
  
  To the love of my life! 
Thank you for making all this possible, for the 
support and the love, 
for being the best husband and father.


Thank you most for being my 
happily ever after! 💓








  
  
Trigger Warning ⚡

** Attempted sexual assault, violence off screen, aggression, violence, graphic language, sexual content

I wouldn't consider any of these strong, except open door, 5 pepper romance scenes. However, being a mafia romance, there are obviously certain levels of violence and language. 


I hope you enjoy Kris, our villain of circumstance, fighting for love. ♥








  
  Prologue

Kris


“You sniveling little weasel!” Jon’s knuckles snap across Doc’s cheek, not caring about leaving a visible bruise. If the damn doc would just do what’s good for him! 
Shit! I’m fed up with my life! I must be if I’m freaking bored to death watching Jon give it to the doc. So much of my life in the inner circle… Is this worth it? All year, I’ve been out of sorts. But I can’t put my finger on why. 
Discontent boils in my blood... constantly. 
It’s affecting everything. My efforts have hit rock bottom. My damn conscience is pissing me off. But what else can I do? I’ve played this damn role for so long. And I do it well. 
Intimidating badass is who I am. The personality is so ingrained that I can literally warm the wall—like right now—and still scare the shit out of people. 
At least, I have since puberty. 
In one year, I grew a foot in height and added four inches to my biceps. Even that defensive sixteen-year-old would run if he could see me now. He witnessed the battle for hierarchy and accepted it as fact. My only option after losing my parents. 
Now I’m the bully I hated growing up, the angry brute. 
Conditioning at that early age proved my worth against other low-lives in the organization. Only in my head, I never included myself in the cattle-call of corruption. I survived.
Except after Dixon split ranks, I realized how divided gang loyalties were. Rougher men went with the Georgia boys. Others stayed in Tennessee under Dixon’s leadership, including me. With no other path to follow, I bulked up, winning beating after beating until my reputation solidified as one hell of a brawler.
Another slap of skin jerks me back to reality. Is that my problem? Has my reputation worked me out of a job? 
Like here with the doc… I cross my arms, scowl, and my muscles do the rest. 
He’s the sort I scare without lifting a finger. Growl with just enough dragon temper seeping through, and the weaker ones always wet their pants. A smart target will spill the intel long before I need stain remover to get their blood out of my clothes.
That’s standard M.O. for the doc. He’s a snitch.
Now, eyeing the doc, I hold my stance against the wall, lowering my voice so Doc feels the threat. “Look… The only reason I won’t let Jon-Boy beat your ass is because I owe you one. But Doc… Fuck man, I’m losing patience.” 
He’s skating on thin ice, the shit.
Worse… That weaselly voice scratches my eardrums with every half-assed excuse falling from that smarmy mouth. I’m so far past giving a shit. I’m ready to get home!
It’s a rat hole. My dragon’s complaint irritates my headache, stacking on top of Jon’s skinny ass hoarding in on my shift.
Shut up! It is what it is. 
My little apartment is all the peace I get. It doesn’t matter though, because Dixon ordered us not to leave until Doc ups his quota. And since Jon-Boy’s getting all heavy-handed without my level of smooth intimidation, we’re going to be here all night. 
Hell, watching him work over the doc is damn near excruciating. My blood pressure skyrockets the longer his adolescent ignorance delays my head hitting the pillow. Doc’s crying more than he’s talking now. That’s goddamn useless. Rookie!
Why the hell is this runt my underling?
I’ve learned to shut my mouth over the years, let people dig their own graves. JB did the opposite. That kid works those new nineteen-year-old muscles to bully his way up the ranks. He hasn't figured out his recent promotion from collections is thanks to him being the boss’s nephew, not any actual skill. I’ve gritted my teeth for weeks now, dealing with his shit. So far, I’m not impressed. JB’s rage has no finesse. At least not by my standards, nor Dixon, who trained me. 
