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      Seattle foot traffic is a different beast.

      I didn’t want to take the underground train because small and enclosed spaces freak me out. Put that little room on wheels, and I may get sick. But the bus isn’t any better. People standing and sitting, movement pumping through the public transportation vessel constantly and making my head spin with who would sit next to me, where I would sit, and so on.

      Walking seemed like the best bet, but it hasn’t gone well so far. My heels are too tight, my pencil skirt pins my knees together, and my blouse feels a bit too tight around my chest like I wore the wrong bra. I got myself together in a hurry, forgetting my umbrella, but I duck into Ivica Tech. It’s a large, glass building with iron and steel frames around each windowpane, men already working on the side, descended on ropes, as they clean the windows.

      It seems rather useless, given the gray skies overhead, but in the last few days I’ve spent exploring my new home city, I’ve realized it’s just a staple of the area.

      Reading the legend on the wall, I find my office number and take the elevator to the top floor, a little surprised a new hire-on malware coding professional would be on the top floor with the executives, but that doesn’t seem to be an issue here. I pace through the top floor, my ankles on fire by now, but still clutching my briefcase to hide the unease in my legs while I can’t part my thighs much more than a few inches before my skirt tightens on my hips.

      “You must be Izzy Bellerose, right?” a meek voice asks.

      I turn towards the dainty receptionist in a plaid dress better suited for a Scottish fair, her hair combed back into a ponytail with eyes like blunt sapphires. She outstretches her hand, a manicure befitting a celebrity greeting my hand as I shake her palm accordingly.

      “Yeah, that’s me. Am I on the right floor?”

      “Yes, ma’am, you are,” she replies dutifully.

      I swallow her ma’am comment. I’m only twenty-five, young blood in this industry, but I guess it makes sense that I look older in this setting. My thrifted skirt and mother’s blouse have aged me, and I’m sure my long, dull hair hasn’t helped, my chocolate locks once curled with the iron this morning have already fallen in the humid and moist air outside that constantly threatens rain.

      “I’m Gwen,” she states, holding a grin on her pink lips, “I work directly under Mr. Ivica.”

      “Oh, okay. Is he in today perhaps? I would like to introduce myself.”

      “He’s not here yet. He’s on his morning break with a close business partner of his, but he will come by and introduce himself when he does arrive. I can show you to your office in the meantime if you’d like.”

      “Yeah, that’s great.”

      I try to not outright cheer at the fact that I have my own office.

      Me. Izzy Bellerose from a tiny waterfall town in Oregon is a big city girl now, with her own fucking office. If people weren’t watching me follow Gwen to my new office, I would fist-pump the air and high-five myself on this milestone accomplishment.

      “Hey, are you sure this is mine?” I ask, double-checking the number outside the oak door. The number matches, but there must be a mistake. “Wait, so I really have a corner office next to the CEO?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” she gleams. “He wanted to keep you close as his new head of coding.”

      “Wait, I was under the impression I was hired for an entry-level job. What do you mean by the head of coding?”

      “I’ll let Mr. Ivica know your concerns and he can get back to you when he gets back to the office. For now, get settled in, enjoy the coffee break room down the hall, or feel free to go to the loft floor for the barista-made pleasantries in that coffee shop.”

      I try to scoop my chin off the floor. Act like you’ve been this successful before! Though, it feels impossible to hide my excitement at my newfound successes. I’ve never done much more than live in my parent’s old house and hack into hacker sites to dismantle them for fun. I took online courses for the basics in coding and malware, but Ivica Tech sent out a task for people to cut through an online simulation and solve the malware issue.

      It was part of the application process, and I did it successfully, but I never imagined I’d be promoted before even arriving to take my lowly entry-level job. Still, it’s hard to turn down a corner office with views of the city. I can’t help but graze the glass, admiring the towers near and far through the weaving placement of Lake Washington.

      It’s an interesting urban city thrusted into the wonders of waterways and bushy parks.

      It’s nothing like home, but it’s home now, so I could get used to it.

      I trace the mahogany desk and the chocolate leather chair in my office, the shelves on the wall stuffed full of files and packets that I don’t think I can read in one sitting. Instead, I familiarize myself with the system, pulling out my new employee handbook and finding my login information for the massive mounds of monitors and wires that make up my computer system.

      It’s overwhelming and exciting at the same time.

      Peeking up from my monitor, I meet the honey eyes of a new man, his heart molded back in slathers of sticky jell with a frown only his mother could adore. He pierces his eyes through me, not in an unkind manner, but it’s certainly not appreciative either. I can’t help but get sucked into his demeanor, his enigmatic aura dark and cold, striking me with a shiver.

      I almost assume he’s Mr. Ivica, but another man, older and sporting an overdone smile, pokes his head into my office doorway shortly after. He has inky eyes and a black suit with diamond-like gems as his cufflinks. He’s daunting to look at, his back stiff while he is rigid in posture.

      He’s older, his face carved in maturity with wrinkles like an English mastiff dog. “Hey, my new coder is here. Izzy, right? I’ll be with you in a minute. I’m just sending this stranger on his way.”

      The other man hardly laughs, offering him a sneering sort of nod instead. “Very funny, Alek. Let’s meet at the same time on Wednesday, okay? And try not to forget about your little notes sheet this time. If you want to make a new standard in the industry, you know it has to pass over my desk first.”

      “Don’t worry, old friend. You’ll get my notes. In fact, I’m about to give the task to my new hire here, so hurry out of my building before you scare her off.”

      I watch the man leave, his eyes flicking up and down my body as I come to a stand in order to greet my boss. Given the position of my office doorway, there’s an obvious path that leads the man with blue irises to watch me as the elevator doors shut, something about him yanking my attention haphazardly and stealing it away.

      “Hello, young lady. I’m Alek Ivica, as I’m sure you already know. How are you liking your new office?”

      “It’s great, but a little more than what I was expecting, honestly.” I take my hair back, trying hard to seem at ease around his boisterous appearance, but he’s a tall man with beady eyes that fire shots through my frame—more so than the man who just left. “I thought I was hired on for the entry-level coding job.”

      “That was the point of the test, yes, but the end result was a little more than I anticipated, Izzy. You downed my system and not only beat the simulation but mended the software from a third-party device. Besides that, I couldn’t get any of my guys to trace down your IP address for the life of me. It’s like you came in, unplugged everything, fixed it, and then left without a single footprint.”

      I blush slightly. “Yeah, sorry. I can go over a little overboard at times, but I didn’t want to do anything wrong, so I rewrote the system.”

      “It’s amazing,” he gusts. ‘You did such a good job that I had to bring you here. Without your work, we might be subjected to new ventures of hacking and malware. You’re going to do very important work here, Izzy. And don’t worry, I will compensate you accordingly. How is one-twelve?”

      I swallow his words with an edge. “What do you mean, one-twelve?”

      “A hundred and twelve thousand, dear. Compensation. You don’t think I’d make you head of coding without some sort of appropriate market standard of pay, do you? This isn’t an entry-level rewrite of code. You’re going to oversee the protection of this place online and keep the hackers out of our customer’s hair. All you have to do is make sure nothing touches the mainframe, and you’re good. Easy enough, right?”

      “Ye—Yes, sir,” I pant in awe.

      “Good. Go ahead and log into the mainframe and get familiar with it. Remember, if you ever find anything suspicious, just let me know. I don’t need any moles in my company hearing of these issues before me, okay? They’re looking to sell me out to my biggest competitor and that asshole doesn’t need any help in taking me down.”

      My brows furrow curiously, “Who is your biggest competitor?”

      “Dimitri Wilde. He was just here, the man I introduced to you.”

      I part my lips, wanting to ask another set of questions, but he seems to understand my haze of confusion without me having to mention it out loud.

      “Yeah, I know we act all friendly and bonded, Izzy. It’s far from the truth. He hates my guts and would do anything in his power to watch me fall. Then again, taking down his family business would be a dear dream of mine. Maybe you can help with that?”

      I inch back slightly. “Are you asking me to hack him or something?”

      He pauses, his eyes scanning my face as if reading my reaction before he snickers and waves me off without a second thought. “No, no. Of course not, Izzy. That would be illegal, right? We can’t spy on people’s systems like that. Let’s just keep your focus on the malware issues coming at our motherboard, and we can deal with Dimitri later, okay?”

      Still slightly uneasy, I can’t help but notice he’s outright lying to me. He most certainly wanted me to do something antagonistic against his competitor that he parades around as a friend, but there’s that old colloquial saying about keeping the enemy close.

      Maybe it’s just boy-talk in the tech world. I’ve been a basement graduate for a few years and a fun coder on the side for little freelance gigs around town. I created some websites and fixed some coding issues in people’s personal devices, but I’ve never been at this level of work before.

      Perhaps animosity is normal around here and having me mention otherwise would only outcast me from the group. I’ve never fit in anywhere in my life before, but I know I can fit in here.

      It just means playing by the boss’ rules, that’s all.

      I watch him leave and sink back into my warm, leather chair. My back typically hurts from working with my old wheelie chair at home, but this one is much nicer. Leaning back in my new office, I click around the mainframe for a bit, wondering first what could possibly be haunting a system this large. It would take a really skilled hacker to break through some of this coding, let alone someone who would need countless access permissions and passwords.

      Meandering through the gates online, I find an odd little cursor of code that doesn’t belong in the heart of the system. It’s not something I should bring to my boss until I know it’s technically bad, but the fact that it sticks out from the rest of the information here is concerning enough.

      Even then, I can’t shake the feeling of those golden irises poking at my body, pricking me with little holes over and over again until I’m nothing but a hole-punched body with gaps of pressuring focus. The weight of Dimitri’s presence is heavy on my shoulders, warm on my cheeks, and painful in my chest.

      Something’s not right with Ivica Tech, but until I find out what is wrong here, I’ll keep my mouth shut and my head down. Besides, it’s just a hunch.

      Without any solid proof that there’s something fishy here, then there’s no reason to bait my hook.
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      Gwen stops by my office while I’m still partially mesmerized by the sun cascading through the glass towers in the city. She knocks twice before I realize she’s standing there, holding her purse and her phone like she’s ready to go.

      “So, how was your first day? I didn’t even see you get up for a lunch break, Izzy. You work too hard.”

      “Yeah, I was just getting a little familiar with the system here. It’s really complex. Ivica Tech sells its software to customers all over the country, right? It’s amazing how they’ve managed to keep it all in line so far without any major bugs occurring.”

      She waves off my assessment and offers a demure smile instead. “I have no idea what any of that means, Izzy. I’m just here to keep Alek’s meetings and phone numbers in order. The rest is better suited for a coding whizz, such as you. I’m just curious about how long you’ve been in town. I added your number to his company binder, and I noticed it was an Oregon number.”

      “Yeah, I just moved from there this week. I’ve only been in town a few days, and most of that has been spent unpacking and trying to get the maintenance guy to fix my leaky kitchen sink.”

      She smiles kindly, her friendly air a nice break from the other stiffs that have been pacing outside of my door. I have no doubt in my mind that I’m already not liked around here. They probably see me as the young gun coming for their job.

      In reality, it’s nothing but a weird series of choices made by the CEO. I didn’t ask for a pristine office and the clearance of a code leader. I’m just a woman who likes tinkering online to escape the rural life thrust upon her by family roots.

      “Well, I wanted to invite you out to the bar tonight. It’s classics night so there might be a lot of people there a bit older than you, but it’s always good fun. They play hard rock mostly, sometimes punk rock, but it’s Seattle. You never know who’s getting on stage, you just know that it’s going to be good.”

      “Really?” I ask, somewhat surprised by her invite in the first place. “I never took these office workers for being into punk rock.”

      She laughs, flicking her hand through the air like I’m telling a joke. “Oh, no, dear. Not these broad backs. The only people that usually go are the young guys on the third floor. They handle the legal parts of Ivica Tech. They’re pretty tame. You really need to worry about the women on the fourteenth floor.”

      Gathering my things, I follow her to the elevators with my interest piqued. “Why is that?”

      “Well, they all claim to have slept with the CEO, but that’s just a rumor. I do know for certain that at least half of them have been caught by the janitor in the evening getting it on with the coding geeks on the twelfth floor.”

      I try not to laugh at the absurdity of all of this, but it’s far too funny to ignore. “Wow, there’s a lot of things I need to learn about this place, huh?”

      “You don’t know the half of it, girl,” she jokes, pressing the lobby elevator button so we are on our way downstairs. “You saw Mr. Wilde, right?”

      “The guy Alek pretends is his friend but is actually like his worst enemy and competitor?” I ask, shaking my head. “Yeah, I saw him. What’s up with their friendship? It’s so weird.”

      She rolls her eyes and sighs in exasperation like this is a common issue she’s had to deal with. “Oh, girl. It’s a story that would take me ages to explain. Pretty much, from the gossip I hear, Alek used to work with Dimitri’s father, and they started a little tech company together. They parted ways, Dimitri took over his father’s spot, and they started vying for the top of the market. It’s been neck and neck for decades, but in the last few years or so, it’s been Alek leading the way. I don’t know how he’s surpassed Dimitri, but he wants to keep his lead.”

      “I guess that makes sense. Still, they act like their friends or something. That’s just weird to me. What if keeping Dimitri around backfires? Couldn’t he steal the software system somehow? I don’t know the linguistics of the issue. It’s just… odd.”

      “You don’t know half of it, but we can discuss it later over a cocktail if you want,” she says, the elevator doors yawning open.

      Thankfully our conversation has distracted me from feeling uneasy in that taut, little space, suspended over the concrete floors that could send the elevator carriage spiraling toward the ground. Still, I take the flyer she passes me and tell her I’ll think about her offer.

      Gwen scurries off with some lanky men in suits who give me a favorable glance on their way. They’re cute, modestly attractive, and I wouldn’t mind sharing a drink or dance with some of them tonight. I am single, have been for a while, and there’s no nightlife where I’m from.

      For once, going to a rock and roll club might actually be a little fun and—dare I say—just what I need to kickstart my social life in Seattle.

      Now, it’s just a matter of finding the perfect outfit and getting myself downtown to this bar. But one issue remains, and if you ask me, it’s the most important one of all

      What does someone wear to a punk rock concert hall?
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      I hurry off the sidewalk once again, my heels taller and thinner than the ones I wore to work today. I managed to find a leather mini skirt and a cool pair of black fishnets packed in one of the boxes that I haven’t worn since biker theme day in high school, and the fabric is tight against my ass while nearly giving everyone a view if I dare bend over.

      While wearing something this scandalous makes me feel a little … dirty, it was either this or another work skirt that comes down to my knees, so I wore a black thong and called it an outfit. My heels are bright red, much like the fake leather top that I’m wearing where the straps pull my breasts up so high and outward that I can no longer see my midriff past my cleavage.

      I know my stomach is showing, this top is more like a fancy bra than a shirt, but it seems to go over well with the bouncer who lets me in without even having to wait in line first. I’m slapped instantly with the smell of cigarettes and the sounds of hard music that vibrates my body and burns my fingertips in a numbness I’ve never known. It’s exciting a new—more of the reason to be here.

      Gwen catches me at the bar, handing me a shot of something clear and gawking over my outfit. She says something over the music, but it’s impossible to hear her, her eyes wide while she smiles and cheers on my outfit in support. I’m happy she doesn’t think I look trashy, or that my lack of modesty is something I do on a regular basis, but she doesn’t seem to care. She’s wearing a black top with studs on the shoulders and tight jeans that really show her age to not be too far from my own.

      Assuming her facial structure hasn’t been altered by plastic surgery, I can confidently assume she’s somewhere in her mid-thirties. She looks fantastic, though, and I give her a compliment that is drowned out by cheering and a drum solo.

      She ushers me to take a shot, and I hate to be rude, so I down the liquor before even knowing what it will taste like. The stinging sense of alcohol in my throat nearly makes me puke, something horrible spreading through my throat and landing directly in the back of my lips. I choke on the taste as if I’ve just swallowed gasoline, handing her my empty shot glass only to watch her laugh at my reaction.

      Gwen has to push her lips to my hair to say, “It’s gin, girl. You’ll have to get used to it in this town.”

      My lips purse at the mere thought of having something like that again. I’m used to cheap beer and colorful cocktails that are almost always bootlegged moonshine. Even then, gin tastes like bad decisions, and I don’t need to make any of those tonight in front of my coworkers.

      She orders two more drinks in tall glasses now, handing me one while she takes the other, her hand latched and locked on my wrist so she can drag me away to the back of the club, past the stage and the huge crowd of people listening to hard music. It’s daunting to be somewhere this crowded and tight.

      I hold my breath until we’re in the clear, outside on the breezy patio that’s lit with cigarettes, people in their nightclub clothes, and some wooden picnic tables that sit under many heat lamps. I meet the guys from earlier, the coding geeks that are relatively familiar to me, at least.

      They remind me of my online college friends taking coding courses. They’re a little awkward with very specific humor, but they’re all super friendly, nonetheless.

      One of them elbows Gwen and asks, “You didn’t get her the swan, did you? Seems a little rough for her first time out.”

      Gwen waves him away, eyeing my drink that I’ve been a little apprehensive to taste after that hell of a shot. “Nonsense! It’s Seattle. She has to get a taste of the town.”

      “Only if the town tastes like sour rubbing alcohol,” a new voice warns, a heavy presence cascading over my back like a lingering shadow lifting from the ground. “Here, try this, Kitten.”

      I turn just enough to see a familiar face with high-cut cheekbones, dark quaffed hair, and a set of dazzling dark eyes. He hands me a small drink with a spiced rim and tan liquor on ice. I take the drink, somewhat surprised to see him here at such a place—nonetheless while wearing a blazer and slacks.

      Holding the drink, my lips are parted in thanks, or at least in utter shock, unsure what to do at this moment with everyone watching. He’s my boss’ rival! I can’t just accept a drink from him.

      “Izzy, right?” Dimitri purrs. “Why don’t I show you around the place? I’m good friends with the owner.”

      I swallow, only nodding while I stammer to reply, “Yeah, one minute, okay?”

      He nods, pointing towards the doorway to get back into the club. “I’ll be right inside waiting.”

      When he leaves, I find Gwen’s eyes in my panic. She’s holding back a shocked look of surprise as well, taking a long inhale until her lips press upward in a smile.

      “Oh my gosh, Izzy! What are you still doing out here with us? Go after him. He clearly finds you attractive.”

      I roll my eyes, hesitant to sip on my drink but when I do, it’s sweet and simple—just what I needed compared to that tart gin Gwen chose for me. “I don’t know if I should. Isn’t he Alek’s biggest competitor? I can’t be flirting with him at a bar… right?”

      “You’re not on the clock out here,” one of the guys says poignantly.

      Another guy chimes in with a very matter-of-fact tone, “Besides, I’ve slept with at least three of Dimitri’s coding chicks at Wilde Tech.” One of the other guys elbows him, but he doesn’t back down. “What? He has really hot coding chicks. It’s not like we talk about work. The rivalry is between Alek and Dimitri, not us.”

      “What are you still doing here?” Gwen groans, nearly ready to self-destruct. “Go, go, go!”

      Taking my new drink, I hurry inside, only to bump into the mass of muscle that is Dimitri Wilde. He turns slowly, his eyes darkening while we’re nearly chest-to-chest. His line of sight comes right over the top of my head, standing way too tall for me to do the same to him, even in my stick heels. His grin is lopsided and proud, my chest flustered with the pressure of his attention while I fear my breast may pop right out of my red top.

      Something tells me Dimitri Wilde would be more than okay with that.

      “Where are we going?” I ask, the sounds of the music a bit louder than it was outside. “You said you know the owner.”

      He leans in and forward, having to accommodate our clear height difference. His meaty, warm palm pressed to my side, brushing my smooth, bare skin with his strong thumb.

      “Kitten, I am the owner.”

      An old shiver strikes through me, and I wince, indirectly coming forward so I’m leaning against his solid chest. I can already feel the rippling muscles under his button-down shirt, my head spinning at how tough his body is. He doesn’t try to separate us, bringing me closer with his hand nearly stroking down my lower back, but keeping it above my skirt hem.

      “Easy now,” he whispers, speaking his warm breath into the frame of my ear. “Don’t want to fall in those pretty heels of yours. You’d hurt yourself.”

      I push my free hand gently against his chest to pull away, only slightly, my senses overwhelmed with his sweet whiskey scent that swarms my nostrils. His lips are just about even with my eyes, something about their perfect bowtie shape making my thighs pinch.

      “I just wanted to steal you away for a moment.”

      Clutching my drink, he takes the straw into his lips softly, pursed like he’s kissing me, and takes a long sip of my fruity-flavored drink. When he releases, I nearly want to bite down on that stray next, but I refrain.

      In reality, I want him to bite down on me, but I don’t say that out loud. Even if I don’t, it’s clear he can read my expression—just as clearly as I can read his.

      His hand soars south a bit more, right on the helm of clutching my ass into his strong grip. “How about we get somewhere more private, Kitten?”

      “And do what exactly?”

      “Whatever you want to do, of course.”

      Swallowing my shyness, I shake my head. “I don’t think we can do that.”

      “You’d be surprised what we can do together in this place. Trust me, I have just the spot in mind.”
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      Don’t go too far, but don’t sit idly by, either.

      My father’s words that were once directed at our stance on business are now ringing through my mind in a moment I never saw coming today. Besides her being in that rather blasé business attire earlier, she had the most unusual eyes I’ve ever seen, the light shading them into caramel but when my shadow swallowed her beautiful face, she has this new green tint to her irises that makes me catch fire.

      My veins are throbbing, my blood is on a rampage, and there was no way I was going to sit still while she was outside in this tiny skirt. Now I get to run my hands all over her backside, her ass perfectly in my hands while her lips cling to mine. To my surprise, she invades my mouth with her tongue first, hiking one leg up so her skirt, in turn, rolls up her thighs and exposes the sweet thong underneath.

      I’m dying now, needing this woman.

      I’ve taken us to a spare green room in the back, soundproof for musicians to throw their tantrums before the show, but I’ve locked us inside, only a lamp or two clicked on before she came to me. I notice her drink nearby, seeing it nearly empty except for the ice on the bottom that is melted.

      Part of me knows we should stop here, this interaction derailing very quickly, but I can physically feel her heat and her desire in this moment. She wants me and I want her.

      But no, this passion in her touch is more than that.

      She needs me.

      Her body is so petite in my hands, her moaning into my throat only driving my nerves off a damn cliff. I can’t help but feel her wither and writhe in my arms, grabbing my shirt like she’s willing to rip it off my chest. Meanwhile, I can’t say that I feel comfortable undoing her skirt and what’s left of her shirt with the taint of alcohol on her breath.

      I really did just want to get her alone because she’s new and interesting—but I don’t intend on taking advantage of a woman in this halfway state between drunk and sober.

      When she presses her pelvis into mine, I’m almost certain she can feel my erection. I bite down on her bottom lip, tasting the twinge of gin on her lips. She must not be used to drinking hard liquor, her body unsure of her footing while I hold her and run my palms over her back. I use that trail of my hands to yank her skirt down, watching her hiss in shock.

      “Ah, what are you doing?”

      I bring my fingertips to the front, making sure the waistband of her skirt is perfectly placed around her lower abdomen and covering that thong I thought about taking off of her with my teeth. Pushing that salacious thought aside, I adjust her shirt next to make sure her nipple won’t poke out over the cups in her bra.

      If it does, I might rethink my valiant behavior tonight just so I can set my teeth on her breasts and hear her squirm with another moan.

      “You’re too drunk for this,” I mutter, standing straight while she seems far more concerned that I kept her clothes on her body than if I had ripped them all over and let her naked in heels. Fuck, I warn myself. Stop thinking about that shit. “I can’t sleep with a woman intoxicated.”

      She crosses her arms over her chest, clearly offended. “I’m not drunk. I had one shot.”

      I press my hand against her shoulder, hardly even touching her at all, and watch her fall back into the couch. She growls in frustration, kicking her heels off and coming back to a still unsteady stance. She’s even shorter without her heels, only coming up to my neck where she glares at me from her tiny mountain of a soap box.

      “You can’t tell me I’m drunk when I’ve had one shot,” she demands. “Besides, I’m not even supposed to be back here with you.”

      “So, you agree with me, then?”

      Her dark brows knit. “What?”

      “You agree that we shouldn’t be getting this hot and heavy together, right?”

      She seems tripped by her own words now. “I didn’t… I just meant… ugh!” She stomps towards the door, realizes it’s locked, and doesn’t know how to undo it. Then she forgets her heels on the floor nearby, comes back to take them in her hands, and gives me a glaring look of stress. “I should go. You’re right.”

      I cross my arms, curious now. “Why do you say that? You just told me you’re not drunk, Kitten.”

      “I’m not, and I’m not a Kitten either.”

      “I’m fully aware of that.”

      “I’m also Alek’s new hire. It wouldn’t be appropriate for us to… well, to even be in here together.”

      “Relax, Kitten,” I say, managing to flick the lock undone on the doorframe so she can leave when she wants. Still, she stays, arms crossed like a tough little Kitten with a big attitude. “Alek already knows his employees love my spot. I usually have the bouncers let them get a free drink ticket when they come in. We’re closer than most people think, Alek and I.”

      “But you hate each other.”

      “Precisely.”

      She rolls her eyes, falling into the couch now without having to be pushed. I can see something else is on her mind, but I don’t mention it yet. It’s concerning enough for her pretty face to be scrunched in unease, but she’s also a little tipsy and probably sexually frustrated with me backing down as well.

      Even through those issues, she hangs her head and whispers into her lap, “I just don’t understand who the bad guy is here.”

      “What do you mean, Kitten?”

      I sit down beside her, my arm brushing her knobby spin but not enough to yank her sideways so she’s straddling my lap. I’d give my fucking kidney to make that happen right now, something about her perfect ass on my knees while her legs are parted open for me… she could ride my dick until next week and I wouldn’t stop us again.

      STOP.

      “Fuck,” I snarl, exhaling while I reign my thoughts back in. “Okay, what were you talking about, Izzy? What do you mean?”

      She looks perturbed still but speaks even lower into her hands that come to shield her mouth from view. “It’s just something I saw in the system, that’s all.”

      I cock my head, curious. “What did you see?”

      “How close are you to Alek, really? Do you really trust him?”

      “Not much more than I could throw him, Kitten.”

      “Good,” she sighs. “I saw something in the system at work today. It’s my first day on the job, so I was trying to get familiar with the software customers buy. I went digging through the motherboard, the mainframe, and I found something concerning.”

      “What did you find?”

      “It’s hard to explain.”

      “I was born into this business, Kitten. You don’t have to dumb it down for me.”

      She’s obviously still annoyed with me, but she looks around the room carefully. Something about the camera in the corner has her unsure when she spies it, and she works her way back into her heels so she can leave.

      “I shouldn’t have said anything at all,” she mutters, reaching for the door. “I’m sorry I bothered you with this nonsense.”

      I follow her through the club and grab my keys from the valet. Thankfully, they have learned to keep my car right on the curb so I can get out of here fast, but with the loud music blaring behind us, I’m not sure Izzy would hear me pleading to get her in my car. So, instead, I open my passenger door and usher her to come inside. She pauses, looks around carefully, and then does so.

      With my foot punching the gas pedal, I get her to my penthouse downtown. She seems confused and silent, sitting in my sports car with her hands turning over carefully in her lap. She stares at the Smith Tower in awe, the robust architecture a bewildering sight for most people not privy to Seattle’s secrets.

      I help her out of my car, thankful she trusted me enough to come here in the first place.

