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“Hey,” I said, tapping a tall guy on the shoulder. It had just turned midnight and I had been walking the cold streets of Harlow for over twenty minutes. The tall guy turned to me and raised an eyebrow. “Sorry. I can’t seem to find my friend. And she has my phone. Long story. You know where I could get a cab around here?”

Tall guy must have had one hell of a bad day because he sucked air between his teeth and walked away.

“Rude,” I mumbled, folding my arms.

“Hey,” came a voice from behind me. I wasn’t in the mood to be hit on for the hundredth time that night, so I prepared my best ‘thanks, but no thanks’ response and turned. And then I froze. “Are you lost, lady?”

No. This had to be a dream, surely? 

I had seen this guy in one of the clubs that Kayla and I had been in a few hours ago. He was ordering champagne like he was some kind of Hollywood movie star. Hell, he certainly looked like one. Six foot three with dark, messy hair and a chiseled jaw.

He’d turned and winked at me when he caught me staring and I had practically sprinted out of the club with my tail between my legs.

But now he was here. I swallowed, feeling a strange mix of excitement and fear as he took a step toward me. He was wearing a black leather jacket and dark blue jeans that hugged his muscular thighs. “Um, I’m looking for a cab. But everyone around here is so rude.”

A small smirk pulled at the corners of his lips. He looked down at my hands, which were trembling, then back up at my face. “You look familiar,” he said, his eyes scanning me from top to bottom. “You were in Club 22 earlier, right? Ordering shots with your friend?”

My jaw dropped open.

He had noticed me.

“Oh,” I stammered, looking around awkwardly. “Yeah. I guess. That’s kind of what I’m still doing out here. Can’t find her.”

“Did you lose her?” I nodded. “Well, I think we can fix that.”

He turned his back to me and walked down the road a little. Then he stopped next to a metallic black Mercedes and proceeded to open the driver’s door. I hesitated, wondering what the hell I was doing and whether I should take the chance and go with this stranger. But there was something intriguing and safe about this guy, so I made my way to the car and he pushed open the passenger door. 

“I’m not sure,” I said, biting my lip.

“Do you want to find your friend or not?”

“Of course I do.”

He nodded. “Then get in.”

I stared at him for a long moment. He could be a drug dealer with a car like this? Or some kind of mafia boss? That last thought made me laugh and I pulled open the car door. 

When the door closed behind me, the guy extended his hand. “Julian. And you are?”

“I’m...” I shook his hand and felt the intensity in his stare. “Worried about my friend.”

He flashed that crooked smile and tapped at some buttons on his fancy dashboard. I heard a phone ringing. 

“Boss?” someone answered, his voice filling the car.

“We’re looking for a girl,” Julian said, lowering his voice as he looked at me. “Go ahead and tell Alfredo what she was wearing.”

“White dress,” I said, for some reason leaning closer to the dashboard and I think it made Julian smile. “White handbag. White heels.”

“Huh,” Alfredo said in a thick, Boston accent. “Sounds like we have ourselves an angel.”

“Find her,” Julian said, abruptly ending the call. 

We drove in silence for the next four blocks. He slowed down at every alleyway and street, looking both ways before hitting the gas. The speed of his car felt like g-force that pinned me back to his passenger seat. Around ten minutes into our search, his dashboard lit up with an incoming call.

“Yes?” Julian said after hitting a green button.

“Her name Kayla?” Alfredo asked.

Julian looked at me and I nodded. “Yes. That’s her.

“Then we found her, boss. But you ain’t gonna like it.”

“Why? Where is she?” Julian asked.

“Just been seen by a couple guys heading into the apartments on 6th Avenue.”

Julian’s eyebrows narrowed and my heart started to thud in my ears. “Levi’s?”

“Yes, boss. You want us to head over there?”

“No,” Julian snapped, once again hitting the gas so hard that it flung me back into the chair. “Needed to pay that motherfu...” He looked at me and gestured a silent ‘sorry’. “Needed to pay him a visit, anyway.”

Alfredo snickered. “Unlucky for him, huh, boss? Call me if you need anything.”

And just like that he ended the call again.

“Is everything okay?” I asked, flinching as Julian skipped a red light. “Is Kayla going to be okay?”

“Yes. Your friend is going to be just fine. No more questions, okay?”

I don’t know why this guy’s forcefulness turned me on but it did. 
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TEN MINUTES LATER, I was sitting in the car outside the apartment where I assume my friend was. 

“What the...” I mumbled, noticing what looked like some guy rolling headfirst down the winding staircase. I tried to lower the door handle but there weren’t any and it looked like Julian had locked me inside. 

A few seconds later, I saw Julian walking down the staircase and I was so relieved to see Kayla holding his arm. When they reached the guy on the floor at the foot of the steps, I thought I saw my friend kick him.

