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	One

	 

	 

	I’ve gotten used to Luke’s calloused hands, the way he likes to trace the red angel wings tattooed on my back between my shoulder blades when we’re in bed together, and his propensity for rough sex. This isn’t how I pictured my life would be after all the turmoil I’ve suffered, but perhaps this is my punishment for it … I need to fall hard before rising from the ashes, so to speak.

	“Are you ever going to get this fix?” he whispers, his hot breath pummeling my neck while his finger lingers on the scarred over bullet wound in my back which mars part of the wing.

	The red satin sheets cover us below the waist. I relax on my stomach, my face turned away from him and my gaze directed toward the blackout curtains that adorn the windows in his bedroom. He leans on his arm, bent slightly over me, enjoying my company. Too bad I don’t feel the same. This is more of a job obligation than real feelings. Those I reserve for men who want to utterly destroy my life, such as my late husband Dean and Dr. Lloyd Rhemick—a man I was falling deeply for before it all crashed in one spectacular meltdown.

	Luke hasn’t done that yet, but give it time, it’ll happen eventually.

	“I still haven’t decided,” I reply, adjusting my head to look at him.

	His dark skin sparkles with sweat, his thick muscles ripple like waves under the taut skin, and he’s let his short, dark hair grow, giving him curls I can only dream of having. Women immediately swoon at his presence, some even clamor desperately for his attention—which I get for free—and men envy him not only for how easily he gets young girls to follow him, but for his immense wealth as well.

	“If you want my opinion, I think it gives you character.”

	“Like I don’t have enough of that already.”

	He smiles, flashing perfect pearly white teeth. “Do you still plan on moving back to the house in Range Sector? Because it will make our work much easier if you remain on Waterside.”

	Shortly after murder and arson charges were dropped against me, I began slowly shifting some of my non-essential furniture to my previous home … one I’ve lived in since I graduated from the academy over six years ago. After it was heavily damaged in an explosion, my husband insisted we move to the wealthy, and private, island of Waterside. I had the money to make the shift, but I simply didn’t want to do it. It took a lot of persuasion on his part, and over five million of my dollars, which I received from my ex-lover, Kane Cassidy’s estate. He had kidnapped and held me hostage for over a week, and per our country’s laws, I was able to receive part of his fortune due to the Victim’s Reclamation Act. Several months later, I was awarded more because of the bomb that asshole sent to my house.

	I miss Range, and the seclusion the small abode offers, but Luke is right, staying here will ease my daily commute. Also, I’m still on assignment from CSB, the Civic Security Bureau, and can’t jeopardize the case Chief Daven and Director Cruz are building against my boss. It’s already cost me more than I was willing to sacrifice, but I no longer care about any of that. Life is full of unwanted twists and turns, many of which bring us down to hell to be roasted and skewered. Hopefully there’s a way out. Maybe someday I’ll find it.

	Moving onto my side, I place my warm palm on his chest. “No. I’ll leave what I already took over since it’s mainly furniture from the spare bedroom, the living room, and the dinette table. Nothing I really need. It at least gives the house a lived-in look.”

	He shoves his hand behind my head, tangling his fingers among the growing tresses of my dark blonde hair with its maroon and light blonde highlights. “Good.”

	Leaning down, he kisses me, forcing my mouth open with his tongue before pushing it down my throat. He rolls me onto my back, uses his legs to widen mine, then thrusts himself inside of me. Luke refuses to use condoms, or any other form of protection, but given our medical achievements, those who can afford it are able to get vaccinated annually for sexually transmitted infections. My shots were updated a few days ago. Also, I had my tubes tied when I was sixteen, so there’s never a chance of pregnancy. Being a minor at the time, I forged my father’s signature on the consent form to have the procedure done. He was drunk nearly every day, so he never noticed. Few know about my secret, but not the reason behind it.

	That will stay with me well into the grave.

	Luke smacks my ass, an indication I’m not making enough noises for his pleasure, so I amp it up, which causes him to pummel me harder and faster. Both of our bodies are soaked by the time he finishes, but unlike my late husband, my boss makes sure I have my finale, and it’s always a grand one.

	“Are you working tonight?” he asks, collapsing on his back, wrapping an arm around me, and pulling me against his side while trying to catch his breath.

	“I have to if I want New Year’s Eve off.”

	“Dallas is sending his private plane to pick us up around ten tomorrow morning. I’ll swing by your house at nine. Don’t forget to pack a bikini, unless, of course, you want to swim naked, which is fine with me.”

	I slap him on the stomach, and he pretends it hurts. “I should get going because I need to shower and eat.”

	Getting out of bed, my legs are wobbly, which causes Luke to laugh. I shake my head and roll my eyes while dressing in my underwear, jeans, a bulky yellow sweater since it’s winter, and sneakers. He pats my ass while I slip my cell phone into the back pocket, then I head out the door. I came on foot, so I’ll have to pass Lloyd’s house to reach mine. At first, I would hurry past to hide my walk-of-shame, but now I don’t care if he notices. He’s the senior coroner for the state of Asmor and works mainly overnight, so most of the time he’s sleeping when I flutter by. Unfortunately, today I sense him staring at me, and spot a crack in the curtains covering the windows in his study. When he notices I’ve caught him, he quickly closes them.