      “What is this place, Dimitri?”

      “It’s an observatory.”

      She looks at the sky like there’s something to observe at this hour. It’s far too dark to see the stars, the city drowning every spec out of sight that isn’t the moon. It’s a beautiful tower, and an even better night to show it off. The sky is clear, and the city is still alive. I use my special key to get in after hours, the dinner rush is done in the dining room and the bar is all cleared for the night.

      The elevator takes us to the very top of the tower, exposing the pyramid of a penthouse I’ve called home for the last few years. It’s the most expensive place in Seattle, a place most people don’t even know exists, but it pissed off Alek when I outbid him for the lease, so I cherish it even more.

      She staggers towards the nearest teardrop windows, looking through them while I watch her knees rattle.

      “Afraid of heights?” I ponder, seeing her grip the wall a little tight with her hands.

      “Not exactly,” she whispers. “Small spaces.”

      “This place isn’t that small,” I add, motioning to the extended ceilings that come to a dull point. “See, look at all this space.”

      “It’s not your place I’m referring to,” she insists. “Your elevator is small.”

      I look towards the metal doors that open to my penthouse. It only works with my key, but most people ride the elevator in groups of five to six. I know I’ve felt closed in not being able to crack a window in this place, but that’s what my house is for.

      I just figured a beautiful night with a beautiful woman needed to happen in a beautiful spot.

      “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong now that we’re alone?” I ask, fixing a pot of decaf coffee.

      She holds a hand to her temple obviously fighting an alcohol migraine. “I hate gin… I shouldn’t have said anything to begin with.”

      “Not much of a liquor fan?”

      “I like beer,” she admits, almost like that’s a problem. I enjoy the occasional lager, but owning a bar pretty much prohibits me from being able to drink all that often. I like my liquor licenses and try to keep them. “If I tell you this, will you tell Alek?”

      “No,” I say, taking my blazer off. I set it down nearby so I can roll up my sleeves. It’s always a bit warmer in here than anywhere else in the tower, the kitchen, the focal point of every penthouse, but it’s extra special in mine for architectural reasons. “I’m not his friend, Kitten. You can tell me anything and it will stay with me.”

      She pulls her hair back, steps out of her heels, and shakes her head. “I think Alek has something dark going on in his mainframe, and I’m not sure he knows about it or not, but I get the feeling he does, and he doesn’t want it to be removed.”

      Pressing my hands to the kitchen island, the cold marble under my worn fingertips, I watch her squirm and wait for my reply. She’s uneasy and unsure, but more than that, she’s scared. Her eyes stroll up my forearms licked with black ink tattoos, taking in the art I’ve forever embedded into my body.

      “I don’t know what it is, but I know it’s there and it shouldn’t be,” she insists.

      I have to dance around this carefully. “Do you think you could show me, Kitten?”

      Swallowing hard, she only nods, solidifying two things in stone.

      One, she trusts me.

      And two, the most important note—she doesn’t trust Alek Ivica, and that means I have the perfect insider to my rival’s work that I could ever ask for.

      “Show me, Kitten. I’d be happy to help you with this problem.”
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      I log onto Dimitri’s monitor, curiously tapping around the system with a hint of awe. He has a nice set up, one that is remarkably well put together, but also there’s an extra added step that has my mind in a fog. I don’t mention it, still feeling woozy from my sips of gin, but I notice the untraceable IPN almost instantly.

      “Hey, here you go. You said cream and sugar, right?” he asks, coming into the back bedroom that looks more like a hotel room than a penthouse bedroom. “It’s a bit strong for me but still tastes good.”

      “Thank you,” I mutter, skipping the coffee for now while I work diligently in this confined space.

      It’s a long bedroom facing the wall with several upside-down triangles for windows. The city is brilliantly lit below, but the longer I stare at the sight, the smaller this place feels around me. I am comfortable at his simple desk, typing through rounds of firewall while I try to break into the company system for the first time outside of the office.

      “It’s only my first day and I’m already doing something very illegal.” I shake my head, my fingers pausing on the keyboard. “I don’t know if this is worth the investigation.”

      “It is,” Dimitri insists. “You need to look it up. If he’s doing something bad and you found it and didn’t do anything with it, then you could be liable, Kitten.”

      “Stop calling me that.”

      “Why? It fits you so well.”

      I roll my eyes, exasperated with his charming banter already. “I’m nothing like a cat.”

      His lips near my ear while he comes to a stand behind me. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that, Kitten. You know what they say about the cat and curiosity.”

      I freeze, even more unsure about my course of action tonight. Dimitri walks off towards the ensuite and large closet inside. I managed to take a brief look around while he was pouring the coffee before I raced back to get to work on his monitor.

      He staggers into the ensuite doorway, keeps the doors open, and undoes his shirt right where I can see him. I don’t move a muscle, seeing his body carved with every edge imaginable. My throat aches at the sight of so many harsh tattoos on one body. He’s stunning and terrifying in the same breath.

      I bite my lip to make sure there’s not an ounce of drool that will come out of my mouth, Dimitri very carelessly kicking off his shoes and throwing his pants off in a single swoop. I hiss to myself, his legs covered in similar tattoos while he wears nothing but a pair of black boxer briefs.

      My chair is now fully turned towards his staggering appearance, every drop of liquor suddenly drained from my system. It’s a sobering sight, and I want to watch it all night long.

      The monitor pulls my focus, though, the constant beeping bringing me to reality, so I snap back towards the screen. It’s the perfect timing, too, because Dimitri is fully turned towards the screen as well. He steps into something, I assume it’s pants or pajamas, but I don’t know for sure.

      He stands behind me while I fight the alert that flashes in bright lights over the front of the codes. “What is going on? What is happening?”

      “It’s just some firewall I didn’t see,” I gust, my face hotter than the fucking sun in summer. “I should have seen it coming, too. Dammit, it’s going to boot us if I don’t—”

      The system stops, the cursor returning to the walls of code that I needed to find.

      Releasing a relaxed breath, I finally feel calm enough to be normal again. “Wow, that was close.”

      “No kidding. Good job, Kitten.”

      I blush harder trying to get his deep, growling voice out of my mind while the image of his tattooed body taints my memory as well. He’s stunning in figure and just a masterpiece of a man, but he’s my boss’ rival! I can’t imagine him being patrial to me for any other reason than being useful in taking down his enemy. Even with that knowledge, I scroll through heaps of code and text until a single line comes into view.

      “Right there,” I whisper, pointing to the single line, tabbed out of order, and separate from the two large blocks of text that sit above and below the code. “It shouldn’t be there. It’s… it’s like a hiccup of software.”

      “Wait, so was it added in, or do you think this is part of the software he sells to his consumers?”

      “No, it can’t be part of the software. It’s like the software was torn, and this was put in the gap.”

      “Huh, interesting,” he mutters, taking the mouse in his hand. He highlights the code, and a link comes in the default menu. My stomach hurts at the sight of the link, knowing it can’t lead to anything good. “Should I do it?”

      “No, it could just be a hacker booby trap,” I warn. “If he traces it back to us, we could be in trouble.”

      “He would need someone as skilled as you to do that, Izzy, don’t you agree? Besides, if this was a trap then it wouldn’t have been so easy for you to find. Hackers never scroll past the first frame of text. Everything they need to get into the system is in the bones up front. I think this is something else.”

      I nod, knowing he’s correct. Staring at the line of code, I shake my head in awe. “It’s a backdoor.”

      “So, what are you going to do, Kitten?”

      I swallow hard and hope the lump in my neck passes. It doesn’t. “I don’t know yet. I need a minute to think about the repercussions.”

      “Take all the time you need. I’ll be in the kitchen. You like eggs?”

      “We could be committing an online felony and you’re hungry?”

      “I could be running from the cops on a high-speed chase through the state, Kitten. I’ll always pull over for good breakfast food. Just sip your coffee, sober up, and tell me what you think you should do.”

      He leaves and moments later, I follow. Taking my coffee with me, and trying to be as nonchalant as possible, I rack through the possibilities running through my mind. Burying it for now, I watch a stunning shirtless man make an omelet in a cast iron skillet over an open flame on the gas stovetop.

      “Hungry?” he asks again.

      I nod this time, sitting down on the chair that presses to the bar top’s edge. I rest my elbows on the table and sip my coffee, surprised how alert I am given how tired I was after taking those drinks at the bar. It wasn’t enough for me to be belligerent, but it was apparently too much for me to engage in some naked fun with my boss’ rival.

      Maybe that’s for the best that we didn’t have sex, but staring at him now, I am kind of upset by the outcome. He turns to slide me a plate of an omelet with some veggies. I thank him with a meek nod and dig in, my stomach turning the second the food hits my gut.

      “Ugh,” I sigh, pushing the plate away. “I might throw up.”

      “Don’t do that here,” he says.

      “I know that,” I grumble.

      Offering a softer look, he moves the skillet away from the hot stove and comes beside me. His hand brushes my cheek, feeling my warmth, and I hold my breath while I picture him leaning in another inch and kissing me again.

      “Are you okay, Kitten? That gin hits hard, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah, it does. That second drink you got me was nice, though.”

      “A little sweetness never hurts the edge of alcohol. If you need to go lay down, I have a spare bed I can put out for the night.”

      “No, you don’t need to set out a bed for me, I’m—”

      “I didn’t say that,” he cuts in. “You can go lay down in my bed, and I’ll take the spare. Hell, I have so much work to do, I could easily sleep on the couch for a few hours and stay up working.”

      “I can’t impose.”

      “Do you have a car?”

      “No,” I admit, my mother’s old truck is not up and running from the mechanic shop in Oregon. “I can get a cab, though. I’m not drunk, I promise.”

      He shakes his head, uncaring of my please. “Eat what you can and go lay down in my bed. You’re safer staying here for the night.”

      I give him a snarky look. “How do you know I don’t have someone waiting home for me, like a boyfriend who wouldn’t appreciate you kidnapping me for the night?”

      He laughs under his breath. “No man would let you leave the house in that outfit, Kitten. He would be by your side to show you off, but he wouldn’t be happy knowing how fucking delicious you look and not getting to be there to see it.”

      I blush even harder than before, hanging my head in slight defeat. He’s right, which is aggravating to say the least. Even though it is aggravating, I try to ignore it, picking at my plate until the cramps only get worse. I push it back, sprinting for the ensuite and finding the toilet instantly. I puke everything I have, my stomach in horrible knots while I sit back on the grey tile floors.

      “Ouch,” I whimper, holding my stomach carefully.

      Dimitri walks in like it’s nothing, handing me a long, button-down shirt made of silky, ivory material. He also hands me a water bottle and a toothbrush still in its package.

      “Get cleaned up, take a shower if you want, and relax. You’re not going anywhere tonight.”

      “I can handle myself,” I bite. “Been doing it for twenty-five years.”

      “Yeah, well I’m thirty-six, so I have more experience being drunk and dumb, okay? You’re safer here, I swear. Plus, you’ll just end up riding that tiny little elevator all the way back to the ground floor alone, and you will feel claustrophobic again.”

      I roll my eyes, the chills on my body agreeing with him.

      I brush my teeth, get changed into the shirt, and fold my clothes together on the nightstand. The button-down top reaches my thighs, and I’m happy about that, but it does very little to hide the underside of my ass. In some ways, it’s worse than my skirt, the material at least sticking to my backside, unlike the silk that raises and falls as I move.

      Dimitri is on the couch under a fluffy blanket when I return to the living room. His laptop is on his lap, but he shuts it and pushes it aside, the TV playing overhead as it’s hung from the wooden rafters of the penthouse. He pats the space beside him, and I abide, the blanket pushed over my bare legs where I can bring it up to my chest and hold it tight.

      “Feel better?”

      “Yeah,” I admit. “Thanks for the water.”

      “Of course, Kitten. If you want more just make yourself comfortable in the kitchen. Everything in there is yours for the taking tonight.”

      “You’re really not going to let me leave, are you? I’m fine, Dimitri. I’m perfectly okay. Nothing is wrong with me, I swear.”

      “Yeah, I know you say that, Kitten, but you don’t know this city very well. You could get lost, you could—”

      “Why do you talk like that?”

      “Talk like what?”

      “Like you know me, Dimitri. You don’t. You have no idea who I am, or where I come from.”

      He looks uneasy for a moment before bringing back his laptop and setting it on my lap. Lifting the screen up, he shows me the odd page of information that comes spiraling over the monitor. I can’t help but be slightly offended by the sight.

      “You looked me up? Why?”

      “Because I wanted to know more about you, Kitten. It was important for me to understand a few things.”

      “What do you mean, a few things?”

      Uneasy, he runs a hand through his stiff hair, and it seems to loosen the gel slightly. “I wanted to know how good you were at code and this article pulled up about your parents, so I opened it and—”

      “No,” I gust, pushing the laptop aside. “I don’t want to talk about them. Not right now, and not with you.”

      “Understood, Kitten. I get that.”

      Looking around this pretty penthouse, I inhale a shaky breath and surrender. I kick the blanket off and retreat to the bedroom, pulling the covers back so I can climb into bed. I face the desk that still has the monitor on, the line of suspicious code still highlighted.

      I know it’s nothing good, but I don’t have the guts to look at it.

      Fear fills my chest where humiliation once ran free in my soul. Settling in the softest bed in the world, I retrace every line of code in my head over and over again, picturing the numbers and lines of text that make up this software. It’s for people to buy and protect themselves with; but I don’t even feel secure in my own abilities to hack through the rather simple format.

      If I’m wrong, I lose my job in the first week and return home a failure. I can’t let that happen, and I can’t let some prissy rich rival of my boss tell me who I am. My parents are the reason I was able to take online classes in tech and coding.

      If not for their abandonment, and the community rallying around me in pity, then I wouldn’t be here.

      The last thing I want is for Dimitri to know any of that but it’s too late now.

      He sees me for who I am. The woman too afraid of opening the hazardous link of code in Alek’s software.

      The woman new to Seattle and not good with gin.

      The woman whose parents couldn’t give a damn about her, only to be left with their assets and their debt.
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      It’s been a few days at work, and this secret is tearing me apart. Sitting in my leather chair, my legs bounce nervously under the desk. It’s almost the weekend in an hour and I go home, only to think about this anomaly further like I have been for days. I scroll over the text, watch the gateway ask to open up, but I don’t click on it yet.

      I want to know where it goes, why it is in here, but I don’t want to lose my job.

      Alek comes to my office doorway and flicks his thick fingers in the air to signal for me to follow. I exit out of the code at once, worried he could see it in my window’s reflection behind me. I hurry to catch up to him in his office now, watching him sit behind the desk while a familiar face is perched on the chair nearby.

      “Izzy, you remember Dimitri Wilde, right?”

      I nod at the odd interdiction to the man I met many days ago. I have seen him around here a few times talking to Alek, and I’m worried that he’s here now to spill my secret about the gateway I’ve found. Still, I nod in pleasantries and take a seat next to Dimitri, Alek making it a point to shut the door so he can come around the desk and take his place.

      “I bet you two are wondering why I’ve called you into my office this afternoon.”

      “Have me stumped,” Dimitri says, calm and collected.

      “Have I done something wrong?” I ask, a little concerned, Alek’s eyes poking me with more holes than Dimitri did when we first met.

      “You do good work, Izzy. My team says you’ve been very helpful in organizing tasks and keeping a watch on my software. I just have more of a personal quarrel with the two of you.”

      “What else is new?” Dimitri asks, taunting my boss slightly. “We always have issues. Why is she here, too?”

      “Because I’ve heard whispers about you two, and I want to be sure they’re false.”

      “What kind of whispers?” I ask.

      Alek clears his throat before continuing, “It’s about a certain ping on my motherboard. Someone was able to access the inside mainframe from outside the office and my recorded devices.”

      “Trace it,” Dimitri says simply. “Problem solved.”

      “Funny thing is, I’ve never had this happen in my decade of being in this industry. Never. So I hire this new computer whizz who quite literally rewrote my application test, and then I hear about you two leaving together the night that my motherboard was hit.”

      I bite my bottom lip, looking to Dimitri for answers. He leans forward, still as collected as could be, his hands folded in front of him while his elbows rest on his knees.

      “Yeah, so? When is it a sin to hang out with your new hire, Alek? Your coding guys are constantly dating my workers and I think one of them got my secretary pregnant, so how is this an issue?”

      Alek looks perturbed by this question. “Because I’m not asking if you’re hooking up, Dimitri. I’m asking if you conspired with my new hire to come after my company. I wouldn’t put it past you—you’re too much like your father these days. But if anyone could get into the system, it’s her. And I have my coding guys saying they saw you both leave the bar Monday night together.”

      “Yeah, we left together,” I whisper, hoping he’s satisfied with that assurance.

      “So, you both hacked into my software? If that’s true, then I want to know so I can save the time and energy on hunting the culprit. What did you do when you left the bar together?”

      I swallow, nearly about to spill my guts when Dimitri cuts in with, “We had sex.”

      Alek’s eyes grow at least an inch in size, glaring at us like he just walked in on the salacious act that Dimitri has said happened between us. I bury my face into my hands for now, trying to hide the utter embarrassment as it floods my face.

      “I—you had—”

      “Sex,” Dimitri repeats in Alek’s shock. “We had sex, Alek.”

      “Okay,” he whispers, shaking his head. “I just… I don’t know how to…”

      “We’re dating, Alek. This isn’t some cool trick to try and take you down. She came to the bar, I took her aside—as I’m sure your coding snitches have mentioned to you already—and we spent the night together. We’ve gone out twice since then, and while it’s too early to give you any hard answers, I’d say we’re pretty serious already.”

      The room goes awfully silent, and I sink further into my chair in the hopes of seeing just how this will play out. It works well, too, watching Alek hold his hands out in obvious surrender.

      “Wow, I apologize to you, Izzy. I had no idea this was going on with you two. It’s highly inappropriate for me to ask about your personal life like that. It’s just, the software hack has me a little on edge, you know? We shouldn’t see any reason to involve HR, right?”

      “She’s okay,” Dimitri says, replying for me. he reaches sideways and takes my hand in his, holding it causally between us like we’re on an ice cream date for our twelve-year anniversary or something.

      “Now, if you don’t mind me skipping past your paranoia, I’m going to have my girlfriend walk me to my car in the parking garage. Feel free to watch on your little cameras Alek, but I assure you, I don’t need some new hire to take you down.”

      He growls under his breath but dismisses me from his office at last. He offers an apologetic look and I accept it out of shock, Dimitri still holding my hand with his fingers laced in mine as we walk through the office. We get into the elevator and my panic only piques, my back sinking into the corner of the small space while the carriage begins its descent.

      “Come here,” he groans, yanking me out of my corner and pushing my back to the wall nearby. I hiss in shock, his body flush with my own, and his lips parting my mouth open with a daunting kiss. I melt into the sensation, his tongue tasting me like it had in the green room at the club.

      The elevator pauses in the middle of the building, the doors opening up to expose a hoard of people ready to climb in. Pulling off of my body, Dimitri turns and presses the close doors button on the panel.

      “Take another one. We’re busy.”

      He launches back to me, his hands latched on to the top of my skirt where he pulls me on the tips of my toes, even in these little heels, and crashes his mouth into mine. I lean into the sensation of his erection in his slacks, my hands clawing at his shirt so I can see those tattoos again. I pant, moaning when his knee purposefully brushes the front of my skirt, kneading into my sex.

      “Easy, Kitten,” he taunts, kissing my cheek while he whispers in my ear. “Your boss is watching us right now. There are no cameras in the garage, so hold it. We need to play it off, but I can’t have you orgasming in the elevator. It would be a waste of a good time.”

      I flush hot with heat that is strung to humiliation, my lips quivering while I nod and go back to kissing him leisurely. He takes it and kisses me back as cosmetically as possible, dragging me out of the elevator so we’re in the parking garage together. Only there does his hand release my own, coming to a familiar black sports car that is parked nearby.

      As the elevator doors shut and the carriage leaves, he snickers under his breath and wipes his mouth still damp with my lipstick. “That was exciting.”

      “What the hell did you do?” I gust, finally getting to speak my mind. “You just told my boss, your biggest rival, that we are dating!”

      “Well, it’s complicated, Kitten. We couldn’t tell him we were hacking his system, could we?”

      “No, but—”

      “Then you should thank me.”

      I scoff, still tasting the impression of his tongue on my lips. “It’s not about that, dammit. What was the point of kissing me like that in the elevator? How much are you going to play this off for Alek now that you’ve got us in this situation? What’s next? Going to bend me over my desk so he knows we’re together?”

      His face darkens with my tone. “Careful, I just might consider how much you were getting turned on in the elevator just from that kiss. Let’s not forget that I stopped you from fucking me the night at the club because you were drunk.”

      I throw my hands up, exasperated with him already. “I can’t pretend to date you! I can’t even pretend to like you right now, let alone tolerate your bullshit! You don’t get some gold star for being a decent guy and not fucking me in the back room.”

      “How about a fucking gold star for putting you in my bed, Kitten? How about a little bit of grace for the fact that you were sober the next morning, in my shower, and I still let you have your space even though I knew for damn sure you wanted to jump my lap the night before?”

      “So what? I got horny; it happens! That doesn’t give you the right to jump in and lie to my boss!”

      “Why not? What would you have told him, huh?” He shakes his head, his body trembling fiercely before me like a mountain lion is going to rip out of his chest any second now. “I saved your job, and I saved our ass for covering up what we did. If you have a problem with that, then go march your proud ass upstairs and tell him the truth.”

      I wince at his words, stepping back at his harsh, severe tone.

      “Go!” he bites, his voice echoing through the parking garage.

      Still, I don’t move.

      I mean, how the fuck could I?

      Swallowing hard, I calm down and catch my breath, trying to steady myself after such an outburst. “No, I don’t want to go tell him the truth.”

      “Okay, then you should be grateful that I saved our asses up there.”

      “I am.”

      He stands straighter, one of his brows cocked. “Really?”

      “Yeah,” I pant, still stuck with tire after my rage fit. “I’m sorry for being rude to you. It took me by surprise, and I was embarrassed, that’s all. I don’t like my boss knowing that we almost slept together, let alone that we have to talk about us being falsely together in front of him now.”

      “I know that’s frustrating, but it’s okay. He gets the point so maybe he will back off for a little bit, okay?” he breathes, coming forward. He casually tucks my hair behind my ear and grins softly. “You’re an adorable and feisty Kitten when you’re angry, you know that?”

      “Very funny,” I sigh, shaking my head. “I am sorry, Dimitri. I didn’t mean to be so mad at you.”

      “And I’m sorry I said what I said to Alek. I don’t want to embarrass you in front of your boss, but it had to be done. He won’t bother us now for a while, I promise.”

      “Good. So, did you click on the link?”

      He shakes his head. “I figured you did.”

      “Nope, I didn’t either.”

      His smile is softer now, gentle and a bit kinder than I’ve seen since we’ve met. “So, you want to come over tonight and click on it?”

      I don’t even hesitate to reply, “Hell yeah. I’ll be there.”
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      I wait outside the lobby doors, waiting for my false girlfriend. I even went all out and bought her some roses, holding them like the poster boy for a gentleman and a half-decent boyfriend.

      While this is perhaps the oddest Friday night I’ve had in a while, I can’t imagine it being any worse than it is now. Alek stalks outside, grinning ear to ear as he meets me on the sidewalk. I feel like a toddler with my parents ushering him to knock on his kindergarten crush’s front door to ask for a date. I lean against my sleek car, the one I bought before Alek tried to outdo me and buy a newer model.

      Still, I know he resents the fact that we have the same brand of luxury car. He wants to be the head boss, the man with all the money in the world, and it burns him to think that I’m fucking his new favorite little coding hire.

      While not entirely true, it’s not something I’m opposed to either.

      “Well, isn’t this nice,” Alek sighs, looking over me curiously. “Coming to get your date from work?”

      “Yeah, that’s the plan,” I sigh, the vase of roses growing heavy in my hands. “How was it today after you questioned her sex life during work hours?”

      He sneers at my explicit question, trying hard to forget that moment that ever happened, I’m sure. “It was fine. She did some coding with the team downstairs and is starting a new project.”

      “What would that be, exactly?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” he fires back. “I had her sign an NDA clause for my protection, given the proximity of you two now. I’d love to give you the details, but it wouldn’t be very appropriate, obviously. I think it’s best if you just stick to roses and chauffeuring, Dimitri. It suits you.”

      “Hey, that’s a good idea,” I taunt. “When I’m the leading Producer of tech software in the North-West, I’ll have more time to dick around like you do. Maybe that includes taking my girlfriend out to dinner and buying her flowers. Good tip. I’m just curious what you’ll be doing with your time, Alek.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” he grumbles, stalking off in irritancy. “I’ll be just fine.”

      I spy the petite woman that is like a little firecracker when she’s angry. She is calmer now, obviously with the hours that have passed, and she hurries to the car while keeping her head down. She still has some coworkers coming out, watching her every move around me, and I can tell she just wants to get away.

      “Here,” I sigh, moving to kiss her cheek while I pass her the flowers. “Get in while Alek is still watching.”

      She takes the roses in her lap while I shut the door, waving towards her boss as he stalks down the hallway, turning to take another glance in our direction. I wave to him amicably, just to see the sneer he creates, and I watch him walk off into the Seattle haze.

      Izzy looks irritated in the passenger seat, holding the vase in her lap while the bush of roses pokes her in the face. I climb into the driver’s seat and try not to laugh, reading her expression like I’ve known her for years. She leans as far back as possible, and there are still enough roses to touch her face and the inside of the window.

      “Why didn’t you just buy the whole florist’s shop while you were at it?” she groans.

      I admire her sarcasm, smiling proudly while she looks like she’s being crushed by a tree of flowers. “I might do that next time.”

      “Next time? What do you mean?”

      “We’re dating now,” I insist. “You know that. You were in the meeting.”

      “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean it’s real. We’re fake dating to cover our tracks for breaking into the mainframe, right?”

      “I’m not going to propose, okay? Relax.”

      She shakes her head, already wanting to get out of my car. “How long until we’re in your weird tower of an apartment?”

      “First off, it’s not weird. It’s a very important part of Seattle history, being the first skyscraper in town,” I reply. “Secondly, I think you’re really just upset because you don’t see the potential of our situation. We really could do whatever we want now, Kitten. Think about it, we can hack through Alek’s mainframe because it’s clear he can’t trace us, not without your help, but we can just play it off as us being some happy, corny couple. He can’t fire you for being in a relationship with a rival.”

      “That might be true, but everyone was looking at me weird today,” she whispers under her breath. “I already don’t have any friends in Seattle. Now, people were acting like I was some kind of spy for you and your company.”

      “Technically…”

      “Just because I want to see the gateway in the code, doesn’t mean that I work for you. It also doesn’t mean that we’re a real couple. It just means we have the same goal.”

      “Exactly. Taking down Alek Ivica.”

      “No,” she warns, exasperated. “Finding the truth would be a good start. I don’t want to take down my boss if he’s doing something wrong. The gateway could be a million things, okay? It’s nothing we have to jump to conclusions on yet.”

      “Got it,” I say, ignoring her outright.

      Truthfully, we are working together, and she doesn’t want to admit it. A week into her new job and she’s already running a mutiny. I like her tenacity, and her boldness in finding the truth, and faking a relationship with her will be easy because her little angry outbursts are almost as cute as her when she’s calm and asleep.