“What the hell was all that about?” I asked her as she basically fell into the back seat.

“Scrabby budda, in the kopish tar!” she yelled.

“Excuse me?” I asked, dumbfounded.

“Goppa!” Kayla pointed her arm back to the apartments. “Buddy tog full!”

“He gave her something,” Julian said as he closed the driver’s door behind him. “It’s what Levi does. She’ll be fine in a few hours.”

“Oh my God!” I turned to look at my friend and she was already asleep. “Is she going to be okay?”

Julian looked at me like I was crazy. “I just told you. She’ll be fine in a few hours.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because I know what he gave her.” Julian stuffed a hand into his inside pocket and pulled out a pouch containing hundreds of blue pills. “And he won’t be giving anyone anymore of these anytime soon.”

Again, his authoritative tone and general alphaness really made me swoon. And his mysterious eyes were so dark and dangerous yet somehow I felt like he was a good guy.

“What did you do to him?” I asked, looking back at the apartments. The guy still hadn’t moved and someone just literally stepped over him. “This Levi dude?”

“Depends,” Julian said, pushing open his door. I watched him tip all the pills into a drain and then he turned back to me. “What did you see?”

“Nothing, really. I just saw him falling down the stairs and—”

“There you go, then,” he stated. “He fell, your honor...”

My smile matched his. “Thank you. And my name is Emma, by the way.”

“Not a problem, Emma by the way,” he said. “Now let’s get you ladies home, shall we?”

“I’m not from around here,” I said. “Kayla lives like ten minutes from here. But if you want to take me home then it’ll take...” I looked at my watch for dramatic effect. “Two and a half days.” He nodded. “I came to school here in Harlow. Well, my last year, anyway. My dad was in the army so we had to move a lot. Then my parents split and I went with my mother. Dad never really got over his last tour of Iraq. The good bits inside him just sort of shrank, you know? He died six weeks ago. They blamed alcohol but I think that was more like medicine to him. Like he used it to block out whatever he saw. That’s why I’m back here. Went to his funeral last week and just thought I would see some old faces. And I...”

My own voice started to echo in my head. What the hell am I doing? Kayla’s nickname for me is ‘Fingerprint’. She says that I’m not just a ‘closed book’ when it comes to opening up about my life and troubles. She says I’m a locked vault that needs a fingerprint to gain access. That may sound dramatic but it’s probably accurate. I don’t talk. Ever. Not about my family and my problems. And certainly not to some sexy stranger with eyes that would tempt a saint.

“Sorry about your father,” he said with such warmth in his deep voice. “If he were still alive, I would shake his hand.”

“For his service?” I asked, rolling my eyes. “Didn’t do him much good, did it?”

“Yeah. For his service,” Julian said. “But mainly for producing such a beautiful daughter.”

I...

Um...

Oh. 

We got locked in a weird stare for a moment. 

“Thank you,” I mumbled, feeling a heat spread through my whole body. “He was a good man, but his mind wasn’t always right.”

“We don’t always have to be right to be loved,” Julian stated, looking deep into my eyes.

“That’s true.”

I could have kissed him.

I should have kissed him.

I watched the crease of his lips curl into a small smile and I felt the heat of his breath on my hand when he sighed through his nose. “Let’s get you both home.”
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NOT LONG AFTER, I WAS standing outside Kayla’s house. A man I hadn’t seen in five years held his wife across his shoulder and shook his head. “Emma Smart was always trouble,” her husband sighed. “Even in school you were bad news.”

“I’m so, so, sorry,” I told Kevin. “I know you’ll probably never want her to see me again but...”

Kevin raised a hand. “I’m joking, Em. You two are like sisters. If I’m honest, this is exactly how I expected her to come home. Crazy girl can drink me under the table.”

“Oh, it’s not dri—” 

“Kevin,” Julian interrupted, getting out of the car. He then looked at me and softly shook his head. I took that as a cue to stay quiet but I didn’t feel comfortable lying to my best friend’s husband. Because she wasn’t just drunk. She had been drugged and he should know that.

“Julian,” Kevin said, practically bowing from the waist.

“Wait. You two know each other?” I said, pointing between them. 

Kevin’s eyes grew wide. “Everyone in this town knows Jul—” 

“Why don’t you take her inside?” Julian said and once again Kevin did this weird dip thing. 

“Hope to see you before you leave town again,” Kevin said to me before carrying his wife back to their house.

It was almost one in the morning now and the winter air began to bite across my legs. I regretted wearing this red dress but Kayla begged me to bring it. I climbed back inside Julian’s car and closed the door.

“I’ve known Kevin since I was a kid,” I said as Julian lowered himself back to his seat. “I don’t like lying to people.”

“Me neither,” he replied, switching on his ignition. “Every lie we tell incurs a debt to the truth. And sooner or later, that debt is paid.” Wow. The depth of that quote stunned
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