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      This book is an ADULT EROTIC romance featuring an anti-hero. This novel contains explicit scenes of pain play, domination (control) and bondage. The hero in this novel lives a life by his own code with no apologies. In an effort not to spoil it for you, I will not explain further about the hero, but he is most definitely not your (or my, in my other books) “normal” hero. If you do not enjoy the above, I would suggest that this novel is not for you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      With Sebring, I complete my Unfinished Heroes Series.

      Though, as you’ll find, nothing is ever complete in the worlds that live in my head. I can’t say good-bye, so I don’t ask my readers to.

      What I will ask of you is to find the song “Stay Alive” by José Gonzalez. If you’re not already familiar with this extraordinary song, I make the request that you wait until you’ve hit Chapter Twenty-Five before you cue it up in order to experience its beauty along with the scene I wish for it to accompany.

      I often offer soundtracks to play with my books because, as I type them to give to you, they play like movies in my head. And everyone knows, the soundtrack is essential to the experience.

      But “Stay Alive,” along with every song I’ve ever heard by the masterful Gonzalez, is essential to life.

      I took chances with this series, starting with Knight and onward through the tortuous beauty that followed with Creed, Raid and Deacon. As ever and always, I thank my readers, my fabulous Rock Chicks, those who had a direct cheerleading hand in the birth of this series (and you know who you are) to those who championed it simply by buying the books.

      I love it that you love my worlds.

      As much as I may try to explain how much, no words can express it.

      I’m blessed by legions of champions.

      How do you express gratitude for that?

      The only way I know how is to give you the best story I can.

      To that end, I hope with all my heart you fall in love with Sebring.

      
        
        You’re here forever and you’re by my side.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          FOR HER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Nick

      

      

      

      “Nick.”

      He was sweating. His wrists torn raw. His muscles strained well beyond pain. The gag in his mouth filthy, and not just with his blood and saliva.

      His eyes were locked to hers.

      “Nick.”

      As the asshole made his approach, his gun aimed to her head, he didn’t speak. Didn’t touch her. Didn’t take off her gag and let her say a thing.

      She was speaking, though.

      To Nick.

      Her eyes were filled.

      With love, as usual.

      And fear.

      “Nick!”

      He jolted awake.

      Instantly gripping the wrist at his shoulder, his body knifed up and twisted off the couch. Yanking the wrist up a man’s back, Nick forced him forward with the intent of shoving him against the wall.

      “Nick,” the voice was soft now. “Brother.”

      That voice hit him, the fact the man wasn’t struggling hit him, he let him go and stepped back.

      His brother, Knight, turned to face him.

      Bending slightly, Knight switched on a light by the couch. Through the now-illuminated room, he caught Nick’s eyes.

      “You’re not sleeping well,” Knight told him quietly. “Heard you all the way down the hall.”

      This wasn’t good. He was sleeping on his brother’s and his woman, Anya’s couch. They had two little girls. Little girls needed their sleep. What they never needed was their uncle losing it down the hall and waking them.

      Nick tore his hand through his hair and turned his head away, muttering, “Sorry.”

      He felt something and twisted his neck, looking to the doorway where Anya was standing, wearing a long, gray cashmere robe, her beautiful face troubled but her eyes were warm on him.

      Knight saw her too.

      “Go back to bed, baby,” he called gently.

      She didn’t look from Nick. “You need anything, Nick?”

      “I’m good, Anya,” he lied. “Sorry I woke you.”

      “It’s okay,” she whispered, her face no less troubled, her eyes still warm but also concerned and moving to her man.

      “I got him,” Knight told her.

      She studied his brother, nodded, threw a small smile Nick’s way and disappeared out of the doorframe.

      Nick walked to the big windows that were two sides of the corner room of Knight’s and Anya’s high-rise condo. Windows that now showed the lights of a nighttime Denver.

      He glanced at his brother before looking at the city. “You can go to bed too, Knight. I’m okay. It’ll be good. And tomorrow, I’ll find somewhere else to crash.”

      “I think right now you need to be with family.”

      At Knight’s words, Nick’s mouth got tight.

      He didn’t deserve that. He knew it.

      But Knight was giving it to him. So was Anya. Both of them having reason to spit right in his face.

      He felt Knight draw nearer and stop.

      “We haven’t been close,” Knight told him something he knew. “But what you were doin’. Why you were doin’ it. What you lost⁠—”

      Oh no.

      As much as he owed his brother in a lot of ways, they were not going there.

      Nick cut his gaze to Knight and bit out the question, “Can we not do this now?”

      Knight looked into Nick’s eyes a beat before he answered, “Yeah. We can not do this now.” He moved closer and dropped his voice low. “But, Nick, we gotta do it. You gotta talk that shit outta you, brother. What they did to your wo⁠—”

      “Can we…not…talk about this now?” Nick repeated through clenched teeth.

      Knight nodded. “It’s too soon.”

      It fucking was.

      They blew a hole in her head right in front of him two fucking days ago.

      So yeah.

      It was way too fucking soon.

      “You’re here,” Knight decreed like his big brother was prone to decreeing, this happening Nick’s whole life. “You’re here with your family until you can sleep easy. I’ll give you time. We’ll talk it through later.” He held Nick’s eyes as he lifted a hand and curled it around the side of Nick’s neck, squeezing firmly. “But just gonna say, fuckin’ proud of you. I’m sorry for you. I hurt for you. But I’m fuckin’ proud of you.”

      Nick didn’t want that to feel good.

      He’d spent his whole life wanting that from his brother. His father. Fuck, even his mother, who loved him like crazy, had spoiled him, but he knew she didn’t think he’d amount to much. Not like her glory boy. Not like she knew her Knight would do.

      And she was right, everything Knight touched turned to gold.

      Nick had also spent a lot of time and energy trying to beat the need out of himself to make his family proud.

      Then he’d spent a lot of time doing whatever he wanted to do to feel good despite knowing they wouldn’t, chase whatever highs life offered to drown out that need, convince himself he didn’t give a fuck what they thought.

      And when his brother took what Nick wanted, namely Anya, Nick had pulled some lame-ass bullshit in order to try to tear them apart. Bullshit that, if it was Knight who did it to him, he wouldn’t give a fuck two days ago the woman Knight loved had a hole blown into her head. He would not be standing in his sweet crib telling Knight he was proud of him.

      But the fact remained it felt good, his brother giving him that. It felt good because it was from Knight.

      And it felt good because he knew Knight was right to be proud.

      Last, it felt good because he knew she died proud of her man.