      I couldn’t possibly fall asleep on the couch when I brought her home on Monday night. Instead, I looked through the rest of the code to see if it matched my father’s original design decades ago. Alek knows he’s stolen and profited from my father’s work, but I’m going to use this back door to make him pay for it.

      Izzy is going to help me with that, she just doesn’t know it yet.

      She also won’t know that I enjoyed watching her whimpering in her sleep that night, her little turns in bed nearly sending me off the edge as her shirt rode up over her hips and exposed her thong. I didn’t see much beyond the blanket, but the thought of her beauty only set me more on fire.

      I want her. She wants me.

      So why can’t we just indulge for once?

      “I need to get these out of my lap or I’m going to suffocate,” she grumbles, fumbling with the flowers. “Why did you buy me roses, anyways? What if Alek parked in the garage and wouldn’t have seen your little fake display?”

      “Well, the flowers were for you because of my behavior earlier today. That’s it.”

      She doesn’t seem convinced, and I can’t blame her for being skeptical of me. I pull over against the curb and into my assigned parking on the street. Thankfully, even with the tower so busy at all hours, I still get my own spot. I open her door, take the flowers, and watch her get out and brush the red loose petals off her lap. She’s covered in pollen from the little pockets of white flowers that are stuffed between roses, and she hardly seems amused.

      “I’ll carry these,” I offer, knowing she’s already fed up with this situation. I’m not helping. “Come on, let’s go upstairs. I can order some food and we can play with the code. Okay?”

      “Yeah, that does sound fun, I guess.”

      I lead the way inside, and we make it up to the top floor and into my penthouse without her taking a breath. She gasps for air as she comes into the living room, her chest heaving like she’s just walked the stairs to get up here, but I know she’s just not happy with the small elevator. I give her time alone to calm down, setting the roses in the sink with some new water from the faucet.

      My place is a little messy from the week, a lot of my work files strewn over my coffee table for when I didn’t care to actually go in and use my office desk downtown. Most of the time I’m dealing with HR and needy coding women that flirt far too much for a professional environment.

      Besides that, I have no desire to be gawked at like I’m some kind of rich asshole who doesn’t know how to code. Everyonethinks that my father simply gave me his company as a handout. He gave me a multi-million-dollar tech company that he branched off from his work with Alek. When it fell into my lap, everyone saw me as underqualified.

      Nepotism, they called it.

      I went to the most prestigious tech school, I worked my fingers until they bled against that keyboard every night, and they still underestimated me. Everyone always does—except Izzy.

      She picks up a stack of papers and turns them over in her delicate, unpolished fingertips. “This is wild,” she breathes. “How did you manage to get this kind of information? This is the data statistics of impressions put on users through the last decade. I didn’t even know that technology was accessible that far back.”

      “It wasn’t, at least not mainstream,” I reply simply. “My father found his way around everything, though.”

      She collapses into the couch and pulls her legs to her stomach. She shifts through the data like she’s reading a decent book, something so simple about this woman in a world too complex to handle her. I escape into the bedroom for a bit and change into some loose jeans. I debate wearing a shirt, but I love the expression on her lips when she sees my tattoos.

      It’s somewhere between shock and admiration, and I adore it completely.

      “Hey, look at this,” her voice calls from the bedroom. Leaving my ensuite closet, I find her bent over the desk looking at the monitor of my computer. Her ass looks so good in her long skirt, and I ignore it for the sake of my cock pressing against my rough jean zipper. “This is interesting,” she adds. “The code is rewriting itself.”

      I come beside her, the monitor shifting through pages and pages of numbers that look like they may never end. I grab the mouse to zoom in closer, the numbers filling the page and creating new page after new page… it doesn’t wait for me, and we’re left to watch the back gate disappear before our eyes.

      “It’s gone, dammit,” I bite, wanting to send the mouse through the monitor. “Fuck! He knows we were logged in too, I’m sure. He’s going to have some hacking fucker bury it so far in miscellaneous type that we won’t be able to go through the gate again.”

      “Relax, will you? I can do this,” she says coolly, pulling out the chair and sliding herself into place. “If you end up ordering food, I like pizza with black olives.”

      I can’t help but grin at her determination—and her warranted confidence. “Alright, but can I say one thing about that before you get back to digging?”

      “What?”

      “Black olives on pizza are weird.”

      She sneers over her shoulder at me, her button nose scrunched, and her lips pursed. “You live above an observatory, okay? Don’t tell me I’m weird.”

      “This place is a gem, and you know it. You’re just mad that I can see over the whole city any time I want.”

      “I can do that too,” she replies.

      “Really? And how is that?”

      “Because we’re dating now, right?”

      I bite back a laugh and surrender with a meek nod. “Yeah, yeah. I guess you’re right.”

      “I’m always right. Now, if you get that pizza, I want extra cheese on it too.”

      Without the will in me to argue, I abide. “Of course, Kitten. Happy hunting.”
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      I’m happy it’s the weekend, because it’s late and I would rather be in bed right now, but with every wall I break through, another wall comes up begging to be torn down. I fight through the code until I exhaust myself, laying my face on the keyboard while the reminisce of pizza crust and a coffee mug stare me in the face. Even through all this work, I expected Dimitri to be better company.

      He’s currently playing with a tennis ball that he hits against the side of the wall, just to have it bounce back toward him so he can throw it again. I finally lose my mind after the endless monotony of the thump, thump, thump noise that he’s creating.

      I get up and grab the ball, throwing it recklessly into the living room while he gives me a puzzled look like he had no idea that was coming. “You’re driving me mad,” I hum. “Either help or be silent.”

      “Easy, Kitten.”

      “And stop calling me that,” I bite.

      He comes to his feet, standing over me in the constant reminder that he is built like a fucking linebacker and I’m like a small child wanting his autograph or something. Still, I stare up at him like we’re face to face, matched in strength, and I fight to ignore his stunning tattoos that cover his body. He is far too attractive to look at me like this—and he knows it!

      “You need to go to bed, Kitten. You’re cranky.”

      “I’m an adult,” I sneer. “Stop telling me what to do. I’m trying to find this damn backdoor, but he’s stuffed the system with so much useless code that it’s driving me crazy!”

      “Okay, okay,” he says, calmer than before. He rests is hands on my shoulders, steadying my trembling, exhausted posture. “It’s going to be alright. Do you want me to look at it?”

      “I don’t want you to mess up my system.”

      His brow cocks. “What system would that be again?”

      “I rigged the computer to scan the code until it comes across and indent.”

      His brows furrow. “What the hell are you talking about? How did you do that?”

      “It’s a complicated system, Dimitri. Don’t worry about it now. Is there any more coffee?”

      He scoffs, turning to the monitor that is quickly scrolling through at least twelve pages of text in a single second. Whatever Alek had done to pack the motherboard with this nonsense while no one was watching is beyond me. Even then, I can’t help but groan under my breath and escape to the kitchen.

      I make a new cup of coffee. Dimitri follows me there after a moment of gawking.

      “That’s incredible,” he sighs. “I don’t… how have you…”

      “I made the system work for me. That’s what technology does, right?”

      He looks more perplexed than before. “I haven’t seen a system like that before, though. It’s not normal. Is that something you created or…”

      “Why, you wanna buy it?”

      “Maybe,” he says, giving his hand away way too soon. “I’m just curious. It’s kind of handy. Can you program it to find bugs?”

      “I can have it do whatever I want,” I admit. “it’s not that hard to reprogram, but it is hard to get it up and running. I will admit that. But you couldn’t afford that system. It took five weeks of straight coding, Dimitri. You’d have a tough time paying me to duplicate it.”

      He gives me a skeptical look. “You act like I’m broke, Kitten.”

      “You live in a tower.”

      “It’s the most expensive tower in town, let me tell you,” he banters playfully. “Guess how much I pay for this place a month and then tell me I can’t afford your system.”

      I know this place has to be worth a lot, and I’ve seen his car and his expensive suits. There’s a gold watch on his wrist still, and I still glint with the memory of his diamond cufflinks on his satin suit. Even with all that, it’s too damn funny to watch him get frustrated.

      “Five hundred.”

      His brows nearly cross over as they furrow. “I hope you’re kidding, Kitten.”

      “Of course, I am,” I gust at last, putting him out of his misery. “Will you relax? It was just a joke. I can’t sell you that software, though. That’s for real.”

      “I can afford it, though.”

      “It’s my personal work, Dimitri. I’ve been drilling at that system for years and I just got it to finally work for me. I can’t tell you how long I’ve stayed up past midnight fighting for it to work. I have to let it run its course and then I’ll dismantle it from your system.”

      He seems upset, but doesn’t get to mention it, an incessant beeping coming from the next room. We both jump out of our spots and hurry to the desk in the bedroom, the screen displaying the gap in code with that mysterious link attached.

      “Okay, this is going to be fun…” I mutter, highlighting it and watching the code read into the system. I don’t even hesitate, opening the backdoor to see what lies behind it. “What the hell is—”

      “It’s a search engine?” Dimitri groans. “That’s it? That’s the fucking big secret?”

      We both stare at the screen in awe, something heavy settling in my stomach while I sink into the chair. This can’t be right, but it is. It’s a damn bar with a little curser. There is no domain name, no online activity—just a search engine within the code of software that Alek sells for people to protect their data.

      I hover my hands over the keys, unsure what to type into the blinking cursor. “What do you think I should do? Type more code into it? See what happens?”

      “No, it can’t be that. It’s detached from the code, but still reading it from afar. It’s… it’s not a backdoor at all. It’s a one-way mirror.”

      I notice his words and can tell he’s right almost instantly.

      The coding that we just shifted through is still surrounding the cursor and the bar for searching something, but they aren’t interacting anymore. My software informs me there are no anomalies, like the search engine line of code we highlighted has disappeared. And yet, they still coexist.

      “My head hurts,” I moan, trembling with angst and exhaustion. “What do we do now?”

      “I don’t know, exactly. Type something and see what happens.”

      I give in, trying something as simple as pizza. The search engine honks a noise, and the word is ripped from the bar. I hesitate to type something else, afraid how many times we can mess up and still be able to access this thing. There is always a failsafe involved in code. It’s a virtual rabbit hole. It’s frustrating as hell, but I love every second of it.

      “Here, let’s just think this over carefully, okay? What could need to be searched in this code?”

      I can only shrug at first, pushing my hair off my forehead. “I don’t know. Locations of viruses, maybe loopholes in the system. It could be self-identifying problems for itself like artificial intelligence.”

      “No, Alek has sworn off AI. He hates that something in his company might run things smoother than he could. It’s an ego problem, but I don’t actually disagree with him on it.”

      “That’s surprising. Best friends with the enemy now?”

      “Not even close, Kitten,” he warns. “Okay, try something else.”

      “I don’t want it to be wrong, Dimitri. I could set off some kind of trap that would trace my system and catch us snooping in this code in the first place. I don’t need any more trouble than what we already have.”

      He waves me off, thinking carefully over the options in this moment. “Oh, okay,” he says, a little lightbulb flicking on over his head. “I have the perfect idea. Type a name.”

      “A name?”

      “Yeah, just to see what happens. If the name has clearance, maybe it leads to another backdoor.”

      “Wait, so it was a one-way mirror, now it’s another backdoor? I thought we were already inside.”

      “You’re not making this any easier on me, Kitten. Just try it, unless you have a better idea.”

      I shrug, about to type in a name when I realize one small issue. “I don’t know anyone’s name at work.”

      “Are you serious? You’ve been there a week!”

      “Yeah, but Alek has been keeping me busy, okay? That’s not my fault I haven’t been super social. I’m in tech! What point is there to be social? I already work with code all day long. I don’t need to seek out familiar minds and talk about code with them.”

      “Try Alek’s name then.”

      I give Dimitri some credit, and try his name, only to be met with the same noise. “Well, that doesn’t work.”

      He goes silent while my brain wanders. I can’t help but think we’re close to something big, but I don’t know how to get there. Until then, I type in my name for fun, both of us inching back in horror as the screen changed to a dark page of text that builds into the biggest portfolio I’ve ever seen.

      I hold my hand over my mouth to keep from screaming.

      Every word that comes up isn’t just personal to me, but it hurts.

      It lists my parents’ names, my siblings’ names, the address for where I used to live, and where I live now. It has my hometown listed, the places I used too frequently and the personal information that I carry around my everyday life. Maiden names, pet names, schoolteacher names…

      My stomach aches with the shock of this find, but more so in the confusion of it.

      “What the fuck?”

      “I don’t know, Kitten, but look,” he whispers, pointing to a small little box in the corner of the screen. Even when I scroll through the details of my life, the box stays. “It’s got a number and a dollar sign next to it.”

      “Fifteen hundred,” I whisper, unsure what that’s supposed to mean. “Wait, why is there a price here? Look! It just went up to sixteen hundred. What is it doing? Is it making us do tha?t”

      “Oh no,” he whispers, moving his mouse over the little box to expose an offer box with a green bid button underneath it. I shiver in angst, unsure what to do with that kind of sight. “Fuck,” he growls. “The timer in the top corner, it’s almost out.”

      “What does that mean? What does any of this mean, dammit?”

      “The system is selling your information,” he bites. “Move out of my way, right now.”

      I dive sideways, watching him type an outrageous number into the bidding box. The timer dies, the monitor beeps a few times, and a text box appears over the page of my personal information. Only Dimitri is close enough to read it. I am too much in shock to even think about what it might say. I lean on the window nearby, looking at the sheer drop to the sidewalk below.

      My head spins more, and I melt to my knees, weeping ever so silently.

      “Hey, it’s okay, I got the profile. It was a bid for your information. I won, though, so it’s okay. You’re safe, Kitten,” he whispers. I watch him perch on the floor before me, only to yank me forward and bury me into his chest while his arms hug my shoulders. “It’s okay, don’t be scared about that. This is good. Now we have something against Alek that we know is illegal.”

      “I don’t care about that,” I muster the courage to say. “My information—”

      “I got it back, it’s safe.”

      “I don’t want to see it,” I admit. “I didn’t want you to see it either.”

      “Why not, Kitten?”

      Sniffling hard, I pull back from his warmth and let my tears flow freely. “Because I’m a disgrace. I’m an abandoned disgrace in my family and I didn’t want anyone to know that about me. This is my new life, dammit, my better life, and it’s ruined now that you know it all.”

      “Hey, you have nothing to be ashamed of. Besides, I didn’t see anything too important, Izzy. It’s okay, I swear.”

      Still, I’m too distraught with my past coming back from the grave to haunt me.

      “Fuck,” I grunt, crying into my lap while tears soak the wood floors where we both sit. “I hate myself.”

      “Shut up, Kitten, and look at me.”

      I do as he says, both of tired, wired with coffee, and in desperate need of a damn nap. Even then, there’s still some kick left in us, my body launching forward while his arms come to my hips. I intend to embrace him again in an act of comfort, but we both read it wrong, our lips locking in a gentle, smooth kiss.

      He pulls back slightly, wiping my face dry of tears. “You have nothing to hate, Kitten. You’re perfect.”

      “Not nearly as perfect as I could be,” I admit.

      “No one can be that perfect, though. Give yourself some credit, okay? You just found out that the biggest mogul in tech and security is selling people’s personal information to the highest bidder. That isn’t just amazing, but it’s groundbreaking, okay? You did something great. Let’s focus on that for now.”

      I shake my head, butterflies armed with pins attached to their wings taking flight in my stomach. I can’t focus on anything else right now, not even with him telling me to do so. Instead, I focus on the man in front of me, the one clinging to my hips while I’m sat up in his lap, and the growing tension between our bodies that I can’t ignore much longer.

      Maybe it’s sleep deprivation, or the sudden spurt of adrenaline, but I attach my lips to his and don’t pull away again. He doesn’t either, working his hands under my blouse where I know he’s going to continue to the land of no return.

      And good, that’s fine by me.

      This life hasn’t been all that great for me lately, especially not before now. Why would I want to return here, the woman with just a tragic past and an even more turbulent future? I’ve lied to myself about my capabilities and my assets for far too long.

      I’m nothing, but in his arms, with his body writhing against mine, I feel like something again.

      Whatever it is, I want it. All of it. Right now.

      Judging by the erection brushing my inner thigh, I know for certain he wants it too.
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      Somehow, and through no fault of my own, we end up in his bed.

      Dimitri is undoing my shirt, his fingertips running smooth trails over my hips, then my shoulders, and then finally my hands. I shiver at the cold, soon replaced by his bare, warm chest.

      I should ask him when he became naked, or why we’re still kissing after such news was just brought to light, but I don’t. Instead, I taste the feeling of his inner cheek and memorize the rigidness of his teeth while he tries to bite my bottom lip.

      For once, I’m thankful that he’s here with me now. If nothing more than a sexual need, a dive into a deep, thoughtful distraction, then so be it. I can’t say that kissing Dimitri is all that bad. His body is solid, and I mean solid everywhere, while his hands are rather delicate and feathery to the touch. He’s very precise in his caress, and in the gentle, taunting way he yanks at my waistline to pop the fabric back into place.

      “Ah,” I pant in shock and some minor pain.

      He only chortles through my lips, making me swallow his humorous snicker in a single gulp. His hands brush my skirt off, followed very closely by my panties. I lean into his lips more, reaching towards my ankles to help his venture, but he doesn’t seem to like that.

      His hands wrap around my wrists, pinning them over my head where I feel even more exposed than before. His lips trace the curves of my breasts, pecking them with little kisses that soon focus on the erect point of my nipple. He has a slight, scruffy beard that makes my heart skip a beat, the roughness sending me even more over theedge.

      Shutting my eyes, I feel engulfed in this moment, and the feelings swirling around me right now. Every little nuzzle of his throat on my breast, his lips on my shoulders, and the plane of his tongue brushing directly up the valley between my boobs where he tastes the spot relentlessly.

      At last, he releases my hands, but not without a stern voice adding, “Keep those there.”

      I don’t open my eyes, and I’ll be damned if I move an inch, feeling him lick all the way down to my stomach until he finds the helm of my pussy with his lips. I hiss and fight back the urge to pull my hands down, pinning them near the headboard while my wild and wet eyes come wide open.

      Staring at the ceiling, I bite through the fluttering that is overwhelming my stomach and sending waves of electricity into my lungs and throat. My shoulders and upper back lift off the bedding, my heels digging into the same sheets that I clutch into my fingertips that have since turned white.

      Still, he licks, bites, and tastes every inch of my sex until there’s hardly anything left.

      “Fuck,” I pant. “I’m—I’m going to—”

      “Don’t you dare,” he says, speaking into my inner thigh.

      His tongue leaves my clit, and while throbbing and thankful, I’m frustrated by the sudden cliff’s edge that I find myself on. I was ready to dive headfirst over the edge, and now I’m staring at the fun carnival below without being permitted to join the party.

      He stands at once, using both hands to wipe his slick hair back off his forehead where a sheen of sweat lies. Sitting up, I keep my legs arched and parted in the hope that he will return. He stalks towards the bathroom instead, opening a small drawer nearby where I see the foil wrapper of a condom in his fingertips.

      My eyes are easily distracted, though, and I trace the tattoos on his muscled shoulders that trail around his spine like a snake weaving around the crisp edge of a dagger.

      When he turns, my eyes widen, seeing a disapproving frown over his features that shouldn’t be there.

      Not with the blunt erection he’s parading around his apartment like a trophy he wants to show off.

      And damn, does he show it off well.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” he bites.

      My brows knit, “What? I was wondering where you went.”

      “I was going to come back,” he says, standing at the foot of his bed where he strokes himself casually, as though the length and girth of such a cock isn’t supposed to entice and frighten me at the same time, “You moved your hands.”

      “Yeah, I was a little busy.”

      “Doing what? Snooping?”

      “Who the hell leaves the bed so suddenly without saying a word? I thought you were done.”

      He bites back a laugh and fails miserably at it, “You think I’m done with you, Kitten? I’ve been hanging onto this desire ever since I saw you in that little office, with your little skirt.”

      My heart slams into my chest suddenly with his revelation, “What? Not at the club?”

      “You assume I first tracked you at the club? Oh, Kitten. You’re so cute. You think wearing some tight leather and showing off your ass and cleavage is going to set me on fire? Well, you’re right, but besides that, I knew you had everything I wanted in a simple blouse and a pencil skirt.”

      I bite my bottom lip out of nervous habit, but it sets him ablaze without hesitation. He undoes the wrapper to the condom, stroking it over his dick without a second to waste.

      I take that as a hint, laying back down and throwing my hands back into position where he told me they should stay. The pit in my stomach doesn’t cease now, and the sense of anticipation is killing me. Watching the ceiling, I can hardly see Dimitri in my peripherals, but I can feel him everywhere.

      His hands are on the inside of my knees, spreading my legs obnoxiously wide. While I hiss a breath in pain, he doesn’t seem to care, spreading me even wider than before.

      The wet, warm spot between my thighs goes cold with the vulnerability of it now.

      “Are you trying to rip me in half?” I pant, a little taken aback.

      “Maybe I am,” he replies, kissing my lower stomach before making his way back up to my lips. In a breathy whisper, he adds, “Anything to keep you from crying again, Kitten.”

      I take his lips against mine and inhale his breath as he exhales into my throat. It’s daunting enough for me to lose track of his erection, the plummeting feeling of his piston-pumping method of entering my sex far too much for me to handle at first.

      I squeak a noise of pain and pleasure, melting in the puddle that my arousal creates when his pace steadies to a more manageable speed.

      His hands are on my wrists, on my arms, down to my shoulders, across my stomach, and every damn spot on the way down until he’s clutching my hips and lifting my ass out of the bed. I feel like I’m freefalling, my shoulder blades still planted firmly in his cloud of a bed while my lower half is playing contortionist in Dimitri’s mighty palms.

      While I should be submitting to the orgasm that I so desperately need right now, something else catches my attention; his words.

      He’s just doing this to distract me, something I initially thought sounded great for me, and sounded like something I needed. Part of me wanted this because I knew it would lead to a grand display of a distraction, but to actually be doing it is a new story.

      Dimitri just admitted that I turned him on when we first met, so why can’t I see past his silly little phrase of this being a distraction?

      It’s more than that.

      Or at least in my head, it’s more than that.

      His hands grip over my thighs and press into the mound of my sex. His thumb flicks at my clit, and the sensation is simply wonderful enough to send me spiraling.

      “Ah, ah!”

      “There you go, Kitten. Let it all out.”

      My head cranes back, and I go stiff in the legs where he holds my waist upright, still thrusting inside of me at a height and angle that I’ve never felt before.

      “Fuck, I’m going to come,” he mutters, breaking shortly after and dropping both of us back into bed. He lands on top of me, his hips like a snake curling and readying to strike again, his cock pressing deeper into my body than before, “You feel so amazing.”

      “Thanks,” I gust, catching my breath. I push his shoulders sidewalks, rolling him off my body while I manage to sit up and collect my unruly hair, “I’m going to borrow your shower.”

      He gives me an unsteady look, hiking his head up on his hand while angling his elbow against the mattress to leverage his position better, “What’s wrong, Kitten?”

      “Stop calling me that,” I whisper, aiming to climb out of bed.

      He grabs my hand, picking me right off my feet and caging me in his arms. His lips graze the back of my ear with fierce intent, “Don’t do this to me, Kitten. Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “Nothing,” I admit, speaking the truth, “We had sex. It’s nothing. I’m going to take a shower to give you your space.”

      “Space? We just had awesome sex. Why would we need space?”

      My brows furrow in genuine bafflement, “What are you talking about? This is normal.”

      “Normal is when we get into the shower together after sex. Shutting down and walking away, that isn’t normal.”

      I sit up, eyeing him carefully, “Okay, wait. I’m confused.”

      He sits up, facing me while still naked and wearing his used condom. Besides the graphic sight of it, I sink into his bright irises, and drown under the cool storm waters that lay within his soul, “Tell me, when you have had sex before, what happened afterwards?”

      I swallow at my last two pathetic excuses for a relationship. I shake my head at first, not wanting to rehash my history that he probably already knows. Eventually, I do break down.

      “In my freshman year of high school, I lived in a group home. There was a guy there, he lived across the hall. At night he would come over and we would have sex in my bunk bed. He would finish, and then go back to his side of the hall.”

      He swallows hard, and his fist swells at his sides, “How old was this guy?”

      I shrug at first, trying to recall the life I’ve tried so hard to forget about. “Seventeen, maybe.”

      “And you were what, fifteen?”

      I swallow and reply, “Fourteen.”

      He shakes his head and for the first time in my life, I realize that maybe my reaction isn’t so normal after all. I don’t mention my second relationship with the man who saw me as an opportunity when I was listed as my parent’s beneficiary.

      When he found out it was instead another ruse to ruin my life like they so gladly did on a regular basis, he left, and the relationship world kicked me out for a few years.

      “I’m going to look into the software some more, okay? You go get in the tub for a while. Take your time and get your space. I’ll be right here.”

      Dimitri tucks my hair behind my ear, kisses my forehead, and urges me to go.

      My life is falling apart, and while hot water and expensive soap might not be the answer, I’m going to try it anyways.
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      It’s the weekend now, and while I was happy that she could stay here a few nights to be close with me, I’m a little perturbed by her admission.

      The shower water is running, something she does a lot of, but I don’t mind. She woke up in bed while I stayed awake on the couch all night, tracing through the system Alek has built and yet—I’m not capable of breaking into this damn system.

      How did she do it so easily?

      Who the fuck hurt her in the past and how can I make them pay?

      My mind Ping-Pong’s back and forth from the issue on hand to the issues resting under the rock of a woman that is taking yet another shower in my ensuite. I want to be able to break his system without her help, but I also want to know what she was thinking last night.

      We had amazing, sensual sex with some real passion, and she looked despondent and rejected when it was over. I hadn’t given her that impression—at least, I don’t think I did. She was this sexy, obedient Kitten in bed, and then all the sudden she shifted, and she was this stoic, wounded doe in the wounds.

      I never aimed my rifle at her, and yet she limps like I pulled the trigger.

      What did I do, if anything, to make her this way?

      It’s not my fault, I remind myself.

      Setting down my laptop, I stalk into the bedroom and find the computer still open to the search engine with her name plastered over the auction sight. Her information is pouring out of the seams here, and I shouldn’t be snooping, but I am.

      The shower water continues to run as I scroll through the identity I bought—her identity—and try not to think about how Alek is selling user information to unknown buyers online. I will have plenty of time and money to throw at the cause of taking him down for this stunt later.

      For now, I need answers, and I’m not getting them from her.

      “Father’s name… Mother’s name…” I mutter, confused more on why she mentioned that she was in a group home when I clearly read an article that said her parents were successful in their little town, and then how business fell through and they went broke, dying in a horrific car crash outside of stateliness. “Wait a minute,” I sigh. “This can’t be right.”

      Reading further into the information, I’m shocked to find out that she was put up for an open adoption that never came through. She has six siblings, which makes sense why the article online mentioned they had six kids, but the math still doesn’t add up.

      They had seven kids, and gave up one?

      They only gave up Izzy.

      My stomach knots with these news. It doesn’t even make any sense! Why would a family with seven kids only give up the last one? Why would they abandon Izzy, and why hadn’t I seen this sooner?

      She is used to love and then loss.

      I fight back the innate anger that wants to strike a fist through my computer screen. None of this makes any sense, and yet all I can think about is her instant thought to get up and leave me in bed after sex. Typically, when I’m with a woman I couldn’t give a damn about, I’m the first to leave the bed and the first to show them the elevator.

      Last night, dare I say it, I was actually looking forward to holding her.

      She couldn’t have been colder to the idea if she tried.

      “What are you looking at?”

