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THE FIRST HEART

––––––––
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HALE WATCHED HIS FATHER pace the floor of the office. Last night they saw a flaming ball fall from the sky and crash into the top of the mountain. His father kept mumbling at how this was the Key. The Key to them finally owning the mountain.

To every family in the area, especially the five most influential, owning the mountain meant having the utmost power. A power to lord over all others. 

Personally, Hale didn’t care about power. Power wasn’t going to bring him love or children. So far wealth and power proved to be empty things and Hale was tired of feeling empty. But he also knew that as the heir to the family his father would demand that Hale go with him to retrieve this apparently all-powerful Key.

By the next day, Hale’s father sent out the order for all of the males in the family and his soldiers to prepare to travel up the mountain and retrieve the Key. 

Hale, fully dressed in his armor, swung up into his saddle and guided his horse to the front of the lines forming. Taking his place beside his father, the extensive line of men rode through the woods, gradually moving upwards towards the peak of the mountain. 

The sun rose high in the sky as Hale and his father reached a spot where the trees left off for grass and rock. Unfortunately, they were not the only ones to ride out of the tree line. Four other families escorted by their own armed forces also exited the tree line.

“This is the place, son. This is the place where we will make our stand and take the Key and thusly the mountain.” Hale’s father stated firmly before turning and yelling at the men behind them. “At the ready!”

There was an echoing snick as what sounded like thousands of swords were pulled from scabbards. This deadly sound was repeated four more times as the other families met their challenge. 

“Charge!” Father yelled and the horses leapt forward. 

Hale’s fingers tightened down on the grip of the weighty sword extending from his hand. Expertly directing his horse through the charging throng coming at him, he swung. Steel met steel in a grating rasp. He twisted his wrist and knocked the sword away before swinging the sword again. Blood sprayed as the soldier’s head flew from his body. 

Hale’s face stiffened in the face of death, and he pushed himself to ride forward to meet the next man with the same expert precision. As well as the man after that. Over and over, Hale dealt death to the men around him. In the writhing mass of violence Hale’s horse eventually fell, sending him rolling across the ground, finding his feet just in time to raise his blade and clash with the next man.

The hours passed, day turned to the twilight of evening. And yet the massacre continued until Hale eventually ran out of men to defend himself against. Limbs rubbery, lungs burning, the sharp sting of the lacerations he received when he was too slow. All of it sent Hale down to one knee. 

Raising his eyes, Hale looked around the body strewn mountainside, searching for a sign that his father was still alive. Or even any of his men. There were none. They were all dead. 

Hale felt pain in his heart at the realization that his father was gone. As much as Hale disagreed with his father’s decisions, he still loved the man. 

“Fucking hell!” Hale gave an agonized yell and turned to glare up the mountain. 

As much as he disagreed with it all he knew was that he owed it to his father to climb up and get the Key his father died for. Exhausted and in pain, Hale took hold of his determination and began to climb. Step by step, Hale crawled up and over rocks and boulders. Through the long hours of the night, he struggled to keep his feet over the difficult ground. 

The thin air made him feel lightheaded, but he continued climbing until he finally reached the area where the Key fell to the earth. With dawn slowly lighting the sky, Hale could just make out the deep depression in the rock and earth. There was a pitted rock right at its center. 

The Key. 

The rock was not very big, slightly larger than the size of his hand. 

“It is not yours.” A deep male voice caused Hale to spin around. Merrick, the heir to one of the other families was stumbling along the ridge. He was holding his sword out, covered in just as much blood as Hale himself was covered in.

“Like it is yours?” Another voice and another male heir appeared from the side. Cicero was just as blood stained but he was standing tall, moving more confidently than Merrick was. 

“None of you even think about touching the Key.” Dyatlov, a third male heir snapped, using his sword to help him up the ridge behind Merrick. Merrick spun and stumbled to the side at the sight of the man. 

“I do believe this is when I throw my name in.” Polo chuckled and dropped down beside Hale from a large rock. Hale spared him a slight glance before turning his attention back to the others. 