      Even with all that, he just muttered, “Thanks.”

      Knight took his hand away. “Watch a movie. Read a book. Try to get some rest.”

      He wouldn’t be doing any of that. He still nodded.

      Knight studied him a second then nodded too and walked out of the room, saying before closing the door behind him, “See you in the morning.”

      Nick turned his attention back to the lights of Denver.

      Within moments, the city went out of focus and all Nick could see was his reflection in the glass. He could also feel the sweat trickling down his spine, pooling around his balls, the agony radiating through his muscles as he struggled against the restraints.

      He lifted his hands and looked down, seeing at his wrists the scabs, deep scratches and pus-colored broken skin of cuts so deep they had not yet begun to heal.

      He’d used those hands. For once in his life, he’d used those hands and his head and his gut and his strength and his courage and everything he had in him to do right.

      Not for himself.

      Not for his dad.

      Not for his mom.

      Not for Knight.

      For her.

      The mission had only marginally succeeded.

      But she was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Three Weeks Later

      

      “I’m out.”

      Nick said this firmly, looking right into FBI Special Agent Eric Turner’s eyes.

      “I get that,” Turner replied quietly.

      Nick didn’t want to give him what he had to give to him next. He didn’t used to be that guy. He didn’t used to be the guy who found it in him to do the right thing.

      But the man he was now, the man she taught him to be, he gave it to him.

      “You were right. I shouldn’t have gotten involved with her.”

      “Shit happens, Nick,” Turner responded. “It was really her as an agent who shouldn’t have blurred those lines but that can happen to anyone. I had a job once. A job that involved a girl and it happened to me. I fell for her. It wasn’t right but I couldn’t stop it. I lost her too.” His gaze grew intense as he hid a flinch. Knowing he’d said the wrong thing, he finished quickly, “Not like you lost Hettie. But I fell hard for her and she’s still not mine.”

      Nick didn’t want to sit around listening to Turner telling tales he hoped would help Nick feel better. Turner knew no words would make that happen.

      There was only one thing that would make Nick feel better.

      Turner knew that too.

      Which was why he asked, “You gonna stay in town?”

      Fuck yes, he was gonna stay in town.

      “Yeah,” Nick answered.

      At that, Turner did what a lot of people were doing these days.

      He studied Nick closely before he said, “Doesn’t feel like it, but with time, it’ll hurt less. It just will, Nick. Give it time and then get on with your life.”

      Turner had no fucking clue what he was talking about. He didn’t know what girl Turner fell for but if she wasn’t dead, never to see her again, never to smell her hair, taste her pussy, listen to her laugh, eat the fried eggs she always broke the yoke when she flipped them over, knowing she wouldn’t give that to him or to anyone…

      If he didn’t survive that then he had not one fucking clue what he was talking about.

      Nick did not share this.

      He just repeated, “Yeah.” Then, to turn the subject, he said, “Talked to Knight, Raid, Sylvie, Marcus, all of ’em. Had to, Eric. Their women and families were targeted. They had to know what we were doin’, why we were doin’ it and how they were gonna use anyone that was close to me or Knight in order to use him to get to me to stop us from doin’ what we were doin’. My brother and his crew also dragged my ass out of that hellhole so they had to know why I was there in the first place.”

      “Not thinkin’ any of those folks will talk,” Turner muttered in reply.

      He was absolutely right.

      Nick nodded.

      His gaze still intense, Turner stated, “We were planning an extraction, Nick.”

      Nick nodded again, this time sharply.

      He didn’t want to go there.

      “I know you were,” he said in an effort to stop Turner from talking about it.

      He did know that. Turner wouldn’t leave Nick hanging. He definitely wouldn’t leave Hettie that way.

      “Your brother and his crew, they don’t have to worry about the rules like my crew does,” Turner explained. “They could go in hot. They could take those risks, no plan, flyin’ by the seat of their pants.”

      “I know,” Nick replied.

      “We were comin’ for you,” Turner went on. “You and Hettie.”

      Nick didn’t repeat himself.

      They were. It was still too late. When Knight and his crew tore in there to save his ass, they were too late too.

      Too fucking late.

      “Coupla weeks, we’ll go for a beer,” Turner suggested.

      It was Nick’s turn to study him.

      “You do that a lot with your ex-CI’s?”

      Turner suddenly looked pissed. “Jesus, Sebring, the shit we been through the last coupla years, you seriously think you’re still just a confidential informant to me?”

      Now that…

      That felt good.

      Nick had not had a habit of surrounding himself with good people.

      And Turner was definitely a good man.

      “Fucked thing to say,” Nick muttered.

      Turner’s face again changed. He might not have any clue how bad it was but he still got where Nick’s head was at.

      “Coupla weeks, buddy,” he said quietly.

      Nick nodded.

      Unexpectedly, Turner was whispering, “Be smart, Nick.”

      Yeah. He knew.

      But Special Agent Eric Turner had taught him a lot.

      So he also knew Nick had some of the skills he needed to get the job done.

      And she’d taught him patience.

      He’d acquire the skills he didn’t have. If it took him a decade, he’d do it.

      Then he’d get the job done.
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        * * *

      

      Five Months Later

      

      Nick stood by the river, its banks covered in tiny but bright bursts of wildflowers, the spring thaw of the mountains having subsided, the rush of water still heavy but also soothing.

      He felt him coming before he came to a stop at Nick’s side.

      “Me and Cassie are glad you showed,” Deacon Gates said to him.

      “You put a pink bow on your dog,” Nick replied.

      “I didn’t,” Deacon returned.

      “Your woman put a pink bow on your dog,” Nick said then turned to look at the man at his side. “And that dog is a German shepherd. It’s a wonder every shepherd breeder in North America isn’t rushin’ this location to put a gun to your head to demand payback for that dog’s dignity.”

      Deacon grinned at him, shrugging one shoulder. “It’s a wedding.”

      It was.

      That day, in a gazebo by a river in the middle of fucking nowhere in the Colorado Mountains,  the man known throughout the dark, harsh, fetid, hostile underbelly of this great United States as Ghost got married to one of the most beautiful women Nick had ever laid eyes on.

      She was also one of the most down-to-earth.

      Nick had been around Cassidy Swallow-now-Gates a number of times since it all went down and that day was the first he’d seen her wear makeup.

      Even made up, her hair done in big, soft curls, pulled back at the top and sides, pins hidden with fixed daisies, she still got married in a long white cotton dress that had a two foot deep hem of lace at the bottom but other than that it just looked like a seriously fucking pretty sundress.

