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The dream is free... the hustle is sold separately...

WE HAVE NO CHOICE. We’re now on the run. 
Arianna and I are relying on the contacts we have left to get us through a new attack from the people after us - the people who want us dead. 

Hiding out in Chicago, I find myself growing closer to the woman my boss thinks is nothing more than a relentless con-artist. 

But she’s more than that. I know it. 

And, as the walls start to close in, I’m forced to choose - between the life I thought I knew, and the new one that begins with her.
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Arianna
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SITTING THERE, IN THE back of the car, I felt so numb I almost couldn’t breathe. 

He was a fed. A fucking fed. The one person I was sure had been on my side through all of this, and he was a fed. I couldn’t believe I had been taken in by him so easily – how had I not been able to see through everything he had done? How had I fallen into bed with him? How had I let any of this, any of this at all, happen? I wanted to scream. I wanted to pull open the door to this car, get out, and run, just run, as far as I could. But I couldn’t go anywhere, or do anything other than sit and wait for my fate to become reality.

I couldn’t believe I had been so stupid as to fall for it. I wanted to tear out my hair at the roots, scream and punch in the glass window opposite me, but I had no choice but to wait to be delivered to my fucking date with Arnold. I could feel him looking at me from across the car, and I didn’t dignify it with a response. I didn’t want this. I didn’t want to have to pretend. My mind was too full to think of what he might want from me, and the thought of pretending for an instant to put up with him was enough to make me feel ill. 

“How long until we arrive?” Arnold asked Dean. Dean glanced to the back of the car. His eyes locked on mine for a moment, and my heart skipped a beat. Did he know how much I wanted him, even now? Could he tell how angry I was? Did he care? He moved his gaze back to the road, as though he couldn’t quite bring himself to look at me. Good. He should be ashamed for everything he had done. He should feel guilty. 

“A few minutes,” he replied, and there was an edge of apology in his voice, as though he was aiming it at me specifically. I didn’t pay any attention to it. He wasn’t going to get back on my good side just like that.

He pulled the car to a halt outside the restaurant and got out to open the door for me. He took my hand to guide me to my feet, and my body betrayed me. I responded to his touch, to the feel of his skin against mine. I wanted him, even now, even with what I knew – and I hated myself for giving so easily. Why couldn’t I stand up for myself? Why couldn’t I lay down the law the way I knew I needed to? I hated this. My emotions, my want still drew in me in close, and there was nothing I could do to shut them down. 

I gritted my teeth and dropped his hand as fast as I could, then allowed Arnold to steer me towards the restaurant; it was hard to feel anything close to desire when he was the one with his hands on me. I wanted to retreat into myself, to vanish deep inside and pretend none of this was happening, but I was still stuck in the middle of it with nowhere to go but through. Shit. One night with him, right? I could manage that. I’d probably done worse to keep myself safe.

The restaurant at least was fancy – something I was used to. It had been a while since I had been indulged in the way I was used to indulging myself, and, as a waiter passed by with a bottle of wine in hand, I found my gaze lingering on it pointedly. I wanted to get drunk. I wanted to forget everything. I needed to get out of this mess, out of my head, out of my panic and fear and dread about what was going to happen next.

“Would you like a glass?” Arnold asked me, dipping his mouth far closer to my ear than I was comfortable with. I nodded.

“Several,” I replied. Now wasn’t the time to play coy and pretend I didn’t have wants and needs – if he wanted to court me, then he had to see just what I wanted in return. Even if he didn’t like it, even if he needed to convince himself I was only here because I was so taken with him. 

The hostess led us to a table, and I could tell she was judging me as she went. I didn’t blame her. If I had seen a woman like me spending time with a man like him, I would have done the exact same thing. I locked eyes with her, silently daring her to say something to me about it, but she didn’t so much as open her mouth. Good. I didn’t want to have to argue right now. And I was sure Arnold would freak out if he thought people were judging us for our obvious age gap.

Dean was outside, waiting in the car. I wasn’t sure I could have dealt with it if he had been in here with us. My emotions were a mess right now, and I wished I could feel his arms around me again, but I never would. I craved it, but I didn’t want it, not after knowing who he really was. The enemy, my enemy. He would do whatever it took to make sure I didn’t blow my cover as a source, and he wasn’t going to stop this man from making his move on me. He knew I had no choice but to go through with anything Arnold wanted if I didn’t want to wind up on the street, and I hated him, utterly and completely hated him, as I tried to make sense of exactly what was going to happen next. 

