guns. Five years of no privacy.

      Yet, as I wash, I remember when I’d gone without privacy in this very spot. The night after I hustled Sabrina at pool. I pulled her into the shower the next morning and soaped every inch of that gorgeous body of hers.

      She’d returned the favor, and we spent enough time exploring for the water to go from steamy to lukewarm.

      

      “I think you missed a spot,” she says, pointing to her navel.

      I smile slowly and drop to my knees, licking the spot eagerly. Her sharp intake of breath drives me to the point of madness.

      I kiss my way lower, the water running down her in rivulets, making her skin slick. When I reach the sweetest spot of all, she leans back, a sigh blowing through her.

      I hold onto her hips for dear life as I devour her. Her little moans send sparks of electricity through me. She tastes like nothing ever has, so addictive that I already want to spend the rest of my life buried between her legs.

      “Don’t stop,” she pants, and I want to tell her not to worry, but that would be stopping, so I redouble my efforts until I can feel her muscles shaking. She reaches her climax, providing me with even more of her delicious nectar, and I can feel her go limp in my hands.

      I stand, kissing her, spreading her taste to her own lips, and then push her against the wall to do even more devastating damage.

      When I drive into her, I know where I am.

      Home.

      

      My goddamn cock is hard as nails, and I use a trick I’d learned in Basic to tame it. Flipping the water to cold, I force myself to endure its icy punishment while I will my erection away. These memories of the past, memories of the beautiful Sabrina, are having a greater effect on me than I’d thought.

      When I’d been away, in Basic or behind bars, she’d felt so out of reach. Now that I’m back in her orbit, the feelings are stronger than ever.

      I need to remain focused, to remember what I’ve come here to do.

      And it isn’t to fuck Sabrina again.

      No matter how badly I wanted to do just that.

      Toweling off quickly, I enter the bedroom and open the dresser. My clothes are where I left them, untouched besides the musty smell of disuse. I pull on a white t-shirt and a pair of boxer briefs, then return to the main room to retrieve the dossier.

      It isn’t the first packet of information on my family’s business I’ve received over the years. I’d paid handsomely to ensure my agent provided me with the intel I need. Now that I’m out, I can put my plan, mostly theoretical so far, into action.

      Flopping into the creaky armchair, I open the folder and begin to re-read what I’d skimmed in the car, looking for clues to the events I missed over the last five years.

      The only thing I can tell for certain is that my father has stepped back from his lead role in the last several months or so. Brent, the eager beaver, has been inserting himself into new territories, with limited success, it seems.

      An opportunity exists. One that will be exploited.

      For five years of long, sleepless nights I’ve planned exactly how I will take my revenge on my brother. I know I’ll have to accomplish three things if I want him to experience what I went through.

      First, I have to disgrace him in front of the town.

      Second, I have to deprive him of his freedom.

      And finally, I have to destroy his legacy, to completely obliterate his self-image.

      He’d taken me from a hero to a petty criminal who wasn’t even smart enough to not get caught. Something equally shitty needs to happen to him.

      Brent has to go from a successful billionaire entrepreneur to shareholder poison.

      And now that I’m out, I can finally accomplish it.

      For the first time in years, I smile.
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      The principal’s features may as well have been carved out of rock. I sidle into his office, a weak grin on my face.

      “Hey, Mr. Johnson,” I say breezily, hoping he’ll go along with my efforts to downplay my being summoned to his office. And not for the first time.

      “Ms. Jacobs.” His tone is neutral, but I can see the cracks in his authoritarian façade. “I think you know why you’re here.”

      I stare at the floor, my false levity deflating. “I can guess.”

      “We’re suspending her.”

      My eyes shoot to his. “Wait,” I say, waving my hands in protest. “I’m sure we can figure something out that isn’t so harsh. Maybe a couple weeks’ worth of detention will⁠—”

      “Detention is not good enough this time. It’s suspension, or the child’s parents are pressing charges.”

      “What?” I jump out of my chair, shaking my head. “You can’t be serious. Pressing charges? My daughter isn’t a criminal!”

      “This is the third time this semester that you’ve been called here to pick her up for fighting. This time, the other student didn’t even get a blow in. Your daughter tackled him to the ground and started shoving his face against it, screaming at him to ‘eat dirt.’”

      I frown. What the hell has gotten into Lex? “I understand, and I agree that her behavior is serious and needs to be addressed, but pressing charges? They’re kids, Mr. Johnson!”