“I will be taking that home.” Merrick growled and pointed at the Key with his sword. 

“Over my dead body.” Dyatlov stated, raising his sword.

“Very well.” Cicero unsheathed his sword. 

“Dead is good.” Polo nodded in agreement, walking toward the circle of men, pulling his own sword.

“Are you all serious?” Hale snarled, frustrated and angry. “Our fathers are dead. Brothers. Friends. Men loyal to us. All of them are dead, rotting on the rocks below. Why? Because of a fucking rock the size of my fist. What makes it so special that thousands of lives had to be lost? When does it all end? When every single one of us are dead and there is no one left to carry our names into the future?”

The four men paused and turned to look at Hale. All of them were wounded, tired, and now completely alone. To be honest, they looked broken, hanging on by a mere thread.

“We are all that is left.” Hale continued, his own weariness evident in his voice. “Five dynasties destroyed by greed. Why is it so difficult to stand together, to share the mountain, share the Key? Why is it such a challenge to give up on the search for more power when it obviously just leads to death?”

Exhausted, Hale fell to his knee before sliding sideways to his ass. He sat on the ground and watched the sun rise up over the valleys below, turning the navy world to lavender, orange, and pink.

“It is unimaginable to think that in mere moments beauty like that will touch the horror that was committed on this mountain in the last twenty-four hours.” Hale sighed, gesturing to the sunrise. “If you all plan to kill me, I would request you do it now. So that the majesty before me may be the last thing I see.”

“I do not wish to kill you.” Dyatlov grunted, sitting down beside Hale. “I do not really want to kill anyone.”

“I lost three brothers yesterday. I do not want to keep losing.” Cicero joined us.

“I do not mind sharing.” Polo stated with a wink, landing on the other side of Cicero.

“I am so tired of fighting all the time.” Merrick shared, plopping down beside Dyatlov.

“How do you purpose we share what amounts to be a rock.” Cicero asked, tilting his head and studying the Key.

“We start by all of us touching it at the same time.” Hale narrowed his eyes in thought, turning his attention to the Key. 

“Let us do that then.” Dyatlov pushed himself to his feet and held his hand out to Hale. 

Hale looked up at the man for a moment before taking his hand and allowing Dyatlov to pull him to his feet. 

They all slid down into the crater and gathered around the rock. Crouching down, Hale looked at the other men. 

“On three?” Merrick asked.

They all nodded and moved their hands to hoover over the rock. 

“One...two...” Merrick counted down. “Three.”

Their hands dropped down, fingers intermingling, palms coming down onto the rough, pitted rock. 

Burning heat travelled through Hale’s palm and up his arm. He gasped when it flashed through his body and settled in his abdomen. He screamed at the violently twisting pain in his stomach. It felt like the skin and muscles there were on fire, shifting, turning. 

His eyes rolled back in his head and his body convulsed under the onslaught of that agony. When the pain finally diminished to a bruised ache, Hale’s awareness slowly came back. He was lying on the ground, staring up at the colorful sky. His body was still trembling, his abdomen aching.

Breathing hard, Hale reached up and unhooked his breastplate. His limbs felt weird, numb yet hypersensitive at the same time. After pushing the armor away, he pulled his tunic up to look at his stomach. 

He gasped when he saw the change to his body. There was a rectangle of what looked like rock covering the area. In the center of the rock was a carving of a horse. It looked similar to a Knight chess piece with some differences. 

With shaking hands, Hale reached down and ran his fingers over the rock only to find it wasn’t quite rock. It was slightly rougher compared to his skin. It was also warm, carrying his body heat but the most disconcerting thing about it was how pliable it was. Like muscle and flesh but not.

Hale kept his eyes trained on the area as he pushed himself up to a seated position. The rock, no, mineral, bent and twisted with his movements, rolling and bulging like his normal skin and muscle would. 

“What the fuck?” Polo breathed. 