Arnold took my hand on the crisp white tablecloth, and I let him. What point was there pretending I had any control over this situation now, anyway? I might as well give in to it, just let it happen. I wished I could go back in time, undo it all, run away from Dean the moment I saw him and pretend I had never laid eyes on him in my life. I could have been in Paris by now, not even thinking about this place. Drinking expensive wine I had purchased for myself, instead of the bottle Arnold was in the process of ordering for us. He didn’t even ask what I wanted – he probably thought it was some big masculine statement for him to choose. I stared down at his meaty hand on mine, and wondered just what else those hands were going to do to me tonight. 

“Have you ever come here before?” Arnold asked me, and I shook my head. 

“I’ve never been to a place like this,” I told him, honeying my tone to sound as stupid and vapid as I could. I knew it was what he wanted from me, and I could give him that at least, right? If it was what it took to keep me alive, I would give him anything he needed from me right now. Even if I hated myself for it. 

“Well, you’re going to love it,” he told me, patronizing as all hell. I gave him a simpering smile. Damn, all of this was going to be a hell of a lot easier once I had a decent amount of booze inside of me.

Thankfully, the waiter returned with the wine a few moments later and poured me a generous glass. I took a long sip, locking eyes with her again. She gave me a sympathetic look, and I glanced back at the table. I hated it when people felt sorry for me. I normally lived the exact life I wanted to live, but right now, I was stuck in a mess I needed to escape. 

“May I order for you?” Arnold asked me, his eyes lingering on my lips for a moment. I could tell he was thinking of kissing me, and the thought of his old-man mouth on mine, his tongue on my skin, made me shudder. 

“Sure,” I replied, taking another long sip of wine. I needed to push the disgust down. I needed to put on a good act. If I gave away even a hint that I had been intending to use him for nothing more than his money, I would be dead. Possibly literally. 

“I love it when a woman lets a man take the lead,” he told me, smiling broadly. “So many girls these days want to be the ones in charge, but it makes much more sense to allow the man to make the decisions.”

I bit back a snort of laughter. Yeah, that was exactly the kind of shit I expected to come out of the mouth of a man like him, that old-fashioned, useless, woman-hating bullshit that underlined just how he saw me. He barely cared who I was, just that I was a pretty, young thing, willing to go along with anything he suggested. All I had to do was sit there and simper and let him rest his hand on my leg under the table, and he would be happy. 

At least, until we got home. 

He ordered for us, and I finished my glass of wine and poured another. I could already feel myself getting tipsy, starting to loosen up. Slipping into flirtation mode was easy for me, and I allowed it to happen; I just had to pretend this was like any other mark and wrap this man tight around my finger to take what I wanted. Maybe I could even convince him to hold off on the sex tonight, if I played it right, especially since he hadn’t been able to get his pill. 

I doubted it would be enough to put him off. He had already made up his mind, and he was going to have me tonight – no matter how much I played him, I was sure he would take what he believed he was owed. 

The food was delicious, probably, but it tasted like ashes in my mouth. I could hardly choke it down, watching as Arnold smacked his lips demonstratively. He disgusted me. I hadn’t really thought a lot about it when I had first met him, as focused as I had been on the money I was going to take from him, but here, now, with this guy right in front of me, I hardly had a choice but to confront myself with it. 

It was even worse when I imagined how my time with Dean had gone. That was real lust, real want. Maybe even more than that? No, surely not. We had only just met each other. I was certain my feelings weren’t anything more than the flush of attachment that came when you were in serious trouble. Whatever I was feeling for him, it was clouded by the horrible reality of what he had just told me, what he had threatened me with if I didn’t comply with his demands.

“You know, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about getting you alone,” Arnold murmured to me, leaning a little closer across the table. I fought the urge to pull back. 

“Me either,” I simpered back, fluttering my lashes at him. I could see the need in his eyes, how badly he wanted me, and normally, I would have been gloating at the thought of how much money I was going to be able to get out of him. But now? I wasn’t going to be able to get anything, and I was still going to have to go through with the last thing on Earth I wanted to do

“There’s so much I want to do to you,” Arnold continued, and he put his hand on my knee beneath the table. I could feel dread creeping up my spine. So much he wanted to do to me? He was talking as though I was hardly a real person, like I was just a sex doll he could use as he saw fit. I smiled. I doubted it reached my eyes, and I doubted he gave much of a damn, either.

“I know you’re going to love it,” he went on. He didn’t care what I had to say about any of this, clearly. He just wanted me to sit there and nod along with it. I wondered if he had any idea of what had been happening between Dean and I, if this was his way of making sure I never got close to the man I actually wanted again.

“Anything you want,” I said, vaguely, going along with it as best I could. He grinned at me.