My main concern now is preventing this goofball from getting us exposed… or killed. 
“That’s enough!” 
Finally, I shove off the wall and stalk to where Jon holds the doc by his shirt collar. My heavy boots echo, elevating the tension in the room as I take him in. “Should I take over for the kid, Doc? He's half my size and half my piss and vinegar." 
Jon scoffs, and it’s hard not to laugh at them both. With Doc’s knees trembling, and Jon’s rage almost making him drop the doctor on his butt. I manage... barely. 
“Look, Doc. I owe you a solid for the bullet you pulled out of me. For that, I’ll give you another week. But Dixon won’t wait long. You get that?”
His head bobs, but JB has other ideas. The idiot interrupts my threat to slam the doctor against the door. His head ricochets off the flimsy wood, his eyes dazed with confusion… again. “Listen here, old man. Ya either clean more dough through this sham of an office, or our next visit’s gonna end a little diff’rent. Got it?” His fist lands under Doc’s jaw, drawing a cry of pain that bugs me more than it should.
What the hell is happening to me?
Jon chuckles when the broken man wobbles to the floor like a medical rag doll. "Knock it off!" I bark, eyeing the bastard. My conscience is pissing me off. Still, I fist the vet's scrubs and lift his slouched body, depositing it behind his desk with all the care of discarded trash. It's all part of the game. “Let’s get out of here,” I say to Jon, ignoring his confused expression. 
You don’t like my tone. Get over it. It’s like the boy can’t fathom why I don’t share his sick enjoyment of pounding the doc. Jon knows better than to question rank, though. 
He stomps toward the door. “People always mess with my fun. If I were—” His voice cuts off the second he yanks Michaels' door open. In one breath, I know. JB’s temper is the least of my worries. 
An agitated heartbeat weakens down the hallway, retreating. The scuffle of feet in the next room, coupled with the lingering fear souring the hallway, and… shit! JB’s out the door, pursuing the sound before I catch his intentions. 
My reflexes snap and I dart after the kid, catching him right before he turns the corner for Doc’s back room. I rip the back of his shirt, easily jerking that lanky body behind the cover of the wall before the terrified female stands up from gathering her supplies. Dread sinks in my gut like a stone. I watch the girl, considering how big of a problem she’ll be. The moment her eyes connect with mine, I know. The sheer terror in them, the way they widen into giant saucers, tells me everything. 
And when she frantically squeezes herself, and a giant whining cage, through the rear exit like her ass is on fire, her fate is set. Her finagling that dog crate might be entertaining if I didn’t know the girl just eavesdropped her way into a death sentence by the boss. And if Dixon doesn’t, Earl will... if he gets wind of it.
JB jerks, trying to free himself from my grip. His curses fall on deaf ears. My sole focus locks on the panicked brown eyes climbing into a red SUV.
“What the fuck, man?” 
JB growls and shoves my much wider shoulder, blocking the doorway. Nothing happens, except the kid experiencing the effect of my elbow hitting his ribcage and my ‘don’t fuck with me’ glare. 
“Come on, Baldy. We gotta go after her.” He wisely backs off from laying his hands on me again, but the punk is pouting like I took away his goddamn ice cream sundae.
Idiot!
I pull out my phone to update Dixon, the guilt and regret tanking my already sour mood.
A tobacco-roughened voice picks up on the first ring. “Done?”
“In a manner, Boss. Got a situation.” I know before I finish what his instructions will be… get the girl. And that’s exactly what gets snarled in my ear. “Fuck!” The call ends abruptly, and I groan, wishing I could erase this entire night and start over.
When I turn around, Jon’s at my back, his eyes lit with excitement. This boy enjoys what we do way too much. Goddamn psychopath! I know he overheard my side of the conversation. What he’ll do about it is the question.
Watch your back, my dragon snarls.
“Let’s go,” I snap, hoping the kid doesn't cause anymore problems before I deal with this one.