	He blames me for our failed relationship, and in a way he’s right to do so. I was stupid in thinking my attorney, Piper Daniels, wouldn’t use his secret love note against him during my murder trial. She was simply doing her job, trying to point the finger at someone else who had a viable motive to slay Dean and his lover, Crystal Grace. However, it didn’t have the outcome any of us expected. When Chief Daven found out about our love affair, Lloyd was suspended and the cases we worked together were heavily scrutinized by an outside source. Nothing improper was found and Lloyd was reinstated, but the damage had already been done, and it’s irreversible.

	Before I was ‘hired’ as Luke’s personal assistant, I was a homicide detective. Loved the work, adored my colleagues, but because I married Dean and he worked for Luke, it gave CSB the window they needed to slip someone into his burgeoning crime empire, and I was selected.

	Punching the code into the security pad for the garage door, I wait for it to rise before stepping into the large space, which is now lacking a vehicle. Luke bought Dean’s car from me a month ago and gave it to my husband’s replacement, a young man by the name of Aaron Clark, who’s now head of security for Ataxia Arena and Luke’s personal bodyguard, though I don’t think he can bench press more than a hundred pounds. With the added room, I moved my motorcycle called a Rune into the space from the detached garage. I also relocated my gun safe to the same section after restocking it. During one of our more violent altercations, and after I fled to safer surroundings, Dean hid all of my weapons and I’ve never been able to find them. I had quite the collection, and with being a CSB detective—though a supposedly retired one—I managed to procure everything I originally had. Officers are allowed to own unlimited weapons for personal use, which is a far cry from citizens, who are strictly regulated. My former boss, Frank Corro, helped me with purchasing them since I don’t have my credentials for the moment.

	Can’t risk Luke discovering I still work for the government. That would be bad for my health.

	After lowering the garage door and entering the house, I cross the large family room and head for the master suite on the opposite end of the one-story mini mansion. The entire house was repainted a few weeks ago, so now everything is in soft, cool colors. I had planned on selling the place and it needed to be showroom ready. The only thing left to do is replace the carpeting, which will happen once it’s officially on the market.

	I turn left into the bathroom—which still has its amber tiles and brass fixtures—strip, and step into the hot water of the shower after turning it on. The liquid rains on me from a wide, flat head in the ceiling, cascading down my body as I scrub myself clean. I can’t wash my hair just yet, since Alice—a part-time hairdresser who works with me at Verdigris—touched up my roots almost a week ago. It should be okay to swim in Dallas’ pool and the ocean, but I’ll check with her tonight anyway.

	Once I’m dry, I don my soft, fluffy robe, pick up my phone from the floor since it fell out of the pocket of my jeans, and go into the kitchen to make myself some dinner. Tonight, I select pasta, but without any sauce, just parmesan cheese as a topping. Sitting on one of the stools for the island in the kitchen, I scroll through the messages on my phone, as well as keeping an eye on the time. The club doesn’t open to the public until ten, but I like to get there around nine, or a few minutes before, to restock the bar and make sure all the glasses have been washed. Though the cleaning crew that comes in the mornings are supposed to do that, they hardly ever do.

	The only texts I have are from Jane, a woman who’s become a surrogate mother to me. She asks if I’ve heard from Frank, which I have, but I can’t tell her. I hate lying to the poor woman, but there are things not everyone needs to know about what CSB officers are forced to bear during their career. At the moment, Frank is on an undercover assignment. He checks in with me whenever he can, but that’s the extent of our communications. I have no idea where he is, or even what exactly he’s doing. Jane knows he’s away and it’s eating at her that she can’t see or talk to him.

	I reply back that he hasn’t reached out to me, but that it’s not uncommon when a detective is working a case out of state. This won’t quell her fears and is something she’s going to have to get used to if she wants to continue dating him.

	After placing my dishes into the washer, I return to the master suite and enter my walk-in closet where the garish garment I need to wear is hanging. Your job at the club determines the type of ‘uniform’ you dress in. For a bartender, attendant, and waitress, it’s a mini dress made of fishnet with the sides cut out from just under the armpit to the tops of the thighs, and thin, leather bands that crisscross over the exposed skin. A thong is the only under garment since nothing else is to adorn the outfit, so your tits are in full view. The colors coincide with your position: black for bartenders, blue for waitresses, and white for attendants.

	It’s nothing compared to what the escorts and lap dancers wear. Theirs is a leather bikini with mesh cups for the bra, thin, leather straps to hold the top around the neck, as well as connecting it to the bottom, which is simply a thong with snaps. The colors range from red to green.

	I never wear the outfit while commuting since you don’t know who you’ll pass on the road. So, after donning a fresh pair of jeans and a heather-gray sweater, I shove the dress into a bag, along with matching heels, toss in my phone and wallet, snag my car keys off the hook by the interior garage door, and head out.

