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        We all have the fight inside of us.

        Even when circumstances try to drag you down, remember to be a Little Vixen and get back up to fight again.

      

      

      

      
        
        Thank you to those of you who helped remind me how to fight. This is for you.
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      Trevor:

      They told me I would amount to nothing.

      They told me she would never be mine.

      It took me 10 years, but I finally did it.

      I’m finally back in my hometown.

      The place where she resides.

      Her family are still controlling assholes, but they’ve never come up against someone like me.

      I’ll fight to own her; body and soul. Whatever it takes.

      

      Emma:

      Ten years ago, he was just a young teenager fighting for his place in this world.

      He grew up on the wrong side of the tracks.

      My family told me to keep my distance, he was good for nothing.

      If only my heart would have listened.

      The day he left is the day I felt my world ending, but now he’s back…

      And he’s here for me.

      I hope he knows he is going to have to fight to own me.

      That’s right.

      Most families let their children find love on their own… not mine.

      To marry me… they must fight in an underground fight club and come out the winner.

      What a fucked-up world we live in.

      Especially because there’s one secret I’ve kept all these years.

      My daughter… She belongs to Trevor.
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        Please note that this book does have references to parental physical abuse. There is also violence and sexual content. It is meant for readers 18+.
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PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Emma

      

      

      
        
        13 Years Ago

      

      

      

      Walking down the halls of Evercrest High School was just like being in a zoo. Every clique kept to its own areas, except a few stragglers who would make their way around talking to everyone. My older sister warned me and told me to stay clear of certain cliques to not embarrass our family. I rolled my eyes this morning when she said it, knowing I would still behave, considering I didn’t want to earn our father's ire at the start of the school year.

      Walking these halls for the first time as a freshman should have been scary. Instead, I am elated to finally see my friends again and, more importantly, get out of my house.

      Here’s the thing though; I’m not your typical freshman. My family owns this town. They have for generations. Everyone stepping foot in Evercrest High School today would be considered fresh blood. I, however, have been tight friends with the most popular girls for years. Our families are close, and my older sister is the leader of their clique. It was expected that I would fit right in, so Nora has spent all summer preparing me for what to expect—all the ins and outs of each clique and who to avoid, and who to talk to. It was already assumed that I would be welcome with the cheerleaders, especially since we had done summer workouts and tryouts for the past two months.

      Because of who we are, certain things are expected of us. I never was, and never will be, free of the responsibilities of my family. My sister has been in an arranged marriage since her sophomore year; she’s a senior now. She did that to protect me—or at least she thought she did. Last week, I overheard our parents talking. They are already trying to find an appropriate match for me. It seems the bargain Nora made to let me have my freedom meant nothing. She gave up her chance at happiness for nothing. I’m sure our parents wouldn’t have allowed her to choose who to marry either. My parents haven’t gotten along for a long time, except for this; money and status are the only things they agree upon. The only thing they care about. Anything that would risk that is a no-go.

      When I graduate is the exact moment I get married, no matter my wishes.
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        * * *

      

      Walking down the halls to join my sister and her clique, I barely notice all the stares from other students. They aren’t worth my time. They never have been. Half the people in this school mean nothing to my family. It’s the mantra I was forced to listen to day in and day out. I hate ignoring them and playing the role I am supposed to. Half the students don’t do anything to my family or me that would cause me to ignore them this way.

      I see Nora and a few of the other girls up ahead. Before I can reach them, my eyes catch a male I haven’t seen in over a year. He’s my friend or had been before he disappeared. We were never supposed to meet as we were two opposites in every way.

      Trevor.

      He’s a year older than me and lives on the wrong side of town. I shouldn’t even know who he is, except he saved my ass when I was kidnapped at thirteen.

      I had just been leaving the movies with friends and was walking towards my family’s car. Out of nowhere, two males grabbed me, dragging me towards their van, waiting in the alleyway.

      Most of those ten minutes were a blur. To this day I can still remember trying to scream around the hand covering my mouth while they dragged me and tossed me into the van. Before they closed the door, they put a bag over my head and told me to sit still or my little brother would pay. After the door closed, I heard a commotion outside but was too afraid to disobey. My little brother meant the world to me. There was no way I would risk him even though I knew he should have been at home safely in bed.

      The one thing I did do… was I took the bag off my head. I’ve always been terrified of the dark, and that bag was only causing me to go into a panic attack. In less than thirty seconds of removing the bag, the van door opened. I shoved my body back as far away from the door as I could, terrified that it was one of the men. The person who opened the door turned on a flashlight using their phone so I could see, which helped me start calming down.

      With the added light, I could see that a young boy around my age had saved me. His bright blue eyes pulled me in. I could see droplets of blood on his face that should have made him look scary, but all I felt was safe. He told me his name was Trevor as he held out his hand to help me out of the van. We waited on the street corner for the cops and medics. The whole time we waited, I never let go of his hand. He was my safe spot, keeping me grounded and the panic attack at bay. His grip on mine was like a rock I needed to hold onto so the world didn’t swallow me whole. When the cops and medics arrived, they pulled me from him and rushed me into an ambulance to be checked over. The cops that arrived put Trevor in handcuffs in front of me and laid him on the hood of the cop car. I tried to fight against the medics’ hold, but they were unrelenting. Trevor’s eyes never left mine through the whole ordeal; he didn’t care what the cops did to him as long as I was okay. After enough of my hysterics and screaming, the cops released Trevor and let him tell them every detail of what happened. He gave me a soft smile before turning to look at them and explained the story. At the end of the night, I watched as they shook his hand and sent him on his way. He was my hero that night, and I knew from then on I was determined to find him once again.

      That was the first night I met him, but it sure wasn’t the last. It was also the first night I really saw how sheltered I had lived and that my family had more enemies than I could ever have known.

      Since he saved me, we secretly hung out when I could safely get away, until this last year when he disappeared. I tried reaching out through all our usual methods and even took to stalking some areas where I knew he would hang out. It was like he had dropped off the face of the earth until I saw him now.

      Standing there in front of me as if no time had passed. It took everything in me to not run right into his arms. When he turned his gaze upon me, though. Those bright blue eyes were cold and emotionless like he didn’t even see me, only saw through me. He was no longer the boy I knew. Now he was a man who looked like the world had torn him to pieces before spitting him back out to face everyone. I forced myself to move past him and join my sister. Now wasn’t the time to confront him.

      I just hoped I had time to save him from himself.
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      “Sweetie, I know you don't want to go to school, but you have to,” I sigh, frustrated at this whole situation.

      Who would have thought raising a nine-year-old alone was this difficult? Growing up, Alexis was always the perfect angel. She never fought with me and always did as she was told. The older she has gotten, though, the more her temper and stubbornness shine through. I would love to say she got that from me, but we all know that is a lie. It's all her father.

      Trevor.

      Our brown-haired, blue-eyed little girl has grown up so fast, and he has missed it all. Though that isn't his fault. The night I got pregnant was the last time I saw or heard from Trevor. I have no clue why he left. That last night together, he had been cryptic about what was going on, and his words didn’t make much sense. I could tell something was off, but I choked it up to us graduating and not knowing what our life would look like after that. We both knew I was supposed to have an arranged marriage, but Trevor said he was trying to get me out of it.

      My guess is my father got to him. He always does. The day my family found out Trevor and I had been hanging out was the first time my father ever beat me. The second time they caught me, I missed school for a week just to hide the bruises left on my body since my father left a couple on my face.

      Needless to say, yeah, I can see how Trevor would leave to protect me. I just wish he would have left me a way to contact him in an emergency. Because my getting pregnant with our child equated to an emergency. My father had wanted me to get an abortion the second they discovered I was pregnant. It took me begging, pleading, and some mischievousness to save my daughter's life. I had to agree to be the perfect daughter they asked for, never once fighting against any decision they would make for me, just to bring her into this world. I had to hold onto the last piece of Trevor in the darkest of times. That’s not to say my father didn’t try to get rid of her the second she was born, he did, but thankfully the worker flat out told him he couldn’t make that decision for me.

      “Momma?” my little girl questions as she comes over, standing in front of me. She only breaks out the momma when she’s scared or concerned about something.

      Shit, I had zoned out back to the past.

      “I'm sorry, sweetheart. Momma is fine. Just got wrapped up in my head for a minute. Are you finally ready for school?” We have been walking on eggshells around the house for the past few days just sensing that something feels different. I’ve been spending a lot of time thinking about the past just waiting for whatever my father will drop on us. I kneel to be at eye level with her as I wait for her answer. I have always tried to treat her with respect and give her the freedom to be herself while making sure she stays within the lines my parents drew for us.

      “Yeah, I'll go to school. I still don't understand why I can't be homeschooled anymore. I liked having you be my teacher.” She pouts, and it’s absolutely adorable. We did have a good time together while I homeschooled her.

      “I know, I liked teaching you as well, but this wasn't my decision you know that. Grandpa said that you were going to Evercrest Elementary starting this year. He wants you to get out and socialize with other kids your age.” I smile at her and kiss her forehead. This was exactly why I had been on edge the last few weeks. Alexis being in school meant I would be home alone with my father. I have a feeling he was doing it so he could have his business associates over once again without a little kid running around, meaning he wanted to show me off and see if he could get any of his friends interested.

      “I promise you'll like it and make plenty of friends. You look beautiful. Now let's head downstairs, get some food, and get your little butt to school.” I stand up and start heading toward her bedroom door. I hope to make the best out of her first day of school.

      “Race you, Momma!” Alexis calls out as she starts to run out the door. Long forgotten is her worry, replaced with excitement once again.

      “No running in the house!” I shout behind her, hoping she will listen but knowing she probably won’t.

      I make my way down the long hallway to the back stairs knowing they will take me closer to the dining room. Hard to believe I'm still living in my father's house at twenty-eight, but I had nowhere else to go. Or more like my father wouldn’t let me go anywhere else. The arranged marriage my father set up for me was thrown out the window the second he found out I was pregnant, and my father wouldn't hear of me moving out. I wanted him to trust me, I wanted to take Alexis far, far away from here, away from my father, but instead, he used her to control me. I gave up every aspect of my life to care for and protect her. I was determined to make sure she didn’t grow up as I did.

      See, here's the thing, my father is a control freak. He has controlled every aspect of my life since I was born. The second he found out I was pregnant, well let's just say I'm happy that my unborn child and I survived. I’m almost positive he would have thrown me down the stairs to terminate my pregnancy if he thought he could get away with it. Instead, he just beat me in areas that wouldn’t harm my stomach as punishment. My pregnancy ruined his plans so he decided to use my own daughter against me to control me once more. As long as she was safe I would accept everything he threw at me. He hates that I still have signed legal documents that would protect Alexis should anything ever happen to me. He would never get his hands on my daughter.

      “How many times do we have to tell you not to run in this house!” I hear my father roar from the dining room.

      Shit.

      I knew Alexis wasn’t going to listen this morning. Rushing into the room, I see my daughter trying to make herself look small and hide behind her chair. If you asked anyone in this house, they would tell you she is a happy and outgoing child. If you looked at her now, though, you would never know. She is terrified and tries to stay hidden and out of sight. I think she forgot that her grandfather would be home this morning. She is as quiet as a mouse when he’s home and stays hidden in her room. I taught her from a young age to not be heard or seen unless I was around. She should be able to be a child in her own home but my father refuses to allow it. When he isn’t home, she gets free reign of the house, and all of our workers absolutely love hearing her little laugh as she's running around.

      “Father, I'm sorry,” I call out, rushing into the room to my daughter’s side. I have spent the last nine years protecting her from this man. I’m not going to let this day be ruined for her.

      “Excuse her behavior. She is just excited to start going to school and make some friends. She knows better than to run in the house, and it won't happen again.” I run my hand through her curly brown hair, leaning down to kiss the top of her head, letting her know everything will be okay.

      “Fine, fine.” He waves his hand dismissively. “Make sure it doesn't happen again. This is a house, not a playground.” His tone leaves no room for argument. He goes back to reading his newspaper, completely ignoring us.

      “Yes, Sir.” I meekly answer before taking a seat next to the one my daughter is hiding behind, keeping my eyes down to not bring further attention to us. When she sees me sit down, her little body comes out from behind the chair and sits beside me, the furthest seat away from her grandfather.

      I quickly make up her toast, placing it on her plate before making a slice for myself. There’s also some fruit at the table already placed in some to-go containers for Alexis and me to grab after our toast. Neither of us is really big on eating breakfast first thing in the morning, so our cook tends to make snacks to keep us full throughout the day instead. We sat quietly eating our food before my father broke the silence again.

      “Don't forget, Emma, I need to speak with you in my office for an important matter once you return from dropping the girl off.” His tone makes him seem so uncaring. It's only gotten worse over the years. Rarely will he call my daughter by her name. It’s almost always the girl. Since she has Trevor’s blood, he would never consider her his granddaughter. She’s tainted in his eyes.

      “Of course, Sir.” I nod to him, swallowing my fear from his words. My gut is already dropping knowing something is coming, and I’m not going to like it. “I will return straight home after dropping Alexis off.”

      Raising from my seat I whisper to Alexis, getting her to follow. The less time we spend around that man, the better for us all. He is no longer the father I remember when I was young. Now he is just a cold-hearted bastard. He only sees numbers and our public image. Nothing else matters to him. Not even family. The only member of this family he likes anymore is my brother, William. None of us matter. He only attended my mother’s funeral during my sophomore year when she died of a heart attack because it was expected of him. He didn’t truly care anymore about her. They had been living their lives separately since I was in middle school.

      “Come on, Munchkin. Let's go get you to school.” I smile and take her hand, leading us to the garage. I should have known that my father wanted her to attend public school because he was going to do something I really wouldn't like.
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        * * *

      

      “Emma!” Robert hollers from his office the second I walk in from the garage.

      Shit. Of course, he was stalking the cameras to see my arrival. I should have been home ten minutes ago, but Alexis had wanted me to take her to her classroom first. She was nervous that the kids wouldn’t like her and wasn’t entirely sure how to act since she wasn’t used to being around kids her age. Not that my father would accept that as an excuse. He would probably say that she needs to grow up and learn to do things on her own.

      “Yes, Father?” I answer loud enough he can hear me through the closed door. Opening the door to his office, I enter slowly so as to not earn more of his ire or seem too eager to hear what he has to say. I make sure to smile the whole time and remain pleasant. It's safer that way.

      “You should have been home earlier. Sit.” He commands, pointing to the leather chairs in front of his desk.

      Knowing the drill, I immediately move to sit and remain quiet for whatever he has to say.

      “Since you had to go and get pregnant and we canceled that first arranged marriage, I have finally come up with a solution for this problem. We are going to have an underground fight tournament. The winner will marry you.” His smile is wicked, like he just came up with the greatest idea. He knows I don't want to get married; this is just another way to control me.

      I keep my face neutral as I consider everything he says. I can't decide which is worse, being married to someone who will bring more assets to my father. Or being married to someone my father most likely controls. Truthfully both go hand in hand. At least if it was a business partner I would probably just be used for breeding a child while my husband had a true lover at his side. Having someone who is a fighter, though, would mean I had two people in control, and my husband probably would be abusive and do whatever their boss and my father said. This is a lot worse than I had suspected.

      Fight nights in our city are what some would consider epic. When I was younger, I loved to go and watch. The adrenaline pumping through the room was a high that could set your blood on fire. Several times I would go to watch Trevor fight in some of the small events. Though no one knew I was there for him. He always set me up with some of his friends to watch me because he knew I would be there no matter what he said.

      “Emma?” Robert growls out, snapping me from my thoughts. He is clearly displeased that I hadn’t said anything right away.

      “I understand, Sir,” I quickly respond, hoping my voice stays confident as I try to sound pleased with his decision. “Alexis and I will do whatever you see fit. I will marry whoever the winner of this tournament is.” By the end, I know my voice has gone flat. I hate this, playing whatever game he wanted. The last thing that Alexis and I needed was for me to marry someone who didn’t actually care about us. I was really starting to hope that marriage would be off the table since I’m now twenty-eight and have a child.

      “Good. Be ready by nine this evening. The first fight takes place tonight.” With that he goes back to focusing on his work, dismissing me. “Oh, and Emma, please do get in touch with your sister. She can help you pick out your dress and will watch your spawn for the evening.”

      I stand and begin to leave his room, shutting the door behind me, not even gracing him with a reply. Letting out a breath I didn’t know I was holding, it takes everything in me to not sink to the floor right outside my father’s office. I knew it was only a matter of time before my father pulled something like this. He hates that he still has to support me and now my daughter. As soon as he can offload us onto someone else he will. Truly I’m surprised he even waited this long before marrying me off. I can only hope that whoever this winner is will be someone who won’t hurt Alexis. I would die for my daughter before allowing any harm to come to her. I almost gave up my life to protect her before she was even born.

      I make my way back to the chambers of my suite and quickly text my sister to see if she is available to help me shop. I already know that none of the dresses in my closet will be appropriate for this fight. No, my father would expect me to wear something brand new and there wouldn’t be many chances for someone else to have the same dress as me.

      Glancing back down at my phone I see that Nora already replied saying Father told her a while ago and she was ready when I was.

      I move quickly throughout the bedroom gathering some items I know Alexis will need for the night as well as a few things I’ll need to get ready. I throw our items into a bag and then make my way out of the room and to the garage.

      Once in the garage, I grab my keys off the hook and approach my Jeep. Thank goodness I was the weird one in the family who wanted a four-door car for my sixteenth birthday instead of the sports car everyone else got. I wanted to be able to drive all my friends around to cheerleading practice instead of having to take separate cars all the time. Well, okay, and maybe I wanted it to make rendezvous with Trevor a tad easier since some of the places we would meet would have been rough on a sports car.

      If I didn’t have my daughter, I would definitely consider my Jeep my little baby. It’s a deep purple Jeep Wrangler Unlimited with all the bells and whistles. I even tend to take the doors off in the summer when the weather is nice enough. My father hates the damn thing with a passion, making me love it even more.

      When I found out I was pregnant with my sweet girl, my father cut me off from all the money. He told me I would only receive an allowance that he felt was reasonable enough to get by with. He refused to even give me money to buy things Alexis needed as a baby. Many times, I would only have enough clothes and burp clothes because our housekeeper took pity on me and would buy some items. She also would sneak in some things that Trevor’s father would buy for us. Father always said that he would not buy me a new car, so I should be thankful that I already had one that worked for a car seat.

      Really, I’m shocked I’m even allowed to still have it parked in the garage, considering that it looks run down and ragged compared to all the other fancy vehicles it houses. My father likes to collect expensive things, especially cars, though I have never seen him drive half of these.

      I take off down the driveway before making the short drive to my sister’s place. She only lives about three blocks away, but it takes almost fifteen minutes to make it from my front door to hers. Stupid long ass driveways in rich people's neighborhoods.

      If I ever could make it out of this hell and live on my own, I can promise you I would take my daughter and move to a whole other country and live in either a small town in the countryside where no one could bother us, and Alexis could run free. Or live in a large city where it would be impossible for anyone to find us, like Paris or London. It will never happen, but a girl can dream every once in a while. I just want to live far away from anyone that would know my name and put confines on Alexis and me.

      Pulling up to my sister’s house, I see her already outside with her son, Charles, sitting on her hip. She took well to being a housewife. She loves her life and loves her kids, or at least that's the impression she has always given me. My sister has always been hard to read. I have no clue how she can handle it every day. I hate being trapped in the house all day, every day. My only saving grace for the longest time was homeschooling my daughter, but now that's gone.

      “Emma!” She beams at me. “I am so glad you’re here! We have so much to do today. I already called the nanny. She will be here shortly, and then we can head into town and get some shopping down.

      “Eeepp,” she kind of shimmies a happy dance as much as she can with a baby on her hip. “It’s about time you join us in the happily married world. I am so excited for you!”

      I roll my eyes at her. She got everything she could have asked for even if it was an arranged marriage. Of course, she would think that. For me, it just feels like another set of chains being placed around my wrists.

      I follow her inside, placing the overnight bag I packed next to the door. I already know her butler will take care of it. If I even tried, she would have my head. I guess it's time to settle in until the nanny gets here. Moving through the house, I find myself going right to the couch in the family room. Two of her kids are sitting there playing with their toys, watching what looks to be Sesame Street on tv. I plop my butt in my usual spot and snuggle into the pillows, sighing, closing my eyes for even the tiniest nap to escape my life.
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            TREVOR

          

        

      

    

    
      I knew this time would come. I’ve spent ten years waiting for the moment that I could make Robert pay for his deeds. He beat his own daughter for spending time with me, to the point that she almost died if I didn’t leave. I left to protect Emma. She has always been my first priority, but I promised him my leaving wasn’t the end. I wanted to keep tabs on her over the years, but my father rarely would give me an update. The most he would say was that she was alive. I never knew what she was doing or if she was with someone.

      When the email came across my computer and I saw the news about a large fight, the winner getting to marry the youngest daughter of Robert Delcoure, I knew it was my chance. The government agencies I had been working closely with over the last three years to bring Robert in had forwarded the email to my company as our ticket in.

      There was no other option but for me to win this fight. Forget trying to take him down piece by piece with evidence. I will fight and win his daughter. Not that Emma is a prize, she isn’t, but if it means getting her back in my life and protecting her from her father, then I will do whatever needs to be done. After I win her hand in marriage, I’ll keep working on taking Robert and his company to the ground, piece by piece. My priority has always been Emma; destroying Robert in the process is just a plus side.

      To an outsider, this would probably seem like a fucked-up world I live in. You wouldn’t be wrong; it is. This is just how the town I grew up in works. Robert runs the whole thing. His money is the reason the town is even still standing. Too bad he uses the money to pad his pockets while making everyone bow down at his feet to even receive a cent.

      The last ten years of my life have led up to this moment. As soon as I left Evercrest, I joined the Marines, spending six years in their ranks. When I got out, I created my own Security company. I have spent all this time training every skill imaginable for this moment, from combat to taking computer classes and intelligence lessons. I was a part of the boxing tournaments during my service, and now I am the lead instructor for my company in MMA.

      Most of the people who work with me I met during our time in service. They are a great group of males and females, who thankfully never questioned my orders when I wanted surveillance on Evercrest twenty-four-seven. They know I came from the town, but only three are privy to the information that I left Emma behind and that I am determined to take down her father. With this fight though, it means I will need to fill in those who will be working on the details.

      Speaking of the devils, my partners Knox and Steel walk into my office, bickering once again over something.

      “Yo partner, did you see the update about the fight? The prize is Emma’s hand in marriage and a million dollars in cash,” Knox announces as he walks in, taking his usual position on the couch along the far wall. Neither of them bothered to knock and announce their presence, as usual. We all got comfortable having no personal boundaries while on missions. “That million bucks sure would go a long way. We could pull even bigger clients and expand the company with money like that.” Knox always thinks about the bigger picture and how to further the company. We wouldn’t be where we are without his head for business.

      “I was just reading through the email. You’re not wrong; we could use that prize money. Think you both can cover my part of the business while I do this? It’s the opening I’ve been waiting for. I can register as a fighter under a different name. No one in town has seen my face in ten years. I doubt they’d even be able to recognize me anymore.” I lower my laptop screen to give the guys my attention. All of us know how important this fight will be. Within the email we were sent, our contacts asked us to do security and also gather intel on others attending that are possibly under investigation. These fights are about to be a lot bigger than I think anyone had expected.

      “You don’t even need to ask, man. Anything you need, we got you covered. Register, win, get your girl, and bring that asshole to his knees.” Steel responds from his spot leaning against the bookcase on the right. “It’ll be fun watching these men fall to their knees. Man, I kinda wish I got to join the fight also. It’s been too long since I’ve used those skills.” Steel cracks his knuckles on both hands.

      “Thanks, guys.” I open my laptop once more to bring up the registration site. “I don’t know how long this is going to take. Hopefully, it will be some easy wins and only takes a week tops.” I have a strong suspicion I’m about to be very on edge for the next couple of weeks.

      “Take all the time you need. Are you staying here in Rockport or are you going back to Evercrest?” Steel asks, suddenly serious. I know he’s concerned about what going back there is going to mean. Hell, I can’t lie and say I’m not either. I haven’t stepped foot back in that city since the day I left. When I do visit my father, he comes to me.

      “I see no reason to stay there. We’re only thirty minutes away. That’s enough time to easily get back and forth. The less time I show my face around there, the better. I don’t want Emma to know anything about this until I win. Well, hopefully, if everything goes to plan.” I look back down at the computer to finish the entry form. It’s just some basic demographic information and then requires some information from the gym we are entering under. Guess it’s a good thing we have our own gym here that is used to train our new recruits. We recently opened it up for beginner classes for those interested in learning self-defense and those interested in joining the military who want to get some hand-to-hand training.

      “Done. Application submitted.” I close the laptop once more. “From now on, I will be going by Parker Ryan. Thank fuck we created all those identifications for us last year. It’s about to come in handy.” I smirk, putting my hands behind my head, leaning back in my chair, and placing my feet on the corner of my desk.

      “Game on, Robert. Game on.”

      “This is about to get interesting. Do we still have eyes on the town? On Emma?” Knox questions, pulling out his phone.

      Little known fact. Robert may think he owns the town, but I have spent this time carving out little pieces for my company to own. We always maintain eyes on the town and, more importantly, eyes on Emma. Well as best as we can. She has hardly been seen outside the mansion in ten years, shortly after the summer we graduated. We still haven’t figured out what secret Robert is hiding and why he keeps her locked up.

      Getting eyes into his and Nora’s compounds has been tricky. We still don’t have information from there most days. Alerts are set up to be notified when Emma leaves the compound in her Jeep. Thank fuck for small mercies that she is sentimental and loves that Jeep. If she had gotten a new car, tracking her movements would have been harder.

      “Um, Trevor, you may want to check this update the team just sent us,” Knox states questioningly without looking up from his phone. “Emma just dropped a young girl off at Evercrest Elementary. Did we know she had a daughter? I don’t think that’s in our profile.”

      Fuck.

      I launch myself back upright and pull up the email on my phone. This can’t be right. We have been watching the family for five years. Nowhere has it been mentioned about a young girl.

      “They even provided a picture.” Steel chimes in moving from his spot against the bookcase to one of the leather chairs in front of my desk. “She looks like Emma, except for the eyes. Those blue eyes are definitely not hers.”

      “No one in her family has blue eyes,” I quietly add, staring at the picture. Did Emma meet someone during the time I was gone? I wouldn’t be mad if she moved on, but I know the love we shared between us was one that doesn’t fade easily.

      “Did either of you see a name listed for her? The update had little to no information.” I look back at my brothers after scanning the email for the second time to make sure I didn’t miss it.

      “Nah, man,” Steel shakes his head. “All we got is two pictures. One of the little girl and another of Emma walking hand in hand with her.”

      “Who the hell is she? If it wasn’t for the eyes, I would guess a little sister. Though that time frame would be a tad awkward.” Emma’s mother died when she was in high school, and I don’t remember ever hearing or seeing anything about Robert getting remarried since. I stare at the pictures longer. Something doesn’t sit right with me. How have they managed to hide a child so well for all these years?

      Shoving my chair back, I start to pace behind my desk. Where do I know those blue eyes from? They look so familiar. We're missing something. This doesn’t make sense. I feel like I should know those eyes.

      “Have the team double-check all the information we have about Emma and see if they can find out who this girl is! I want a report by the end of the day.” After growling out my orders, I head towards the door. A workout is the only way to work off this anger. I hate having unanswered questions when they involve the women I love.

      “You got it, Boss,” Knox replies.
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        * * *

      

      “Got that report you asked for, Boss.” Sky calls out as she approaches me thirty minutes into my workout.

      That was fast.

      Everyone knows to say something as they approach me when I’m working out. I tend to get so into the moment that paying attention to my surroundings goes out the window. But Sky has never had to worry since she’s always been extremely careful when she approaches any of us. Several of my employees have already been flipped and pinned for forgetting to announce their arrival.

      Their fault.

      I stop my movements and run my arm across my forehead, wiping the sweat. “Update, Sky.” I nod to her while grabbing my water bottle off the bench nearby to take a swing. A few droplets run down my chin, the cold water feeling good against the sweat on my skin.

      “The girl's name is Alexis, Sir. We are unable to determine who she is to Emma; the records are sealed. We will have to send someone to city hall to see if they can find a paper trail. Though knowing our enemy, they rarely ever leave one of those.” She glances back up at me from her tablet clenched in her hands. When she spoke her tone was even, but I could hear a small bit of anger in her voice. She doesn’t like being bested.

      Sky’s always been a shy girl. For a while, we didn’t think she would cut it in this lifestyle, even if her tech skills are amazing. It’s taken time, but she has slowly grown accustomed to all of us around her. She no longer runs scared and keeps her head down in the halls. Now, she speaks her mind, at least to my brothers and me, never afraid to give it to us straight and stand up to us if she knows we’re wrong.

      “Do we have a last name, age, or anything else?”

      “No last name, sir. It was left off her school registration paperwork. She is nine years old and entering grade four.” Sky looked down at her tablet again to verify her information.

      “Nine, you say? Do you have her birthday?” I run my hand along the back of my neck. Something really does not add up here.

      “No date of birth listed. It looks like it was written but was then blacked out.” She looks back up. “Anything else, sir?”

      “No, no, that’s all. Thank you, Sky.”

      Nine years old. There’s no way that could be our daughter. I left ten years ago. Emma had been on birth control while we were together. I made sure to get her on it when we became sexually active. Both of us hated the feeling of condoms so we just didn’t use them and instead relied on the pill. The chance of birth control failing is slim. The timeline doesn’t add up. Or at least I don’t think so. Emma would never have been with someone willingly so soon after I left, no matter how angry she was at me.

      Fuck. All I’m left with is more questions, while Emma is the one with all the answers. And, of course, there is no way to ask her any of this. She can’t even know that I’m still involved.

      Glancing at the clock, I see it’s only twelve pm. Shit. I still have a whole day ahead of me before the opening ceremony and fights tonight. After the information Sky provided, I want to keep working out, but I know I need to wait and relax. Save the anger for tonight. In the ring.
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      “Sis! Wake up!” I feel a nudge on my leg. “The nanny is here. We need to go now. You know Dad expects you to look perfect for tonight. The fighters will be getting their first glimpse at their possible bride.”

      God, she sounds way too enthusiastic. I yawn and stretch my body on the couch. It may have been only a twenty-minute nap, but I slept horribly last night, so it was needed. My sister is still impatiently moving about in front of me as I make my way off the couch. The last thing I want to do is dress shopping for an event I don’t want to be at, being sold as a bride to someone I don’t even know. It’s moments like this that make me wish Trevor was still around, but I know he isn’t and now it’s up to me to make the best life possible for Alexis. She deserves the world.

      “I really don’t see the point in doing this. Shouldn’t they wait to see their prize ‘til, I don’t know, the semi-finals or something?” The look on my sister’s face was priceless at that. Even I know better than to assume that’s how our world works. Father loves to flaunt us around as his bargaining chips, as always. There was no getting out of this night, no matter what I did.

      “Kidding, Sis.” I smile and nudge her shoulder. “I know the drill. Now let’s go find me a dress for this evening.”

      “Now you're talking, Emma. I knew you could be persuaded to see things our way eventually.” She perkily replies, heading towards her garage. It takes everything in me to not roll my eyes at her. My sister changed a lot since my freshman year. She sacrificed herself to protect me but in the end she became like them.She has been brainwashed one too many times by our father and her husband. Ever the doting perfect wife. She was born for this lifestyle.

      Following her to the garage, we get into her Bentley, heading towards town. Knowing Nora, she is heading straight to some of the high-end boutiques along the main shopping district that she loves. In my opinion, it is way too much money to spend on everyday clothes, let alone a dress, but I know this is what is expected of me. Let’s just hope whatever she has picked out isn’t something that will stand out too much.

      “I had several dresses pulled aside for you to try on once we get to the store. Please remember that this event is not something you can wear one of your regular dresses for. You will need to wear one of the ones I picked out.” Nora breaks through my thoughts, causing me to give her a side eye and roll my eyes. Of course, she feels the need to press the importance of tonight. She has always been the perfect daughter where I was the rebel, the one that would never fall in line, who thought for herself.

      I know this fight’s importance and that I must dress to match a certain standard. It would be nice to still pick a dress out on my own. It would also be a dress that covered a lot more than whatever she chose for me. Since having Alexis, I’ve always tried to hide my body. It’s not that I’m ashamed of the stretch marks along my stomach; no, in fact, I’m proud of them. My daughter is my pride and joy. After I had her, my father, with the assistance of my sister, put me on a strict diet and workout regimen to make sure I looked like the perfect daughter once again. I know I have a nice body that would drive men crazy if they saw it, which is exactly why I keep it hidden. I don’t want to be the candy on a man’s arm. I want passion and love from my husband.

      “Oh, don’t give me that look, Emma. You know I’m just doing what Dad asked of me. I have all the faith in the world that you would have picked out something stunning on your own.” She tries to placate me using the dad card, causing me to sigh in response. She can blame this on my father all she wants, it is his fault, but I also know she really doesn’t have the faith in me.

      It’s not that she’s wrong. I’m sure our father did tell her to do this. I just hate being treated like a child when I’m an adult with my own daughter to care for. Though, of course, my father has to control every aspect of our lives. I really don’t understand why Nora lets him get away with still controlling hers when she is married with her own kids. Well, that’s not true. She doesn’t know any better, and her husband is so enamored with our father and what he can offer him that he will do whatever he tells him to do. Her husband would never support her in thinking for herself or doing something she actually wants. Truthfully, I think she enjoys this life.

      “I’m sure Father did tell you to do all this. However, I really would have been fine on my own. Thank you for coming with me and arranging all this, though. It was really nice of you.” I turn to look at her and smile. No reason to start a fight today of all days. I also know that whatever I do and say will be reported to our father. He is good at that.

      “Oh thank goodness. I really thought you were going to start a fight over this. Perfect. Well, here we are,” she states, putting the car in park.

      Looking up, I see we are parked in front of a small boutique known for its fancy cocktail dresses. While I’m still gathering the courage to walk into this hell, Nora is already out of the car standing near the door impatiently waiting on me. How she managed that so fast, I will never know. Then again, she does love a good shopping trip.

      Joining her at the door, she leads us inside to get started. All I can do is hold my breath and hope she doesn’t make me try on every single dress. I’m really hoping we can find a dress for me in this first store and it doesn’t turn into an all-day shopping trip. I’m almost positive a whole hair and makeup team will be waiting at the house later to help me get ready. Neither of them would let something like that slide by on an important night.

      “Welcome, Mrs. Silverton and Miss Delcoure. We are so happy to have you both here today. I have the dresses you requested set aside and in a dressing room for you. If you both would like to follow me, I will show you which room will be yours.” The young lady at the desk greets us and walks away, expecting us to follow her.

      It takes everything in me to not roll my eyes. I know when we are out in the town I am expected to be on my best behavior and act the way a Delcoure is expected. Our family runs this town; without us, there would be no town. With that kind of power comes a certain class that is expected to be followed. From a young age, we were groomed to be polite and hold ourselves above all others.

      Nora behaves the part so well, as well as our younger brother William. I, however, struggle with it. Probably due to my time spent with Trevor, who grounded me and introduced me to how the other side lives. He taught me how to live, to look at the world around me instead of expecting it to look at me. He kept me humble, let me live and thrive. I learned a lot about myself in high school, especially about the person I wanted to be.

      Thanks to him, I knew I wanted Alexis to grow up differently. She can have some of the pleasures that money brings, but I want her to also work for things. Not everything will be handed to her. She needs to learn to look out for herself. So far, I’d say I’ve done a good job. Well, see when she gets older.

      “Emma, let’s go. We don’t have all day!” Nora scolds, pulling me from my thoughts and back into the small boutique.

      I walk through the door she holds open for me into our private dressing room, almost stopping when I see the sheer number of dresses hanging up around the room. I’m so hoping not all of these are for me to try on. They are beautiful, don’t get me wrong, but I don’t want to go through this many dresses either.

      “Go change. The first three dresses are behind the curtain.” Nora nudges me further into the room, shutting the door behind her.

      Taking a deep breath, I calm my mind to get this over with. Heading behind the curtain, I see the first three dresses she has already picked for me. The first is an off-the-shoulder mermaid-style black dress. It’s elegant and sexy. I strip out of my clothes, neatly fold them on the small bench in the area, and take the first dress off the hanger. It’s a tight fit to get it on, but I’m thankful the zipper is on the side so I can zip it up myself without needing help. When I do I see a slit up my left leg almost to the top of my thigh. Thankfully that’s the only real exposed part of the dress which I can handle. The top of the dress pushes my breasts up enough to show them off, but they are still completely covered.

      “Are you ready yet?” my sister’s voice travels through the curtain.

      “Coming,” I answer, wrapping my fingers around the dress skirt so I can walk out. When I step out in front of her, I watch my sister’s eyes get huge.

      “That dress is beautiful on you. I knew you could pull it off.” She twists her finger in a circle in a spinning motion. “Spin for me.”

      Doing as she asks, I make a small circle so she can see every inch of the dress.

      “Good.” She hmphs. “We’ll get that to use as a dress for another night. It’s not flashy enough for you to stand out tonight since it’s a black-and-white affair. Go put on the next one.”

      Flashy enough? Black-and-White affair? This is going to be never-ending.

      For the next two hours, I went through almost all the dresses she had picked out for me. We managed to find a second dress in the first store that she wanted to save for a different night of the event. It was a black and nude dress that made me feel a bit more exposed since it had a front that plunged pretty deep. I was somewhat uncomfortable with it, but I tried my best to hide it. I knew my typical style wasn’t what we were going with for this event.

      Using the black credit card my father gave me for events like this, I purchased the two dresses and pretended I didn’t notice the price tag. I knew they were less than I had originally expected but still a lot more than I would have been comfortable with if I had paid for them myself.

      Nora placed both dresses in the back of her car for me before leading us down the street to the next shop. I can only assume she called them ahead of time with some specific requirements as well. The second we walked through the door, I knew I was right. We once again were greeted by an overly chipper female who knew she could make a great commission off of us if we bought even just one dress here.

      She led us back to a smaller dressing room than the first store, but there were still almost just as many dresses. These ones appeared to be a little more flashy than the others I tried on. Just from the hangers, I could tell these would also expose me a bit more, making me more uncomfortable.