  
  Chapter One

Abigail


The scent of melted cheese is heaven. 
My dinner warms on the stainless-steel cooktop I picked when Dad remodeled the kitchen. Even if I’m not a stellar cook yet, I intend to fix that eventually. Especially with more time on my hands since graduation. Since my current dinner is a pot of children’s food, that cooking class might need to move up my list.
“Mmm, mac ‘n cheese heaven,” I moan to the room.
After a day like today, I’m going to give myself a break on the junk food, and thank my dinner for its comfort. I’ve got no significant other to curl up with, no one to vent to. The few girlfriends I had, I left back at college. I didn’t mean to, but somehow, under Dad's roof, I sank right back into that crappy loneliness. 
Maybe not being allowed to invite friends over growing up just stuck with me. Dad’s constant need for secrecy and the bodyguards 24/7 doesn’t make it easy. Not to mention, most parents in town frowned on their kids fraternizing with me. I always wanted to scream at them… I am not my dad’s reputation!
Why couldn’t they see that?
Any time I found a small bond with someone, Dad would get paranoid about our secret and eventually ban me from seeing that person. By the time I got to middle school, no kids would talk to me, either out of fear of my dad or hating the weirdo girl.
It’s hard coming back now with that same feeling. “I’m a freaking adult!” Huffing, I stir my pasta, pissed to still feel like a lone ladybug in a hive of bees. My skin feels too tight here… daily.
Now, food is my only friend, but that’s okay. Mac ’n' cheese never let me down. Hopefully, the junk calories will stick somewhere on my body too, so one day I can stop looking like a perpetual teen. Boost my breasts. Bless my butt. I don’t care. I wouldn’t argue if my skinny jeans looked sexy, instead of starving artsy.
“Maybe parents would take me seriously if I didn’t look so young,” I murmur to myself. Most bulldoze right over my opinion or treat me like I can’t teach their kids.
It’s why I’m so pissed today. I called a conference for the parents of a bully and the kid he abuses. The bully’s parents refuse to admit he’s violent. And the bullied kid’s weren’t any better. The father, Clint, or Red, as the guys call him, works for my dad. That man’s temper is truly cringeworthy. My stomach knots thinking about it. If I look at the wife’s skittish behavior in our meeting, I’d bet my master’s degree that Red’s temper doesn’t discriminate against those who love him. Their relationship was pitiful to watch. 
It was all I could do to hold composure when the woman shrank into the metal accent chair in the principal’s office. She never said a word. Worse, she startled like a spooked kitten every time one of the dad’s voices boomed too loud. I can’t imagine what she and her son deal with at home if this is how she acts in public. The bullied kid, Max, wasn’t as bad, but I hated the guilt in his eyes. He looked almost ashamed in front of his father. 
The second I walked out of that meeting, I felt horrible about myself. I failed Max as his teacher, at school with the bully and at home for whatever he’s dealing with that gives me the jitters. For the rest of the afternoon, every thought went to Max, until I had chewed almost all the skin off my lip and it hurt like hell.
I’m biting it again when a shout below lifts the hairs on my arm. Dad, of course. I bet that vein in his forehead is bulging, considering the volume. I’d hate to be the person who ticked him off. Why do I have to be so paranoid in my own house? The raucousness sets me on edge, every time.
With no other option, I go back to prepping dinner as a distraction. As usual, I keep my head down when the basement door creaks in the hall. Dad’s volume gets louder, but thankfully, the door slams shut before more curses float this way. A heavy clomp of boots head for the back door—in the kitchen. My spine straightens with a shiver of fear. Who’s heading my way? It could be any of them. 
Half the time, I think they live here. The consistent rotation of terrifying soldiers—and I use that term loosely—never leave our house. Someone is always on guard. But these footsteps freeze outside the kitchen. The moment they do, I know exactly which pair of sea-green eyes I’ll find when I turn around. The tingles on the back of my neck tell me. It’s not Red, or one of Dad’s other leery men. No, only one sexy hulk of a man produces enough electricity to fry my brain cells.
Immediately, a wave of excitement crashes over me.
To prepare for the inevitable, I take my noodles off the stove. I’d like to survive the encounter with my fantasy man with my dinner intact. I move slowly, buying time to cool my racing heart. Not that it matters. The worst thing about living with shifters is knowing Kris already hears my crazy heart rate when he’s near.
How can I hide a crush I’ve harbored for ten years from a dragon shifter? Especially if I’m back in my childhood bedroom, constantly hiding my reactions from those heightened senses.
“How are you, Abi?” 
Kristopher Wright knocks me out with that sexy rumble of his. My eyes flit to where he stands, unable to resist or ignore my long-time—unrequited—puppy love. A man I’m drawn to, despite my drastic inferiority, despite knowing he works for my father or how ill-equipped I am to handle that massive expanse of muscle.
“Hey, Kris.” Nerves lodge in my throat, coming out garbled. Ugh! Why does my voice abandon me? I need to prove I’m not that same shy little girl. 
You’re not ten-years-old anymore… chill out. 
With my mind working overtime, I grab two forks, offering one to Kris. “I made some comfort food if you want to share.”
Kris’s eyebrows crease with a sexy V, softening his appearance as he debates my offer. Until my father’s screaming voice carries into the kitchen from downstairs, and he tenses. Immediately, worry tightens my shoulders for whoever’s in trouble. Nonetheless, after a few torturous seconds of waiting out on the cliff, Kris steps forward. He grabs the fork, his thick fingers brushing mine. A shot of electricity races up my arm, sending shocking heat straight to my core. Only the slight tick at the corner of Kris’s mouth shows I’m not alone.
Please… please don’t notice me acting like a dork, Kris.
The safest way to avoid that is by keeping my head down, so I do. My elbows drop to the counter, focusing on lifting a forkful of pasta straight from the pot instead of the hunk of man beside me. An involuntary moan of satisfaction slips out at the first bite of cheesy goodness.
“Oh, my God! I needed this today.” I swallow the mouthful, still not looking at Kris’s handsome face, so my fair skin doesn’t give away my nerves.