	I never drive my motorcycle during the winter. We’re too far south to get the snow much of the country receives, but our temperatures do drop below freezing occasionally. My other vehicle is a sports car called a Nimbus. It’s streamlined to where the front of the frame comes almost to a point, while the rear sits a little higher. The doors swing up, not out. The tires are thick, heavy rubber that grip the road with ease. The interior is a soft, dark material with small blue and silver flecks. The body is black with lighted blue neon cords which accentuate every curve. Dropping the keys in one of the cup holders in the center console allows me to start the engine with a push of a button. The flat panel dashboard lights up, illuminating the onboard navigation system. Leaning my phone against it along a slight ridge allows the device to charge.

	After tossing the bag into the passenger seat, I put on my seatbelt, back out onto the motor court, make sure the garage door closes behind me, set the alarm for the house from the dashboard, then roar out of the driveway, going left onto Forest. It eventually turns into Lyons, then I head right onto Trent and a left for the bridge, which spans the Standene Ocean. The gate for the incoming traffic from the mainland is guarded and secured by heavy, steel arms to prevent those who don’t belong on the posh island from gaining access. You need either a guess pass or a CSB badge to enter the non-residential side of the bridge going south. For the rest of us who actually live there, our cars are equipped with an electronic sticker that automatically lifts the arms on a separate lane. People who work on the island have a different tag, but they still have to pass through the regulated side before crossing the open waters.

	When I reach the mainland, I take the highway heading west then north, exiting onto Chestnut in Nok Sector. This is the only area in the entire state that is segregated by the Brimher River. It winds around the entire district with streams that branch off, heading toward either the ocean or into the Gardens Sector, where pristine lakes are serenely nestled among tall forests and rolling hills. The rest of the borders simply consist of invisible lines, markings down the center of roads. Nok Sector is also the only place with lax laws in regard to drug use, smoke dens, pornography, strip clubs—which Verdigris is—and escort services. It’s also where all the casinos, tattoo parlors, Ataxia Arena, theaters, and hotels are located. CSB has a station here, like they do in all sectors, except this area is patrolled by drones instead of vehicles since it can be difficult to maneuver down the streets on certain nights.

	Where your establishment is located in the vast section determines whether you’re a reputable business or a seedy one. Those closer to the river have the poorest reputations and are often fined or shuttered for violating the laws that do exist, such as hiring underage girls, or allowing minors into their venue. The Entertainment Regulatory Commission, also known as the ERC, handles those crimes. The better businesses congregate toward the center, or at least a few miles away from the degenerates. Verdigris is one of these clubs. It has an impeccable reputation, and I make sure it stays that way by helping the owner—a sweet, older man by the name of Joe Ambrose—from getting into hot water.

	The continuing trend with rule breakers is trying to trick the scanners used at the entrances of each place into believing the person is twenty-one or older, the age you need to be in order to get inside of the bars and strip clubs. Most times, they fail at their attempt to deceive the devices, but a few sneak pass. I help the attendants checking those at the entrance with identifying whether a person’s microchip has been tampered with or if it’s fake. Everyone in our country of Leyon is fixed with a chip under the skin on their right wrist starting at the age of thirteen. It holds all your personal information, such as name, age, address, and where you work—if you do. It’s even used to track your movements. The data is stored at the Hub, which is located in the government sector, Vale, and each state has their own. The information isn’t available to the public, just CSB and the feds. I’ve bent the rules on occasions to obtain the records when I was hired for private investigations. That privilege was taken away when I was moved to the Luke Cobb assignment.

	I park in the alley behind the club, grab my bag, punch in the code for the back door of the three-story brick building, and enter. The lights in the dingy hallway are already blazing. When I reach the end I turn left and head for the dressing room. Several of the strippers and escorts are standing around talking. A few are dressed, but several are completely naked. It used to bother me when I first started. However, I’m used to it now. Stepping over to my assigned locker, I drop my bag to the floor and undress. Previously, I would apply silver, star-shaped pasties to my tits to hide them, but given recent acts of an unreputable kind, I no longer do that.

	“Hey, Liv,” Alice says, opening her locker a few down from mine. She’s in her mid-twenties, is super skinny, and has bright red hair that is now down to her shoulders. “I can’t tell you how much I love having you back.”

	“You and me both. God, I missed this place.”

	From what the girls, and Joe, understand, I took a break from working the club to deal with my abusive husband and crumbling marriage. In reality, I was waitressing for Luke at his own establishment, Club Deviant. Thankfully, that ended when Dean died. Verdigris is my second home, and the women here my family.

	When we’re both appropriately attired, we make our way to the main floor to take stock of what’s needed behind the bar. The bright, white lights show every flaw in the chipping tiles for the floor and flaking paint around the doorframes. Those are shut off, and neon and twinkly lights are ignited the moment we open. Joe’s going to need to start making repairs soon, but he’s stalling because it means closing down for a night, which is bad for the coffers.

	The DJ is doing his sound checks, the area flanked by us and the strippers’ stage. There are tables and booths encompassing that section of the floor. At the front are the main doors, two sets, a wide vestibule between them where the purchasing and coat check counters are, as well as the security room with its vast walls of screens from the cameras housed all over the place, and a holding cell for those who get unruly. To the right are the pods, dens for sexual conquests, and where the escorts perform their tricks. They’re heavily perfumed, lavishly decorated booths that spin around once in use, dropping a thick, red curtain over the wood paneling separating the private shows from the rest of the patrons. Tables take up the space between them and us.