      I jump back in my seat, closing out the popup box of information while Izzy comes out wearing nothing but a towel around her perfect body. I picture ripping that towel off and bending her over my footboard, but I digress past that idea and force that temptation out of my mind at once.

      “Sorry, I was just playing with the code, and—”

      “You were looking at my information, weren’t you?”

      I don’t have the heart, or the energy left, to lie to her, “Yeah, I was, but I’m not anymore. I just want to know how to handle you, Kitten. That’s all.”

      “What is there to handle with me, Dimitri?”

      My name against her sharp tone is almost enough to make my skin crawl, “Well, what you said last night. I thought we were having a great time, and it was emotional and physically fulfilling, and you had this blank stare in your eyes like it was nothing.”

      She shrugs in my cotton towel, “It was a distraction, that’s all.”

      I nearly wince at her words, “What did you just say?”

      “It was nothing more than a distraction. I was upset, you wanted to change my train of thought, and it worked.”

      I stand out of my chair so fast that it hits the ground. Coming to face her, she doesn’t budge, instead staring up at me with wide, tired, and expectant eyes. Only now do I hear my voice in my head, the words clear as day.

      “Anything to keep you from crying again, Kitten.”

      She nods as I repeat the same words that I had muttered last night in a frenzy of sexual fire.

      “Yeah, it’s okay. I get it. It was nothing for you; nothing more than a distraction for me. I’m thankful for it, Dimitri, I really am. There are no hard feelings or anything, I promise.”

      “Don’t say that,” I bite, “I wasn’t fucking you in a distraction, Izzy. I wanted you. In fact, I thought about fucking you before you were even upset—since the moment I laid eyes on you.”

      She doesn’t even seem to be taking in my words right now. Her face is pale, her body is ridged and unsettled, and she wavers where she stands. I instantly take her into my arms, her weight light while I pick her off the floor, the towel falling in a puddle around her ankles until she’s fully laid over my forearms.

      “What are you doing?” she grumbles, naked and antsy in my arms.

      I put her back in bed and throw the covers over her body at once, “You’re going to rest, and I’m going to have some food either delivered or call my chef to make us something good for brunch.”

      Her brows pinch in angst, “I’m fine, Dimitri.”

      “No, you’re not. You look exhausted mentally. I want you to lay in bed until it’s time to eat. You need to rest, and get better soon, so we can take Alek down once and for all. Until then, I need you to tell me what happened to make you this way.”

      She gives me an unsteady look, “And what way would that be?”

      Glancing at the screen, I recall what it said about her parents and the confusing article that came up when I searched for her out of general curiosity. It seems touchy for sure, but I have to admit that it’s something that has my mind engulfed in thought.

      “You said you lived in a group home,” I remark. “But I see your parents are listed online, so obviously if you were adopted, their names wouldn’t show up.”

      She balls herself tighter into a cocoon of silk sheets and bad memories, “Yeah, so what? I wasn’t adopted. Big deal. They sent me to get adopted, but I aged out of the system. Right before I was about to be kicked into the world with all the shillings of an unadopted pariah, I got a call from the police department.”

      I sink into the chair at the desk, engulfed with her even more than before “Yeah, and what did they say?”

      “I don’t really see how this is significant to taking down Alek.”

      “It’s not, I guess. But it’s important to me, Izzy.”

      “Why is that exactly?”

      “Because you are important to me, okay?”

      Although understandably taken aback, she simply turns her back to me in bed, hiking the covers up over her bare back where I can see the faintest hints of tiny scars. The light, almost luminescent sight of her scars is enough to make my stomach hurt, and while I want nothing more than to rip her out of bed, hold her caringly, and demand she tell me what tragedy in her life has made her so standoffish, I don’t.

      Instead, I take a moment to relax and call my chef, making it a point to put the call on speakerphone.

      “Hey, man. Can you swing by soon? I’m thinking of having lunch with a guest and could use your help.”

      “Sure, boss. What are you in the mood for.”

      I purse my lips to one side, wondering what I could get away with, “Maybe some old anchovies, if you have them laying around.”

      Karl, my Michelin Star chef, seems perturbed by such a request, “Wait, you want anchovies, boss?”

      “Yeah, will banana peppers. Just something you can throw in a pot with some broth—oh, maybe add a pig’s nose in the mix with—”

      “I like burgers,” Izzy grumbles at last, annoyed with my antics.

      Speaking into the phone, I dim down the sound of my chortle, “Never mind, Karl. Burgers will work just fine. Maybe some fries too.”

      “Sweet potato fries,” she utters to herself.

      “Sweet potato fries, Karl. I appreciate it.”

      “Yeah, okay, boss. A-are you okay?”

      “Just fine. I’ll see you here in a bit.”

      The line ends, and I toss the phone into the mess of covers nearby. Leaning forward, I feel like a tacky cop in an old detective movie with my elbows planted firmly against my kneecaps, while my hands are connected before me. At first, I slide them together to hopefully create enough friction to get the words out of my mouth, but instead, I interlace my fingers and take a long, deep breath.

      “I’m not going to push you to say anything you don’t want to, Kitten,” I breathe.

      “Good, because you can’t—and I won’t.”

      “Will you at least clear this up for me, then?”

      She shakes her head, still using her back covered in blankets as a wall to the ammunition of questions I’m firing towards her delicate body, “No, I won’t. I moved to get away from that life, Dimitri. I don’t need it following me here.”

      “It already has,” I bite. “Alek is selling your information to the highest bidder and by all accounts, we can assume that he’s doing it to everyone in the system of his software. If you tell me this now, I’ll never ask another personal question about you again, and we can move on to Alek, okay?”

      She perks up, leaning on her arm while the covers slide over the helm of her shoulders and down to her back. She looks like Venus, draped in white cloth while her lightly tanned skin dazzles under the lights of my apartment that don’t nearly do her enough justice. Her eyes are light, the soft cracks of a frown prevalent on a face that doesn’t deserve such heinous markings.

      Then there are the scars.

      I can see them now, whipped up and down her spine like a carless branch in the wind has licked her more than once. She carries pain and pride like no woman I’ve ever met; other women are either too willing to spread their trauma on this world and seek redemption, or never encounter trouble in their life and expect the world to bow to their feet.

      “I was given up as the seventh child of my parents. They were reaping government benefits until I came along. The oldest has aged out of benefits, and they lost a lot of money in welfare over it. So, they found out that they could seek more services for families with five or less minors. They gave me to the fire department, and I didn’t know my parents, or my siblings until I was sixteen.”

      My heart is knocking on hollow trees that sprout roots into my stomach, and tower logs through my chest. Still, I remain unphased, and try to keep my curt opinions to myself.

      “When I was sixteen, they came to see me in the group home. They seemed normal enough, happy enough without me, and I was okay with their choices. I had some really good foster parents, and I had a nice education through middle school. I wasn’t upset.”

      Her voice says otherwise, and her tone droves near the edge of agony, but I digress.

      “When I aged out at eighteen, they gave me a box of my things, and I was supposed to get setup downtown in my own apartment. You know, because we don’t actually own anything. I got all the files from when I was a baby, and when they gave me up, but they pulled me into the city hall office before I even made it downtown. Apparently, my parents died in a car accident, and they left me the beneficiary of all their things.”

      My heart warms slightly. “Maybe to make up for the fact that they abandoned you.”

      “Hardly,” she says, venom in her words. “Because of that, I didn’t qualify for the apartment downtown, and I was given the house and car that was in my parents’ names. Only problem? I got their surmounting debt, as well. Everything had a damn lien on it. Everything. And I didn’t have a choice but to work the debt off. One of my teachers that was teaching me coding set up a petition to help me raise money to pay off the debt, and further my degree in technology, and it worked.”

      “That’s a plus side at least.”

      “It’s pity, Dimitri. Four-thousand, five-hundred and six people pitied me. That’s it. And what did it get me? I’m hardly two weeks into my dream coding job, and I’m already in on a coo with my boss’ rival to take him down. I’m a fraud, and I’m too broke to be anything but a fraud.”

      I bite my tongue, wanting to throw honest grenades into the trenches of war this woman has built around her heart. Her body was more than willing to be vulnerable to me, and her brain is something I can never understand, not with the complexities of code and system hardwired into her mind.

      It’s her soul that’s broken, her heart that’s bleeding, and I’m doing her no favors by adding insult to injury and creating this new problem for her to handle.

      And man, is it a fucking problem.

      “We don’t have to handle Alek,” I say, blurting the thoughts in my mind as they come, “We can hand over what we have so far to the authorities and leave it at that.”

      She turns fully, clinging to the blanket around her chest where only the side of her breast is visible. “And say what? We don’t have enough proof to build a solid case, Dimitri. We can’t stop now.”

      I smile, glad that at least for now, I have my little coding firecracker back, “Well, let’s get to it, Kitten.”
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      I hurry into the office, pulling my skirt down and hoping that no one notices that this is the same outfit I left work in on Friday. I made it a point to wash it at Dimitri’s penthouse, but wearing a robe, his shirt, and the blankets of his bed as attire for the past two days was a nice change of pace for me.

      Even now, while I’m worried about people noticing my attire, I can’t help but shuffle to a stop in the middle of the office. Gwen yanks me away from the bullpen where my heels stick into sheets of papers tossed asunder through the office. There’s a lack of organization everywhere, and an odd buzz in the air while we press our backs to the walls with the other onlookers.

      “What the hell happened here?” I gust, shaking my head at the sight of desks overturned, and computers hauled off in boxes carried by men in suits, “Are we being robbed?”

      “It’s more like an audit,” Gwen says, shaking her head at the mess, “Well, I guess it’s more of an internal review.”

      “Of what, exactly?”

      “Of everything and everyone.”

      I shake my head, watching a handful of thugs charge into my office. I recall my personal software is installed into the system, and I don’t need that kind of revelation coming up on any internal reviews. Dropping my satchel, I hurry across the scatters of papers and throw myself in my office just in time.

      Clinging to my keyboard, I run my hand along the edge of the plastic until I feel my flash drive against my clammy palm. Still, I can’t just pull it out and walk away, not with five burley guys standing over my desk, waiting to tear it, and possibly me, into shreds.

      “Get out of here, girl,” one of them taunts, his meaty palm pressed to the top of my monitor, “We have to take everything into evidence right away. Boss’ orders.”

      “I have important tasks and files on this computer, I can’t just let you rip it out of the wall and carry it away. It has dockets of information and lines of code that I can’t just create out of thin air. It’s very important that this system isn’t destroyed.”

      “Yeah, yeah. We get it, girl. Now, move out of the way, or—”

      “Hey now,” a thick accent huffs from the doorway. Alek’s expression darkens as he looks at the men standing opposite of me. With their heads turned for a moment, I take the flash drive out of the computer, and stand straight, like a private at attention for their sergeant, “We don’t threaten employees,” he warns, “Everyone out. This room can remain intact for now.”

      With the Great Danes all tucking their tales and scampering out of the room, Alek takes my arm as I try to pass him in the doorway. He yanks me back inside my office and firmly closes the door behind us both. I swallow, turning the flash drive over in my palm as I tuck my hands behind my back, and insert it sideways against the hem of my tight skirt.

      He doesn’t seem too pleased to see me right now, and I can’t blame him in the slightest.

      “Tell me something, Izzy. Where did you learn to code so well?”

      I furrow my brows, but answer truthfully, “Well, we had a computer in my group home, sir. We had crappy internet, but there was a game online called Hack It. I got pretty good at it, I guess.”

      He nods knowingly, twisting his lips uncomfortably at my reply, “Yes, well. That might suit you well, then.”

      “How so, sir?”

      He marches past me, his hand looping hard around my wrist while we walk. I hiss a breath in shock, and in a bit of pain, as he shoves me forward, forcing me sideways into my swivel chair at the desk. My forearm hits the wood edge of my desk, and I cradle my arm carefully after the abrupt shove just to make sure it’s not broken.

      He hardly seems concerned over the pain, flinching the side of my chair around so I’m yanked to face the monitor, his hands clasping both of my chair armrests from behind.

      “I want to see you break into my system, right now, Izzy.”

      “You—You want what, exactly?”

      He pushes my seat forward, the armrests sliding perfectly under the desk in such a way that my midsection feels pinned. I hold my arm tighter to my chest, seeing Alek’s furious, darkened expression through the partially dusty computer screen.

      “I know I made my mistake in the past, asking personal questions, and whatnot. But, this is different, Izzy. The stronghold of my system is on the line if don’t find out who broke into the software backdoor.”

      Swallowing hard, I play dumb, “There’s a backdoor?”

      “You know there is, Izzy. Don’t play dumb with me. I can track your history on this computer and get every single detail printed out for me to track your every move, but I trust you. And I’d like to think that you trust me, too. Right?”

      Swallowing my nerves, I only nod.

      “Good. Now, I want you to try and break through the system.”

      “What if I can’t do it, sir?”

      “Then I’m going to do a few things and call a few people that you won’t really appreciate. Those guys out there, tearing through the systems; they’re not even my guys to begin with. They work for the shareholders.”

      “The shareholders?”

      “Yeah, the people funding my business. If they don’t get back their investment, or say, the company falls over this little outbreak of a hacker, then they will be very upset. You’re not from money, are you, Izzy?”

      “No, sir.”

      He nods knowingly, like he’s been buy studying my information line by line. And frankly, I wouldn’t put it past him.

      I reread the details of my life that he had tried selling to the highest bidder before.

      “You don’t mess with money in this town. So, here’s the deal, Izzy. You break into my system, you find out who has already kicked in the backdoor, or I’ll have to deal with you. Okay?”

      I shiver slightly, pushing my chair back away from the desk so I can sprint out of this situation once and for all, but he only ends up shoving me forward once more. I hiss a breath, my already sore arm knocking into the desk once more and making my throat tighten with pain.

      “Stay put,” he snarls under his breath, “And if your boyfriend catches a single word of this conversation and comes after me, I’ll let the shareholders be the wolves.”

      My blood runs cold with his threat, “Wolves?”

      “You screw over the rich guys in this city, and there’s no saving your ass after that, Izzy. I mean it. You will do what I say, and when I say it, or the wolf pack will get hungry for blood, and your move to Seattle will be your downfall.”

      He marches out of my office, sporting a smile only a sociopath could admire. Turning in the doorway, he waves and tips his head in a cordial goodbye.

      Meanwhile, I’m all but ready to dive headfirst out of the window nearby, but I can’t do that.

      I have to do what he says, otherwise, he will know it was me who broke in in the first time. I can only throw him off the scent for now, and to do that, I’m going to need some help.
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      I’m pacing the Smith Tower’s only penthouse for what feels like hours.

      My heart is practically in my throat, and I cling to my arm like I have been all damn day. Everything hurts, though, not just the deep navy bruise on my forearm. My head is in a tizzy since this morning after replaying the many times that Alek walked by my office door like nothing happened earlier—it haunts me.

      The elevator door dings open, and I gasp aloud, catching Dimitri as he takes two steps into the penthouse. My arms snuggly fits around his sides and he seems to reciprocate the hug at first before pulling away in mild bewilderment. His fingertips stroke my cheek, and I feel at home in his caress.

      “What’s going on, Kitten? Why are you here?” He pulls away first, dropping his brown leather messenger bag and blazer jacket on the couch nearby. By the time I steady my inhale and approach him, ready to spew my guts over the horrors of today, his eyes catch my arm, “What the fuck happened?”

      His hand takes my wrist, and I subdue a flinch. Although, it’s not a very good attempt, because I know he feels my reaction, but I’m so thankful he doesn’t mention it.

      “It’s a long story,” I mutter, bringing my arm back into my possession.

      He takes a different approach, ushering me to the bedroom where he hikes me upwards, making me sit on the countertop in the ensuite bathroom. While I dangle my legs lazily, he brings out a little white packet that he rolls between his hands and then presses onto my arm.

      I hiss through my grit teeth, “That’s so cold.”

      “I know it is,” he replies, “That’s why it’s there. Now, while you hold that there, I’m going to wrap some tape around it, and you’re going to tell me what happened.”

      Swallowing hard, I knew this would be a conversation when I came over here, so I might as well spill it now. It just scares me to think of Alek’s threat, let alone, to side with the man that is his biggest rival.

      “Alek had these guys in the office. They were tearing everything up and ruining everyone’s computers. He was looking for a hacker, someone who had broken into the backdoor of his software.”

      He eyes me while twirling the gauze tape around my forearm, pinning the cold pack to my skin, “What did you say to him, Izzy?”

      “I didn’t say anything. He told me if I didn’t do what he said, when he said it, the shareholders would come after me.”

      He turns, a noticeable chill striking down his spine, “Okay, go on. What did you do next?”

      “Well, he kept checking on me throughout the day, so I had to pretend like I knew what I was doing. I couldn’t use my coding helper, so I had to do it manually.”

      He turns his head sideways across his shoulder, washing his hands in the sink nearby, “Please tell me you didn’t break in for him.”

      “No, of course not,” I gust, “At least… not yet. I have to do something, Dimitri. Besides, without my software breaker, it will take me three days to shift through that much code to find the engine again. I think even Alek knows that. So, we have to set up a diversion.”

      His brows crease while he comes to a stiff stand, his back turned into a board while I toy with the tape on my arm, “I have a VPN. It can hide anything that comes off my computer, so he’d never get the IP address and trace it back to here.”

      “Well, not exactly,” I whisper.

      He stalks closer to me, his finger brushing under my chin, so I’m forced to stare up at his magnifying blue eyes. Melting into his complex irises, I swallow gallons of water while I’m sucked under the surface of tumultuous waves. It knocks around my throat like a pinball machine, making me waver under his intensity, and swoon against his warm surface.

      “Kitten, tell me something. Can you trace our hack back to my penthouse, or not?”

      Biting my bottom lip, I can only nod.

      “Even with a shield up, like a VPN?”

      Again, I nod.

      “Fuck,” he snarls, “Fuck, fuck—”

      “But I have an idea,” I say, cutting his tantrum short, “If we can break in again, and really do some damage while we’re inside, then he will want me to trace that hacker down and not the one from earlier.”

      “How, though? We can’t use my computer again.”

      “No, but we can use someone else’s. Someone’s who was made far before IP addresses even existed.”

      He seems intrigued. “Okay, then. Where are we going?”

      “My place.”
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      I don’t know why, but Dimitri holds my hand as we head up the stairwell of my apartment building. It’s not a very big place, and unlike the tower where he lives, it’s a grungy little building filled to the brim with renters and rats.

      Unlocking the door, I’m not proud of the mess of boxes on the floor still, or the array of unfinished unpacking gear in the kitchen nearly taking up what little counter space I do have left. There’s old navy paint on the walls, dented and scratched white from people and objects knocking into it before my time here. The floors don’t match, and I’m not sure who picked two different sets of oak shades of flooring, but I can only imagine it came from the clearance isle at the nearest home improvement store.

      Beyond all of that, and the pathetic cot of a bed in the room nearby, Dimitri doesn’t seem to care. Instead, he launches forward to the far window, gripping the screen on the device that might be my second-best invention yet.

      “What is this thing?” he asks, his eyes wide while he turns over the box of a computer screen in his massive hands, “This… this is an old microcomputer. How do you have one of these, Izzy? They are from the nineties.”

      “Another gift from my parents,” I admit, “But this is going to help us break into the software.”

      His eyes seem to glint with the realization as soon as I say it, “Because it can’t access the internet? You don’t have it set up yet?”

      “I never have,” I breathe, “It’s never touched the internet before. Which means—”

      He bounds across the living room, scoops me up off the floor, and pulls me into his arms so my feet no longer touch the ground. With a quick spin, I can’t help but settle into his strength, my lips falling naturally against his. He kisses back with more vigor, the intensity of his tongue damn near unbearable, but I love it too much to stop him.

      When I come up for air, we both blush, and he releases me once and for all.

      Landing on unsteady knees, I straighten my posture and blush through the awkwardness of such a moment. “Okay, we should probably focus on the software.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Of course. Whatever you say, Kitten.”

      Pulling up a spare chair, he slides into the desk beside me, and I turn on the computer to the cute little ringtone it always offers. His smile is so cute and short, like he’s reliving something that was lost in his past. I know he mentioned he is thirty-six, so it makes sense that he probably had one of these growing up, but he comes from money.

      I bet he upgraded every chance he got, while I was stuck with the original.

      I pull out the cardboard box in glossy ink print and take out the drive of Ivica software. I bought it in the hopes that becoming familiar with the software would get me the job, but I ended up not needing it until this moment. Popping the floppy disk into the monitor, it hums as it disappears, and the screen comes alive.

      “Okay, only problem now is that I can’t use the internet until we’re ready to do some damage.”

      His brows pinch like he’s not following. I don’t wait for the questions; I just start with the explanation.

      “If I mess with the software like this, it’s only going to ruin my version. If I connect it to the mainframe once we’re inside, and take a wrecking ball to the code, then Alek will feel it on his end.”

      He eventually nods knowingly and replies, “Oh, okay. I get it. So, can you hook up your little backdoor finder to this thing?”

      Biting my bottom lip, I retort, “No. We have to manually find the engine.”

      “Fuck,” he groans, “That’s going to take a while.”

      “Maybe. But it’s going to be worth it.”

      He nods, his hand clutching my thigh, “It’s going to be worth it,” he repeats, “Well, little hacker Kitten. Get to it.”

      I start my dive into the software, losing track of the world around me for what feels like light years. My head is on a constant humming cycle, my brain rattling and shivering in my head while I work to break into the system. It’s an easy thing to find the code past the typical customer’s window, and I make it inside the guts of the software fairly quickly.

      Now, it’s just about getting to the engine and breaking into the darker side of things. My fingers are number-rummaging through the endless code, and the zeros-and-ones are starting to make me dizzy. Eventually, I come across the odd cursor of a break in code and I sigh in relief while I rest my head down on the desk.

      “Finally. I found it, Dimitri.”

      When I don’t hear movement, or his voice in reply, I begrudgingly sit up. Peering around the living room, I nearly jump out of my chair, seeing the once wasteland is suddenly well put together. My body shudders in shock, the coffee table is adorned with a lit candle that I didn’t know I had, and the small bistro set of a dining table is screwed together and sturdy—unlike how I left it in pieces and in boxes.

      Turning the corner into the narrow kitchen, all the boxes are broken down and placed into a neat stack and tucked away near the trashcan I didn’t know I had. His sleeves are rolled up, the fabric bunched around his muscular, tattooed arms while he reaches for the top shelf of one of the cabinets, putting away dishes that have yet to be used.

      I take in the sight, feeling like I stepped into a portal of an unknown world where the floor isn’t littered with cardboard strips, and the countertops aren’t covered in half-popped bubble wrap.

      When I finally find my voice, I ask, “Wh-what have you doneto my apartment?”

      He gives me a puzzled look before coming back down to earth with his arms crossed over his god-like chest, “Well, for starters, I put together your dining room table. What have you been doing; eating on the floor?”

      Scratching the back of my neck awkwardly, I can already tell the guilt is alive and well inside of me. He can see it, too.

      “I have a desk in the bedroom,” I breathe, “I eat there.”

      “Yeah, next to the expensive setup of monitors? You could spill something and short that whole setup, Izzy.”

      “I didn’t ask for a lecture, I just came to tell you I found the backdoor manually.”

      “Good,” he sighs, “Let’s get to it, then.” He shuts the cabinet door on his way out of the kitchen, stopping so my back presses to the inner sheath of the doorway while he practically traps me in this spot. His arm hooks over my head, his chest brushing mine while his free hand drapes under my throat to steady my gaze onto his. “You need to take better care of yourself here, Kitten.”

      “I can take care of myself just fine. I’ve been doing it a long time, Dimitri.”

      He hardly seems convinced, leaning in for a kiss that I can’t help but avoid.

      If his lips touch mine now, we will end up in bed together again—and I don’t need another distraction right now. Pulling free of his magnetic lure, I slip away and settle back into the office chair, my eyes land on the search engine. From here, it’s all standard. But once I connect to the internet, we will have a very short amount of time to gather information and shut it off.

      Even I can’t trace the untraceable, and we need to make a big enough impact on Alek’s software to get his attention and to pull it away from the fact that Dimitri and I have been hacking from his house. It’s not too complicated of a plan—it’s the execution I’m worried about.

      “Alright, Kitten. What’s the plan now?”

      I stare at the search engine curiously. “Well, I don’t know. We need to make enough damage that he notices it, and that it pisses him off. We just can’t let it last too long. I don’t want any shot of him tracing this back to us.”

      He nods in firm agreement, “Alright. Makes sense to me. How do you want to do this then?”

      Biting my bottom lip, I nearly chuckle to myself. “If it’s a search engine for names, that means there’s a database in here, right?”

      “Yeah, of course. Why do you ask?”

      “I say we flood it.”

      His smile goes coy, “I like this already. But what can we flood it with?”

      I shrug, tipping backward in my chair to hear it squeak methodically, “We could paste a bunch of funny photos inside of it.”

      “Okay, okay. Good start. What if the flood links to cookbooks or something? We can paste in the most boring literature imaginable.”

      “I don’t have your company how-to-code book on hand, though.”

      His eyes narrow, “How did you even know we had a how-to book to begin with?”

      Biting back a snicker, I reply with, “Well, Alek uses it to prop the office doors open. They’re big and heavy enough to hold the doors open, and boring enough to skim through when you’re pretending to work. I found it on the shelf.”

      “Oh, you’re so funny,” he taunts, “Let’s try something a little less damning towards me.”

      “Good point.”

      Tapping his chin, I can see the lightbulb flicker over his head, “Oh, I have the best idea.”

      Readying my fingers over the keys, I give him a steady nod, “Alright. Let me hear it.”

      “We should flood it with punk rock music.”

      I cock my head, unsure how we would even do that, “Wait, you want to flood it with music? You own a punk rock club. How would he not figure out it’s you breaking in?”

      “It’s Seattle, Kitten. It’s the only music that matters around here. Besides, we jam-pack the engine with it, we discombobulate the algorithm with it, and he will be too annoyed to notice the words are lyrics. I have whole folders full of music and samples that I keep on hand for the club; just in case something happens to the sound system. We can wire my phone into the system, copy the files over, and let Alek rock out to some good tunes.”

      I can’t help but laugh, “I would love to see him get mad over that.”

      “Good. Let’s do it, then.”

      He pulls out his phone, and I get ready to plug in the computer to the internet line. With the countless wires we have strung onto this system, and the half-unsure looks in our eyes right now, we hit the system all at once, flooding the engine with information and shifting the focus from bidding information to hard rock music and turbulent drum solos.

      I crash the system so badly that the code comes to a frozen halt, the screen dimming through green and purple streaks until it’s clear that this isn’t going to work anymore. I take the internet cord off, shut down the software, and close out the application altogether.

      I stand back, admiring my work, and Dimitri does the same, his hand resting lazily on my lower back.

      “Well, I guess that solves it.”

      “Yeah,” I whisper, “Hopefully it gets his attention off our first hack.”

      “You just have to get stuck when he tells you to track this down, alright? Act confused and play the part well. Any slip up, and he will suspect you’re involved. I need you safe, Kitten.”

      “And I need you to stop calling me that,” I sigh.

      He shakes his head, the software flickering away to darkness at last, “Not a chance, Kitten. You know my stance on this. Curiosity and the cat; remember?”

      “This isn’t curiosity. This is hacking into a dirty system and trying to cover our asses while we do it.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Good thing you have seven lives, Kitten.”

      He’s not wrong.