      “Happy for you,” Nick muttered, looking back to the water.

      “Worried about you,” Deacon responded.

      Nick returned his attention to Deacon.

      “See it in your eyes,” Deacon went on quietly.

      He would. Deacon had seen the same in the mirror for years.

      Nick knew Deacon’s story. Nick knew Deacon descended into that foul underbelly to find his missing wife. Nick knew Deacon stayed there after what he did but especially after what he found when he located his wife. Nick knew this not because Deacon shared this information liberally to anyone who might listen. Deacon didn’t say much to anyone, except the woman he loved, the woman an hour ago he’d made his wife.

      But in the past months Knight had rallied the troops to try to pull his brother’s shit together. To yank him out of his grief. To steer him from the path he was determined to tread, even if Nick had not shared that shit with anyone either.

      But Knight knew.

      Deacon knew.

      Rhash, Raid, Marcus, Sylvie and Creed—Knight’s closest friends and strongest allies, now Nick’s friends—they all knew too.

      If the same happened to them, this was the path they’d be on.

      With no chance of veering off.

      “I need you to teach me,” Nick said straight out.

      A muscle jumped in Deacon’s cheek.

      “You know I need you to teach me,” Nick pushed. “You know if you don’t, I’ll get someone else to do it. You know, Deacon.”

      “Your brother wants⁠—”

      Nick shook his head. “Love my brother, means everything to me how he’s kicked in. How he’s given me his family to help me get through. But sometimes Knight can’t get what he wants. You know this is one of those times. Fuck, he knows this is one of those times.”

      Nick looked beyond Deacon to the wedding-goers milling about the wildflowers, the streamers, the balloons, the tables laden with food and booze, to a band setting up well beyond the gazebo.

      He looked back at Deacon.

      “Enjoy your wedding. You deserve it, man. Enjoy your honeymoon. You’re in, we talk when you get back. You’re not, no hard feelings.”

      Deacon moved closer.

      Nick braced.

      “You just looked at what I got,” Deacon’s voice rumbled low. “I thought I lost it all and you just saw all that behind me. Streamers. Balloons. A fucking German shepherd with a pink bow around her neck. And a woman tied to me I couldn’t even build in a dream. You can move on. You do not need to do what you think you gotta do.”

      His voice suddenly raw, Nick whispered, “I had my woman I couldn’t build in a dream. And I sat, tied to a chair, powerless to do anything, looking right into her eyes when they blew a hole through her head. That mission is not complete. Our mission. The one I had with her, our fucking mission. It isn’t complete. There’s work to be done. For her.”

      They locked eyes.

      They didn’t move.

      Deacon broke it.

      “I’ll teach you.”

      Nick nodded.

      Deacon drew breath into his nose.

      Then he lifted a hand and slapped Nick on the arm before he turned and walked to the woman that was now his wife, a woman who was beyond even a dream.
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            His Girls

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Olivia

      

      

      Four Years Later

      

      “Liv, you need to come…now.”

      I lifted my gaze from the electronic ledgers I was entering numbers into in my computer to see Tommy, his scarred but still handsome face tight, standing in the door to my office.

      I knew that look so I didn’t delay in rolling my chair back, pushing to my feet and moving swiftly across the floor his way.

      I didn’t give anything away in any way, not ever. I didn’t raise my voice. I only allowed the minutest reactions to show on my face, to leak from my eyes, to set in my frame.

      So my voice was soft because it was always soft, and without inflection because it was always without inflection, when I asked, “Who does he have?”

      “Green,” Tommy answered as we moved quickly down the hall.

      Green.

      One of my men.

      My soldier.

      Green was not his real name. It was a nickname my older sister, Georgia, had given to him. It had been Georgia who had used her special skills to recruit him years ago. He was so eager, and so stupid, fresh, naïve…green.

      And that was who he became.

      He was no longer stupid, fresh or naïve.

      But he was still Green.

      I walked down the hall, my strides fast but restricted due to the tight skirt I wore.

      As I did, my mind was moving from annoyance at what I was certain was happening in my father’s office to wondering for perhaps the thousandth time why he insisted we continue to do business in this foul, possibly rat-infested warehouse.

      It was the middle of a sunny day and the hall was ill-lit and murky, the floors filthy, the walls grubby.

      Even in my office, which I’d insisted—like Georgia had with hers, like my father had always had with his—was clean and decorated (mine with a classic elegance; Georgia’s a modern sharpness; Dad’s a lavish obnoxiousness)—the windows were grimy (on the outside).

      But my father’s father started the business there. Now Dad felt it sent a message. He was convinced in its top-to-bottom filth that it terrified anyone who might think they shouldn’t take us seriously.

      He also felt it said we were one with our roots.

      He was right.

      My grandfather had been a lowlife thug who was willing to do anything for money and power.

      And he did.

      He’d done very well. He’d built an empire.

      My father was also a lowlife thug with the same mission.

      He wasn’t as successful.

      I saw the double doors at the end of the hall, Gill standing outside them.

      But I heard my father shouting.

      “Is Georgia around?” I asked, eyes to Gill, my question aimed at Tommy who was at my heels.

      “Nope,” Tommy answered.

      That was not good.

      I had very little hope of calming my father down. There was a slim chance, but it wasn’t much. I had more chance of earning his ire. His temper was quick, unpredictable and volatile. Although he seemed more in control of it around Georgia, otherwise, he didn’t discriminate.

      But without Georgia at my side, or better, taking the lead, the highest likelihood was that whatever this was was not going to go well.

      We got close to the door and Gill turned to it, knocked twice, loudly, put his hand to the handle and pushed it open.

      My father’s shouting didn’t cease throughout all this.

      Gill got out of our way and Tommy and I moved into the room. A room that was ridiculous. It had been ridiculous when my grandfather sat behind the massive, ostentatious desk. My father had just made it more ridiculous.

      I had no time to ponder this oft-pondered thought.

      Dad was shouting.

      And he had a gun. A gun he was aiming at Green.

      In other words, the situation was critical.

      “Dad—” I called, moving into the room, but abruptly stopping and unable to fight back the wince and twist of my head when the gun went off, the loud sound cracking through the room.

      Green shouted in agony and dropped to one knee.

      Dad rounded the desk and advanced on his soldier, gun still raised.

      “You tell me that shit?” he screamed. “You talk to your king that way?”

      God, I hated that king business.

      My grandfather started that too.