	Alice heads back to the storage room to grab what we need, snagging a bouncer with her to help, while I start creating the premixes. I’m just about finished when Joe steps through the back door, his best friend tenderly clutching his arm. My boss is somewhere in his early sixties with graying, sandy hair. He stands around six foot two and has a firm body. The man with him is Henry, who’s in his late seventies with short, white hair and soft features. He’s been a regular at the club ever since his wife died years ago. I’m not sure how Joe and Henry know each other, but my boss ensures his friend never stays home alone at night, since those are the hardest for him.

	“There’s my love,” he says, sitting on his reserved stool.

	I step over and kiss him on the cheek. “Hi, Henry. The usual?”

	“Sure, why not.” His smile is wide and contagious. He’s a big flirt with all the girls, but is never inappropriate. We all look at him like a grandfather. His daughter lives out of town, so Joe is the only one he has here in Asmor.

	Pouring him a glass of club soda, I decide to add a lime, just to fancy it up. He chuckles at it when I set the drink down in front of him.

	“Will you be all right?” Joe asks, placing a hand on the gentleman’s back.

	“Of course. I’ve got my Livvy here.”

	When Alice returns, I help her stock the coolers under the counter, refill the bowls of pretzels we keep scattered around, chop up fruit, and wash the leftover glasses from last night.

	“Hey, Alice? It’s been a week since you corrected my hair. Will I be able to swim in a pool, or even the ocean?”

	“I’d wash it first. Preferably several hours before you go into the water.”

	“Okay, thanks.”

	As the waitresses come to collect their trays—which are white with silver edges that light up around the base—each give Henry either a hug or a peck on the cheek. It’s not long before the lights switch over and the doors open. Being a Monday night, we shouldn’t be too busy. However, it’s December 29th and a lot of people have taken the week off from work, the college kids who are of age have returned home for the holidays, or relatives and friends are visiting.

	Within the first ten minutes we’re near capacity. Bouncers are positioned all around the floor, with more by the entrance double checking suspicious microchips. Alice and I are scrambling to keep up with the orders, so Joe pulls Chloe away from waitressing and tosses her in with us. Slowly, the stools around the bar become occupied, each of us moving in syncopation to accommodate everyone.

	“Beer, please,” a familiar voice says, the owner sitting down in front of me.

	I refuse to look up, turn to pour one from the tap, and set it down within his reach. Adding his drink to the small pad assigned to his seat, I go back to what I was doing.

	Alice comes over and leans her head close to mine since I’m bent over, washing glasses. “What the hell is he doing here?” she groans.

	“Who the fuck knows. Deal with him for me, will you?”

	She pats me on the back. “You got it.”

	Alice moves to the far end of the bar where Lloyd is sitting, while I stay by Chloe and help her handle the orders coming in off the floor once the dishes are done.

	“Liv, we need ice,” she says.

	Grabbing the large bucket below the counter, I duck under the partition that normally flips open to allow us entry, but I don’t want to inadvertently smash Henry’s glass with it. The ice machine is in the storage room in the back next to the staircase leading up to the additional stories where empty apartments reside. Turning on the light, I allow the door to shut, then drop the bucket onto the concrete floor, slide back the lid, and reach for the scooper kept along the side. I’m halfway done when the door opens, and I know immediately who it is.

	“Go away,” I utter through clenched teeth while continuing to work.

	“You’re not going to say hi to a friend?” Lloyd asks, leaning against the now closed door, arms folded across his chest.

	“We’re not friends, remember? You made that abundantly clear when you claimed I ruined your life.”

	“I’m past that now, Liv.”

	“Well I’m not.”

	I feel his hot breath on my neck, but I never heard him move. “I know because I watch you coming home from Luke’s almost on a daily basis. Are you fucking him for fun now, or is it still strictly business?”

	I turn and slap him. If he was wearing his glasses, they would’ve gone sailing across the room, but tonight he has his contacts in. “Go to hell.”

	Rubbing his jaw, he glowers at me, his steel blue eyes boring into my soul, burning it with hatred. He must not be working tonight, which is odd considering he’s always on call Mondays, but he’s not wearing his badge and is in jeans instead of dress pants. The dark green, long-sleeved shirt stretches over his growing biceps and his short, black hair is now brushing the tops of his ears. I’m still taken in by his chiseled features and the natural cologne his body creates, but he’s a temptation I can no longer divulge in.

	“You need to get that temper of yours under control before it gets you into some real trouble.”

	Turning back to the ice machine, I work on filling the bucket. “Did you just come here to give me grief or is there a genuine purpose for invading my space?”

	“Only the former.”

	“Great. Job well done. Now go home.” Putting the scooper back, I close the lid and pick up the bucket, carrying it to the door.

	“Oh, I’m not finished yet. This is the first chance I’ve had to see you since last month. My fun is just starting.”

	I use the bucket to hold the door open. “God, you sound just like Dean.”

	Lloyd nearly rams into me. “Don’t you fucking compare me to that piece of shit!” he roars, jabbing a finger in my face.

	“Then stop acting like him.”