      The only person that ever saw me naked was Trevor. After he left, I never wanted to be with anyone else and expose myself in that manner ever again, especially not after having my daughter. It felt wrong letting others see me that way. Even if I did get most of my body back in shape. My breasts were a lot fuller, though, since I breastfed. They never did go back down to their B cups. Depending on the bra, I’m either a C or D. Some of these dresses will definitely help show my goods off more. Especially the ones that I won’t be able to wear a bra with. Thank god someone created those stick-on bras so I can go braless; I think they are called pasties.

      Before my sister can even comment about me getting my ass in gear trying on dresses, I move behind the curtain to start. The first couple in the room are bright with sequins and glitter. I can’t help but think they are a little too bold for this event, but I know it’s better to trust Nora on this. Each one I try on for the next twenty minutes she immediately nixes and has me move on. It isn’t until I get to about my twentieth dress that she finally gasps in shock when I open the curtain.

      “That one, Emmy,” she smiled brightly and clapped. “That is the dress you must wear for tonight’s opening ceremony. It’s perfect.”

      “Are you sure?” I hesitate, looking down at the evening gown. It’s bright red and doesn’t follow the black-and-white theme at all. The front of the dress plunges deep between my breasts. The shoulder straps are more of a halter style and combine at the back of my neck into one strand that goes down the center of my back until it hits my low back, leaving everything exposed. Two more skinny strings connect the single strand down my back to the sides of the front ensuring it stays in place and doesn’t move to expose any part of me.

      I will definitely stand out in a crowd in this dress and have all eyes on me, which is exactly what I suspect my father wants. He wants all eyes on me and the fighters to be in awe when they are introduced. I won’t be surprised if he even has a pedestal for me when he does the introductions.

      “Take it off and let’s get back to the house. We have to get you ready.” With a wave of her hand dismissing me, Nora turns to find the girl assisting us to let her know we have what we need and to have the dress packed up. Within ten minutes she has us all packed up and heading back to the house. The event is still hours away, but I know in Nora’s mind we only have an hour or two before I need to be there.
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        * * *

      

      The event is in an hour and a half, and I feel like hyperventilating. Everyone had been moving around me for the past couple of hours, getting ready. Alexis came in to watch for a little while they worked on my hair and makeup before I convinced her to go downstairs and play with her little cousins. She enjoyed watching me get dolled up and did what little kids do, asking a million questions and even wanting her own hair and makeup done. At that, my sister tried to get her out of the room. Still, one of the younger makeup girls saw the look I was giving my daughter at her joy and jumped in to do her hair and makeup quickly promising she would look just as pretty as her mom.

      It was one of the sweetest things I’ve witnessed in a while. Most of the workers who are brought in for events like this just ignore my daughter. This young woman took the time to make her feel included which is more than even some of my family members do most days.

      “Mommy, are you okay?” my sweet daughter calls out, pulling me from my thoughts and back to everything around me.

      “Yeah, Sweetheart,” I smile and look down at her. “Mommy just doesn’t like going to events like this.” I run my hand down the side of her face and cup her cheek. “You look beautiful, my sweet girl. Make sure you behave for your Auntie Nora tonight. I’ll be back super late, okay?”

      “Okay, Mommy.” Her bright smile is wide before she takes off running out of the room.

      Now it’s time for me to face my maker and get this night over with. Tonight will be the start of the future for Alexis and me. I can only hope that whatever man wins this fight and my hand in marriage is a good man who won’t hurt my daughter. They can do whatever they want to me, but the second something happens to Alexis, I don’t care about what my father will do to us. I will keep her safe.
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      Robert spared no expense for the opening ceremony tonight. It was being held in a large indoor auditorium that I suspect had been built precisely for events like this. Everyone was dressed in black tie, looking their best as they entered. As the guys pulled up to drop me off around the back, I caught all the limos dropping guests off at the entrance. It looked like this would be a full house tonight.

      Steel stopped the truck at the back entrance where the fighters would enter. I saw one familiar face. Jax Sutton. The man has been known as one of the top MMA fighters in the country. I’m not all that surprised to see him here. There have been rumors the man is tied to some mafia rings, but there was never enough proof to back them up. He is going to be one tough opponent in this fight. I only hope someone else faces him first and can knock him down a peg or two.

      “Is that Aiden?” Knox questions, leaning forward in his seat up front to get a better look around Steel.

      “He wouldn’t have the guts to show his face here. It’s too close to all of us,” Steel growls.

      Turning to see for myself, it’s true. The slimy bastard had the balls to show up at this fight thinking he would stand a chance. Oh, I so hope I get to face him. He has some crimes to pay for, and I’ll make sure he gets the beating he deserves.

      “If he recognizes you…” Knox trails off, leaving the rest of his thought to interpret.

      “He won’t.” I’m quick to answer. “If anything he would recognize both of you. He only knows my name. I’ve never come across him at all in person, and we made sure to scrub all records that would have my picture somewhere.”

      “He’s right, Knox.” Steel grunts in agreement. “We’re going to need to stay on the down low. Boss,” he looks in the rearview mirror at me. “You good to go in without us then?”

      “Yeah, just let me out, go park, and find your seats. I don’t need you for this.” I slide across the seat and move to open the door. “Make sure to call in one of the guys Aiden wouldn’t recognize. I’m going to need a team manager and a medic it looks like now.”

      “Got it. Go knock ‘em dead.” Steel puts our SUV in park, letting me get out.

      I trust the guys to do what needs to be done. We already have a couple of people mixed into the crowd to keep a watch on everyone so nothing looks suspicious. I’m sure they will just switch out with those we have here instead of waiting for more backup. The fewer people involved, the better. I don’t want Robert getting suspicious at all about things.

      Keeping my back straight and my head high I exit the vehicle and move towards the entrance doing my best to ignore the other fighters. We will all have our time to chat while inside waiting for introductions. I give a small nod to the man doing security at the front as his partner pats me down to make sure I don’t have any weapons before walking through the metal detector. With a quick check, they let me through to continue inside and tell me to follow the signs for fighters. I have a feeling we’re all going to be a separate room away from everyone until announcements are made. Robert does love to put a dramatic flare on everything.

      All the signs point me to the locker room where I assume we all will get ready after this. I see three other fighters I’m not familiar with already waiting in the room. Each has taken a seat in front of an open cubby, and I can see they already took the time to unpack some of their items and hang them up. One of them gives me a questioning look when I get in the room. I can see them trying to assess me, and I’m sure they are wondering why I don’t have a bag with my items in it. My career has taught me to be cautious around everyone. No longer will I leave my items unattended, especially at a large event like this. I don’t trust these other fighters to not do anything to my stuff. All of us are here for one reason or another, and I won’t risk losing because another fighter decided to try to get an advantage somehow. The guys have my bag with all my fight stuff in the car, and it will be brought in only when it’s time, and then it will remain with one of my brothers until the end.

      “Who are you?” the male who was staring at me questions. The male has a buzzcut and looks like he would be a bouncer or maybe a security guard who’s only there for muscle. He’s on the larger side with some strong shoulders. I’m almost positive he doesn’t have the skill to be a strong fighter. Though I’ve been known to be wrong in the past, I doubt I am this time. His tone alone makes me think he is trying to seem a lot tougher than he is.

      “Parker. You?” I retort, keeping my answer short. The less anyone knows about me, the better. I don’t need rumors spreading or information getting back to the wrong person.

      “Never heard of you,” my opponent grunts.

      Guess he’s not going to give his name.

      Discreetly I slip my phone out of my pocket and snap a quick picture of the male while I walk towards one of the lockers opposite where the three sit. I shoot a quick text off to Sky with the pic, knowing she will get me all the information I need about him. I need to know for sure if any of these men have ties to someone I need to be worried about should they lose.

      Knowing it will take her a few minutes to get me a basic background, I put my phone in the inside pocket of my jacket to wait. Leaning back against the wall dividing the cubby holes I close my eyes, cross my arms across my chest, and wait. Hopefully, it won’t be too much longer.

      A few minutes later I hear the door to the locker room open once again and several voices speaking. Still, I keep my eyes closed, waiting. It’s not like one of them could get the drop on me this way. Plus I learned a long time ago that doing this tends to freak some people out. Which makes it all the better come the time to fight.

      The male who previously questioned me began to raise his voice when I heard Aiden enter the room last. Clearly, the two had some issues and didn’t get along. I’m not all that surprised, to be honest with everything I know about Aiden Mason. His past is just as shady as he is. Knox and Steel met him while we were serving. They all went through basic training together before Aiden was dishonorably discharged not even two years into his four. He also had a thing with Knox’s sister during that time. It did not end well. Knox and Steel have wanted revenge since, but Rachel won’t let them. I didn’t know all of them when things went down, but I was there for the aftermath. Rachel tried to kill herself several times before she up and disappeared, cutting Knox and Steel off. It wasn’t until months later that she reached out to me for help talking to her brothers. She swore me to secrecy and to this day I still haven’t told her brothers everything I know, but their relationship has greatly improved and we go to her house for dinner once a month.

      “Gentleman,” a female clears her throat as she enters. With her words, I open my eyes and turn to look at the newcomer. She’s on the taller side and wearing a black pantsuit that makes her stand out from all the evening wear I’ve seen so far tonight. In her hands is a clipboard giving away that she is clearly in charge of wrangling us all. “Welcome to opening night! All of us are so glad you could join us for this event. Mr. Delcoure is excited to see what you all have to offer. I’m April Sawyer and will be in charge of you all tonight. If you could follow me, I’ll take you out to the stage for introductions. Please line up according to your last names when I call you. It will make introductions easier.”

      One by one she calls out each of our last names, and we head out the door to wait in the hallway. When she calls out Smith, I’m finally able to at least put a last name with the face of the male who questioned me when I walked in. I should have known a man like him would have an unoriginal last name. By the time she’s gotten through all eight of us, I can hear loud music starting up from up the hall. At the same time, my phone buzzes in my chest pocket letting me know Sky finally got back to me with all the information. I’ll have to check out when we get back to the locker room.

      It’s go time.

      Each of us follows April down the hall towards the stage. The closer we get, the more I can feel the thumping of the music through my body. Like always I can feel my muscles loosening, getting ready for later. Heavy bass music like this always gets my blood pumping.

      She leads us down a small hallway that comes up to a large black curtain. “Wait here for your name to be called. Once it is, you can enter through this curtain.”

      April leaves us standing as she walks through the same curtain in front of us. When she does, the music stops, and silence takes over the arena. I can hear her beginning her speech and introducing herself to the event. Once more the tension of what I’m about to do washes over me. A small part of me is hoping that Emma will be in attendance tonight for us all to see, but at the same time, I have a sinking suspicion that Robert is going to keep her hidden until the very end.

      “Now, let’s welcome each of our fighters to the stage!” April's voice echoes.

      One by one she calls out our names and announces what gym we belong to. Four names are called before she reaches my own. Cracking my neck, I take a deep breath and walk forward knowing she’s about to announce me.

      “Please welcome Parker Ryan to the stage! He is representing Unarmored MMA Gym. He has been involved in the MMA world since high school but took a small reprieve for several years to help his family. Now he is back to show the world what he’s got and reintroduce himself into the fighting world!”

      As April finishes her speech, loud cheers ring out while I walk across the stage. Giving a wave to everyone I move to where the other fighters are standing on the far side of the stage. With the bright lights beating down on us it’s hard to see most of the crowd. I can tell the whole area is full of guests but making out individual faces is hard. Scanning through the faces I can see, I notice Knox sitting in one of the front rows cheering loudly for me. When he sees me, he gives me a small nod that no one else would notice if they weren't looking for it.

      The last fighters are all called up on stage one by one each getting the same greeting from the crowd. I’m not surprised to see everyone pumped up for an event like this. Robert always did have a flair for the dramatic. It’s just disgusting he is doing this to his youngest daughter. Emma always deserved better than everyone in the family. Her heart was so full of love, and she just wanted to make the world a better place than she found it. I just hope Robert didn’t take that from her.

      “Folks, that is all of our fighters for this event,” April’s voice sounds so chipper as she begins her closing remarks. “Before the fights get underway, how about we let Mr. Delcoure say a few words of wisdom and luck to our fighters.”

      The spotlights dim around those of us on stage as a bright light shone up to one of the boxes off on our right. Turning I follow the direction everyone else is looking, and that’s when I see her.

      Emma.

      A small gasp escapes me as I look at her. She is still as beautiful as she was ten years ago. The red dress she wears stands in contrast to her paler skin. God, what I wouldn’t give to be able to wrap her in my arms and kiss her deeply. Never again will we be parted.
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      It took everything in me to keep my hands from shaking as we exited the limo my father had picked me up in. I was surprised to see him sitting in the back with my brother William when the driver opened the door for me. I had suspected that he would ride separately, but I guess he wanted to make an entrance tonight. Before I could even get into the car, he made me spin in a small circle to make sure I was up to his standards. With a tight smile, he nodded and let me enter the car.

      Together we rode in silence to the event. It took about forty-five minutes to make our way downtown. I expected my father to give me a lecture the whole ride, but he spent more time looking at his phone than anything, which I was thankful for. I really didn’t need to be told again to be on my best behavior and keep my mouth shut.

      “Do not speak unless spoken to. Always have a smile on your face,” my father chides as the car comes to a stop. Looking out the window on my father’s side of the car I see a ton of reporters in attendance with all their cameras filming everything. He really made this into a huge event.

      Most likely to get more money out of everyone. It’s not like we don’t already have enough as it is.

      As he opened the door to exit, I made sure to plaster on my best people-pleasing smile and scooted to the edge of the seat to follow him. Playing the part, my father held his hand out for me to take to assist me out of the back seat. Once out, I placed my hand on the crook of his elbow and let him guide me forward. Reporters shouted to get us to turn and look at them, posing for pictures and stopping for comments. My father took his time to stop with almost everyone. He smiled at the camera, answering simple questions before moving on to the next. If a question was directed towards me, I was quick to give a polite smile, short answer, and let my father take over the conversation.

      Most people in the town thought me to be the shy one of the family. Very rarely was I seen and public and even then I was rarely alone. It wasn’t that I didn’t like others; my father just didn’t trust me. Ten years and he is still holding my relationship with Trevor and the birth of our daughter over my head. He knows I would do anything for Alexis after begging him to let me keep her. No one in town even knows she’s my daughter. They think she is a younger half-sister that I’m taking care of. That’s the story my father told the town when we came home with a baby. When she was enrolled in school, my father made sure only her first name and date of birth were listed. I know he paid a pretty penny to get the district to look the other way.

      At least the questions about me going to college stopped pretty quickly when my father said I was staying home to help raise my younger sister while doing online classes due to social anxiety. That was a total lie. I did get to take some simple online classes but not enough to earn a degree of any kind. As for the social anxiety, those who knew me before Trevor left would have disagreed and said that I was a kind soul that always included everyone. But, after he left me, I secluded myself from the world thinking it was safer for everyone. It helped that I was forced to stay home from school after my father beat me so bad I could barely move. When we found out I was pregnant, he pulled me from school claiming I had some big illness that required us to travel to find a cure.

      More like traveling to Europe, far away from anyone who would recognize us.

      “Emma! Look this way!” a photographer shouts right as a camera flashes in front of my face pulling my attention back to the red carpet that was rolled out for us.

      My father must have caught that I was distracted because his hand dug into my side where he held me in warning before guiding me past the last cameras and into the main doors. Doormen stood in front of us, keeping the double set of doors open for all those entering. I gave them a small nod in greeting that I knew my father wouldn’t catch. He may not see the point of being polite to those working, but I always have.

      Once we stepped inside, I saw hundreds of people dressed to the nines at the entrance. Many stood in groups talking amongst themselves, while others were heading towards the stairs and elevators to head towards their seats. It appeared there was also a bar off towards the back right with several long lines.

      Oh, how I wish I could go over and get a drink to calm my nerves. I really just want this night to end. The sooner, the better.

      “Emma, why don’t you let William escort you to our box,” my father pats the top of my hand before handing me off to my brother. His suggestion is code for go sit and be quiet without making a scene. I know everyone was watching us as the three of us walked in. I’m sure the dress Nora chose for me to wear also had much to do with it. I stood out from everyone in the crowd who was wearing white and black. My father got precisely what he wanted… for everyone to have their eyes on us. Now that they did, it’s his time to socialize and make sure everyone keeps their money flowing in our city. I’m sure he is also probably trying to rig the fights to go his way depending on who makes him the best offer. I wouldn’t put it past him to do it.

      “You do look beautiful, Sis,” William whispers as he guides me up the stairs.

      “Thanks.”

      I wish he would have taken us to the elevator, but I’m sure that would defeat the purpose of having me on display. As we walk, I feel everyone staring at us, specifically me. If it wasn’t for William escorting me, I would be moving a lot faster up these stairs.

      It took a little bit, but we made it up the large staircase and then a second smaller set of stairs to reach the boxes. The stairs to the boxes were less crowded since they were reserved for the more wealthy in attendance who were all still busy schmoozing with my father. William helped me reach our box and held the door open so I could step inside. This was my first time seeing the arena transformed for an event like this. The times before I’d been here it was for a play. As I stepped inside, I moved to the side until William told me where I was to be sitting. Each time it was different, and usually, I was placed in the second row to remain more hidden. I’m sure I would be sitting in the front with my father this time.

      “Front seat on the left is yours.” My brother places his hand on the small of my back pushing me forward.

      See, I knew it.

      Taking my seat, I let my hands sit in my lap, twisting them together until I could calm my nerves. I looked out over the arena and saw a stage in the center area. I thought that would be where the cage to fight would be, but I guess not unless it was something that could be transformed into it. The stage was set up so that everyone would be able to see it. From what I could tell there wouldn’t be a bad seat in the house.

      I had been sitting quietly in the box, people watching for about thirty minutes before the volume of the room picked up as more people filled their seats. I guess the event would soon be starting. With that thought, I took a deep breath and steeled my nerves. Tonight would be when I saw who my potential future husband would be. To say I was nervous is an understatement of all statements. Marriage should be for love. Just because I resigned myself to knowing that the person my heart wanted could never be mine doesn’t mean I want a loveless marriage either.

      The second I hear my father's voice on the other side of the door my back straightens so I can sit up taller. I uncross my legs and instead hook one ankle behind the other to appear more ladylike while folding my hands neatly in my lap. All of us were taught from a young age the proper way to sit and behave. At this point, it’s just ingrained in me.

      “We can continue this conversation later,” my father whispers in a hushed tone as he enters the suite. I hear the door shut behind him and prepare for the rest of the evening.

      Tonight is the start of my new future.

      “Are you ready, Emma?” he inquires, sitting beside me. “You’re about to meet your future husband.”

      I don’t answer aloud, just give a small nod in agreement and keep my eyes facing forward. Taking that as an answer, my father starts speaking to my brother, and I do my best to tune them out. I don’t want to know anything more about this world and its dealings. My eyes stay glued to the stage, using it as my focal point to tune out the world around me.

      Before long, the arena lights begin to dim, and spotlights shine bright on the stage. Loud music blasts through the speakers before a young female enters the stage through a large black curtain. I guess it’s finally time. Anticipation takes over as I wait to see what will become of the night. A part of me hopes that at least I end up with someone who will be easy on the eyes so it won’t make it so hard to do what I know will eventually be expected of me. I’m almost positive my father will expect me to be with a child within a year of the marriage.

      That thought however disgusts me. I never wish for anyone other than Trevor to touch me. I’m almost positive I’ll somehow have to drug myself to get through the ordeal. Hopefully whoever I’m forced to marry will only want to lie with me when necessary and no more than that.

      “Welcome, everyone!” the female shouts. “Thank you all for coming out to this momentous event! These fights are going to be the biggest of the year. The prize is one of great value to Mr. Decloure. Without further ado, let’s welcome our competitors to the stage!”

      A loud roar rings through the arena with everyone clapping and several people rise to their feet in excitement. Beside me, even my father claps along with the crowd. Me however… well I couldn’t so much as move my hands from my lap. Instead, I was just stuck focusing on the female on stage and what would happen next.

      “Our first fighter is Bryan Holland! He comes to us as a representative of Olympian Fitness. He’s newer to the circuit than some of our other competitors, but he’s already proven he has what it takes to make it to the top!”

      A tall pale male steps out from behind the black curtain wearing a black suit that helps hide his muscles well. He looks to be on the slimmer side from this far away. His red hair is cut short but shines brightly with the lights on him, making it appear almost blonde. He isn’t horrible looking but just not really my type.

      “Our second contender comes to us from Unrun Dodger MMA Gym. He has been in the MMA circuit for six years now and travels not only around the United States but also around the world. Let’s welcome Avery Marshalls to the stage!”

      I was already starting to tune out the contenders and I wasn’t sure how many were left. I didn’t particularly care right now until the fights were further along for me to really get a sense of who would possibly be my future partner. I knew I needed to listen just enough to hear the names in case my father asked me questions later.

      One by one names were called, and everyone erupted in cheers as the fighters walked on stage. We were four names in until I about had a panic attack and couldn’t breathe.

      “Please welcome Parker Ryan to the stage! He is representing Rockport MMA Gym. He has been involved in the MMA world since high school but took a small reprieve for several years to help his family. Now he is back to show the world what he’s got and reintroduce himself into the fighting world!”

      The second the bright lights show me his face when he walks across the stage my breath hitches. There’s no way it isn’t possible. Unless he changed his name, that man standing on stage is Trevor. My high school sweetheart and Alexis’s father. I would know him anywhere. He’s bulkier than he was in school, but it’s him. His black hair is now cut buzzed off, and his jaw looks a lot more chiseled. He’s definitely grown and changed. Long gone is the bad boy look that I fell in love with.

      I continue to stare at him the whole time through the last of the introductions, taking everything in me to keep still and not give anything away. I don’t know if my father or brother recognized him, but I’m really hoping that they didn’t.

      He came home. Finally. I’m still pissed at him for leaving as he did, but I also know that now that he’s home, I won’t let him leave again without a fight. Maybe, just maybe he finally came back for me. To save me like he always promised he would.

      My attention gets broken when a bright light shines in my eyes, making me blink. My first reaction is to cover my face to get the light out of my eyes, but I know that would be frowned upon.

      From beside me my father lifts a microphone and begins to speak to the crowd. For the most part, I ignore what he’s saying until he partly turns to me. I take that as my cue to stand.

      “This young lady here will be the winner's prize! Her hand in marriage and your chance to join the Decloure family! Good luck to all the fighters and may the best man win!”

      As my eyes adjust to the light, they lock with Trevors or well Parkers. I can see his shock mirror my own. That alone gives it away that it really is him. He came home. Now, I’m not sure if that was the smartest move. If my father is the reason he left, I can only imagine what he will do now that he’s back. It’s been several years since my father truly beat me. I wouldn’t put it past him to do it again and blame me somehow for Trevor's return. For now, the only thing to do is hold on to hope my father doesn’t recognize him and that Trevor keeps his head down.
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      “You can’t avoid me forever,” I hiss across the walkway between our desks.

      Trevor doesn’t answer and continues to stare forward. Mr. Howard, our history teacher, is busy droning on about the Renaissance period and the different ruling factions. There’s no way Trevor is actually paying attention to what he’s saying, but he is acting like it to ignore me. For two weeks now, we’ve sat side by side in classes. He refuses to speak a single word, and when I do catch him looking at me, he immediately turns away. It hurts like someone is dragging a knife along my chest. I have no idea what happened or why he hates me now. Before he disappeared a year ago, we were best friends, even if it was in secret, and now the one person I trusted most in this world is treating me like I don’t exist.

      Before I can try again to make him talk to me, Mr. Howard breaks his speech and begins talking about a group project he will assign to us all. The whole classroom groans, me included, as the project is announced. My father hates when group projects are assigned because I get stuck at school even longer some days to work on them after school when he expects me to be home.

      Mr. Howard starts to assign everyone into groups of two, with no rhyme or reason. Under my desk, I’m crossing my fingers that Trevor and I are grouped together. Then he would have no choice but to talk to me.

      He can’t ignore me forever, right?

      “Miss Decloure and Mr. Griffin, the two of you will be working together. I want you to focus on the art, literature, and inventions of the time. Tell me why they were important and what they meant for the world.”

      I almost groan at the assignment because I was hoping for something a little easier like looking at the royal families or something. I expect to hear Trevor groan at the assignment, but he doesn’t make a sound. I guess getting him to talk is about to be a lot harder than I expected.

      At the end of the assignments being given out, we are told to begin now, and we have three weeks to do our research, write a paper, and create a PowerPoint to present. Turning to look at my partner I watch as he doodles in his notebook, not bothering to look up.

      “Do you want to meet after school to do some research together?” I keep my voice down as I ask, afraid he will say no. I’m only free today after school because I have cheer practice for the rest of the week. We're getting ready for a big tournament this week so it’s all hands on deck.

      “Can’t,” Trevor grunts, still refusing to look my way.

      I miss the way his blue eyes would stare at me. It was like he could see into my soul and everything I was trying to hide from myself was bare for him. It should have scared me, but I knew I could trust him. I’m not sure at this point what hurts the most. That he won’t look at me or won’t speak to me, it’s obvious something happened, but I only want to help him.

      Turning back to my textbook, I reread the chapters we were assigned and begin taking notes on anything relevant to our project. Eventually, he’ll have to talk to me even if it’s just for the assignment. For the next fifteen minutes I was so engrossed in my notes I jumped when the bell rang. Knowing Trevor would bolt out of class, I try to be quick about packing everything up to follow him, but I’m not fast enough. When I looked back up from grabbing my bag, he was already at the entrance, and a folded piece of paper was sitting on my desk. Slowly I open it and see a beautiful drawing of myself. It’s a side profile that lets me know he had been staring at me through the class to be able to draw the exact position I was in several times while listening to Mr. Howard drone on and on. At the bottom of the drawing was a time and place with no other information. Hope starts to rise in my chest that maybe this is his way of reaching out to me.

      The rest of the school day passed in a blur while I counted down the hours til I was to meet Trevor. I tried to find him during our lunch period, but he wasn’t in the cafeteria. When I had gotten up from the table with my friends to go check outside, my best friend stopped me, pulling my attention back to them. After that, I knew trying to track him down would be a lost cause. Not unless I wanted to bring attention to us but I knew that would just cause potential issues at home.

      Throughout my last period, I kept my eyes glued on the clock, watching the minutes pass by until the final bell rang. It felt like time was moving slower the more I watched. I couldn't tell you what was even being taught during Geometry class. When the bell finally rang, I was already packed up and bolting out of the room. It would be a tight squeeze to make it to the address Trevor wanted to meet at before I needed to be home. Especially since I still didn’t have my driver's license, I would have to walk there and back before Nora was ready to go home.

      Before my last class, I had already dropped off everything I wouldn’t need to take home in my locker, leaving me free to head straight out. Thankfully it was a short walk to the old playground he wanted to meet at. It was somewhere we had found once two years ago. Since that day we used it as our meeting place when I would sneak away. It wasn’t often, but I spent every chance I got with the boy who saved me.

      Seeing him look so haunted on the first day of school and still now has been breaking me every day. I wanted to help him and protect him. Be his friend or maybe something more. Even if I know my father won’t allow it.

      “You came,” his rough voice calls out when I round the last corner and the park comes into view.

      I see him sitting on one of the two swings still remaining. My heart rate picks up as I look at him and walk his way. He’s edgier and darker than when I first met him, but I think it makes him even hotter. I like this version of him. He’s even bulkier than the scrawny kid I first met and barely fits on the swing he’s sitting on. I’m sure my cheeks are turning pink with how heated they feel. Just as I’m staring at him, he’s watching me. It feels right but also so wrong. His gaze isn’t soft toward me; no, it's hard and cold. He looks angry, and I don’t know why. When he left, it was sudden. I don’t remember doing anything that would have angered him. It doesn’t make sense, and it just hurts me on top of this want I’m feeling toward him.

      “Of course I did. You asked me to,” my voice is soft as I answer. When I reach the edge of the swing area, I hesitate. I want to go and sit on the swing next to him and talk, but from here, I can feel the anger radiating off him, not just his expression which forces me to pause.

      “We don’t have long. I need you to stop trying to talk to me at school. Just leave me alone,” his gruff voice calls out as he stands and stalks towards me.

      I can’t help the way my body reacts to him. I’m slightly scared, but I also know Trevor would never hurt me. Watching him walk toward me turns me on. Something about this edgier side of him makes me want him. He can scare me, but he isn’t going to get me to leave. I care about him too much to let him go through whatever this is alone.

      “I won’t,” my voice comes out much stronger than I feel. Now he’s standing in front of me, and I have to look up to talk to him. “What happened, Trevor? This isn’t you, and I’m not walking away until you talk to me.”

      “You can’t help me, Emma. You’ll only get yourself hurt,” he growls as he looks down at me.

      “No, I won’t. Just explain it to me and let me make my own decisions.” I place my hand on his chest. I expect him to move back from my touch, but he doesn’t pull away. Instead, he closes his eyes and takes a deep breath.

      “I’m trying to protect you. I can’t do that if you push me.” I can hear the warning in his voice, but it’s not as strong as before.

      “Trevor,” I sigh, pushing forward into him. I run my hand up his chest and cup his cheek. “I know you’ll keep me safe no matter what. I trust you. Please trust me. I have resources. I can help.”

      “I’m in this mess because of you,” he rips out of my hold and turns his back on me.

      “What do you mean?” my voice breaks with the questions.

      My family, more specifically my dad, doesn’t like us hanging out but we have always been careful about it. We kept some distance at school but would slide notes in each other's lockers. We would even meet here at this abandoned playground just to avoid being seen. After my father beat me the second time we were caught together, we got smart and hid our friendship. How would anyone have found out? It doesn’t make sense how this would be my fault.

      “I—” I choke, trying to hold back the tears threatening to spill. I never wanted to cause him pain. I just wanted him in my life as my friend if nothing more. He’s the only person that liked me for me and not because of who my family is.

      “Emma,” he scolds, his voice hard. When he turns back to look at me, all his features soften. I’m sure it has to do with the tears that did manage to slip free. “Fuck it,” he growls and runs towards me, pulling me into his arms.

      I bury my face in his chest and just let the tears fall. He has always been my safe place. I can’t lose him but if it’s my fault then maybe I should just walk away. I don't want him hurt because of me. I love him too much to allow that to happen. Being in his arms now feels like home, but I know all too soon he will let me go and turn back into his hardened self.

      “Baby, please stop crying. You know what your tears do to me.” He runs his hand through my hair and down my back while making soothing sounds.

      This is the boy that knew. The one that protected me, cared for me, and always found a way to make me smile. I miss that. I miss him.

      “I can’t,” I sob harder, clinging to him.

      Trevor picks me up in his arms and carries me to the picnic table we always sit at. I feel him sit down while he settles me on his lap and just holds me, letting the tears fall until they begin to slow. His bulkier body makes it easier for me to feel tiny in his arms. It also makes me feel safe, and I think that’s what finally helps me to calm down. The only place I’ve ever felt safe is with him.

      “Baby, we can’t do this again after today.” He places a soft kiss on the top of my head as his arms squeeze me tighter. “We can’t be together, and I need you to not push it. You have to be strong for both of us.”

      “I can’t, Trevor. I won’t survive losing you. This last year I’ve felt so lost and alone. Plus, what about our school assignment?” I push further into him savoring every last minute I can.

      “I’ll do my half and leave it in your locker. Let me protect you. Please,” he begs.

      That’s what does me in and makes me agree. Trevor never begs. He will dive head first into any mess if it’s something that he believes in. The fact that he is pushing this distance so much and is begging me to allow us some space makes me pause. Something is definitely wrong. I know I need to give him what he wants for a while. At least until I can get to the bottom of it.

      “On one condition,” I whisper into his neck.

      “What’s that?” he sighs, already knowing he won’t like it.

      “You tell me what’s going on and soon. I won’t be able to stay away if I know you’re in trouble. We protect each other Trevor.” I pull back slightly so I can look into his eyes. I need him to see that I’m not messing around. I want the truth.

      “When it’s time,” he concedes. “Let me do this my way to start with. I won’t let anything hurt you. Ever.” He gives me a soft kiss on the lips with his declaration.

      “But you’re hurting me by doing this,” I whisper, pulling back from the kiss.

      “I know, baby. Sometimes we have to hurt to come out stronger in the end. I promise you it’s for the best. Just know when I’m mean to you at school I don’t truly mean it.” His hand caresses my face before he wraps his fingers around my neck to hold me in place as his thumb brushes across my lips.

      “So like we have our own secret language?” I mumble against his thumb. His touch is doing a good job of distracting me.

      “Yes. When I tell you to go away or that I hate you. I’m really saying that I love you.” He pulls me forward once again and presses his lips to mine. I get lost in his kiss and open my lips when I feel his tongue run against them. Sinking deeper into his hold and kiss, I let him take control until he finally pulls back. A small whine leaves me when he breaks the kiss before he places a soft one against my forehead. “Get back to school before you’re missed, baby.”

      Trevor lifts me off his lap and gently places me back on my feet. Every part of me wants to curl back up in his lap and not let go, but I know it has to be this way. I’ll trust him and let him do this his way, but I’m putting my foot down the second it starts to go south.

      “Don’t leave me completely,” I murmur.

      Taking one long last look at him to get my fill I turn and walk away, knowing that if I didn’t,I just might never be able to unless he left first. I’m not positive, but I could have sworn he said he wouldn’t as I walked away. Inside I was a mess with my heart breaking every step I took. Outside I kept my face blank and followed the trail back to school. I knew I needed to return before the car came to pick up my sister and me from school.

      “Emma!” my sister scolds as I come around from the back of the building to the car pick-up line. “Where the hell have you been? The car’s been waiting for a couple of minutes.”

      “Sorry, I got tied up in the library working on a group project I was assigned in history.” The lie flows smoothly off my lips. I put my hands into the pocket of my hoodie, and that’s when I feel it. A piece of paper that Trevor must have slipped into my pocket. My fingers wrap around it tightly so nothing happens to it. Tonight in secret I’ll read it.
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      “You need to get your head in the game,” Rome hisses as he hands me my bag outside the changing room.

      My only response is a grunt and nods as I take the bag and head inside. He’s not wrong. I thought we wouldn’t see Emma until the end. Seeing her now already has my head all kinds of fucked up. It’s been too many years since I’ve seen her. Too many years since I’ve been this close to her. It kills me not to be able to tuck her into my arms and never let her go. She was and always has been my world. I’ll make sure when this is over she understands that.

      Knowing that Emma will be watching my first fight brings on nerves I didn’t even know I had. My heart picks up just thinking about it and her. I know she’ll be watching my every move whether she wants to be or not. I’ll have to put on a good show for her and her father. I can’t make this look too easy, though most of these opponents I’ve followed in the underground MMA circuit, and they won’t stand a chance.

      Inside the makeshift locker room, all the guys are going through their routine getting ready. As we were led back here, April advised someone would come to get us when it was our time to fight. We weren’t to know the schedule ahead of time. A few of the men grumbled at that, but I expected it. No need to let us start a fight back here when they want us to put on a show for everyone who came to watch. Heading to the cubby I claimed earlier, away from most of the others, I open the bag Rome handed and see none of my items have been touched.

      Good. I feared security might be rooting through everyone’s bags to look for weapons. Not that I brought any with me, but I much prefer it if no one touches my stuff.

      Right on top are the noise-canceling headphones I had packed. Grabbing them, I throw them on, hook them up to the Bluetooth on my phone, and get my fight playlist started. Most of it is filled with rock music, but I added a couple of outliers to mix it up. The second I hit play Devour by Shinedown starts blasting. My nerves begin to relax as I sink my mind into the zone.

      It doesn’t take long for me to change from the fancy suit I was wearing into the pair of black grappling shorts I brought to fight in. Taking my time, I start the therapeutic process of wrapping my hands. When I first started fighting in eighth grade, my teacher taught me the importance of properly wrapping my hands. For hours he would make me sit there and wrap my hands over and over again until I got it right. By the time I could do it the way my trainer wanted it was when he finally let me have a stab at the bags. That was his teaching method; start with the basics and prove I was proficient in them before I was allowed onto the next step. Back then it drove me absolutely insane, but now I appreciate how he taught me. It’s made me a much better fighter for it, and I’m thankful.

      Over and over I go through the process of wrapping and unwrapping my hands. I try not to think about the other fighters in the room or even Emma. No, this moment is about me and what I’m here to do. Fight.

      “Aiden. Jax. You both will fight first,” April’s high-pitched voice calls out when she enters the room.

      Opening my eyes, I watch both fighters stand and walk out. Insults are already being thrown between both of them mainly from Aiden. I shouldn’t be surprised by the ego that man has. It will eventually be his downfall. I’m glad he isn’t going to be my first opponent. Though I’m almost positive he’s going to win this fight. If he walks away losing, I’ll be shocked.

      We all knew this night would be long with us all getting through the fights. Usually, for a fight like this, there are five rounds at five minutes each. I’m assuming it will be the same this time, with some intermissions in between to help break up the fights and allow the crowd to get pumped once more.

      Looking around the room, I see the other fighters going through their own routines as we await our turns. From here the roar of the crowd can be heard before they start to quiet down as the announcer signifies the start of the fight. That’s when I tune the outside noises out. I don’t want to hear a breakdown of the fight or who the winner is. We all will know when it’s over.

      Closing my eyes again, I go back to the muscle memory of wrapping and unwrapping my hands as I think back to the first time Emma ever watched me fight.

      It was my sophomore year of high school, and the underground MMA circuit was taking off in our area. My father had entered me into a fight being held at an abandoned factory in Rockport with the expectation that I would come out the winner. For the past year, I had hidden the dark side of my life from her. She knew I had been sent away because of her father, but she didn’t realize that the path for fighting had been set upon me from it. Only in the dead of night on Friday nights would I fight. Giving myself enough time to heal and cover my injuries before school again Monday. On the day of a big fight, several members of our class found out and talked about this epic underground fight that would take place that night in the next town.

      Emma overheard them talking about it and begged me to take her. I told her no repeatedly. Not only because it was risky to sneak her out but also because I didn’t want her to see me in that kind of light. I should have known though that she always finds a way when she wants to.

      She convinced her father to let her have a sleepover at one of her cheer teammates' houses. From there, the group of them snuck out and met up with some members of the football team who drove them to fight.