“I can tell.” Kris chuckles low, scratchy, like the sound doesn’t happen often. Who knows… maybe it doesn’t. Heck, I’ve only seen Kris smile a few times since high school. He’s always so serious.
I risk meeting his eye, despite my cheeks burning. “Are you laughing at me?” I hate how the heat firing between us rattles my common sense. No other man has ever had this effect on me. Of course, no other one has watched me with such intensity, either. Is he going to kiss me?
Am I misinterpreting that look? 
Because I could really get behind that game plan.
Just in case, I lick my lower lip and send a silent prayer that there’s no cheese stuck to my face, especially when Kris’s eyes linger on the path of my tongue. Except, instead of leaning in—like I wish—Kris straightens his back and puts a few extra, very pointed, inches between us. Instantly, reality slaps me with a hefty dose of disappointment.
Come on, Abi. Kris can’t wrap you in his arms and make all your teenage dreams come true in your dad’s kitchen.
Frustrated with myself, I turn back to the pot of mac ‘n cheese. Should I grab a bowl? Does it matter if I’m classless at this point? Gah! Why is Kris standing there, anyway? We’re not buddies anymore, if we ever were, beyond him protecting me. He didn’t know about my ogling teenage hormones. 
I don’t think.
His sigh hits my ears, heavy and stressed. I tense, waiting for the letdown. Instead, Kris steps in, scooping a bite of my dinner right over my shoulder. His body presses close, until I need to angle sideways just for him to share. My pouty side wants to cover the pot. Then Kris will leave me to my moping. Especially when his sharp jaw is way too fascinating. The way the muscle twitches as he works the mushy noodles longer than necessary… a foot away and close enough to lick, close enough for his intriguing scent to circle around me.
“You home for good now?” His question breaks my focus. 
Obviously, the man is unaware that watching him eat drives me ten-levels of crazy. I look away, scooping another bite. My brain needs time to process. It seems I’m not over the blushing adolescent phase around Kris. Gah! The man leans over my shoulder and suddenly I can’t talk. I have this overwhelming urge to wallow in his scent any time we’re in the same room. It’s made life difficult since moving home. 
At least Kris doesn’t seem in a hurry to leave. That makes chatting with him slightly less awkward. “I am… I guess. I’m teaching fourth grade in town. Dad insisted I live here until I get on my feet.” I stop, suddenly feeling childish.
“Hmph.” One lone, distracted grunt. That’s it. Except his grip on our stone countertop tells me I said something wrong. 
Why does his disapproval mean so much? It just does. 
Kris’s stormy eyes twist my mind for anything to fill the silence suffocating the room. I should scrap the entire conversation and take my college-level dinner upstairs, eat alone. Hell, Kris interrupted my dinner, not the other way around. 
“You just going to stand there and brood?” He could at least make polite conversation. In fact, if he’s going to eat my dinner, Mr. Rude could say thank you. 
Fine! If he’s going to stay quiet, he can just leave. I ditch my fork in the pot and turn to tell him just that, except the confined space of his body traps me in his heat. I glance up, only to find Kris’s eyes flitting across my face, his pained indecision obvious. My blood sizzles under his scrutiny, but I give it right back to him. Trying to figure out how to bring the smile back I used to love so much. 
“Kris, are you ok?” 
His chest deflates like a balloon leaking air as he moves to the side and rests his elbows on the counter beside me. He buries his head in his hands, fingers tugging at the tight buzz on top. Bent over, Kris is closer to my five and a half feet, less menacing. That’s my only excuse for the hand I place on his shoulder’s muscular curve. 
The only one you’ll admit, a snarky voice comments in my head.
The instant my hand touches Kris, I know it was a bad idea. He jolts upright, his eyes firing a warning, and I cringe. Am I not supposed to touch him? My heart plummets. I drop my hand from his arm, fighting the urge to scratch my palm and the tingles left behind. It’s a battle. I struggle to keep a straight face, hiding the tears from his rejection. 
Immediately, that too-handsome-for-his-own-good face softens. He tucks a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “Abigail, I’m fine…” He stops, sucking in a breath and moving his hand away. “Just… I have some research to do. And I can’t make myself leave.”
My skin flushes. A quiet hope resurfacing that Kris might look at me as more than his boss’s daughter. I know my dad told them all I was off limits. But I’ve never had a boyfriend, and I’m tired of being the little princess. The one time I admitted a crush to Dad—in middle school—the guy showed up with a black eye the next day and avoided me in the hallways for the rest of the year.
“What’s going on in here?” My dad’s voice thunders from the doorway, startling Kris and I apart. His back is ramrod straight, his hand falling to his side like it was never there, before we turn and face my dad on high alert. Kris angles his large body in front of mine, and my eyes jerk to his profile, my curiosity burning at the protectiveness.
It’s my dad, for Christ’s sake.
“Nothing’s going on, Dad. I made dinner and offered some to Kris. You want a bowl?”
“Hmph.” His eyes fixate on Kris, the gold from his dragon beaming. An obvious threat. “Don’t you have somewhere to be, Baldy?” Kris flinches at the nickname, but it’s the menace in Dad’s glare that shakes me. Oddly, it doesn’t have the same effect on the beast of a man blocking me.
“I do, sir. I was just leaving.” Kris’s head dips to my dad before he turns. I can’t look away from the regret in his eyes, but neither of us speaks. Only the light brush of his pinky on the way out lets me know I didn’t imagine the last twenty minutes.
I bite back a groan as I turn to soak my empty pot in the sink. “Night, Dad.”
Without meeting his eye, I drop the expected kiss to his cheek as I pass, not wanting my father to see the yearning there. The roller coaster of emotions clogging up my head would just set off a truckload of drama for his men and a long lecture for me. Neither sound appealing. I just want to close out this crap-storm of a day.
For the rest of the night, I calculate how long it’ll take to pay down my student loans and save up for an apartment. Dad hasn’t offered to help on that one. He knows—other than the heaping amount of guilt and Mom’s memories—the low starting salary as a first-year teacher is my biggest obstacle that keeps me home.