	Returning to the bar, I dump the bucket of ice into the cooler just as Lloyd retakes his seat. I have to make another trip to ensure we don’t run out, then store the bucket where it belongs and help Chloe while Alice continues to take care of those sitting at the bar. It’s not long before Joe has Chloe return to waitressing, leaving Alice and I to fend for ourselves. As I’m adding to the premixes, someone behind me clears their throat, but I wait for Alice to handle the guest.

	She nudges me in the back. “Um, Liv, this guy wants to speak to you.”

	Rolling my eyes, I wipe my hands on a rag draped over the sink and turn around. My voice catches in my throat, my eyes widen, and my mouth falls open. “What the hell are you doing here?”

	“Surprised?” Matt asks, smiling.

	“Speechless, actually.”

	He laughs, which causes creases to form under his green eyes. Matt Walker (Weber when he’s undercover) is a major crimes detective out of the CSB home office in Whitebridge. He’s in his mid-thirties, has short, light brown hair, stands somewhere around six feet, is muscular, and adorned with delicately carved features. He takes a seat at a newly vacated stool and removes his black, leather jacket, hanging it on the hook just under the counter. The T-shirt he’s wearing has the logo of my favorite band, Rage Gods, emblazoned across the soft, navy blue fabric.

	That can’t be a coincidence.

	“What are you drinking?” I ask, having a hard time hiding my enthusiasm.

	“Whiskey, straight.”

	Grabbing an old-fashioned glass, I pour him the liquor, set it down in front of him, then add it to the pad for his seat. “What are you doing here?”

	He swallows the caustic substance in one shot, so I refill it. “Can’t I come see an old friend?”

	“Olivia doesn’t have male friends,” Lloyd chimes in from down the way. “Unless of course you’re one of her ‘friends’.” He uses air quotes to emphasize the word.

	“Fuck off,” I growl at him.

	Matt stares at Lloyd, briefly narrowing his gaze before turning his attention back to me. “Know him?”

	“Unfortunately.”

	Leaning forward, Matt whispers, “Introduce us.” He picks up his tumbler and jacket, then sits beside my former lover.

	“Matt Weber, this is Dr. Lloyd Rhemick, senior coroner.” I made sure to use Matt’s alias, since I don’t know why, exactly, he’s in town. The last time we talked, he was elbow deep in evidence from the Ronan North case we both worked together, as well as another homicide possibly linked to her. Him being here can’t be a good thing.

	Matt consumes the alcohol, then holds out his hand. It takes a few seconds before Lloyd decides to shake it.

	“How do you know Liv?” the cranky doctor inquires, glowering at his new friend.

	Matt hands me the glass, so I refill it with whiskey, then transfer his tab from the previous seat to the current one. “We met a few months ago. A mutual acquaintance introduced us.”

	Lloyd finishes his beer, but doesn’t request another. “And who would that be?”

	“Luke Cobb. Know him?”

	“Liv, I need one,” Lloyd responds, so I pour it for him.

	“How come you’re not working tonight?” I ask, crossing my arms over my chest.

	“I got the new guy to switch with me. You know, the one I almost lost my job to on account of you.”

	“Whoa. What did you do, Olivia?” Matt asks, then raises the glass to his lips and winks at me.

	“Oh, you know, murdered a couple of people and tried to get my lawyer to pin it on some unsuspecting asshole.” I point to Lloyd. “Wasn’t that you?”

	Matt chokes on the liquor, trying not to laugh.

	Lloyd slams down his pint, spilling some of it on the counter. “I didn’t kill that fucking bastard or his cunt whore.”

	Grabbing a towel, I wipe up the mess. “She was your whore at one time, if I remember correctly.”

	“I wised up, but apparently not enough,” he smirks, and I know the comment is aimed at me.

	As he picks up his drink, I notice the red ‘x’ stamped on the back of his hand. Recalling how he and Nikki were sort of an item on the charity cruise Luke threw back at the end of September, I grow sickened with the thought that he’s come here to see her, not me like he stated. I was furious when I learned the pair had slept together, considering Lloyd claimed he was merely going on the excursion to be close to me, and I bought the bullshit lie at face value.

	“Nikki isn’t here,” I comment, not bothering to hide my rage.

	“What?” He appears confused, then it dawns on him. “Well, this was a wasted trip. Where is she?”

	“Out of town, and no, I don’t know when she’ll be back.”

	He finishes his beer, then pays. “Too bad. I was hoping we could recreate our night together. You know the one where Dean fucked you in front of scores of people, then went and slept with Crystal and Becca behind your back? Good times.” He leaves before I can throw a drink at him.

	“What was that all about?” Matt asks, glancing between me and Lloyd, who’s heading up the steps to the exit.

	“Long story.”

	“I got time. What are you doing after work?”

	“I have to get up early since I’ll be traveling for a few days.”

	Matt raises an eyebrow. “Too bad. We could’ve had some fun like we did last time.”

	After playfully hitting him on the arm, I clean up Lloyd’s glass. Matt pays for his drinks, puts on his jacket, and leaves. Eventually, the night winds down. We close at two, and while the bouncers work on clearing everyone out, Alice and I clean our station, take our cash and receipts to Joe’s office, then head into the dressing room to change.