      The old principal crosses his arms over his chest. “She’s a menace, Sabrina,” he says. “The other children are scared of her.”

      “She’s acting out,” I say. “I can’t spend enough time with her, and her grandmother’s health is starting to go. Lex doesn’t know how to deal with her emotions.”

      “Maybe that’s true,” Mr. Johnson says with a sigh, and I can see he’s tired. The lines around his face have been carved deeper these last few years, and I don’t envy him his position. “It can’t be easy on a girl, not having a father.”

      I hide the scowl that wants to climb my face. This always seems to be the first thing people jump to whenever Lex gets into trouble—it must be tough not having a daddy.

      No shit, people. Try being the mother, with no masculine backup. Discipline is a blast when you’re the only one who enforces it.

      “Still,” Principal Johnson says, his gruff voice pulling me back into the conversation. “I have to consider the rest of the children. I’m sorry, Sabrina, but Alexa is suspended for a week.”

      I sit there, unsure of what to say. Things seem to keep spiraling out of my control. There aren’t enough hours in the day to accomplish everything I need to, and things start to suffer. Lex starts to suffer. A wave of shame covers me.

      “I’ll work with her,” I promise. “By the time you let her off of in-school suspension, she’ll be back in that classroom, making friends and⁠—”

      “Out of school suspension,” he corrects. “Not in-school. Not this time.”

      My jaw drops. “You can’t keep her out of school. There’s no way I can manage to⁠—”

      He raises his hand, interrupting me. “I’m sorry, Sabrina, but you’re going to have to find a way to manage. If you don’t deal with this now, it’s only going to get worse. You need to talk to your daughter, make her realize she can’t act out like this. Maybe even consider taking her into Wilmington for counseling.”

      I bite my lip. Counseling doesn’t fit in my insurance plan. And things are already stretched beyond thin with Mom’s medical expenses. But Lex needs something, something more than I can give. I’ll have to find a way to manage, as Johnson says.

      “Where is she?”

      He stands, coming around his desk. “I put her in the auxiliary gym to wait for you.” Johnson places a hand on my shoulder. “I’ve known you since you went to this school. You’re a good girl, Sabrina, one who’s been dealt a bad hand by life. But I can tell you from experience that you have to take actions like this seriously. Your daughter needs help. And if you don’t intervene now, it will only get worse. She’s looking at a rough future, possibly a ruined one. Do whatever you can to change that.”

      I nod, brushing away tears, then push my way past him and out the door. The auxiliary gym is at the end of a short hallway, a room with a slick wooden floor used for practice when the main gym is occupied.

      Taking a deep breath, I push open the heavy gym door. Lex is there, throwing a tennis ball at the wall with excessive force. She glances up when I enter, then returns to her task as if alone.

      “Let’s go,” I say without any preliminaries.

      She ignores me, continuing to bounce the ball off the wall and catch it, the only sound the rhythmic thump of the ball as it hits the wall, then the answering slap as she snatches it out of the air.

      “Lex,” I say, putting as much authority into my voice as I can.

      “What?” Her tone is sullen, the corners of her mouth pulled down.

      “You’re suspended. We’re going home.”

      “Suspended,” she says, almost spitting out the words in her disdain. “Stupid.”

      “Yeah, it is,” I say, marching forward and grabbing the ball before she can catch it. “Real stupid. We’re going to spend all night talking about how stupid it is.”

      Lex rolls her eyes, and I wonder how God could fill a nine-year-old with such an atomic level of sass.

      “Get in the car,” I snap, throwing the ball at the wall as hard as I can. It bounces off wildly, and Lex blinks. It’s the break I’ve been waiting for. “Get!” I shout, pointing toward the door.

      Expelling a massive sigh, Lex starts trudging toward the door. I let out a breath, releasing the tension that’s filling me. I’m nearing my wits’ end, and we haven’t even made it home yet. I follow my daughter out to the parking lot and wait for her to climb into the car.

      Her arms are crossed over her chest and she stares out the window as I drive home, not talking. I’m trying to keep anger from overwhelming my good sense. I count to ten, then twenty, and finally fifty before I feel like I can speak.

      I decide to try building a bridge. Hoping to diffuse the situation with a little humor, I ask, “So dirt was on the lunch menu today, was it? Is that the school’s vegetarian option?”