      Thank god Emma had been texting me the whole time so I knew she was on the way. I was fucking livid when she told me, but I knew it was too late to do anything about it. Instead, I gathered a couple of my buddies from school and the gym and had them watch and protect her all night. We cleared off a broken pillar that would give her perfect eyesight of the room and keep her off the floor and away from the mayhem that was sure to ensue. It wasn’t much, but with the bit of time I had, it was the best I could do. My best friend at the time promised to escort her there and watch her like a hawk. He wasn’t too happy leaving me without someone in my corner, but he knew I would lose this fight if she wasn’t safe. He took the lesser of two evils;I’ll forever be thankful for it.

      The fight started as all the others did. Blow for blow. We took our turns, and each did some damage. It was near the end of the fight when things got shady and then went to shit. I had my opponent pinned. His friend slid a knife into the cage, and I almost didn’t see it. Well, I didn’t until Emma let out a blood-curdling scream of my name. With a quick look at her to make sure she was safe, I caught the terror in her eyes and looked in the direction she was pointing. Right to the switchblade that he almost had in his hand. I rolled both of us away from it, snapping my opponent's arm, put him back in a chokehold, and knocked him the fuck out.

      My coach was pissed, but I did what was needed. We had agreed to make this a clean fight tonight. They wanted to play dirty then this was on them, not me. It was also the same night I swore that if Emma was to ever attend another fight of mine, she would do so with two people guarding her. Her scream gave away exactly what she meant to me. I knew she didn’t mean to do that, but that’s exactly what happened. She painted a target on both our backs that night. A target that I spent years protecting her from. The fighter that had tried to kill me, I found out two years later, was one that her father had bet on. The fighter was told to do everything to make sure that I didn’t come out of that fight as the winner or unbroken. Hell, I’m sure he would have been fine if I died that day. Robert Delcoure was determined to get rid of me and make sure his daughter would never see me again.

      He didn't recognize me earlier during introductions which just tells me how conceited he really is. If he only knew what was brewing for him after this spectacle. Payback is about to be a bitch.

      Roughly forty minutes go by before both fighters return to the room. I finish rewrapping my hands for about the hundredth time as they enter. Each looks as beat up as the other with several bruises and lacerations covering their bodies. Already I know Adien won based on his swagger and the taunting he gives to Jax and the other fighters.

      As I said, an ego on him.

      “Parker. Zander. You’re next.” April demands, turning to wait in the hall.

      I give a good look to my opponent across the room and give him a nod as I stand to walk out of the room, grabbing my gloves and sliding them in place as I walk. No reason to trash talk like Aiden was. We will say everything we need to say in the ring with our movements. Together we quietly follow April back to the main area where the cage is set up.

      Over and over in my head, I remind myself to focus on my opponent, not on Emma watching me. This isn’t going to be like that first fight she attended. She won’t be able to yell and grab my attention in any way. Not if she wants to keep herself safe from her father, which I hope to god is true. I also plan to not give her a reason to scream for me.

      “You both are familiar with the rules?” April shouts over the music playing as we're about to exit the curtained-off area.

      Both Zander and I nod with a grunt of agreement.

      “Good. Give ‘em the fight to remember.” She then turns to walk away from both of us. As she does, the announcer begins the speeches leading up to our exits. Looking over at Zander I give a good once over now that we’re about to begin. He’s smaller than me and skinnier, which may play in his favor for movement. I’ll have to watch his footwork and see how he moves before I really let the fight take off.

      “Welcome to the cage, Zander!” the announcer shouts, and his entrance music begins. I’ll have to give him some credit; he picked Frontline by Pillar. Good choice.

      He gives me a quick wicked smile and then steps out of the black curtain pumping the crowd up and bouncing on his toes as he heads down the path to the cage.

      Good, let him use his energy.

      The music cuts out when he gets to the cage, and the announcer begins my entrance. Patiently I wait for my music to cue up. When Burn by Papa Roach starts, I walk forward slowly but steadily, reserving my energy for the fight. I learned this type of approach tends to freak some fighters out. Looking up at Zander I can see that it’s also unnerving him. Clearly, he doesn’t like the calm and collected look.

      I see Rome waiting on my side of the cage ready with a towel, water, and basic medical supplies. Let’s hope he isn’t going to need to use those tonight. It would suck to need to be patched up on the opening night.

      Zander and I enter the cage from our respective sides before we are closed in with just the ref. He gives us a quick rundown of the rules once again. No weapons, everything goes; submission or knockout are accepted for the first round.

      The clock starts the countdown, and the match starts when the ref blows his whistle. My heart slows to where I can barely hear it beating in my own ears as I focus on Zander. He’s still bouncing back and forth staying agile, but I can see the jerkiness in his movements. He may have some quickness, but his movements won’t flow the way they should through his transitions which will give me the openings I need.

      For the first few seconds, we circle one another, sizing the other up. Zander is the first to strike with a low swing kick to try to sweep my feet out from under me. Dodging back I avoid the blow and circle around to get behind him and kick the back of his knee knocking him to the ground.

      Game on.
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      The second I hear Burn by Papa Roach start playing my heart drops. I know the announcer said that Trevor, or well, Parker is up next, so I expect it, and my hands are clasped tightly in my lap. It doesn’t become real until the music starts. It’s the same song he used when he fought back in high school. Well one of them. It was always secretly my second favorite of his. I much preferred when he played One Track Mind by Papa Roach.

      Watching him walk down to the cage makes me hold my breath. He looks so calm and in control; it is almost scary to me. I’ve never seen that hardened look in his eyes before. It must be something he learned after he skipped town. I’m not entirely all that surprised, to be honest. Trevor always was one for doing what he needed to survive.

      When the match starts, I catch my father moving to sit on the edge of his seat. This must be a fight he was told to watch. I’m just hoping he didn’t bet any money and that he isn’t against Trevor because I have a feeling Trevor will do everything possible to win. It’s just the type of guy he is.

      Blow for blow, the two of them go back and forth. I watch as Trevor takes a good hit to the side of the face in the first round and starts to bleed from his eyebrow. Giving as good as he got, he hits Zander in the nose, and I’m positive it breaks with all the blood that pools out. The bell rings, signifying the end of the first round, as both go to get water and clean up. I’m quick to let out a breath before the next match begins. Trevor was already voted the winner for the first, but I know there are still four more to go. Anything can happen in that time.

      In no time the bell rings again for the second match to start. This time Zander wastes no time and charges Trevor. He dodges, knocking Zander off center and straight into the side of the cage. Trevor grabs him around the waist and flips him backward, slamming his body into the mat beneath them. Zander quickly bucks him off and rolls away, getting back to his feet fast. Trevor stays low to the ground with one knee against the mat and one hand waiting to see what Zander will do next.

      His opponent bolts across the cage, charging him. Trevor anticipates the move and barrel rolls out of the way getting back to his feet. Trevor doesn’t wait again and walks to Zander hitting him with a couple of double punches to the ribs and face making him keep his guard up to defend himself. They continue this for the rest of the round before the bell rings calling the round a draw.

      The third round starts in the same fashion. But I can see how tired Zander is getting already. He’s using too much force and wasting energy as he keeps charging at Trevor. That’s gonna bite him in the ass fast. He probably won’t make it five rounds if he keeps this pace. Maybe that’s what Trevor is counting on, who knows?

      I get lost watching them fight. This is the first time I’ve seen Trevor shirtless in ten years, and it’s glorious. He’s bigger and has more muscles than he did back in high school. He also has a ton more tattoos. His arms are covered in them. If it wasn’t for the bright lights shining down on the cage, I wouldn’t have even noticed them with how dark his skin got. Clearly, he spends a ton of time outside and working out. The whole fight I’ve gone between actually watching them fight and just checking Trevor out. The way his abdominal muscles move as he fights makes me squeeze my legs together when I feel a slight throbbing build. I’ve always been attracted to Trevor. Just looking at him gets me hot and bothered, but now there’s something about the hardness, the darkness surrounding him, that gets me even more. I love watching him fight; he’s focused and in his element. He loves it and thrives on it. It’s hard to tell from my box seat, but I know his eyes have a calculated look as he thinks through the next several moves.

      My attention snaps back to the fight when I see Zander start to grapple with Trevor on the ground. To most, it would look like Trevor’s losing, but I’ve seen him do this before. He’s in complete control and lets Zander expend the last of his energy before reversing their hold and pinning him in a headlock. Right as I think it, Trevor does precisely what I expected. He flips Zander over and spins around to pin his back to Trevor’s chest, wrapping his thick arm around Zanders's neck and keeping him in place with his leg wrapped around his middle, helping to pin his hips to the ground.

      Fuck even his thighs are thick. Dirty thoughts start to run rampant through my mind as I watch. I already know I’ll be using images tonight to get myself off and relieve this need I’m feeling. I’m still pissed he left, happy he came back, worried he came back, and scared my father will discover the truth, but I’m still going to find the release I need from him. It’s always been him, no matter what. During freshman year he asked me to trust him no matter what happened. I still do to this day, but he also better have a good excuse for leaving me and his unborn child.

      “Well, that was a lot more interesting of a fight than the first round,” my father announces.

      It’s the first word he’s uttered since the fighting actually started. I really wish it wasn’t this fight to pique his interest, though. The less attention Trevor puts on himself, the better. I’m half positive that now he knows it’s my hand in marriage on the line, he’s going to do whatever it takes to win, but I’m not sure if it will be worth what will be coming to him if he gains my father's attention again. Right now, he’s safe; he won’t be if he keeps fighting like this.

      “That Parker Ryan is one we should keep our eyes on, Father. I’ve heard good things about him.” My brother William joins in from behind us.

      Shit. Fuck. This is exactly what I was afraid of. I really hope Trevor knows what’s about to come his way now. He dug this grave, and it’s one I can’t save him from unless I risk myself. That’s something I can’t do. In high school sure, I would have faced down my father a million times over to keep Trevor safe. Now I have to think about Alexis first. She needs me and my protection. Trevor is going to have to protect himself.

      “I think that’s a good idea. He and that Aiden guy so far. Let’s see how the rest of the matches go,” Robert Delcoure utters.

      The rest of the fights go on as planned until the last one. It came out to a draw leaving no clear winner, with both fighters passing on to round two. I could tell from the sound my brother made behind me that he was disappointed in the outcome. I guess he expected clear winners through all the fights. The second-to-last fight was the bloodiest out of the two. I didn’t expect Cameron to even be able to walk out of the cage as he did, but he managed it somehow. The whole time watching the fights I wanted to be on the edge of my seat cheering them on. I love events like this, but I know it’s not the behavior my father expects out of me. I know a couple of soft cheers and smiles escaped me during some of the bigger moments. I couldn’t help it. The feeling of the crowd got to me no matter how hard I tried to ignore it.

      “William, escort your sister to the car and get her home, please.” Our father instructs as he stands.

      When I move to stand, a spotlight shines on our box once again, making me freeze and settle back into the seat.

      “Thank you all for attending the first night of this exciting tournament. Make sure to get your tickets squared away for next week’s fight. We look forward to seeing what our fighters will bring to the table!”

      My father makes it look like just any other sporting event and not one where it’s for my hand in marriage. The darkness in this city and those surrounding it shouldn’t surprise me anymore, but it always does. Robert Delcoure, on the outside, looks like an upstanding businessman with the perfect family but this event in and of itself shows just how dark and depraved the man can truly be.

      When the light moves off of us once again, my father grasps me by the arm and moves me around him, transferring my arm from his hold to my brothers. Williams’ hold is even tighter than my fathers’ was. I have no idea what I did wrong, but I’m sure I’ll hear about it when I get home. I’m positive I kept a straight face through most of the fight and made sure I seemed interested, which I was. I’m wondering if that was the wrong thing to do, though. My father knows I like watching MMA fighting so it shouldn’t have come as a surprise I was interested in watching, even if I hated the reason for the occasion.

      Maybe that was the issue, the fact that I was interested.

      William adjusts his hold on my arm as we leave the box so no one notices as he takes me to the car. Most people are still in the main arena so there isn’t much of a crowd for us to go through. The black SUV is already waiting outside the front door for us as we make our way outside. I take the opportunity to take a deep breath and let the warm air settle in my lungs before getting into the back of the vehicle. William closes the door behind me before he goes around to the other side to get in. I’m glad he didn’t make me slide across the seat.

      “Be a good girl when we get home,” my brother snarls when he gets in.

      I don’t bother to reply, knowing it will worsen things.

      The ride is made in silence for all thirty minutes before we enter the gates to our house. When the car pulls around to the front and comes to a stop, I don’t bother to wait for my brother to open my door. I get it myself and head inside. I can’t wait to get out of these heels and this dress. If I was going to get yelled at tonight, it would be while I’m in comfy clothes and not in these dreaded clothes.

      Before long, I am changed into comfy yoga pants and a t-shirt as I wait downstairs in the living room for my father's arrival. I don’t even have time to find something on TV to watch before the front door flings open and my father comes barreling into the room.

      “What the hell were you thinking?” he snarls, pulling me up from the couch when he gets close enough.

      “What are you talking about?” I hesitate, not wanting to anger him even more. If I can end this night without a beating, I will consider it a win.

      “You know exactly what,” William growls from behind my father. “You were interested in the fights. Females don’t watch fights.”

      Fuck. I thought I hid it a lot better than I did. If my brother picked up on it, then that means I failed miserably. Getting out of this one is going to be tricky. My father already knows I used to watch fights in high school. It’s one of the reasons he beat me.

      “I’m sorry, I found the fighting arousing, and I just thought I was supposed to show interest since you had brought me there and the event is to find me a husband. I figured whatever fighter ends up winning my hand would like to know that their future wife was interested in what they had done to get there.” My voice comes out a lot calmer than I expected as I lie to them.

      It’s lame reasoning, but maybe it will be enough to save me tonight. Just maybe.

      “Do you believe her father?” William questions.

      I barely hear his words as I keep my gaze locked on my fathers. I can see the wheels turning in his mind as he tries to decide if he wants to believe it. It’s a long shot, but it was the best thing I could come up with in a split second.

      “Go to your room, and we will talk more tomorrow,” he dismisses me, letting his grip lessen until I can pull out of his hold.

      Taking the chance while I can, I bolt out of the room and upstairs, not stopping until I reach my room. Thank god Alexis is sleeping at my sister's tonight and is safe. Tomorrow is a new day, a new challenge to survive. One day there may be an end in sight. At least now with Trevor back in the picture. I shouldn’t wish for him to be my knight in shining armor, but for tonight, well, I’ll let my mind believe the fantasy for just a little bit before sleep can claim me.
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      It’s only been three weeks since I confronted Emma and told her to stay away from me. Since that day I have slowly been going more and more insane. Seeing her perfection walking down the halls makes me want to grab her and never let her go. I’m doing this to protect her, but it’s killing me. I thought still being able to see her would make it slightly easier to deal with but it makes it worse. The fact that I must treat her like she means nothing to me makes it worse. She doesn’t deserve this.

      For the history project we had been assigned, she did all the work for both of us without complaint. As promised, I had left notes in her locker with some of my stuff but it was clear she barely used my work. She wrote the entire paper and did the PowerPoint herself. At least Emma was kind enough to slide me a thumb drive before leaving class two days before the presentation. On it were the whole PowerPoint and the points I would need to memorize for my part. I didn’t deserve the kindness she had shown me during the project. Truthfully I didn’t even expect her to give me talking points until the day of, but I guess she didn’t want my grade to take a hit even though I wouldn’t have cared. The only thing I cared about was that she got a good grade. I know what happens if she brings home anything lower than an “A” and it’s not something I would risk with her.

      For the past forty minutes of history class, I have been staring at her. Today she looks extremely run down because I know her that well. Everyone else would see her still put together and smiling, but her smile doesn’t reach her eyes like when she’s truly happy. Her brown hair is pulled back in a messy bun, and she’s wearing the sweatshirt I know she stole from me  long ago. Half of me wants to rip the sweatshirt off her, but the possessive half loves seeing her in my clothes.

      “Hey, Emma,” our school's quarterback calls out as he sits on the edge of her desk.

      We’re supposed to be reading a chapter in our texts, but clearly, he thinks he’s above everyone else. If he doesn’t get his ass off her desk, he will be meeting my fists later. No one goes near Emma. Not unless they want their asses handed to them. I guess he’s gonna need a reminder.

      “I was wondering if you’d like to go to homecoming with me?” I overhear him ask.

      Immediately my fists clench, and it takes everything in me to remain at my desk. She’s not mine, not publicly. I have to trust her to say no herself. Though I’m sure she would want to go to something like that. It would be expected, and she can’t go with me.

      Emma doesn’t even spare a glance to look back at me before answering him. I can see the tension in her shoulders as she does, though. “Can I let you know tomorrow?” Her voice is soft. “I just need to make sure my family doesn’t have plans that night.”

      Her answer is a lie. She just wants to make sure that the quarterback is an acceptable date in her father's eyes. What she doesn’t know though is by tomorrow, he isn’t going to want to go with her anymore. He and I will be having a nice chat about it after school. The guy’s a man whore and only uses females for his pleasure. I won’t let Emma be one of them.

      “Of course,” he gives her a charming smile and wink. The sight makes me want to gag, but I control myself.

      Shortly after his little display, the bell rings for class dismissal. As Emma gathers her bag, I see her look back at me. There’s longing and sadness in her eyes. I hate knowing this arrangement is hurting her, but I’m not going to change it. I give her a death glare then get out of my seat, leaving her behind. I can feel her presence behind me as I leave the classroom. Picking up my pace I head around the corner and lose her in the crowded halls. If she tried to confront me today, I may just cave and give her what she wants.

      The rest of the day passed in a blur. By the time the last class lets out, I am already waiting outside the men's locker room to have a nice little chat with our quarterback. It doesn’t take long for him and his friends to make their way here when the bell finally rings. The second he sees me I watch his expression darken before he masks it and attempts to walk past me.

      “Have a minute to talk, Torrez?” I question as I lean against the wall.

      He pauses, waving his buddies on before coming over to talk to me. Glad he knows to listen instead of trying to make this difficult. Guess my reputation really has spread through the halls more than I expected.

      “What do you want, Trevor?” he grumbles, coming to a stop in front of me.

      “I highly suggest you stay away from Emma,” I growl, not moving from my position against the wall.

      “What’s it to you? I can ask her to be my date all I want. It's her choice. You're just a low-life scum from the wrong side of the tracks.” His words are gruff, but I know there’s nothing behind it. He can’t take me.

      “I said,” dropping my voice and stepping towards him, “Emma is off limits.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think that’s gonna work for me. She's a hot piece of ass that I have every intention of hitting.” Torrez retorts, getting up in my face.

      I don’t think before I swing and hit him in the stomach. Taking a step back I watch as he doubles over. I have no issues using violence to get my point across. No one touches Emma.

      “Fuck you,” he spits, straightening. “Now I’m definitely taking her to homecoming. I’ll get her to open those long legs for me and fuck that pussy ruining her for anyone else.”

      That does it. I snap at his words, kicking him in the stomach and shoving him into the opposite wall. I know to make sure that I don’t leave a single visible bruise on him. Instead, I focus on his stomach and chest, getting a couple of kidney shots in as well. It doesn’t take long before he is on the ground in a pile holding his stomach while trying to defend himself.

      “If I see you fucking near her again you’re a dead man,” I snarl, giving him one last kick for good measure. “Now, promise you and all your little friends are going to stay far away from her.”

      “Never,” Torrez spits some blood onto the ground at my feet. He struggles to get up from the ground and only makes it to his knees before I drop to his level.

      “You wanna try that again?” I growl, grabbing the switchblade from my front pocket and holding it against his throat. I make sure the pressure is there but not enough to actually cut his skin. Not yet at least.

      “You’re fucking psychotic!” He tries to pull out of my hold and away from the knife.

      “I need to hear your promise,” I demand, pushing the knife in harder. This time I watch a small trickle of blood form against his skin where the knife sits. No one can say I didn’t try to do this the nice way first. The dumbass just wouldn’t stay away as I told him the first time.

      “Fine,” he grunts. “I fucking promise none of us will go near Emma. Now get the fuck off me.” He pushes me away as he makes the last effort to get to his feet.

      I watch as he stumbles away and into the locker room. When I know he isn’t going to come back with any of his friends, I walk away and leave for the day. Emma will be pissed tomorrow when she finds out what I did, but it will be worth her wrath. She’s mine and always will be.
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      “How fucking dare you!” Emma snarls, shoving me into a locker the next day. I love when she gets her claws out. Everyone has always thought she’s the good girl that won’t fight back, but I know she has the fire in her when she wants. I just so happen to be the best at bringing it out.

      “How dare I what?” I question, keeping my voice even as I stare down at her. Her hands clench my shirt in anger before she lets go and just lets them rest against my chest. My skin feels like it's on fire from where she touches me. It’s been too long since we were this close.

      “I know you’re responsible for James telling me he got another offer for homecoming! You beat him up didn’t you!” She snarls as she pushes me back again.

      I grab her wrists, pull her off of me and hold them in one hand. With one smooth, quick movement, I turn us around and have her hands pinned above her head. Our bodies are flush together, and I can feel every breath she takes against my throat. Leaning down, I put my lips right against her ear, giving her a quick kiss and bite to her ear. “You’re mine, Little Vixen.”

      It takes everything in me to pull away from her and release her. She fits perfectly against me, and one day soon, I will be claiming her as mine to never let her go. I watch her eyes change from anger to passion as she continues to stare me down. When I know she’s good to stand and won’t faint, I turn my back and walk away from her.

      Let everyone think what they want about what they see. Emma knows who she belongs to and now knows I’ll do whatever I need to keep her safe and mine. Even if it means hurting people who get near her. She can have her little girlfriends, but guys are off-limits. I don’t trust anyone with her or her safety.

      “You can’t just walk away from me, Trevor! This isn’t over!” she shouts behind me.

      I half expected her to follow me and continue the fight. Which leaves me disappointed when she doesn’t. The one thing I know is that I need to get far away from her and fast before I do something I’d regret.

      By the time biology rolls around, I have managed to calm myself enough to face Emma again. Sometimes knowing we share multiple classes in the day is maddening. Today is one of those days for me. I’m not sure how much longer I can do this cold-shoulder act with her.

      “We need to talk now!” Emma growls, pushing me into the women’s bathroom and locking the door behind us.

      “People are gonna get the wrong idea, Little Vixen,” I smirk, relaxing back against the stall door. This is going to be fun toying with her. She never should have locked us in here together.

      “Don't call me that. I’m pissed at you. You didn’t need to beat him up. I was going to tell him no today. I just didn’t want to seem like a bitch yesterday for turning him down right away without having a good reason to say no.” She folds her arms across her chest, pushing her breasts up higher. Today she decided to wear a pair of tight black jeans, black biker boots, and a white crop top t-shirt. As she pushes her breasts up, it raises her shirt and it exposes her stomach even more.

      God, what I would do to be able to touch her body. She may be a freshman and me a sophomore, but I know she is my world and my future. One day I’ll be claiming her as mine.

      “You don’t want to push me, Emma. Go to class,” I command, hoping she will listen. The longer we’re in this room together, the less control I will have over myself.

      “No!” She takes a couple of steps toward me. “You can’t tell me what to do, Trevor!”

      “I can,” I take a step towards her, “and I will.” I take another step making us stand chest to chest. “I can make you listen if you insist.” I place my hand against her cheek and run my thumb over her bottom lip. “I love it when your eyes twinkle with that suppressed fire.”

      “I won’t cave just because you’re using sweet words on me!” She pulls back out of my hold. “You can’t dictate my life. You’re choosing for us to be apart, so you need to live with the consequences of other people talking to me.” Her chin tilts up with her stubborn smirk as she stares at me.

      I stalk forward towards her until I have her backed against the sink. “Oh, I’ll use more than sweet words on you.” I place both hands on either side of her pinning her in. “I only said we can’t be seen together or talking. That doesn’t mean you're not mine. You wore my hoodie yesterday and still let a guy ask you out. I think you need to be punished for that one.”

      Leaning forward I kiss her roughly, biting her lip. I keep kissing her until her hands wrap around my neck, pulling me closer into the kiss. She lets out the cutest little moan as her body arches up into me. Letting myself get carried away, I lift her up so she’s sitting on the edge of the sink, her legs open letting me slip between them.

      “You’re mine, Emma. I won’t share you,” I mumble against her lips before moving to her ear and biting the lobe lightly. “Tell me who you belong to.”

      When she doesn’t answer immediately, I pull back and stare at her.

      “Why’d you stop?” she whines and pouts trying to pull me back into the kiss.

      “Tell me who you belong to,” I demand, lightly wrapping my hand around her throat. Her eyes light up with the move, and she squirms against me. “Does my Little Vixen enjoy being dominated?” I murmur, feeling myself getting hard the more she stares at me and moans.

      “I belong to you, Trevor. Always you.” She lets out a little moan when my hand tightens slightly at her words.

      “Good girl.” I fuse our lips once more and thrust my tongue into her mouth. When I hear the bell sound for class to start, I pull back. “Get your cute butt to class and don’t let me see another guy talking to you.”

      She lets out a small whine as I take a couple of steps back and fumble getting down from the sink counter. “We’re already late. We might as well make out.”

      “No, you don’t need to get in trouble.” I scold as I start to strip my hoodie off me. “Put this on. I don’t want anyone seeing more of your skin than they need to.”

      “Trevor,” Emma complains as she takes the hoodie from my hands. “Everyone is gonna know there’s something between us if I wear this. It’s just a little bit of skin. No one will care.”

      “I care, and I’m done keeping my distance. I’ll take the heat that comes with being with you. You are mine, Emma. I’m through pretending you aren’t. Put it on now then get to class.” I demand before unlocking the door and leaving.

      Fuck. That girl is going to be the death of me.
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      The fight against Zander left me a little sore, which was to be expected. We both put on a good show for the crowd. I’m glad I won though. Would rather not have to fight in the loser's bracket and try to get out of it. That was the weird thing about this event, Delcoure had set up. There was the winner and losers bracket, but you could switch between the two. By the end of the seventh fight whoever had the most points would be the two fighting for Emma’s hand. I’ve never had a fight bracket set up like this; it was definitely interesting. I just knew that I really couldn’t lose. I wouldn’t risk Emma like that.

      Two days have gone by now, and we are back to our regular work just waiting for the next fight to take place. The schedule is set up for one fight every Friday night. I’m glad because it gives us time to heal between fights and gives my company and me more time to find out who the little girl attached to Emma is.

      Ever since I saw her in that red dress of hers sitting in the box, I’ve been a goner. My thoughts constantly go back to her and how I can find a way to get her alone to talk to me. So far, none of my team has seen her out and about. I expected she would at least go out on the weekend to do something, but the team I have on surveillance for her house says her car never leaves the premises. That alone concerns me because I know what her family is like. I’m terrified that they hurt her over the weekend for Friday or they punished her because they recognized me. I really hope that isn’t the case, but I can’t stop those thoughts from filling my mind.

      “Sky!” I practically shout, rounding the corner into her office space. I watch as she jumps from behind her desk before she rolls her eyes and sits back down.

      “That was unnecessary, Boss,” she groans and goes back to typing at her desk.

      There are only four people in the office right now with it being a Sunday. My two best friends and Sky joined me for the day. Knox and Steel had shown up at my house three hours ago telling me to get in and brought us here. They knew I would be going stir-crazy if I just sat at home. At least here in the office, there is always some kind of work to be done, even if it is just paperwork.

      “I can feel you standing there staring at me. You also gave me a heart attack so out with it or go away,” Sky grumbles, not bothering to look at me.

      “Do you have any new information on the little girl? And have you gone over the footage from the event?” Sure, it’s only been two days, but I’m hoping we have something to help us.

      “I’m one person, Trevor,” she sighs, pinching the bridge of her nose and removing her blue light glasses. “Whoever the little girl is, the information on her has been hidden extremely well. I'm still trying to get through all the red tape surrounding her. As for the footage of the fight, nothing out of the ordinary appeared. Delcoure just spoke to several shady people we already knew he had dealings with.”

      “Fuck,” I roar, running my hand through my hair. It probably looks like a disaster, but I could care less today. “Any chance we can find a way to get Emma alone? I need to talk to her.”

      “She follows the same routine. Finding a spot to meet her in it isn’t going to be easy. Especially with everything you’ve already told me about her family and how they track her movements. Maybe if a special event at the school would require her to be there, it would be your best opportunity.”

      Sky’s idea has merit. If we could get her to be at the school for an extended period and I can get her to herself in a classroom so I can talk to her, then just maybe I can get some sort of answers and also tell her I didn’t abandon her even if that’s what she may think. Now, the question becomes what type of event wouldn’t seem too suspicious to be scheduled last minute and wouldn’t attract Robert Delcoure’s attention.

      “Do that. Just make sure it’s something that wouldn’t attract too much attention except for the parents at the school.” I answer, dropping into one of the open seats across from her desk.

      “Done. I’ll see if I can get the teacher to schedule a career day so there will be several parents coming in. There’s no guarantee Emma will be there, but since she tends to do the drop-off and pick-up, there may be a chance.” Sky furiously starts typing away at one of the computers briefly. “There, done. It’s scheduled for Thursday. An email was sent from the principal apologizing for the last-minute scheduling.”

      “Thanks, Sky,” I mumble, staring at a TV set up behind her. On the screen is footage of the fight Friday night. Most of it is just focused on both fighters but every once in a while it pans off to show some of the excitement of the crowd. Just sucks that it's not showing Emma at all. She looked gorgeous in that dress.

      “Need anything else or are you just going to sit here and bother me?” She smirks, lifting her gaze off the computer screens to glare at me.

      “You know, sometimes I liked you better when you were this scared little thing that was afraid to even talk back to me.” I see a little smile appear on my face knowing I at least did my job with that. “Nah, I’ll leave you alone.”

      Rising from the seat, I exit her office and head towards Steels down the hall. I’m betting Knox is probably with him since they mentioned wanting to get some planning done for security at the fight next week and one of the contracts that we have coming up on Tuesday needs a couple of guys for a basic transport.

      Sometimes I hate being one of the bosses. We don’t get our hands dirty nearly as often as we used to. Most of the time we’re here in the office just monitoring and scheduling contracts while our teams go out to handle the jobs. Only on the really big jobs do we still get our hands dirty. The larger clients like seeing the bosses involved in their details.

      Just as I suspected both of them are in the office pouring over maps and paperwork. Both Steel’s desk and table are covered with papers, and the TV monitor behind his desk has a large venue map showing. Based on that map they are working on the concert detail we have arranged for Saturday. I didn’t even know they were working on that yet. Guess they must have finished the other projects for the week already.

      “Did Sky kick you out already?” Knox chuckles when he sees me enter the room.

      “Shove it.” I kick the leg of the chair he’s sitting in before taking another near the table. “Where are we at?”

      “Currently working on security for the concert. That stack of papers beside you,” Knox points to the ones by my elbow. “Those are the protocols the venue has in place. We have to find where there are holes and what we can do to enhance them.”

      “Got it.”

      For the next two hours, the three of us went over every security protocol in place and added a bunch for our team. The concert was to be for one of the country's top rock bands who hired us to do security for several of their events on the tour. Many even had us traveling far out of our normal work area. The money was good, and the guys were actually pretty great so we had no issues helping them out. Sky also helped us secure that contract when several others were vying for the job. She happened to have grown up with one of the members so she reached out even when she wasn’t comfortable doing so to put in a good word for us. We all tried to get that story out of her, but she clammed up and shut down so we dropped the topic. None of us have braved bringing it up since.

      The distraction from work is good. It lets my mind focus on something it is good at doing and puts aside the questions and worries surrounding Emma. Clearly, nothing is going to get accomplished today when it comes to her. Unless I want to risk giving myself away and showing up at her house, there isn’t anything I can even do.

      By the time we finish wrapping up all the details for the jobs this coming week, night has fallen outside. Knox and Steel call it quits and say they are dragging my ass for dinner before they drop me home.

      While we eat, I tell them about the plan Sky and I came up with. I can tell they want to persuade me from going, but they also know I will either way, so instead, Steel volunteers to come with me and will wait in the car while I speak to her. That’s if Emma is the one to show up for career day.
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      Sunday afternoon my phone pinged with an email about career day at Alexis’ school. When she heard about it on Monday, I knew she would be excited to have me join her for part of the school day, which meant I had to talk to my father about attending. Initially, I thought he was going to say no and that he or my brother would attend to represent our family's business, but I must have caught him in a good mood because he agreed I would go under the condition that I talked about our family's role in the community. He had my brother, William, draw up several discussion topics I was to stick to and not stray from. Would everything I said be a lie? Yes, since technically I was a stay-at-home mom. But I knew when it came to the Delcoure name, we always had put on our best faces. No one could think there was anything unbecoming of our family.

      As the week continued, I was looking forward to the career day, and so was Alexis. The second she found out I would be going to school with her that day, she ran around her room excitedly. I was still unsure about the whole thing since the school had forgotten about the event, but I was happy to spend the day with my daughter and let her show me around the way little kids do. She forgets I went to the same elementary school she attends now, and several of her teachers were actually mine.

      This morning Alexis comes bursting into my room long before she is due to be awake, jumping on my bed excitedly to wake me up. I know there is no going back to bed after this and choose to get up and start my bed.

      Alexis asked me last night if I would do double french braids in her hair. Her hair is always easier to braid when wet, so I guide her into the bathroom to start our day and get her hair done. Once she is all set and ready for the day, I quickly get myself showered, dressed, and in a nice pants suit before we both head downstairs for breakfast.

      My father gives us the typical lecture to represent our family name and put on a good show since we can always use more donors in the community. After promising to be on our best behavior, he lets us out the door, and we head to the elementary school. Is it weird still answering to my father and him treating me like a child? Most definitely, but I learned long ago to keep my head down and follow the rules. I’m an adult but not in his house and living under his roof. He doesn’t see me as his daughter or an adult. He sees me as a commodity to help his influence reach even further.

      Alexis is excited as I lead her to the car. She is having me for a full day at school with her, and she thinks it is the greatest thing ever. For the whole ride, she couldn’t stop rambling about introducing me to her friends and showing me around. I’mglad she is excited about the experience.

      For me, I am just excited to get out of the house for the day and feel like I can breathe some. I’m sure my father will have someone at the school reporting back to him on my actions, but it still lets me feel freer than I have in a while. I just wish there was a way I could sneak away and meet Trevor. I have no idea why he is back here or what he was doing at the fight, but I really want to find out before my father or brother does to avoid punishment.

      The drive to the school is over before I even realize it. Alexis has been yammering away in the backseat for the whole car ride. She doesn’t even notice we have pulled up to the school until I put the Jeep in park and turn around to tell her.

      “Ready?” I question, stopping her from her train of thought.

      “Were here? Already?” She looks around excitedly and then unbuckles her seatbelt. “Come on, Mom! We have so much to do!”

      I chuckle as she opens the door to get out and I follow behind her. Her little hand grasps mine as she pulls me forward toward the entrance. I barely have time to lock the Jeep behind us.

      “Slow down, Alexis,” I plead, trying to pull her to a stop so my arm doesn’t feel like it's being yanked out of the socket. “We have all day for you to introduce me and show me around.”

      “Sorry, Mom,” she blushes. “I’m just really excited!”

      “I know, Sweetheart. Let’s go get me a visitor badge then you can show me your classroom.” I smile and let her take the lead once more. This time she walks at a normal pace.

      Around us, there are adults dropping the kids off and several being led into the school the same way Alexis is doing now. We follow the crowd, and there's a line of about four parents waiting with their kids to be checked in. I look down at my daughter and see her frown start to form. She really wanted to make this a quick stop, but it looks like today will be a lot of waiting.

      “Why don’t you run ahead and put your backpack away and then come back? Maybe by then, the line will be shorter.” I give her a slight push out the door so she isn’t just standing here impatiently. She gives me a sad smile before leaving the room and heading toward her classroom. It hurts my heart a little to see her frown, but I’m sure soon she will forget all about it and be smiling once more.

      The line to check in passes quickly and before I know it, I’m placing a visitor sticker on my chest and heading toward Alexis’s classroom. The teacher ended up keeping all the kids in the classroom as they arrived and stood in the doorway instructing us to wait in the hallway for her to introduce each of us once she got the class settled.

      I gave a polite smile to a couple of the parents around me before I took up a spot leaning against the wall opposite the door. Many parents knew one another and were making polite conversation amongst themselves. I, however, kept my head down and didn’t speak unless spoken to. Everyone knew who I was, or at least about my family, but none knew Alexis was my daughter. To the world, Alexis was my little sister. I didn’t like that, but it was the safest option for her. My father didn’t want anyone to know I was tainted in his eyes.

      “Your father couldn’t make it?” A male leans down a little too close to me. It takes everything in me to keep still and not slide away from him. This isn’t one of the parents I recognize. Since he’s asking about my father, I’m assuming they are business acquaintances, which means being on my best behavior.

      “No, he had meetings today and asked me to attend in his place.” My voice comes out nicer than I had expected.

      “Such a shame.” He practically snarls in my ear. “I was so hoping to speak with him today. But I guess looking at a pretty thing like you will have to do. You did look breathtaking in that dress Friday night.”

      The hair on the back of my neck stands at his words. Before I can respond, though, the teacher calls all of us into the room and asks that we stand at the front.

      The rest of the morning passes in a blur. The teacher introduced each of us and then had us take seats next to our kids. We spent the morning sitting in on their lessons and seeing what they had been working on. The afternoon was to be spent with each parent talking about themselves and their job.

      Quietly I sat beside Alexis while she learned and when she got stuck on a problem, I helped her with it. It was like being at home and helping her with her homework, but at least here at school, she didn’t complain about it. During breaks, she introduced me to her friends who all seemed super nice. They asked about having a sleepover coming up soon, and I told her we would have to see. We both knew the answer would be no but at least we were polite about seeing if it was possible. I caught a couple of the mom’s faces when we said it who knew the truth immediately, but they hid it quickly.

      It wasn’t a secret that the Decloure family always kept to themselves. We only attended events that would provide good publicity for the family. Sleepovers and outings with friends were very few and far between. I never had a sleepover growing up, and by middle school, my friends just stopped asking.

      “I’ll be right back,” I whisper to Alexis before I excuse myself from the room.

      Lunch was still about an hour away, but I really needed to use the restroom. I gave a small smile to the teacher before slipping out of the room and walking down the hall. I knew there was a bathroom down the hall and around the corner. There was also a closer restroom in the other direction, but I needed a second to stretch my legs. I remember the classroom chairs being so much larger than they are now.