	“Have a good vacation, Liv,” Chloe says as I make my way to the rear exit.

	The lone spotlight above the door casts odd shadows across the cars parked in the alley. With my bag slung over my shoulders, I fumble for my car keys, then stop dead in my tracks when I reach the Nimbus. Leaning against the driver side door is Lloyd, his legs crossed at the ankles, arms folded over his chest, and a scowl on his handsome face.

	“Fuck, I thought I got rid of you.”

	“Who is he, Liv?”

	“Matt? He’s just a friend.” I move until I’m only inches away. “Why do you sound jealous?”

	“Because I am.” He rubs his face. “Look, can we go back to my house and talk?”

	“I have to be up early, so no.” Gently pushing him away, I press the button on the key fob to unlock the car, then open the door and toss my bag inside.

	“Where are you going?”

	“Away from here, and that’s all I’m telling you.” Sliding into the driver’s seat, I try to close the door, but Lloyd is preventing it from moving. “Let me leave.”

	“We need to fix this.”

	“Too little, too late for that. And as you said before, I’m fucking Luke for fun now. What do I need you for?”

	Shocked, he steps back, which gives me the opportunity I need to seal myself inside of the Nimbus and pull away.

	Did I mean what I said? No, but I need Lloyd to hurt like I do … and for as long as I have.

	 


Two

	 

	 

	Thankfully, I packed yesterday afternoon right before I went to Luke’s because I didn’t pull into my driveway until well after three and slept like shit. Now, freshly showered and my hair washed, I dress in jeans, a tight-fitting, short-sleeved, dark red top with a plunging neckline, and a black, zip up sweatshirt, I’m currently sitting at the kitchen island eating breakfast. My suitcase is sitting in the foyer containing everything I’ll need for the next several days, including a brand new bikini I ordered online, a dress for New Year’s Eve, the charger for my cell phone, and one of my 9mm guns. It feels nice to be armed again. You never know when it’ll come in handy, considering I associate with known criminals.

	Can’t be too careful.

	Luke arrives just as I’m starting the dishwasher. He tosses my bag into the back of his luxury SUV while I step onto the running board to get inside. When we’re off the bridge, he takes the highway heading north since the airport is several miles northwest of Nok Sector. There’s a private airfield at the back, which is where Dallas’ jet is supposed to pick us up. I haven’t seen the rapper since my trial and am not looking forward to being stuck on his private island, Everlast, again. I’ll have no escape options once we land, though I don’t know how we’re going to be able to do that since his estate is surrounded by the ocean and other remote islands. Also, he doesn’t have a landing strip on his property, or the room for one.

	We take the exit, head right for the airport, then divert onto a separate road when we get within a mile of the immense metal, glass, and concrete complex. Winding around the back, Luke stops at the security gate to give the beefy men our names. They check us off the list, raise the bulky, metal arm, and wave us through. Aaron isn’t coming with us since he’s tasked with taking care of the club and arena in Luke’s absence. I haven’t had much interaction with him, which doesn’t bother me one bit.

	We follow the arrows directing us to patch AJ12, the hangar Dallas’ jet is housed. Pulling into one of the designated parking spots, I notice there are already two cars, which surprises me since I wasn’t expecting anyone else to be riding along. Once the SUV is parked, Luke grabs our bags and we proceed to the waiting pilot, who’s standing at the bottom of the rollaway stairs, the door into the plane wide open. 

	The older man is in a crisp, navy blue uniform adorned with gold buttons and a pair of wings on one of the lapels. His closely cropped hair is partially hidden under a cap that sits firmly on his head. “Mr. Cobb, Ms. Darrow, welcome aboard. All the other guests have arrived, so once we finish our preflight checks, we’ll be on our way. Champagne and fruit have been laid out for you to enjoy.”

	“Thank you,” Luke says, his deep voice booming like always. He places a hand on my back, and we head up.

	The exterior is a gleaming white with dark blue trim and a large wolf embellished on the tail. For the interior, I notice the carpet is a light gray and freshly vacuumed since I can see tracks embedded into the fiber. The interior walls match the exterior, with the exception of lacquered red oak acting as accents. Cream-colored leather recliners and an elongated couch take up one side, while a bar made from red oak sits across the way. Atop its glossy surface are cut-crystal bowls filled with strawberries and grapes. An ice bucket with a bottle chilling inside is alongside two empty, flute-style glasses begging to be used.

	Since I’m not yet inside, I can only make out the tops of heads of the two additional passengers, each of whom are sitting in the recliners. When I enter, former District Attorney Lane Murray is in the midst of a conversation with the other person. He stops talking, clutches his champagne flute tightly, and snarls. Sweat beads his brow, steaming up his glasses, which slide down his sharp nose. His short, auburn hair is a bit unruly and he’s lost some weight since the last time I saw him. He’s somewhere in his fifties and wearing jeans, a striped, button-down shirt, and beige shoes. Currently, he’s going through a very difficult divorce. From what I read, his wife wants sole custody of their children, as well as the elegant house and most of his money.