      I’m going to need them all to take down Alek Ivica.
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      I pace outside my competitor’s building, hoping for a mere glimpse of the prick who cornered Izzy yesterday. She calmed down last night, well technically this morning in the earliest hours before sunrise, and we overloaded the system so much that I can only hope the software crashed. As long as she focuses on that attack against Alek’s software, then we won’t have a problem.

      I know she’s typically the last to leave, just by what I’ve observed in the past. While I shouldn’t be stalking this little coding Kitten, I can’t help myself. Leaning back against my car door while parked outside the front of the building, I think about the night we have planned together.

      The newest band in Seattle booked my club tonight, and something tells me we both need the distraction.

      Alek comes outside confidently at first, chin jutted out in pride. It doesn’t last, something darker comes over his features as he breaks away from his pack and approaches me. He stands on the sidewalk, while I maintain my spot on the curb, settled with the fact that if he comes much closer, I will have reasonable suspicion that he’s going to harm me—thus giving me permission to cock my fist into his nostrils.

      Or at least, that’s what I’d tell the authorities.

      “I yearn for the day when I don’t see your face outside my building unprompted.”

      I roll my eyes exasperatingly, “Yeah, yeah. I’m sure. You haven’t called me for an updated meeting, though. What happened to controlling the market together, as you used to put it?”

      “We need space,” he replies simply, “I’m putting out fires at work. No thanks to you.”

      “Me? Why would you sit here and assume that I’m doing anything to start fires at your place of work, Alek? It’s not like, and I’m just saying hypothetically of course, that you cornered my girlfriend and threatened her with the loss of her job after bruising her arm or anything. Only then would we have a problem, Alek.”

      His eyes dart sideways, as if trying to get out of this circumstance with ease, “Listen, what I say to my employees is my business, not yours. And we have the NDA she signed, so I hope you’re not saying she’s accused me of anything. That would really put a damper on her job situation.”

      I nod knowingly, hating this bastard more and more by the minute, “Yes, well. I did mention it was hypothetical, of course. So, I think you should move on with your evening, Alek.”

      He seems sturdy at first, but that rock wall of confidence slowly drifts to sand in the wind, exposing the frail mole rat beneath the posturing man in a suit that stands before me.

      I spy my petite Kitten in the lobby, and the slightest thought of him hurting her has my boldness reaching new heights. Staring him dead in his cold, inky eyes, I add, “You ever touch her again, or think to threaten that woman, and you’ll need more than some flimsy NDA to take either of us down. Don’t forget that my father gave you this wealth, and what a poetic end it would be for me to take it out from under you just as fast.”

      He sneers, though I know he resorts to childish antics when he feels threatened, “Yeah, well you can stay out of my way, boy, or I’ll take you down just as easily as I it took to takeyour father down.”

      Izzy breaks the tension, at least on the surface, when she scampers forward and tucks herself instantly into my arm. I can’t help but hold her tight, and reassure her that she’s safe with me here, even in the eyes of the hunter before us.

      “Like I said, Alek,” I sigh, switching courses, “I’ll see you around. Have a nice evening.”

      He puffs his chest into the air and marches proudly down the sidewalk without another word. I don’t let it bother me in the slightest, Izzy brushing her cheek into my chest until he’s finally out of sight, but never out of mind.

      “That was intense,” she mutters, “What were you two talking about before I got here?”

      “Nothing at all, Kitten. Come on, I have somewhere for us to go tonight. You still have that sexy little leather outfit, right?”

      She blushes and nods, “Of course, but I thought you said I look better in my pencil skirt and blouse.”

      Opening the passenger door to my sports car, I catch a glimpse of her perfect curves as she slides into the seat, my mouth fighting the urge to salivate.

      “Technically, Kitten, you look better in nothing, but the pencil skirt isn’t bad.”

      When I climb into the driver’s seat and take off, she asks meekly, “Why do I need that leather outfit anyway? Where exactly are we going? It’s just a Tuesday night.”

      I scoff in my tone as I reply with, “Just a Tuesday night? Come on, Kitten. It’s much, much more than that.”

      “Is it a holiday or something?” she asks, mostly speaking to herself, “Oh, is it your birthday? Happy fiftieth birthday, Dimitri.”

      I scowl slightly, “Very cute, Kitten. I’m not that old, though. I’m only—what is it—eleven years older than you?”

      “The rumor mill will work overtime wherever we’re going. I’ll look like a gold digger, and you a cradle robber.”

      I bite back a laugh, something charming about her ability to banter right back at me without hesitation, “You know what, Kitten? I think you’re going to be sorry for these comments later. I have a fun night planned for us, and you are going to ruin it with all your ageism.”

      “Sorry, sorry,” she sighs, “But seriously, where are we going?”

      I don’t tell her. And I don’t intend on telling her, either.

      Instead, I take her home and watch her shift through a million outfit combinations. That pretty and tight leather skirt is back in action, this time with a black top that hugs her body like a sculpture. She’s too damn good-looking to be walking around this world without wings.

      Or without her body adorned in diamonds and rubies, an expensive and exquisite touch to a body so simply made, and wonderfully perfect.

      “Hey, did you hear me?”

      I glance up from my trance, picturing her body against my mattress, her hands on my headboard, and her legs parted for my needy cock. Looking at her simple makeup and her red lipstick, I picture the ring of red around another round object, my thoughts forcing me to cross my legs uncomfortably.

      I wish now that she had some damn couch pillows, I could push into my lap.

      “No, sorry, Kitten. I didn’t hear what you said.”

      “I’m ready to go, Dimitri. I’m going to take my purse, though, and bring the flash drive. With everything going on, I’m a little worried about leaving it laying around.”

      “I can understand that, Kitten. But I assure you, you’re safe with me. If it helps you ease your mind, we’re going back to my club tonight.”

      She seems to take well to that assurance. Something tells me she’s not used to such promises, let alone having them be kept after hearing it said to her. I brush aside the memories of her traumatic past, her rocky life leading to this moment, and I shove my phone into my pocket and walk her into the hallway.

      She looks up at me with wide, brown eyes, like caramel oozing onto her dark eyelashes that only makes her look sweeter than before. She’s so innocent that it makes me want to do very bad things to her body, and very wonderful things to her mind.

      “Come here,” I pant, pinning her in the elevator. She hiccups, probably wishing we took the stairs, but the opportunity was too good to pass up, “I need you, Kitten.”

      The doors shut, and she moans through the kiss that I push onto her lips, the feeling of her skin so delicate and warm against my own. She holds my face lightly, but control is sort of my thing, so I take her wrists and pin them over her head, just enough to stretch her back off the wall so her breasts push into my chest.

      “Dammit,” I grunt, the finality of the beeping elevator making my blood boil.

      We exit the carriage, and she snickers a laugh, using her fingertips to scrape the messed-up lipstick off her skin and back onto her lips. She walks in front of me, taunting me, and I nearly bend her over the hood of my car when we get to the street.

      I open her door but take the end of her skirt into my palm, pulling her back to me.

      The shock and anticipation in her eyes is enough to let me know if I wanted to have her right here, she wouldn’t be opposed to it.

      “You can taunt my age,” I whisper, speaking into her loose, natural curls, “but if you think you can taunt me with your sexy body, Kitten. You’re in for a wild ride tonight.”

      She grins wider, “Good. I want to have a redo in the green room.”

      I release her skirt with that promise, and I practically teleport the car over to the bar, taking her hand in mine while we shift through the growing crowd inside. She hurries behind me on her thin heels, and doesn’t stop until we’re in the back hallway, skipping right to the good part.

      “We were supposed to be watching the band play,” I gust, leading her through the back halls.

      “We still can,” she says, gleaming, “I just want to catch up where we left off from last time.”

      “You and me both.”

      We nearly make it to the green room when something else catches my attention. The back door is propped open with a flowerpot, the outside breeze damning while I cock my head at the sight. The back door is supposed to be latched with the alarm set at all times.

      It’s never just open and parted for all to come inside.

      I drop her hand and motion for her to stay put, making my way down the hall to kick the flowerpot back. The door shuts, and I set the alarm, turning just in time to see Izzy with her back against the wall, and a masked man’s palm loosely pinned around her precious throat.

      Fire licks my skin, and rages through my blood, the sight so appealing that I can’t seem to catch my breath. Coming closer, more thugs with masks on file out of the green room, surrounding her and myself with nothing but raging music playing over the prospect of us calling for help.

      I don’t need help, though.

      I push my way to her side, racking my fist into the man’s cheek that holds her to the wall. He stumbles, and two others have to gain possession of my arms while the third comes back to a wavering stance before me.

      He shakes his head, something dark and unwelcome in his eyes when he looks at her, “Give me your purse.”

      She swallows hard, tucking it behind her leg. Even I know it’s pointless for her to resist, the man yanking her by the shoulder, turning her quick, and shoving her chest into the wall. She squeals slightly, his hand brushing her hip while he takes the purse into his grasp.

      He turns to me next, the men gripping my arms and putting up one hell of a fight, “I’ll take this.”

      His hand presses into my pocket, grabs my phone, and then adds it to her purse. Izzy doesn’t move, petrified while he pushes past her. The other two men let go of me with a damning shove, sending me to the ground while they bolt out the back door.

      Sirens scream over the loud music, and Izzy kneels beside me with tears in her pretty eyes.

      “Are you okay?” I hiss first, checking her neck to make sure he didn’t wound her too badly.

      She shakes her head, “They have my purse, Dimitri.”

      “It’s okay. I can replace that and everything in it.”

      Her teeth grind slightly before she adds in a sober tone, “No, Dimitri. The flash drive… my software… the code we used to break into Alek’s system… It’s in there.”

      The realization hits me, something in my gut telling me that this attack was orchestrated by Alek Ivica.

      The only thing worse than that is if it was perpetrated by him, then it means what little hope we had of keeping our hacking on the down-low is officially over.

      He’s going to know it was her that broke the backdoor down, and with my phone holding the music we just jampacked into his coding to fry the system, there’s no hiding my fault in it, either.

      Control is important to me, and I just let it slip through my fingers.
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      I wipe my eyes for the millionth time, turning over in Dimitri’s bed.

      We slept together once, and I guess we’re just calling it a fluke for now, but the idea of sleeping alone, even in this fortress of an apartment, has my heart running laps in my chest.

      His voice raises in the next room, and I can’t stand the back and forth much longer. I’m wearing one of his shirts that I stole out of the closet, so I take the fuzzy blanket with me and pull it around me like a shield.

      The living room is packed with men, and nothing but men, all of whom glance over towards me with some kind of knowing look in their eyes. Dimitri is mid-yell, and possibly mid-curse, his anger palpable from across the room until he turns and spies me in the hallway opening from his bedroom.

      Weaving through the crowd, he ushers me backward a few paces, his hands clamped warmly against my arms, “Hey, Kitten. What’s wrong?”

      It’s almost scary how easily he’s able to climb down from his mountain of ire and return to the meadows of mellow below. Even with the whiplash of his emotions, I reply with, “You’re yelling, Dimitri. You can’t be upset about this now. There’s nothing we can do.”

      “I’m going to get your purse back, and the flash drive,” he assures me, “Just tell me, did Alek mention the music we flooded into the coding before?”

      I think over the long workday I’ve had, and the even longer night that has followed, “Yeah, he did. He was upset, but he didn’t ask me to do anything about it.”

      His eyes narrow with a knowing look, “He probably had his suspicions. That’s why he had those guys take your purse, and my phone.”

      “Well, is yelling at these guys going to make it any better?”

      His throat swells as he swallows hard. He turns briefly, flicking his wrist into the air and causing a stampede. The men who don’t pile into the elevator, find the stairwell, and the place clears out in a little under a minute. Turning back towards me, his body eases slightly, and I know he’s forcing himself to relax when he really doesn’t feel like it.

      “Sorry,” he sighs. “You’re right. I was just aggravated, that’s all.”

      “Why? Because Alek will know it was me? I’ll take the fall for this, Dimitri. I don’t mind.”

      “You’re not taking the fall for anything. We’re going to get those things back, and if we don’t, then we’re going to double down. We aren’t in some conspiracy against Alek. We’re just dating, and if anything, we’re being framed.”

      My lips purse curiously, “Okay, we can do that. He obviously believes that we’re dating, but I know he doesn’t trust it fully. He is going to find the flash drive and that’s going to be pretty damning.”

      “Yeah, but he doesn’t know how to use it. He needs you for that, and you’re not going to help him.”

      “Of course, I wouldn’t,” I say firmly.

      He seems slightly more at ease now than before. His hand caresses my cheek, and he smiles softly as he leans forward to kiss my temple tenderly.

      I melt into the sensation, almost feeling like a real couple for once.

      “You should go back to bed, Kitten,” he whispers, “I’m going to do a little work and crash on the couch. I’ll just be fuming for a few hours.”

      “Fuming? Why is that?”

      He shakes his head at first, but then he backtracks and adds, “When I was young, my father ran this company. My mother even had a hand in the tech world, and they were pioneers. Which was great for me, I had the best teachers I could ask for, but it had its downsides.”

      I lean into his chest slightly, enjoying this new and vulnerable side of Dimitri that I haven’t seen before.

      He continues, “I had the best teachers, but they never let go of the reigns. I had to constantly be monitored and corrected, even if I got the right results—they would correct me on how to show my work and get to the right answer. They made me feel as if I wasn’t allowed to ever get out of control, and that was constant throughout my childhood. So tonight, and letting those bastards go—I felt like I was losing it again.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, “I wish I could do something to help you feel in control again.”

      “It’s not your place to help me feel anything, Kitten. I am in control of my emotions, and that’s how it is going to stay. Now, go back to bed and get some sleep. I’ll have one of my guys stop by your apartment and get a second key from the maintenance man because yours was stolen; that way you can go home in the morning to change for work.”

      I nod as he turns and leaves for the couch, my heart trailing behind him on a leash. I know he said it’s not my job to help him feel anything, and he just wants to be in control again, so while I should follow his instructions and return to bed, I decide against it.

      Dropping the blanket on the floor around my ankles, I let the fluffy material puddle on the ground while Dimitri plops down haphazardly into the couch. I undo the buttons of his shirt, and let it fall as well, only now his eyes drawing up my naked, shivering body.

      “What are you doing, Kitten?”

      Swallowing my many nerves, I reply with, “I want to give you control, Dimitri.”

      His brows pinch. “Oh, yeah? And how is you being naked going to do that?”

      “Be in control,” I gust, “You can have all the control in the world right now. I want you to have it.”

      He leans forward, his elbows on his knees while he drinks me down like a glass of cold water in the blistering summer, “Really, now?”

      “Yes, now.”

      There’s a quick jerk against his zipper, letting me know that he loves what he sees right now. Instead of coming forward, he only leans backward into his seat, his knees parted while he gestures me forward with his fingers.

      Heat builds between my thighs as I stalk forward, standing right against his knees while his eyes are stuck on mine. He could be admiring any part of my body right now, and I’d let him have every part necessary to comfort him, but instead, he points to the ground.

      I don’t need a translator to know what he wants now. I melt to the ground on my knees, trapped by his widened legs. He undoes the zipper of his slacks, and his erection props outward without needing to be helped. The size is daunting from this angle, but it doesn’t stop me from leaning forward.

      His hand catches my scalp, gently pulling my hair to leverage my chin up so his lips can meet mine.

      “At my command, Kitten,” he whispers into my mouth, “Slowly, okay?”

      I nod with his reasonable wishes and lean forward to slowly take his cock into my lips. I hold my breath while I swallow his length, nearly having to jump back to keep from gagging alive, but his hand in my hair has returned with a vengeance. He steadies my pace, my depth, and everything else while I begin to service him with my tongue and lips.

      As though his moans and gasps of pleasure weren’t enough to tell me I’m on the right track, the warm pre-ejaculate in the back of my throat is an even better sign. He leads me at his will for as long as he can stand it, his knees shivering before he decides he’s too close to come, and too tempted to allow it to happen.

      His restraint is better than mine—clearly.

      He pulls me up off the floor, in turn yanking my mouth off the base of his dick, and all at once I’m on the couch, bent forward while he’s sizing up the sticky heat of my core from behind. He doesn’t scurry off for a condom this time, pressing inside my sex with so much vigor that a scream pulls from my lips.

      It’s mixed in some pain, but mostly pleasure, his hands kneading my ass while he thrusts into me methodically. I find myself inching back with every push of his hips, meeting him halfway in a crescendo of ecstasy, and a wonderful blur of delight.

      “Fuck,” he snarls, his speed piquing with his determination, “Dammit, Kitten. You feel so good.”

      I can’t reply, the words lost on the moan that holds hands with my orgasm. His pressuring performance is too much for me to even tell him I’m about to come, let alone to warn him of the daunting holler that follows with it. My voice echoes in the tower, and I couldn’t be more thankful to know he doesn’t have neighbors than right now.

      “Agh!” he grunts, pulling out just in time for the hot ejaculate to shoot against my inner thigh, the feeling dirty and sexy at the same damn time. My clit throbs as it falls off the hillside of delight, and he steadies his breath as he returns with a towel to brush my skin clean, “There you go, Kitten,” he mutters.

      I stand straight, pulling my dark hair to the side while I aim to walk away, but his arms hook around my waist with secondary intentions. We both fall into the couch together, his body molded into my back while his hands caress and hold me like I’m a precious jewel.

      I eye the setup curiously, feeling his heartbeat slam into my bare back while his hands graze across my stomach and sides sensually.

      “What are you doing?” I gust.

      “I’m cuddling you, dammit,” he says. “You’re not walking away from me this time.”

      My lips quiver, “Wh-Why?”

      “Because I know you aren’t familiar with intimacy that sticks around, Kitten.”

      “What are you saying, Dimitri?”

      “I’m saying that you’re not getting rid of me and that I’m not going anywhere. I’m going to hold you like you deserve to be held. And I won’t take no for an answer.”

      At first, I’m uneasy.

      But the longer I lay here, his innocent glints of touches and soft kisses to the back of my neck start to grow on me. I’m not going to pretend that I’ve known commitment of any kind, or that I’ve had a thrilling sex life in the past—because I really haven’t.

      Having someone tell me they’re not going anywhere, and mean it, has my heart swelling in size.

      “You got your control,” I whisper, “And I got my assurance that you’re not leaving me.”

      He nods behind me, his arms tightening around my hips, “Looks that way, Kitten.”

      “But we’re not actually dating, right?”

      There’s a thick pause in the air after my question.

      “No, we’re not a real relationship, Kitten. Not yet.”

      “Not yet?”

      “Not until we’re out of this firestorm with Alek, and not until I can take you on a real date. One where we aren’t robbed.”

      I settle with that assurance, hoping he’s not like everyone who has ever promised me something, only for it to fall through. Truth is, I can’t handle another lost promise.

      And I can’t imagine him losing any more control than he already has.

      We’re just two broken people, on the shattered remains of our past, while hoping the cracks in the foundation don’t end up swallowing us both whole like we’re used to.
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      I waltz into work like nothing has happened, but that doesn’t last very long.

      Soon, I’m shoved into Alek’s office by a huge man with dauntingly dark eyes, the same eyes that glared through me the night before. I hiss a breath, ready to bite, kick and scream my way out of Alek’s office, but instead, I’m pushed into a chair facing the desk.

      Alek is behind the desk, his hands folded comfortably on his round stomach that presses to his tacky suit. “Hello, Ms. Bellerose.”

      I swallow at the sound of my last name in his venomous hiss of a voice, “Hello, sir.”

      Looking behind me briefly, I track three huge men in the office, all three of them far too similar to the thugs that robbed Dimitri and I last night. I sink into my chair, clutching the armrests in case I’m about to be hurled through the window of this office and made into roadkill on the streets of Seattle below.

      “No need to stress. I’m here as a friend, Izzy. I wouldn’t hurt you.”

      My eyes flicker to my forearm which is still bruised from his pressuring grip, “What do you want with me, then?”

      “A deal,” he says cheerfully. Reaching into his desk drawer, he holds up my flash drive and slides it across the desk, as if offering it back to me, “I think my approach before was a little harsh. I had no idea how skilled you were in this field, Izzy. I must admit, I’m impressed.”

      I curl the flash drive into my palm, curling my fingers around it carefully, “Thank you, sir.”

      “Easy, Izzy. I’m not your boss right now. I’m your friend.”

      Skeptical, I play along for safety’s sake, “Okay, then.”

      “So, let’s make a friendly deal, shall we?”

      I only nod this time, hesitant to know his intent at this point.

      Knitting his fingers into one another, he rocks back in his chair and smiles obnoxiously, “Alright, dear. Here’s my proposition. You give me a raw, malleable file just like that one in your hands, and I’ll buy it for twice what it’s worth.”

      My brows furrow, “What? Why? You had my flash drive. You could have just stolen it.”

      “No, you don’t get it, Izzy. That’s your file. That code helps you break into my system, right? It finds the discrepancy in minutes, rather than weeks. I want something like it, something that I can adjust as I see fit. Your version is far too strict for even the best of my hackers to break.”

      I turn it over in my hands, my skin cold and clammy, “What happened to wanting me to break into the software like you asked?”

      “That deal went out the door when you told Dimitri Wilde what happened between us. And might I add, I’m sorry for my abrasiveness before. That wasn’t very considerate of me. But, I have no doubt in my mind that it was you who broke in the first time, and the second time, then flooded my software with meaningless garbage to throw off the scent.”

      That’s exactly what I did.

      “Maybe,” I breathe, “Maybe not. You need more proof than just my little coding trick here.”

      “I don’t need anything now, but your cooperation, Izzy. You see, my relationship with Dimitri is a complicated one. His father was like my brother once upon a time, and it was a shame when he died so suddenly.”

      My heart sinks. I didn’t know his parents were dead.

      “But he took their place with such vigor that I just thought it would be some friendly competition. It seems that has changed over time, and we have something bigger to deal with now. Something that can be solved if you offer to sell me that device, but with more flexible walls.”

      I shake my head, done tiptoeing around the truth with him. My hands ball into fists, and I shove my chair back as I stand abruptly, Alek keeping his wolves at bay as they dare to come closer to push me back in order.

      Fuck order.

      I’m pissed.

      “You tried to sell my information online,” I spit, “You created a backdoor that takes users’ information off their devices, the ones installed with your software, and you sell it to no-good thugs, just like the ones that are panting at your side right now. You’re a crook, and I wouldn’t sell you a thing even if I didn’t have a penny to my name.”

      I turn at once, ready to rush out of here, but a thick hand snatches my arm, yanking me to the ground while my elbow is hiked to my upper back. I hiss and moan, willing to scream in order to cause a disturbance, but there’s something cold and deadly in Alek’s eyes now.

      I don’t make a single sound as he stands, leisurely adjusts his coat, and comes to stand over me.

      “You’re really making a mistake here, sweetheart. I’m trying to give you an opportunity, and you’re disrespecting my mercy towards you.” He rolls his cufflinks in his pudgy fingers methodically, “I’m sorry about the mistake with your information, Izzy. It’s a setup that happens automatically, and if I knew you would be so valuable to me now, then I wouldn’t have let that happen. I mean, hell, my information is firewalled. I can do the same for you now.”

      “Too late,” I whimper, trying to gain my arm back, but the brute behind me only tightens my position more, the pain unmatched, “I won’t help you, Alek.”

      “I think you will. You see, if you don’t make me a copy, I’ll have you and your boyfriend turned in for hacking my company.”

      “I’ll show them the engine,” I gust, “I’ll give them the backdoor where you’re selling people’s information on the black market. I’ll drag you underwater with me.”

      Still, he seems rather unbothered by such a threat. “You can say that, but thanks to your little coding trick on that drive, I’ve hidden the backdoor elsewhere, and tested it with your device. It’s buried under so much code that the only way anyone is going to find out where the engine is now, is if they have four years to spare.”

      My teeth clench in ferocity, “Fuck you.”

      “Save the vulgar talk for your boyfriend, Izzy. I’m trying to be friendly here. You either make me the same device without the protected walls that guide the system to find a single inconsistency, make me one with the ability to find all the inconsistencies and the backdoors in the code, and I’ll give you something that you so desperately need.”

      “I don’t need a damn thing from you.”

      “Really? I don’t think that’s the case at all. I know you’re in debt, sweetheart. I could wipe that out with the click of a button.”

      My heart stammers to a stop. “I-I don’t need your money.”

      “You sure?”

      The man behind me finally releases my arm, and I cave to the floor, holding my elbow to soothe the taut tension that has inflicted my elbow. Rubbing the spot tenderly, I look up at Alek’s bold, unbothered features. He knows my weakness, even if I sit here and deny it all day long.

      “I have a million dollars that can settle the depths of your past, Izzy. Your parents did you wrong and left you in a pit that you’ll never get out of on your own. Given that I can still spot your debts through the banks, that means your boyfriend hasn’t bailed you out yet. You haven’t told him how bad it is, have you?”

      Defeated, I can only shake my head.

      “I understand. It can be hard to disclose such a failure to a person that cares about you. I mean, he could think you’re using him for his money, after all. He could leave you in the dust tomorrow, and if you don’t take this deal, then you’ll really be in a bind. You don’t want that, do you?”

      I shiver at his words, my insecurities bubbling to the surface, “He won’t leave me.”

      “He won’t? Are you sure about that, Izzy? You were the last of the litter, the runt of the family, and you were ditched like it was nothing. You haven’t had a steady job since your parents’ deaths, and you put everything on the line to move out here and take this job. Am I right?”

      Mist in my eyes, and bricks in my heart, I nod once again, “Yeah, so what?”

      “You don’t have any other choices here. Dimitri is a user, trust me. I know him better than you do, and for longer, as well. Hell, look at our relationship. He pretends to be cordial with me for the sake of business, and that business is solely driven to take me down. He’s good at faking kindness and niceties if it means he gets what he wants in the end.”

      My breath hitches. “He’s n-not faking it with m-me.”

      Alek checks his watch, uninterested in this back-and-forth of Dimitri’s loyalty. “You don’t get this offer for long, Izzy. Just think about what would happen if you turn down this deal, and Dimitri eventually walks away from you without a second glance. You’ll be out of a job, and in a rut finically, and back to your forgotten status that you’re so used to.”

      I shut my eyes tight, trying to drown out his voice, but it’s all for nothing.

      “You can be alone in this, or you can build me a system like yours with a few modifications, and I can make sure you’re not left behind ever again. You want that, don’t you? Stability?”

      “I have stability with him.”

      “Oh, sweetheart. You have a façade with him.”

      I wince, hearing his words and feeling them prick my soul like a single needle against the world’s largest balloon. I fall onto my palms, panting in agony that far exceeds physical pain. Emotional turmoil is like fire in my throat, and ice in my veins.

      The saddest part is that Alek is right.

      This is all a façade with Dimitri.

      His not yet could mean not ever, and the thought of that is terrible.

      Speaking so low that I almost wish I couldn’t hear my voice, I reply with, “Fine. As long as you don’t use my code to hurt anyone, Alek.”

      His voice is more chipper than before. “Of course, sweetheart. I promise. Now, get up, calm down, and get to work, okay? I want this to be your top priority.”

      His steps kick past me, and the creaking of his office door is stifled by his voice when he adds offhandedly, “You’re doing the right thing, Ms. Bellerose. I promise. Dimitri Wilde is a reckless bull in a world of glass, and you’re nothing but a vase in his way, waiting to be shattered like the rest of us.”