Hale looked up to see Polo sitting up as well, his own hands running over his stomach. A stomach that carried the same rectangular piece of mineral as Hale’s. 

The other men were doing something similar. 

“Shit!” Merrick yelped and scrambled away from Hale, his eyes wide with fear.

“What?” Hale asked with a frown, looking around himself to see what Merrick was looking at. It wasn’t until his eyes caught on his other hand that he realized it was on fire. 

Hale yelped and tried to slap away the flames, to no avail. That was when Hale realized that the flames didn’t hurt as much as they tickled. Confused, Hale brought his hand up to his face and examined the flames. 

“What are you doing? Put it out!” Cicero yelled in a high-pitched voice. 

“It does not hurt.” Hale stated, twisting his hand back and forth while he watched the flames dance. 

“What the...?” Cicero yelped and tried to slide sideways to get away from Polo who was now sitting in a growing puddle of water. Only Cicero couldn’t because his hands and legs were buried in dirt. 

“What is going on?” Merrick yelled, angry, scared. The wind whistled sharply and spun around him like a personal tornado. “No! Go away!” Merrick yelled and waved his hands at the wind. 

The wind immediately stopped. 

Dyatlov was watching all of us with terror filled eyes. His mouth was opening and closing slowly. Hale pointed at Dyatlov’s hand which was also being buried in dirt. Dyatlov yelped and yanked his hand from the dirt and waved it around. 

Instead of removing the dirt like he was obviously attempting to, water drops splashed out from his fingertips. “Go away. Go away. Go away.” Dyatlov chanted to his hand just as his fingertips burst into flame. “Holy fuck!” Dyatlov shrieked in terror.

The man breathed hard before everything seemed to center for him. “You are right, Hale. It does not hurt.” 

“So, what, we now control the elements?” Cicero asked, his voice shocked. 

“That is what it looks like.” Hale whispered, feeling shock tingling through his body. “We all seem to control one, except Dyatlov. He seems to have a little bit of them all.”

“Now what?” Polo asked, his face pale. 

“Now we protect it.” Hale breathed, his eyes going back to the innocent looking rock. “We cannot let it fall into the wrong hands, so we join together, hide it, protect it. The five families of the Knight.”

“I completely agree.” Merrick nodded, touching the horse carved on his abdomen. “Cicero, you are the Base, the earth.” Merrick explained, his fingers pressing to the base of the horse. “Polo is the Stomach, water.” His fingers moved up to that area. “Hale, Heart, fire.” His fingers kept moving over the place the heart would be. “I am the Head, wind. Dyatlov is the Spine, all.” His fingers continued pointing each of those out.

We all nodded slowly in understanding at the accurate explanation. 

“Only one of us can take the Key.” Polo noted, gesturing to the rock. 

“That person needs to hide it away and protect it. Even from the rest of us.” Cicero added, with tightened lips. 

“What if we need it again?” Merrick asked with a frown. 

“I have a feeling it will not work for us again.” Dyatlov shared, leaning forward to poke at the Key with his finger to test his theory. “Nope.”

“Who should take the Key and hide it?” Merrick asked, eyeing the rock with a slight gleam of fear in his eyes. 

“Hale.” Cicero jerked a thumb towards Hale. “He was the only one with some sense. He was the one who stated that we should share it instead of killing each other over it.” 

Hale’s head jerked to the man in surprise. That was a large undertaking, important, and he was amazed that Cicero thought he would be the best person to take that on.

“I agree.” Merrick nodded causing Hale to turn his head to him, incredulity widening his eyes. 

“Yes.” Polo nodded, pointing at Hale.

“The Heart does seem to be the best person for this.” Dyatlov added his agreement, putting the last nail in Hale’s coffin.

Polo leaned down again, picked up the Key and tossed it to Hale. Hale automatically caught the Key, his eyes falling to the rock. It was now up to him. 