“That’s a good girl,” he told me, and I gulped down another glass of wine. I was going to need to be drunk as hell if I was getting anywhere near this man tonight. Maybe, if I closed my eyes tight enough, I could pretend it was Dean, and survive it without losing my mind.

“Can I go to the bathroom to freshen up?” I told him. He nodded, grinning, as though imagining what I might be getting up to in there.

“Of course you can, sweetheart,” he told me. His pet name made me cringe. Didn’t he realize how much he was embarrassing himself? Did he really not care? Everyone here must have known that he was paying for my time, or otherwise getting this out of me in ways that weren’t entirely legitimate. But he didn’t give a damn. He just wanted to show me off, and make sure I was the one on his arm. How many other women had seen the same fate as me? How many had had to sit there and smile and pretend like he wasn’t the most boring man in the world? Maybe I would have felt a little better about it if I was really getting some money out of it, but I was just doing what I could to stay alive.

I looked at myself in the mirror for a long time, trying to work out just how the heck I had managed to end up in this mess. I had never gotten myself caught up in anything like this before, and I felt phenomenally stupid for allowing it to happen. I should have known better. And yet – as soon as I saw Dean, all the good sense in me had just vanished. I had thrown myself at him, and this was where I ended up.

This was the last time it was ever going to happen, I was sure of that. This was the last time I was going to let anyone throw me off my game. I had to stay focused. As soon as I was out of this stupid mess I had managed to get myself into, I would stay away from anyone I thought meant trouble. Anyone who seemed like more of an issue than they were worth. 

I closed my eyes for a moment to gather myself, trying to find the strength I needed to go back out there. What was I meant to say to this man? We only had dessert left, and that was if he didn’t skip it to get right to the good part. Well, good for him, anyway. I doubted I would enjoy it, but he didn’t seem to care much about—

A plate smashed outside, and then another. Some poor waiter had just lost their wages for the night – I knew how that felt. I smirked to myself, hoping that someone had dropped food down Arnold’s front – it might be enough to get him to lose interest in me for the night.

Another plate, and then a yell – my body stiffened. What the heck was going on out there? I was about to push open the door to check, when another sound cut through the air. A gunshot. 

I froze. 
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Dean
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TRY AS I MIGHT, I COULDN’T think of any way she was going to be able to get out of this.

I was sure she was doing her best to come up with something, sitting opposite him at the table in that fancy restaurant, trying to keep him sweet. She had already incapacitated him once, maybe she could pull something similar again. Food poisoning, maybe? Crush some pills into his drink to get him to fall asleep before he could get his hands on her? 

But he would be keeping a close eye on her this time around, I was certain of it, doing everything he could to ensure she didn’t get a chance to slide something to him he didn’t want. I could already imagine the look on his face as he looked at her, the want blatant in his eyes. Maybe his lack of little blue pill would be enough to keep him out of her bed, but I doubted it. He had decided he wanted her, and if there was one thing I knew about men like him, they didn’t back down until they had managed to get their hands on what they wanted.

I gripped the wheel. I should have taken her up on her offer to just get the fuck out of here. I wouldn’t be torturing myself with images of what was going on if I had done that. Even the notion of his hand on her thigh was enough to make me feel like I was going to throw up. How the hell was she going to deal with it?

I pushed those thoughts down as best I could. I already knew the answer to that question. She would deal with it like a professional, because that was what she was – a woman who knew, without a shadow of a doubt, how to handle herself in any situation thrown at her. She was in charge in there, I was sure of it, and whatever she chose to do, it was on her. 

I sat in the car, feeling like I was going to burst. My head was a mess. If she was nothing more than someone who was particularly good at putting on an act, was that all we had been? Even though I had been hiding some part of myself from her, too, I knew my want for her had been as real as it came. But I had no idea if what she’d given me had been true, if any of it had even come close to the truth. Maybe, just maybe, there had been a shred of reality in there somewhere, but I wasn’t sure I believed it. I wasn’t sure I could, after what she had done. After the truth Rafael had told me.

I was sure she hated me now, and it wasn’t like I could blame her. She likely wanted to tear chunks out of me the same way my enemies did, and I got it, I did. She had thought we’d shared something real, and now, I was telling her it had been nothing more than a play for me. That was how she would see it, at least. I wished I could assure her she had nothing to worry about, wished I could make it clear I wanted her to be safe as much as I wanted it for myself, but there was no way to tell her that she wouldn’t doubt. I was her enemy now. On the other side of the law. And I had already threatened to take her in if she didn’t play along.