      He leaves, and I assume his goons follow, allowing me to fully—and finally—break down in peace.
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      I wait outside my rival’s workplace, waiting for those light eyes and that tight skirt to come prancing out of the elevator in the lobby. Instead, I watch droves of people come out of the lobby door without much to say or do with me. Still, I wait, tapping my foot slightly impatiently.

      Alek comes outside eventually, his smile a little wider than normal. “Hello, friend. What’s going on?”

      “Just waiting for Izzy,” I mutter, wishing to avoid him at all costs right now.

      He comes over to my car, his arms crossed in a similar pattern as mine are. “Well, I thought she called you, Dimitri.”

      “Why? What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, she’s just taken on a new project, and she’ll be working late. I assumed she would at least text you that. A little weird that she didn’t mention it. She knew since this morning she would be working late tonight. A personal project from her boss, you know what a stickler he can be.”

      I roll my eyes at the humorous light he seems to see himself in. “Yes, well I would prefer if you would just move on with your evening, Alek. I don’t take relationship pointers from you.”

      “No, of course not. I’m no one to be giving advice but I will tell you this,” he adds, leaning in closer to the point that I consider slamming my fist into his jaw, “I think your little Miss is upset about something.”

      My heart quivers at the thought, “About what? Did you threaten her again?”

      He sneers, and I realize I’m under his skin almost as much as he’s under mine. “I don’t know the details, boy. I would just tread lightly. She’s under a lot of pressure at work and moving to the city alone. She’s been through a lot.”

      “I know everything she’s been through,” I bite.

      His eyes widen like I’ve just told a lie to his smug face. “Oh, okay. Then I guess this doesn’t mean anything to you,” he adds, pulling a note card out of his pocket.

      I take the folded sheet of paper and watch him prance off down the sidewalk while waving at me in an afterthought over his head. Either way, I ignore his tantalizing mocking of me and Izzy. He thinks we’re in some kind of relationship and he wants to break that apart.

      But on some levels, we kind of are together. I know I told her I wanted to take her on a date first, but that’s just to get the semantics out of the way. I really just want to hold her in my arms and get to know her mind and heart. From what I’ve heard from both already, including her body, it’s been fucking amazing.

      I want more, and I want her to know she can fall gracefully in my arms without the threat of her boss ruining everything between us. But he’s the reason we are spending so much time together. Maybe that’s turning her off now.

      Maybe I should just go home.

      I clutch the sheet in my hands, eyeing the elevator inside. The security guard is lazy, never seems to care when I come to meet with Alek unannounced. I decide at last and hurry inside the building. The guard doesn’t get up from behind his desk, giving me a short smile as I make my way to the elevator. I’ve already been home and changed out of my suit, my fingertips looking to toy with my cufflinks, but instead, I’m in a dark shirt-shirt and some slacks.

      I thought about taking her to the club tonight, but I then decided to just let her pick.

      Something tells me she likes my little apartment more than she claims to hate it. Either way, I rock on my heels, waiting for the elevator to hit the top floor. It’s only now that I realize I’ve palmed the paper that Alek handed me outside. Undoing the wrinkles, I pull the sheet out fully, my heat stammering to a dead stop.

      “What the…”

      Ping. The elevator doors yawn open, and I walk into the offices on the top floor, coming to the mess of cubicles that is this wretched place. I know where she works already, so I hurry into her office, a light cooing sound holding me back just behind the edge of her doorframe.

      She’s crying. My body goes numb at the thought of why.

      Turning the corner, I see her bent forward against her desk, weeping shamefully into her crossed arms while she’s pressed firmly against the keyboard. It makes me wonder slightly, my steps light as I come around the side of her desk unnoticed.

      Her screen is full of scanning code, the hidden search engine unfound even with her flash drive plucked into the keyboard. I finally grow the nerve to brush her shoulder, watching her jolt upright in sudden shock. She stands wearily against the side of her desk as she wipes her face dry, but the splotchy redness in her cheeks and button nose tells me those tears aren’t new.

      She’s been crying for a while.

      “What the hell happened?” I gust, pulling her into my arms. She fights me slightly, and I assume it’s because I just startled her, but she eventually pries out of my arms and wiggles away from me a few feet. “Hey, Izzy. Talk to me. Did he hurt you? Did he say anything to you today?”

      “No, no,” she grumbles, working hard to collect herself like it’s not obvious that she’s drowning in sorrow. “I’m fine, I promise. I was just… I’m so… it’s just overwhelming, that’s all.”

      I pluck her flash drive out of the system and hold it between us. “You probably shouldn’t use this here. If Alek found out you had this handy little aid, he would want it for himself.”

      “Good point,” she sighs under her heavy exhale.

      She takes the flash drive into her palm and steps away again, upset over something still.

      I tap my fingers on the desk awkwardly, unsure how to handle this moment. She’s obviously despondent, and I can understand why if she would tell me, but she’s not letting a thing show. If it’s Alek, I’ll make him pay. If it’s just work stress, she can have my bathtub and some wine for dinner.

      If it’s something else, I don’t know, I’d handle it. I just don’t want her to cry anymore.

      I pull out the sheet that’s been lingering in my hands and hold it out, unsure what to say. She takes it without needing to be prompted further, her bloodshot eyes combing over the text that he’s just thrusted into my possession.

      “What happened, Izzy?”

      “What do you mean what happened?” Her brows furrow, her tense reaction a bit defensive already. “I was poor, Dimitri. Alright? What did you expect?”

      “You told me that people crowdfunded your debts. They read your story and they pitied the fact that you were given away for adoption. I’m just curious about where the money went if you’re still in this amount of debt?”

      She backs away slightly, crumbling the sheet into a ball and tossing it into the trash nearby. “It’s nothing that concerns you, Dimitri. I told you everything that I had to say that night. Yes, people pity me. Yes, they gaveme money before, and it did alleviate some of the debt.”

      My mind is still in too many knots to make sense of. “Wait, so did it pay off all your debt or are you still—”

      “Please, I don’t want to talk about it,” she says, her voice becoming deeper and more distraught.

      I want to charge across the room and pull her into my arms, but she wouldn’t be susceptible to that. I can see it in her wilted, teary eyes. But why? What’s the big deal? Why wouldn’t she tell me she’s in trouble with money like this? Sure, we’re not like tightly bonded old friends or something, but I know this woman. I know she can be honest with me. she’s done it before.

      Why didn’t she just tell me this before?

      “Why are you hiding this from me?” I gust, a bit influenced by the fact that Alek had to give me this information, and not Izzy. “I’m just asking something simple, Izzy. It’s not the end of the world.”

      “No, it’s not the end of your world,” she gusts.

      I shake my head, still lost in translation with this mix-up. “What is the issue then, huh? Why didn’t you tell me you were in trouble? I could have helped you.”

      “Because I don’t need help!”

      Her voice bounces off the walls, and I can see now I’ve poked a beehive that wasn’t ready to be trifled with. But it was a simple question. Why is she taking this to such an extreme? Normally I would walk off and give up trying to care, but not with her. Not with Izzy. I care about her too much to just let this blow over us both like some uncontrollable force of nature.

      “Are you really down a million dollars?”

      She stammers to keep upright, tucking her head down as tears hit her desk where she leans. “It’s a lot of money. I didn’t… I didn’t want people to know how bad it was. When they wanted to write the story to get me some help, I lied about how much I needed. It gave me some money to help, sure, but I still lost the house. I paid off the car, that’s about it. The rest went into getting me here.”

      My mouth is dry in shock. I couldn’t give a damn about the amount she’s in the red with, it’s nothing to me but mere pennies. But how does Alek know this? Why would he hand it to me like it’s something she’s purposefully trying to keep from me? Unless maybe she was trying to keep it from me after all. But I can’t imagine why. We’ve been very open with one another.

      More open than I’ve been with anyone in a long time.

      “Why didn’t you just tell me? How does Alek even have this information?”

      She shakes her head at this point, slowly shutting down right before my eyes.

      I won’t let that happen. I’m not going to turn this into some fucking wedge that Alek is so obviously trying to drive between us. I’ll just go home and think about her all night. I don’t want to be sad over losing a woman that is as amazing as her. She’s smart, too damn smart for my own good, and she’s so funny and sweet. She’s strong too, strong enough to get past this with me.

      I cross the room and take her petite frame into my hands. She refuses to let me have her fully, but I have to be stern now. I have to put my foot down. I lift her ass up and set her on the edge of the desk, my lips already breathing in her exhale as I smother her mouth into mine. She hiccups slightly, taking the feeling in long strides that ripple over her precious body.

      She shudders, and I hold her tighter, only releasing our lips from the tangled kiss when I can feel her relax in my arms. Pulling away slightly, I stand over her, watching her eyes dry up at last.

      “I don’t want you to use me to take  Alek down, and I also don’t want you—of all people—to pity me.”

      I nod with her claim, understanding how valid that is. “Okay, I understand, Kitten. I don’t pity you. I envy you. You’re better at this work than anyone I’ve ever met. I own a coding company, and I’m not even as good as you are. I could never pity you. I can pity the situation you’re in, but only if you tell me the truth. Alek is trying to separate us because if we break apart, we won’t be strong enough to take him down.”

      Her eyes are like honey on my tongue, the taste addictive to the vicious bear of a heart I have. “You’re going to come to my house tonight, and we’re going to settle a few things while we’re there, okay?”

      She nods slowly, accepting that suggestion with ease. “Alright, if you say so,” she whispers. “I just… I didn’t want you to think I would use you for your money or anything. I don’t want a handout.”

      “Hey, it’s not a handout. I’m going to pay you for the work we’ve done. You’re saving me millions, Kitten. I owe you something, okay? Just promise me you’ll take it and never think that I’m just going to use you and discard you afterward. Please.”

      “Yeah, I can do that,” she says.

      I relax with those words and hold her into my chest long enough to feel her melt in my arms with ease.

      Now, it’s just a matter of getting her to the house and showing her what I’m really working with.

      She’s going to have a lot of fun with it, she just doesn’t know it yet.
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      I nearly fall asleep in the front seat of Dimitri’s car. He’s driving so fast and recklessly that I should stay awake, but it’s not enough. Instead, I’m fighting through my heavy eyelids to keep focused while curled into a tight ball in his passenger seat.

      He’s not headed for the Smith tower. Instead, he’s going somewhere else, somewhere further away from downtown. It’s a questionable move, but I’m not in the interest of asking where we’re headed. I just lay back and try to steady my beating heart that fights to stay calm while I’m battling myself on the inside to just stay awake.

      Eventually, I don’t win that fight, and I slip into a dark world of mild dreams and unrelenting nightmares. They shift back and forth recklessly, forcing me to toss and turn on the cloud where I lay until I can’t stand it anymore! My parents’ faces flicker through my mind, then Alek’s voice, jolting me out of my sleep.

      “Ah!”

      I sit up, panting and out of breath, my head covered in a fresh sheen of sweat. My limbs are aching, my bones are stiff, and every muscle in my body is twisted and tight. I need a break. I need a minute out of this life to just recollect my thoughts and come back. But for now, I’m distracted.

      This isn’t Dimitri’s apartment.

      It’s a dark room, with darkly painted walls and normal windows covered by darkening shades. The floors are like black oak, the ceiling a modest navy hue that matches the ombre effect of lighter paint colors coming down to the baseboards.

      It’s a huge room, even bigger than the room he has in the tower, but it’s cold. I take the blanket with me as I walk out of the bedroom, clinging to the fake fur texture of the comforter that drags behind me like some kind of king’s cape. It’s a wonderful thought, a rich one, too, but it’s short-lived in my optimistic thoughts right now.

      There’s a typing noise that catches my attention, the sound so quick that it’s nearly impossible to be human. I hurry to follow the sound, hearing it ring through the endless hallway that’s better off as a New York fashion week runway.

      Or that of an airplane hangar, my ankles sore when I finally reach the end of the hall near the noise.

      I poke my head around the corner of the open door, seeing Dimitri pace in three-step increments. He is glued to the sight of his computer screen, something about the fluttering text and code making him mad. Even with my eyesight a bit blurry after sleeping for what feels like an eternity, I can see my flash drive pokingout of the side of his setup.

      “It won’t work,” I mutter, my croaking voice seeming to wake him out of a deep stupor of thought. “He changed the algorithm. Flooded it with too much code and then ran my flash drive against it.”

      “He was the one that stole it then,” he grunts, watching me carefully while I use the blanket as a shield over my body. “So, he’s made it impenetrable then, right?”

      “At least from my software, yeah. He said it would take four years for the device to find the backdoor now. I believe him. It took us under an hour before, but I’ve been running it on my computer all day and it still didn’t find anything.”

      “Fuck,” he says.

      I just nod in agreement to that frustrated remark.

      “Well, how are we going to get to it now? We have to have some kind of proof to give to the authorities when we hand him off to be arrested at some point. We have no search engine to go off of now.”

      My body is light with despair. We’re never going to be able to solve this problem without the search engine as proof. How can we get to the bottom of how and why Alek is doing this to his customers if we can’t even back it up with evidence? Now I just feel stupid for not handling this sooner.

      We proved something pretty major already, and we know it to be true, but we have no way of reaching it now.

      “Wait,” I mutter, my mind shifting to the first and last time we  searched through the backdoor. “Did you get any kind of notification when you bought my identity from the search engine before?”

      His eyes widen. “The auction. That’s right, I bid and won that whole file on your past and your personal details. I haven’t even thought to check where that information could be.”

      “It might lead us inside,” I groan, charging forward to the computer.

      He pulls out the chair for me, and I fit in perfectly at his desk. There are so many expensive monitors before me that I’m nearly overwhelmed, but I keep focused and carry through the daunting task of finding this entry into the back door.

      If we get it in our grasp, maybe we can finally take down Alek Ivica and get past this weird situation in which we find ourselves.

      I’m tired of lying about how we’re an item when he’s made it perfectly clear we are not. I mean, I’m sure Dimitri Wilde is just chomping at the bit to be cut free of my company. I can tell after our encounter in my office that things are still tense. He talked me down from giving up and throwing in the towel due to some frivolous self-loathing.

      But he’s still a man that lives in a different world than me.

      His setup of computers, VPNs, and the mere size of this office alone proves we are not from the same cloth at all. He’s from a world of platinum and shimmer. I come from the backroads and a chipping-paint house in Oregon that wasn’t even the place I had grown up. It was the place kept from me until it suited the better interest of my parent’s passing.

      They protected my siblings even in death and put me on the chopping block once more.

      So that begs the question still ringing through my ears tonight: Who the hell would want me?

      I get lost in code, distracting myself completely while I hurry to get this task done and over with. Dimitri has disappeared from my peripherals, and I don’t mind it. He’s probably watching from a distance, curious and coking his head like a cute puppy that sees something new.

      Meanwhile, I’m breaking through his system, through the code, looking for something that will allow me access to the information again. It’s only now that I realize the flash drive was plugged into the computer when he bought my identity in the auction.

      So maybe, just maybe, I can retrace the footsteps in my flash drive software to figure it out once more.

      “Here,” I say, mostly speaking to myself. I unleash my decoding bug into the whole file, not to find anything, but to spit out what it already knows. To my surprise, and my dismay, it works like a charm. “Hey, it’s right here, look at that!”

      A warm, firm hand scrolls down my back and causes me to hiss in shock, my heart falling straight into my stomach when I realize Dimitri has been two steps away the whole time. I guess my zoning out was more for my benefit than anything else.

      He just wanted to watch me work.

      “What does this mean?” he asks, pointing to the asterisk that is labeled at the top of my profile to auction. “It looks like a new link. Should you click it?”

      I shrug and reply with, “What worse could happen? It’s not like it’s going to blow up in our faces.”

      We both exchange a careful look, knowing that’s exactly what could happen. But at least not literally. Every time we make headway, something yanks us back down to reality. Treacherous, murky reality. I can’t stand the thought of starting over on this task again, so as the cursor hangs over the lit-up asterisk, I inhale a deep, calming breath.

      “If this sends us to the start and wipes us out from the beginning, then I’m out.”

      Dimitri pulls my chair to the side a bit, his eyes widened in shock. “What do you mean, Kitten?”

      “I just mean that I can’t beat him anymore,” I admit. “If this fails, I’m out of ideas and out of my software. It took forever to just get this flash drive put together. I can’t possibly make anything better.”

      His eyes narrow as my voice cracks. “What was that?”

      “Nothing,” I say, a breezy lie that he doesn’t buy for a second. “Fine, okay? You’re killing me, Dimitri. It’s just that… well, he offered me money to make him a new device like mine, but different.”

      “What do you mean different?”

      My throat catches a knot. “He wants my work, but he can’t control it well. He wants to be able to tinker with the code that I created. I had specifically put a safeguard on it to prevent this kind of greed. I guess he’s not happy about that.”

      “You’re not making that for him, Izzy. Not by a long shot.”

      I swallow hard and attempt to cover my tracks, but I fail miserably. “No, no I w-would never d-do that.”

      “Izzy, look at me.” His strong hand comes to the edge of my chin and he pulls me to look at him, our eyes locked in a tense stare off. “You’re not going to make anything for him, right?”

      For a moment, I don’t say anything.

      When I do decide to speak, it’s something stupid that I probably should keep to myself.

      “He’s offering me a lot of money, Dimitri.”

      “Money? You’re giving up on our work for some money?”

      “Don’t act like this is trivial,” I snap. “Money may mean nothing to you, but it’s everything to me. I have none, Dimitri. I am in debt up to my eyes and I can’t fucking breathe anymore. I have to do something. I have no other options. If I lose my job with Alek, I’ll need something to fall back on. If we turn him in to the police, then it’s over for his company. No more money there.”

      “I can help you, Izzy, but I’m not so sure if I want to with you talking about giving up the purpose of this mission to fund your selfishness.”

      I sink backwards into my seat with those accusatory words. “Selfishness? Really now? Well, fine. Here is my selfishness.”

      I yank the flash drive out of the system; the screen goes black in a fluttering malfunction before coming back into view in nothing but light green code on a black screen. Dimitri looks shell-shocked at first, but it doesn’t matter anymore. I’m not going to play the good guy just to be called the bad guy for having needs.

      My life is nothing without my job, and not having one isn’t going to pay the bills for my new apartment.

      I don’t make it out the door, though. Dimitri’s hands clasp onto my hips and spin me around suddenly, the sensation damning. I seal my lips, expecting a kiss, but instead, I get something much more intense than a simple peck on the mouth.

      His hand strolls up my wrist, along the inside of my bicep, before finding the edge of my shoulder. It tickles me a little, and I snicker to myself, recoiling away in an untamable laugh. He doesn’t smile, his fingertips stroking across my throat before settling on the base of my neck, the webbing between his thumb and his index finger pushing against my neck softly.

      “What are you doing?”

      He doesn’t break his intensity, not even a little bit. “I’m looking at you, Kitten.”

      “Why? What is there to look at? I’m nothing to you. I’m a poor orphan from Oregon, Dimitri. Everything in this office of yours is worth more money than I’ll ever make in my life, and you’re mad at me for noticing that?”

      “I’m not mad because of your circumstance.”

      “Then why are you holding my neck like this?”

      “Because I don’t think you understand how much it turns me on when you want to argue and storm away from me. You’re so damn bold, and unbelievably reckless, that it drives me up a wall when you think you get to walk away from me angrily.”

      I feel his hand tighten on my throat, not in a warning of a threat, but in a promise of pleasure.

      “What do you want to do, then?” I ask, watching fires ignite in his eyes.

      His gaze narrows as he replies, “I want to have you first, and then set you straight second.”

      “Good luck on either of those.”

      “I don’t need luck,” he says, leaning forward with his lips brushing mine. “I need you to be with me. I will pay off whatever is holding you back, and then some. But you’re going to know how I feel when we’re done here tonight.”
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      I’m lifted off the ground in the midst of our kiss, something so fiery about a moment with this man when seconds ago I couldn’t stand the sight of him. He thinks I’m selfish looking out for myself, but he’s not seeing the bigger picture here. I have to do something, or I’ll drown when this tidal wave comes and goes and takes Alek down under the surface.

      So why does it matter? Why do I care what he thinks?

      I don’t, but I love the way he touches my body and roams his palms all over my exposed skin. I drop the flash drive in the mix of our endless kiss, focused only on trying to get some air while his arms pull from under my ass, rolling my skirt up to expose my thighs.

      “Ah,” I gust, my ass nearly bare as Dimitri sets me down on the edge of the desk, the feeling overwhelming. I can’t help but shiver in his hold as he pins me close, his fingertips undoing my bra through my shirt while I’m focused on his tedious belt. “What are we doing?”

      He lifts his lips from the spot on my neck that he seems to be focusing on with the help of his teeth. “We’re being frustrated with one another.”

      “Is this the best way to duke it out then?”

      “It’s all I got,” he adds, pulling my shirt and bra off over my head. One hand finds my breast, the other clings to the back of my hair, pulling my head up to his vantage point. I stare up into his daunting gaze, lost in the maze of a man that I’ll never understand. “You got any better ideas?”

      I can only shrug, my legs instinctively wrapping around the backs of his thighs to pull him in close to me. “Not really.”

      “Good. I like my idea, anyway.”

      I am inclined to agree, the feeling of his hips writhing into mine is nearly enough to set me off. I oblige in his plan to be angry with him though, clutching the hem of his pants hungrily in my curled fist and holding him close.

      “Go for it, Kitten,” he says between sucking kisses to my exposed nipples. “Take it off.”

      I am already undoing his button before the words are said. I flick his zipped down next, my hand taking instant hold of the erection that waits beneath. I clutch him in my palms, feeling him growl and snarl against the plane of my chest. It’s enough to make my blood warm, and my face burning hot, but I ignore the embarrassment for now.

      “I hope you’re ready,” he mumbles, his teeth rolling over my nipple suddenly.

      “Ah, what are you doing?”

      “I’m going to let my frustrations out,” he says simply. “I suggest you do the same to me.”

      I smile at the thought, still furious with this man but he’s so damn attractive and dominant that I can’t help but bend when he blows his wind at me. It’s like I’m stuck in the middle of a revolving door of choices.

      Right now, the only thing on my list is what I want, and Dimitri’s name is pretty high on that list.

      I lean forward, throwing everything I have behind me and abandoning it like a sunken ship. My apprehensiveness drowns at once, my mouth taking in the long, damning length of a man that I partially can’t stand, but one that I care about more than I’d ever admit out loud.

      He moans alive with the sensation like he didn’t expect it at first. I try not to smile through the process of filling my throat with his cock, my head in the realm of trying not to gag while my body is somewhere on the edge of pleasure and salacious adventure.

      I stroke my tongue up the bottom of his shaft with every thrust of his hips, the rhythm of his body changing significantly as he stands straight, keeping one hand on my breast to twitch his fingers against my nipple. It’s enough of a shock to my system that I moan against his cock with every pinch, trying to focus on my task when he makes it impossible.

      Warmth puddles between my thighs on the desk, and I think he knows I’m wet with the thoughts of what’s next, but I want to do this first job with overwhelming justice. He makes it a point to lean into my mouth, controlling the speed and the rhythm of which he thrusts into my tongue.

      “Oh, Kitten,” he mutters, fighting back the sensation of coming into my mouth. “You’re not getting away from this that easily, though.”

      Before I can ask what he means, he plucks himself out of my mouth and tips my chin upright, kissing me deeper than I imagined possible. His tongue swipes across my cheek and against my teeth, choking me more than his rod had just a minute earlier.

      When he backs up, he pushes me down at the same time, forcing me to land on my back against the desk. I hiccup in shock, expecting his lips to find their way to my drenched, throbbing clit, but they don’t. His hands flip me over, my feet finding the floor once again, and he manages to undo my skirt with one hand, the other clutching my thong like a threat.

      “What are you—” I start, abruptly cut off by the smack of his free hand against my ass. “Ouch!”

      “You’re so damn cute when you purr for me, Kitten.”

      “That wasn’t a purr, that actually hurt, Dimitri!”

      “Good.” He does it again, and I know now he’s taunting me on purpose. When I flinch at the heat that now stings my ass, he grips me by the thong harder, preventing me from pulling away at the slightest inch. “You’re not getting away that easily.”

      “Where is this coming from?” I hiss. “You were so calm and easy before. Now you’re spanking me!”

      “You were crying last time, and I couldn’t possibly make matters worse, now, could I?”

      I swallow his words and try not to regurgitate them later. “Yeah, that’s true, I guess.”

      “So, you understand,” he hums.

      His hand finds the plane of my ass for a third time, each one undoubtedly leaving a print on my skin that probably outlines his fingers in pink. I want to tap out and see how he likes being smacked for once, but I’m not going to deny the heat of this moment. It’s pretty hot, and certainly a little naughty for my taste.

      I like it, but he doesn’t slap my ass again.

      Instead, my thong is pulled sideways, and his cock shifts between my pinched thighs, bringing his girthy length to the helm of my clit in order to pump inside of my vagina with a piston-like power. I arch my ass into the air slightly, my back bent inward to make up for the length that enters into my pussy.

      I’m beyond wet and welcoming for that entrance. He feels it, too.

      “Fuck, Kitten. You’re so wet.”

      “You’re not the only one with a wild streak I guess,” I pant, feeling my body naturally rock backward into his hips. It’s adding a level of pressure neither of us saw coming, and I shake with my first entrance into a blissful fall. “Fuck, Dimitri. It’s so… it’s almost too much to…”

      “Take it, Kitten.”

      “Yes, please.”

      We both melt into the first of many orgasmic and albeit rough, moments together. I don’t want to even think about anything else with him pressured between my legs right now, and the thought of arguing with him is long gone by now.

      He makes it his priority to reach around my thigh and massage my clit, my body finally standing upright enough to press my back into his warm, bare chest. I can’t recall when his shirt was yanked off now, but it’s on the floor nearby, and forgotten about it.

      His hands slide up my chest, holding me against him while he still manages to thrust deep inside of me, deeper now than possibly ever before. It’s painful in some ways, but it’s still far more pleasurable than anything I’m used to.

      And that’s just it, perhaps.

      I’m used to walking away and letting things die when they’re done. I’m used to untied, loose ends and frustration mounting in my chest without a hint of ever addressing it. We may not be spewing our differences out right here, but that’s not what we should be doing.

      We should be doing this, making one another feel very, very good, and if that takes some sweaty, rough sex, then I’ll happily bend back over to give him better access, and keep this up all night long if possible.

      And so, like my wish has come true, that’s exactly what we do.
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      Was taking our minds off taking down Alek really the best idea?

      No. I should have had more strength to restrain myself than I did. But I can’t help it.

      I wanted her so bad, and she just wanted to walk away from me in an act of avoidance. Maybe it’s my need to desperately please this woman, or to show her that I’m not going anywhere by demanding she stay put when the tide is high, but I acted on filthy impulse.

      And I’m damn proud of it.

      She’s sleeping soundly in my bed now, moved to a room closest to the office where our clothes are still ripped apart in a mess on the floor. It’s impossible to track how we got to the bedroom, and how long our fun lasted in this room before both of us collapsed in exhaustion.

      I’m still tired, my thighs on fire as if I’ve just done twenty sets of squats with some moderate weights, but instead, I was brutally quick and undeniably rough with this woman tonight. She needed it as much as I did, the frustrations oozing out of us in the form of sexual tensions.

      It was worth every minute, but we have to get back to work now. My head is still spinning when I stand in the doorway of the office, naked and tired. I’m hungry, and the thought to order food does cross my mind, but it’s short-lived.

      A harsh knock at my front door is followed by the chimes of the doorbell. Begrudgingly, I trudge through the house towards the front door where I fail to realize I haven’t put on a lick of clothes. I take a throw blanket and tie it around my abdomen, wearing a makeshift cover when I peer through the peephole of my Medina home.

