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    To all those who feel the need to wear a mask, always be unapologetically yourself.
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Chapter 1

Green-Eyed Demons
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Sweat stings my eyes, and the meditation podcast blasting through my earbuds isn’t doing a damn thing. I had been running for a while now—trying to get in the zone or maybe trying to get out of my own damn head. Running doesn’t chase away the green-eyed demons in my head, but it definitely helps me block out everything else. Sometimes that’s enough. Eventually, I skid to a stop, lungs burning.

“Fuck this,” I mutter, yanking my phone from the arm sleeve and stabbing the pause button. I stare through the trees of what used to be my favorite running trail by the lake. The place used to ground me. Now it just pisses me off. From here, I can see the lake—flat, glassy. A crane swoops down, effortlessly snatching a fish that never saw it coming. She was the crane.... I’m just the stupid fish.

Enraged by my own traitorous thought, I pull up my playlist and delete all the meditation crap that was put in there without my consent, “Sorry, Sarah.”

I cue up something loud and angry that matches my mood, shove the phone back in place, and start running again—really running.

It feels good. Too good.

This time I don’t pace myself.

I just push.

Each angry lyric motivates me to keep pushing—harder, faster; I have to keep going. I keep that chant on repeat in my head until the trees thin out and my neighborhood appears. I slow, disappointed. I wasn’t ready to be back yet. A quick glance at my watch tells me I’ve been out here far longer than I meant to be. 

Two hours? Damn.

I walk the rest of the way and see the sun’s climbing now, neighbors emerging with coffee mugs and morning smiles. It’s the kind of neighborhood people dream about. I fucking hate it.

White fences. Perfect lawns. Friendly waves.

No one notices that I’m not the same man. Or worse—they do, and they’re pretending not to notice because it doesn’t fit into their perfect views.


I almost miss the barking-—until Mrs. Sterner’s poodle slams into the fence beside me.

“Oh, yeah,” I mutter. “Hate you too.”


“Yoo-hoo Nicholas! Good morning, darlin',” Mrs. Sterner waves from her patio. “Out for a run?”

I grind my teeth and stop because stopping is expected.

Before-Nick always stopped.

I drag that version of me up like a mask and put it on.

I paste on the smile I keep on retainer,” Morning, Mrs. Sterner. Just a quick one.” My eyes flick to the dog, “Cordellia seems... energetic.”

Mrs. Sterner beams. “Aw, look at that—She wants you!”

Yeah. More like she wants to rip me apart.

Cordellia keeps barking and lunges again. She manages to wedge her head through the fence and starts yelping when she gets stuck. Mrs. Sterner hustles down the steps as fast as her high heels will allow her to rescue her hellhound.

“Oh, my poor Princess! You’re okay, my little pookie angel,” she coos.

She glances at me, “Nickolas, I have some roses that need tending to, if you’re free?”

I want to call her out and say I saw the gardener trimming them last night when I went for my evening run. I want to laugh at her and point out that I noticed her pop the top button off her ridiculous leopard print blouse. But I can’t because Before-Nick wouldn’t do that, so I lie.

“Sorry. Sarah’s got me busy today.” It’s an effective lie because that’s how the women in this neighborhood are. Flashy, spending money to make each other jealous, and their husbands are just accessories to them. The men honestly are not much better than their wives—rich, smug, only the perfect trophy wife for them. Speaking of husbands.... “I’m sure Mr. Sterner would love to help you to have some quality time together.”

She rolls her eyes and sighs dramatically. “He’s not very good at labor work, plus he’s out of town on business again. I’ll just have to ask Jackson then, I guess.”

I tried hard not to laugh because Mrs. Sterner likes to imagine there’s competition where there isn’t. She just can’t fathom that a man doesn’t want her and thinks she’s making me jealous. I mean, don’t get me wrong, you can tell that she must’ve been beautiful, and if you can’t, she loves flaunting her beauty pageant photos. Regardless, that was maybe 10 plastic surgeries, millions of dollars spent on black hair dye and fake tan, and like 30 years ago.

She can’t face reality; except I think Jackson might be sleeping with her. Actually—if Jackson is dumb enough to be sleeping with her, I almost hope his wife finds out.

That’d be worth watching.

“I’m sure Jackson won’t mind,” I counter and turn to go.

“Nickolas,” she says lightly, “before you head off—I heard you’re still on suspension. How long is that investigation going to last?” She asks innocently, even though we both know my answer will be all over the neighborhood by lunch.

I can feel my control starting to snap. These people have no fucking idea about anything outside of throwing money around and gossiping behind each other’s backs. I can’t believe that Sarah told this nosy hag my business.

“You know what....” I’m about to tell her exactly where she can put her questions and her ugly dog, but Before-Nick wouldn’t do that. So, I exhale heavily and lie again, “I gotta go.”

I don’t even give her a chance to respond. I just take off and sprint until my lungs burn again, only slowing when my house comes into view. The yellow monstrosity looms at the edge of the other side of the woods, all white columns and forced charm. It looks important. Impressive. Safe.

None of those things feel true anymore.