      “Jesus, fuck, Jesus, fuck,” Green chanted, still down on a knee, one hand to his wound, blood oozing between his fingers. He tilted his head back and scowled at my father. “What the fuck’s the matter with you? You shot me!”

      “You fuckin’ turd! You do!” Dad shouted. “You talk to your king that way!”

      I turned to Gill who was standing in the door.

      “Call Dr. Baldwin,” I ordered.

      “Liv, Baldy’s not our biggest fan,” Tommy muttered under his breath behind me.

      I nodded slightly, eyes still on Gill, knowing that but forgetting at this dramatic juncture that my father had alienated Baldwin some months ago. “Tell him I requested his attention personally.”

      Gill nodded back and disappeared.

      I cast my gaze over my shoulder to Tommy. “Get some towels.”

      “Olivia, you do not need to be here,” Dad stated, and I looked to him.

      “Dad—” I started.

      He swung the gun my way.

      Tommy, who had been moving toward my father’s bathroom, stopped and moved back, positioning in front of me so I still could see my father but Tommy’s body was mostly shielding mine.

      God. Tommy.

      I watched Dad’s eyes shift to Tommy before I watched his mouth curl.

      “Take a bullet for her, yeah?” Dad asked derisively.

      Tommy had been playing the game a long time. But he’d also been taught a lesson he had no choice but to learn.

      He knew the right answer.

      “She’s yours, so yeah.”

      Dad stuck his nose up in the air, sniffed his approval at that response, then lowered the gun.

      He glared at Tommy. He glared at me. Finally, he turned to Green.

      I tensed.

      “I fuckin’ see you again and you still aren’t doin’ your job, I won’t aim at your leg. You hear me?”

      I fought a sigh.

      I saw Green’s teeth go to his lip and I knew exactly what he intended to say. I was pleased he managed to beat back the urge and instead fell to his hip and put both hands to his wound.

      Dad stalked my way. “Get his ass outta here, Olivia. Get him producing.” He indicated Green behind him with a swing of his gun. “And clean this shit up.”

      With that, he walked out the door.

      “Towels, Tommy,” I reminded him quietly.

      He jerked his head and moved to Dad’s bathroom.

      I moved quickly to Green, crouched and dropped forward on my knees.

      “We’ll get you to Dr. Baldwin. He’ll sort you out,” I murmured.

      “I’m done, Liv,” Green clipped.

      I drew in a careful breath and looked in his eyes.

      “Fuckin’ asshole’s lost his goddamned mind,” Green went on. “Knew it already. He didn’t have to shoot me in the fuckin’ leg to know it. But definitely know it now.”

      “Eli,” I called him the name only I called him occasionally after Georgia christened him Green.

      “Stuck it out for you, babe. Did what I could. But I gotta fuckin’ eat,” he bit out.

      “Georgia is working on—” I started, knowing it was a waste of breath.

      Green was done and I didn’t blame him and not simply because my father had shot him in the leg.

      “He calls me here to kneel before him and explain why I’m not moving product?” he cut me off to ask incredulously. “Then he loses his mind when I remind him I got no product to move because all his shit has dried up because he’s a fuckin’ lunatic and no one wants to do business with him? And Liv, you gotta be a serious fuckin’ lunatic for the lunatics in this business not to want to do business with you.”

      “He’s under a lot of pressure,” I stated as Tommy approached, squatted close and pressed a clean towel to Green’s leg.

      “Yeah, Liv, he is. That is not lost on me. That isn’t lost on any of the fuckin’ minions he treats like minions even though nearly two fuckin’ decades ago, Leon Jackson cut off his balls and served them up. Vincent Shade ate his own balls and he did not grow those balls back. Leon bit it, his wife ruled his roost and dug your dad’s hole deeper. She got outta the game, Valenzuela stepped in. He never got his shit together to win his patch back.”

      He shook his head impatiently but gave me no chance to reply. He kept talking.

      “I am not tellin’ you shit you don’t know. Shit like the fact that Denver’s only got two real players left. Marcus Sloan, who acts like your dad doesn’t even exist, and Benito Valenzuela, who doesn’t bother fuckin’ with your dad because he knows he’s a fuckin’ joke. Hell, Seth Townsend’s still in prison and he’s got more pull on the street than your dad.”

      “You are, of course, telling me something I know,” I confirmed, about to go on, but Green continued explaining a situation I knew all too well considering the fact I lived and breathed it.

      “Sloan’s got the guns because he wants to control who’s usin’ ’em on the streets. Other than that, he’s gone legit. Valenzuela has the rest, Liv, and there’s no gettin’ it back from him. Only outfit who might have the power to see that through is that crazy MC and only because the brothers of the Chaos Motorcycle Club are fuckin’ crazy and they got bigger balls than practically anybody.”

      “Green—” I tried but got no further.

      “Pot went legal, we got even more fucked, ’cause that’s all Valenzuela let us have. He’s got the rest of the dope. He’s got the whores. He’s got the film sets. He’s got the protection racket. He’s got state senators eatin’ at his table. He’s got that prosecutor bitch lubed and beggin’ to take more of him up her ass. He’s got it all. Your soldiers been existing on dregs for you, whatever Georgia can drum up for us to put on the street, which isn’t much and it sure as fuck ain’t quality, and I’m not the only one who’s done.”

      This didn’t surprise me.

      It concerned me, but it didn’t surprise me.

      I was, of course, their team leader, as it were. They were all my soldiers. They answered to me. They also communicated with me. So I knew this all too well.

      “Eli, Georgia has had a series of meetings with Valenzuela in an effort to⁠—”

      “He wants her to suck his cock,” Green declared. “After she gets on her knees, he wants her bent over his desk. He does not take her seriously, Liv, and please God, tell me one of you Shades are smart enough to know that’s the motherfuckin’ truth.”

      I made no reply because I was the one Shade who did know that.

      “You know,” Green whispered, eyeing me closely. “Only one with a goddamned brain in your head, you fuckin’ know. Your dad is done, Liv. He’s so fucked in the head, it’s not fuckin’ funny. Livin’ in the past, thinkin’ he’s still coastin’ on the legacy his father left him. This shit…” He indicated his leg. “Him still thinkin’ he’s king of the scene when no player acknowledges him, suppliers from here to Colombia to fuckin’ Afghanistan knowin’ he’s a joke, that shit he pulled four⁠—”

      All of a sudden his eyes jerked to Tommy’s hands on his wound then to Tommy’s face.

      “Fuck, man, what the fuck?” he clipped.

      “We need to get you to Baldy,” Tommy stated.