Hale, and the Heart, was now the last stand in the protection of the Key. 
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19 YEARS OF AGE

––––––––
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I WAS LAYING ON THE rooftop beside Rack. My camera pointed into the penthouse suite across the road. A tall, leanly muscular man was holding a handful of papers in one hand and a phone to his ear with the other. He was striding back and forth in front of tall windows. 

The sunlight glinted attractively over his well-groomed golden blond hair. The frown between his brows only seemed to accentuate the glitter of his beautiful emerald eyes. 

My heart squeezed as my eyes took in the first sight they’d had in eleven years of the boy I once loved. No longer a boy, but a man. A beautiful, confident, clean-cut man.

Canton.

Our group was now on the last trio of targets that were on the list for surveillance. Thorn and Sid were assigned to Tilla. Benjamin was Finn and Cardinal’s target. Because of the kids, our schedules changed slightly so that one of us was home with them at all the times. 

Frustratingly, Rack and I have been watching Canton for almost a month now and found nothing. As the son of the lead of the Head, he kept offices both in the penthouse he lived in as well as at his parents’ giant mansion that was halfway up the mountain. That house was a mere couple of miles from Titan and Bianca’s mansion. It was also about fifteen minutes by road from the place where I spent the first eight years of my life. 

A place I did everything I could to avoid since the start of all of this. My heart would pound hard with both fear and pained sadness whenever we passed the turnoff that led to that tragic place. Which is now far too often with us following Canton around. He headed up the mountain to the Head’s main house every weekday because that was where they held most of their meetings. 

Other than working, frequent nights out with friends, or meeting up with Camilla for dinner, Canton looked clean. Well, as clean as one could be within the confines of the Knight. 

Unfortunately, this lack of evidence seemed to be a theme for the Head, as the others were also getting nothing on Benjamin and Tilla. Which made us sure that there was something we just weren’t seeing and that the Head was a lot more adept at hiding its actions than the rest of the families.

“We have to be missing something. Unless this family truly is clean.” Finn growled in frustration. 

“They are not. Benjamin was the one wielding the tool that night. He was the one that pried the Tableau from father and tried to do the same to me. We just need to go deeper.” I stated decisively, feeling it deep in my bones. There was something we weren’t finding. 

“How the hell do you propose to do that?” Cardinal growled. “Dress up and try to date the guy.” 

“No.” I shook my head and turned to eye Cardinal up and down. “David trains both boys and girls. But he seems to really enjoy training the boys.”

“No.” Cardinal shook his head back and forth slowly. 

“Come on. A sexy beast like you would definitely trigger a man like that. And it’s not like he is ugly.” I smiled slyly.

“There is no way that Cardinal would be able to even touch that guy, let alone get close to him.” Sid shook his head in agreement with Cardinal’s denial.

“Then who? Does someone want to volunteer?” Finn asked, looking around the table. 

“I will do it.” Thorn growled and dropped his head back on his neck.

“You do realize that you might actually have to get at least a little physical with the man?” Cardinal turned and asked Thorn softly. 

“I know. I am ok with it. I mean he is absolutely a disgusting excuse for a human being so that will be a challenge but getting close to another man is not a problem for me.” Thorn looked over us warily, rubbing the back of his neck nervously. When he saw all of us staring at him with patient looks, he rolled his eyes. “Yeah, so, I am Bi-sexual.” 

“Finally!” Sid exclaimed, raising his hands up in a praising gesture. 

“It’s about fucking time.” Cardinal grunted and relaxed.

I giggled at everyone’s excited reactions and Thorn’s surprised face. Wrapping my arm around his, I leaned into his shoulder and happily looked up in his eyes. “I will not lie. I have been waiting for this moment since I was twelve.” 

“Twelve?” Thorn gasped in shock. 

“Yes.” I nodded slowly. “I have known since then. You had the biggest crush on Cross and seemed quite heartbroken when Cross moved away with Vega.” 

“Was it that noticeable?” Thorn blushed and asked quietly.

Everyone else around the table frowned and denied knowledge of the crush. They also began to share the ages they were when they realized Thorn was Bi. Everyone other than me and Rack.