As I draw closer, I see a sleek, black Dodge Challenger Demon 170 parked along the side of the house. It looks beautiful and powerful, but it definitely does not belong in this neighborhood.

Robby finally got himself a muscle car? He’ll never shut up now. 

I shake my head with a chuckle. I slip in through the back door to the kitchen, as quietly as I can. I pull open the fridge and just stare for a moment. Water sounds right—until it doesn’t. I grab the whiskey instead but set it on the counter too hard.

The second I stupidly give myself away, claws skid across tile. Two white shih tzus launch themselves at me, like I don’t belong here.

At least they’re honest.

“Misty! Lola! What are you two...” Sarah appears around the corner with a big smile and her heels clacking. “Nicky! You’re back!”

That smile hits me straight in the gut.

She’s beautiful in a way that used to make me smugly proud. Before-Nick loved that. Loved how she looked. Loved how he looked next to her.

That should’ve been a warning.

“Nicky, are you drinking? It’s only 10:00.” She plucks the glass out of my hand like I’m a kid and swaps it for cranberry juice.

“Bladder and cardiovascular health,” she says brightly.

I stare at the juice.

“I see you and Nurse Tracy have been hanging out again.”

“Well... “she starts, a little too eager, “I was telling her how you’ve been acting different, and—"

“Sarah.” My tone cuts sharper than I mean to.

“We don’t gossip about you,” she says quickly, with that same too-bright laugh.

“Then how did Mrs. Sterner know I’m still suspended?”

She freezes.

“I was just walking the girls, and she asked—”

“Don’t.” My voice rises despite myself. “Don’t talk about me to these people.”

Her lip trembles.

The guilt digs deeper.

“Hey,” I say softly. “Sarah, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—look. I’m drinking the juice.”

I force a sip.

It’s worse than I expected.

She brightens immediately. “Good! Tracy says it’s great if you’re trying to have kids.”

I choke.

“We aren’t even—”

“Oh! One of your work friends stopped by,” she says, already walking away. “They’re waiting in the foyer.”

My head throbs as I follow her, glaring down at the cranberry juice like it’s poison. “Hey, sorry—”

“Hello, Nykos.”

The glass falls from my hand, and the red starts to spread across the white rug.

Sarah starts freaking out about the rug, but her voice fades into static.

Doesn’t matter.

All I see is her.

Green eyes.

Long dark hair.

Black on black like she walked out of a memory I haven’t been able to outrun for months.

My chest locks up.

Breathing becomes optional.

She smiles.

Slow. Knowing. Like she never left.

My brain finally catches up.

“Ari.”
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Chapter 2

Before-Nick
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One year ago....

“And then she tells me—I’m vegan.”

Robby’s already laughing before he finishes the sentence.

“After all that time you put in cooking dinner for her?!” I ask, staring at him.

We push through the precinct doors, noise hitting immediately—phones ringing, people talking over each other, someone swearing at a printer.

It feels like home.

Robby’s still going. “Hours, bro. That roast took hours. I told Ma and Jen I’d just take her out for burgers—”

He cuts himself off, slipping straight into his mom’s Jersey accent.

“Robby, ya gotta do a nice dinner if ya ever gonna get you a wife. Robby, ya gotta baste it every thirty minutes, so I set a timer for ya’s. Robby, ya can’t have your guns on the table—it ain’t proper.”

I lose it.

Full-on laughing as we weave through desks.

A couple of guys look up.

Robby notices and straightens, clearing his throat like that’s going to fix it.

“So yeah,” he says, like he wasn’t just doing a full performance, “waste of time.”

What’d you do?” I ask, still trying to breathe.

He shrugs, smirk already forming. “Asked if she wanted to see my guns.”

I stop walking. “You didn’t.”

“I did.”

“And what’d she say?”

“She left. Couldn’t get out of there fast enough.”

I shake my head. “You’re unbelievable.” 

“Vittoli! Walker! Get your asses in here!”

We both wince.

I glance at Robby. “We’re in for it now.”

“If Jenny and Ma don’t kill me first, Cap definitely will,” he mutters.

Captain Foster looks like he’s been angry since birth.

Red-faced, pacing behind his desk, favoring that bad knee like it personally offends him.

“Close the damn door!” he snaps.

Robby does. Slowly.

I lean against the chair like I’ve done this a hundred times.

Because I have.

“What’s up, Cap?”

“What’s up?” He slams a stack of photos onto the desk. “I’ll tell you what’s up.”

Pictures fan out—faces, buildings, street corners.

I start scanning.

Patterns. Familiar corners. Nothing sticks—

Until it does.

“Who’s the girl?”

I lift the photo to get a closer look. Dark hair. All black. Sunglasses hide half her face—but her posture is wrong. Too calm. Like she knows she’s being watched and doesn’t care.

“Her name is Aria Zervas. We believe that she and others work for this man here,” he points at the older man standing next to her in the photo. “Gerald Artinos. Interpol put them both arriving here from Greece together two years ago. But he’s the Boss—and where he goes, she goes.”

“What do we know so far?”