      “Yeah, only reason Baldy will look at me is ’cause he’s sweet on Liv, but you get that, don’t you, Tom?” Green asked.

      Tommy’s eyes flashed.

      I quickly shifted closer to Green.

      “How about we focus on sorting out your injury?” I suggested.

      Green turned his attention back to me and the look in his eyes held pain but also intensity.

      “Get out, Liv,” he urged, his tone intense too. “Get the fuck out, gorgeous. He will drag you down. Georgia’s blinded by bullshit, thinkin’ she can resurrect her legacy. She’ll go down with him and she don’t fuckin’ care, so loyal to a whackjob, she’s totally fuckin’ lost. But you know better. So get…the fuck…out.”

      I held his gaze before I rolled back to my feet and straightened to standing.

      I looked to Tommy. “Let’s get those towels tied tight and then get him up. I’ll find something to use as ties and call Gill to bring a car around.”

      Tommy nodded.

      I moved to my father’s desk.

      “Man, you give even a minuscule shit about her, and I know you do, you get her out and far away from him.” I heard Green advise Tommy as I moved.

      It didn’t come as a surprise that Tommy didn’t answer.

      I found nothing at Dad’s desk that we could use for Green’s wound and was headed to the bathroom as Tommy called, “Bring another coupla towels, Liv. I’ll rip one, use the strips. But need another clean one. This one’s soaked.”

      I nodded to him, got the towels and brought them to Tommy.

      He took them and started ripping strips immediately, doing this with his bare hands.

      I didn’t watch Tommy’s strong hands tear the towels to shreds. Strong hands I knew could be gentle and sweet.

      Tommy was off-limits to me. We’d both learned that the hard way.

      I looked to Green.

      “Done, Liv. You won’t see me again,” he said when I caught his eyes.

      That hurt. I liked Green.

      No.

      Loved him.

      I loved all my boys.

      I never told them this. That wouldn’t do. I was a Shade, but that wasn’t all there was to it.

      I’d learned. I didn’t allow myself to show emotion.

      Ever.

      I still knew my boys knew it. I went to bat for them. I protected them. I did the best I could for them. And I didn’t hide it.

      So they knew and the look in Green’s eyes, his concern, wasn’t the first time he didn’t hide he felt that back.

      “But I gotta eat, babe,” he repeated as explanation.

      “I understand, Eli,” I replied.

      Green stared at me a moment before he shook his head.

      “That…that right there states plain this is not the business you’re meant to be in,” he declared.

      I drew in a breath to speak but Green kept talking.

      “Your sister’s not as dumb as your old man. She knows, you lead their soldiers, we’d all march over a cliff for you. She’s got a pussy tastes like sugar and acid in her veins. Men’d do a lot for sugar but they eventually learn to steer clear of acid since that shit burns and leaves scars that never go away.”

      Again, on Green’s comment, I avoided Tommy’s eyes.

      This time, Green did too.

      He also kept speaking.

      “So she gave you to us. You give a shit. You let that show. You treat us like family. Keeps us motivated. Keeps us devoted. But not a single general in an outfit like this should let a soldier go with an, ‘I understand, Eli.’”

      I knew that too.

      “You want her to put a bullet in your brain?” Tommy asked and Eli looked to him.

      “She couldn’t do it. But you’d do it for her, all she had to do was ask.”

      “You’re right,” Tommy replied.

      “And she’d never ask,” Green returned. “And that’s why we’re all totally fuckin’ devoted. Just like you,” Green said to Tommy and looked to me. “But we’re not dumb, Liv. All a’ us gotta eat.”

      I said nothing.

      “You should put a bullet in my brain,” Green whispered.

      That was a warning.

      I felt Tommy’s eyes come to me.

      But I held Green’s.

      “I’ll never do that,” I whispered back, hoping he’d take my meaning that he shouldn’t burn any bridges. Instead, he should disappear.

      “That means you need to get far away, Liv. This life’s gonna eat you alive.”

      I felt Tommy’s intensity.

      But I had only one answer for Eli.

      “It already has.”

      I watched anger flare in Green’s eyes as his mouth went hard.

      Tommy tied the bloody towel to Green’s thigh before he shifted, shoving a broad shoulder under Green’s arm to heft him up.

      Green grunted.

      I took them in, giving them both a nod before I moved quickly to Dad’s desk and grabbed the receiver from the phone.

      I hit a button and turned to watch Tommy and Eli make their slow way to the door.

      Gill answered on the second ring.

      “Bring the car around, will you, Gill?” I requested. “Tommy and Green are on their way.”

      “You got it, Liv,” Gill replied and disconnected.

      I put the phone back in the cradle and saw the boys had disappeared out the door.

      I took a moment to look around my father’s office, not knowing why because I’d memorized every inch of purple damask-papered wall, every etch in the heavy, dark wood, every swirl in the silk rugs that cost so much entire villages in developing countries could live on it for years.

      I did this thinking Green was gone in more ways than one. If he was stupid, which I hoped he wasn’t, he’d go to Valenzuela or Sloan. He’d offer his services. He’d offer information.

      If that happened, Dad would make the order.

      Georgia would have it carried out.

      Gill would do the deed.

      If he was smart, he’d get out of Denver and find work elsewhere.

      Then Dad would forget him and my sister would offer her sugar pussy to whatever green recruit she’d make promises of living large, drowning in Cristal, fucking on soft beds covered in greenbacks.

      It wouldn’t take long before the fresh one would learn.

      We had very few soldiers left and all of them were uneasy.

      Except Tommy.

      Because of me.

      And Gill.

      Because of Georgia.

      Green was right.

      I should get out. I should get away. I should go to Thailand. Bali. Any end to this earth where he wouldn’t find me.

      I didn’t because I knew that place didn’t exist.

      Vincent Shade had lost nearly everything his father stole, dealt, stabbed, lied, tortured and killed to get.

      But there were two pieces in the chess game he played very poorly, a game that just happened to be our livelihoods, pieces I’d learned without a doubt he’d never lose.

      Not ever.

      His girls.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            She’ll Have Company

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Olivia

      

      

      My phone was ringing as I drove into my garage.

      After I turned off the car, I grabbed it and looked at the screen.

      I took the call before I shifted out of my white Range Rover Evoque.

      “Hello, Pam,” I greeted my real estate agent, moving to the door that led to the house, clutch under my phone arm, my other hand out to hit the button to close the garage door.

      “Hey there, Olivia,” Pam replied. “Listen, that couple that looked at your house on Monday, they wanna come back tomorrow.”