      I bought this property at a high-ticket price because of the waterway views and the long, grassy knoll of a yard. Plus, the crime rate in this area is stifled by the security gates, the guards, and running cameras that keep everyone out of this neighborhood who would want to do it harm.

      So, opening the door to a handful of police officers is a bit of a shock to my system.

      “Hello, sir. Are you Dimitri Wilde?”

      The stocky cop in front wears a black hat, the offices behind him all in stripes and patrol gear, but that soon dwindles as the crowd behind him grows. Officers in all black where bright white letters that read FBI CYBER.

      “Depends,” I reply at last, those words taunting me from their bulletproof vests. “Am I under arrest?”

      “No, sir,” the office states. “We need to come inside, though. The fewer people that know we are here, the better, and I doubt your neighbors will miss the twenty agents on your lawn, knocking on your door.”

      I give in pretty easily, not needing to be told twice that we should keep this under wraps.

      I run a multibillion-dollar tech company and the cyber police are now at my front door.

      Letting everyone in, they seem to settle rather quickly, bringing in droves of equipment and big briefcases that carry all sorts of technology. They’re all armed too, the thought of these people waking up my kitten in the back bedroom and having her come out to this scene is starting to worry me.

      “Keep it down, please,” I hum. “I have company.”

      “Yes, sir. We are aware of Ms. Bellerose being in your residence. We would prefer if she joins us for this talk.” His eyes shift to my questionable attire. “Maybe you should get dressed, as well.”

      “Alright, can do,” I sigh.

      Making my way down the hallway, I come around the bedroom corner to see Izzy sleeping so damn peacefully. I hate to wake her up like this, the hour just pushed into three in the morning, but I have to do as they say. Resting my hand on her warm, bare shoulder, I gently shake her to wake up.

      Her eyes slowly flicker to the world, to me, and she smiles softly as though thinking of the last time she saw me. She was straddling my lap, and I’m sure that I made handprints on her sides where I maneuvered her waist back and forth against my cock, drilling out orgasm after orgasm that put her in this sleep state.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks, her voice tamed and demure. “Is everything okay? You look upset.”

      “Not upset, just frustrated,” I whisper. “We have company, Kitten. I need you to get dressed and come downstairs with me.”

      She looks at the clock curiously. “It’s almost morning, Dimitri. I have to get ready for work. It’s Thursday, and I have to get in early to lead the team before Alek makes me work on my flash drive again.”

      I bite my lower lip with a bit of apprehension. “I hope there is a call-in option, Izzy. I don’t think you’re going to work today.”

      “What? Why is that?”

      “Sir,” the deep, bellowing voice of the officer says. Izzy pounces upright in bed, keeping the sheets clung to her naked, perfect body in the process. He pokes his head into the room, unconcerned with any hint of modesty. “Please. We need you both to come out to the main room right away.”

      “Yeah, we’ll be there,” I mutter, shooing him away.

      By the time he leaves, and I turn back to Izzy, her eyes are wide and horrified at the sight. “What the hell is going on, Dimitri? I hope this is a cruel joke. Was that the police?”

      “Yes, and the FBI,” I add, shaking my head. “The cyber-crime division, at that.”

      Her eyes nearly well with tears. “Are we in trouble?”

      “No, I don’t think so. They would have arrested us already. We need to get dressed before he comes back and catches us naked, though.”

      I rummage through my closet until I find a long sleeve dress shirt of mine for her to wear. I don’t think her clothes are much more than tatters on the office floor right now. She slips into it, pulling her long, tangled hair up into a knot on top of her head with the help of a rubber band. She looks simply stunning.

      Simple enough to be just as stunning as always.

      Meanwhile, I throw on some jeans and a tee shirt, coming to the living room with my kitten in tow. She holds my hand in an act of needy anxiety, her pulse pumping through her chest as she riddles with pressure. This situation isn’t being kind to either of us, I know that, and I’d rather her be okay and with the police, than to ever send her back to Alek’s office again.

      I’m still not sure if they plan to actually arrest us or not, but I’m hopeful they don’t, my word the only thing I have these days and I refuse to be made a liar.

      “Sit down, please,” the head FBI man says, his attire nothing more than an all-black suit and silver cufflinks. While everyone else looks like they packed their bomber jackets and bulletproof vests, this man looks better prepared for a civil discussion than a fight. “I’m agent Mccoy. Gage Mccoy. I’m the head of this investigation.”

      Izzy squirms in her seat, wanting to sit beside me at the long, black dining table that separates the kitchen from the living room, but she’s on the other opposite side of me. The other seats are storage for the agents and their gear, the other agents all running around this room with their heads cut off.

      “I know you both are probably a little confused, but rest assured, we have this under control.”

      “How so?” I ask, probing his intentions so we can get this over with already.

      “Well, for starters, we’re going to confiscate your phones, and your equipment pertaining to the software developed by Ivica Tech.”

      Izzy gasps, folding her arms in front of her while pressing her face into the hole she’s made. I hate to see her so upset, my stomach in knots as she begins to weep in solace. Uncaring of this agent’s request, I get up from my seat and bump his shoulder as I move around him, coming to her side where I kneel. I brush her back with my hand, stroking her spine smoothly.

      Agent Mccoy hardly seems concerned with her quiet outburst of emotion. “Listen, we are running short on time, and we have to make this quick.”

      “Then arrest us already,” I bite, aggravated. “We have done nothing wrong.”

      “I know that. We all know that. We’re not here to arrest you technically, but we need your help.”

      Both Izzy and I perk up with his claim.

      “Wait, what?” she huffs in a weepy exhale. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that this is a cover-up to our real concern. We aren’t really here to arrest you. We need to make it seem like you’re both under arrest so that when we take you to our base, you both can give us all the evidence we need to charge Alek Ivica.”

      I stand slowly, my hands on Izzy’s shoulders as I do so. She wipes her face dry while I purposefully pull the agent aside, needing to let her calm down before we talk about this more. But I can’t let this get to her too much. She’s already so standoffish from confrontation, and me.

      She needs a break.

      In the back hallway behind my kitchen, I eye this agent Mccoy with a look of bewilderment. “What’s going on, really?”

      “We got a tip from Alek that you’ve been hacking his software. It was cybercrime, so the FBI came to me. He didn’t know that there’s already a case against him right now concerning his software. I talked to him briefly, got the gist of the issue, and I think we can help each other.”

      “Help how? What do you want with Izzy?”

      “We know her history this far,” he claims. “She took down his assessment test. There’s also proof that she’s managed to hack through the backdoor of Alek’s system. We know he’s doing illegal sales of personal information to the dark web, but without the proof…”

      “You need her to prove it for you,” I sigh.

      He nods in agreement. “That’s right. But, to keep up appearances, we have to federally arrest you both.”

      I wipe a hand down my face, the thought of them putting handcuffs on her a little daunting to me. She’s already frazzled, and this isn’t going to help any, but it’s safer if Alek is starting to turn on her. But why? He just told her he wants to buy her flash drive and to have her modify it. So, what’s the issue now? Why has he suddenly turned on her in less than a day?

      “Tell me something,” I say. “I have to know. Why did he call? What happened that made this transpire?”

      He swallows slightly before pulling out his phone. After a quick moment of clicking around, he holds up the screen for me to see. It’s a crystal-clear, bird’s-eye view of us in her office, right before I took her into my arms and kissed her on the desk.

      “Dammit,” I gripe. “He tried to get us to separate yesterday, to drive a wedge between us and he saw on the security cameras that it didn’t work. Figures. Well, what’s our next steps?”

      He tucks his phone into his pocket. “We need to gather whatever materials you have so we can analyze it at the office. We’re going to need you and Ms. Bellerose to cooperate and in exchange, we will offer you immunity from tampering with illegal materials.”

      I cringe at his words slightly, but I understand. “Alright, I get it. Let me take you to the office.”

      We walk out into the main room, seeing everyone scatter through my home as if looking for a pound of illegal drugs or something. Meanwhile, I’m sore at the sight of Izzy’s seat being empty. I hurry to the office, seeing her in front of the screen with a handful of agents behind her, watching closely.

      “This is the data we bought off the site before,” she says, her voice calm yet bold. “I’ve traced the coding shortcut through this file instead of the software itself, because of how complicated it is now that Alek has changed the structure.”

      “So, this was able to read the code before?” an agent asks.

      “It sought out the backdoor in no time,” she replies. “But he’s stocked it so full of false trap doors that there’s no way it would be able to run through these options without trouble. But, when we use the file of my information that we bought off of the search engine before, I’m able to navigate it just fine with my coding trick here.”

      “Okay, we need to seize this material,” Agent Mccoy says at last, everyone jumping and spinning to face us in the doorway. “We will continue this operation under our jurisdiction, and we need to hurry up. The press will be here soon for their shot.”

      Izzy’s gaze softens. “Their shot?”

      “Yeah, I’ll explain it to you soon enough,” he tells her.

      I wave Mccoy aside and pull Izzy out of her chair. Leading her to the back bedroom, I pull her body into a loose embrace. She relaxes against my chest, her hair in need of a brush and a shower, but I have a feeling we don’t have time for such niceties.

      “Listen, they’re going to take us somewhere safe. We have to let Alek believe that him calling the FBI on us for hacking is going to work, okay? They’re going to put us in handcuffs and—”

      Her body goes taut in my arms, and a cold chill brushes through us both. I hold her tighter, kissing her cool forehead while she mutters under her breath endlessly. She’s so distraught that I can’t blame her. I don’t want this to happen, either. I just need her to understand that I can’t help this situation.

      “It’s okay,” I whisper my lips on her temple. “I’m going to be there with you the whole time.”

      “Are we safe?”

      I stagger over my reply for a minute. “O-Of course we are, Izzy. Why wouldn’t we be?”

      “Because I don’t trust Alek not to come after us again,” she says. “He attacked us at the club. He knows we’re trying to take him down. What if he doesn’t believe this ruse? He could come after us again.”

      “Even more of a reason to go with the officers. We are safer with them than we are alone.”

      She nuzzles into my chest even more. “Fine, if you say so, then I trust you.”

      “Good,” I breathe. “Let’s go. We have to settle this.”

      “But I don’t have any clothes, Dimitri.”

      “I’ll handle that. The agent in charge can probably sort something out to get you some pants when we get out of here. I’m sorry it’s come to this, Kitten. I just wanted to protect you.”

      “You have,” she assures me.

      I feel lighter with that response. As long as she feels safe, and I’m content with her well-being at this point, then I guess she’s right. I’ve done a decent job so far.

      Leading her into the main room, I talk to Mccoy about her getting some clothes. He has a female agent pick up some jeans on the way over, and they’re a tight, dark denim that matches the white of her shirt that she still wears from my closet. She looks great, and she doesn’t seem upset, but I know that’s not going to last.

      They bring over the cuffs, and while they’re semi-loose and the agents apologize profusely as they put them on, it’s still a new, damning feeling. We’re both pinned to the wall out of formality, the front door flying open when a hoard of flicking cameras flash through the dusk overlay in the sky. The moon is out, the sun on its way up, as Izzy Bellerose and I are arrested under the dim lighting of the cameras’ flashing photos.

      They lead her to the first car, shoving her into a tinted-windowed SUV. I’m escorted to the police car behind it, a tighter space that I’m happy they didn’t subject her to. It smells like old cigar smoke and molded fast food; the agents just as bothered by the stench as they push into the seat beside me.

      Mccoy takes the front passenger seat of my ride, both cars zooming away from my fortress of a home.

      “This is going to work,” Mccoy says to the entire audience in this car.

      I press my head to the thick glass between us, littered with holes that let some AC through, but not enough. “I hope you’re right. She can’t get hurt in this situation.”

      “I wouldn’t allow that.”

      “Good, because if she does get hurt, I’ll come for you.”

      He gives me a warning of a look, and no matter how amicable we may be outside of this façade, I can’t help but feel like a caged animal, restrained and territorial of what’s his.

      And throughout this all, I know one thing’s for sure.

      She’s mine.
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      We’ve gone from a lavish home with a bed that’s like a cloud, to an underground building made of concrete walls, no light, and a tall, steel fence that has to be opened by two guards’ keys just to get through to the parking garage. It’s a tunnel that leads underground, my heart in my stomach while I try to adjust the cuffs behind me.

      The agent sitting with me takes my arm, undoing the cuffs before we come to a stop in the long, dark parking lot. I tip my head in thanks, looking over my shoulder for Dimitri. When the long line of cars comes to a stop, my stomach is in knots, and the driver unlocks my door first. I jump out of the car and rush to the little car nearby, Dimitri coming out of the backseat with his wrists undone as well.

      He catches me in a tight hug, as if we hadn’t just seen each other about an hour ago. My stomach groans against his chest, and he holds me tighter, kissing my cheek over and over until the agents tell us which way to go.

      “Here we are,” Gage says, ushering us into a stairwell. We follow Dimitri keeping his arm around my lower back while we climb down to a lower floor. “Alright, everybody inside. I need all cyber-crime units in the main meeting room. The IT specialist needs to get set up in conference room B, and our targets can get comfortable in the break room for now.”

      My brows furrow. “Why can’t we be in the meeting room?”

      “It’s a closed meeting,” he says.

      Dimitri comes forward, purposefully standing before me as he faces Gage. “She is the one that has found the most shred of proof here against Alek. I think she deserves the right to be in that meeting if it’s about this project.”

      Gage grits his teeth slightly, coming toe-to-toe with the man I adore. “And I think you should stand down. I can have you and her sent to a federal holding cell if you’d like, or I can let you hang out in the breakroom where there are some donuts and coffee. Choice is yours.”

      I know Dimitri is frustrated, and I am a little bit too, but it’s not worth getting tossed into a cell. I pull him back until he concedes, coming with me as a petite woman points me in the direction of the break room. There’s a table full of fresh breakfast pastries, more than just donuts, and there’s a long line of coffee dispensers and mugs.

      I go to make us both cups of coffee while he plops down in a seat, defeated.

      “Here,” I say, scooting him my mug. “We should probably wake up a little bit.”

      “I’m already awake. Having to be arrested before morning will do that to you, I guess.”

      “Yeah, I understand. But it’s for the best, right?”

      I want to see his genuine reaction, but he finally tips his head. It’s either to placate me and my nervousness, or to just be prideful and agree to what he’s said in the past about us being safer with these agents than outside and in the open.

      “Look at it this way, we don’t have to go to work.”

      He smiles gently before his lips turn into a dim frown again. “My whole company is going to think I’m arrested. My stock price might plummet.”

      “Only for a minute. When it comes out that we’re heroes then it will go back up.”

      “You think so?” he asks, finally sipping the coffee I made him. “I guess it’s a good assumption. Plus, if Alek is taken down in the end, that helps me in the long run.”

      I nod in agreement, still curious about what that meeting is about in the next room. “I wish they would include us a little bit, you know? Why wouldn’t they let us sit in? They want me to help decode the software. I should be in there.”

      “I agree,” he harrumphs. “But we can’t know anything for sure. They’re probably just rambling through the next agenda or whatever. It’s nothing major, I’m sure. If they wanted you to be in there, then it’s something you should know. If it’s about the coding issues, or how to break through the backdoor and extract it for proof, then they’ll tell you afterward.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. I should assume they’re just talking about something else that doesn’t have to do with this coding crap.”

      “Here,” he says, pushing me to the nearest plate of breakfast delicacies.

      My stomach growls again in response. “Alright, if you insist.”

      I dig into the sugary treats, my mind in desperate need of a distraction anyways. It feels like forever of us meandering through nonsense of conversations before another sign of life comes forward. I tense, Agent Mccoy a bit intimidating to see in his suit, with his broad posture and narrow glare.

      “You, come with me,” he says, pointing to me. Still, Dimitri stands, and Mccoy gives him a sharp look.

      “No, you stay here.”

      “I’m going with her.”

      “You’re going to get on my nerves if you keep this up. I don’t have a problem with having you restrained.”

      I come closer to Dimitri now, kissing his cheek and ushering him to sit back down. He finally abides, though not happily, and sinks into his chair. I brush my hands across his cheeks, and he grins, taking my wrists in his grasp so he can line his lips against my knuckles.

      “I’ll see you soon, Kitten,” he mutters.

      I blush at that nickname in the presence of this man, but it doesn’t bother me too much. I like being Dimitri’s focal point, and I think he agrees to that dynamic as well. We’re sweet to one another, except for last night. That was a sore, rough time between us.

      And I can’t wait to do it again.

      “Down here,” Mccoy barks, his tone trying to get me to hurry my pace. I follow through, heading down the hallway a few steps behind him. The cinder walls and the windowless sight of this building makes me uneasy. I yawn, knowing it’s daylight outside but not being able to confirm it as easily as before.

      “In here please,” he says, pointing to a conference room.

      I walk into the space, all of Dimitri’s stuff set up like normal. There’s a chair pulled out at the desk for me, and I sit down, a few other agents pulling up their seats to be closer to the screen. The monitor clicks on, thankfully restoring the last point where I had been running my flash drive software through the information that we bought off of Alek’s secret scheme.

      “Just go slow,” Mccoy says. “We have some proof by this screen that he’s up to no good. I want the whole cake, though, Izzy. We’re looking for the search engine, the backdoor, all of it.”

      I swallow hard, knowing it sounds like an easy request, but it’s not.

      “I haven’t tried this before,” I warn. “I’m not too sure how I’m going to do it, just that I will give my best shot.”

      “Good, then let’s get to it.”

      So, I get to work. I fight through levels of code, rewriting and typing lines of code out like it’s my sole purpose on Earth right now. Everyone is watching my every step, and I fear they are judging me as I work. One of them points out a mistake, but although he’s technically right, I’m not going by the book here.

      I fear that’s going to be the biggest hurdle to get over right now. They seem to think I’m a running, talking textbook, and I’m not. I have no real formal training outside of some college classes online, and while it was valuable information, it didn’t make me this good.

      I’ve had years of practice and honing in my craft. I am a good worker, a decent coder, but I never quit.

      They still seem less impressed with my work as the hours creep by, and I find myself digging into a deeper well of zeros and ones with no end in sight.

      I lean back, stretching my sore knuckles while the agents seem keen on the same. Someone mentions lunch, and half of them file out of the room. Mccoy paces behind me, checking his watch before agreeing on a longer break. They all disperse, and I’m told not to mess with a thing without them being in the room.

      The urge to defy them is so strong that my fingers begin to throb.

      “Hey, you,” a light voice says.

      I spin in my chair, Dimitri in the doorway where he smiles with two plates of sandwiches and chips in hand. Although I’m still pretty full from breakfast, I take the plate as something to pick off of later when I’m working, he bites into his sandwich, sitting down beside me while looking over the work I’ve done so far. There are notes scattered everywhere of my every move, the agents doing their job a little too intensively and writing down every stroke of a key I’ve made up until this point.

      “Wow, you’ve been busy.”

      “A little bit. What have you been doing?”

      “Nothing, they won’t let me out of that damn breakroom. Even posted a guy at the door, like I’m going to run off. Like there is anywhere to run off to. I was shell shocked when they finally said I could see you. I grabbed you a plate of food and came right over. It’s like they’re trying to keep us apart or something.”

      “I don’t know why,” I mutter. “You should be here with me. We wouldn’t have anything without your help and input.”

      He grins, but waves my words off in dismissal. “You’re doing all the hard work,Kitten. It’s nothing for me to just sit by and let you work. I don’t mind it, but I do miss being able to kiss you as often.”

      I blush and lean forward, meeting his lips halfway before the monitor starts going berserk. I hiccup in shock, pushing back to the monitor where the screen begins to display a new line of code, one that I’m not so sure is supposed to be there.

      “Whoa, whoa,” I gust, needing Mccoy to get here now so I can get back into this. “Go get him.”

      “I’ll be right back,” Dimitri says, hurrying out of the room.

      The typeface comes against the screen so fast that I can hardly read it fast enough, the code unlike anything I’ve ever seen. It’s not code at all. It’s plain English, and a cursor on the other side of the system is moving through the inner workings of the system.

      It must not know I’m here… or maybe it does and it’s trying to tell me something.

      “Fuck,” I whisper to myself, reading the text in a long dump of letters that finally make sense.

      Someone is trying to tell me something, but the information isn’t good.

      I turn around quickly, my back to the screen when Dimitri and Mccoy come back into the office, both of them panting haggardly. I pull as much of my body in the way, needing to hide the words as they come, but the agents swarming the room don’t let it last. One of them pulls me aside to see the text on the screen, and I fight to stay put, my eyes locked on Dimitri’s.

      “No, no!” I bark, needing to hide it from his sight.

      “Move, dammit,” Mccoy snaps, yanking me across the room practically.

      “Hey! You don’t handle her like that, she’s helping you!” Dimitri barks, anger in is blue eyes.

      “You better watch yourself, man.”

      “You watch yourself, and keep her back,” Mccoy hollers in reply, pointing at me as I curl into Dimitri’s arms carefully. “She’s interfering now, and I’ll have you both arrested for real in a minute if you don’t—”

      “Boss, look at this,” one of the other agents says breathlessly, pulling his focus. “You need to read this.”

      Mccoy snarls as he gives me a warning of a look, Dimitri leaning in to read the words, but I push him back, all the way to the doorway, just so he doesn’t see it. He’s starting to get just as frustrated, confusion weaving his wonderful, masculine features together in utter agitation.

      “What are you doing, Kitten? Stop that.”

      “I don’t… want you… to read… that…” I say between hard attempts to get him out of the room. He doesn’t listen, and I can understand why, but I’m trying to protect him!

      “Someone, get me everything that has to do with this claim right now!” Mccoy says, his voice unkind. He turns around at once, grabbing my arm and yanking me to the side so my back hits the wall, his face nearly in mine as he lowers his voice. “What did you do? Who is on the other end of this system?”

      “I don’t know! I was just sitting there, and it started typing. Someone must be in the software code like I am, and they are trying to help, but—”

      “What the hell?”

      Dimitri’s voice caves at last, and I feel sick to my stomach as I watch him standing before the screen, reading line of text after horrendous line of text that I know he wasn’t aware of before.

      I wish it wasn’t true, but it seems to be the reality now.

      He turns to see me, teary-eyed and trembling. “What is this?”

      “Someone knows something,” I whisper, tears crawling down my face as I reply. “I didn’t know, Dimitri. I didn’t want you to get hurt, I didn’t want you to read it.”

      He shakes his head, furious more at the world than at me, but it feels the same. He turns and storms out of the room at once, my heart ripped out of my chest as it’s dragged with him. Mccoy pushes his hand against my shoulder, pinning my back to the wall when I try to go after him.

      “You, stay put. I’m going to have you run diagnostics to see who is making this claim. In the meantime, I’ll make sure he’s put in a place where he can calm down for a while.”

      “I need to be with him,” I plead through my tears. “Please, just let me—”

      “No. This is a federal investigation, and someone is interfering with information that could be fake, or could be real. We need to know the truth sooner rather than later. You’re going to sit down and look through that interference and see who is in the system with us. I will have my men dig around to see if that information is true or not.”

      I let my head fall slightly. “He needs me right now.”

      “He needs a break, and I suggest you help figure out the truth. If what that person is claiming holds even a drop of water, then we will have to formally charge Alek Ivica with murder.”

      My body winces at that word.

      Murder.

      The murder of an innocent man. The murder of a person that I’m sure did nothing, absolutely nothing, but stand in the way of someone else’s greed, and lost their life in return. It hardly seems fair, but that’s the gist of such an ugly word.

      Murder.

      The murder of the man I love’s father.

      I can only imagine what Dimitri is going through right now, and I wish I could make this better, but I don’t know how. Someone has broken into the code I’ve been rummaging through in search for the back door, and instead left a breadcrumb of information that could blow open this entire ordeal even more than I thought possible.

      It’s a new lead, a new thread I have to follow, and it pains me to think that I have put up with finding this truth out among the rest. I’m a coder. I’m not a negotiator or some alley that speaks through the cyber world about the alleged murder of Dimitri’s father.

      He hasn’t even talked about his dad to me, and I’ve never known anything other than what Alek told me.

      Dimitri’s father was Alek’s business partner, they developed this software together, and Dimitri doesn’t have a dad.

      I feel queasy with nervousness, and I clutch my stomach in utter frustration. This can’t happen. This just… this just can’t be true.

      “Sit down and stay put,” Mccoy bites in warning, shoving me into my desk chair. I watch him leave, barking at other agents to go wrangle the man I love.

      I realize now I should have told him that earlier. He should know I love him, and that I want to help him, but that I was too afraid of him seeing that claim put so bluntly on the computer screen. It might be a lie, though. It might be a prank, and I hold out on that hope with everything I have.

      If it is true, and Alek has done the unthinkable in order to acquire this software and run it uncontested, then it will just drive me further to find out the truth and shut him down once and for all.

      I was doing it for myself before, but I know that’s not how I feel anymore. I’m going to do it for Dimitri, and I’m going to do it for his father’s legacy.

      I dive into the text, whether I’m being handled and hassled by agents or not.

      The type stops, and I write out a reply to underneath and then wait for their response.

      Who is this? I ask, my fingers trembling over the keys.

      I am someone who is tired of their boss getting away with everything.

      My lips pull to one side in confusion. That could be anyone at work!

      Taking a leap of faith, I type back, my name is Izzy Bellerose. I’m working with the FBI to take him down, but they need proof of your claim. Just tell me this, please. Who are you?

      There’s no response for a long minute, and that’s when Mccoy comes back, agents on hand, and they all look pissed that I’ve again gone against their orders. He flicks a wrist and tells them something, the next minute involving me being kicked to the floor with my hands cuffed behind me. They’re tighter now than before, and I know this is a much more real arrest than the show he put on this morning.

      “I can’t have you running roughshod on my investigation!” Mccoy screams as they yank me to a flimsy stand. He looks over the screen once, his eyes narrowing as he finds me before him once more. I expect him to tell them to throw me in a cell somewhere, but he doesn’t. Instead, he crosses his arms casually and asks, “Who the hell is Gwen?”
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      I’m escorted to a small little cell in the corner of the compound, but it’s not that bad. They took the cuffs off of me, thankfully, but they have yet to do the same to Dimitri. His hands are still bound behind his back as he sits on the floor of his cell, his eyes darkened past recognition. He stares at the floor, a hate in his aura that was never there before.

      They undo the bar door between us, and I give the agent escorting me a cold look.

      “Can’t you take those off? It’s not necessary.”

      He hesitates, Dimitri still wildly out of breath like he destroyed a small city or something. The agent finally gives in, undoing his cuffs and locking us in this little cell together. I’m happy for the moment we get to have alone, the two of us curled on the floor next to one another while the agents walk out of the space shortly after.

      The silence is deafening.

      “Are you alright?” I ask, my voice a bit raw since we last spoke.

      He gives me a flicker of a look that I can read all too well. “No, not at all. My arch-enemy murdered my father. How could I ever be okay again?”

      I swallow hard, my heart in the base of my throat now. “Yeah, I guess I should have assumed that.”

      His eyes soften as he looks sideways, his hand taking the leap from his lap to mine. I instantly lean into his side, the sensation so damn natural that I can’t help it. He falls right in line as well, kissing my temple tenderly while he snakes his arm around my hips.

      “I’m glad you’re here. I’m sorry I got upset with you,” he whispers.

      I shake my head, my hands curled into fists in his tee shirt. “It’s not your fault, Dimitri. You were upset, and I wasn’t sure what else to do, so I hid it from you. I didn’t want you to be hurt but I know that’s not really my place.”