      I’ll never give up my day job for a career in stand-up, but I consider it a decent joke. My audience, it seems, doesn’t share my opinion.

      Several minutes pass before she replies. “Kent deserved it, Mom.”

      One eyebrow quirked, I turn to her. “He deserved it?”

      “He was calling me names, saying I got no daddy and I’m an orphan.”

      Frowning, I turn onto our street. “That so?”

      She doesn’t respond. This isn’t the first time she’s said something similar. But no one in the administration backs up her story. From the school’s perspective, my daughter is a bully incapable of not telling lies.

      We’ve talked about it all, and after our last heart-to-heart, she promised to tell me the truth if I promised to believe her. I also pulled out the tried-and-true, time-tested parental advice nuggets of old, sprinkled in with my own modern morals:

      Honesty is the best policy.

      If you can’t say anything nice, say nothing at all.

      If you get mad, count to ten and walk away.

      And my own personal mantra: Shake off the haters and shine.

      It seems lame parental advice is just as effective on the next generation as it had been on mine.

      “I took the taunts,” Lex continues, her tone tight. “I ignored him like you suggested. But then he called you a name, and I lost it.”

      Unbuckling my belt, I grab her hand. “What did he call me?”

      “A slut,” she whispers, and I see her eyes shining with unshed tears. “A slut who doesn’t even know who my daddy is.”

      I pull Lex over into my arms, holding her tight. “Shh,” I whisper. How a nine-year-old even knows that word, I don’t know. But I can’t stand the effect it’s having on my child. “It’s okay. Kent doesn’t know what he’s saying.”

      “It’s not true,” she sobs against my shoulder, and I can hear a hint of doubt in her voice.

      “Of course, it’s not.” I squeeze her tighter.

      “Then where is he? Why don’t I have a dad?”

      Brushing my hand over her hair, I kiss the tip of her nose. “I’ve told you before. Your dad had to go away.”

      “But where? Why?”

      I press her head against my chest, wondering for the umpteenth time if this is the day I finally reveal to her who her father is. She’s so young. And the town—the town won’t appreciate her claiming her father’s name.

      “Honey, I promise you, someday I’ll tell you all about it. Right now, just believe me when I say it’s better this way.”

      Lex pulls away, her emotion shifting from despair to rage. “Someday. Someday you’ll tell me. Someday I’ll realize it’s better not having a dad. Better getting made fun of. Better that everyone thinks you’re a slut. Sure.”

      She pushes her way out of the car and runs across the yard, around the small house and toward the back. I fly after her, but her little legs are strong. Another gift from her father.

      By the time I round the house, she’s already on her knees, climbing into the bushes along the back of the grass lawn. “Lex, you stop right there!”

      My words have the opposite of their intended effect as she burrows into the bushes even faster. I lunge for the greenery, throwing myself to my knees, my arm shooting out to try and grab her ankle.

      I’m too late. I see the bottoms of her shoes as she pulls herself into the tight hole created naturally as the bushes grew together. It’s too small a hole for an adult to climb inside. Deep within the shrubbery, I know there’s an opening within the bushes, surrounded on all sides by leaves and branches. A private kid kingdom.

      I know it exists because I spent plenty of time there myself when I was little and pissing off my own mother. She’s safe in there, but also out of my reach, for now.

      “You’ll get hungry soon enough since I doubt you had time to eat lunch before you started shoving boys’ faces into the dirt. You’ll come inside then, and we’ll talk.”

      Standing, I brush the dirt off my knees, then start crossing the grass to the back door. I notice my mother standing there and frown.

      She opens the door as I approach. “What did she do this time?”

      “Why are you in the kitchen?” I counter. “You’re supposed to be resting in the armchair. And you need to use your walker, even in the house.”

      Mom follows behind me, and over my shoulder I see her wince with every step. “That thing is clunky,” she says. “I gotta build up my strength, and that thing doesn’t help.”

      “The whole point of ‘that thing’ is to help,” I say. “But if you don’t use it, you won’t get strong enough to walk around without pain.”

      Putting her hands on the back of a kitchen chair, she purses her lips. “What happened with your daughter, daughter?”

      I open the fridge, pulling out the milk and pouring myself a glass. “She pushed a boy down and shoved his face in the mud. Said he called me a ‘slut.’”

      My mother made a tsking sound and rubbed her face. “What’s wrong with kids these days? What makes them act like this?”