  
  Chapter Two

Kris


“What d’ya think, man?” I look over at Jon bouncing around the shadows like a prizefighter. 
“Think about what?” Why the fuck am I on recon with the newb again?
“That hit, dude. Did you hear the doc squeal?” I scowl at his obnoxious bark of laughter. It doesn’t stop the kid’s antics, nor the racket he’s making. 
We’re supposed to be stealth, you little prick. 
I ignore the question. This is a goddamn stake-out, not a social club.
When I don’t play along, the bony shit stops that ridiculous clap-dance thing to look at me. “Weren’t you listening, Baldy?”
“Not really, dumb ass,” I grumble under my breath.
Thank God, he quiets down once our nosy little target leaves her apartment. The little dog she wrestled through the clinic earlier is taking a bathroom break, but I’m surprised she bothers. There’s a considerable stench of fear in the air, strong enough to waft this far away.
“Let’s grab her,” Jon says, way too excited. 
Maybe it’s hanging with this piece-of-crap kid that’s getting to me, the reason I feel worse and worse with every mission. “Shh!” I don’t even try to hide the anger in my voice, but my eye never leaves our girl. She’d be cute if she didn’t give off such a goody-goody vibe, but it’s been a long time since I’ve found any woman attractive.
Just one. My dragon points out the obvious anytime I try to look at another female, so I’ve given up.
Still, my shifter senses make out every detail about the girl in the dark. The way she scans the dark parking lot, the quickness in her step as she follows the little mutt on his business. Even the frozen fear in her eyes when she stops under the streetlamp for the yappy dog to sniff. Smart girl. 
“What are we waiting for?”
“We’re not here for a snatching. We do recon, like the boss said. See if the girl acts weird or calls the cops.”
Jon groans. “That’s bullshit! Of course, she saw something. She hauled ass, man.” He releases his talons to scratch the tree acting as our cover.
Damn! This bored eight-year-old routine grates my ears. And I find it ridiculous that I have to remind this kid of our orders… again. He was in the same room I was in earlier. He heard the boss’s warning. Don’t draw attention to yourselves. 
“Don’t you think a public attack is gonna draw a lot of attention?” To our species and the organization. That’s the last thing we need when our ranks have already divided in two. The little twat mumbles something I can’t hear, sharpening his nails even faster along the bark.
 “Quiet!” 
I watch the female’s agitation grow. I bet she hears the kid fidgeting in the dark, even without shifter genes. She’s pure human. If we aren’t careful and she finds us stalking, there’ll be no saving her then. Our instructions are stealth or death; always have been in the dragon community. This girl could out us and that’s dangerous.
I hold my breath until our target and her little dog return to her apartment before I lash out, my frustrations getting the better of me. One swipe knocks Jon’s wrist off the mutilated tree. I jerk quickly, catching him off guard and bending it behind his back… hard. I keep the kid’s exposed talons away from my skin, so he doesn’t get any stupid ideas about topping from the bottom. When he’s secure, I lean close, dropping to the lowest register that usually makes lesser morons piss their pants. “Listen, you grunt. If you wanna follow me around, there’s a few rules you’re gonna learn.” I twist his wrist harder and wait to make sure he’s listening.
“What! What, man?” His squeak makes me laugh, the satisfaction from hearing his panic relieving some of my agitation over the events of our night. For good measure, I twist again, staying mindful of our surroundings to curb my humor. “What, man… Fuck!” That whine irritates my ears, but I don’t let up, even as he wiggles against my hold.
“Number one, you stay quiet. No noise, no bullshit… nothing. Number two… I make the calls. You follow rules. Got it?” He grunts, pain laboring his breath until it sounds like the boy’s about to cry. I still don’t release his arm until Jon’s head gives me what I want… a nod. Simple. “I can’t hear you, dumb ass.”
“Yeah, okay. Fine… fine.” The idiot’s pout is hilarious, except I hate every part of this night. I hate the orders. I hate having my time with Abi cut short. And worse, I hate the guilt eating me up inside. I hate the disappointment in her eyes that I was just another of her dad’s goons, that she knew I was leaving for something illegal, or at the very least, immoral. 
When did I start caring about that? The woman has been gone five years. Now, she’s home and my life isn’t good enough. Bullshit!
Why does that bother me?
Growling, I step away from Jon. The temptation to lose my temper is too easy, my emotions too volatile. I can’t be around the kid’s adolescent bloodlust like this. The irritating tingles under my skin show exactly how close I am to losing control. I’m barely hanging on to my dragon. But I’ll be damned if I succumb to an involuntary shift. I’m not a goddamn teenager popping a boner! Even if Abigail makes me feel like one.
“Baldy.” Jon’s obvious disgust drips in just his growl of my name. 
Is this moron dumb enough to stand up to an elder? 
Lucky for him, he holds back. Sad for the little office girl, we’re still watching, catching the worst sign of guilt… her car full of luggage. That she hurriedly ran out and packed the car with constant glances over her shoulder doesn’t help.
“Dammit, she knows.” Immediately, my head rolls through our options. But when JB turns toward me, his eager eyes glowing yellow, I know for a fact he won’t be a part of any. When he moves to strip and shift, I grab the nape of his neck, dousing his excitement before it gets off the ground. “Get the car, JB. Report to the boss.” I toss him the keys, barking orders. It’s a test. Can Jon control himself well enough to follow command? Not to mention, honor rank. 
I bite my cheek against the burn and let my wings tear through my shirt. Fast shifts suck, but the girl’s already pulling onto the road. I don’t have time for precautions. 
“But—" The kid looks like I stole his lollipop. The prick.
“No, buts, JB. Get the fuckin’ car. Report to the boss. That’s it. I’ll track our target and radio in.” With that, I leap like my legs have springs and spread my wings, letting the momentum take me high in the night sky. 
Flying brings me a momentary peace, the higher the better. 
All dragons fly high to stay out of sight. Humans fear our kind since our fire-breathing ancestors and every magical movie gives us a bad name. Although I can’t help laughing as I pump my wings, riding a chilly current in my chase for a frightened human. 
Damn, if I’m not fulfilling the stereotype.