      I walked to my marble kitchen counter and dropped my clutch to it, responding, “Excellent.”

      “They have to come in the evening. Around five thirty. Can you do something after work so they can see the house?”

      Could I do something after my work of managing drug dealers—who these days had no drugs to deal—and keeping a variety of books for really not legitimate enterprises my father ran very poorly, considering we barely had any money—as well as laundering said money, how little of it there was?

      “Yes,” I answered.

      “Great!” she cried. “I’ll let them know and set it up. This is looking good. We haven’t had a second visit since we put your place on the market.”

      That day was apparently my day for people to tell me things I already knew.

      Because I already knew this, I had no reply.

      “I’ll keep my fingers crossed we’ll have an offer by Friday,” Pam carried on.

      “I will too,” I said. “And if you can have their agent tell you when they’re done, I’d appreciate it if you’d text me when I’m good to come home.”

      “Of course,” she stated.

      “Wonderful. Thank you, Pam. Have a good evening.”

      “You too, Olivia.”

      I took the phone from my ear and disconnected.

      Then I looked around my house.

      From my position standing in the acres of extraordinary ivory, russet and bronze-veined marble countertops and custom-made cream cupboards, I could also see the kitchen seating area (which was not a place to eat…it was a place to sit on couches by a fireplace and converse). I could also see the great room, the formal dining room and vast expanses of wood-that-was-imported-from-Europe floors.

      It looked fabulous, as it would. I was responsible for every inch of fabric, every stick of furniture, down to the ribbed silver or mirrored Kleenex box holders.

      It was like my office. Classic elegance, except more refined.

      I did not hesitate to congratulate myself on wringing a miracle, because even with its extreme beauty, it was also welcoming and comfortable.

      I loved it.

      But it had to go.

      It had to go because, along with all I’d mentioned, there were also four bedrooms, a casual family room, a game room, a study, a “mom’s room” (that looked like a place set up to make crafts or wrap packages, as everyone knew it was mom’s job to be craftsy and wrap presents), a laundry room that was as big as a bedroom, a larder that was as big as most full baths and a master suite that the Queen of England would feel comfortable in.

      This didn’t count the mini-me-mansion guest house with its own sitting room, small kitchen, bedroom and bath at the back of the property.

      All of this (save the guest house, of course) was in a u-shape flanking an in-ground, heated swimming pool with a massive mosaic-tiled deck. This situated on a huge lot situated in Governor’s Park, in other words, smack in the middle of the city proper of Denver.

      It cost millions of dollars.

      It was too much for me.

      When viewing it, as gorgeous as it was, I’d wanted nothing to do with it.

      But when I moved out of my father’s home, he would not hear of me living in one of the lovely high-rises that straddled the south side of the city that offered two- to three-bedroom condominiums.

      A Shade lived like a Shade.

      Not a real Shade, those being degenerate criminals, two of whom hid this behind Christian Louboutin shoes and Givenchy blouses.

      But the Shades we showed the world. Those of us left who had not escaped my grandfather’s need to perpetuate a massive, grisly, scheming, brutal Fuck You! to those many who thought (rightly) they were better than him as well as to those who didn’t care either way.

      Namely my father, because even if Georgia lived in a fabulous penthouse apartment, she thought her place was too much too.

      Therefore, since my father wanted me to have that house, I had no choice but to have it.

      Now, it wasn’t only too big for me—a single woman rambling around what could be described as nothing other than a mini-five-thousand-square-foot-mansion—we couldn’t afford it.

      Dad’s rambling manse would never go. He’d die in there in a shootout rivaling the Alamo before he’d let anyone take it from him.

      And Georgia was turning a semi-blind eye to the money situation, aware of it but certain she could do something to turn it around while breaking her neck to do just that.

      But I kept the books. I knew.

      So my house was on the market and neither of them was stupid enough to say a word, because even if neither of them would admit it out loud, both of them knew why.

      I walked the warm-colored wood floors of my hall, past the informal family room, the study, these separated by a powder room, both to my left. To my right was a series of arched windows and French doors that led to the deck and pool.

      I arrived at the end of the hall where my bedroom suite was. This included a comfortable sitting room, his- and hers-walk-in closets and a colossal bathroom that had a dressing area at the back with a built-in dressing table that any fabulously wealthy housewife would give her eyeteeth for.

      Alas, none of them were in the market for a house. I knew this since mine had been available for four months with only one second viewing that hadn’t even happened yet.

      I sat on the side of my bed and was toeing off my pumps when my phone in my hand rang again.

      I looked at the screen and wished I didn’t have to take the call.

      But she’d called yesterday and I hadn’t called her back. I knew the headache I’d catch when I stopped avoiding her was not worth the peace of mind avoiding her afforded me.

      So I took the call.

      “Hello, Mom,” I greeted, leaning back into a hand in the bed.

      “I called you yesterday, Olivia.”

      More of someone telling me something I already knew.

      “I’m sorry. Something came up and took my attention,” I lied.

      She let my lie go and decreed, “We’re having dinner. I’ve had my assistant make a booking for us at Beatrice and Woodsley next Wednesday evening.”

      Why my mother needed an assistant, I had no idea. She didn’t work. She’d never worked.

      But why she called her assistant “my assistant” I did know. Because they were slaves to her.

      Since slavery was abolished in the United States some time ago and most people didn’t like to be worked like one, they told my mother how they felt about it. Therefore she had on average six “assistants” each year. In other words, they weren’t around long enough so she didn’t bother with their names.

      I wanted to go to Beatrice and Woodsley. It was a fabulous restaurant.

      I did not want to spend two hours with my mother frowning at every morsel I put in my mouth (even though she’d dragged me out to dinner in the first place), nonverbally (and sometimes verbally) sharing she thought I needed to watch what I ate even if I was smack in the middle of the healthy weight range for my height.

      I also did not want her (contradictorily) to encourage me to drink my weight in vodka, something she would do while she pushed her food around on her plate.

      Nor did I want to listen to her telling me what a reprobate my father was, even though I personally arranged the monthly kickback my father gave to Mom’s second husband, the president of a local shipping company. I did this at my father’s command in order for my stepfather to offer his services should Georgia’s machinations bear fruit and we needed something illegal shipped in or out of Denver and we couldn’t use our own legitimate shipping company as that would be stupider than my father’s usual stupid.

      A kickback my mother was highly likely aware of because my stepfather might run a large, successful shipping company but she had his testicles in a vice and he barely took a breath without her permission.

      No, I did not want any of this.

      “I’ll be certain I’m free,” I told her.