      I grab the cookie jar from the top of the fridge and pull out a few oatmeal chocolate chip. Dipping one into the milk, I chew contemplatively. “The internet, I guess?”

      Mom doesn’t think I’m much of a comedian either. “How long’s the detention this time?”

      “Not detention. Suspension.”

      “Another bullshit school suspension. I swear Lex prefers to spend the day by herself in the administrative office.”

      “Out of school suspension.”

      Mom frowns. “Seriously?”

      I nod. “Johnson talked about pressing charges this time.”

      “He never!” She shakes her head, then holds out her hand. I grab another cookie from the jar and hand it to her.

      “What are you gonna do?”

      I swallow a bite that suddenly isn’t so sweet. “I don’t know. Counseling maybe?”

      Mom nods, but I can see her thoughts as if they’re written on her forehead. How much is that gonna cost?

      “I can watch her this week,” she says. “Make sure she cleans her room and doesn’t spend all day watching TV.”

      I close my eyes. I know Mom is trying to help, but right now she shouldn’t even be standing in the kitchen, let alone chasing around an overactive nine-year-old. And the whole reason we’re in this predicament is because I haven’t had time to spend with my daughter.

      Well, maybe not the whole reason.

      Mr. Johnson’s words stay with me. If I don’t deal with this now, it will only get worse later. This is something I need to do.

      “I’ve got a few vacation days saved up,” I fib. “I’ll take the week off and sort this out.”

      Mom puts her hand on my shoulder. “We’ll sort this out. The three of us.”

      I bend to kiss her cheek. “Thank you, Mom,” I say, getting a little choked up. This woman has always been there for me. Through teenage pregnancy and everything that came after. Words can’t begin to describe my gratitude.

      “Don’t thank me,” she says, holding out her hand with a grin. “Just give me another one of those cookies.”
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      Delilah is right where I left her.

      That morning, heading toward the shack behind the cabin, I experienced a moment of harrowing doubt. What if my brother decided to fuck me even harder, to betray me in a more meaningful way than having me tossed in prison?

      What if he’d stolen Delilah?

      Destroyed her?

      Defiled her in some unholy fashion?

      But here she is, as beautiful now as the day I was forced to leave her behind. The tarp that protected her tossed away, I can see her sleek lines and dangerous curves.

      I spend some time tinkering with her, charging the battery, draining and replacing fluids. I shine her up, making sure she is road ready. Then I shower and change, cleaning up after myself.

      Finally, morning having become afternoon, I prepare to embark on my mission of revenge. Holding my breath, I try to start Delilah. Before long, she’s purring under me, the familiar vibration making me smile. There’s something so satisfying about a beautiful creature between your thighs.

      I walk her out of the shack and then climb aboard, going slow down the overgrown driveway until I reach the gravel road. It’s a couple of miles to pavement, and when I hit it, I give her some gas. Delilah jumps under me, and before long, we’re eating up the highway.

      It’s my first full day of freedom, and with my motorcycle growling beneath me, things almost feel right.

      Then I remind myself that freedom is fleeting and revenge feels better. It’s time to implement the first part of my plan: Get noticed.

      That shouldn’t be hard, not with Delilah as my companion. I prowl down Main Street, heads turning in my direction. It won’t be long before word gets back to my brother.

      I stick to the downtown streets, not venturing as far as The Office. I want my brother to know I’m here, but I don’t want to approach him as a direct threat. Not yet.

      Let him worry about when I’m going to show my face. Maybe it will force his hand. There’s no way Brent doesn’t know I’m out of jail. I have no illusion about justice being blind. I’m positive he has men on the inside he pays. Guards. Informants.

      Prison isn’t easy, but when a man is as picked on as me, he becomes paranoid. Take the fish who’d stabbed me a few months before my release. Why would a man who doesn’t know me from Adam risk coming after me like that, entirely unprovoked?

      Could it be because he’s on my brother’s payroll?

      Which means, perhaps, Brent didn’t want me to get out of prison at all, let alone come back to Cape Craven.

      It seems my brother has underestimated me now, as I’d underestimated him in the past. But never again. Brent is a dangerous foe, one I need to focus all my attention on if I expect the plan to go off hitchless and vengeance to be mine. He’s smart, my brother, and I bet he hasn’t been wasting the time I was inside, either. I’ve got to expect he’ll be coming for me, one way or the other.