      [image: ]Five days later, and exhausted from recon, I land at Dixon’s home base. 
My feet vibrate the earth, louder than I intend. But goddammit, I’m dead in the air. “Dixon can ignore a little rattle to his back deck,” I grumble to the night sky. 
Thank heavens for the soaring pine trees all over eastern Tennessee. The natural seclusion offers privacy, but still our crew heeds the repeated warnings by the boss about dropping too close to the house. To help, he cleared a landing space out back for his men, out of the way but open enough for easy take-offs and landings. 
Keeping us in our place. Right, boss?
A crack of thunder in the distance signals the perfect end to this godforsaken trip. There's no way my wings would hold up in an electrical storm. I haven't done that since my young and dumb teenage years. Now my body’s paying for so much time in the air. Hell, a powerful gust could knock my ass down at this point. 
My dragon cackles. Bitch much?

Shut it. This trip was rough. 
Thank God my feet are finally on solid ground. I can retract my wings now and take a goddamn break. I bite the inside of my cheek not to whine out loud, but it doesn't stop the painful groan while I rub my screaming shoulder blades. For the third time tonight, I think about how much I hate my life.
Chasing a girl to the boonies of some tiny ass mountain town means a lot of cold that my leathery hide can't buffer. Mountain valleys are too risky to fly by daylight. I had to hoof it to avoid prying eyes. At night, I could hunt in the clouds, but that's cold as fuck! Tennessee isn’t tropical by any means, but the mountain elevations strained my wings something fierce, even in full transition. My dragon complained about it the entire week, as if I didn’t already know he likes warm weather. Me too, dumbass. 
“Baldy… my man.” I recognize that callous voice immediately. It’s not one to let sneak up behind me. 
When I turn, Red’s trotting up Dixon’s steps two at a time. He drops a brotherly slap on my sore shoulder that triggers a growl from my dragon. He's never liked Red, but usually I can keep it under wraps. Technically, Red's a superior and insanely ruthless to boot. One you don’t take lightly as an enemy.
Back the fuck off! My dragon's snarl ignites fire in my blood. He has no qualms about fighting our second in command. 
Calm down! 
Somehow, I hold my outward composure, despite the inner turmoil. My back straightens and I bite back a smug grin when I tower a solid half foot over Dixon’s right-hand man. The victory is short-lived. Red's dark chuckle when he waves for me to follow him shows his complete lack of fear... or lack of awareness. I follow behind because I was heading there, anyway. But also, keeping this mercurial man where I can watch his movements is just smart business. This slimeball will stab you in the back as quick as he'll say, ‘good morning’.
Watch this one, my dragon warns.
No shit. 
Red and I enter Dixon’s office, the same way we’ve done for ten years, him taking the lead, and me following orders. Tonight, unease in my gut makes it hard to sit still. Red does most of the talking, getting his business out of the way while I zone out for the first time since Dixon brought me into the upper ranks. The two of them hash out the night’s run, Red updating the boss on loans and clients who've fallen behind. I shift on my feet, thinking of the unsavory things I’ve done on Dixon's orders to collect those loans. All this time, I never questioned the boss’s choices, but lately my subconscious is making my life difficult and I don't know what to do about it.
Still, I owe the man my life. It's why I do what I do. He saved me from the streets, and possibly worse, as a child. I can’t forget that. 
Saturday mornings are freaking awesome!
I love staying in my pajamas and playing Nintendo all day. Nobody has woken up and said to get ready yet, so I'm going to play until Mom makes us leave the house to run errands. Saturday mornings are never this quiet. And Mom rarely sleeps in. Usually, she has something yummy on the table that’s better than our weekday cereal breakfast.
She always does that... plans our Saturdays with a bunch of family time with Dad. I’m ten, Mom. I don't like dumb places like the zoo, or hanging with my parents. They're not back, but I'm always stuck beside toddlers in strollers and screaming kindergarteners at these things. Mom gets a kick out of it, though. And if it makes Mom happy, Dad will do it. He tells me to put on a smile and pretend I like it. Most of the time, I do. 
It's not all bad. Mom is pretty cool. But I am happy we don't have anything planned today. At least, nothing they told me about. 
School sucked so bad this week. Mom and Dad don’t know I got in-school suspension, yet either. I almost wish I forged their signature, so I wouldn't get grounded, but I’m not sure I’d get away with it. Getting caught would make my punishment worse, but the thought of telling them makes my stomach hurt. The Fruit Loops I ate for breakfast aren’t feeling too good in there. 
I hit pause on my game and toss my head back on the couch. I close my eyes, wishing I didn't hate disappointing them. I will not cry. I will not cry. My fist slams into the couch. 
Toughen up! I’m a big dragon… like Dad. Not a cry baby. I have to be brave, not annoyed at myself. 
Before I chicken out, I hop off the couch and head for my parents’ bedroom. I like the extra gaming time, but they’re sleeping really late this morning. Automatically my bare feet tiptoe so I don’t make a peep. It just feels like I shouldn’t. The hallways have a creepy vibe. It’s weirding me out.
Maybe they’re sick.
As quietly as I can, I turn my parents’ bedroom knob, in case they're asleep. The door cracks open just enough to poke my head through. I’m not all the way in when the metallic tang of copper hits my sensitive nose. It’s gotten stronger as I get older and right now, Mom and Dad's room smells nasty, like dirt and sour cigarettes… My parents don’t smoke.
Something’s wrong.
Panicked, I shove their door wide and sprint with the first hint of shifter speed I’ve ever experienced. The sight in that bed hits my gag reflex, sending my Fruit Loops to join the other obnoxious smells in the air. I scream.
Mom and Dad lay still as rocks under their soft yellow blanket, the one I climb under when I have bad dreams. Like right now... this has to be a bad dream. Mom lets me invade their space for comfort and never says I'm too big for bad dreams, either. Now, their comfortable blanket has dark red streaked and splattered like a creepy tie-dyed nightmare. There's so much red soaked under my dad; it's pooling. This is bad!
"Dad!" It just looks like he’s sleeping. Except for that slash across his neck, the one fracturing my dazed, ten-year-old heart into a million pieces. 