      “Excellent,” she replied crisply.

      I knew it would be a wasted effort, but I did my next anyway because I was me.

      “Would you like me to see if Georgia’s free?”

      This was a wasted effort because Mom and Georgia had not spoken in three years. This began after Georgia lost her temper at Bistro Vendôme and let her mouth loose when Mom had a variety of things to say about Dad, much of this centering on the swelling and cut at my upper lip.

      Swelling and a cut my mother knew who delivered on me.

      My sister was her father’s daughter.

      But she was my sister.

      She might have always been and continued to be the golden child (when I was never anything close, though it must be said, I never actually wanted to be), but we’d been through a lot together. She was loyal to our father and she was loyal to me. She loved us both. This to the point I honestly didn’t know if Dad and I were both drowning, which one of us she’d save.

      Anyone who knew us would say Georgia wouldn’t hesitate. She’d dive in and drag Vincent Shade to safety.

      But I knew there was a fifty percent chance she’d grab hold of me.

      And this was why she lost it with Mom, not because she was loyal to Dad and Mom was saying ugly things about him.

      Because when Mom got fed up with Father making her life a misery, she took off.

      And she left her girls behind.

      But she fought tooth and nail for alimony.

      Georgia knew I bore the brunt of Mom’s leaving. She knew I continued to bear the brunt of our father’s disposition.

      She knew Mom knew it too and did nothing about it, not then, not ever.

      So now they didn’t talk. I suggested opportunities to both of them to heal the breach, but three years had passed and I suspected thirty more would before Georgia would show at Mom’s grave and spit on it.

      “No. I. Would. Not,” Mom answered my question.

      Obviously, she felt the same way.

      I sighed.

      “Would you like me to have my driver come to get you?” Mom asked frostily.

      Her driver was also her “driver” seeing as he or she too would likely be replaced in a few months (or weeks).

      “I can get there myself, Mom. Thanks,” I replied.

      “Good. Then see you at seven o’clock Wednesday at the restaurant. Good-bye, Olivia.”

      There was no, “In the meantime, how are you?” Or, “What’s my girl doing for fun these days?” Or, “Are you, by chance, seeing someone?” Or, “My darling girl, I’m worried about you. You’re thirty-one years old and you haven’t had a steady boyfriend since your father tortured that handsome blonde man and did what he did to you when you were twenty-five. I’m aware you can be alone, but I don’t want my daughter to be lonely.”

      No, none of that.

      Mom just disconnected.

      I felt no loss that my mother didn’t care even a little bit about me, taking me to dinner because it was her duty, something she’d tell her friends about, woe-is-me’ing about my weight, my hairstyle, my manicure or whatever she found fault in.

      I was just grateful the call was over.

      I was in the kitchen looking into the refrigerator and considering calling Bistro Vendôme to see if they had a table for one open when my phone rang again.

      I moved to the counter to look at it.

      The screen said Georgie Calling.

      Normally, I did not avoid my sister’s calls.

      That day, however, my father had shot Green. Green had then been transported to Dr. Baldwin who took care of his wound for ten thousand dollars in cash. After that, Green had either disappeared or begun to make overtures to Marcus Sloan or Benito Valenzuela.

      None of this would please my sister Georgie.

      “Hey,” I greeted quietly.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” she replied.

      I leaned into a hand on the counter. “I walked in, Dad shot him. There was nothing I could do.”

      Even with my life as it was from the minute I could cogitate, it still was not lost on me how completely insane it was that anyone would utter those two sentences, including me.

      “Your boys get an order from Dad, they tell you. They don’t just show up at Dad’s office and tell him shit he already knows, pissing him off enough to grab his fucking gun and take a shot at one of his own men.”

      “They have that instruction, Georgie, but I talked to Tommy after he got back from dealing with Green and Dr. Baldwin. Tommy told me that Gill picked up Green. He took his phone. Dad still has it. And I’ve no doubt he did that because he wants money coming in and he knows I’ve given that instruction to my boys. So he’s not getting straight answers because they come to their meets with me in tow and we feed him information everyone knows is bogus so he won’t lose his mind and, say, shoot one of his own men.”

      “Fuck,” she hissed.

      I said nothing. I wasn’t the kind of woman who rubbed it in when I was right.

      “Green is gonna bail,” she declared.

      I said nothing to that either because this time, she was right (except about the “gonna” part) and I wasn’t about to confirm that just in case she was in a seriously bad mood and decided to do something about it. If Green intended to disappear, I wanted him to have as big a head start as he could get.

      “He sniffs around Sloan or Benito, Liv…” She made the statement and trailed off so she didn’t have to make her threat verbal.

      “You need to have a word with Gill,” I advised. “He can’t do that again. He has to work with us to keep Dad from tying our hands.”

      “I’ll talk with him,” Georgia muttered.

      She would. She’d do this before and/or after she fucked him.

      Gill would come to heel.

      I wondered if I should monitor the rats in the warehouse since, if they abandoned a sinking ship, perhaps, even in a warehouse, they’d do the same and this would provide forewarning when the house that Clive Shade built was going to come crashing down.

      I again knew it served no purpose to say what I was next going to say considering I’d mentioned this to my sister repeatedly and she’d ignored it repeatedly.

      I didn’t give up.

      “We need to focus on the legitimate businesses, Georgia.”

      “Facilitating the export of dart guns is not going to keep you in your house, Olivia,” she retorted.

      “Perhaps not, but that’s not all we have and we don’t pay enough attention to any of it, including the man Dad has handling it.”

      Now it was me saying something she knew, mostly because I’d been sharing my concerns about this now for years.

      But David Littleton was Dad’s man. A friend from back in the day. They’d met in grade school.

      So David got to do what he wanted.

      “David is good,” Georgia decreed.

      “David has too much power and not enough oversight.”

      “Then oversee him.”

      My back shot straight. “Is that permission?”

      “Fuck yeah,” Georgia said. “What do I care?”

      Georgia was my big sister.

      Georgia was also heir to the throne.

      Therefore, Georgia was higher up on the hierarchy. I had autonomy to manage our soldiers and keep the books, but I deferred to her in all other matters.

      “You didn’t want me interfering before,” I pointed out.

      “My baby sister wasn’t selling her house so we could inject that cash into our operation before. Deal with David. I don’t get what you get from him so you don’t have to bother telling me I’m right if you find out I am. But I also don’t do our books. Goes without saying, if I’m wrong, I want to know.”

      “Okay, Georgie.”