“I guess not.” I smiled and shrugged.

“You see far too much.” Cardinal noted, pointing at me with narrowed eyes.

“She really does.” Thorn smiled happily, tipping down to press a kiss to the forehead I was still leaning against his shoulder.

“Ok, now that we have decided that Thorn is our spy, we need a plan.” Rack stated gruffly, reaching over to clap Thorn on the shoulder. “Since you were fourteen.”

Thorn rolled his eyes at the man, his smile extending into a grin.

“What it the plan here? Other than offering Thorn up as a not so virginal sacrifice?” Finn asked.

“Saturday night is usually club night.” Cardinal mentioned. 

“That is a start.” I nodded slowly, my mind whirling with plans. “This needs to be a slow burn, so he does not realize Thorn is manipulating him to get in and get us in. I think that Thorn should never be alone with him, not for longer than five minutes. Thorn’s two friends are always around for some reason.” 

“I am a great friend.” Finn raised his hand. 

“I prefer to watch.” Cardinal stated firmly, which caused a round of titters to go around the table.

“That’s ok. I can be a friend.” Sid volunteered. 

“Once Thorn and the rest of you have David within your grip, start subtly pushing for introductions to the other family members. Especially the leading family of the Head.” I advised. “This Saturday all of us except Rack and Cardinal will go to a club. I can be a visiting girlfriend, someone who is not around very often. Anything beyond that, we will have to play it step by step.” 

“Very good.” Rack nodded in agreement. 

“We also need a cover story. Why we are here, why we are all connected. An irrevocable reason to be around.” Finn pointed out.

“Coal mining.” I stated, unfocused with the plan that was beginning to form. “I once mentioned to my father that it was weird that no one ever approached the Knight about coal mining. Father said that at one time many people did, but that was back when the Knight saw the mountain as sacred, so the miners would have been turned away. However, now they will be completely open to it as they would be able to gouge any company wanting to come in.”

“We set it up as real as possible.” Sid jumped in, following my train of thought. “Realistic looking bank accounts and books. A professional looking website. Business cards. Business credit cards. The whole nine.”

“Can you actually do that?” Cardinal asked suspiciously.

“Honestly, it will be a walk in the park compared to making fake IDs and birth certificates.” Sid grinned confidently.

“Tomorrow. Makeovers.” I turned a keen eye to each of the men, deciding what look would be the easiest to maintain on a daily basis and would last in extreme situations. 

Sid grinned and waggled his eyebrows at me. 

The next morning, I went shopping and came back with bags full of makeover items. 

“What are you doing, Mercury?” Axel asked, watching me unload all of the supplies onto the bathroom countertop. 

“Makeovers.” I grinned down at the six-year-old little boy. “I am going to change how Thorn, Sid, and Finn look.”

“Ok.” Axel nodded and used the toilet to climb up onto the counter beside all of the supplies. Axel was used to our disguises, so this was not a surprise to him. 

“Can I help?” Seven-year-old Isabella asked from the doorway. 

“Not really.” I scrunched my nose at the girl. “But you can watch and tell us what you think when we are done.”

“Ok.” Isabella nodded and climbed up beside Axel.

The kids watched as I cut and died hair. I was going for tough, confident, but still slightly wealthy. 

By the time I was done with Thorn, his dark hair went from long and straight to a medium length and styled. A fake goatee covered his face until his grew in. His amber eyes were now bright green and covered with a set of black framed glasses. Thorn’s tall, lean body was dressed in a tasteful business suit, not too expensive but also not cheap by any means. 

Sid’s medium brown hair was trimmed and lightened a couple degrees, pale green eyes were turned to grey, and his jaw was covered in a thick layer of well-groomed scruff. His sharply muscled body was covered in a dress shirt and vest with slacks.

Finn’s shaggy dark blond hair was evened out but kept longer, his blue eyes became deep brown. He grew his facial hair out into a balbo. I dressed his tall swimmers build in a pair of expensive jeans and a sports jacket. 