My eyes dart to Mom. Her body reaches for Dad like she tried to save him in her sleep. Blood paints her hands and arms, but I don’t see any wounds. “Mom,” I cry. "Please wake up." I keep as quiet as possible, afraid that if I talk too loud something horrible will happen. Mom’s head is at an awful angle, her eyes frozen open in a blank stare. My throat closes. I know she's not going to answer me. The pain in my chests feels like I'm going to die.
Who did this? 
“Mooooommmm,” I wail, dropping to the ground by her side. Oh my God, I can’t catch my air. My legs give up and I sink, my fists balling into the edge of their ruined bedspread. I bury my face in the wrecked material and sob, my snot and saliva covering as much fabric as the tears. 
This isn’t happening. This cannot happen!
I can’t look at their bodies anymore. Not with that ghostly color of their skin seared in my head. My stomach heaves, trying to empty itself again, but nothing’s left. 
Suddenly, the thought that whoever killed my parents might still be here freezes my sobs. I hiccup. How long ago did this happen? Was I asleep?
There’s been no sound since I woke up. 
The crushing guilt of how happy I was about Mom and Dad sleeping chokes me. "I promise I'll never play video games again, Mom." My heart breaks that I couldn't save them. 
I have to get out of here.
Using the blanket, I wipe my face and nose and stumble to my feet. All my focus is on the door. I can’t look behind me. Tears already blur my vision as it is. I can barely walk a straight line. My shoulder knocks my baby photo to the floor in the hallway. I freeze. Please don't let whoever broke in still be here! When the house stays quiet, I convince my feet to move for the door. 
Where should I go? Ms. Chatham will let me call the cops from her house. But what after that? Without my parents, I have no one. I guess I can crash at Deacon’s. His family is never home. They won’t notice if I hide out there. 
One thing I’m sure of, I’m never going back to that house. 
Outside, a surreal numbness takes over my body. I rush the stairs, my lungs taking their fill of city exhaust—a big improvement over my parents' blood burned into my senses. My mind recognizes the pain in my chest, but I don’t want to feel it. The sadness already threatens to take me under any minute. I blink away the tears that won’t stop, and take off for the street toward the sanctuary of Ms. Chatham’s house. Maybe if I don’t look where I’m going, a car will take me out. Then I won’t have to feel anything. 
Before I fly into open traffic, a forceful hand wraps my upper arm and flings me backwards. “Oh, my God!” They got me!
My feet struggle, reaching for the ground to gain speed. I struggle, summoning all my strength to get away from my captor. To my surprise, the hand lets go of my arm and instead smothers my face into a giant barrel of a chest that smells like cigars and... mint. It strokes the back of my head with a comforting pressure. 
“Shh, son. It’s gonna be okay.” I don’t know the voice, but the words weave a spell over my shattered heart. The voice continues to shush until I wipe my eyes.
“What am I going to do?” I ask, searching for some kind of reassurance. My voice muffles into this guy’s hug when he holds me in place, comforting me, so I don’t feel so alone after what I just witnessed. 
That day, Dixon was a hero to my childish mind. I leaned on a complete stranger to hold me upright, scared to death of my life changing. He let me cry into his chest, knowing I was too broken to do anything else. 
With no other family, I would have ended up on the streets, but Dixon took care of everything. To get me into school with his daughter, he claimed he was my long-lost uncle. I never asked questions about the cops or anything official because Dixon said I could end up in the system, and his wife had gone through foster care and barely survived. 
For years after he took me in, I learned a lot about how to color outside of the lines. Dixon was the only person I had, so I trusted everything he said or did for me. I had a roof, food, clothes… mandatory schooling, although I could have done without that. He even got a tutor when my grades tanked, and I acted out as a pissed off adolescent.
Why am I questioning everything now? Call it a rut, or a conscience. Call it a growing dissatisfaction with my life. But it's getting worse. With every job, I take less and less responsibility. I waffle between the guilt of not performing and guilt over the activities I perform.
“Debrief, Kris.” Dixon’s barked command breaks me out of memory lane. Red flops on the couch against the wall, waiting with an obnoxious superiority.
Great! Dixon caught me daydreaming, and now Red expects fireworks. His face falls when none come. I ignore him and roll right into the shortest recap of my week that I can get away with. The situation leaves Dixon puzzled. 
"I think we can use the girl. The doc's getting sloppy." Dixon glances at the frame on the corner of his desk and it dawns on me why he doesn't issue a kill order on the girl. His wife. Red's feet hit the floor in front of the couch, obviously pissed at Dixon's plan of action. “Follow her first, though. Rotate your asses through her village until we know if she told anyone and if she can be trusted. If she didn’t, bring her in. I don’t want this blowing up in our faces if the whole damn mountain finds you guys lurking. 
I nod, but Red has other ideas. "That’s too many eyes on us. Too risky.” 
Dixon's eyes ice over before he turns to Red. He ignores the challenge to his authority, but the warning in his voice is crystal clear. “Red, start with the vet. Figure out what he knows about the girl.”
“What should I do?” I already dread chasing down an innocent girl to ruin her life.
“We need phone records, addresses, next of kin.” He slams a fist to the desk, dropping his weight in the chair. “No more fuckups, Kristopher. This peon overhearing your meeting is a giant problem. I just hope we can work it to our advantage.” He levels me with those blue eyes ringed red at the center. “I’ve already dealt with Jon… you, I’ll give the benefit of the doubt.” The dark threat resonates. I know what’s coming. “This time.”
There it is.
“Got it.” I try to hide my agitation, but it hits me hard. Taking a scolding in front of Red, like a misbehaving child. It’s shit! I bite my tongue and make for the door before those inner thoughts slip out. “Anything else, Boss?”
“Not now.” He waves a hand like I’m a goddamn gnat bugging his ear. 
Fine.
I don't miss Red’s shit-eating grin. His happiness over my failure is clear as glass. I might close the door with a heavier force than absolutely necessary, but considering the slam is less than what I want to do with Red’s face, he should count the win.