	Curious, the other person peers around the edge of their seat. Matt smiles and waves for me to join them. The door closes behind Luke, who steps over to the bar and pours us drinks, in addition to filling a fine China plate with fruit. Taking a seat on the couch along the narrow windows between the two gentlemen, the air fills with tension and hostility. Luke hands me a glass, sets the plate onto the wooden coffee table at the center of our little gathering, and rests his ankle over his knee.

	“What the hell is he doing here?” I ask, seething, glaring at the man who ruined my life.

	“Lane is looking for new opportunities now that he’s no longer a lawyer,” Luke replies with ease. “So I invited him, as well as Matt. There are men who’ll be attending Dallas’ celebration I’d like both of them to meet.”

	“I was wondering if you were formally disbarred for the crap you pulled trying to get me convicted for murders I didn’t commit.”

	“Like there was a choice in the matter,” Lane grouses sarcastically.

	“Also, during the sex scandal, didn’t twenty or so women come forward claiming you would hire or promote them if they slept with you?”

	“Fuck off.”

	I smile at his misery.

	Sipping at the champagne, which causes pain along my jaw, I continue to stare at Lane, my hatred for him climbing with each passing second. I set down the glass and pick up the plate.

	“Not a fan?” Matt asks, indicating the drink.

	“No. I’ve never really cared for the stuff.”

	“Olivia prefers rum,” Lane blurts out, twirling the empty glass in his hand, his right arm lying along the rest while the other is in his lap.

	“Before we takeoff, Matt, did you bring what I requested?” Luke inquires.

	He nods, stands, and goes over to a small, black bag tucked behind the bar. Removing three thin, silver bracelets, I recognize them as the ones Ronan used on her ranch. They’re meant to block the signals from our microchips, thereby preventing the Hub from knowing where we are or have been. Matt hands them to each of us. He doesn’t need one since his chip was removed years ago when he began working for Ronan. We slip them onto our wrists, and Luke advises Lane to not remove it until he’s back home, then explains why.

	“Good, because I don’t need that bitch ex-wife of mine to know I’ve skipped town,” he comments.

	I bite into a strawberry. “So, was it just Collins you were sleeping with, or are there more?”

	“Fuck you, Darrow.”

	“All I’m saying is next time, don’t make it look so obvious.”

	His eyes widen, then leaning forward in his seat, he slams down the glass onto the coffee table, nearly shattering the stem. “It was you?”

	I chuckle. “Wish I could take full credit for it, but I only got Collins kicked off the case. I’m not sure who told the reporters.”

	The plane starts rolling forward, so Matt takes my glass and places it behind the bar to prevent it from spilling when we go to takeoff. We taxi for a few minutes, then the air pressure inside of the cabin increases as the engines roar louder while we idle. Within a few seconds, we’re in the air, turning to head south.

	“How long will it take to reach Everlast?” I ask, setting down the plate.

	“Three hours,” Luke replies. “Do you want something else to drink?”

	“I’ll get it.” Standing, I go over to the bar.

	Matt follows while Luke and Lane talk. Getting down on my knees, I rummage through the small fridge stashed under the counter, coming up with a bottle of water.

	“Not drinking?”

	“I’ll wait until later,” I reply, cracking open the cap. “Where did you get the bracelets?”

	He leans an arm against the highly polished wood and gets as close to me as possible. “You know where.”

	“And they just let you walk out with evidence?”

	“Not exactly, but since when have I ever been ethical at what I do?” He winks.

	“Did you enjoy the club?”

	He tenderly tucks a strand of hair behind my ear, his soft fingers grazing my hot flesh, causing me to want more. “I loved seeing you in that getup, that’s for sure.” His lips brush my ear. “It’s a shame you didn’t come back with me to the hotel. I was all ready to go because of you. Had to handle things a different way.”

	“Escort?”

	“No. I don’t go for that sort of thing. Believe it or not, I’m a respectable gentleman when it comes to the ladies.” He smiles, which causes his eyes to crinkle.

	“So, what took care of your craving?”

	He laughs. “Thoughts of our brief time together, and my right hand.”

	I shake my head. “Figures.”

	“Come on. You can’t honestly stand there and say you’ve never taken matters into your own hands.”

	“That’s between me and my vibrator.”

	Taking the bottle, I return to my seat. Matt reclaims his after refilling everyone’s glasses. The three of them make small talk while I simply sit and observe, occasionally glancing out the windows behind me, catching views of the majestic, deep blue ocean passing beneath us.

	The last time I was on those waters my entire world changed, partially for the better, but it still haunts me. My husband died somewhere down there, his body burnt to near ashes after a fatal bullet was shot through his back, lodging in his heart. I’m grateful the abuse is finally over, that I no longer have to walk around on eggshells, or fear retribution for something I didn’t do. It took me weeks to get Tress to release his remains, which I had cremated and placed into a marble urn. I taped that fucker shut and dropped it into the water at the end of the pier, ridding myself of the bastard once and for all.

	Someone taps me on the knee. “Are you all right?” Matt asks, looking concerned.

	I turn away from the window. “I’m fine. Why?”

	He reaches up and wipes a tear from my cheek.