      No one is in the halls as it’s still class time so when I open the door to the restroom, I’m glad to see it empty. Wasting no time, I take care of business, and while I’m washing my hands, I sigh, letting out a deep breath I had been holding. It’s so hard keeping the persona of a big sister to Alexis. She almost slipped up once in class, but we quickly covered it up, and I don’t think anyone truly noticed what happened. I will definitely be letting her have an extra scoop or two of ice cream tonight even if I have to sneak it into her room.

      “Funny meeting you in here,” a deep, rough voice states as the door to the bathroom closes.

      His voice makes me jump, and I think fast enough to cover my mouth and smother my scream. I watch as he flicks the lock on the bathroom door, trapping me inside with him. Fear fills my eyes as I stare at the large male in front of me. I know it’s impossible, but he seems so much taller than when we last parted. His muscles are a lot larger up close, and I can see how much time he spends working out. The tan of his skin helps his bright blue eyes stand out, the very eyes that have been locked on me since the second I turned around. His expression is guarded, but his eyes… he’s never been able to hide how he truly feels from me. I can see the anger, the passion, the fire.

      He wants me.

      He wants to punish me.

      It should scare me, but it doesn’t. Already I can feel my pussy clenching thinking about how it felt the last night we were together. Ten years is a long time apart, but my body knows his.

      I have no idea what he's doing here or why he came back to town. He shouldn’t be here, shouldn’t be anywhere near here. If my father finds out, he will have him killed on the spot. I open my mouth over and over again to tell him to leave. To ask him why he is here. No sound comes out anytime I try to speak.

      “If you’re going to hang your mouth open like that, I can think of some ways to use it. I promise we will both enjoy them.” His voice becomes deeper as he approaches me. When he stops in front of me, his hand reaches up and grazes my face before cupping my cheek. The touch is soft and gentle, completely opposite of the vibes he is giving me.

      “I promised I would never leave you, Little Vixen.” He pushes my mouth closed before he leans down and brushes his lips against mine. “Did you think I wouldn’t come back for you? You’re mine, and I will never share you.” His eyes flash and darken with his possessive words.

      Every part of my mind screams at me to say something, to pull away and leave. I can’t. My body is frozen to the spot, relishing, savoring every bit of his touch on my skin. I can try to fight it all I want, but my body knows it has always belonged to him. He was my high school sweetheart, my daughter's father, and the love of my life.
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      His words ‘you’re mine, and I will never share you,’ play on repeat in my head as I stare at him. I thought he had forgotten about me. Left me to deal with my family alone because it got too much for him and he couldn’t see me hurt anymore.

      When I saw him Friday night at the fight, I thought it was a fluke. That he didn’t realize what exactly the fight was about and that he would withdraw, ignore me, and stay far away. I was wrong.

      So very, very wrong.

      It’s clear he never stopped wanting me. With how close he is to me I can feel his hard cock pressing into my leg, begging me to pay attention to it and him. Without a thought, a small moan escapes my lips as I grind myself against him. When I realize what I did, my cheeks heat up, and I still immediately. Shame spreads through me. It’s like I’m a teen girl all over again, desperate for his attention, instead of the adult woman I am who should be yelling at him, raging at him for leaving without a word. Leaving me to raise our daughter all alone.

      “Why are you here, Trevor? How are you here?” I finally manage to find my voice. It wavers with my words.

      “I have questions.” He leans in, his lips brushing against my ear. “Questions you are going to answer.”

      “Questions?” I stutter, shocked. He leaves, and yet he wants answers from me?

      “Yes, Vixen. Questions.” His hand grips my hip as he picks me up and sits me on the edge of the bathroom counter. “First question, why are you still under your father's grasp?”

      I shake my head trying to follow his train of thought. Why wouldn’t I still be in my father's grasp? I had and still have nowhere to go. I’m his property to do with as he chooses, like marrying me off.

      “Why are you at the school, Trevor?” I question again. This time my voice rings out clearer than before. The fire I used to have back in high school broke through the carefully constructed walls I built to survive the last ten years.

      “We’re getting there.” He bites my ear lobe. “Answer me, Baby.”

      “Where else would I be?” I finally answer him. His hand on my waist slides my shirt up, slips it underneath and skims my ribs.

      “Why didn’t you leave?” His fingers tighten around my side. I flinch slightly at the touch, my side still tender from my recent beating.

      “Because-” I stutter before trying again. “Because I wasn’t allowed to leave the house.”

      “Why?” He growls. His lips dip lower as he licks up the side of my neck, tasting me.

      “I don’t know,” I mumble, trembling in his hold. I’m not scared of him. Not exactly, at least. I’m scared of how my body reacts when he’s close to me.

      “I think you’re lying to me, Emma” His hand slides up, cupping my breast through the lace bra I had on. “Lace? Hmm? Did you think someone was going to see you without your shirt on?”

      His eyes darken as he pulls back to look at me. That’s when I realize he is jealous. Trevor is actually jealous of the idea that someone else has touched me.

      “Jealous, Trev?” I ask in a sultry voice.

      I’m playing with fire. I know that, but I can’t stop myself. The longer I’m around him, the more the rebellious part of my soul that I’ve hidden for so long begs me to come out and play. Ten years is a long time to repress my wants, needs, and desires.

      “Don’t play with me, Emma.” He snarls. “You won’t like what happens if you do.”

      Feeling brave I reach up and cup the side of his face. Staring him in the eyes with a challenge, I answer. “You don’t scare me, Trevor. You never have.”

      “You don’t know me anymore, Baby. I’m a very different man than the teenage boy who left.” He backs up, pulling me off the counter and spinning me around. He bends me over so my ass sticks out and I’m forced to look at our position in the mirror. He places my hands against the mirror. “Don’t move them.”

      “I’ll always know you,” I whisper, holding my breath to see what he’d do next.

      Trevor has always been the possessive, dominant type. You’d think that would be what I would run from considering the life I live but with him? I thrive when being forced under his submission. He still lets me have my fire and passion, but he also knows how to control it, tame it, and help me use it in more constructive ways.

      Every place he touches me feels like I’m on fire. The fact that he has me in this position in the bathroom at the very school our daughter goes to should turn me off, but it doesn’t. I like being on display; the thought of almost being caught makes it hotter.

      “Why are you in this school today?” His hands wrap around my waist as he undoes my belt, then the button and zipper on my pants.

      When I don’t answer he slides my pants down and palms my ass before giving it a light swat. “I asked you a question, Little Vixen. You’d do well to answer it.”

      “Parent’s day.” I moan when his hand swats my ass again because I didn’t answer fast enough.

      “Are you a parent?” He pushes the strap of my thong to the side and rubs his finger along my slit.

      I know he can tell how soaked I am. Every touch of his just turns me on more. My core throbs, aching for him to touch me harder. To help me find the release he’s already started to help build. I wiggle my hips back, trying to get friction from his fingers.

      “Did I tell you that you could move?” He growls in my ear and bites my ear lobe. “Now, be a good girl and answer my question or I’m going to give you a pretty necklace so everyone knows who you belong to.”

      I moan loudly at his words and push back against him. My eyes widen with want. He doesn’t mean an actual necklace. No, he means an imprint of his fingers on my neck. I want it, want him. I’ve always loved displaying his claim on me, and that clearly hasn’t changed still.

      Because I don’t answer fast enough, his free hand wraps around my neck. His grip is tight enough to control me and cut off a small bit of my breathing but not enough to cause me to black out. No, it's just enough to cause me to cream around his fingers that have been gliding across my crease this whole time.

      “Look at me, Little Vixen,” he commands when my eyes close.

      Opening them, he meets my gaze in the mirror. My face is full of desire while he is a mix of desire and anger. It’s hot.

      “Are. You. A. Parent?” He thrusts two fingers inside me, stretching me with every word. His hand around my throat tightens just a little bit more, causing my cunt to clench around his fingers.

      Still, I don’t answer right away. I can’t. The things Trevor would do if he found out the truth. He wants to use me, claim me, fuck me. Fine. I’ll be everything he needs right now and then some. If he found out the truth about Alexis, he would burn the world down and make everyone involved pay.

      Deep down there’s a part of me that wants that. A part that craves his darkness. It’s the same part of my soul that he used to feed way back then. That part didn’t have a nine-year-old daughter to protect.

      Trevor would do everything to protect us. Keep both of us safe. It’s just my father and his allies are too powerful. Even for Trevor. I won’t risk him. Lying to him is the only way to keep all three of us safe.

      “No,” I groan. My eyes flash as he sinks his fingers into me deeply and flicks them against my G-spot. The move makes my legs quiver, and I start to see stars.

      “No,” he barks. “Bullshit. Who’s the little girl? I’ve seen her with you.”

      “Sister,” I moan with his next thrust. My hands clutch at the mirror leaving marks. “Trevor, don’t stop!”

      “I call bullshit.” He pulls his hand away and slaps my ass with it. “She may look like your twin, but her eyes aren’t yours. They are nothing like anyone in your family. Who does she belong to?”

      He brings his hand down on my ass cheek three more times. Each time harder than the last. I know I’m going to have a red mark on it. After the last one, he starts to soothe the sting and massages it away.

      “More,” I plead. I need to keep his attention off of Alexis. He can’t know. Not ever.

      I see his eyes flash in anger and then desire before I hear his belt start to be undone. Next, I hear his zipper being pulled down before I feel his jeans falling and pooling around our ankles. His boxers join them right after.

      Yes, this is what I wanted. What I needed. No one has touched me, fucked me since that last night together. I knew if I begged if I pushed him, he’d fuck me. His need to own me, possesses me, always outweighs the reason. Knowing it is coming, I still gasp the second his cock pushes through my folds and inside me.

      “God, you’re so tight,” he moans, slowly thrusting inside before pulling back once more. He gives me a little time to adjust before he switches from a slow thrust to a rough hard fucking. He doesn’t hold back anymore, slamming into me over and over again. “Don’t scream,” he grunts, thrusting into me. His hand around my neck tightens a fraction more as his other hand reaches around in front and flicks my clit before he starts to rub roughly.

      “Don’t stop, Trevor. Please,” I beg, moaning while I chase the release that’s right there. My eyes never leave his in the mirror as I watch him fuck me from behind. It’s hot, and I can see his concentration as he focuses on both of our pleasures. I can feel my orgasm coming on strong. I won’t last much longer with all his simulation, and he knows it. Two more deep thrusts and I’m a goner. I bite my lip to stop myself from screaming as my cunt quivers and clenches around his dick. I can hear the wetness between us from my orgasm.

      After a few more deep drives, he stills holding himself inside me as his orgasm finally hits him and he comes inside me. “Be a good girl and keep all my cum inside you today.” He instructs as he pulls out from me. Some of our mixed cum begins to spill down my leg, but he grabs it with his finger and pushes it back inside me before helping to fix my thing and pull my pants back up.

      Once he has me fully clothed, he takes care of himself before his arms come around me and he spins me to face him. Gone are the passion and desire. Once more it's anger and questions. Holding my breath, I wait to see what he is going to say.

      I should feel dirty and disgusted at what we just did. Our first meeting should have been one where we talked and caught up on life. No, instead, it was us fucking in a public school bathroom and him using me, using my body to feel better. I loved every second of it, and I’m not ashamed.

      “Not answering my question was the very answer that I needed, Emma.” He glares. His blue eyes darken and remind me of a storm. “That little girl is our daughter. One we made together. I will get you both out and protect you. No one touches my family, and that’s exactly what you both are.”

      He turns to storm away from me, but thankfully my mind comes back to me before I let him get too far. “Trevor! No!” I shout, grabbing his bicep to pull him away from the door. “If my father finds out your back, Alexis and I will both pay for it. You can’t do anything. Withdraw from the fight. Please! Let me handle this and protect her.” I plead, tears streaming down my face now that the truth is out there.

      Nine years of putting up with my father's hell to protect Alexis will be washed down the drain if Trevor intervenes. He has no idea what I’ve done for both of us to survive or what I will do to ensure that Alexis has a better and safer life than I ever have. If he gets involved, he will ruin everything for us.

      “I’m a different person, Emma. A different man than the one who left you ten years ago. I can protect you, both of you.” He pulls his arm free from the hold and turns his icy stare at me.

      The need for action, for revenge, is in his expression. He looks deadly, deadlier than I have ever seen him before. He’s right; he has changed. We both have. That doesn’t mean either change was for the better.

      “I’ve protected her for the past nine years.” I shove against his chest. “We don’t need you to protect us.”

      “The bruising along your ribs would say otherwise. I saw the way you flinched when I touched it.” He grasps both my wrists and holds them together in one hand. “I’m stronger, deadlier, and have a whole team behind me who will keep you both safe. Go back to class, get through the day, and wait to hear from me. Be ready to go at a second's notice when I tell you.”

      His voice leaves no room for argument. I can see the hardness in his gaze. His mind is made up. It’s his way now. He’s done listening to me. Trevor got the answer he was seeking when I didn’t give him an answer. He played me the same way I thought I was playing him. I should have known better. The truth was bound to come out eventually now that he had returned. I just had hoped it wouldn’t have been so soon.

      “I… We can’t.” I stutter, sobbing, trying to yank out of his hold.

      “You can and you will, Emma. You and Alexis have always belonged by my side, and I will spend the rest of my life making this up to you.” He leans down to kiss me roughly before letting go of my wrists. In seconds, he has the door unlocked and leaves. Leaves me standing in the middle of the girls' bathroom, freshly fucked and crying.

      How? How did my life get so fucked up?
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      I hadn’t followed her into the bathroom to fuck her. That hadn’t been in my plans at all. I just needed her to be alone, private, so we could talk and I could demand answers from her. The second I saw her, though, all rational reasoning went out the window.

      She’s matured so much in the past ten years. Gone is the teenage beauty and in her place is a gorgeous young woman unaware of just how stunning she is.

      The second I watched her walk into the school this morning my dick was hard. I wanted her then and there. Hell, I still want her even after I just came inside her. She addicting, my own personal drug, that I can’t get enough of. When I’m with her, it’s like the whole world can be in chaos, but I won’t notice.

      Every step I take down the halls tears a part of my soul in half. It’s not right leaving her, leaving our daughter in this school, or in the hands of the asshole, Robert. He promised that if I left her, she wouldn’t ever lay a hand on her again. I won the number of fights he asked for so Emma could have her freedom. She was supposed to be allowed to go away to college and live the life of a normal girl, not one who was trapped by her last name and her father's dealings.

      He may seem like the greatest thing this city has seen, wanting to make it a better place for everyone to live. He said he wants the city to prosper and thrive. To be ranked one of the best places in the state, no country to live. Too bad it comes from his nefarious ways. The man is deeply involved in the underground. I wouldn’t say he is the leader of the mafia because I haven’t been able to prove that, even with all of my ties. He does, however, have several mafia ties, which is how he pulled off this MMA fight for Emma’s hand in marriage.

      I’m starting to wonder if he made some bad transactions and that's the rush to get Emma married off. It would make sense, especially because he would get the money from events like this. Everyone shows up to see the fights as well as the betting, and those paying to get their fighters involved. Oh yeah, he’s getting a good chunk of change from the whole event. I will need to ask Sky to take a look at his financials and see if there is anything we can uncover and work with to our advantage. Eventually, if we can get enough information gathered, I have every intention of turning it over to the government for them to deal with him. I have all the proof I had gathered through high school, but it’s ten years old, and I know it won’t be enough for the authorities to work off of.

      I will make him pay for everything he’s done. I have the means to make sure it happens. My first priority is making sure that Emma and our daughter are safe. Once they are safe and hidden away, I can continue focusing on taking Robert down. I just can’t make a move until they are far away from his reach.

      The fact that I have a daughter still haunts me. I never would have suspected that. At least not that I wanted to admit. When I looked at her in pictures, I knew I recognized those eyes, and now I understand why. She has my eyes. Every other part of her looks very similar to Emma so I can understand why Robert chose to present her as Emma’s sister. Her eyes, though, are the dead giveaway that she isn’t.

      I hate that I left Emma to raise our daughter alone. I should have been there; I would have been there no matter what Robert wanted. I had every intention of winning Emma back when she went away to college. I had a plan in place to do just that, but when she didn’t attend her dream school that I knew she had gotten accepted to, everything changed. I was left scrambling and redoing all my carefully laid plans. After I left, Emma became a recluse and was always home. I blamed myself, thinking I had broken her so badly that she just gave up on her hopes and dreams and decided to just stay under her father's thumb and submit to whatever he wanted. Now, I know she did it to protect our little girl. She gave up everything to try to give her a better life and keep her safe from the horrors her grandfather was involved in.

      When it was supposed to be just getting Emma out, I had a plan. Fuck, I had several plans in place. Most of which involved getting her out before the final fight and keeping her safe and hidden. It would give away my involvement in the fights, but as long as she was taken care of, it was worth the risk.

      With our daughter now involved, I will need to rethink my plans. I’ll need more security in place, and I’ll need to gather some supplies for her as well. Half of me wants to hide them in two separate places to make it harder for Robert to find them, but I know Emma would never be okay with being separated from her daughter. The second I get back to the compound, I’m going to pull everyone into a meeting to rework our plans. The sooner we get them out, the better.

      Clearly, Robert never stopped abusing his daughter as he had promised. That means I can’t trust anything else he promised ten years ago either. This revelation may have changed some things but it doesn’t change the overall plan.

      I will get both my girls out, and I will bring Robert down. There is no other option.

      Tomorrow I have another fight. After that, it gives me a week to find a way to get Emma and Alexis out of the house, and somewhere I can pick them up without too many faces.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Yo, Trevor,” Steel claps me on the back as I enter our security company's office building.

      The whole area is pretty much a mini compound in and of itself. The front of our building is similar to a warehouse, but once you get inside, it’s completely renovated. In the fenced-off portion behind the main building are several other facilities and areas for training and storage. We had bought up the whole area and slowly have been transforming it to fit our needs. Eventually, one day, we plan to make this the main base of operations where most of our equipment is stored, with several smaller bases of options spread out across the country. It would make it easier when we take on larger jobs. We’ve already been looking at areas near arena venues that concerts tour at thanks to our contact with Damned Embers.

      “Grab Knox and Sky. We have work today.” I shake out of his hold and head toward my office. It won’t have everything that Sky will need to start working, but it will give us the space we need to start planning.

      A few minutes after I take a seat and get my computer booted up for the day, all three of them are walking into the office with Knox shutting the door behind them. Both my brothers sit on the couch by the door, leaving Sky to choose from the seats in front of my desk.

      “Want to tell me what has your balls in a twist?” Steel grumbles as he looks at me. I know he's referring to the fact I should be in a much better mood after finally seeing Emma today.

      “The girl,” I start looking between each of them. I know I can trust them with the information I’m about to give them. I also have a feeling it may just leave them shocked. “Alexis is my daughter.”

      As I suspected, Sky gasps and covers her mouth. Steel’s eyes widen, but Knox just gives a solemn nod. Between the three of them, I had expected Sky to be the least shocked with all the information I’ve had her sorting through. Robert really must have done a job to keep all records of Alexis sealed to the point even Sky couldn’t find them. She could tell the information in the papers she found was forged, but she never found the originals. I wonder if there are any originals anymore.

      “Well, I didn’t see that one coming,” Steel remarks.

      “That explains the forged documents,” Sky adds.

      Knox just pinches the bridge of his nose before looking at me. “You want to change the plans now, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” I answer simply. “We now need to account for getting Alexis out as well. The safe house will still work for both of them. We just need to adjust when to pick them up. Our original plan of getting her out when she is brought to the next fight isn’t going to work because we know they would never bring Alexis there.”

      “What if we grab them at the school?” Sky questions, already opening her laptop that was sitting on her legs and getting to work.

      For the next hour, we shoot ideas back and forth on when we can grab both of them. The problem is the only place that seems to work the best would be the school, which has way too many prying faces. Steel suggests having the school host another event that would get the kids and parents at the school. At first, it would have been a good idea, but it runs the risk of Robert being the one to bring Alexis that day instead. By the time we are done, it is circled back to collecting them from the school at either a drop-off or pick-up time. The guys agree to watch the school for the next three school days, and then we’ll make a plan. Hopefully, by next Wednesday I will have both my girls with me where they belong.
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      Trevor and I struggled to survive my sophomore year. There were so many ups and downs between us I thought I was going to lose my mind. One second he was staying away from me, claiming it was to protect me, and then the next, he was beside me promising to never leave me again. Those around me knew something was wrong by the end of the year because I got tired of constantly hiding my emotions. I stopped caring what my father thought about my relationship with Trevor and was all in. Even when he beat me so badly that I missed three days of school towards the end of the year it was worth it in my eyes. When I returned back to school, though, Trevor was back to putting distance between us blaming himself for me getting hurt.

      That beating hadn’t been because of Trevor, not that he let me tell him that right away. I received the beating because I had spoken back to my father, wanting to quit cheerleading. With Nora graduating I didn’t want to continue in her footsteps; I wanted to find an extracurricular I would love for myself. My father disapproved of that, though. I wasn’t allowed to have my own thoughts in the house or about my life.

      It’s been four months since that happened. Four months of Trevor doing his best to avoid me. I thought giving him time would lead him back to me, but it didn’t. I am tired of being the one constantly needing to chase him. Is it so bad to just want him to chase me for once? I don’t think it is, but I do know one thing. Guys are stupid when it comes to protecting someone they care about.

      With it being summer, it has been hard trying to corner him. My father is keeping a watchful eye on me, and I can only get away so often, claiming I have summer homework and need to go to the library in town. It isn’t a lie, but it isn’t the full truth either. The library is close enough to the edge of town that Trevor and his friends live in. I continuously sneak out hoping to find one of them to talk to, but I haven't had any luck.

      I’m not sure why, but I thought today I would have some luck. After about thirty minutes I am able to convince my father to let me go into town. My sister has been visiting and agreed to drop me off and pick me up about three hours later. That will be plenty of time for my plan to work. Hopefully.

      The drive to the library is made in silence on my side. Nora rambles on about how amazing her honeymoon was and that she can’t wait to see what type of stay-at-home mom she will be. I don’t think she is pregnant yet, but I really don’t care at the moment either. Everything she says to me goes in one ear and out the other. I am on a mission, and her words are just background noise.

      “I’ll call you when I’m finished with my homework,” I call out right before I shut the door of her car. She waits a moment before pulling out of the lot. Knowing I need people here to see me, I walk inside and browse through some stack of books before heading downstairs to exit through the back door.

      The walk to Trevor’s street doesn’t take long, but with it being the heart of summer, I am sweating by the time I knock on his front door. I probably look like a disheveled mess, but there isn’t anything I can do about that now.

      “Well, hello there, Miss Delcoure,” Trevor’s father says as he answers the door. “He’s out back with his friends. Please stay for a while if you can, it’s been so long since you stopped by and I’ve missed your smiling face around here brightening up the place.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Griffin,” I smile, heading through the house and out towards the back. As I open the back door, I see Trevor and one of his friends roughhousing while two others call out moves. I guess there’s a fight tonight if they're practicing. With a sigh, I step off the porch, following the stone path through the yard until I reach them. The two calling out moves have unfolded some chairs and filled a kiddie pool to soak their feet in while they watch. Trevor and his other friend are set up in front of them barefoot on the grass.

      “Emma,” one of his friends calls out, shocked, standing immediately from his chair when I reach them. “What are you doing here?”

      “Well, all of you are avoiding me, so I decided to take matters into my own hands.” I place my hands on my hips and stare each of them down before coming to a stop on Trevor. He looks pissed, and I don't actually care. His eyes darken with his anger, and if I wasn’t so pissed at him for avoiding me, I would probably get turned on by the look he is giving me.

      “Emma,” he growls, stalking towards me. I have to look up at him when he reaches me, our chests almost touching as he towers over me. Most would cower under the look he is giving me. He’s beyond livid. I can see the rise and fall of his chest as he stares at me. He doesn’t say anything else, just stares. Both of us are stuck in a battle of wills, neither wanting to say a word until the other does first.

      “Are you two going to say something or just eye fuck each other?” one of his friends jokes behind us.

      His words break us from the trance we are in. Trevor grabs my arm roughly and pulls me behind him toward the house. He leads me right through the kitchen and down the side hallway. We don’t stop until we reach his room where he sits me on the edge of the bed. Trevor begins to pace the small length of the room, running his hand through his hair, messing it up. I have always loved when he did it. Something about his hair being a mess just turned me on and made me want him. I continue to watch him waiting for him to say something, anything, to me.

      “Emma, what the fuck do you think you’re doing showing up here?” Trevor snarls, coming to a stop in front of me.

      “You were avoiding me. I’m tired of it,” I push up from the bed and get in his face. Probably not the best idea to test him right now but I don’t care. He would never hurt me.

      “You got hurt because of me!” He throws his hands up and backs away. “I’m so sick of watching you get hurt because of me. I can’t keep doing this. I love you too much.”

      “I didn’t get hurt because of you!” I shout back, getting up in his face and forcing him back against his closet door. “I told my father I wanted to quit cheerleading and he freaked out. He didn’t want me to quit and told me I had no choice but to stay in it. I pushed the subject more than I should have. It had nothing to do with you! I can’t keep doing this Trevor! I need you on my side. You are the one person who always has my back, no matter what. We can get through everything if you promise not to leave me.” My face is red, and my chest is heaving after yelling at him. I want to cry, but fight back the tears trying to be strong.

      “Emma,” he sighs as his hands grasp my waist and pull me against him. “I’m sorry. I just can’t stand to see you hurt. This time it wasn’t because of me but what if it is next time? I hate being apart from you. It kills me just as much as you. I just worry. You know I’ll always protect you first and foremost.” He leans down and places a soft kiss on my forehead.

      That’s when I lose it, and the tears begin to fall. I cling to him and let his black t-shirt, already drenched in sweat, soak up my tears. Trevor is my peace, my reason for surviving the hell of my family. If he walks away for good, I know I wouldn’t be strong enough to handle it. The tears just keep coming as I struggle to get myself under control. Not once does he rush me. His hands just run along my back and through my hair in an attempt to soothe me. After a while, the tears begin to slow. When they do, Trevor picks me up in his arms and settles me on the bed as he pulls the covers back for me.

      “Get in and rest,” he commands softly, his eyes full of worry.

      “Don’t leave me,” I panic, reaching out to grasp his wrist, my eyes wide with fear.

      “I won’t be gone long. I’m just going to tell the guys to head home.” He leans forward, placing a soft kiss against my lips. His other hand extracts his wrist from my grasp, and he’s out of the room before I can say another word.

      I cuddle into his covers and wait for him to return. I try to keep my eyes open, but my exhaustion finally wins out and my eyes close. I’m not sure how much time has passed, but I feel Trevor crawl into bed behind me and join me under the covers. His chest is bare, and the heat from his body counteracts the standing fan on full blast pointed at the bed. I snuggle into his hold and let him soothe me back to sleep. I slightly remember mumbling something about when I needed to be back to the library, but I’m not completely sure. I know we hadn’t actually fixed anything between us but the hole in my heart was already filling up once more.
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      “Emma, I swear to god,” Trevor grumbles as he pulls the truck into park behind an old abandoned warehouse.

      “What?” I turn in the seat to stare at him. “You’re the one who agreed to me coming along tonight.”

      “Because I knew you would show up anyway. It terrifies me when you just randomly show up at places and don’t tell me. We barely got you back to the library in time for your sister to pick you up. If my father hadn’t run that light…” he trails off knowing I won’t listen to the same argument.

      “You got me there, and she was none the wiser,” I smirk before leaning forward to place a kiss on his cheek. “We both know I’m your good luck charm. So let's get our asses inside, you win this fight, and then we can leave and the night will be ours.”

      Trevor rolls his eyes but opens the truck door to get out. I wait until he comes around to my side to open my door. We had agreed early on that I would always wait for him to check the area and make sure it was safe before getting out. It was the least I could do to help his nerves over my safety at a location like this. I knew he hated bringing me but also loved having me here.

      “Stick to my side.” Trevor grasps my hand to pull me close to him before letting go to wrap his arm around my shoulders. I relax against the side of his body and let him guide me inside and through the crowd.

      Up ahead, I see his friends beat us to the location and secured a spot for me to watch the fight without having several others around me. Trevor leads me to where they are standing, giving me a quick kiss on the lips then turns to head toward the ring. I know the drill, and with some assistance, manage to climb up onto the cement barrier to sit and watch. Each of his friends flanks me on either side and settles in to watch. Before the fight even starts some teenager is stumbling around drunk and bumps into my legs. It doesn’t worry me, but immediately he is shoved forward and falls flat on his face with a warning to not touch me. I just shake my head and wait for the fight to start. I know better than to tell them he didn’t do anything. Trevor made sure they knew no one touched me.

      A few minutes later the fight starts, and I get lost in action. Trevor is quick on his feet and dodges most of the hits aimed his way. He takes a hard one to his left side, making him stumble away, but he recovers quickly and jumps back in. He and his opponent go around and around for a good five minutes before Trevor is able to swipe his feet out from under him, allowing Trevor to put him in an arm bar and pin him. The other male taps out signaling the end. Immediately I am standing on the barrier screaming and shouting to celebrate Trevor’s win. One of his friends has to grip my calf to help me keep my balance until Trevor makes his way over to me.

      It feels good getting to watch him fight again. I missed the high that came along with the atmosphere. Now, I just need to convince Trevor to stop running. I am hoping that his bringing me here will do just that.

      “Little Vixen,” he chuckles when he sees me.

      I don’t wait and immediately jump into his waiting arms, wrapping my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist. I plant a quick and hard kiss against his lips before he can say another word. With a groan, Trevor deepens the kiss, placing his hands under my ass, and walks away, carrying me with him. He breaks the kiss long enough to carry me through the crowd. When we get outside, he pushes me back against the passenger door of the truck to help him prop me up. Trevor kisses me hard then moves down my neck, kissing and sucking. I know he will leave a mark, but I couldn’t care less. I have my man back.

      With a moan, I arch my body into his hold and grind against him trying to find the friction my body needs. It’s been too long since he touched or kissed me this way. I crave it and know it won’t take much before he has me screaming his name with my release.

      “Emma,” he growls, biting my neck as his hand massages my breast. “There is no way I’m about to fuck you out in the opening like this.”

      “Please, Trev,” I beg with a moan. “I need you.” I lean forward and kiss his neck just the way I know he likes to make him give in.

      “I won’t fuck you, but I’ll help you find your release.” He places me on my feet, quickly unbuttoning my jeans so he can shove his hand past the hemline of my panties. His fingers hit my wetness quickly, and he groans. Shoving two past my folds, he begins to fuck me quickly with his hands. I lean forward into his hold and bite his shoulder to help keep me quiet.

      He’s right; the last thing we need is someone coming up on us as he gets me off. My man is way too possessive to allow someone to see that.

      His movements are erratic, and I can feel my release coming in no time. I dig my fingers into his shoulders, riding his hand. “Come for me, Little Vixen,” he whispers roughly in my ear. “Come on my hand. Show me just how much you want me. Show me what kind of dirty slut you are. Getting off in the parking lot where anyone can see and hear you.”

      His words are my undoing. With a groan, I bite even harder into his shoulder and come apart. My legs quiver, barely holding me up as I gush against his hand. Slowly, when he feels my orgasm stop, Trevor removes his hand bringing his fingers to his lips, and sucks each one clean in front of me.

      “You taste so good, Little Vixen,” he growls, giving me a wicked smile that promises I’ll pay later.

      I absolutely can’t wait for him to make me pay. We may not have fixed everything between us, but for now, I’ll take having him back in my life. I’m sure we’ll end up in this same battle of wills again, but I’m hoping maybe this time he won’t try to run.
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      Steel is on watch duty today and clocks Emma’s arrival to drop off and pick up Alexis from school. Sky manages to get Knox and Steel on the volunteer traffic details at the school, giving them more access to watch without being creepy. It also allows Steel to slip Emma a message regarding her Jeep. I know she loves the damn car, but we may just need to leave it at the school. I don’t trust that her father doesn’t have it LoJacked.

      While he focuses on that. Knox has me in the gym training for the morning. Over and over he has me practicing different moves. At first, Knox, Steel, and I weren’t really friends. It took a while, and we ended up bonding while we both trained and competed in boxing. We started as opponents, but it didn’t take long before we realized we could and would be great friends. Our fighting styles are vastly different which has helped make us better fighters. Knox even offered to enter this fight instead of me to protect Emma, but I knew I couldn’t let him. No, this time it was my fight. I knew he wanted to pay me back for everything I did to help his sister Rachel, but this wasn’t something I could let him do. Nah, I figured eventually something else would come up that I could use as his payback to me, not that I thought it was necessary. Rachel is practically my little sister at this point, and I would have helped her no matter who her brother was.

      We take the afternoon off so my muscles won’t be sore for tonight. It’s the second round of the fights, and we both know they are about to get harder. The losers from round one will  fight even harder to best those of us who won. It’s going to be brutal and ugly. Since Robert showed off Emma at the first fight, I’m hoping he won’t have her there tonight. It will be better, at least for me, if she isn't there. I used to love having her attend my fights, even if I was always worried that something would happen to her or that Robert would find out. Hell, I know he knew she was at my fights but since we had an understanding the most he did was beat her under the guise of her being where she wasn’t supposed to be. Part of the deal we had was that he couldn’t imprison her, keep her from me, or hurt her to the point she missed days at school. He knew back then there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to stop him outside of the deals we had already made.

      Now, that isn’t true.

      There are many things I could do to make him pay for hurting Emma, but each of them would show my hand sooner than I want. My men will be spread out around the arena as extra security and to continue gathering intel, not just on Robert but on all of his business associates as well. It pays to have as much information as possible in this world we live in. If Robert was to bring Emma, I know my team would keep her safe no matter what occurs. I would just feel better if she isn’t placed in that situation with hundreds of people with  shadier intentions than she could ever know.

      My phone ringing finally pulls me from my thoughts as I sit in my office trying to pour over paperwork and distract my mind from tonight's fight, which was clearly failing. I should have known no work will really get done today while I am so worried about everything else going on but as one of three owners of Rockport Security, I have to at least look like I am working. A large part of me debates if I want to answer the phone. If it is one of the guys they know exactly where to find me, there is no point in calling my cell. Rarely, if ever did it ring anymore.

      “Trevor,” I answer without looking at the caller ID. I know better than to do that, but since very few people have this number outside of employees or close friends and family. I doubt it would be anyone else calling.

      “About time you answer your damn phone,” Rachel huffs. In the background, I can hear a screaming kid, and it makes my heart pang knowing I missed those days with my own daughter.

      “Rachel,” I grumble, pinching the bridge of my nose, regretting having not looked at the caller ID. I’ve been dodging her calls this week knowing she was going to ask me about Emma. The damn woman has been obsessed with me rescuing her and bringing Emma to meet her.

      “You didn’t look at your caller ID, did you?” she laughs. “Dumbass. I know you’ve been dodging me. Give me the deets!”

      “If there was something to tell you I would. We both know Knox and Steel already filled you in, so why you're bothering me, I don’t know.” That's not true. I’m sure they told her just enough to get her off their backs knowing good and well I consider her like a little sister to me, and she would come pestering me eventually for the full details.

      “Pff,” she huffs. “We both know they didn’t tell me the good shit now spill.”

      Knowing I won’t get out of it since I already answered the phone, I give her what she wants and tell her about what happened at the school in the bathroom between Emma and me. I also tell her about finding out that Alexis is my daughter.

      “Hold the fucking phone!” she screams, squealing in my ear. “Language!” I hear her husband growl in the background, which makes me laugh. The president of the Chaos Brotherhood MC telling his wife to watch her language is hilarious. Who would have known he’d turn into a softie when they had kids?

      “You have a daughter, and she didn’t ever think to tell you about it!” I could hear the anger in her tone and knew if I didn’t reign her in, the second she met Emma, she would be giving her a piece of her mind on my behalf.

      “Rachel, don’t,” I command. “Emma has done what she needed to do to protect our daughter, and none of us can fault her for that. I left and gave her no way to get in contact with me. She did what she needed to do. No one will say anything to her about it, and if I find out someone did, there will be hell to pay. Am I clear?”

      My tone leaves no room for argument. I won’t let anyone try to blame Emma for what she’s had to do to survive. I blame myself for leaving and not giving her a way to reach me in an emergency. That was on me hoping that Robert would keep his word to me and I knew I shouldn’t have. I fucked up, not Emma.

      “I don’t like it. Not one damn bit,” Rachel bitches. In the background, I hear her and Shadow arguing about something in hushed tones before Rhacel huffs and returns to the phone. “I’ll cut her slack because you said so, but she’s going to have to earn some points with me for it now. No one hurts my family.”

      “You sound like a biker, Rach,” I chuckle.

      “You fucking know it,” she laughs. “I’m the damn Prez’s wife. Of course, I sound like it. Someone has to keep these damn men in line. God knows they can’t do it themselves. It looks like you and my brothers can’t either. Don’t make me reach out to Sky.”

      Her threat doesn’t scare me. Sky barely talks to anyone and keeps to herself most days. Sure out of everyone she likes Rachel the best, though she tried to fight hard on that one when they first met but it’s impossible for anyone to not like Rachel. Sky knows she can speak her mind to me and my brothers but most days she won’t unless she feels strongly about it. Now that I think of it, maybe I should be scared. Rachel is among the few who could convince her to take me on and tell me I’m wrong.

      “Realized you should be scared, huh?” Rachel questions at my pause. Fuck. I hate when she’s right about shit. “When are you getting Emma and Alexis out? Shadow said you can bring them here if you feel better about it since Alexis is involved too.”

      “Tell him thanks for the offer, and I’ll consider it. We have the safe house set up already, and it should work for both of them.” Knowing the president of the Chaos Brotherhood is offering my love and daughter protection is something I’m grateful for. It lets me know he understands just how fucked the situation is here. Sure, after everything with Rachel, we all grew close, but due to my business we’ve always made sure our ties were buried deep, and our conversations were limited and few and far between. Normally, his offer wouldn’t come without some sort of payment, but this time I have a feeling it just may not.

      “Trevor,” Shadow comes on the phone.

      “Hey Shadow,” I answer, having no clue why he decided to take over the conversation.

      “I meant when I had Rachel tell you to send the girls here. They will be safe at the compound. I can also send you some men if you need more. You know how I feel about women being abused. I won’t fucking stand for it.” The anger in his voice is evident. Clearly, Rachel has told him everything if he’s even offering the help of his men.

      “I don’t think it will be necessary. Plus, if I’m going to hand all my information over to the authorities, it would be better if you all had no involvement.” I hate turning down his offer since I could use a couple more men just in case, but I also don’t want to fuck my chances up at taking Robert down in any shape or form.