Each of the men wore expensive jewelry to enhance their new looks and attire. Watches, cufflinks, rings. 

Isabella and Axel were joined by the older children, eleven-year-old Blade and ten-year-old Lash, as they whooped and cheered with each man’s entrance into the living room. Milking it, the men posed and twirled for the children. 

I was pretty proud of my efforts, considering they all looked drastically different than how they used to look. The facial hair really helped to change the shape of their faces. 

Sid and I spent the week setting the fake business up as realistically as possible. We handed out business cards to the others and gave them the backstory involved. 

A successful mining business looking to branch out to a new mine. The original owners were a group of four men. After one of those men died, his sister took his place, me. The owners were now scouting the area for future potential.

That Saturday, Cardinal and Rack stayed home with the children while I pulled on a straight, white, blonde wig that was cut beautifully at my shoulder blades. Blue contacts covered my brown eyes. I dressed in an expensive wrap around black dress that came to my lower thighs and a pair of black stilettoes. My eyes were smoky, my lips a neutral pink, my make up done in a way that made me look the twenty-three my fake ID claimed I was. 

My earrings were in place, including the one that held the tiny camera in it. As it was around two years since I last used the earrings, I made sure to test the camera to make sure it still worked. On my fingers were three very expensive looking rings.

“You look so beautiful, Mercury.” Isabella breathed when I came up to read her a story and tuck her in.

“Thank you, my girl.” I smiled and smoothed her blond hair back from her face. “But not as beautiful as you.”

“You always say that.” Isabella rolled her eyes and blushed. 

“And it is always true.” I told her honestly. “All of this.” I circled a pointed finger at my face. “It is fake, not real, fabricated beauty. It is used to disguise who I really am, not enhance. What makes me beautiful and you beautiful is what is in here.” I pressed a hand to her heart. “You could have the most beautiful face in the world but if you have a mean and unkind heart you would still be ugly. It is what is inside that counts.”

“You always say that too.” Isabella giggled. 

“Because it is true. Do you think Rack is beautiful?” I asked the girl with my eyebrows raised. 

“No, he’s a boy. Boys can’t be beautiful.” Isabella scrunched her face up.

“Ok, handsome, then.” I smiled in amusement.

“Of course, he is handsome.” Isabella sighed in frustration.

“Why?” I tilted my head and narrowed my eyes at the girl. 

“I don’t know, he just is.” She stated firmly.

“Did you think that when you first got here?” I pressed with a slight smile.

“Well, no.” Isabella frowned in thought. “He was big and fascinating. Old. But not handsome.”

“When did he become handsome to you?” I raised an eyebrow at her. 

“I don’t know.” Isabella shook her head at me.

“Maybe it was the first time he shared his desert with you? Or maybe it was the first time he tucked you in at night? Or when he stays with you after you have a nightmare? All of those kind, loving things eventually let you see his heart and not just his physical looks. That is what made him handsome to you.” I described to the girl. “If he was mean to you and ignored you, he most likely would have become ugly to you, maybe even scary as time went on. This is what they mean when they say, ‘beauty is in the eye of the beholder’.” 

“Ok. I get it now.” Isabella smiled gently up at me.

“Good.” I smiled and leaned down to nuzzle her nose with mine. “Time to get some sleep, my girl. I love you.” I tucked the blankets tighter around her and brushed a kiss to her forehead. 

“I love you too, Mercury.” Isabella whispered. 

Axel was already tucked into my bed having decided that he wanted to sleep up in my room. Something he still did every once in a while, especially on the nights that I ended up being out late. So, my last stop was Blade and Lash’s room. Even though both boys were already asleep I took a moment to tuck the blankets around them before heading downstairs. 

The guys were ready, waiting for me. 
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THE MUSIC WAS POUNDING, vibrating the floor under my feet and the very air around me. Lights strobed through the metal and cement warehouse like club. It seemed almost surreal to me to see hundreds of people basically celebrating being in a warehouse. 