  
  Chapter Three

Abigail


Wednesday afternoons, I man the carpool line. Every teacher hates it, so we rotate. Otherwise, there'd be a lot more grade school riots on the nightly news. I suspect the job sucks worse for teachers with families, or any sort of life outside of the classroom. 
For me, staying late isn’t a big deal. I’d rather be here, around normal people, than at home in my stonewalled prison. The only noises there are shouts and slamming doors, or Dad’s classic rock station he listens to in his office... which I hate. At school, there's life... kids laughing, tennis shoes screeching down the hall… even the breakroom gossips are entertaining.
God! Dramatic much? Mentally, I chastise myself for being so hard on Dad.
I close the last kid into a car and promise myself to shake off the funk I'm in. Determination fires me up and I shake my hands, trying to pump a little energy into my body so my gloom doesn't match the overcast sky quite as well. I don’t care who says they love winter and snow… it’s not for me. It's only fall and the gray clouds already depress me.
“What would it be like to move somewhere warm?” I mumble, turning back to our ancient school building for cover. It’s a complete fantasy, of course, but a girl can dream. As soon as the thought pops in my head, a gale force wind mocks the ridiculousness, tossing my hair like a tornado having a field day. I wrangle the blonde mess with an elastic from my wrist, but it’s pure chaos. 
That'll be hell to brush out later.
With hair tamed, I zip my coat and duck against the stiff wind. There’s not a damn thing out here that protects us—or the kids—from the weather. Either we freeze, we sweat, or we get soaked… no way around it. That part ticks me off. The school should provide better.
As I reach the door, I catch sight of a dark-haired kid trudging down the sidewalk, looking about as miserable as I was. His head bends low, bracing for each blast of wind that is way too strong for his tiny body. 
“Is that Max?” No one’s around, so I have no idea who I’m asking. I'm fairly sure he avoided his bully today, but Max should have been picked up twenty minutes ago. 
Immediately, my brain jumps to the worst scenario. This is Red’s son we’re talking about. I jog over, needing to make sure the kid’s okay. His house is only a fifteen-minute walk, but that threadbare coat won’t give a lick of protection with this wind chill.
“Max! Max… wait.” I wince when he startles, his tiny body bracing for attack, but I catch up before he's out of the parking lot.
“Oh,” he sighs. “Hi, teach.” Max's signature shy smile is one of those things that makes him
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