	Patting my face, I discover it’s damp, so I set down the water, excuse myself, and go into the lone bathroom at the back of the plane, locking the door behind me. I hadn’t realized I was crying, and I’m not even sure why I did that. Using a hand towel, I wet it under the faucet and clean the tears away. I toss it into the linen basket, grab the edge of the silver sink, and lower my head to qualm the anxiety that’s suddenly surging. 

	There’s a knock. “Olivia?” Matt calls out.

	I unlock the door and open it, letting him inside. Unlike most planes, this bathroom is spacious with plenty of room to accommodate two, or more, people.

	“What were you thinking about back there?” He nods toward the seats.

	“Dean, but I’d never shed a tear for that asshole ever again.”

	“Then what’s bothering you?”

	I lean against the wall, the cold exterior air seeping through the layers of clothing. “I have no idea. Maybe because Lane is here. That motherfucker wanted to destroy my life and I don’t know why.”

	Matt comes closer, placing a hand on my lower back. “We heard what happened during the trial. Perhaps, you’ll get a chance to repay him for his services.”

	I chuckle. “That would make me very happy.”

	“Know what else will?” He leans forward and kisses me.

	The electricity between us is instantaneous like before. Our mouths devour each other while his hand runs up my spine, and the other clutches the back of my head, pushing me closer, even though there isn’t any space between us. I unbuckle his pants, dropping them to the floor. He takes off mine, shoves me up by the hips, and penetrates me. I have to bite my tongue to keep from screaming from ecstasy, while he does the same. Our breathing quickens as the room heats up. Our lips meet and it’s anyone’s guess as to who’ll win. We strip the rest of the way, tossing our clothes onto the floor while sweat coats our skin. Matt’s mouth moves to my neck, then down my chest until he’s suckling my breasts, getting the nipples nice and hard.

	An intense orgasm grabs me, and I desperately want to shout out to the world. Matt has to bury his head against my shoulder, biting it slightly to keep from howling as he reaches his culmination. He holds me, our bodies shaking. Stepping back, he reaches for a clean towel, giving it to me so I can wash myself at the sink, then he does the same. We toss them into the linen basket, dress, and exit, though separately. I drink the rest of my water before claiming another bottle from the fridge, while Matt downs the champagne still left in his glass. As I go to sit, I notice Luke has the funniest expression on his face. One I’ve never seen before.

	“Feel better?” he asks, then winks.

	I blush and don’t answer.

	Lane tries to engage me in conversation, but I ignore him. Eventually, the plane begins to descend, but when I look out the window all I see is water. The noise of the wheels lowering permeates the interior and they make a sharp squeal when we touch down, palm trees, sand, and the outer edge of a landing strip pass by. Once we’ve slowed, the pilot turns us to the right, and I spot hangars pleasantly sitting at the end of offshoots of what must be the primary runway.

	“Where are we?” I inquire, still staring out the window.

	“Kinney Airfield in the Jadan Keys,” Luke responds. “Dallas is to meet us here, then we’ll ride in his boat to the island.”

	The plane finally comes to a full stop, the air pressure in the cabin is reduced, and the pilot exits the cockpit to open the door as a metal staircase is rolled underneath it, then locked into position. I’m the first to step out and am immediately engulfed in warm sea breezes and sunshine. When I reach the tarmac, I step into a lengthy shadow being cast from the hangar. One of the field’s maintenance crew opens the cargo hold and extracts our luggage, setting them down on the dark, black pavement. Eager to see what the place looks like, I make my way to the runway used for taxiing and am surprised to see a total of six hangars, three on either side of the landing strip, each adorned with initials, probably that of the owner. The one we’re parked in front of says ‘1 SW’. Between the two lengths of asphalt lay bleach-stained boulders on top of fine sand with sprigs of grass poking up in a few spots. At either ends of the field are ocean waves hitting break walls, splashing its salty liquid onto the rocks. Where the tarmac bends are maintenance sheds, similar to the ones Dallas has, only much larger in scale.

	“Ready?” Luke asks, startling me.

	He wraps his arm around mine, turns me around, and we enter the hangar, another bay door open on the other side with a pier jutting into the azure waters, Dallas’ speedboat tethered to it.

	The rapper approaches the group as we make our way toward him. His dreadlocks hang loosely around his shoulders, cascading a bit down the back of his tropical-print shirt, which hangs open, exposing his hairy chest. His dark skin sparkles and his arms are outstretched as if to embrace all of us in one enormous hug. He shakes Luke’s hand, while smacking him on the back, his smile wide, exposing his gold canine tooth. He’s around my height and age, is worth billions, and is always hyper.

	“Olivia,” Dallas says, embracing me, kissing my cheek. “Gorgeous as ever. No hard feelings about the whole trial thing.”

	He testified that the gun used to kill Dean and Crystal was his, in addition to the gas can that had once been filled with kerosene came from his stockpile.

	“Of course not,” I reply, plastering on a smile.

	While Luke introduces our host to the other two, I go over to the boat and toss my bag into its open hull. Most of the exterior is laminated cedar and black fiberglass. A sundeck is covered in beige leather, taking up the back, while the main hull has benches cushioned in the same material, with a pilot’s seat at the front, and a wraparound windshield protecting us from the spray of the water.

	I take a seat toward the center, then Matt and Luke flank me, with Lane
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