Thorn placed a hand on my lower back, guiding me around the dance floor filled with gyrating bodies. Near the back of the building was a set of raised VIP booths that were roped off from the rest of the club. After we found a booth along the side of the dance floor, Finn and I sat in the booth while Thorn and Sid headed to the bar to get us drinks. 

Thorn chose a spot that would put him on display to the people in the VIP booths. This included various members of the Knight. David, Jackson, Fenton, and Canton. Seeing that Canton was among the group of men gave me hope. Maybe this would be easier than we thought it would be. 

Watching carefully, I smiled to myself when I saw David’s eyes caught on Sid before travelling to Thorn. 

Patting Finn’s hand, I pushed my way out of the booth and walked over to Thorn. Sliding my hand over his stomach and around his waist, I pressed myself into his side. Tipping my head back to his I gave him a slow, burning smile. 

Thorn raised his hand up and ran it over the side of my face, thumb dragging over my lip. He reached behind him and nabbed one of the drinks, handing it to me.

“We got a rise.” Sid noted while I sipped my drink and pretended to be talking to him.

Thorn moved his eyes up and over the VIP section as if something caught his attention with a very convincing double-take over David. That double take turned into a full body assessment with desire filled eyes. 

Then Thorn implemented his masterful plan. A flick of his eyelids and he officially dismissed David. Thorn turned his eyes back to me and smiled warmly. Taking my hand in one of his and his drink in his other hand Thorn turned us back to the booth. 

“That was by far the most phenomenal thing I have ever seen.” Finn praised Thorn when we returned to the table. “He hasn’t taken his eyes off of you.”

Thorn and I crawled into the booth with Sid sliding in beside me.

“What can I say, I am a sexy beast.” Thorn stated cockily, slinging his arm around my shoulders.

“Sure, you are.” I rolled my eyes, leaning into his side and running my hand along his chest. “So sexy.”

A waitress walked over and set a drink in front of Thorn. 

“What is this?” Thorn asked, tapping a fingertip against the glass.

“It is from one of the gentlemen in the VIP section.” The waitress described after mentioning one of their top shelf Rums.

We all turned to look at the VIP Table. All four men were now watching us, but it was David who raised his glass in a toast to Thorn. Thorn gave the man a slow smile and tipped his glass in return before taking a sip. 

David smiled and relaxed against the back of the booth, obviously proud of himself. Thorn turned his eyes back to Finn and Sid, once again dismissing the man. 

It took David about fifteen more minutes before he finally came over. Fenton and Canton were with him, Jackson disappeared.

“David.” David held his hand out to Thorn. 

“Ross.” Thorn greeted, shaking the man’s hand with a quick pump, giving him another heated look. “Thank you for the drink.” Thorn tapped the half full glass in front of him with that same fingertip.

“You are very welcome. This is the first time we have seen you around.” David mentioned with a nod. 

“Please.” Finn moved around the bench, making room for the newcomers, gesturing for the group to sit. One by one they slid into the booth with David ending up right across from Thorn. 

“We are in town for a couple of months. Checking the area over for new business opportunities.” Sid described helpfully. 

“Oh? If you do not mind me asking, what business are you in?” Canton’s smooth voice flowed over me. The cadence was the same as it was when we were younger, but the tone was deeper, older. 

At this point I was pretty proud of myself and my successful ability to ignore the man that I was once in love with. But then, concentrating on the dance between Thorn and David was very helpful in that area. David was devouring Thorn with his eyes while Thorn was maintaining an element of disinterest.

“Coal mining.” Thorn informed the trio. “Although, considering everything we have been seeing, we are unsure if this is the appropriate area to extend our business into.”

“I am sorry?” David asked with a confused frown.

“We are not very eager to bring our men into an area overrun with drugs.” Finn said, his voice tinged with displeasure. 

“Yes, we have noticed that the area seems to be rife with drugs. Especially lately. Our families have had a hell of a time trying to nip that in the bud.” Canton mentioned casually, expertly lying. 