      “Understood, Brother. Keep us posted. The offer will always stand no payment needed, you’re family.” A shuffling of the phone can be heard again before Rachel comes back on the line.

      “You should take the offer, Trev,” Rachel’s voice is softer.

      “We all know I can’t. At least not for the extra manpower. I’ll send the girls there if something goes wrong.” Shit! Looking at the clock, I realize we’ve been talking for almost an hour, and I need to get to Evercrest. “Now I have to go, Rach. The fights start in two hours, and I need to get to the arena. Give my niece and nephew a kiss for me.”

      “Will do. Be safe.” She demands before hanging up the phone.

      “Rachel?” Knox asks from the doorway startling me as I turn around in the chair.

      “Yup. Thanks for that.” I grumble, running my hand across the top of my head, and sigh.

      “We need to get going if you're going to make it on time. Forget whatever that conversation was about and focus on the fight. You can’t afford to be distracted.” His eyes tighten with concern before he schools his expression and turns to leave. “Meet you in the car.”

      This is seriously going to be a long ass night after everything today. Knox is right though. I need to get my head in the game. Not only for Emma but for Alexis, my girls are counting on me. I won’t let them down.

      After a few calming breaths, I finally stand up from behind the desk. Sitting on the couch is my gym bag for the night and the suit jacket and button-up shirt I need. I am already wearing my dress slacks and had thrown on a white t-shirt after showering earlier, knowing I will need to dress up once again tonight. Throwing on the button-up, I know I will just button it in the car and throw on the jacket when we get closer to the venue. I grab my gym bag and follow my brother to the waiting SUV. With all the pent-up aggression I have been feeling from the week, I know tonight’s fight will be the perfect place to unleash it. Whoever my opponent is tonight, I sure as fuck better be ready to get their ass kicked.
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      He told me to be ready at a moment's notice. How the hell am I supposed to do that? Nothing in this house has anything of value to me, at least nothing tangible. The only thing that matters is my daughter's safety. Everything we own can be easily replaced in time. I have taught Alexis since she was young to not get firmly attached to any object. If my father knew she cared about something, he would use that to his advantage. I hated having her grow up that way, but if it kept her safe, then it was needed.

      The only object valuable to me is my Jeep, and Trevor knows that. It’s exactly why he had Knox pass me a note asking me what I wanted to do with it. I hate leaving my baby behind, but it is something that I know can be replaced. Trevor will let me pick out whatever car I want even if it is another Jeep. Sure mine is my first car, and it holds a lot of memories. Like the first time Trevor ever ate me out, which was in the backseat, but we could always make some new memories.

      All weekend I spent thinking about everything Alexis and I needed, or would need, to be able to leave at a moment's notice. The only things I ended up compiling were some important documents. Even then it wasn’t the ones I knew we would really need. My father kept all our birth certificates and social security cards locked up in a vault in his office. No way was I going to get my hands on those without him asking questions. The only paperwork I did have was Alexis’s medical records. He didn’t know I had asked her primary care to print two copies of the records. I gave one to him and kept the other for myself in a hidden floor bed in my closet.

      When I wasn’t thinking of what the two of us would need. I spent my focus on Alexis, helping her with the little homework she had for the weekend and we read the Harry Potter books together. Now that they had been making the illustrated versions she seemed to take an interest in them. Who was I to tell her not to? I was just happy she wanted to be reading.

      When my father and brother had gotten home late Friday night, they had made a huge ruckus. They were practically shouting over what had happened during the fights. I tried to listen in and catch any mention of Trevor's fake name, but they never said anything. I only  heard that they were pissed that someone was killed during a fight.

      It’s rare, but I know it does happen. One wrong hit and someone can die almost instantly.

      I was torn up just thinking about who it was that had died and hoped to god that it wasn’t Trevor. If it was him, I don’t think I would survive losing him again. If it was him, his team wouldn’t even be able to get a message to me until this morning when I took Alexis to school. Over and over the thought ran rampant in my head not knowing if he was alive or dead. He got my hopes up when he cornered me in the bathroom and fucked me, reminding me that I belonged to him. When he told me to make sure Alexis and I were ready to leave, I let myself believe that maybe, just maybe, there was a chance to find happiness and an escape from this life of control.

      Last night I didn’t sleep at all. Every time I closed my eyes, I pictured Trevor being the fighter that was killed. The stress and worry overtook my mind. When I did find a moment of sleep the nightmares started. There was no reprieve for me. I wanted to go in and watch Alexis sleep like I did when she was little, but I thought that might be too much and I didn’t want to freak her out if she woke up at some point and saw me in her room. Instead, I focused on clearing my already immaculate room as quietly as I could and made sure there wasn’t anything I needed to gather and hide in my purse.

      Glancing at the clock for what feels like the millionth time I see it is finally time to make sure Alexis is awake and getting ready for school. Within minutes I am across the hall,knocking on her door to wake her up. Thankfully, she’s good at knowing when it's time to get up and rarely fights me in the mornings. Today is the same, and I see her already sitting up in bed.

      “Hey, Sweetie,” I smile, trying to hide my worry. I know she can sense that I was on edge all weekend even when I tried my best to hide it.

      “I’m up, Mom.” She pushes her comforter off her lap and swings her little legs to the side of the bed.

      “Make sure you’re dressed and have everything you need.” I stand in the doorway knowing she understands what I’m implying. I explained to her on Saturday what was going on and to make sure her backpack was always packed and near her bed.

      “I will, Mommy.” She stretches and then stands to go to her closet.

      With that done I head back into my room to start getting ready. I know I probably look like shit and it’s going to take a good shower with a lot of makeup to hide how exhausted I am. Knowing I’m short on time, I rush through the shower and pull out all my makeup. I have dark circles under my eyes from the lack of sleep and my green eyes lost their brightness; now they just look dim and sullen.

      Because my father expects me to look my best when I leave the house at any time, I quickly throw some curls in my hair when my makeup is finished instead of throwing it up into a messy bun like I really wanted to do. By the time I am in the closet grabbing some jeans and a nice blouse, Alexis has made her way into my room and sits on the bed.

      “Ready?” I ask, knowing it’s not just about being ready that today may be the day we leave but also about whether she’s ready to make it through breakfast with her grandfather.

      “Mom, will you stop stressing, please,” she begs before pulling me out of the closet.

      Only a child would be taking this better than I am. It makes me proud knowing I’ve raised such a strong little girl. I make sure she has her backpack, and I grab my large purse before we head downstairs together. By the time we reach the dining room, I realize my father isn’t even home. Not even my brother is sitting at the table waiting for us.

      With a conspiratory glance at Alexis, we both giggle, take our seats, and start on the feast waiting at the table for us. By the time both of us are finished it feels like we're in a food coma. With a lot of effort, I manage to convince Alexis to head out to the car.

      Before long we are pulling into the school line, and I can feel my nerves rising once more. Finally, I’ll get some answers and maybe today will be the day we can finally be free. Though, we will never truly be free from my father's grasp until he’s in jail or dead. A good daughter would hope for at least jail, but I never claimed I was that. No, I hope he will be dead. Then he would never be able to reach me.

      As we slowly make it through the car line, I see Knox waiting for us once again. Instead of waving us forward, he motions for us to head into the parking lot. Holding my breath, I follow where he points and pull the Jeep into a parking spot next to a large black truck.

      “Little Vixen,” I hear Trevor’s deep voice growl when I step out of the car. A huge sigh releases from me as I realize he’s alive and isn’t the fighter who was killed. Turning towards him I see he’s in the driver's seat of the truck. “Grab your things quickly and get in the backseat. Leave your keys. Knox will move your Jeep so it isn’t at the school.”

      Immediately I’m opening Alexis’s door and helping her to get out of the car and into the truck. Following his instructions, I leave the keys on the driver's seat and climb in behind Alexis. What we're doing is crazy and reckless, but hell it’s so worth it. My father will kill me if he ever gets his hands on me for what I’m doing, but it’s Trevor, the father of my child and the love of my life. I would take the risk a million times over again if it means spending whatever time I have left in this world by his side. Sure we have shit to work through, like him leaving for ten years without a word but that’s something we can do together, far away from the city limits of Evercrest.
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      All morning while I waited for Emma to arrive at the elementary school, my anxiety was at an all-time high. My knee bounced as I watched each vehicle pull into the parking lot and it wasn’t her purple Jeep. At first, our plan was to wait until the middle of the week before we took both my girls and hid them away until Robert was dealt with. After having one of the fighters die in the ring Friday night, that plan changed. My brothers knew I needed to get Emma and Alexis out sooner rather than later. We barely had enough time to get the last couple of items in place for this to hopefully work.

      We all agreed that her Jeep couldn’t be left at the school; it would raise too many questions. I had thought about allowing Alexis to attend a class for a little bit but then the school would record who pulled her out, and I didn’t want Emma’s name on that paperwork. No, it was better to let her father track them to the school and think they came here, but then something came up, and they left. It wasn’t the best laid-out plan, but in a time crunch, it would have to work.

      Looking back in the rearview mirror I see Emma and Alexis huddled together in the backseat. Alexis doesn’t look scared, just worried. Emma, however, looks terrified. She keeps looking over her shoulder out the back window. I follow her gaze and can see Knox getting into her Jeep and following out behind us. He’s going to take it to a dead-end field and make it look like they went hiking or something. We’re hoping it’ll keep Robert’s resources occupied for a while checking the woods. Again, not the best idea but it’s what we have to work with.

      “Relax, Vixen.” I smile reassuringly in the rearview when I catch Emma’s eyes. “Why don’t you both get comfy? It’s going to be a little bit of a drive until we get there.”

      “Where are we going?” Emma questions finally buckling her seatbelt.

      “Couple towns over. We have a safe house. It’s not exactly as far away as I’d like, but we still need to be close so I can continue the fights while compiling intelligence on your father.” I shrug and start to get comfortable while driving. I’d much prefer to have Emma sitting in the front seat beside me, but until Alexis gets comfortable around me, I can understand why she chose the back.

      Emma doesn’t answer and instead turns to look out the window. I turn the radio up and let the music fill the cab as I focus on the road. Steel is already in place at the safe house making sure the last of the supplies are there, and then he will be heading out shortly after we arrive. The silence of the drive is maddening, but I can’t figure out what to say to even start a conversation. At least not one that will do a lot of good. I’m just happy that both my girls are about to be safe and it’s one less thing to constantly be worried about. Now, I can really up my game against Robert and don’t need to worry about their safety or retaliation against them because of me.

      “Trev,” Emma whispers as she crawls up into the front seat beside me.

      “Everything okay?” I start to panic and look back to see Alexis passed out using their bags as a pillow.

      “She’s asleep,” Emma answers as she buckles in. “Thank you for getting us out. Things”—she sighs and takes a deep breath—“things have been hard since you left, especially when I found out I was pregnant with Alexis. As you can imagine, my father was pissed.”

      “Are you sure you want to do this now?” I question, not sure if this is the best time for this conversation. Then again there isn’t really a good time to tell her I left to protect her when clearly that didn’t happen like it was supposed to.

      “No better time than the present since you said we will be in the car for a bit. Plus with Alexis sleeping in the back, we will need to keep our voices down.” Her tone is even, but I can still hear some of the bites in it.

      She deserves answers, and only I can give them to her. My only hope is that she doesn’t hate me after I tell her the truth. I take another look in the rearview mirror at our daughter's sleeping form knowing Emma deserves the answers on why she had to raise our little girl on her own for nine years. Looking back now, I don’t think any of my reasons are good enough. I hate that I missed all this time. With a deep breath, I start to explain the best I can.

      “Remember how through high school I was involved in all those unsanctioned fights?” I started my explanation.

      “Yeah, it was why you wanted to keep distance between us until you realized it was better to have me there with you even if I took a beating when I got home for it.” Emma’s voice is hesitant as she’s trying to understand where this is going.

      “What I never told you is when I left for that one year I was training, your father basically paid my family to send me away because he didn’t like how close we were. He thought if we were apart and he threatened me with you, it would help us stay apart. There was no way I could risk you getting hurt, no matter how much it killed me.” I pause and let the words sink in. She knew in high school how much she meant to me. That day at the park, after I came back, was proof alone that she knew I was doing everything for her. Every decision I have made in my life was for the good of her.

      “I knew your father abused you when it came to me and I hated seeing you in pain. I told you about that the day in the park. Only problem was that we couldn’t stay apart even when we tried. If anything being apart made the fire between us burn even hotter. There was no way we could stay away from one another. That’s when I made a deal with your father.”

      “You what!?” she hisses loudly before quickly turning to make sure Alexis didn’t wake. “What the fuck would you do something like that?”

      “It was the only way I could think to protect you. I told him that if I won so many fights for him in the underground, he would never harm you again.” I growl as my hands clench the wheel tiger. Just thinking back to that time angers me. I failed even when I tried everything a high school boy could think to do.

      “That’s why the beatings lessened?” she questioned, her expression shocked.

      “For a time, yes. Until we stopped staying away from one another in the halls and when you started coming to my fights. I knew he started to beat you again. It was in the way you moved and held yourself. You would avoid letting me touch you in certain places but if my fingers grazed one of the spots I saw you flinch.”

      God, I hated the hell he put Emma through. All because she refused to conform to what he wanted his family to represent. She was a wild child who wanted to make her own decisions and find her own path to follow. I loved her fiery spirit. It was what helped draw me to her after I saved her from being kidnapped. Her father blamed me and said I was the reason she was like that, but it wasn’t true; it was all her.

      “When you snuck out that first time to come to my fight, I knew you would keep doing it. I also knew you would get beaten each time you did. The fights weren’t safe, you knew that, but I could see how much you loved the environment in your eyes. It’s why I had my friends make sure a higher-up spot was always cleared for you with them standing guard. I also started taking on more fights as a deal with your father that you could come without repercussions.”

      “It didn’t work,” she sighs and shakes her head. “He always still found an excuse to beat me.”

      The sadness in her words kill me. I know it didn’t work. No matter what I had tried to get her father to stop, it didn’t work.

      “That’s why you would try to keep distance between us and then fail after I called you on your bullshit every time?” she asks, finally realizing what had been going on.

      “Of course!” I turn to look at her. “I was fucking in love with you, Emma. I hated seeing you in pain because we were together.”

      “Then why did I have to be the one to keep fighting for us every time!” she snarls, her voice reaching a higher octave with her words. She is pissed, and I can’t blame her one bit.

      “Mommy?” Alexis’s little voice reaches us from the back seat.

      I turn to give Emma a small glare for waking her, while at the same time, she rolls her eyes at me and turns her attention to our daughter. “It’s okay, Alexis. Mommy is sorry for raising her voice. Go back to bed, we aren’t there yet.”

      “I promise everything is fine,” I reassure her softly when she looks between us. With a small shrug of her shoulders, she lays her head back down.

      Both of us hold our breath and decide to stop talking for a bit until we know for sure she’s asleep again. It doesn’t take long before her little snores can be heard through the cab of the truck.

      “We have thirty more minutes until we’re at the house. Do you want to continue or wait?” I’m leaving this decision up to her. Neither of us wants to risk waking Alexis again. She doesn’t deserve to be in the middle of her parents fighting. I also would much rather prefer to start out on her good side and not have her hate me if she doesn’t already. I have no idea what Emma has told her about me or us, but I do intend to find out.

      “Let’s wait. It’s not like whatever answer you give me will change anything now. The damage was done long ago, and we’re both just left picking up the pieces.” She turns to look out the window. I can hear the sadness in her voice and every part of me wants to show her just how much it doesn’t belong.

      My woman is completely maddening, but I still fucking love her anyway. She is my whole entire world and now so is Alexis. I would still make almost, if not all, of the same choices again because it’s my job to protect her. She may never agree with me, but that’s okay.

      Letting her have this moment, I focus on the rest of the drive. When we get to the house, I’ll tell her the rest of the story and the threats her father made that forced my hand. Hopefully, then she will understand the choices I made. If not, maybe I can just fuck her enough that she forgets why she was even mad at me for the last nine years. I’ll help her find her fire once again, and when she does, I’ll stand behind her when she burns down the world. It will be one of the most beautiful sights in the world.
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      The past two years have been full of ups and downs with Trevor, and I’m finally tired of his bullshit. His hot and cold shit is maddening. One second he wants to be with me and we are inseparable, and then the next he is giving me the cold shoulder and trying to ignore me. It never makes any sense. Over and over again it is the same damn thing. Each time I would start out giving him some space, but when he went on for too long, I’d have to push him around some and remind him that’s not how it worked between us.

      Each time it happens, I end up crying myself to sleep, completely miserable that I am all alone. He isn’t just my boyfriend; he is also my only friend or true friend. My so-called friends at school only like me for my family and our money. None of them actually know a damn thing about me. Only Trevor knows me for me.

      With the end of the school year coming up in a week, Trevor is on his same old bullshit once again. For the past week, he has been putting distance between us, and I know he is about to pull the same stunt, but I’m not going to have it. In each class we have together he has been dodging me. The end of the day is nearing, and I know I will only have one shot at cornering him. I duck out of my second to last class a few minutes early knowing my teacher doesn’t mind, just so I can wait outside his classroom. I make it across the school with just enough time; the bell rings, right as I get to the door.

      Leaning back against the wall to the right of the door, I watch all the students filing out. Trevor is one of the last to leave with his friends. Since they are busy talking, no one notices me following behind them. I luck out that they stop at Trevor's locker and that is when I make my move.

      Shoving him forward his body slams against the locker. He turns around, enraged and ready to confront whoever just hit him. When he sees it’s me the anger in his features softens slightly, but I can still see the fire burning in his eyes.

      “What the fuck was that, Emma?” he snarls, getting into my face.

      “You’re doing the stupid bullshit again, and I’m not having it. Stop pushing me away for whatever stupid reason you’ve concocted in your head.”

      I shove his chest, but he doesn’t move an inch. At the same time his eyes flash then he grabs my wrists and pins my hands to his chest. I don’t even try to resist him because I know it would be useless. Trevor is a lot stronger than me, and I wouldn’t stand a chance.

      “We are not doing this here,” his voice is low as he glares.

      I’m sure he hopes I will back down from the fight, but his words only anger me more. It’s always some kind of excuse, and he never wants to actually face me and talk to me. It’s all a load of horseshit. “No, we're doing this here and now. You can’t keep avoiding me,” I snarl.

      “Emma,” he groans, shaking his head.

      “I don’t care if we have an audience. It’s the only damn way you’ll talk to me.” I push up onto my tiptoes and get in his face further.

      “Fine.” He lets go of my wrists and grasps my bicep pulling me behind him. He checks the classroom closest to us on the left, and when he sees no one inside, he pulls me in behind him. “Talk,” he growls as he releases me and leans against the teacher's desk with crossed arms.

      “Why do you keep fucking pushing me away?” My voice wavers as I try to hold back tears. It is easier to hold on to my anger when surrounded by people. Being in this classroom with just us, my anger is already waning.

      “We don’t work, Emma. Every time we try, it fails. The summer is going to be here soon, and it’s not like we will see one another, so what’s the point?” Trevor shrugs nonchalantly like it’s the most obvious answer.

      “We don’t work?” My mouth drops open in shock. “That’s bullshit. We do work. You just think walking away is going to protect me and it’s not. The situation at my house is the same whether we’re together or not!” I raise my hands and drop them to my sides in frustration.

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” Trevor snarls, getting into my face as he backs me against the wall. “It’s always my job to protect you.”

      I place one hand on his chest and the other around his neck; my expression softens looking at his angry one. Such polar opposites and yet we’re drawn together in ways that can’t be explained. I’ll take his anger as long as he’s here with me instead of ignoring me.

      “You can protect me better by being with me. If we’re apart, how will you know if I need help?” My voice is almost a whisper as I move my hand from his neck and run it through his hair. I learned a while ago that he calms down easily under my touch when I run my hand through his hair.

      “I have my ways,” he retorts. “I know what you’re doing, Emma. It won't change my mind.”

      “So you’re saying that it’s okay for me to find someone else to touch me in all the ways you won’t if you walk away?” I know it’s wrong to say that. We both know I would never let someone else touch me, but I also know it’s his weak point. Right now I need to use whatever I can to stop him from leaving me for the summer.

      At my words, one of his hands grasps my waist tightly while the other wraps around my neck in a possessive hold. His eyes burn into my own as he forces me to look at him. His expression is full of anger and passion. I definitely hit the nail on the coffin with that threat. Even though his hand on my waist is hitting a bruise my father gave me last night for coming down to dinner ten minutes late, it’s worth it.

      “I will kill anyone who touches you, Emma.” His voice is deadly as he leans down to growl in my ear. “You are mine, body and soul. I don’t share.”

      Arching my body into his hold, I let a wicked smile take over my face before I whisper in his ear. “If you want this distance then you are leaving me open for someone else. Pick your poison, bad boy.” I lightly bite his ear lobe in a warning.

      “Little Vixen, you’re going to pay for that.” His hold on me drops instantly leaving my body cold as he walks away towards the door.

      My heart drops when I see him at the door thinking he was going to just leave me like that despite what he just told me. When I watch him flick the lock on the door, my heart rate picks back up, and I know my cheeks are beginning to redden. This boy is seriously about to fuck me in the classroom, and I can’t even be mad about it.

      With every step he stalks toward me, I can feel myself melting under his gaze. My body craves his touch, his punishment that I know he wants to give me. His body vibrates with anger as he approaches me. I want to rip my gaze from him and bolt for the way he’s looking at me like a predator looks at their prey, but I’m stuck. My body refuses to move as I wait on a bated breath to see what he will do. Each of his steps is deliberate. He wants me to be scared, to run. When he gets right in front of me, I finally break from his spell and try to bolt around him. His arms snake around my waist before I can get even two feet away.

      “You lost your chance to run, Baby.” His deep voice fills my ears and causes me to shiver.

      Lifting me up, Trevor spins me around until my legs are locked around his waist. He carries me like that to the back of the classroom where several long desks are set up and cleared off. With every step he takes, I grow wetter as his hard shaft rubs between my legs. Today was the worst day I could have chosen to wear a skirt. When we reach the table, he sits me on it, grabbing my hands to wrap around his neck as he reaches under my skirt.

      “Is my Little Vixen drenched for me?” He rumbles as his fingers brush against the line of my thong before they shove it aside. “Oh, she is,” he answers right before thrusting two fingers inside me without warning.

      “Trevor,” I almost shout, biting down on my lip so I don’t scream at the intrusion. It is sudden but damn, it feels so good. He pumps his fingers in and out a couple of times making sure his palm brushes over my clit as he does. Already I can feel ready to come apart in his arms. My legs quiver as my orgasm fast approaches. Before I can come though, he removes his hands and laughs.

      “You thought I was going to let you come that easily, Little Vixen? Nah, you need to be reminded who you belong to.” His voice is rough with his words. In the next second, he’s pulling my thong down my legs and sticking it in his pocket. “Lay back and spread those legs. Let me feast on you, like the good little girl you are.”

      I groan, laying back and almost slamming my head on the table under me in frustration. Fucker would really deny me an orgasm because I challenged him. He waits until my eyes meet his before he smirks and then drops to his knees. One hand reaches up to shove my skirt up and bunch it at my stomach while the other begins to play with my clit. The hot air of his breath hits my cunt, and I moan.

      “Stop playing and eat me out,” I groan when he just continues to let his hot breath hit my wetness. It is driving me insane, and all I want is either his mouth on me or his dick in me.

      I can feel his light chuckle before he does exactly what I asked. His tongue slips between my folds as he feasts upon my pussy. It doesn’t take long before I start to quiver once more ready to come. Just when I think he is going to pull back and deny me he doesn’t. Instead, he thrusts a finger in along with his tongue and uses it to hit my G-spot. After a couple of times, I’m ready to see stars from his movement. I start to squirm on the tabletop, chasing the pleasure I know he can bring me, as he uses his hand holding my skirt to try to force me to stay still.

      “That’s it, Little Vixen, come on my face. I wanna taste you on my lips for the rest of the day.” His words cause me to fall over the edge I was precariously sitting on. With a silent scream, I come on his face, letting my orgasm take me over.

      When I start to come back down, Trevor gives a couple more links to my sensitive lips then stands up and leans over me. His bright blue eyes lock with my own as he smiles. “You still with me, Little Vixen?”

      I give a small nod and moan as I try to catch my breath.

      “Good girl, because I’m not finished with you yet. It’s time you remember exactly who your cunt belongs to. Only my dick is allowed inside you. I’m going to use your pussy over and over until you remember that no one else touches you.”

      I watch as he undoes his belt and buttons before shoving the zipper down. His hard cock springs free and already leaks a bit of pre-cum. He grabs my hips and in one move thrusts inside me hard. My hand moves to my mouth to cover my scream from the movement. He doesn’t give me any time to adjust before he begins to fuck me hard, making my back bow with the intrusion.

      “My cunt!” he roars, his free hand wrapping around my throat.

      With each thrust, his fingers tighten slightly. My legs tremble, and my nails dig into his back as I try to pull him closer to me. His hold on me is absolute, and he doesn’t budge an inch.

      “My Little Vixen.”

      He thrust into me once again, harder than before. Using me.

      “Tell me who you belong to,” he commands.

      “You, Trevor!” I shout as I close my eyes and feel the need to come take over me once again.

      “Open your eyes and look at me as you come.”

      Doing as he instructs, I open my eyes and stare directly into his own. He fucks me exactly the way I need, the way I was asking for. Showing me, proving to me that he is the only person who can give me pleasure.

      My climax crashes down on me… hard. With his hand around my throat, I can’t scream the way I want. With a few more quick thrusts Trevor stills inside me and his hot seed spurts in my cunt, filling me full. When he’s done, his body collapses down on top of me, letting go of my hip and throat as he merely holds himself above with his forearms.

      “You’ll always be mine, Little Vixen. I will never let you go.” He places a soft kiss on my lips before slipping out of me and standing.

      I watch as he fixes his pants and stands before me. I’m still trying to catch my breath from what we just did. My body is spent and unwilling to move. He smiles looking down at me; gone is his bad boy angry expression. Now it’s his softer side, the one that reminds me that under his hard exterior is a boy who loves me. With a smile, he leans back down to help me off the table and holds onto me until my legs steady beneath me.

      “Are you done trying to leave me constantly?” I ask softly, leaning into his chest.

      “Yeah, Baby. I’m not going to let you go.” A soft kiss is planted on the top of my head. “You’re not getting your thong back. It’s mine, and my cum better stay inside you for the rest of the day.”

      And there’s his possessive side once more.
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      The rest of the drive is made in silence for fear of waking up Alexis. She shouldn't be as tired as she is since I know she did sleep last night, but then again long car rides have a habit of knocking her right out. I’m sure she is a little stressed with knowing that eventually we would be leaving and her little body was in fight or flight mode all weekend with the anticipation just as much as mine was. I hadn’t given her a lot of details, just that one of Mommy’s friends was going to be taking us on a little trip. I knew trying to explain that it was really her father would have been too hard at the time and I wanted to see the bond develop between them before I told her the truth.

      While we sit in silence I have let my mind wander back to high school and all the times Trevor would put distance between us and then when we would make up for it afterward. He always knew the way to get me to forgive him. Was it wrong to manipulate me with sex once we started having it? Sure, but in high school, I craved him and would do anything to make sure he remained mine.

      I craved every inch of the boy who knew how to do things to my body that always made me see stars. What happened between us in the bathroom the other day at Alexis’s school is further proof that even over time our bodies still know one another and still crave one another. I will always be his Little Vixen. Though right now I’m too pissed at him. I knew he was always protecting me in high school. I just didn’t know the lengths he was going to do it. Making deals with my father? Who in their right mind would do that? He’s a damn monster.

      Keeping my eyes out the window, I focus on my breathing and try to stay calm. I don’t want to wake Alexis again, and I especially don’t want her to hear us fighting. Trevor and I will have our talk, and I’ll get the answer I so desperately crave, even if it’s ones I don’t like or agree with. I knew back then when it came to me Trevor would do anything. I have a feeling it’s the same thing now, and I’m terrified of what that will mean for all of us.

      Sure, he came and whisked his daughter and me away from the prison my father had us in. But what is he going to do now to keep us safe? What lengths will he go through to do just that? That is what scares me the most. I don’t know who Trevor is anymore. Is he the same overprotective, possessive boy who loved me in high school?

      “We’re here,” Trevor states softly as he brings the truck to a stop in front of a two-story wood cabin nestled into the trees.

      Looking at the place we’ll be staying I realize it’s sort of cute. The cabin has a beautiful wrap-around porch with two rocking chairs on one side and a swing bench on the. The front door is painted black to stand in contrast with the light-to-medium brown wood the cabin is made of. There are two larger windows on either side of the door looking into the house. The second floor looks decently large, and I can see two windows as well up there. It’s a pretty house, and I’m wondering who owns it. This isn’t the type of house I ever pictured Trevor would live in. Though I never pictured him in the white picket fence-style house either so I guess this would be closer to his style. It doesn’t look like there are any neighbors in the vicinity either which is probably a good thing.

      “I’ll leave you to get Alexis while I go make sure everything is set inside with Steel.” Trevor slips out of the truck and lightly shuts the door behind him. Instead of moving I just watch him walk away, up the stairs to the porch, and through the front door. I couldn’t help but stare at the strong muscles of his shoulders and back while also looking at his ass in those black jeans he was wearing. He’s just so perfect and hot that I have to stare. Right before he walks completely through the door, Trevor turns and looks directly at me, giving me a small smirk.

      Oh, he definitely knew I was staring at him. Shit.

      “Alexis, Sweetie.” I turn around and give her shoulder a small shake.

      “Mommy,” her little voice mumbles as she tries to roll over.

      “We’re here. It’s time to get up.” I give her one more small shake before opening my door and getting out. When I open the back door, I see her sitting up and scooting over toward where I am. I see her backpack and my purse sitting on the floor and grab those before I help her down out of the backseat. She takes my hand, and after I shut the door we walk together towards the house and whatever is about to come next for us.

      When we walk through the front door, she drops my hand in squeals. “OH MY GOD, IT’S SO HUGE!” At first, I’m confused about what she’s shouting about but when I turn to the right I see a large two-story stone fireplace burning brightly. The furniture inside has more of a rustic feel to it with the dark brown couches and red rug. In the far corner, there’s also a large TV that is already turned on and playing Beauty and the Beast. Seeing that, I let out a small chuckle. Of course, they would choose a movie for a little girl to watch while the adults talk. How they knew it was Alexis’s favorite movie, I’m not sure, but I appreciate the thought either way.

      When my munchkin finally sees what’s playing on the TV, I know I’ve lost her. She rushes to go sit in front and watch.

      “Don’t sit too close,” I advise. When I see her scoot back a little I turn to take in the rest of the area around us.

      There’s a set of stairs leading to the second floor and then a long hall leading to the back of the house. Turning further to the left, the area opens into an open dining and kitchen area which is where Trevor and Steel are standing talking. The dining room has a decent size dark brown wooden table. One side of the table has a bench and the other three sides have normal chairs. The kitchen surprises me. I had expected it to have some shade of brown cabinets, but it doesn't. Instead, the cabinets are all light green with butcher block countertops and black handles and knobs.

      “You must be the infamous Emma.” The man standing next to Trevor calls out with a bright cocky smile. He’s just as tall but is a tad more slender. I can already tell from his words and smile that he is probably a joker and trying to lighten the mood. His blonde hair is a little messy, sort of spiky. His green eyes brighten with his smile and help me to relax some.

      “Infamous?” I retort, clicking my tongue. “That might be a bit much. I assume you’re Steel?” I cross my arm in front of my chest and lean against the counter beside me. It’s my way of trying to protect myself, but it also shows I’m more confident than I feel. I catch Trevor’s eyes, and I can tell he sees through my bluff, but Steel however laughs and moves several steps closer.

      “Oh, I definitely like you already,” he laughs. “You are the perfect match for our hardened boss. I can’t wait to see what chaos you cause for him.”

      “That’s enough,” Trevor snaps. “Steel, I think it’s time you leave.”

      Oh, someone is being possessive already I see.

      “It was just a bit of fun,” Steel groans but essentially drops it. “Emma, I shall be seeing you soon. Make sure to ruffle the big guy's feathers some. He needs to learn to relax.” Steel pats my shoulder softly before giving it a small squeeze and heading towards the door.

      “That shouldn’t be that hard to do,” I reply, giving Trevor a smirk. I’m playing with fire, and I know it. Sue me.

      I don’t take my eyes off Trevor, but I do hear the front door close with Steel’s leave. Still hearing the TV playing in the living room and Alexis singing along I know we will have some more time to talk.

      “Not here,” he grunts. Walking around the counter and heading towards an archway I didn’t see before that was hidden by the cabinets. “Let’s go to the office. Alexis will be fine.”

      I follow behind him silently, down the hall and through a light brown door. We enter a large office that doesn’t have any windows. I realize it’s more of a security room than an office. There's a large computer setup along the right wall that has several monitors running on it. On the left wall are two decent-sized gun safes that are on either side of a storage area. In the center of the room is a sleek black desk with a simple laptop and lots of papers spread across the top.

      “You can leave the door open if it will make you feel better and you can control your temper.” Trevor is nice enough to offer as he takes a seat in the black leather chair behind the desk.

      “Ass,” I mumble and take one of the large armchairs across from him.

      “I assume you have questions,” he prompts.

      “You could say that,” I retort, scrunching my nose. “What the hell is this place and is it yours?”

      “This is one of several safe houses my security company has set up across the country. So I guess you could say it is mine,” he shrugs.

      All his answer manages to do is piss me off. He doesn’t need to be a smart-ass with it. I can feel my temper rising once again the longer I sit here across from him. Oh, what I would give to just slap the superior look off his face. He deserves it so so much.

      “I do have a house in Rockport. It’s not as large as yours, but it is on the bigger side. Four bedrooms, three baths, all the other typical features you would expect in a house. It even has a large backyard. You would most likely approve of it.”

      His follow-up just proves my point even more that he needs to be slapped. Of course, he would tell me that I would approve. I have a slight suspicion that he bought it knowing it would be to my tastes, not his. I wouldn’t put that past him at all.

      “Sounds cute,” I smirk, trying not to push him too far just yet. “Are you going to answer my question from the car?” My question slips out before I can wait for him to say anything further.

      “Diving right in again I see.” He folds his hands on top of the desk and stares at me. “You weren’t the only one fighting for us, Emma. We just had different ways to accomplish the same goal.”

      “It didn’t feel that way.” I sigh, letting the heartache from back then in once more. “You were my everything, Trevor. The light in the darkness, the air that I breathed, my reason to wake up and keep going every day. I would have done anything for you back then. If you wanted to run away, I would have in a heartbeat. I thought that was the plan after graduation, but then you left. You walked away without looking back even once. If I had known that night would have been our last night together…” I trail off leaving my thoughts unfinished.

      “You would have what?” He growls pushing to his feet. “You wouldn’t have slept with me? You would have tried to shut me out to save yourself the heartache? What would you have done?”

      I don’t answer him. I can’t. There isn’t a good answer because I truly don’t know. A part of me wants to say that I would have been strong and not have slept with him under the stars in the bed of his truck, but I know deep down that isn’t true. I would have done the exact same thing again, only I would have tried to persuade him to stay. I would have fought tooth and nail to make sure he didn’t leave me or at least leave without me. That boy was my heart and soul. The man standing before me is angry, maybe hardened and older, but he’s still that boy.

      “Emma!” He roars moving around the desk to stand in front of me. He stares down at me, his eyes full of fire, ready to fight, to push me. “What would you have done?”

      “I wouldn’t have let you go,” I answer, my voice coming out clearer than I had expected. “You were mine Trevor. Mine to care for, to cherish, to love. I would have done and given everything for you.”

      “I know you would have, which is why I did what I did. You almost died two weeks before that because your father caught you sneaking out to spend the night in my arms. How the hell was I supposed to live with that on my conscience?” His voice breaks at the end, giving away a small crack in his hardened exterior. He moves away and sits on the edge of his desk.

      I know how much it broke him every time he saw me injured. I know he blamed himself for it too. Never was it his fault. I made my own choices and decisions. I didn’t care if being with him meant I would get beaten. To me, it was worth it to have my small bit of happiness.

      “It was never your fault,” I state softly, not wanting to truly pick a fight with him. I just need him to let his walls down and let me in. Standing, I take a couple of steps and move into the space between his legs and wrap my arms around his neck. “I made those choices knowing the consequences. Being with you was more important to me than anything else. I would do it all again in a heartbeat only I would make sure you were still beside me instead of leaving.”

      Being brave I place a soft kiss on his lips and pull back slightly. Not far, I’m still close for when his walls snap and he pushes forward to kiss me the way I know he wants to. This isn’t like high school. I’m not trying to persuade him to do something that I want with sex. No, this is me reminding him that he doesn’t always need to be so tough.

      “Little Vixen,” he groans, his hands grasping both my hips. “I had to protect you the only way I knew how.” His head drops to where my neck and shoulder meet as he snuggles his face into the area and breathes me in. I run a hand through his short black hair which is starting to get a little shaggy for him. I like it and wish he would allow it to grow a tiny bit longer, but I’m not about to tell him that right now.

      “Would you have stayed if you knew about Alexis?”

      It’s not fair to ask him the question. I know that, but I’m still curious about the answer. It’s one that has haunted me since the day I found out I was pregnant. I never did know if he would have stayed to help me with her or if he would have ran the opposite direction. Kids were never something that we had talked about. Marriage, yes? Kids just weren’t brought up.

      “I would have stolen both of you away and hidden us so well that Robert would never find us. Even if it meant living life on the run for a small bit of time, I would have done it for you.” He pulls back, his hands moving up my body until he tenderly holds my neck, his eyes boring into mine, showing me every emotion he feels. “Emma, you are my life, my reason to live. That little girl out there that we created. She is the greatest blessing I ever could have asked for. I will spend the rest of my life proving to both of you that I can be a great father.”

      A couple of tears slip out of the corner of my eyes at his words. A lightness begins to take over inside me not realizing just how much I needed to hear those words. We still have a lot to work on between us, but now I know that we can do this together. One day at a time we will heal the bonds between us as we work to take down my father and provide a safe, happy home for our beautiful brown-haired, blue-eyed little girl.
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      After our little heart-to-heart in the office, Emma and I went back out into the living room to just relax. Before we had come out Emma and I agreed it would be good for Alexis to spend some time with me and get to know me before we told her who I actually was. The plan wasn’t exactly my favorite, but I knew we had to go at her pace. I wouldn’t risk losing either of them or having Alexis despise me because she didn’t understand why I wasn’t there and let them suffer.