      “It is your place,” he gusts simply, without a second thought. “This is your place; beside me, always.”

      I perk up with a spread of warmth rushing through me. “Really?”

      He nods solemnly, pulling me in so tight that I nearly gasp alive at the feeling of his tight, strong arm around me. His eyes steady on mine, and his lips purse a little bit, either on impulse or on the idea of kissing me. I’d be lying if I said I’m not thinking the same thing.

      I want him so deeply that it hurts, and I think he knows that.

      I want him to know everything, though.

      “Hey, stop that,” he says softly.

      My brows pinch. “Stop what?”

      “You’re disappearing into your head, sweetheart. I don’t want that. I just want you to be here, with me. You can leave all that extra stuff to the side, just like what I’m doing right now.”

      I give him a skeptical look. “You shouldn’t push that stuff aside, Dimitri. It’s okay to be upset. Your father… what Alek has done if that claim is true…”

      “I know, but we don’t know anything for sure. Not yet. And having you here reminds me of what is really important. You and I are in this together, right?”

      “Always,” I claim.

      His smile finally lifts. “Good, Kitten. That’s good.”

      I snuggle closer, nearly ready to confess how I feel about this man to his face, but the moment comes and goes, and it’s too late again. My body shivers as footsteps come around the corner of the wall before us, and the agents on the other side of the bars unlock the cell door.

      “Alright, Mr. Wilde, you’re with me. Izzy, they need you back by the monitors.”

      I grumble slightly, wanting  us to stay together, and I guess Dimitri feels the same way. He stands first, helping me to my feet next with his hand clasping over mine.

      “We’re staying together,” he says firmly.

      The agent looks more than annoyed. “Sir, we have orders for you two—”

      “We’re staying together,” I repeat this time, not budging on that stance.

      Eventually, they give in, and we head down the hall together toward the room full of monitors. Mccoy is already in there, holding open a manilla file folder that looks like it’s come from a stack of many that are strewn over the desk. I want to know what’s in it, but I don’t ask, watching him assess the sight of us so purposefully defying his orders.

      He doesn’t argue with us this time, looking at Dimitri with a sorrowful twinge to his otherwise sharp, unbothered expression. “So, we’ve checked out this claim, and it looks like it might be true. There were trace amounts of sodium that were found in your father’s toxicology reports at death.”

      “How did he die?” I ask in a whisper.

      “Heart failure,” Dimitri says, looking back to Mccoy. “My father was very keen on his allergies. He would have never accidentally consumed something that would trigger a reaction.”

      “Yeah, that’s what the claim states on the monitor. This person seems to know the substance that was added to the sodium and masked in the toxicology report. We have enough already documented today to arrest him for the murder, but we want to wait.”

      The room goes stiff, and everyone looks at me.

      I swallow hard and ask, “You want me to break in still, don’t you?”

      Mccoy nods. “Yeah, it’s imperative that you do. The more proof we have, the more charges we can pin him on, the longer he’s in prison. It’s best for everyone that you figure out how to get into the back door, that way we have it on our side in the trial.”

      I shiver slightly, but nod. Dimitri seems to be the only confident one, his lips coming to my forehead before they lower to my mouth. I inhale his scent and his pressuring kiss at once, finally settling my pulse long enough to sit down and appear calm.

      I’m not calm. Not even close.

      “You got this, Kitten. You’re the best at coding, okay? I know you can do this,” he hums into my warm cheek. “You just do what you do best.”

      I look around quickly, still settling on his eyes that seem to calm me the most. “What if I can’t?”

      “There isn’t a way that you can’t,” he says. “I believe in you, Izzy. You got this. Just do what you do best.” He pulls me forward once more, his lips settled on my forehead for a long, extended peck. I can’t help but relax in a fizz of relief.

      “Okay, I can do this.”

      I don’t believe it, but he does. That’s all the reinforcement that I need.

      Sitting down, my fingers fall on the keys like it’s second nature. I back out of the conversation Gwen brought to the forefront, and I wonder if she’s still in here, tinkering from the inside out. I manage to type out a question, just in case she is still around, but nothing comes up.

      “She must have been kicked out of the system,” I breathe. “Not supposed to type in here. I bet the antivirus walls shut her out.”

      Everyone nods along as I work through the bleak code, trying every algorithm that I know exists. It’s complicated work, and it’s not fun typically, but for once I’m enjoying myself again. Dimitri is by my side they way we started this whole deal, and it’s grown from there. I’m just happy he’s beside me, his hand on my knee, while I fight through the interworking of his worst enemy’s prized possession.

      “Okay, let’s see here,” I whisper, typing in the most complex breaker code that I know. It’s like algebra and calculus, the algorithm so damn complicated that I can hardly stand it. My heart falls into my stomach and I mutter to myself, seeing the long line of code and being too afraid to finish it.

      What if I’m wrong? What if they abandon me when this fails because they don’t think I can do it?

      I don’t want to mess up. I don’t want to be the reason I’m left behind.

      Dimitri squeezes my knee, his chair practically up against mine. Everyone else looks on with dismissal, like this archaic plan of code isn’t going to work, and I consider just clearing it from the screen and forgetting it was ever an option.

      I can’t humiliate myself here, not with Dimitri’s father’s death in question. They need someone stronger, someone smarter, and I back away from the keyboard at once, knowing that I can’t go through with this.

      “Hey, you got this,” Dimitri says, his voice soothing to me on so many levels. “You’re okay. You can do it. You’re just trying out everything that could work.”

      “What if it doesn’t?”

      He shakes his head, smiling gently. “You are just trying to avoid failure, and that’s not the woman I know. The Izzy that I met is bold and smart, and she knows what she’s doing. If you think this could work, then you need to try it. Don’t let doubt keep you from trying. You will do fine.”

      I drop my head slightly, feeling like everyone is watching me with an edge of humiliating laughter. They don’t think I can do this, and I’m starting to think the same. They know this code is old, outdated, and it would never work with the new technology they have!

      I’m wasting their time and they hate me for it.

      I hate me for it.

      “You’re the person for the job,” Dimitri says sternly. “Only you can do this, Izzy. Okay? You know what you’re doing. Keep doing it.”

      I look up, a hint of mist in my eyelids. “I don’t want to fail.”

      “I don’t think you will,” he says, his voice reaffirming that claim. “I think you’re going to do just fine, Kitten. You are already on your way to cracking this whole case. The FBI couldn’t do it without you. That means something. You might not see your value, but we do. I see your value every day.”

      I sit up straighter, something about that affirmation making me run warm again. How could he say that and not mean it? He has to mean it! This has to mean something, and I can’t pretend that it doesn’t. Not anymore. I have to accept that Dimitri and the FBI all need me, and for the first time in my life, I can’t let down someone who needs me because I’m afraid of being left behind if I fail.

      I have to let that go.

      So, I release the tension with my parents, with my childhood, and with the fears I have of losing this loving man. It all means something to me, and I know that I’m safe here. I’m finally safe with someone and I won’t lose that to anything.

      I nod, turn back to the monitor, and stifle a long inhale that fills my chest.

      Finishing off the extra detailed line of code, the room gets tense, and I enter the equation right into the middle of the backdoor sheet that had been given to Dimitri when he bought my information off the auction. It’s like watching my life implode right before my eyes, and I couldn’t be happier about it.

      The monitor rips into a flash of color and code, the sheet ripped from view while the screen flickers with light, coming to a new screen made up of red text, and black background. My heart is pumping out of my chest at this point, each line of words starting to make more and more sense as we all lean forward. It looks like chaos at first, the realization brushing through the room like a summer breeze.

      “It’s—it’s all—” Dimitri says, cutting himself short in awe.

      “It’s names of the people he’s stolen from,” I whisper, scrolling down to show a few green names mixed into the code, as if displaying who he has yet to steal from, and who he has already stolen from. “Look at all of those names… there’s… there’s millions.”

      “This can’t be,” Mccoy gusts, moving in to point out names as he goes down, some of them bordered in gold lettering and sticking out from the others. “These names in gold are people with money, or people with governmental power. It’s like he’s selling their names for more profit than anyone else’s.”

      “He’s going to sell profiles that have government ties,” I whisper. “This is… insane.”

      “It’s amazing,” Dimitri blurs, looking to me. “You’re amazing, Izzy. I can’t believe you’ve done this. You’re better than you thought possible. It’s amazing.”

      I smile wide, my entire body lighter than I’ve ever felt it. I leap forward, his arms catching me as I cheer in celebration of this new discovery. The agents all high-five and cheer with us, like it’s finally done. And it is done. We were fighting this fight for so long and now it’s over.

      Alek is going to be taken down and we’re finally going to be done with his misuse of technology.

      I wipe my eyes, feeling the tears that come out of relief and ecstasy. We’ve finally beaten him, and the work we’ve done up to this point hasn’t been in vain.

      He spins me around once, wanting to kiss me, but before either of us can lean in and make that move, our voices collide like a train meets a large boulder.

      “I love you.”

      I hardly hear my voice, and I doubt he hears his, but I can hear his words clear as day. It brings light to the windowless room, and a coolness that is unmatched by this hot, stuffy space. It’s like we’re in an open field with nothing but the sun and the wildflowers surrounding us.

      In reality, we’re in a tiny office surrounded by coding machines and intricate computers, but it’s fitting for us. It’s just the place we’ve fallen in love with one another, surrounded by chaos and code.

      And I think that’s what makes this so great.

      He sets me down, and I’m beaming ear to ear as the agents scatter.

      “Thank you, we are going to move on this now,” Mccoy says, brushing past us both as he orders other agents to get ready for the biggest arrest in this city. He stops in the doorway, looking between our rather dismissive reaction, both of us more focused on the happiness between us. “Are you two coming? It’s going to be good to watch.”

      Dimitri looks to me curiously, his eyes wide and brighter than I’ve ever seen. “What do you say, Kitten? Want to go see him get arrested?”

      I smile slightly, leaning into his solid chest. “That depends. Does this count as a first date?”

      He barks a laugh and nods, his hands on my face and tucking my hair back behind my ears. “You know what? Yeah. It is our first date. And when it’s done, I know a great little bar we can go to afterward for drinks.”

      “Sounds perfect to me,” I gleam. “I love you, Dimitri Wilde.”

      His face is full of nothing but pure adoration. “I love you too, Izzy. So much.”

      
        
        The End.
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        As a thank you for your support, I’d love to share a sneak peek into the next book, Pregnant by my Best Friend’s Billionaire Father, out soon!

      

      

      
        
        CHAPTER 1

        Sasha

      

      

      I finish dragging my luggage into my new apartment and collapse on the sofa to catch my breath. The decision to come early in the morning paid off, as I have a whole day left to see the new city. I’m excited to move out and explore my new surroundings. Carmel-by-the-Sea is truly living up to its glory so far.

      But first, I need to call Grace.

      I take a deep breath and dial her number, my heart pounding with excitement.

      Grace picks up after a few rings. “Well, well, well. Look who made it in one piece,” she teases, her voice laced with amusement.

      I laugh, feeling relieved to hear her friendly voice. “Very funny, Grace. It was a long drive.”

      “Don’t tell me you drove all this way yourself.”

      “You know I don’t drive. I took a cab.”

      “I’m sure you did. So, how’s the new apartment?”

      “It’s... cozy,” I say as I survey the small studio apartment. It’s not much, but it’s all I can afford for now.

      “Good to hear. So, do you want to meet up for coffee? I know the perfect place in town.”

      “Absolutely. Sounds like a plan,” I say, looking forward to seeing Grace after all these months.

      “Okay, let’s meet at Sea Breeze Cafe on Ocean Avenue at 10 am. It has the best views in town.”

      “Sounds expensive.”

      “It is. But don’t worry about it, this one’s on me.”

      “Thanks, Grace. I really appreciate it.” I grin, grateful for Grace’s generosity. Especially since Grace has no idea how broke I really am.

      “No problem, Sasha. Can’t wait to see you.”

      I hang up the phone and let out a deep sigh. The past week has been a whirlwind of emotions, from losing my job to moving to a new town. I miss those scrum meetings, the constant bickering of the tech team, the deadlines, the late-night bug fixes, and the nail-biting product launches. As much as I dreaded those days, looking back on them now, I miss being a project manager and my team even more. But seeing Grace’s familiar face will make everything better.

      I spend the next hour unpacking my bags and settling into my new apartment. The space is small, but I try to make the most out of it. I hang a photo of my mom and me, and then another with the two of us with my two older brothers we took during our last Christmas get-together. I place a photo of my two nieces and me on the desk, those two angels wrapping their tiny arms around me. Finally, I place my small cacti collection on the window steel. Cactus are the only plants I can grow with my constant forgetfulness to water them.

      The place feels a lot like home now. All I have to do is to move all my clothes into my small closet.

      I almost jump up from my seat when I hear a knock on the front door. It’s a faint knock, almost like a child’s. I open the door, wondering who might visit me in this new town.

      To my surprise, an old lady with grey hair, and a wrinkled face, stands on my doorstep. She looks even more surprised to see me.

      “Can I help you?” I ask her after a brief pause.

      “Hello, dear. Are you… with Mike?” She asks, peeping into the apartment from around me.

      “Who is Mike?”

      “I thought this was Mike’s apartment. Sorry if I bothered you. I think I have the wrong apartment. Old age, you see.” She grins at me and slowly turns around. And then she adds, almost like an afterthought, “Haven’t seen you around.”

      “I just moved in. Where do you live?”

      She points to the next-door apartment with her bony finger. She could not have mistaken the apartment right next to hers.

      “Oh! You’re looking for the plumber who lived here before me. Sorry I didn’t catch his name. The real estate lady said he moved to the east coast or something. What do you need help with?”

      She looks me up and down and then shakes her head. “Well, I have a bit of a plumbing problem, and I was hoping Mike could help.”

      “I’m pretty handy myself. What seems to be the problem?”

      “It’s just a clogged sink. I’ve tried everything I can think of, but I can’t seem to get it unclogged,” the old lady says, still not very convinced that I may be able to help her.

      “I can take a look at it for you,” I offer, grabbing a plunger from under the sink in my unit and rummaging through some bags to locate my toolbox. And the mission is not complete without my checkered shirt, which I grab from my closet. The old lady stares at me with an open mouth.

      I couldn’t help but laugh at seeing her. But then I quickly add, “I’m Sasha, by the way.”

      “Janet,” she says in her melodic voice.

      We walk over to her apartment. I stay behind and let Janet open the door and walk in.

      “Do you mind if I come in?”

      “Oh, not at all, dear. Thank you so much for offering to help,” Janet says, moving aside to let me in.

      I follow her inside. The unit is cluttered with furniture and old photos covering an entire wall. And there is a heaviness in the air, maybe of all the memories she lived through all those years. Janet needs a decluttering so badly, but I guess she has long passed that point now. She must be happy in her small, cluttered space. As I’m wondering who she must have been in her youth, Janet shows me the sink in question. It’s clogged, but it doesn’t seem too difficult to fix.

      “I think I can take care of this for you,” I say, rolling up the sleeves of my shirt.

      I work on the sink for a few minutes, plunging and twisting until the water starts to drain again. I rinse it out and double-check to make sure everything is flowing correctly.

      “There you go. Good as new.”

      “Oh, you’re a lifesaver. Thank you so much,” Janet says, beaming at me.

      “It was my pleasure. I’m just happy I could help.”

      Janet is so grateful and offers me a cup of tea. I decline the offer promising to join her for tea as soon as I can, as I am all sweaty and decide to shower instead. I am also running a little late to meet Grace.

      I return to my apartment, grab a towel from my luggage, and head to the bathroom. This will be the first time I shower in this apartment, so I check the shower before taking off my shirt. I strip off my clothes one by one and turn on the water. As the hot water hits my skin, I let out a sigh of relief.

      I lather up my shampoo and massage it into my brown hair. My long hair has always been one of my best features, thick and silky, cascading down my back in loose waves. I rinse out the shampoo and grab the conditioner. I close my eyes and take a moment to appreciate the sweet scent of jasmine.

      As I work the conditioner through my hair, I glimpse myself in the fogged-up mirror. I have piercing blue eyes that always seem to draw people in and a smile that lights up my whole face. I may not be a supermodel, but I’m comfortable in my own skin. I’ve got curves in all the right places, and I’m proud of them.

      After a refreshing shower, I towel dry my hair and wrap it in a bun. I head to the bedroom to select an outfit for my coffee date with Grace. I want to make a good impression, not on Grace but on the new town. And I always want to be comfortable in whatever I wear too.

      I take a deep breath and survey the chaos of my unpacked bags strewn across the room. I was supposed to organize everything before meeting Grace. Still, I’m glad I was able to help a neighbor in her time of need.

      I hunt through my bags, tossing clothes over my shoulder until I finally find a dress I had almost forgotten about. It’s a navy blue wrap dress I bought on a whim during a shopping trip a few months ago. I’m not sure if it’s still in style, but it’s one of the few dresses that survived the Marie Kondo-inspired purge of my closet.

      I slip on the dress and twirl in front of the mirror. It’s a little wrinkled from being stuffed in my suitcase, but it’ll have to do. I quickly blow-dry my hair as I check on the location Grace shared with me. It seems to be too far away to walk, so I order a taxi and swipe a layer of lip gloss before grabbing my purse and heading out the door.

      The cab ride was uneventful, except that I may have looked like a child’s first visit to the candy store, marveling at my new surroundings. I’m sure that’s the reason the taxi driver smiled at me like that when I paid him. He was a middle-aged man and may have seen enough mesmerized tourists almost daily.

      As I step out into the bright California sunshine, I feel a sense of excitement and nervousness. It’s been a while since I’ve seen Grace, and I can’t wait to catch up with her over coffee. I take a deep breath and start walking down the street toward Sea Breeze Cafe.

      I glance at my watch and see that I’m almost half an hour early. Grace has the terrible habit of being late everywhere she goes so I hope I won’t have to wait for her too long.

      I walk down the street, marveling at the shops and the people alike. The place is full of smiling people, and the air is filled with the aromas of mouth-watering treats. I grab the phone from my purse to call my mom.

      “Hey Mom, guess where I am right now?”

      “Are you in your new apartment? How is it?”

      “The place is fine, ma, but I’m now on ocean avenue. You should come and see this place.”

      “I’m happy for you, Sash. But be careful on your own.”

      “I’m not your six-year-old little girl anymore, Mom. I’m 21 years now. It’s high time you stop worrying about me.”

      I can imagine her smiling at that. No matter how old I get, I will always be her little girl.

      “I’m meeting Grace. I’ll call you after I meet with her.”

      I place the phone back in my purse as I turn around to head to the café to meet Grace. I feel afraid and excited at the same time, thinking about this new chapter I’m about to embark on. As I open the door to head inside, I take one more look at the sunny skies, and  immediately I know that I’m already in love with this town.

      

      
        
        CHAPTER 2

        Sasha

      

      

      As I step inside the cafe, I see Grace sitting at a table, glancing at her watch. I immediately look at my own. Seems like I’m 10 minutes late. And strangely, Grace is on time today. What are the odds of that?

      Grace looks exactly like the last time I saw her, her loose blond hair spreading across her shoulders. She is wearing a simple white blouse and a navy-blue skirt that hugs her curves in all the right places. Her legs are crossed elegantly under the table, with a pair of chic ankle boots that perfectly complements her outfit.

      On the table, she keeps a beautiful Gucci handbag, the signature interlocking Gs glinting in the soft light of the cafe. The bag was a classic design in rich brown leather, exuding sophistication and luxury.

      “Sorry I’m late, Grace. I got caught up admiring the surroundings on my way here,” I explain, trying to downplay my excitement to see her.

      Grace grins, getting up with open arms. “Sash, there you are. I missed you so much.” She kisses me on the cheek, “Look who is late today.”

      “And how many times have I waited for you?” I ask her with a chuckle. It is so good to see her again.

      We hug and sit down as I can’t help but admire the beauty of the place. It is so elegantly furnished, with comfortable chairs in neatly arranged tables, the walls of different shades of colors with carefully selected artworks and motivational quotes framed and hung on the walls.

      Grace leans forward to ask with a smile, “So, how’s mom?”

      “She’s doing well, thanks for asking. She’s been busy with the garden, but I think she misses having you around.”

      Grace nods thoughtfully. “I miss her too. We should all catch up soon.”

      Every time Grace mentions my mom, it reminds me of her mother. Lidia was best friends with my mom, and Grace and I grew up almost as siblings from a very young age. So it was no surprise when we, too, became best friends as we got older.

      It was devastating when Lidia passed away two years ago. She was diagnosed with Ovarian cancer at a very late stage, so there was not much anyone could do. Grace never recovered from the loss. As an only child, her mom was her whole world, and the same was true for Lidia. They were very close to one another.

      “You look tired, Sash.”

      “It was a long drive. And I fixed a sink right before meeting you too.”

      “Don’t they do those repairs before you sign the lease? You should file a complaint.”

      “No, no, not like that. I offered to help my neighbor next door, an older lady who loves all on her own.”

      “Oh, Wonder Woman has already reported to duty, I see. Helping the poor and needy.”

      I wave my hand at her, but I, too, can’t help laughing at the mention of her old nickname to me, ‘wonder woman.’

      Our conversation gets disturbed when a pretty little waitress comes to take our order.

      “Two cappuccinos, please,” Grace says. With the way she smiles at the waitress and the waitress takes the order, I can understand that Grace is a regular here. “And some chocolate croissants.”

      The waitress repeats the order and then nods at Grace before returning to the counter.

      Grace turns her attention back to me.

      “So tell me, how are things  in San Fransisco?”

      “Terrible.”

      “Common Sash, they can’t be that bad.”

      “It’s worse than you think. Why do you think they got rid of so many of us at NexaLabs? They fired my whole team. So many talented people. Some had just moved to the States for the job. I don’t know what’ll happen to them in this job market.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Grace says, reaching across the table to place her hand over mine, “Losing a job is terrible in these times. But I think I can talk to William and get you a job in one of his companies.”

      It feels odd when Grace mentions her dad by his first name. Ever since her mother’s death two years ago, Grace has been distant from her father. She blames him for failing to save her mom from cancer despite all his wealth. There is no point addressing this with Grace. Nothing will ever change her mind.

      Grace looks at me with concern. “What’s on your mind?”

      I shrug my shoulders. “Working for your dad. It sounds kind of odd to me. I don’t know whether I can mix our friendship and work.”

      Grace nods understandingly. “I get that, but you have to admit, it’s a great opportunity. Plus, it’s the only way for me to keep you close too. I miss you so much, girl.” She squeezes my hand tight.

      I can’t help but smile at the thought of living closer to Grace again, but I’m still hesitant, “I still don’t think it’s a good idea. What if I mess up at the job? I don’t want to disappoint your dad.”

      Grace looks at me earnestly. “Sash, my dad is a fair and understanding boss. Besides, we both know you won’t mess things up. You were one of the last people NexaLabs let go of. I’m sure you’ll bring the same value to this opportunity too.”

      We pause the conversation as the waitress returns with our order. She places our cappuccinos and croissants neatly on the table and smiles at both of us before returning. I take a sip of my cappuccino, mulling over Grace’s proposal. Maybe she’s right. Perhaps it’s time for a change.

      We continue chatting as we sip our coffee. The topic turns to Grace’s father, William.

      “Speaking of your dad, how is he?”

      “He’s doing… fine, I guess.”

      “You don’t sound too thrilled.”

      “It’s just...you know how he can be,” Grace says, with a slight eye-roll. “He’s still as demanding and controlling as ever.”

      I nod in agreement. William was never a warm or approachable person, even when we were kids. He was always more interested in his work than in spending time with his family. I haven’t seen him in years, and honestly, I’m not eager to see him either.

      We finish our coffee and settle the bill. And I walk out of the cafe with Grace. The whole parking area is filled with fancy sports cars and luxury SUVs. I check out the models. I’m a bit of an expert on these things, even though I can’t afford even a basic one. And my eyes widen in awe at the sight of a sleek, black Porsche 911 Turbo S, the latest model. And when Grace stops beside it and unlocks it, I can’t hide my surprise. I have never seen something this beautiful in real life.

      “Wow, Grace, is this yours?”

      Grace gives me a side look as she elegantly shifts herself to the driver’s seat.

      “How much does a thing like this cost?” I ask, admiring the smooth lines and luxurious leather seats.

      “Who knows?”

      “Don’t tell me you stole this?”

      “Kind of.” Grace says with a wicked smile, “Well, don’t look at me like I’m some crazy car thief. I got this from William. He had to bribe me with this to make me accept to manage his casino in Santa Cruz. And to be honest, I’m not complaining about his bribe.”

      “I wish I could get someone to bride me with one of these,” I say as I let outa sigh.

      “If you can bare a little more skin and learn to flirt with the right people, maybe you’ll land someone who can buy you one of these. Perhaps you should get a boob job too ,” Grace tosses her head back and laughs, “after all, you live in the land of the billionaires now.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with my tits,” I say with a snarl. I know Grace is only kidding.

      We buckle up and hit the road, cruising along the 17-mile drive. The wind brushes through our hair, and the sun beats on our faces. Grace points out all the notable landmarks as we pass the stunning coastline and picturesque views.

      “Over there is Bird Rock Vista Point,” Grace says, gesturing toward the distance.

      “It’s all so beautiful,” I say, taking it all in. “I can see why you love it here.”

      “Yeah, it’s hard not to fall in love with this place,” Grace agrees. “It’s like living in a paradise. But after a while, it kind of loses its charm. I’m driving here only because I wanted to show you around.”

      Grace slows down the car next to a parking lot, “do you want to go to the beach?”

      I jump at the idea. I’ll never miss a chance to get sand between my toes and to listen to those rolling waves. The beach is where I find peace.

      Grace parks her car and we walk down the path toward the beach. We have plenty of time before the sun sets, but the sky is already starting to weave its magic. The ocean, too, a beautiful shade of blue I haven’t seen anywhere else.

      I can see why the place got its name. The massive rock in the distance is covered with noisy seagulls. Their cries fill the air, mixing with the crash of the waves. I toss over my sandals and step into the sand. It feels so good.

      Grace almost trips over, trying to remove her boots, and we laugh like two little girls. We hold hands as we walk towards the beach, each giggling at the other. We may look like absolute dorks, but neither one of us care.

      I have to hold tight to my dress to keep it from flying in the wind. Grace’s navy skirt is doing far better in the wind. Maybe the wrap dress was not a great idea after all, but I had no clue that I would end up on a beach with my best friend.

      We are just admiring the scenery when Grace’s phone starts to ring. She picks it up, and her face growsdark at the sight of the name on her screen.

      “Yeah,” she answers in a cold tone.

      “Yes, I’m in town.”

      “I’m with Sasha. Can I bring her too?”

      Grace hangs up and looks at me. “William wants to see me. I’m pretty sure he wants to threaten me one more time to break up with Liam.”

      “He wants what?”

      “Yeah, can you believe it? He’s already asked me like three times. He eventhreatened to take me off his will if I decide to marry Liam. I could really use your moral support, that should deter him from bringing the subject up in front of you. Please see you’ll come with me?”

      “I guess… I can.”

      “Now that’s my girl.” She looks at the watch, “Do you have any plans tonight?”

      “You’re asking me that now? After inviting me along to hang out with your dad?”

      “Yeah, my bad. Anyway, I’m so happy I get to have you the whole day!  Let’s hit a bar. I need some liquid courage before I see him.”
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