I raised my eyes from the dance floor I was studying to glance at the dishonest man. “We have your name, friend, but not that of your partners.” Canton noted, catching my gaze with his. 

My heart squeezed at the knowledge that he was lying through his teeth. But then, had this man ever been truthful? Was every word, every touch, every moment between us a lie?

I immediately dropped my gaze from his to the table, displaying a trait I knew would be extremely attractive to him, submission.

“I apologize for the afront.” Thorn frowned as if disappointed with himself. “The gentleman in the vest is Mark and the one beside your man there is Case. And this elegant lady here, is Alexandra.”

“It is understandable.” David shot a glare at Canton. “I was remiss myself in the introductions. Canton is the one interrogating you and this gentleman is Fenton.” David gestured to each of the men as he introduced them.

“Well met.” Finn aka Case nodded at the men, raising his glass in a toast.

“Indeed.” Canton raised his glass back, the rest of us followed. “Your lady seems very quiet.”

“She is shy and wary of new people. As a child she experienced some, well, let us just call them bad moments.” Thorn described, using a finger and thumb to tip my chin up to meet his eyes. 

“Did you grow up together?” David asked, his eyes watching us.

“Yes.” Thorn turned his gaze to the man. “We did. I was best friends and partners with her brother until he died in a mine collapse two years ago.”

My head dropped down when Thorn released me. Thorn was basically telling them that I wasn’t a threat. Just someone he took care of and controlled. This successfully set Thorn as the dominant, a male that gave the orders. It also set me up as a nonissue.

“And you gentlemen? What do you do? Other than attempting to clean up the streets?” Sid, aka Mark asked.

“We are part of the Knight. Our families run this city, protect the people.” Canton described, his voice carrying a ring of authority that seemed to grate over my nerves.

I shifted subtly against Thorn. Sid stood from the bench and held his hand out to me. “Come.” He demanded, his voice soft yet unyielding. I raised wide eyes to Sid and took his hand. “Excuse us.” Sid stated, tucking my hand into the crook of his arm and guiding us towards the bathrooms.

Sid left me by the door while I used the restroom. When I came out, he was leaning against the far wall, Canton was standing to his side, facing the end of the hall. The two men were talking. 

I glided around Canton, making sure that I didn’t touch him, and stepped close to Sid’s side. Sid ignored me but automatically caught my hand and tucked it back into his elbow. I stood beside him, listening to their conversation, while I maintained my stillness and silence.

“I am surprised that you have decided on our mountain. Most companies avoid it due to the superstitions and stories.” Canton was saying, his head tilted in curiosity. 

“Yes, we have heard the tales. After weighing our options, we decided that there would not be any harm in making a simple assessment of the area. As I stated earlier, we are not really impressed with the city as yet. We are, however, looking at an area to the west of here. There is some potential there as well.” Sid said, narrowing his eyes a Canton. “We did not get to be where we are today by being stupid and taking needless risks. Especially with employees who trust us to keep their best interests a priority.”

Canton nodded slowly in agreement. “I would recommend giving the area a chance. The mountain has never been mined for coal before so the potential there is astronomical.”

“I hate to be blunt, but what exactly is your interest in this?” Sid raised an eyebrow at the man.

Canton chuckled and clapped Sid on the shoulder. “You cut right to the chase. I like that and I will be honest. My interest is purely monetary. My family and the others in the Knight own the mountain. We are the ones that you would be doing business with if you decide to take a chance on our area.” 

“Ahhh.” Sid nodded and smiled at Canton, shifting my body to his other arm so he could hold his hand out to Canton. “Well, then I guess we really are well met. If we decide on this area, it will be good to know the ones we will be dealing with.”

Canton grinned and shook Sid’s hand before dropping his eyes to me. “May I ask?”

“Brent was a good man, strong. He loved his sister irrevocably, as do all of us. She is very loving and innocent. But, as Ross said, someone decided to use that innocence against her, abused her in ways that made her a shadow of herself. She went from bright and vivacious to
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