      When we came out, Alexis had moved closer to the TV, and Emma just laughed, picked her up, and sat her on the couch. With both of them cuddled together watching the end of Beauty and the Beast, I took the seat on the other side of Emma and let her relax into me. We sat in silence watching the movie. The only noises came from Alexis who was singing along to the songs. The longer we sat there together, the more I realized how much I missed out on by trying to protect Emma and leaving.

      I know I said I didn’t regret my decision but a small part of me is regretting missing out on these moments. I didn’t have to wake up in the middle of the night to feed her or change her diapers. I missed the teething and watching her hit her milestones. She’s only nine but I know I missed so many things in her life. The one thing I can do now is to make sure not to miss anymore. I will do everything that I can to ensure I don’t miss a single school talent show, any after-school activity, or anything else in between. I’ll even be the annoying father when she starts dating who greets her dates at the door holding a gun and reminding them to treat my baby girl right. She’s going to hate it, but I’ll sure love her. I bet her uncles, Knox and Steel, will be right beside me when it happens. When they get to know her, they are both going to fall in love with her, just like me.

      Right as the movie is ending my stomach gives a slight rumble. It’s still a little too early for lunch, but if I’m getting hungry, I’m sure both the girls will be soon as well. I place a small kiss on the top of Emma’s head and then lift my arm to slide out from under her.

      “I’m going to start lunch. What do you girls want?”

      Steel stocked the kitchen this morning when he got here with fresh supplies so I can make pretty much anything. We weren’t sure how long the girls would need to remain here so I wanted to make sure they would have a variety of foods. The freezer out back is stocked full of meat and frozen veggie. I even made sure to stick some ice cream and popsicles in the indoor freezer that I hoped Alexis would like.

      “Grilled cheese and tomato soup sound good. What do you think, Alexis?” Emma questions, poking her in the side when she answers so quietly neither of us can hear her.

      “That’s fine,” she speaks up a little louder.

      “Coming right up,” I answer, getting up from the couch.

      From the kitchen, I can hear the two of them talking, discussing what to watch next. Alexis is begging to start watching Moana while Emma is trying to talk her into a documentary while she does some school work.

      Shit.

      That reminds me I have no idea how to work out keeping her in school or how to explain her absence. That’s something Emma and I will need to discuss. I don’t want Alexis to fall behind in any school work even if she is only in the fourth grade. School is important. Adding it to my mental checklist of things to do I focus on preparing lunch for the three of us.

      By the time I have the food on the table, the girls settle on Moana playing as long as Alexis promises to work on her reading. I thought about just bringing the food to the living room to let her watch TV while she ate and did school work but I had a feeling that Emma might not be the biggest fan of that happening.

      “Food’s ready,” I call out. Immediately the TV and homework are forgotten as Alexis runs into the dining room and finds the bench area to claim as her seat like I had suspected she might.

      Maybe I won’t do so badly at this being a dad thing after all.

      Emma follows behind, having taken the time to pause the movie, before sliding into the sea beside our daughter at the head of the table. That left me to sit across from Alexis which I was okay with.

      Right as Alexis is about to take a bite, Emma reaches out to stop her. “Careful, it’s going to be hot.”

      “No, I made hers first so it had time to cool down. It should be the perfect temperature,” I chuckle. At my words, our little girl shrugs and takes a giant bite of the sandwich. Whether it was to prove me right or her mom wrong, I have no idea but either way, it is funny. When Emma sees she isn’t complaining that her mouth is burning she sighs, shakes her head, and just digs into her own lunch.

      When most of her lunch has been eaten I finally start to make conversation with Alexis to start getting to know her. “What’s your favorite Disney movie?”

      Her blue eyes turn to her mom who gives her a small nod that it’s okay to answer before she does. “Beauty and the Beast, duh.”

      “Oh of course it is. Glad Steel chose that to play for you then when you guys came in.” I chuckle. We are definitely going to need to work on her shyness around me. It doesn’t need to be happening.

      “Are you finished, honey?” Emma asks when she notices Alexis is just pushing her spoon around in her soup.

      “Yeah, my tummy is full,” she sighs.

      “Okay, go get washed up and then go back to your homework. Trevor and I will get lunch cleaned up.” Emma’s tone is soft and I can tell she’s trying hard to make sure our daughter is comfortable at all times.

      “The bathroom is the first door on the right down the hall.” I’ll have to make sure to give them both a tour later after we get lunch cleaned up. I don’t want either of them getting lost even if the house isn’t all that big.

      When we hear the door shut, Emma turns and stares at me. “What?” I question, having no damn idea what I did wrong.

      “Thank you. You didn’t need to make us lunch or ask her what her favorite movie was,” Emma’s voice is practically a whisper.

      Oh hell no. She is not about to sit here and think she needs to be grateful for me taking care of them. I will break her of that habit because they deserve the world and then some from me.

      “Don’t ever thank me for taking care of you both. The two of you are my responsibility and I will always take care of you, making sure you all are safe and provided for. I want to get to know Alexis; what she likes and doesn’t like. She’s my daughter and I wanna learn these things so I can better take care of her. My hope is that both of you will be happy here until things are wrapped up back home and then the three of us can start our life together.” I reach over and grasp her hand in mine.

      “You’re my dad?” A little voice gasps from behind us.

      Fuck! I thought she was still in the bathroom. I didn’t realize Alexis had come out. Well, I guess that is now out of the bag. I had planned on easing her into that information, not dropping it on her like this.

      “Sweetie,” Emma jumps up and moves to kneel in front of her. Our daughter's eyes are large, and I can tell she’s confused and holding back tears. When Emma reaches forward to try to hug her, she backs away until she backs into the couch and can’t go any further.

      “Alexis,” I command, squatting down to get on her level. Her eyes snap to me as she hardens her expression and her lips stop quivering. When I know I have her attention, I continue. “Yes, I am your father. I’m sorry that I wasn’t there for you and that you grew up without me. I promise you that all of that changes now. I had no clue your mother was pregnant with you when I left. If I had, she would have been coming with me.”

      “You left us,” she mumbles, wrapping her arms around her middle.

      “I did and that’s on me. It doesn’t mean I never wanted you. Trust me, I do.” My voice softens as I continue to talk. Holding my hand out, I beckon her closer but let her make the decision if she wants to come to me or not.

      Hesitantly, Alexis takes small steps forward until she places her small hand in mine. I make sure to look her in the eyes and keep my voice soft as I talk. “You are my daughter, and I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life getting to know you and watch you grow into an amazing young woman. If you are anything like your mother, I know you are going to give us a run for our money when you hit high school.”

      “You want me?” Her voice breaks in disbelief still trying to wrap her head around what I said.

      “Of course I do. You’re my daughter.” I smile and pull her into a hug. “Sweetheart, your mother may be my soul, but you are my heart. I will never give you up or let anything happen to you. No longer do you just have your mom. Now you have a large family who will love you and protect you. If anyone bullies you, well, you got 3 ex-marines who will kick their asses.”

      “Language,” Emma hisses but laughs at the same time. She knows my friends and I will do everything for this little girl.

      “You don’t need to call me dad or anything that you aren’t comfortable with. We will take this at your pace.” My words seem to soothe Alexis as her little arms reach up to wrap around my neck and she sinks into my hold.

      “Just keep my mommy safe,” she whispers in my ear before pulling back. When she does a huge smile is on her face before she turns around, runs around the couch, and jumps on it facing us. “Can we continue the movie now?”

      I let out a deep laugh while at the same time, Emma breathed a sigh of relief. “Glad to see how resilient our little one is,” I state softly to Emma while helping her to stand with me. “Go watch the movie. I can handle the dishes.” I give her a little push toward the living room and a soft swat on her ass.

      I watch her jump from the movement, but she doesn’t say anything.

      Damn, I was really hoping she’d give me a response.

      “No, not you, Mommy,” Alexis demands, her face scrunched up as she watches us. “I want Daddy.”

      At that, I double over laughing just knowing the expression Emma has at being told Alexis wanted me, and I head towards the couch giving our daughter what she wants. The dishes can wait for all I care. My daughter actually wants to spend time with me and called me dad. This is the best day I can ever think of.
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      The last couple of days passed in a blur of the three of us bonding as a family. It was hard trying to find the right groove. I knew Trevor didn’t want to ever tell Alexis no because he was still trying to gain her trust, but damn, it would have been nice if he could have at least been the bad guy more than twice. I know it’s going to take time for us to both find our groove. Most of the time Trevor always deferred to me when it came to any big decisions, which I appreciated. The one thing we still needed to work on was getting Alexis’s schoolwork. Sky had put it in the school system that she was out sick but did manage to get a bunch of her schoolwork for the week so she didn’t fall behind.

      For a good thirty minutes, after we got Alexis into bed last night, Trevor and I were discussing maybe trying to get her into an online school, but I was just unsure. I didn’t want her to miss out on being with her peers and learning socialization from them. His argument was that it was just until things got cleaned up back home and then we could put her back into school. I told him we’d give it another week and evaluate if he couldn’t manage to get my father under wraps sooner.

      I have to admit I was surprised that Trevor had spent the whole week in the cabin with us. Originally, I don’t think that was his plan, but after Alexis learned the truth, I think he wanted to prove to not only her but also to myself that he meant what he said. I already knew he would do an amazing job being a father and it makes me happy to see him prove it.

      We both knew that tomorrow would mean another fight night. All morning I had begged Trevor not to go and just drop out, but he refused. He said that my father would get suspicious if he didn’t show. I tried to argue that after one fighter already died, it wouldn’t matter, but of course, he wouldn’t hear of it. No, my stubborn high school love insisted that he had to see this through if only as a precautionary measure should all of his other plans fall through. If he won, he would get to marry me, and that was all he cared about. He wouldn’t risk anyone earning my hand in marriage. He didn’t want to risk someone trying to say there was a contract in place and that they had rights to me even after my father's death. When he explained it like that, I got it.

      I know my father isn’t the squeaky clean, rich influencer in the city. No, he has seedy friends which is how he gained his money and power. That first night at the fights was clear enough with some of the people who showed up there. There was a good mix of criminals and normal rich folks scattered around the crowd from what I had seen. If I didn’t know before, it was definitely confirmed then.

      Trevor was determined to bring my father down. When we would stay up talking after Alexis went to bed, he would ask me questions about my father and brother. If there was anything that I could remember that would help build his case. I wish I could help him more than anything, but I couldn’t. They tried to never do business in front of me and very rarely did they ever bring someone to the house to do the business. One day I heard them arguing in the office. It was my father, brother, and brother-in-law fighting over some sort of transaction but I couldn’t hear enough to get anything useful. I do know that it was about three weeks later my father announced there would be a fight to determine who I was going to marry. I always knew I would be used to bettering the family to my father's standards, but I had thought that just maybe having my daughter would save me from that.

      “Emma,” Trevor commands, shaking my shoulder and pulling me from my thoughts. I didn’t realize I had been staring blindly at the TV, not really seeing anything until he shook me.

      “Shit, sorry,” I mumble, shaking my head and looking at him. “What's up?”

      “Stop worrying about things you don’t need to. Steel will be here in the morning to stay with you girls until I get back.” Trevor pulls me onto his lap and wraps me tightly in his arms. “Everything will be okay. I’ll be safe.”

      “Worrying is what I do. I just got you back, Trevor. Alexis finally has you in her life, and this week you’ve spent with us, she absolutely adores you. It would kill her to lose you now.” I sniffle and snuggle into his embrace.

      “What happened to my Little Vixen that faced every challenge head-on? You aren’t the girl who lets your fears turn you into someone who cries.” Trevor loosens his arms so he can look down at me.

      “That girl spent ten years doing everything possible to protect Alexis from growing up the way I did. My fire burned out so she wasn’t punished.” I pull back to look him in the eyes so he can see the truth of my words.

      Being with him the fire has been slowly coming back, but I’m also not the girl he used to know anymore. Given time, I’ll rekindle the fire completely. It’s something that has to be unlearned, and that’s not easy to do. I’m still scared that my father will come back into our lives and ruin everything. Not until he’s behind bars or buried six feet under will a sense of freedom finally start to take root.

      “When I get back we will be working on that. How about tonight I distract you instead?” His hand snakes up under my shirt and his fingers begin to unclasp the back of my bra.

      At first, I try to pull away, not wanting to let him use sex to distract me. When his other hand reaches under my bra and cusps my breast that's when I cave. My body arches into his hold, and I grind against him trying to chase the friction my body is starting to crave.

      “Trevor,” I moan. Wrapping my hand around his neck and pulling him into a kiss. I push my tongue against his lips, forcing my way in and taking control of the kiss, deepening it.

      His hands focus on getting my bra undone and my arms free of my T-shirt. With a deep growl, he stops trying to get the last clasp and just pulls both my shirt and bra off over my head, tossing it on the floor somewhere behind me. With our kiss broken, he moves to focus on my breast. One hand massages and pulls on a nipple while he takes the other nipple into his mouth, sucking and biting. I know for sure I’m going to have a nice bruise from his actions.

      “Don’t fucking stop,” I mewl, grinding harder against his lap. My hand buries in his hair, holding him to my breast, enjoying the pain and pleasure.

      After a couple more licks and bites, he switches his attention to the other breast giving it just as much attention as first. Before too long he pulls back, moving his head up to kiss and bite my neck and make his way up to my lips, kissing me deeply again.

      “Lift up, baby,” he instructs, pulling me up to my knees. Lifting his hips, he quickly slides his sweats and boxers down to his knees.

      The second his cock is free, I wrap one of my hands around it, stroking him up and down, letting my thumb slide over his tip every time. Trevor’s head tips back as he lets out a groan from my motions.

      “Little Vixen, you’re playing a dirty game. If you keep touching me like that, I’m going to put you on your knees to suck me off.” His voice is deep as he locks eyes with me, his expression full of desire. His words excite me, and I continue to stroke his cock, squeezing every so often as well. “I will grab your hair and force you to take me all the way down your throat, making you gag on every single inch of me.”

      His words don’t scare me. I grind my soaked cunt against his legs looking for the friction I’m craving as I keep up my motions. He leans forward and bites my neck before gripping my left hip tightly and lifting me up. His other hand grabs my wrist, pulling my hand off his cock, as he lowers me back down so his rock-hard cock can then slide between my slick folds. I can feel my cunt expand as he slides himself in. Every inch I take of him is like pure bliss. I am so turned on already that the second he is fully seated inside me, my first orgasm is crashing down on me. Biting my lip, I keep myself from screaming with my release as I sag against his chest to ride out the waves of orgasm.

      Trevor gives me another moment or two before I feel him start to thrust his hips up from beneath me. He starts out slowly and then his movements pick up speed. I begin to move my hips in rhythm with his thrusts, grinding down against him as he thrust into me trying to get as deep as he can. I pull back and look him in the eyes, placing my hands on his chest to help steady myself. As he picks up the speed, my nails dig into his skin leaving red marks as I drag them down his firm pecs. He is definitely going to have marks.

      “God, you feel so good, Little Vixen,” he groans. “Dig those nails in as deep as you want.” His thrusts start to become more erratic as he searches for his own release. Both of our breathing becomes labored as we continue. Letting go of my waist one of his hands reaches down between us as he flicks and rubs my clit. With his movement, my second orgasm comes crashing down on me, and I bite his shoulder to cover my scream as my pussy walls shake and clench his cock. At the same time, he stills inside me, giving a couple of shallow, light thrusts. His own release takes him over as I feel his hot seed spill inside me filling my needing, aching pussy up.

      I start to come back down to earth and release his shoulder but leave my head lying against it and close my eyes, savoring the feeling of contentment and happiness in his arms. Trevor's arms come around me tightly, and he places a soft kiss against my head. I can feel the sweat between us making our bodies stick together, but it’s the last thing I care about. I’m too tired to move; my body's energy is completely spent from what we just did. The only way I am moving is going to be if he carries me.

      Which is exactly what he does. I feel him shift a little to the edge of the couch before he uses his strong ass leg muscles to get both of us off the couch. I have no idea how he does it, but he manages to keep his dick inside me with the move. Already I can feel him growing hard once more.

      “Don’t fall asleep on me yet, Little Vixen. We aren’t done.” His soft voice murmurs in my ear. My arms tighten around his neck as my legs wrap around his waist so he doesn’t drop me. Not that I think he ever would. I probably weigh nothing compared to what he could lift, even with the extra pounds I was never able to lose after having Alexis.

      Every step he takes is torture to my body. I am exhausted and just want to go to sleep, but the friction from his movements is also busy lighting my body on fire. Making me crave another round with him. I already know he can go multiple times in a night. Every nerve ending of mine is firing at high speeds as we walk. I can feel myself coming back to life wanting, no needing, him to fuck me. Fuck me into submission and make me forget my own name.

      He walks us into the bedroom down the hall, not even bothering to take me to the room I had been sleeping in upstairs. No, he takes me to his room on the first floor. The exact place he’s wanted me all along, but it didn’t feel right sleeping in his room when our daughter was still adjusting to this new normal. Shutting the door behind us, he gently lays me back on the bed, careful not to dislodge his cock too far out of me before he lays down on top of me. With one hand he lifts me up lightly, pulling me up the bed as he follows behind. It is like a version of torture, sexual torture. Without even trying he is sliding his cock in and out of my folds with the movements, fucking me without fucking me.

      “Trevor,” I mewl, arching my back up and pressing my tender breasts against his chest.

      “I’m not done with you yet, Little Vixen.” Trevor kisses me deeply and then starts to take me once more, fast and hard. “We have all night, baby. No sleep for you.”

      When Trevor said no sleep, he meant it. The two of us used each other's bodies well into the early hours of the morning before I couldn’t even feel my limbs anymore. Sleep took both of us over as he held me tightly, spooning me and making me feel safe and secure once more. Just like he used to do while we were in high school.
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            TREVOR ~ ELEVEN YEARS AGO

          

        

      

    

    
      She is impossible to get rid of and forget. Not that I ever want to, though. No, my Little Vixen knows how to fight to get what she wants. She has no issues doing whatever is necessary to change my mind. It is the same fight over and over again. Both of us are tired of it, exhausted even. We both know that we can’t stay apart, even if it is for the better. Every day is a war between my mind and my heart, between my need to protect her and love her. I keep trying to figure out how to do both, how we can have both but every answer just leads to more problems. It just gets to the point there is never a good answer, and we repeat the same pattern over and over.

      For two years, we did this. All through our freshman and sophomore years, we would break up, or I would try to, just for her to hit me upside the head, call me an idiot and remind me why we worked together.

      With the summer in full swing, Emma and I have been spending all of our time together. She is still on the cheer team thanks to being forced by her father even though she hates it, which means that big chunks of her day are taken up with practice and even charity events. When I’m not busy working at the mechanic shop where I have a part-time job for the summer, I am at the school hiding in the tree line to watch her practice. She always knows when I am there and will give me a bright smile the second she finds me.

      My friends always question why I spend my free time just watching her practice instead of hanging out with them, but they don’t understand. This is the only time I get to watch her without her father using us hanging out as a punishment against her. So yeah, I am out in the heat of the summer, hiding in the little shade I can find, to watch my girlfriend do stunts and cheers when I can be doing a million other things.

      Today is going to be one of those days that I won’t be able to make her practice, which sucks. At lunchtime, I send her a message telling her a particularly difficult project car came in, and the boss assigned it to me telling me I couldn’t leave until the job was done. The work means I will be making overtime pay which will be going straight into the savings fund I created for Emma and me, but it also means that our normal hangout would need to wait until tomorrow.

      My phone is sitting on the toolbox nearby that I had rolled over to use for work and I haven’t bothered to check in for the last three hours. I know Emma saw my text about not making it and I’m sure she isn’t thrilled, which is exactly why I haven’t bothered to check it. I am already frustrated over the car and annoyed I’m not going to see her. I don’t need to be pissed off as well at whatever crazy idea Emma will try to concoct.

      Most high schoolers want to have fun with their summers, hanging out with friends and just relaxing. Emma just wants to spend her time with me, which truthfully, I don’t mind because then she isn’t at home dealing with whatever her family forces her to do. With fight night coming up tomorrow, Emma has been even more clingy this week than normal. She loves watching the fights, she just hates when I am the one fighting. I don’t know how many times I have told her I will always come out on top; she never believes me.

      Well, that’s a lie; she had believed me until the one fight I lost. My opponent had gotten in a brutal hit to the side of my head and had almost knocked me unconscious. The only thing that kept my eyes open was the blood-curdling scream Emma had let out when my body had fallen to the ground. To this day I still never told her that the reason I had gotten distracted and hit was that I caught a glimpse of her father and younger brother in the crowd watching. Her brother had been focused on the fight, but her father… was busy staring at her standing up on the platform. After that night I refused to allow her up on the platform again. No, now she is ringside with my trusted friends keeping watch behind her. The three of them are immovable and make sure not a single soul ever touches her.

      “Trevor!” my boss shouts over the music in the bay.

      “What?!” I shout back, pushing myself out from under the car I was working on.

      “Visitor!” he grumbles before I hear the door between the bay and office slam shut once again.

      Who the fuck is visiting?

      I’m not expecting anyone and the shop closed thirty minutes ago. My one buddy left an hour ago after finishing his last car, saying he was going to meet the guys at the river for a bonfire. I told them I’d meet them there after I finished up, though I knew I had about three hours at least of work left on this car. And that was if I was lucky and everything cooperated.

      Standing up, I grab a rag from my toolbox and whip the oil from my hands. As I turn around, I come face to face with none other than my green-eyed brunette, Emma. Her eyes are puffy and red letting me know she has been crying. Her hair looks a little disheveled, but I can’t tell if it  was from her practice or something. What I do know is that seeing her look like this breaks my heart.

      “What’s wrong?” I question, my voice coming out harder than I meant.

      “You weren’t there,” she whispers so softly I almost can’t hear her over the music.

      I head towards the radio to turn it down a bit while I contemplate how to answer her. I hate not being there, but we both know I can’t always show up every day. I know this isn’t because she has attachment issues; it's something else. Emma and I can go a couple of days without seeing one another and it not be an issue, so whatever has her this upset is more than just me not showing up today. My first suspicion is always having to do with her father, but I can’t keep blaming him for everything automatically either, even if I want to.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t there.” I soften my voice as I walk back over to her. “I sent you a text as soon as I found out. What happened?”

      “I needed you there!” She wails, throwing herself into my chest. Immediately my arms envelop her and hold her tightly against me as her shoulders shake with her sobs.

      Fuck. She is absolutely killing me here.

      “Emma, baby.” I run my hand down her back. “You know your tears kill me. I need you to tell me what happened. I know this isn’t because I wasn’t there.”

      Slowly her sobs begin to subside, and she sinks deeper into my chest. She says something but her voice is muffled by my chest and I can’t understand a word she says. When she doesn’t hear a response from me, she finally pulls back and looks up at me.

      “Sorry,” she wipes the snot from her nose on the back of her hand. “My dad…”

      “What the fuck did that asshole do?” I growl, cutting her off. The one time I try to convince myself it doesn’t have anything to do with him is the one time I’m wrong. I will be making him pay for his crimes against her, one way or another.

      “He showed up to practice right after you said that you couldn’t make it.” Her voice breaks, and I see her start to shake in front of me. “He… he said that he was going to hurt you if I didn’t do what he said.”

      “Emma, what does he want you to do?” My words come out clipped. I can feel my body vibrating with anger. If we have to run away right now, today, I’ll do it.

      “I’m going away for the rest of the summer. My father said that the family is going away and to say my goodbyes. If I fight and try to stay, then he will hurt you.” Her voice breaks at the end.

      I let out a breath at her words. Going away for the rest of the summer is nothing compared to half the things that went running through my head with her words. Robert Decloure is a wild card and could have come up with a million different things to punish his daughter with and control her by. A trip away is barely anything. The only problem I see besides not getting to spend time with her is that she probably won’t be allowed to use her phone so I won’t be able to check on her.

      “Emma, a summer vacation with your family is normal.” I start, hoping she will help explain to me what is so horrible about it.

      “Nora’s getting married during the trip. It’s arranged. She’s never even met the guy.” Her voice begins to switch from sad and scared to angry.

      Ah, that’s the issue. She knows that is exactly what her father will one day do to her. I know it was well. He’s hinted at it plenty of times when I’ve dealt with him to protect her. He sees her as a way to gain more power and money. In his eyes, females mean nothing. Emma’s brother William is just a couple of years younger than her, and he already has been showing up for meetings with Robert and has been learning the business since he could walk and talk basically. Emma has never wanted any part of that lifestyle, and I’ve worked my ass off so far to make sure she doesn’t have to. In the back of my mind, I know it may be for nothing, and Robert will still use her as he wants, but I will fight tooth and nail to ensure he doesn’t.

      “You and I both know I will never let your father marry you off for money and power. It’s not happening and never will. The second he tries, I will wage war on him. You are mine, Emma.” My words come out sharper than I mean as I pull her back into me and hold her.

      Even if it kills me, I will keep her safe.

      “How did you get here?” I ask knowing she didn’t drive herself to practice today. She told me her friends had picked her up and she promised me they would take her home if I couldn’t tonight.

      “Walked,” she mumbles and shrugs her shoulders.

      Unwinding her from my arms, I walk her over to a bench nearby so she can sit while I work. “I’ll take you home when I finish this car. Do you need anything?”

      “Nope, take your time. I like watching you work,” she winks and pulls out her phone. “Mind if I change the music, though?”

      With a nod I let her have control of the music while I get back down under the car. The sooner I get this thing done, the sooner I’ll get to take her out for some fun before she has to be home. I know since it’s summer her father gave her a curfew of ten pm to be home every night. I know he did it to give her a sense of freedom, but that asshole tracks her every move as it is. He knew his words would drive her to come to find me here. I’m sure he was hoping to get a raise out of me, but I won’t give him what he wants.

      For the next two hours, while I finished up the car, Emma played music, danced, and even helped me a couple of times. It was relaxing and made the time go by faster. Too soon it was dark in the shop, with night taking over and reminding me I would need to get her home. That was always the part I hated the most, that Emma was left dealing with the chaos in her own home that I couldn’t protect her from. One day I promised myself she would be free of it all, safe and happy, living the life she always dreamed of.
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      Looking at Emma curled up next to me in bed, sound asleep, is almost enough to convince me not to get out of bed. I love having her lying next to me; this is what heaven is supposed to feel like. If you had asked me in high school what I thought my future would look like, I would have said something like this. Waking up every day with Emma in my arms, us living the life we built for ourselves with as many kids as she wanted running around. I’m still determined to ensure that is the future we have together.

      Our paths went separate ways after high school, and that’s a regret I will always have to live with even if I did it to save her. I missed out on these early years with Alexis, but I know we will have more kids that I can experience that with someday, hopefully soon. These years we spent apart gave me the resources needed to ensure both of my girls are safe and live happy lives. Even if it kills me, I will see them free from Robert Delcoure.

      Slowly, I ease myself out from under Emma and quietly move about the room gathering some clothes. As silently as I can, I open and close the bedroom door, making sure I don’t wake her up. In the past, I knew she could be a heavy sleeper, but now I’m not so sure anymore, even with me having exhausted her all night. When I get to the kitchen, I hear a car coming up the driveway and recognize it as Steels. That first day Emma seemed to feel relaxed around Steel which is why I chose to have him come stay with the girls rather than Knox. He may joke around and ensure Emma does stress over my absence, but he will also keep them safe.

      “Hey man,” he calls out softly as he enters the front door. “You ready for tonight?”

      “Hey, coffee?” I question, pulling down a second mug while I get the pot started. I completely ignore his question because I’m not entirely sure how to answer it.

      “Sure, make it black like my soul,” he chuckles, taking a seat at the kitchen bar. “For real though man, you good? I’ll make sure those girls of yours are safe. You don’t need to worry about a thing.”

      “I know you’ll keep them safe,” I answer, leaning back against the counter while I wait for the coffee to brew. “I just don’t like leaving them when I just got them back. At the same time, though, I will always do what’s needed to keep both of them safe. Going to this fight tonight is exactly what will ensure that.”

      “I'm pretty sure we have enough to take him down without going about it this way,” Steel argues. He’s just playing devil's advocate, I think, but he’s wrong.

      “No, I want to have every single piece of information that we can. I won’t risk Emma and Alexis that way. Before you say it, I know you know what he’s capable of, but you weren’t here to witness the hell he put Emma through in high school and the lengths I went through to protect her.”

      “You don’t need to tell me twice, Trev. I’m not here to argue with you.” Steel backpedals and tries to soothe my temper.

      The coffee finishes brewing just in time for me to not need to answer him just yet. Turning back around to the pot, I grab it and fill the two cups I had pulled out for both of us. Once they're both full, I hand Steel his and grab some sugar and cream to add to mine before settling back against the counter to look at my brother. Silence fills the kitchen as we both drink our coffee, but it isn’t uncomfortable. Steel knows my need for quiet is my way of thinking about everything going on, not just at work but now here with this mission. There are always so many moving pieces that ensuring each one is in place takes time and focus. This week away with my girls was a nice break, but now, tonight, I have to get back into the mental focus required for taking down the Delcoure empire.

      “Finish your coffee and get out of here before the girls wake up,” Steel instructs moving away from the kitchen and towards the living room. “The girls will be safe here with me and the Chaos Brotherhood are only a phone call away as a backup. Kick their asses tonight and show them who the Rockport Gym is.”

      “You mean a gym we made up so I could compete?” I muse, throwing back the last of my coffee.

      “Yeah, that one,” he sighs, grabbing the remote and kicking his feet up on the coffee table. I really want to tell him to put them down, but it’s just not worth the fight this early in the morning.

      “Take care of girls. I’ll be back tomorrow morning if they ask.” Grabbing my keys from the small bowl I placed them in when we first arrived next to the door, I head out quietly. The drive back is going to be hell knowing I left the two people who are my world behind. I figure a stop by the office would make the day pass by quickly before the fight tonight. Knox and Sky should have some plans for the night, and I want to see if we have any more information uncovered yet. Sky thought she was close with some of Williams' finances. The Delcoure heir is shit at covering his tracks, thinking daddy's money is going to keep him protected. Jokes are on him.
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      “Everything good, man?” Knox questions as I enter our offices.

      “Yeah, Steel has the girls and the Brotherhood is his backup. Everything ready for tonight?” I question as I head toward my office knowing he’s going to follow.

      “We’re all set. Rome is going to be down on the floor with you again. I’ll be closer to the floor as well. I’m not taking any risks with your life after what happened last week in the ring. That Charles dude never should have died. The ref should have called the fight way before that.”

      I can hear the worry in his voice and just thinking about what happened last week makes the hair on the back of my neck stand. He’s right. No one should have died during that fight. Sure, it’s a risk we all accepted signing up for this, but the ref could have one hundred percent prevented it. Going into this week, it will probably be more of the same. Underhanded tactics and illegal moves. Anything that would give a fighter the upper hand in winning.

      “I’ll watch my back,” I answer, taking a seat behind my desk. “We knew this wasn’t going to be easy. What’s been going on for the week? Catch me up.”

      For the next three hours, Knox spent the time in my office filling me in on everything business-wise that I missed. We went over all the security details we have next week, but he saved the best for last. Meaning, he told me that Sky was personally requested to work the Damned Ember concert next Thursday, and a special letter was provided with the request. No one had told her of the special request yet. My brothers saved that for me to be responsible to do. Them fuckers knew she wasn’t going to be happy about it. Sky preferred to stay behind the computer rather than go in person to details. Rarely did she and even then it has only recently been happening with the fights.

      “I’ll speak to Sky after this,” I sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Anything else?”

      “Nope, have fun, Brother,” Knox chuckles, standing to leave my office.

      I wait a few minutes gathering my thoughts before I go in search of Sky. When I finally do I find her exactly where I expected. In her office, buried behind a million computer screens. Clearing my throat loudly to announce myself, I also knock on her door so she doesn’t get too startled.

      “Can we talk, Sky?” I question from the doorway. The first thing I see is her bright blue hair above her computers, and then the rest of her face appears. Her eyes scrunch up as she looks at me then nods before ducking back down behind her computers.

      “Sky,” I call out to get her attention once again. This isn’t something I’m going to talk to her about while she's working.

      “Fine,” she huffs, the noise of her fingers working furiously against her keyboards quietens as she looks up at me. “What can I do for you?”

      “You have been requested to work a security detail next Thursday night.” I keep my sentence vague hoping she isn’t going to ask questions and will just agree even though I know better.

      “Where and why?” she questions, her voice guarded as she watches me for any sort of tell.

      “In Coventry,” I manage to get out before she cuts me off.

      “Fuck no,” Sky bolts her feet. “I am not working the Damned Ember concert. I know I got you all the gig with my friends, but I refuse to go there to work it. I can’t, no, I won’t be around them.” Her breathing becomes more labored with each sentence as she gets worked out. Her anger almost masks the fear in her eyes but not completely.

      “Why?” I question watching her reactions. “You’ll have other team members with you.”

      “Still not happening, Trevor. I have never asked you for much and always worked my ass off this company after you took me on and let me thrive here. Please don’t make me do this.” Her lips quiver as she begs me to reconsider.

      With a sigh, I pull the letter for her out of my pocket. “Read this and then let me know your answer. I’ll be in the gym.” Without another word, I leave the envelope on the table by her door and leave. If Sky truly doesn’t want to go, I won’t force her, but clearly, her friends want her there for a reason. If this is going to start being a thing though, I will have to remember to ask her more about her history and just why she is avoiding the very band she brought into our business.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ll do it,” Sky whispers, startling me as I finish another round with the punching bag. “I’ll go to the concert.” Her voice is soft, broken almost. Something in that letter got to her.

      “Are you sure?” I turn to take her in. Her eyes are red giving away that she's been crying.

      “Positive. They, the guys, yeah I’ll go.”

      “Okay, I'll pass the message along. If you need to take the day, do it. We will be fine tonight if you want off.” Well, okay that's not entirely true, but I’ll tell the team to figure it out. Everyone needs to be in the right mindset to work this event, and if she isn’t, I won’t force her to do it.

      “I’m fine to work tonight. You should know Boss,” Sky pauses. “Robert has been going on a rampage with Emma and Alexis missing. He’s turned the whole town apart looking for them without giving away what is truly going on. It hasn’t been good.”

      “Noted. Thanks, Sky,” I nod. We knew he would lose his mind at them disappearing. We counted on it hoping he would make a mistake that we could use against him. “I’ll see you in a couple of hours at the fight.”

      Leaving her behind in the gym, I head towards the shower to get cleaned up and ready. In just a few short hours my next fight will be taking place, and it’s one I plan on winning even if it’s to the death.
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      The atmosphere in the locker room tonight was different than the others before it. The other fighters were quiet, each of us keeping to our respective areas, not even bothering to trash-talk one another or even talk in general. It was somber as we all made glances at the locker that had once belonged to Charles. The dude had seemed nice enough from the short conversations I had with him. He didn’t deserve to die in the ring, even if a true fighter didn’t mind death from doing what they love the most.

      “Zander, Cameron, the two of you are up next,” April calls out from the doorway, not even bothering to look up from her clipboard before she turns away.

      Both men stand and follow her from the room. The minute they do, Aiden finally starts on his shit. Of course, he couldn’t just keep his mouth shut and let us all wait in peace. Zander and Cameron were the first fighters of the night. Both had their fair share of losses and whoever won their fight would move into the winner bracket this week. As of tonight only Aiden and I had been undefeated and were the two who were truly competing to win Emma. The man had been ruthless in his fights and was the reason Charles was dead. I knew he would probably try the same shit tonight during our fight, but I wasn’t going to let him. My plan was to knock him out quickly and not let him get the upper hand in any way.

      His downfall would be his cockiness. I knew his tells from Knox and Steel. The man led with his eyes. He always looked to where he was going to hit next. That was all the knowledge I needed to beat him.

      “Yo, Trevor, think fast!” Aiden shouts right as he throws a dirty towel toward me.

      Leaning out of the way I avoid getting hit with the thing and ignore him. I’m not going to react to him, preferring to leave it all in the ring. I can see his eyes tighten with anger and annoyance when I don’t give him what he wants.

      “You think you're better than me?” he growls. “I’ve seen you talking to that piece of shit Knox. You hired the wrong company to be security for you here. Knox and his little buddy Steel are pieces of shit who don’t know how to mind their own business. I wouldn’t mind getting my hands on them again after they took my plaything away from me.”

      Inside me, my anger rises, and I wish to all the gods I could just punch him in his face right now and put him in his place. Rachel was never a plaything, and I’m glad I helped her get the hell out of the situation she was in. All of us were right in saving her from the piece of shit Aiden sitting across from me.

      Outside I keep my expression neutral, not giving away the anger inside me. He doesn’t deserve any sort of answer to his words. The answer will come tonight, in the cage, where I can kick his ass to kingdom come just the way he deserves. The fact that he thinks I would ever let Emma fall into his hands after how he treated Rachel is a joke. That man doesn’t know how to properly treat a woman, even if he was hit upside the head with how to do it right.

      “If she was your plaything then why are you here?” Avery questions.

      I can’t tell if the male is curious or if he is just trying to egg the man on. Either way, he really shouldn’t have bothered to reply. Aiden isn’t worth it.

      “I need a new plaything since they took my last one. The Delcoure girl is hot enough that she would make a plaything. Already she seems compliant to men and will do what she’s told,” he laughs. “Only thing I would need to do is teach her how to fuck me the way I like which shouldn’t be too hard after some punishments.”

      It takes everything in me to not react to his words. If he thinks Emma would ever be compliant with him and be his so-called plaything, then he has another thing coming. Not that I would ever let him near her but if it happened Emma would hand the man his ass very quickly. None of these fighters know that Emma comes with a daughter. It wasn’t disclosed to any of us. I’m sure Robert did it so they didn’t think she was used goods until after the deal had been sealed by marriage. If anyone even thought of raising a hand to Alexis or any other depraved thing they could imagine, Emma would kick their asses. Her father may have beaten her into some form of submission, but she still has the fire within her. There’s a reason I call her my little vixen, and it isn’t just because of her sex drive. No, my woman will stand up for what she believes in no matter who it’s against.