      “And I’ve got some stuff I’ve been working on for a while. Things are looking good with it. Once I know it’s solid, we’ll make a meet. Okay?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I answered.

      I wanted this to be promising.

      As hard as my sister worked and had done it for years, with the results of that so far I was not holding too much hope.

      “Great, sis. Go out tonight. Have fun,” she ordered. “See you tomorrow.”

      “All right. See you.”

      She disconnected.

      I dropped my phone hand to the counter but just stared at it.

      I looked behind me to the fridge.

      There wasn’t much in it.

      I should go to the grocery store. Or I should call Bistro Vendôme and see if they had an opening. Or perhaps even find a nice, trendy bar with good lighting and expensive cocktails and go there, people watch, find someone to fuck then come home.

      I looked from the fridge to my house which needed to be sold. I only had a few hundred thousand dollars-worth of equity in it, but with Dad shooting soldiers and ten thousand dollars in cash going out to doctors, not to mention other bills, salaries to pay—we needed every penny we could get.

      I had a dinner appointment with my mother in a week.

      I had a father who was out of his mind and no matter how much Georgie worked and I schemed and scrimped, he was going to bury us. I knew it.

      I’d never see Green again and I’d miss him. He’d always been sweet and respectful to me. Also, I worried there was a good possibility I wouldn’t see Green again because Dad or Georgia would make it so no one would see him again…ever.

      And I knew the last load of product Georgia had managed to get her hands on was of inferior quality, but more importantly, it was running out. If Georgia didn’t get the boys something, Green wouldn’t be the only one to go in one way or another.

      I just knew the only two who couldn’t go were Georgia and me and I was probably the one who wanted to go most of all.

      With all this on my mind, I didn’t to go the grocery store or call Bistro Vendôme. I also didn’t go for a drink at a nice bar.

      I went to the closet in my bedroom and direct to the wall safe installed there. I opened it and grabbed one of the four burner phones I kept in it.

      I engaged the phone, went to contacts, scrolled down to B. Ross and hit her number.

      I put the phone to my ear.

      “Ms. Lincoln,” a woman answered. “It’s been some time.”

      Now even Ross was telling me something I knew.

      “Yes,” I agreed. “I know it’s late notice but do you have any openings tonight?” I asked.

      “In the private salons, I’m afraid not.”

      I drew breath in my nose.

      That was disappointing.

      “However, we’ve had no one book in the social viewing chamber,” she went on. “And it’s late in the day and quite rare for anyone to call at this time. Although if another booking comes in, I must accept, at this moment, you would have the social chamber to yourself.”

      I looked to my watch. It was well after six. Normally when I went to the club I would call days in advance to be certain to have a private salon.

      But what did it matter? I’d go. I’d enjoy a drink. I’d enjoy the performances, perhaps in the company of someone else, but who cared?

      After that, I’d come home and take care of myself, making myself come hard. And maybe I’d sleep without everything weighing down on me, making that sleep restless and inadequate, which meant I’d wake up exhausted with puffy eyes and no motivation to take on the day. But rather, I’d sleep well and get up with some infinitesimal motivation to take on the day.

      “I’ll book the social chamber,” I told her.

      “We’ll see to that,” she replied. “When can we have your drink waiting for you?”

      “I’ll be arriving at ten thirty.”

      “We’ll see you then, Ms. Lincoln.”

      “Thank you, Ms. Ross.”

      “My pleasure,” she said then disconnected.

      I took the phone from my ear, called Harry and set him up to pick me up to take me to the club.

      That settled, I moved to my fridge in order to make a salad.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Alias B. Ross

      

      

      B. Ross put the phone down on Ms. Lincoln and moved to her purse in the back room. She took out her personal cell and scrolled down the contacts. She found his name and engaged.

      She felt her heart beating hard. Since she first saw him, he’d always made her heart beat hard. He also made her pussy get wet. Not to mention a variety of other things.

      “In the middle of something, babe,” he said as greeting, sounding distracted.

      She hated it when he was busy (or distracted), which was often. Before she’d had him, when she made excuses to contact him, and especially after she’d had him.

      “She’s coming,” B. replied on a whisper, head bowed.

      She didn’t want any staff to hear. When at work, they were banned from making personal calls.

      Though, since this was an order from her boss, it wasn’t exactly personal.

      Still, he’d made it clear he wanted this matter treated with the utmost confidentiality.

      And she was a girl who lived to serve.

      “What?” he asked, now sounding a lot less distracted.

      “She’s coming. Tonight. Ten thirty. I told her all the salons were booked. She’s in social, where you asked me to put her.”

      “Do not put anyone else in there,” he ordered. “And cameras off the minute you leave her in there.”

      “Okay,” she agreed. “Does that mean you’re coming?”

      “Yeah.”

      Her heart skipped.

      “Just so you know, I’d tell another client who shows that someone else is expected in the chamber,” she told him. “She’s never gone social as far as I know but she’ll know to expect that. You can’t just show. She’ll know that’s fishy.”

      “Then share she’ll have company,” he allowed.

      “Okay. See you later, Nick.”

      “Later,” he grunted perfunctorily then disengaged.

      But she was going to see him later so she didn’t mind his abruptness.

      She smiled, stowed her cell and walked back to reception, anticipating Nick Sebring’s arrival and hoping, after he did whatever he did with Olivia Shade, a.k.a. Ms. Lincoln, he’d have time for her.
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            Dawn Coming

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Olivia

      

      

      I leaned toward the front seat of the car, the folded bills between my fingers, my eyes on Harry’s profile.

      “As usual, I’ll probably be a few hours, Harry,” I told him, extending my hand over the seat.

      He turned to catch my eyes. “Walk you to the door.”

      I allowed my lips to curl up and my eyes to get moderately soft.

      Harry was a leftover from a different time. A time long ago when I’d slept easier. When I believed my daydreams could come true. When a look or a stolen touch was a promise. When plans were whispered and my stomach flip-flopped or my heart skipped with excitement at the mere thought of carrying them out. When I faced the dawn every day joyful because one day I knew it would be over. I would be free. We would be free. We’d be normal. We’d be together. We’d make babies. We’d grow old together. We’d be happy.

      We’d die clean.

      He’d helped us, Harry had. He’d helped me and Tommy.

      Because my sister loved me and because Harry was a leftover from my grandfather, out of respect for me (from Georgia) and for my dead grandfather (from Dad), they’d let Harry live. They’d made him unemployable and taken nearly everything he had so he lived in a tiny house in a terrible neighborhood taking jobs at odd hours, all of them for cash
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