“Call themselves ‘The Lotus.’ Low profiles the first year, but a few months ago, their buildings started popping up all over, regardless of whose turf it was on. We don’t have anything to hang on them yet, but they’re knocking off other crews. Most likely to corner the gun smuggling market here.”

“You said they’ve been lying low until now. How did they even get on our radar?” Robby asks.

The Captain grins and shuffles through photos until he finds one and tosses it to Robby.

“Because these two knuckleheads got hauled in two weeks ago with a trunk full of weapons during a traffic stop. They tried acting like they didn’t know English until the DA threatened 10 years per gun, and then they were magically fluent.”

Robby studies the photo for a moment before handing it to me. I study the picture of the two men—they look young, maybe early twenties. They also look too stupid to find their way out of a paper bag, let alone handle a gun exchange. I look back up at Foster.

“What do you need from us, Cap?”

“Right now, we need more information. Who are all the players? How do they move? I’m sending you both out to gather information only.”

“Ah, c’mon, Cap. This is definitely an undercover gig!” Robby protests.

I’m disappointed, too, but even I know better than to question the chain of command.

“Vittoli, I wouldn’t put you undercover if I were tucking you into a fucking bed! Information only. That’s. It!” Foster is bright red. That coronary might be happening now.

“Got it, Cap. Info only,” I quickly say, dragging Robby out of the office with me.

“But—”

“Keep walking, dickhead,” I mutter with a slap to the back of Robby’s head.

He rubs at the spot and follows me back to our desks. “Yeah, yeah—but hey, Nick.”

“What’s up?”

“I told you, Cap likes me more. He wants to tuck me in for bed,” he cackles.

I grab the closest pen and throw it at him,” You’re a moron.”

After work, I head home to find Sarah in my kitchen, sauce simmering on the stove. I slide up behind her and wrap my arms around her waist. The pasta sauce smells amazing.

“Hey, Nicky. How was work?”

“Eh, Foster didn’t croak out today, so there’s that,” I joke. “Babe, you didn’t have to come over and cook. I probably would’ve stopped for a burger or something.”

Sarah beams, “I don’t mind. I brought those papers over for the house. We can get the keys next month.”

I plant myself on the barstool at the counter and quickly flip through the papers without really reading and sign where the tabs tell me to. I look up and watch her move around the kitchen.

She’s so beautiful—sun-kissed skin and honey blonde hair. She catches me watching and smiles before setting my plate in front of me. Then she takes the stool next to me, and we eat in silence for a moment.

“So how was your day?”

“Hung out with Tracy at the hospital. Saw Daddy. Did some shopping—oh! Nicky, I found the most beautiful Persian rug that would go perfectly in the foyer. Want to see?”

She starts to get up to grab her phone, but I laugh and touch her arm, stopping her.

“Relax, Sarah. I’m sure whatever you pick is going to look great. How is Nurse Tracy?”

Sarah smirks conspiratorially, “Boyfriend troubles.”

“Again? Is that all you two do is gossip about each other’s boyfriends?” I tease.

“No,” she giggles.” We don’t gossip about you. And this is a new boyfriend—he stole her credit card.”

“I think Tracy needs to take a break from dating for a while. You’re supposed to be there volunteering, not listening to Tracy’s novella.”

Sarah mock-gasps and swats my arm.

“I did volunteer today,” she says. “Two stories in pediatrics... then I gossiped with Tracy. It’s her late shift today.” She confesses, trying to hide her smile.

I pull her into my side. She squirms away, smiling, to finish eating.

“And how’s your dad doing?”

Her smile fades, and she begins pushing her food around on the plate.

“That good, huh?”

She drops her fork and turns to face me.

“I went to see him about my inheritance. I wanted to make sure my half was there when your check cleared for the house.”

My stomach drops.

“Did he not give it to you?”

“No, no—he did,” she rushes out.

“So, what’s wrong?”

“Well—Daddy thinks we should be married before we buy the house.”

“Sarah, we’ve only been engaged for four months. We agreed that we both wanted to wait so we could focus on the house and then worry about a wedding.”


“I know, I know. I just don’t like upsetting Daddy. I told him what we both agreed on—” She trails off.


“And...?”

“Well, Daddy said if we have the wedding this year, he’ll pay for everything. The house, too.” She says in one breath.

She’s already clearing plates, not looking at me. 

I hadn’t even started eating.

Married this year? I’m still getting over the stress of proposing.

“This year?” I say—glad my brain finally showed up to this party— “Sarah—”

She sets the plates in the sink a little too carefully.

“Daddy already talked to his attorney,” she says. Still not looking at me. “It’s really not a big deal, Nicky. People do it all the time.”

I stare at the back of her neck. The delicate chain that I got her last Christmas is resting there. The way her hair falls perfectly, even now.

“It is a big deal,” I say, but my voice doesn’t have any heat in it.

“I just don’t want him thinking you’re taking advantage of me,” she says softly. “Or that you don’t want me.”

That lands. Right where it’s meant to.

I step closer. “But that’s not—”









d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
some lines were meant to be crossed....

{ >





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