      That means I need to keep the element of surprise on my side, at least for now. Let him wonder what I’m doing around town, who I’m talking to. Let him worry about what I’ve got up my sleeve.

      He has to know I’ll be coming for him. But I don’t need to telegraph how and when.

      I pass the diner and decide to stop on a whim. It has been five years since I’ve had Mabel’s waffles. No reason to make it five years and a day. I park the bike behind the diner and head toward the street.

      I enter the restaurant, the bell attached to the door announcing my presence. Behind the counter is the owner and proprietor, a large woman with brunette curls and an unrepentant accent. Everyone in the town loves Mabel, and not just for her cooking. She’s a fine Southern woman with a big heart to match her oversized proportions.

      “Come on in, sugar!” she says cheerfully from behind the counter. Moving forward, armed with a menu, she stops in her tracks when she recognizes me. “Well if it isn’t the older Craven boy.” She eyes me up and down, and I know she’s recalling my backstory. “You look good,” she says at last, then smiles. “Sit down in that first booth there and let Mabel take care of you.”

      I guess I still got it, I think, ignoring the menu she hands me. “I want waffles. Whipped cream. Side of bacon. And coffee. Lots of cream. Lots of sugar.”

      She laughs. “I like a man who knows what he wants. Sit down, handsome, and I’ll get your coffee.”

      Sliding into the booth, I take a look around. Like the rest of the town, little has changed in Mabel’s Diner. Bright red vinyl booths, matching vinyl-wrapped stools along the large counter. Windows looking out onto Main Street.

      The town is going about a normal Tuesday, it seems. The mail truck drives past, and a couple of women pushing strollers work their way up the street. A cup of coffee appears in front of me, a light brown color. I drink and sigh approvingly.

      I hear a noise, suddenly familiar, and train my eyes on the street. A car shambles into the lot, and my heart stops in my chest. I know that car, would know it anywhere. Just like I know the pair of shapely legs that appear at the opened door.

      My holy fuck. Sabrina Jacobs, here and now.

      She climbs up the three short steps and heads in the door, rushing toward the counter. “Hey, Mabel,” she says to the woman through the window into the kitchen. “Thanks for the rush order. I realized that I have nothing to fix for lunch.”

      I study her. She’s as perfect today as she’d been in high school if not more beautiful now. Her golden hair is swept up into an unruly ponytail, accentuating her youthful face. Those big blue eyes nearly gut me, and I’m afraid of having them turned in my direction again, almost more than I long for it.

      Her body is as trim as it’s always been, those curves still hitting all the right places. Sabrina has never been overly voluptuous, but she’s been “just right,” in the parlance of the fairytale bears. A little Goldilocks that this hungry bear would love to find in his bed.

      I’d show her how “just right” feels. All night long.

      “No sweat, Brina, honey.” Mabel comes around the corner, carrying a stack of Styrofoam containers. “Here you go. That will be $10.50.”

      “Thanks, Mabel,” she says, pulling out a few bills and setting them down. “Syrup in here?”

      “You know it.”

      I realize then that Sabrina is about to leave. I should let her go about her business, let her leave. Whenever Sabrina had come up in my thoughts during the five long years I’d honed my plot for revenge, I’d always told myself that I’d keep her out of things.

      I wouldn’t even let her know that I was back in town. I’d do the terrible things I’d planned to do and go, likely heading back to my cell at Tabor Correctional.

      But seeing her now, I know I can’t do that. It’s like some strange compulsion inside me, forcing me to stand up and approach her, even as my mind screams at me to abort. I silently sidle up behind her and put my hands over her eyes.

      “Bet you can’t guess who.”

      I expect her to react as he did before, in the general store five years ago. Instead, in a heinous rewriting of our past interaction, she lets out a gasp and drops the Styrofoam containers. Whirling around, her eyes widen when she sees me.

      “You’re out.”

      I nod, then bend down to pick up the containers. They’re scattered, upside down. Mabel shakes her head and holds out her hands. “Give me ten minutes, and I’ll get you some new ones.”

      “Fuck,” I hear Sabrina mutter under her breath.

      With a neutral expression, I turn to her. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “I’m a little jumpy these days,” she says, eyes averted. Sabrina is stiff, awkward. Things feel nothing like they did before. What’s happened to change things?

      Oh yeah. How about five years in maximum security prison?

      “How are you?”

      She licks her lips, and a shock of electricity hits my chest and heads straight for my dick. 
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