I could picture just what it meant for her to play along now; Arnold’s hand on the inside of her thigh, him looking at her as though he knew he was owed something. She must have got him good, the first time they’d met, if he seemed so intent on taking something more from her. I prayed she would stay safe, prayed she would play along as long as it took for her to get out alive. I wished I could convince her to trust me, but I was sure she would have rather spat in my face than fallen into my arms again. 

I looked over to the restaurant. It was busy in there this evening, packed full of plenty of couples who looked much like Arnold and Arianna – older men with beautiful young women on their arms, though none were as gorgeous as she was. Nobody would have thought twice about the two of them together, seeing them like that. How many times had I passed a couple just like them, and only wondered what the girl was doing with someone old enough to be her father? How many of them, like Arianna, had been trapped, with no way out? How many had been begging silently for someone to get them out of the mess they were stuck in?

Before my mind could linger any longer on that, a noise cut through the air – a gunshot. I ducked on instinct, then peered over the edge of the window. Before I could get a good look at what was going on, a bullet shattered the glass, and I dropped down to my knees once more and crawled to the other side of the door.

Shit. Shit. Shit. What the fuck was going on in there? Who was shooting? How did they know I was the one who had bought Arianna and Arnold here? Another bullet whistled over my head, the heat of it warming my scalp, and I slowly pushed open the passenger door to slide out the other side. I climbed out of the car as it was riddled with another round of bullets, trying to keep my breathing steady and remember where the gun was stashed. 

I pulled open a panel on the side of the chassis, and sure enough, there was a loaded gun waiting for me. I pulled it out, but there was no need to start firing back unless I needed to. The less attention I attracted to myself, the better, but I needed something to defend myself if the time came. I crawled to the other end of the car, away from where the bullets were striking, and peered around to the restaurant once more. 

Vogons. They were parked outside the building, blocking pretty much everyone off from making a break for it. One of them was inside, near the entrance, and the rest were doing all they could to take out my car. They were ruthless, lighting it up with dozens of bullets, the metal crumpling and cracking beneath the force of the impacts.

Where the fuck was Arianna? My pulse was racing as I tried to get a look at her, but Arnold had taken a spot at the back of the restaurant and I had no idea where to find her. I couldn’t see her. 

Another bullet fired past me, and I pulled back behind the car. Catching my breath, I closed my eyes and reminded myself I needed to stay in control. If I let any of this get the better of me, the Vogons would pick me off in an instant, and Arianna needed me alive. Even if she wasn’t going to admit it anytime soon.

Distantly, I heard sirens cutting through the gun-spattered air, and I stole another glance around the car to see the Vogons piling back into their vehicle and taking off. What were they doing here? Why had they come to this restaurant? Was it to do with Arnold? Arianna? Me? I had no idea. But, as I watched their car tear off into the distance, I knew it didn’t matter. All that mattered was getting Arianna out of there, no matter what state she was in. 

I approached the restaurant – inside, chaos had erupted, people shoving each other aside to get to the door, practically trampling on one another as they tried to escape. I headed around the back, where I knew there would be a way in through the kitchen. I had to keep my wits about me, some of the Vogons might still be in there, and if they spotted me, I would be in serious trouble. 

Sure enough, there was a door thrown open near the kitchen – probably where they had come in – and most of the staff had already made a break for it, clearly deciding that serving rich assholes their dinner wasn’t worth dying over. Good. I hoped they had made it as far from here as possible. I hoped they didn’t look back.

People had started to flee by the time I made it into the main part of the restaurant, but still no sign of Arianna. Had she survived? Where was she? Finally, I managed to spot Arnold – well, what was left of him, at least. His body was sprawled across the floor next to his chair, a myriad of wounds peppering his back and his legs. That cleared up just who they had been here to take out, then. But what about her? Had they gotten her too?

The table opposite him was set for another person. She had clearly been there with him. A glass of wine sat half-finished, still untouched by the hail of bullets that had taken him out. I didn’t feel a damn thing as I looked at him there on the floor, searching for some hint of sympathy or something close to it. How could I care? There was only one person who mattered to me, one person who I wanted to see in that instant. 

But I couldn’t find her. I couldn’t see her anywhere. Had she run as soon as she heard the shooting? I prayed she had. But she needed help to get out of here. If the Vogons had seen her with Arnold, they must know she was caught up in all of this, and she had no guarantee of safety. She needed to get as far from here as possible, or they would come gunning for her next. And I wasn’t sure, despite everything she could do to get out of a tight situation, that she could talk herself out of this one.

I turned to look out over the chaos of the restaurant – the shattered glass, the injured
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