      I let out a small chuckle thinking about just how she would kick Aiden’s ass the second he would try to tell her what to do. Sure, he towers over her and is physically stronger, but if she remembers anything from what I taught her about fighting, she could take him and have him on his ass pretty quickly. It would be a sight to see. Too bad I wouldn’t ever let her near him, though.

      “What’s so funny to you?” Aiden questions, sounding accusatory.

      “Just thinking,” I hum, leaning my head back and closing my eyes.

      “Clearly, it’s something.” His voice moves closer right before he kicks my foot. “Care to tell the rest of the room?”

      “It’s nothing that concerns you or anyone else in this room.” I shrug, not bothering to even open my eyes.

      “We’ll see about that,” he huffs.

      Before he can say anything further April enters the room once more calling forward the next two fighters, Avery and Bryan. “You two, save it for the ring.” I open my eyes just in time to see her glare at Aiden and me, then she turned around to leave the room. I let her words do all the talking that was needed and went back to ignore the male who seems to have a stick up his ass tonight.

      “She saved you for now, but when we’re in that ring,” he pauses and slices his finger across his throat with the rest of his threat.

      Rolling my eyes, I turn my attention to my hands and begin the ritual of wrapping and unwrapping them until April returns for us.
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        * * *

      

      “Please welcome to the ring our top two contenders for Miss Delcoure’s hand in marriage!” The announcer's voice is heard clearly throughout the building. “Aiden Mason and Parker Ryan!” A loud roar makes the ground rumble from the cheers of those here to spectate today. I’m starting to question if even more people are here to witness the fights after what happened last week. News does spread quickly in their world so it wouldn’t surprise me.

      Both of us make our entrance and walk down to the ring side by side. When we reach the cage, he splits to the right ,and I head to the left where Rome is standing waiting for me. Getting into the headspace, I bounce on my feet a couple of times and crack my neck, tuning out the roars of the crowd so my mind is clear. The only thing I need to think about is how I can knock Aiden out quickly and efficiently. If there are no rules during this fight, I can easily do it.

      “Remember to watch his eyes,” Rome whispers in my ear before giving me a pat on the back. “You can easily put him in his place.”

      With a nod, I accept his offered mouth guard and climb up the stairs to enter the cage. A loud bang signals the door closing behind me, locking me in with my opponent. Opposite of me, Aiden is bouncing on the balls of his feet; he cracks his neck back and forth and makes a couple of fake punches in the air. He’s gearing up for this fight, trying to psych me out but it isn’t going to happen.

      No, I won’t let him get into my head. I can see how other opponents would be afraid of him. He has the muscle mass that could make him seem opposing, and from what I do remember he was a decent fighter. Except he couldn’t handle it in real life when the fight was outside of the cage, and there were more than just fists involved. I only showed up at the end of the fight, and he had already been beaten bloody by the Chaos Brotherhood Prez, and told him if he ever showed his face again he would be finding himself with the rats.

      Bouncing on my toes, I start to get my adrenaline and heart rate up, ready for the fight to begin. My muscles loosen as I let the familiarity around me sink in. The mats have some give to them to help dampen our falls. Slowly, I let the sound of the crowd fade into the background as I focus on my opponent.

      “We want a clean fight from both of you,” the ref explains before raising the whistle to his lips. He looks at both of us waiting for our nod of agreement and then blows the whistle signaling the start of the fight.

      Aiden doesn’t hesitate before swinging, trying to hit my head. Leaning back I dodge out of the way and swipe my leg trying to catch him off balance. It almost works, and I manage to clip the side of his ankle as he backs away. His eyes flash with fury before he catches his balance and comes forward for the attack once more. Together we start a fighting dance, each other throwing a punch but dodging out of the way just to retaliate once again. From the start, I could have had him on his back, but I knew putting on a show for the crowd was part of this whole experience even if I wanted to beat him bloody for his words about Emma. The punches I threw his way were all held back not wanting to end this too fast.

      I know Rome knew exactly what I was doing when he beat me against the side of the cage to yell at me to stop holding back. When Aiden heard his words I watched as his hits picked up the pace. His form started to get sloppy, and he left more openings for me to take. Place three easy hits against his left ribs and kidney, it forced him to back away to the other side of the cage grasping his side. When my fist had hit him just before I’m almost positive I can feel a rib break under the force of my wrapped hand. The second and third punches hit his kidney hard, and the force reverberates up my arm, but I don’t let it distract me. With him pinned against the cage, I can smell the metal close to my face. I can also smell the sweat drenching both of us already. It makes me crinkle my nose and wishes I had put some vaseline under it like I usually do.

      “Time!” The ref shouted right as a buzzer rang.

      Both of us went to our respective sides of the cage. Rome was waiting with a towel to let me whip the sweat off my face and hand me my water to take a couple of swigs of water before handing it back. A few seconds later the ref is calling for us to return to the center of the mat. I hand back the towel and water and replace my mouthguard. When I turn around, Aiden is already there waiting. He’s trying to hide it, but I can see his side is still bothering him. That is going to be the opening I need.

      “Finish him, Boss,” Rome instructs as I walk away.

      “FIGHT!” The ref shouts, blowing his whistle again.

      This time I don’t let Aiden take the first swing. Immediately, I’m throwing a one-two punch in his direction. I hit the same side I already focused on, making him lose his balance and backing him against the metal cage. He tries to push me back off him, but I don’t budge. Instead, I lean into him continuing an assault on his side while using my shoulder to help hold him in place. The sweat on both our bare skin makes it more difficult, but I still make it work. Eventually, he gets smart and uses his knee to push up into me and create space between us.

      “Fuck you,” he mumbles around his mouth guard before charging forward. I expected the move, but I still let him force me up against the side of the cage. He gets a decent hit against my stomach, making me bow forward some from the force. Thankfully, I have some pretty strong ab muscles that take the hit without making me feel like my insides were being rearranged. With that move, he lands a hit to the side of my face and I’m almost positive he gives me a laceration near my eye. Shaking my head, I try to clear my sight and focus on him. It’s a little blurry at first but I catch him looking directly at where he just hit at the same time his fist comes back in my direction.

      Knowing that I’m fucked if I take another hit to the head, I duck low under his punch wrapping my arms around his waist, and bringing him to the ground, grappling until I get him completely pinned underneath me. He still continues to try to get out of the hold but it’s impossible. I give him a couple of good punches to the face, bloodying him up and definitely breaking his nose. The way his nose felt as it broke under my hand was elating. The crunch was definitely deserved after the things he said about Emma and even Rachel. He howls in pain but I don’t stop, instead switching my hold around to place him in an arm bar and headlock. I can feel him struggling to breathe against my arm as I keep pressure on his windpipe urging him silently to just tap out. Of course, the man doesn’t and instead within seconds he is passed out, the ref is tapping us out calling me the winner.

      As the lights come up some I turn to look up at the box Robert and William had claimed for themselves during these fights. When I do I realize the mistake that was made tonight. Robert was nowhere in sight. Only William was sitting in the box with a guard behind him. His expression was tight and I have a feeling he was hoping that Aiden would come out the winner tonight instead of me. When he catches me looking at him, his expression darkens and a wicked, knowing smile takes over.

      He knows exactly who I am and clearly, he knows something that I don’t. That thought alone sends my anxiety skyrocketing. Every inch of me wants to bolt out of here and get to my girls but I can’t. I’m stuck here and have to trust that Steel will protect them with his life.

      “Congratulations to Parker Ryan!” April climbs into the cage to announce while Aiden is being dragged out of the cage by his team. The small female walks to my side and raises my right arm in the air in victory. “Mr. Ryan is one fight away from winning Miss Delcoure’s hand in marriage. Come back next week to find out if he can be successful!”

      The second she drops my forearm, I’m turning to leave and head directly towards Rome. His eyes widen when he sees my expression but shakes his head reminding me not here or now. Focusing on my breathing I tune out everything April is saying as she starts to announce a short intermission.

      Rome is beside me as we take the path back to the locker rooms. Once we’re away from the crowd I found a bathroom on the route back to the locker room and pull Rome inside. “Call Steel now and get a report,” I command, my voice hard with panic.

      “He checked in thirty minutes ago and isn’t due for another thirty,” Rome starts to argue as he pulls his phone out.

      “I don’t care. Something is wrong, I know it.” I shake my head and run my hand through my short locks. “William recognized me, I know he did, and Robert wasn’t in the box.”

      “Fuck,” he curses. “I didn’t even notice that I was focused on you and Aiden. One sec.” Rome hits Steel’s name and places the phone on speaker as he calls. The sound of the phone ringing echoes around the small bathroom. After several rings, it finally goes to voicemail.

      “GET EVERYONE NOW!” I growl. “Meet me outside in five.” I rush out of the restroom and straight to the locker room to gather my shit. Steel always answers on the first dial, the fact that he didn’t doesn’t bode well. If anything fucking happened to Emma or Alexis I will murder everyone who stands in my way to get to them and I don’t care who they are.

      When I finally get the hands up wrapped I reach into my bag, pull out my phone and type out a 911 to Shadow. He and his men are a lot closer than I am to the safe house and can get there first to give us an update. Throwing the rest of my items into my bag, I don’t bother to change clothes, knowing I can do that once we get on the road. Within three minutes I’m out back and Rome is waiting with the car.

      The kid definitely knows how to follow orders. I'll give him that.

      “Get us to the safe house!”
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      “Alexis for the last time, leave the poor man alone. Steel isn’t here to just play with you all day. He does actually have a job to do,” I sigh, completely exasperated. Normally I have no issues handling my daughter but for some reason today she has decided to test every little bit of patience that I have. I wish I knew the reason for it but she has barely even wanted to speak with me today, let alone listen to me. She has followed Steel around every damn inch of this house. If she wanted something, she asked him. She was hungry, nope mom couldn’t get it for her, only Uncle Steel could. I’m hoping that her obsession was just because he was a new person and he actually got on her level and didn’t mind playing with her.

      I had hoped that by late morning she would have settled down some and I don’t know maybe sat down for longer than ten-fifteen minutes but that wasn’t the case. No, my daughter had a ball full of energy that was just waiting to get out. Maybe it was mine and Trevor’s fault for keeping her locked up in here all week. Sure, we had taken her outside for some short walks but neither of us felt it safe to spend too much time outside.

      For the last several hours I had attempted to get Alexis to leave Steel alone but it failed. Even my attempt at putting on Beauty and the Beast, which usually gets her to sit her ass down didn’t work. The poor man said he didn’t mind and was actually entertained by her antics but I didn’t completely believe him. Sure Steel has been a super relaxed guy and a jokester since I met him that first day but he shouldn’t be stuck entertaining my own daughter. With it being Friday, I figured Alexis could have time off instead of coming up with schoolwork ideas for her to do and just have fun today, but by lunchtime, I realized just how much of a bad idea it was.

      This morning when I woke up, I was alone in the bed I had shared with Trevor. I knew it was going to happen but I didn’t like it one bit. I had gotten so used to him being around. His side was cold when I felt it, letting me know he had been gone for a while, but there was a cute note and a glass of water waiting on the nightstand for me. He promised to be home late that night and said he loved both of us girls and to give Steel hell for the day. Our daughter was definitely handling that request from him. If Trevor was here to witness it, I’m sure he’d be laughing his ass off while telling me they were fine. It was just hard for me to accept letting Alexis bother him, even if he repeatedly told me that it was fine and to not worry.

      Neither Alexis nor I were used to this type of treatment. We never had the free reign of a house to relax, have fun, and just make some noise. I think that’s what had my nerves on edge almost all day. All of this is just different from what my life has always been. Every day I was more concerned with keeping my daughter quiet and out of the way. Now, here, in this cabin, she can be a kid again.

      Having gotten lost in my thoughts I realize the house is quiet now, too quiet. Getting up from the couch I take a quick look around. The tv is still on playing Moana, and the front window is open letting in a breeze that Steel insisted the cabin needed. Walking around the edge of the couch I see the dining room table empty. As I head towards the kitchen I glance down the hall and up the stairs and still don’t see a soul.

      Weird. Where the hell did they go?

      Rounding the wall separating the dining/kitchen area from the hallway, that's when I see them. Steel and Alexis are standing in front of the island both of them covered in flour. From head to toe, the two of them are just covered in white. There are even splotches of something on their faces that I have a feeling is maybe their attempt at making cookies. That was what Alexis had said she wanted after all before Steel chased her, tickling her, into the kitchen. I didn’t think the two of them would actually try their hand at making them from scratch though.

      Trevor knew how much of a sucker I was for cookie dough so he had bought several packets of premade chocolate chip cookies and all that was needed was to break them apart and put them on the cookie sheet. I knew there were still two sleeves out of the three had bought in the fridge. I guess that was my mistake for assuming they would just use one of those packets. Nope, go figure the two hooligans decided making them from scratch would be a better idea.

      “Ahem,” I clear my throat, staring at the two of them with my hands on my hips. I was trying to give off the look that the two of them were in trouble. I knew I succeeded when they both looked up and gave me guilty expressions. My daughter even slightly moved behind Steel to try to hide from my glare.

      “I think we're busted,” Steel whispers, and my daughter giggles some.

      “Ya think?” I try to sound firm but it ends with a soft chuckle. I’m not actually mad at them, if anything the sight is hilarious, even if I know I’m the one who will be cleaning this whole mess up. “Either of you cares to tell me what you were doing?”

      “Cookies, Momma,” Alexis peeks out from behind Steel. “Uncle Steel said we could make them from scratch and they would taste better than the ones in the fridge.”

      “Oh did he,” I glance at him and he gives me a sheepish look. “Did either of you bother to make sure you had all the ingredients needed or look up a recipe?”

      “Uh,” Steel reaches up to scratch the back of his head. It makes his hair stand out in an even messier way.

      “Yeah, I didn’t think so.” I chuckle and walk towards them. “Steel go use the shower in the masters to get cleaned up. And you,” I grabbed Alexis tickling her sides. “You, little munchkin, go get upstairs and I’ll get you a shower started. After everyone is cleaned up we can clean up this mess and maybe,” I look at Steel, “maybe we can go into town for dinner?”

      I didn’t really like suggesting the idea but I know Alexis needs out of this house and so do I truthfully. If I had suggested it to Trevor he would have said hell to the no. I’m not even sure Steel would agree to the idea but I wanted to try. He’s a lot more laid back and may not think it as much of a risk, especially since my father and brother would be busy with the fights tonight that I doubt they would be looking for us this evening. It may be our only chance to get out and stretch our legs.

      “Emma,” Steel sighs.

      “I know, but we need out. We’re both going stir crazy, especially this little one.” I pat Alexis on the head. “Both of them,” I emphasize,” should be busy tonight. If you say no, I won’t push it.”

      I know better than to fight this one too much, but it was worth a shot. Just because Steel is laid back and fun doesn’t mean he takes this security lightly. I’ve watched him check the windows while chasing after Alexis today. If he hears something outside he will pause and tilt his head to listen. What I’m asking is a risk, I know that.

      “Trevor is going to kill me,” he pinches the bridge of his nose. “Okay, everyone go get cleaned up and ready for dinner. It has to be a quick trip though, just take out. Got out?”

      Alexis squeals and takes off running out of the kitchen, we both laugh as we hear her little footsteps padding up the stairs. “Thank you,” I smile, feeling a small weight lift off my shoulders at the gesture. Even if it’s just takeout, it’s still a trip out of the house.

      “Emma, don’t let your other half hear a word about this. He will literally murder me for doing this. We have friends in the town nearby. I’m going to tell them we’re coming for extra security.”

      “Friends?” I question. That’s the first I’ve heard about them. Maybe Trevor had mentioned a backup plan but I don’t remember hearing about friends. It would make sense though, to have someone nearby just in case.

      “The Chaos Brotherhood. Their compound is just outside of town. It’s part of why we chose this cabin. You’re far enough away and secluded from everyone, but if push came to shove. We have them nearby in an emergency.” His explanation makes sense but also makes the wheels in my mind turn.

      “Chaos Brotherhood?” My eyebrow raises and my face scrunches in disgust. They sound like some kind of gang. I would never have expected Trevor to have ties to someone like that.

      “They're a motorcycle club,” Steel explains in my confusion. I can tell he’s trying to hold back his laugh at my expense but it only irritates me more.

      “Criminals? Trevor’s backup plan was criminals?” My voice nearly squeaks as I try to keep it down so Alexis doesn’t hear the panic. I haven’t heard the shower turn on yet which means she’s waiting for me to help her.

      “Not criminals exactly. Sure they do some things against the law but they really are a great group of people. Don’t judge them until you meet them. If anything your father has deeper and darker ties than anyone in the club. Hell, Knox’s sister Rachel is married to the Prez thanks to Trevor's help years ago. Trust me, they can be trusted to protect you and Alexis.” His tone is defensive as he explains.

      I slightly feel bad for my reaction. He’s right I shouldn’t judge the brothers before I’ve even met them. At this point, if they would risk themselves to protect my daughter and me from my father and his friends, then I should trust them. I don’t exactly feel better knowing a motorcycle club is our next line of defense but maybe that’s exactly what we need. Clearly, it will take more than just the law on our side to defeat my father. He has too many allies in the government.

      “Okay, I trust you,” I nod. “I’ll go get Alexis ready and we will meet you down here in say, thirty?”

      “Perfect,” he smiles and turns to walk away. “Oh, leave the mess I’ll clean it up.” With his last words, he leaves me standing in the kitchen, in the middle of the mess he and my daughter made, leaving me to question just what the hell I was thinking asking to go out to eat.

      With a shake of my head at the mess, I turn to follow my daughter up the stairs. The amount of flour in her hair, I already knew was going to be a pain in the ass to get out and I wasn’t looking forward to it one bit. I’m almost tempted to draw her a bath instead of a shower but then we would take even longer to get ready and I still need a quick shower after she’s done.
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      An hour later, the three of us are sitting at a small dinner at the counter waiting for our take-out order to be ready. Steel had the menu pulled up on his phone so Alexis could decide what she wanted to eat while we drove into town. I already knew she was going to choose chicken tenders and fries. The second she gave him her order I laughed because it was exactly what she chose. My daughter is everything if predictable. Steel being the big kid he has been all day ordered the same thing and got them both chocolate milkshakes. I chose to just get a turkey club and fries.

      “Can we stay here to eat?” Alexis turns to Steel and asks mid-coloring project.

      “Sorry, Kiddo, no can do.” Steel shakes his head. “We gotta get back, this is just a short trip to stretch our legs.”

      “Fine,” she whines.

      I keep turning around to look at the front door while we wait. Ever since we made it into town I couldn’t help but feel like someone was watching us. Maybe it was just my paranoia or maybe it was the truth. Either way, we never should have left the cabin even if I was the one to suggest it. No, we should have stayed where we were safe. I don’t know if Steel feels the same or not but I’ve caught him watching the door as well. I just keep telling myself that he’s doing it for security not because there really is someone watching us but that hasn’t helped my nerves. I really wish Trevor was here tonight now.

      “Have you heard anything yet?” I turn to look at our guard trying to distract myself. The fights should have started by now.

      “He hasn’t gone up yet. I’ll let you know when he does and the outcome, don’t worry.” Steel smiles, trying to calm me.

      “Foods up lovelies,” the sweet old lady who had taken our order when we first arrived calls out as she brings a bag of to-go boxes over. Next to them is not two but three to-go shakes. “Enjoy, you all are such a cute family, I hope to see y’all around here some more.”

      “He’s not my daddy,” Alexis pouts, then makes a funny face at Steel. “That’s my uncle.”

      “My apologies, young lady,” the waitress smiles at her, a blush taking over her cheeks as she realizes her mistake.

      Yup, this little girl has no issues telling strangers when they're wrong. At least I know she enjoys having Trevor as her dad and has no issues claiming him.

      “Thanks, hun,” Steel pulls out a wad of cash and places it on the counter for a tip. “Let’s go, girls.”

      I help Alexis down off the stool and we both follow Steel out of the dinner and to the car. When we walk outside, the day had turned to night and the air was starting to be cold out. I had forgotten my jacket when we left but thankfully I had put one on Alexis before we left. The stars were shining brightly tonight and could be seen even with the two lone street lights that were illuminating the diner's parking lot. Steel had picked a spot close to the door to park the blacked-out Tahoe so we didn’t take any extra risks.

      Alexis climbed into the back seat with Steel helping to boost her up while I walked around to the other side of the car to get in. When I do I come to a complete stop near the back left tail light. My jaw drops and my eyes widen when I see who waiting for me.

      “No,” I grasp my throat. “Dad.” I faint right there. I never had a chance to scream, to warn Steel to protect Alexis. The fear of seeing my father, knowing he found us was just too much and I passed out on the ground.
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      “Emma, let’s go! Get your ass in the car,” I roll down the window and shout.

      “Oooo you said a bad word,” Alexis taunts from the backseat before laughing.

      “I’ll make sure to put money in the swear jar,” I retort as I focus on the side mirror. That’s when I realized I don’t see Emma standing at the side of the car. No her body is laying on the ground as a male is bending down to pick her up.

      Fuck!

      “Alexis stay in the car and do not get out no matter what,” I command, opening my door quickly to get out and slamming it shut behind me. I can feel the care reverberate with how hard I slammed it closed. Running around the car I reach the exact spot Emma and the male were at the same time he’s already walking away with her,

      “HEY!” I scream. “Put her down right now!”

      The male turns to look at me sneering at the same time I take an ugly blow to the side of my head. The hit makes me stumble and hit the back of the car, using it told hold me up. My eyesight is blurry as I watch the male put Emma’s limp body into the back of his car.

      Damnit.

      I push myself up off the back of the car and take two stumbling steps toward Emma. By the time I start to get my eyes to stop seeing stars, the male is starting to pull out of the parking lot, heading right toward me. At the last second, I dodge out of the way to avoid getting hit.

      “Keep the kid, she’s no use to me,” the male shouts right as he hits the gas and speeds off. His tires spin on the gravel lot making bits of it fly at me. Raising my arm to cover my face I feel a few pieces break the skin.

      “Trevor is going to kill me,” I mumble to myself as I push to stand. Running back to the car I make sure Alexis is okay in the back seat before starting the engine and peeling out of the lot in the same direction the black Honda took off.

      If I had to guess, my assumption would be that it was Robert who just kidnapped Emma. I have no damn clue how the fuck he found us all the way out here though. We had gotten rid of all the trackers we could possibly find, not even allowing Emma to bring her phone with her. So how the fuck did he find us?

      “Alexis, Sweetie, I need you to stay calm okay? We’re going to a friend's place. Everything will be okay,” I lock eyes with her in the rearview mirror. Tears are streaming down her face as terror fills her expression.

      “Where’s Mommy?” She asks with sobs.

      “I,” I stutter having no idea how to explain to a nine-year-old what just happened. “I’m going to get her back. I promise.”

      There’s no way in hell I won't get Emma back. Trevor is going to flip his lid when he finds out she’s been taken. It’ll be my head on a stick right next to Roberts when Emma is found. I knew we should have stayed in. I just couldn’t help the look of longing Alexis gave me at the mention of leaving the house. The poor kid has been stuck there for a week, away from her school and friends. Of course, she wanted out. I couldn’t blame Emma for suggesting it since I know she saw the same thing I did. No little kid is meant to be cooped up in one place for weeks on end. It was only one week, but I can’t imagine what it would have been like if they were there for a month. I knew I should have messaged Shadow and had him send a few guys to clear the town first. Or I could have even asked to bring the girls for a visit. That would have been safer than going out to get food.

      Within a few minutes of speeding, I reach the edge of town where the Chaos Brotherhood is located. Two recruits are working the gate and flag me down as I come to a stop inches away. I should have called ahead to have Shaodw let the men know to expect me but that would have taken more time than just driving here did.

      “Who the fuck are you?” the young kid questions, pounding against the window. His cut doesn’t even show his name just says Rookie on it. His black hair is buzzed off and the only hair he does have is a horrible attempt at a mustache that isn’t even growing right. It looks horrendous.

      “Tell Shadow it’s Steel,” I demand, inching the window down just enough for him to hear me. Alexis is crying even harder in the backseat from the way he had hit the vehicle scaring her even more. When Shadow finds out, that recruit is gonna be dead.

      With a glare, the recruit turns around and heads through a small sliver of the gate. Impatiently I tap against the steering wheel, really starting to wish that I had just called Shadow while driving.

      Fuck!

      I slam my hand against the horn, willing them to hurry their asses up. I need to get Alexis in the compound and safe. Then I have to call Knox, give him an update, and start following every lead I can find to bring Emma back immediately. Robert and whoever he had assisted him are going to pay. I’ll kill the asshole myself if it means I have to deal with the wrath of the alphabet agencies we made deals with. Fuck whatever deal we had made with them to bring Robert in. No, for this he dies and I know Trevor will agree with me about it.

      “Steel, calm yourself brother,” Shadow calls out opening the gate and waving me through. With a quick press to the gas pedal, I’m driving through the gates, directly up to the front door of the main house. The vehicle slides to a stop on the gravel with how fast I hit the brakes. In a second the car is in park, I’m out the door and opening the back seat where Alexis is still crying. She immediately climbs into my waiting arms, wrapping her arms around my neck and her legs around my waist like she's a monkey refusing to let go.

      “Shh, munchkin, it’s okay. I promise you’re safe here and I’m going to get your mom. Uncle Steel won’t let anything happen to either of you.” I run my hand through her hair and down her back trying to soothe her while I wait for Shadow to reach us.

      “Brother,” he nods, his face tight as he looks between me and the crying kid in my arms. “I’m going to guess whatever happened isn’t good and you need me to watch her?”

      “Yes.” I grimace. “I need to get her mom. He…,” I trail off. “I just need to get her mom. Also, tell that asshole you had at the gate to never slam his hand against my car again. The fucker terrified Alexis even more.”

      “Shit!” He curses heading towards the front door. “Bring her in. I’ll set her up in a room and call Rachel. She’s just up the hill at the house with the kids. She will be down here and take Alexis back up the house. You’ll have my men go with you while you wait for you guys to show up. I’ve never met Emma and this isn’t how I wanted to meet Alexis but they are family and we protect our own no matter what.”

      Shadow escorts us through the main living/bar area, down a long hallway, and into a bedroom at the very end. Thankfully, it was still early night so the place wasn’t all that packed yet. Shadow must have cleared the club whores out since it was only a few of the brothers sitting on the couches and playing pool. Thank fuck he did too because I don’t think Trevor or Emma would forgive me for allowing Alexis to see that.

      “In here,” he motions to an open door. “This used to be my old quarters. No one will bother her.”

      “Alexis, sweetie,” I whisper softly, pushing her hair out of her face. “I need to put you down so I can talk to my friend.”

      Her little head shakes no against my shoulder and neck as her body clings more tightly to me. I should have known it wasn’t going to be that easy. At the same time I’m trying to peel her off me I can feel my phone vibrating in my pocket with a phone call but I can’t get it out to answer. Hopefully, it isn’t someone important.

      “Alexis,” I try again to pull her off me.

      “It’s fine. She’s scared and right now her safe place is you. When Rachel gets here she’ll help. Give me the rundown.” Shadow instructs, leaning against a desk on the far side of the room near a window.

      I take a seat on the bed, giving up my battle to untangle myself from the little one and just let her cling to me instead. “We were getting into the SUV after picking up food. Emma had rounded the back of the car to get in her side and, well I don’t know what happened. I was helping Alexis into the back seat. When I looked in the mirror I saw Emma laying on the ground and a male standing over her picking her up. I rushed out of the car as fast as I could and when I did someone hit me upside the head disorienting me. I tried to go after Emma but they were too fast. Then they tried to hit me with their car. When I dodge out of the way a male called out the window telling me to keep Alexis.”

      I wasn’t going to say the whole sentence with Alexis in my arms. The poor kid didn’t need to know the truth that her grandfather thought her expendable and didn’t care what happened to her. It’s the least I can protect her from in this ugly life.

      “Hell,” Shadow crosses his arms and shakes his head. “Trevor is going to kick your ass for leaving the safe house. It’s going to take time for him to actually understand that someone the girls were tracking her. I’ll get one of my best on that trying to determine how. Take Jagger, Rebel, Diesel, and Keys with you. They will be the best at helping you track down who was at the diner. I’ll send Keys there now to get the camera footage and talk to anyone who may have seen something.”

      “Keys?” I question, interested in how the man would be the one to send out of everyone to talk to the diner. The man was pretty scary if I do say so myself. If I remember correctly the man was pure muscle, about six foot-five. His blonde hair was long as fuck and always pulled back in a ponytail. He also had a decent beard on him. Most people would be pretty scared of the dude. I’m not following how he would get people to talk to him, they’d all run in the other direction.

      “Yeah, his mom owns the place. Their family and they protect their own. You are their own, even if it’s through Rachel. They will help, trust me,” Shadow’s voice is tight as he answers. Most people would question how the brute standing before me has a heart but truthfully the men in this club are all softies for their women and family. I’m glad Rachel ended up with the man even if Knox and I were worried at first. The two of them fit well together.

      “Babe,” Rachel’s soft voice calls out as she rushes into the room. She slides to a stop in front of me when she sees me sitting on the bed with a little girl wrapped in my arms. Her eyes quickly change back and forth between anger and softness as she looks at us. Long forgotten is her attention on her own husband. No, now she’s worried about why we’re here.

      “Hey Rach,” I smile tightly, trying to keep my voice low.

      “Steel, whose the girl?” she questions, crossing her arms and giving me that what the fuck did you do look. “She your daughter?”

      “Ha,” I chuckle. The motion of my laughing shakes Alexis who finally lifts her head and looks around the room. Her eyes stop on Rachel and look her over.

      “He’s my uncle,” Alexis explains herself. “Who are you?”

      “Uncle, huh?” Rachel smirks. I see the playfulness behind her eyes as she places her hand on her hip. “Well, I know my brother doesn’t have any kids. So if Steel is your uncle then,” she pauses for dramatic effect. “I’m going to guess that you belong to Trevor.”

      “If you mean he’s my dad then yeah,” Alexis retorts.

      Good to know that even through her fear and tears she still has some of that fire she got from her mom in her. She’s going to need to hold on to that fire while she’s here. The kids of the Brotherhood will give her a run for her money if she doesn’t. Though, I’d put money on Alexis coming out close to the top. She’s a spitfire.

      “I like you,” Rachel chuckles. She turns to look at her husband and then back at me before continuing. “She coming with me?”

      “Please,” I beg, knowing Rachel will take good care of her.

      “Alright, Alexis,” Rachel squats down near us so she is closer to eye level with the munchkin in my arms. “I need you to come with me while the big boys talk. I have ice cream and my hooligans would absolutely love to meet you. They are just a little bit younger than you but they always want more people to play with. What do you say?”

      She turns to look at me, her arms loosening slightly with the move. Her eyes ask the question she hasn’t even formed yet. Is it safe? I nod and pull her tightly against me in a hug. “Go with Aunt Rachel. I’ll be back with your mom in no time. I promise.”

      “Bring her back, Uncle Steel. And daddy too. I want them both home with me,” she commands before letting go of me completely and moving to Rachel’s side.

      “You heard the girl,” Rachel adds. “Bring them home.” She grabs Alexis’s hand and escorts her from the room. I can’t hear their exact words but they sound cheerful as the two of them walk down the hall. I knew they’d get along great. Plus Rachel has been dying to get to know Alexis since the day she found out about her.

      “She’s in good hands. No one will get to her here, I can promise you that,” Shadow answers, breaking into my thoughts.

      “Thanks,” I sigh, my shoulders drop and I move my neck to crack it from the tension. “Got some painkillers before we talk? My head’s killing me.”

      “Bathroom” he laughs and shakes his head. “Meet me in my office, I’ll gather the others so you can head out.”

      The Prez leaves me to it and goes in search of his brothers. Never thought the day would come when we would rely on the Chaos Brotherhood to help our asses but there’s a time for everything, and just like we have all said we're family. One way or another we will always have each other's backs. They took care of Rachel when Knox and I couldn’t, and now they are taking care of Alexis while Trevor can’t. I just hope it doesn’t take too long to get Emma back and put Robert where he belongs.

      Six feet under.
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      The last thing I remember was seeing my father and then passing out onto the hard gravel of the parking lot of the diner we had been out. I have no idea how the hell he found us. We ditched all of our things when we left with Trevor. The only thing I can think of is that one of us has something implanted in us, or well I do. I doubt he would do that to Alexis because he hasn’t ever cared about her. Her blood is tainted in his opinion.

      As I start to become more aware of my surroundings I notice I’m laying on a somewhat soft surface. It feels like we’re moving though I can’t see anything even as I blink my eyes which means that I have some kind of blindfold on. As we make a couple of turns I almost slide off the seat but a hand stops me which makes me think that someone is possibly back here with me or there is another person in the front seat watching me. Not sure where they think I would go because as I test my movement I can tell my wrists are tied in front of me and my ankles are bound as well.

      Wow, my dad really didn’t want me to escape.

      The harder I try to concentrate on listening to everything around me the more my head hurts. It takes everything in me to not make a sound. I don’t want them to know that I’m awake just yet. Maybe if they think I’m not, they might give something away. That was my thought at least but they haven’t spoken in the short amount of time that I’ve been awake so I doubt they will.

      The car makes a couple more turns before we finally come to a stop. Holding my breath I waited to see what was going to happen next. The door next to my feet opens and I feel hands pulling me out and slinging me over someone's shoulder carrying me. Their shoulder digs into my stomach and every part of me wants to fidget trying to get their bone to stop pressing up against my ribs.

      “Get her inside and on the chair. The sedative should be wearing off soon,” I hear my father's gruff voice demand.

      Of course, he gave me a sedative. The bastard wanted to make sure there wasn’t going to be a chance I would remember how we got here to tell anyone. That also explains why my head is so fuzzy. I never did react well to certain meds. When I had Alexis they wanted to put me to sleep through the c-section, courtesy of my father's demands, but I just ended up waking up during the procedure. I’m sure he wanted that so he could take Alexis away from me but since I was awake it wasn’t going to happen.

      I already know I’m not going to have a chance to fight to get away. At least not from the start. I know I’m going to need to comply with my father until Trevor and the others have time to get to me. Either way, I’m going to receive a beating but just maybe it will be less if I cooperate.

      I doubt it though.

      We didn’t walk far before I heard a metal door sliding open. Once inside the door, the male carrying me shuffled me around a little before placing me down into a hard cold metal chair. I felt goosebumps forming on my arms from how cold the chair was. It was like a shock to my system that I wasn’t ready for.

      “I know you’re awake, Emma,” my father taunts as he removes my blindfold. “Don’t try to move too much. The sedative in your system is going to be hell on your body for a while.”

      I keep my mouth shut as I stare at the man who fathered me. He was never an actual father to me and could care less about me. His dark brown eyes are full of hatred and disgust as he stares at me. His arms are crossed in front of his chest trying to appear intimidating. Too bad I learned not to be afraid of him a long time ago. He would never be happy with me no matter what I did.

      “I know that disgusting man touched you. I hope you got it out of your system because you will never see him again. Your brother is under strict orders to kill him tonight before the fights are over. I also paid off his opponent to make sure he’s injured enough to not put up a fight.” The smirk on his face makes me wish I could slap him right now. When I try to get out of the chair I am in a pair of strong hands land on my shoulders and hold me in place.

      “Ah so that gets you to react, the thought of your lover dead. Damn, I should have done that years ago instead of just letting him leave you high and dry.” His words are cold and dead as he stares at me.

      This time I didn't react. Trevor and I had already discussed the reason he left ten years ago. I knew my father was behind it and Trevor thought it was the only way to protect me. Neither of us can change the past but it doesn’t mean our future needs to be the same. I just have to trust Trevor to sense a trap and to come out of his encounter alive. If he does… Well, I trust him to come to find me no matter what. Now that he has Alexis and I back in his life he won’t give us up easily. Trevor will burn the world down to find me. I just have to bide my time and wait.

      “Why did you run, Emma?” my father's harsh voice questions. “You had to know I would find you. I always know where you are. It was convenient that you all finally left to head into town.”

      My head tilts to the side slightly at his words. Convenient? I guess that’s one way to put it. But if he was tracking me somehow then why didn’t he come to the house at any point? That doesn’t make any sense. He had a week to know where we were staying. Why grab me when we went into town?

      “I asked you a question,” he snarls and nods toward a man I hadn’t seen before.

      The man he nods to back hands me across the face making my head snap to the side. Pain spread from where he hit my cheek and I can feel the skin heating up. I’m definitely going to have a mark from that. Originally, I had expected all hits I took to be places that could be hidden but I guess that wasn’t going to be the case. I wonder what story he will spin when he shows me off to the public and I have a giant bruise on my face.

      The male who hit me moves far enough in front of me that I can finally get a good look at him. He’s tall, dark, and scary. His black hair hangs slightly in his face covering one eye which makes him look more mysterious. He’s wearing an all-black suit, complete with a black tie and a black button-down shirt. I can see tattoos all around his neck. If the whole situation wasn’t so terrifying I would probably be slightly attracted to the man. I did always love the bad boys in the romance novels I read, they were just misunderstood. Though I highly doubt this man is misunderstood in any way.

      “Don’t think he’s going to save you,” my father retorts when he catches me watching the man who just hit me. “My friend here is the head of his family and he has no issues causing you pain on my behalf. He answers to me.”

      That was the last thing I was thinking of but of course, my father would assume that. Probably in his eyes, he thinks I would just spread my legs for any man in hopes it would help me. He would be completely wrong. The only man I ever want to touch me is Trevor. The second someone else did, I would have to scrub my skin off trying to clean their touch away from me.

      “Gag her and keep her tied up. Let her stew in her thoughts for a bit and then I’ll make her talk.” My father instructs then turns away from me and walks out the very door I had been carried through.

      The male who was holding me in the chair began to wrap the rope around my chest, waist, and legs tying me to the chair I was seated in. Once he was done tying me up a rag was tied in place around my mouth making it so I couldn’t talk at all. The thing tasted disgusting and it made me choke. I would have preferred duct tape over my mouth to this filthy thing. I tried to focus on breathing through my nose and just remaining calm. Anger and fear weren’t going to help me here. Yeah, I was feeling both. Who knew what my father was planning to do to me now that he had found me?

      For now, there was nothing I could do except trust that Alexis was safe with Steel. I’m hoping he took her to his friends, that Brotherhood that was nearby, and they will keep her safe. Even if they are criminals, maybe they are exactly what we need to protect my daughter. I’m sure once Trevor finds out I’m gone he will have everyone searching for me. Until then, I just need to keep my head on me and try to get out of this alive. I’m still valuable to my father even if he wishes I wasn’t. That fact alone is the one thing that may just keep me breathing in the end.
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      I don’t know how long I had been sitting tied to the chair. Thankfully they had left my hand in front of me but my arms, hell my whole body, was starting to kill me from being stuck in the same position. God, what I wouldn’t give to at least be able to stretch. I tried to fidget and get some blood flow to return to my extremities but it didn’t work. The only thing it did was make the guy who tied me up and was guarding me stare at me harshly like he was telling me to stop moving. His look alone made me want to fidget even more but I tried to sit still and not infuriate the man.

      The door to the outside slides open once again and the sound makes me flinch from how loud it is. From the small sliver of the outside, I was able to see it was still night time which is good since I was taken at night. That meant a whole day hadn’t passed yet there was a good chance I wouldn’t have to be here long, just maybe. My father walked in the stretch of door that had been opened with the same man who had hit me before following behind him.

      “It’s really too bad, Wyatt, that you’re already married. I think your firm hand would be good to keep Emma contained. You wouldn’t have to let her leave your compound except for special occasions.”

      Of course, my father wanted to try to marry me off to that psycho. I have no idea who the man is but he was already scary enough. Robert Delcoure has enough allies, he doesn’t need anyone like this man further attached to him or his empire. No, my father needed to be in jail.

      “Ha, sorry, Robert,” the man chuckles darkly. “I have a wife and have no interest in a second one or a mistress, even if your daughter is damaged goods and would make a decent mistress with some training.”

      “There’s still time if you change your mind,” my father shrugs.

      “Nah, my boy Aiden will be able to get her in line, don’t worry. Your ties to our family will be strong even with him,” the man answers quickly before going silent when the two reach where I’m seated.

      “Glad to see you still awake. How’s your head?” my father questions as he pulls up a chair in front of me.

      I glare at him unable to answer around the rag gagging me. My head still hurts but not all that much anymore. I could go for some water but I doubt I’d get that at this point.

      “Right can’t talk,” he laughs nodding to the man who was guarding me. The gag around my mouth was removed and it felt amazing to be able to breathe once again without tasting that filthy thing. “Need anything? Water?”

      My eyes widen at the mention of water and I nod my head slightly. I’m too afraid to speak not understanding why my father is worried about something like that. I don’t even know why he is holding me like this. Why wouldn’t he just bring me back to the house? There has to be more to this than he is letting on.

      The guard brings a bottle of water over and places it against my lips giving me a couple of sips. The water isn’t cold but it does feel good against my dry lips and throat. The water soothes the burn I didn’t even realize I had at first. All too soon the guard is pulling the bottle away from my lips and I can’t help the panicked squeak that escapes me when he does.

      “Now, let’s get to the question of why you’re here and what I want from you. Shall we?” my father questions, crossing his leg over his knee and resting his hands on top.
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      Graduation was coming up in a few days and I knew my time with Emma was about to be coming to an end. Robert has made it very clear over the last three months that Emma and I will never be together. All the deals I made he continued to go back on and I had no leg to stand on against him. I thought about going to the cops. Several times in fact, but I knew they’d never listen. Not to a guy like me who was brought up on the wrong side of town. A guy who was fighting in an underground MMA ring so I could earn a few bucks and keep Emma safe. No, they’d never believe my word over what Robert would tell them. He’d say I was lying, that I made up the whole thing. The man owns the whole damn town. Of course, he would own the police department too.

      I tried everything I could think of to change this outcome. Everything. No matter what it wasn’t going to be enough. Hell, I even thought about selling my damn soul to Robert if it let me keep Emma but I knew she would never forgive me for that. The damn woman constantly protected me from her father when she could. Just two days ago she took a beating because of me. I showed up at the front gate to pick her up for school and I honked my horn, my damn horn. I had thought her father was gone already for the morning but he wasn’t. He came barreling out the front door demanding to know who was honking their horn impatiently at the front gate. He had almost reached my truck when Emma ran out the front door screaming to leave me be.

      When Emma had reached the car he slapped her across the cheek. Not hard enough to bruise but hard enough that it would be red for a little bit. Long enough that others at school would see it and I would be the first person to blame. We both knew it even if we didn’t want to say it. As Emma went to open the passenger door, Robert slammed her face first into it and gave her three punches to her kidney before he walked away telling us to get the filth away from the house.

      Every part of me had wanted to get out of the truck and beat him bloody. If it wasn’t for needing to take care of Emma I would have done it, consequences be damned. Emma was always my first priority. With her being injured I knew the ice was going to be needed immediately and our chances to get it and get to school were getting smaller by the second. Letting her father go, I rushed around to her side and helped her in before getting us to a gas station along our route to school.

      Just as I had suspected everyone assumed I had hit Emma. We both had even gotten pulled into the principal's office to be questioned. No one believed me when I said I was innocent. Before we had gotten to school, both of us agreed that our story was that when I picked her up she already had the mark. She and her brother had gotten into a fight and it had gone too far as they were getting ready. It really wasn’t the best cover story but with our limited options, it was all we could do. Emma told everyone the same story and then they called William down to the office. That had been our flaw in the plan. We didn’t think they would actually call him down. He said the story wasn’t true. At least he admitted he didn’t know how his sister had gotten hurt but he did blame me. Since Emma refused to say it was me they couldn’t do too much to me. I got detention for the week and was suspended for the rest of the day. That was getting off lightly compared to what it could have been.

      The rest of the day I waited nearby for Emma to get out of school. She came out to join me for her lunch break since I was suspended. I picked up her favorite sandwich at a deli nearby campus and we sat in the bed of my truck just eating and talking. I hated leaving her at school, prey to everyone who hated her. Since she and I were together most people disliked her but they would never really say or do anything to her face because they were afraid of her father. They didn’t know that her father would never do anything to help her as long as she was in a relationship with me. No, I was her scary boyfriend that made those who would hurt her cower while I fought her demons for her. I didn’t mind protecting her. Hell, I loved it. I loved her.

      Even if we weren’t together, I don’t think her father would really do much to protect her if it didn’t affect their family name. Robert only cared about his son. Nora, Emma’s older sister didn’t see it much because she was daddy’s little good girl and followed all his commands. She didn’t hesitate when Robert forced her to get married. She always knew that was her role and she was perfectly okay with being the housewife on some rich son's arm. Emma hated how much her sister followed the rules and never questioned anything.

      Just last year when she had to attend their wedding, it made her violently sick. It was hard enough having sent her away for the week with her father for that affair. She was barely able to sneak a couple of texts to me but she did it just to let me know she was alive and hadn’t been set up in an arranged marriage yet with anyone. I still remember when she told me that she tried to talk her sister out of the ordeal and remind her she was an adult who could make her own decisions. Her sister immediately told on her to Robert and he beat her for it. Of course, all the bruises were hidden, not wanting to ruin the perfect family image. When they returned though, the only thing I saw was murder in my eyes. Her stomach was black and blue, not even turning yellow to heal I’m almost positive she had some internal bleeding but she refused to let me take her to be looked at. She sat out of cheerleading for two weeks claiming an illness and hid at the body shop with me. Thankfully, my boss was fine with it and even put her to work at the front desk to keep her busy.

      I’m almost positive my boss wanted to hire her if he could. He’d never seen the front office so organized after her time with us. Hell, he threatened all of us that if we messed it up we had to clean it. All of us were terrified to touch anything after that. The cleanliness lasted through the rest of summer. My boss was amazed any of us had pulled it off. He just never realized that Emma was the reason for it. She would stop in to visit me and spend about thirty minutes organizing everything once again for him. All of us at the shop loved her for it.

      “Trevor,” Emma squeals running to the truck as she yanks the passenger door open.

      “Vixen,” I growl possessively. It’s had been two days since the ordeal got me suspended. Two days that I had been forced into in-school detention and didn’t get to see her much at school. This time, after school, was our time together and I loved having her sitting beside me.

      “You’ll never guess what I was just told,” she beams at me from the passenger seat.

      I just stare at her waiting for her to tell me. She huffs and rolls her eyes but eventually gives in.

      “Robert,” she grumbles. “Texted and said that he would be out for the night.”

      “Tonight?” I ask, my interest finally piqued. If I could have her for the night I would take it. Before I left her after graduation I wanted to take her on a special date. She doesn’t know it yet but we have an expiration date. One that not even I can stop right now.

      “No, the night before graduation,” she smiles, this time I can see the ideas running through her mind behind her eyes. “That means we can go out for the night. Just us. You won’t have a fight, sooo,” she drawls.

      “You want me to take you on a date?” I guess even though it was exactly what I was thinking.

      She just gives me a dead-eye stare and glares. Oh yeah, she wants me to take her on a date. I just stare at her and watch her instead of giving anything away. My face is expressionless and I almost chuckle when her nose and eyes scrunch up in the cute way they do when she’s starting to get angry.

      “Trevor,” she huffs before punching my arm. “Are you seriously going to make me beg you?”

      I hum and put the truck in drive pulling out of the school parking lot and down the road. I have to drop her at home before getting to the gym. She doesn’t know it but I have a meeting with her father tonight to hopefully convince him one last time to let her walk away with me after graduation.

      After a few minutes of silence, I finally give her an answer when I see her fidgeting just enough that I know she’s about to unleash violence on me. “Be ready by eight. Put on something comfy and warm. I'll pick you up.”

      “Eeeppp!” she squeals again, unbuckling her seatbelt to reach over the center console to hug me and kiss my cheek.

      “Sit your ass in that seat and be a good passenger princess or no date,” I grumble. Her safety is always my first priority and if she keeps touching and kissing me I’m going to put this truck in park, drag her across the seat and onto my lap, and fuck her pretty little brains out.

      The rest of the drive she spent filling me in on her day and trying to get me to give her details about the date I planned. Not once did I let my idea slip which just seemed to irate her more. By the time I pulled up to the front of her gates to drop her off, she was all worked up and I knew she would be thinking about it for the rest of the night.

      “Love you, T,” she leans over to kiss me before climbing out of the truck. She doesn’t wait for me to answer before she slams the door shut and punches in the gate code to head up her driveway.

      Damn vixen.
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        * * *

      

      “He was supposed to be here fifteen minutes ago,” I grumble looking at the time on my phone for what felt like the thousandth time.

      Two of my good friends were attending this meeting with me at the gym. Thank fuck the owner agreed to close early for the day and was letting me use this space for the meeting. It wasn’t like Robert and I could be out in the open and have a civil conversation. No, his meeting with the street trash like myself would tarnish the perfect reputation he built up for himself. Right, when I’m about to start pacing across the weight area the back door squeaks open.

      “Let’s make this quick,” Robert calls out as he steps inside. His perfectly tailored suit stood in stark contrast to the black jeans and tee I was wearing. The man pulled his sunglasses off and folded them neatly into his inside pocket before the door closed behind him. Taking a handkerchief from his pocket he whipped his hands as he approached us.

      What a stuck-up prick.

      “Robert,” I nod tightly, approaching him.

      “If you're wanting a deal Trevor, it isn't going to happen. Scum like you will never be good enough for my blood. Emma is mine to do with as I please. Once she gets away from you I’ll have her under my thumb again. She just needs a firm hand and she will submit to the right husband. I have a couple of people in mind. A certain mafia heir is looking for a wife I’ve heard. She would make a good match,” he hums and smiles.

      That fucker.

      I will never allow some mafia prick to get his hands on Emma. She is too good, too pure for the likes of them. If Robert gets his way he will completely ruin Emma. She may kill herself just to avoid the future he has in mind for her. A world without my Little Vixen is one that I would never survive in. She’s my light in the darkness.

      “I’ll do whatever you want if you make Emma mine,” I bargain. I know I shouldn’t have said it. Behind my friends, my brothers, swear at my words. Robert could do anything to me with that offer but if Emma was safe, well that’s all that matters to me.

      “Tempting,” he pauses. “But no. I have plans for that daughter of mine and they don’t include you. We’re done here.” He spins on his heel to turn to walk away. “Oh, and Trevor,” he pauses to look back at me. “I suggest if you aren’t gone by graduation I’ll kill my daughter just to make a point to you. Plans be damned.” With his last words, he walks away, and the door he entered through slams shut behind him one more.

      “FUCK!” I roar, turning around to slam my fist into the closest thing behind me. Thankfully, it happened to be a punching bag. Now I had no choice. I had to leave, to get my life together. I needed to become stronger and more powerful than Robert Delcoure himself.

      I can only hope Emma will forgive me for this. One day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWENTY-NINE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          

      

    

    







            TREVOR

          

        

      

    

    
      The drive back to the safe house felt like the longest in my life. Not knowing what was going on, and having no control over the situation was maddening. My nerves were completely shot and I knew I would kill anyone and everyone who stood in my way of finding my love and my daughter. The second I had both of them back in my arms I would be marrying Emma, her father be damned, and the two of them would never leave my sight ever again. They will be locked down far away from here. I have allies in a lot of places who would be willing to take the three of us until the heat with Robert died down some.

      My mind couldn’t help but wonder back to when I had left the first time to protect Emma when we were in high school. I had been doing that a lot lately, thinking about the past and if I could have changed anything back then. The answer was no, I knew that now, but it didn’t change the fact that I wish I could have. Emma and I were on the paths we were destined to be on. The one thing I could be thankful for was that we had each other once again and this time I would not be giving her up. No, Emma was stuck with me for good the second I got her back. I just have to hope that she can forgive me for letting her get taken. I promised her they would both be safe, that Robert wouldn’t get to either of them. I broke my promise. I failed.

      Rome was speeding down the road as fast as he safely could so we didn’t get into a wreck. A phone ringing through the Bluetooth in the car pulled me from my thoughts, bringing me back to what was going on now.

      “Steel, man, it’s good to see your name, what's up?” Rome answers.

      “We need to talk now,” Steel demands. “Is Trevor with you or nearby? I tried his phone, it went straight to voicemail.”

      Yeah, of course, it went to fucking voicemail. Because I managed to kill the battery while I kept trying to call him and everyone else to find my answers.

      “Talk,” I growl, barely able to contain my rage. “Where the fuck are Alexis and Emma?”

      “Alexis is safe. She’s with Rachel at the Chaos compound. I took her there immediately when Emma was kidnapped.” Steel sighs deeply before continuing. “Emma was taken by Robert. He had help but I can’t figure out from whom. Shadow has some of his top men helping us and they are pulling footage from the dinner.”

      “How the fuck could you let that happen?” I roar, slamming my hand into the dashboard in front of me. “You weren’t supposed to leave the damn house. No one could track them there.”

      “I know,” Steel shouts back. “I fucking know that I fucked up Trevor. Just Alexis was going stir crazy and Emma gave me that sweet little look… I couldn’t tell them no to a quick trip to the diner.”

      “Steel,” I sigh, trying to rein my temper in.

      “I called Shadow and asked him where in town it would be safe to get take out from. He suggested the diner. I did my damn research, Trevor. Emma was only out of my sight when she walked around to the other side of the SUV to get in. I was helping Alexis into the backseat.”

      Steel’s explanation made sense. I know he wouldn’t ever put the girls at risk. I just couldn’t help but blame him when he was the only person besides Robert to blame. In reality, all of this was Robert’s fault. He was psychotic enough to go after his daughter instead of letting her go and be happy. Steel would protect both of them with his life. I know he would have tried to save Emma but he also knew how important keeping Alexis safe would be as well. I can’t fault him completely for saving my daughter.

      “Trev, there’s something else you need to know,” Steel hesitates.

      “What?”

      “After Emma was taken, I went after her. Someone hit me in the back of the head and Robert tried to run me over with his car. As he drove past he said ‘Keep the kid. She’s no use to me.’”

      “No use?” I shout once more. “My daughter is no use. God, what I wouldn’t give to kill the fucker. He has been a pain in my fucking ass and a complete asshole my whole damn life. In his eyes, because Alexis has half my DNA she isn’t worth anything to him. Or at least she isn’t because he now has Emma.”

      “We will find her, Trev. I promise you we will find her.” Steel tries to calm me. “Get to the compound and we can go from there. Hopefully, Emma is being held somewhere nearby. How far out are you?”

      “‘Bout thirty minutes,” Rome answers for us.

      “Tell Shadow to expect us. I want to move out and get searching the second I get there,” I tell him before angrily smashing my finger against the end button on the touchscreen radio.

      “Did you really need to cut him off like that?” Rome questions, keeping his eyes on the road.

      “Yes,” I grumble, not bothering to explain myself further. Steel knows he fucked up and he is going to be blaming himself already as it is for what happened to Emma. I’ll give him more shit for it in person but he knows at the end of the day I am thankful for him doing everything he did. Getting Alexis somewhere safe instead of chasing after Robert was the right move. I won’t ever fault him for that.

      None of us ever thought we would need to rely on our friendship, our familial relationship, with the Chaos Brotherhood. I know I sure as fuck didn’t. That doesn’t mean I’m not about to be thankful for it now. Those men will protect Alexis like they would their own children. Neither Robert nor William will stand a chance of breaching their defenses.

      “Any idea what you’re gonna do when we find Emma and Robert?” Rome questions trying to fill the silence now that we’re getting closer.

      “I don’t think you want that answer,” I mumble, almost afraid to admit it to myself. The law-abiding, security CEO side of me wants to turn the man into the government and let them deal with him. The alpha possessive no one touches my female side of me wants to slaughter the man where he will be standing so he can’t hurt Emma ever again. The two sides of me are at war and right now I have no idea which side is going to win.

      “Understood,” Rome nods, his voice tight with concern.

      “If you’re uncomfortable with this I won’t blame you for dropping me off and heading back.” I offer him a way out. No one on my team should ever put themselves at risk for something they feel uncomfortable with.

      “I’m not going anywhere. We are getting your woman back and that asshole is going down any way we can take him. I have your back, Boss.” The conviction in Rome’s voice let me know we made a good choice hiring the man. Through this whole event he has proven himself over and over again. Not once has he questioned anything about this mission and now he is willing to do whatever it takes to get my woman back. Oh yeah, I’ll be talking to Knox and Steel about giving the damn man a raise.

      “Any word from Knox?” I ask him since clearly his phone is the only one alive out of both of us. I really should have asked Steel to get me a charging cord earlier.

      “He’s about thirty minutes behind us. He dropped Sky off at headquarters and then grabbed some supplies and a couple of men.”

      How in the hell had I missed all of that?

      “You were pretty zoned out for a bit there Boss. I tried to handle as much as I could so you could do whatever it was you needed.” Rome explains my unanswered question.

      “Thanks,” I turn to look at him. “Truly, Rome.”

      “No problem, let’s go get your woman,” Rome says with conviction.

      After that, the last leg of the car ride was made in silence. Rome and I both let our thoughts wander where they did letting ourselves get into the right headspace of what was to come. It was going to take all of us. Every single last one to save Emma from Robert.
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        * * *

      

      When we pulled up to the Chaos Brotherhood compound there were two recruits guarding the main gate. They look at our vehicle like they were trying to determine who the hell we were and what type of threat we may possess. I don’t blame them. I know Shadow would have upped security with what happened. He wasn’t going to take any chances. I just hope he had told the guys on the gate our names so we didn’t need to cause a scene. And trust me, scene-causing is something I was totally content on doing if these asswipes caused me a hassle. Doubt Shadow would make me pay for it either.

      “Boss?” Rome hesitates as he slows his approach.

      “Let me deal with it. No sudden moves,” I tell him not wanting to cause any sort of issue.

      “Name,” the man on the driver's side barks loudly as we come to a stop. We barely could hear him over the bulletproof glass installed on our vehicle. With a nod to Rome, I had him roll down his window. “Name,” the kid questioned again.

      I say kid because this guy had to have been in his early twenties. He still looked green and barely looked like a biker. Sure he had some tattoos covering his arms but without the black leather cut he was wearing that marked him as a member of the club, he could have passed as just some random person on the road. He didn’t even have long hair or a beard. Neither was required to be part of the club but he just didn’t look scary at all. I’m not sure where Shadow found this kid but I sure hoped he showed some promise to be kept around and trusted.

      “Trevor,” I grunt, giving him just as much the cold shoulder as he gave us. If the kid wants to use one-word syllables then I can too.

      “You expected?” He counters, raising an eyebrow as he looked between Rome and me like he was trying to determine who was actually the boss here.

      “What do you think?” I retort already over this kid

      Shadow and I will definitely be having a chat about this.

      “Open the gate!” He shouts, stepping back from the car with one last glare at us.

      As the gates fully opened, Rome rolled up the window and then drove us through. The large metal doors slammed quickly closed behind us as the last inch of our car made it through. It slightly annoyed me but it wasn’t my position to bitch about how Shadow wanted to operate his own security. At least not today.

      “Pull up next to that black Tahoe. It’s Steels,” I instruct Rome. He does exactly what I said and as we're getting out Steel followed closely behind by Shadow are walking out the front door to the clubhouse to greet us.

      “Bout time your ugly mug shows up,” Shadow calls out.

      I roll my eyes and meet up with him, giving him a firm handshake. “You’re ugly mug could have come to visit as well.”

      “You and I both know I would never leave Rachel and the kids here alone,” Shadow mumbles.

      “Ha,” I chuckle. “Like Rachel hasn’t begged you to her and the kids visit. We all know that’s bullshit.”

      “You ain’t the only one with enemies, Trev. Mine are a little more violent than your own.” Shadow shrugs like that’s explanation enough and in reality, it is. Right now Robert and his connections are truly my only enemies. Shadow, however, has pissed off plenty of people and I know a few of them are the type to use his family against him.

      “Aight, fair,” I retort. “Before your woman comes barreling down here reaming my ass how about me head inside and debrief? I really hope you all have some info for me.”

      “You’re right about that. She isn’t happy you all were staying nearby for the week and not once did you bring the girls here to visit her. Rachel is pissed I’ve kept her cooped up here until shit is handled with… well handled,” he avoids stating who he is currently having issues with. I know if he needed our help he would ask for it but the man prefers to keep things in house to help keep our business clear of more nefarious activities.

      “You and I both know the reason we stayed at the house is the amount of security we have on it. The jammers and everything else there helped keep any and all signals blocked unless I specifically approved them.” It’s not like I have to explain any of my reasoning or why I did what I did to the man but he’s basically family so I didn’t mind doing it.

      “You don’t gotta explain it to me, Brother. Just my wife,” he laughs. We both know that damn woman isn’t going to accept any sort of logical answer if it isn't the answer she wants. “Keys got the security tapes from the diner and they caught a couple of faces. Hopefully, you all can identify them. The one looks oddly familiar but for the life of me I haven’t been able to place him and neither can Steel.” Shadow clasps the man's shoulder before leading us inside.

      As we walk in I notice the place is mostly empty. There’s no music playing, any partying going on, and most importantly there aren’t any club whores wandering around trying to entertain the man and find their warm bed for the night. Instead, there are kids hanging out watching television on the far side of the room with several old ladies watching over them.

      “Lockdown,” Shadow answers the unspoken question.

      That makes sense. Women and kids are always to be protected. What better place to do that than bringing them all here to stay under one roof? Takes less manpower to watch them all in one place than it would to place a brother on each family to watch them all. Shadow always has been a smart man.

      “Alright, show me this man, and let’s see what sort of ideas we can muster up of where they are hiding.” Silently, our small group makes it to the president’s office down the hall with more members of his Council waiting for us. Looks like this long night is about to get even longer. None of us will be sleeping until we have a solid lead to work off of.
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      Time was just another construct. The building was dark and the only light that came in was from the ones hanging overhead. My father had spent what felt like hours questioning me on why I ran away with Trevor. The man was so conceited he never stopped to think what a horrible and hated father he was. Nora was so brainwashed that she just followed whatever rules were in place, as long as she was provided for she didn’t care. William was my father's little clone. If he said jump my brother only questioned how high. I was the problem child, the rebellious one that never could follow the rules. I developed my own brain and could think for myself, and make my own decisions about the life I wanted to live. That life didn’t involve following my father's commands.

      He blames Trevor for my rebelliousness. Thinking that it was after he had saved me from being kidnapped and us becoming friends I started acting out. He would be completely wrong though. I had always had these thoughts and fought against his rules in small little ways. After the incident of my almost being kidnapped, it opened up my eyes even more. I realized I wanted to live my life because you never knew when it was all going to be taken away from you. Sure, I could see how that would coincide with my meeting Trevor but he wasn’t the reason. No, he was just my means of helping to learn to live my life.

      After having Alexis I changed. My fiery spirit as Trevor liked to call it, calmed down. I still wanted to live my life for myself but I knew my daughter needed me. I couldn't let my father take his hate of me out on her. I knew he would use her to control me and I guess in the end he did for the past nine years. My daughter got my fiery spirit as well and I hated forcing her to tame it. In private I tried to let her thrive and be whoever she wanted to be. As she got older Alexis started to understand why when we were around my father she had to follow a strict set of rules. I loved my daughter more than anything and I hated seeing the fear in her eyes when she would walk into the same room as him.

      I thought about running. So many times I had thought about running away. First, when I had found out I was pregnant, and then again after I had Alexis and my father tried to take her away from me. As she continued to get older my focus was on doing what I can to keep her safe and happy. I took the beatings when my father didn’t like how she was acting. When one of them landed me in the hospital I knew a plan was needed to get us out. Go bags had been packed and had been hidden in the very back of my closet. Planning our escape hadn’t been the easiest. Trying to find ways to ditch my vehicle and phone that I knew my father tracked was one of the hardest parts because I couldn’t figure out how to get my hands on another vehicle. It wasn’t like I had a job and was earning money. No, I lived off the small amount of money my father had been nice enough to provide for me. One of my biggest regrets is that I never managed to get myself and my daughter free on my own. I never figured out how to get a car. I knew no one that I could ask for help.

      When Trevor came back and found us, offering to take us away I leaped at the opportunity. A chance for us to be a family finally and get our happy ending. I should have known my father would find a way to ruin that. He always does. At least now Alexis was safe with Steel. As my father beat me earlier for refusing to give him the answers he was seeking, that was the thought that got me through. My father couldn’t use her against me to control me. No, now it was just me versus him. I lived through his beatings my whole life. I could continue to do so now.

      “Why don’t you just give him the answers he’s seeking?” the male who was assigned to guard me asked.

      Why? I would have chuckled if I could at his question. It’s such a stupid silly thing to ask. Of course, this mobster wouldn’t understand why I would hold out.

      He was standing across from me leaning against a large metal beam. His black t-shirt was so snug on him that I thought with any sudden move it may very well tear. He was wearing a pair of black tactical pants and had a handgun strapped to his thigh. It wasn’t really all that much of a mobster look in my opinion but I knew he answered to the head of the mafia that my father was working with. His hair was shaved off and I could make out a star tattoo on the side of his head. Both of his arms were covered in all sorts of tattoos as well. If he wasn’t a complete dick, and I wasn’t in love with my high school sweetheart I’d say that he was good-looking.

      “Seriously,” he pushes. “I know you think I’m an ass for standing here watching another man beat you. Personally, I don’t like seeing women being abused. I would never put my hands on a woman unless it was to protect them. Watching your father beat you pains me.”

      “Pains you?” I chuckle darkly lifting my head to give him a death glare. “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” I growl through clenched teeth.

      “I know more than you think,” he sighs and shakes his head. “Just give him his answers and he won’t need to hurt you.”

      “If you think being nice to me is going to convince me to give that vile man what he is asking for, you have another thing coming. My father is an abusive piece of shit who can rot in the pits of hell. I will never give him what he wants and he will never control me. Some people have more to live for.” He didn’t deserve any sort of answer from me but I gave him one anyway. No matter how much he tried to fake being nice and genuine I could see through him. If he wanted to play the good cop he could try. He made his bed with the people he surrounded himself with.

      “He just wants what’s best for you,” the bald man attempted to reason.

      “Best for me? Ha,” I chuckle again even though it hurts. “No, he wants what will help him gain more power and money. He could care less about me. Best for me would be letting me live my life the way I want.”

      “That’s not necessarily true. Every parent wants what is best for their kids to give them a better life.”

      Seriously? Does this man have no damn brain? He knows who my father is, right?

      “Are you a parent?” I change the conversation slightly to help make my point.

      “No,” he mumbles, most likely already guessing where I’m about to go with this.

      “Then you have no way to tell me what a parent should and shouldn’t do. I can tell you right now that if my daughter wanted to live her life a certain way I would encourage her every step of the way as long as it wasn’t illegal. I would never try to hold her back and force her to be someone she wasn’t.” My words are harsh, cold, and determined. Parents should support and love their kids, not hold them back and control them.

      “Have you tried to see it from your father’s side?” He counters.

      “His side?” I rumble. “He only sees me as a way to expand his influence. He could care less about me, my wants, and my desires. If you think you’re going to convince me to work with him, you may as well just shut up and continue to stand there looking scary, because your words won’t convince me of shit.”

      He shut up after that and did exactly what I said. His eyes still showed his worry but he knew I wasn’t going to listen to a damn thing he said. My mind was made up and nothing would make me change it. If Trevor wasn’t able to save me, eventually I would save myself and get revenge on my father. That was the only option left.

      For a while we both stayed in silence, staring at one another, just willing the other to break. Our little game was up when a door somewhere behind us banged open and then closed. I heard footsteps approaching us and my guard stood taller. My guess was at least one of the subjects approaching us was his boss. Which reasoned that the second set of footsteps was most likely my father.

      Again.

      “Take her to the holding cell,” the mafia boss from earlier commands. “She can wait and rot there.”

      “Yes, Boss,” the guard responds, walking towards me. He quickly releases several of the ropes tying me to the chair before grasping my right bicep and dragging me out of the chair. I let out a small cry at the roughness of his movements. Everything hurts and his causing me to have quick movements weren’t helping me.

      As we got further away from them his grip loosened a little on my arm and didn’t feel bruising. It was still tight enough that I couldn’t break free but at least I wasn’t going to be adding another bruise to the collection I had gathered. While walking away I could hear parts of the rushed conversation between my father and Wyatt. They were talking about seeing some motorcycle club sniffing around for answers. The mentioned one showed up at the diner looking at security cameras while another was following a trail that I guess one of Wyatt’s men had stupidly left behind. My father sounded pissed and Wyatt just sounded bored talking about it.

      Their words made my mind start to wander. I have a feeling they may be talking about that Chaos Brotherhood. If that’s true I just needed to hold on a tiny bit longer. My chance to get away would be coming soon and when it did I would be running like my life depends on it because it really does.

      “In you go,” my guard prompted as he opened the makeshift cell door and gently let me inside. As he shut the door behind me he instructed me to put my hands through the bars. When I did he untied my wrists and I finally had circulation back. Immediately I began to rub both of them trying to soothe the rope burn that had developed. It didn’t help much but it was better than nothing.

      “Emma, what do you know about the Chaos Brotherhood?” My father demands as he slams his hand against the wall.

      The rudeness of the move makes me jump back slightly now that I have some room to move. My face pinches as I hold back the moan of pain I feel from the move. “Nothing,” I answer softly, keeping my eyes on his face. I won’t let him intimidate me.

      “Liar!” He shouts. “You have to know something. There’s no way that you don’t. If you don’t start talking I will find your daughter and beat her bloody in front of you.”

      My eyes flash with anger as I look at him. His expression is full of fury and I know he will do exactly what he said. The problem is he would have to find her and I’m not positive if he would or not. So the question becomes do I risk it or protect my child? I will always protect Alexis no matter what. At my silence he begins to smile at me, probably to assume he thinks he won. I don't know the answers to his questions though, not really. Steel just told me they were friends and could help. I’m also assuming that he took Alexis to the MC so if I give him information that may put her at risk. No matter what I am completely fucked.

      “Tell me your answer girl,” he demands, his hand wrapping around the bars.

      “On two conditions,” I answer, my voice sounding a lot more confident than I feel.

      “You have no room to bargain,” he counters.

      “Oh just give her something,” Wyatt bitches from behind him.

      “Fine, go ahead?” He waves his hand dramatically.

      “First, how did you find me?” That question had been bothering me since I first saw him. We were careful, extremely careful.

      “Tracker,” he gives me a short answer.

      “Where?” I almost snarl.

      “Your chest,” he shrugs. “That was two questions I answered for you. So there’s your two conditions.”

      Fuck! Of course, he would use that as his reasoning. My second condition was that he wouldn’t be able to touch my daughter ever again but I sure fucked that one up.

      “Fine,” I nod sternly. “Chaos Brotherhood is a motorcycle club in the area that Trevor knows some people at. That’s all I was told.” A small smile forms on my face knowing I got more information out of him than I actually gave him.

      “Liar,” he slams his hand on the bars again. “I wish you were never born. I’ll make sure Aiden gives you a firm hand when I hand you over to him.”

      With those last words, all three of them walked away leaving me in the cell alone. I sank down against the fall well, the cold cement against my back making me even colder than I was. The only nice thing was that it felt a little soothing against my bruises. I couldn’t have ice so it was a second best for now. I pulled my knees up against my chest, wrapped my arms around them, and settled my chin on top of my knees. I knew that I needed to keep my body heat centralized to keep warm. Soon, very soon I knew my opportunity to run would be coming.
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      It’s been two days since my meeting with Robert. Barely any time for me to come up with some sort of plan that would save Emma. Anything, to get her away from her despicable father. Not a damn thing came to mind to do it though. Every idea I had my friends squashed immediately due to one flaw or another. If I wasn’t with them trying to use the time to gather everything I would need, I was spending time with Emma. I knew she had suspected that something was up. It would be impossible if she hadn’t. Every attempt at her trying to get information out of me, I shut it down just blaming it on graduation coming and trying to figure out what to do afterward. We both knew I had no plans and was just going to work at the auto shop until I found a better-paying job.

      Today at school I finally had an idea, one that Emma would hate me for but maybe one day it would give me the skills I needed to finally get her out of the situation at home. I just had to hope she could wait long enough and Robert wouldn’t do anything to her until the plan was done. It would take time, I had no choice in the matter, but it may very well work. Joining the Marines would give me the skills and resources I would need. If I got into the right divisions I could gain the skills needed to get Emma out and keep her out. I could keep us hidden and on the run. I would just need to put my time in and wait out my contract.

      “Trevor!” Emma shouts, punching me in the arm before waving her hand in front of my face.

      “What, Babe?” I ask looking down at her from where I was leaning against a tree to get some shade in the godforsaken heat wave we were dealing with. It was only the end of May, the heat of the summer usually held off for another two more weeks, but clearly this year it decided to come early.

      I was so wrapped up in my mind I hadn’t even noticed that she had approached me at lunch or that she was even talking to me. I felt bad about it. I didn’t mean to ignore her or be so zoned out. I should have been focused on spending as much time with her as possible before I walked away and left. I knew I was fucking everything up but I just couldn’t help it. Maybe one day I would be able to fix things with her, get her to forgive me. That day seemed like it was going to be far away though.

      “I’ve been trying to get your damn attention for like five minutes,” she pouts, crossing her arms against her chest. The move made her breasts get pushed up and I couldn’t help but stare down at them. I loved every damn inch of her body and just looking at her I was already starting to get hard. It’d been about two weeks since I last got to fuck her and damn was I going through some withdrawal from it. I knew I needed her, her body, one last time before I walked away.

      “Sorry, Emma,” I grumble, pulling her body into me. I know she could feel the hardness of my cock against her stomach as she leaned against my chest. Her small form fit perfectly against the length of my body. This was where she always belonged. In my arms, against me. No other woman would ever own my body and soul the way this perfect vixen does. “I was just thinking about the date I had planned for us tonight.”

      I didn’t forget that Emma said Robert would be leaving for the night. It was the perfect time for me to say goodbye to her. I just didn’t know how I was going to say the actual words. How do you tell the woman you love that you're leaving?

      “Date?” Her eyes widen and she pushes her body further into me as her arms reach up to wrap around my neck. Her fingers begin to play with the short strands of my hair at the nape of my neck.

      Sighing, I lean down and place a soft kiss against her forehead. “Yes, Little Vixen, a date.” Grabbing her waist, I lift her up so she’s forced to wrap her legs around my middle as I pull away from the tree. My cock gets even harder, straining against the tightness of my jeans, as I feel her cunt against me. Half of me is glad I went commando today and the other half is hating that we are currently out in the damn open and I can’t push her against this tree and fuck her the way I desperately want to. I need to feel her wet heat surrounding my dick.

      “How would you feel if I got my dick pierced?’ The random thought popped into my head and was out of my mouth before I could stop myself.

      “Pierced?” She tilts her head to the side as she contemplates it. “I think I could get behind that if it’s something you want to do.”

      “Hmm, I guess we will have to see,” I kiss her quickly. “Let’s get out of here.”

      I don’t give her a chance to answer before I’m carrying her out of the courtyard and towards the edge of the school property. We have about thirty minutes left of our lunch period and there are plenty of wicked things I can think of to do to pass the time. As I carried her I made sure to keep one hand on her ass. Not to keep her lifted but to hold down the damn plaid skirt she decided to wear for the day. The thing was so short that I was worried it was going to show her ass as we walked and no one got to see her gorgeous plump ass but me. She paired it with a black button-down shirt that had the sleeves rolled up to the middle of her forearms. She paired the damn thing with some black boots that went up to her knees. Damn Vixen knew exactly what she was doing wearing it today. She knew I always wanted to see her in a sexy little schoolgirl outfit. There was no way I was going to be able to resist her for long in it.

      Thank fuck I knew that the school kept the storage equipment room area unlocked at the edge of the football field. No one would be using it now with graduation tomorrow which meant it would be free for everything I’m thinking of doing to her right now. Sure, it may have looked weird as fuck for me to be carrying her far away from everyone, but I was past the point of caring what any of our peers thought. After tonight I would be long gone to save her. She may be stuck here after I leave but at least she will be protected from rumors due to her last name.

      “Trevor,” she whines softly before kissing my neck. “Where are we going?”

      “Somewhere private so I can do all the wicked things my mind is thinking of to your body,” my voice is gruff with how turned on I am. “Have a problem with that?” I knew full well that she didn’t but if she told me no I wouldn’t push it at all.

      “Not one bit. Pound my brains out before you fuck me even harder on our date tonight,” she answered with a soft moan. After her agreement, I did exactly that during our lunch break. I fucked her brains out until she screamed my name several times and came around my hard length. Emma would always know exactly who she belonged to. I would ruin her for any other man to touch her for the rest of her life.
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      After our quickie at school, the rest of the day seemed to pass quickly. All the teachers had given up trying to keep any semblance of order in the classrooms. None of us cared anymore about what they said or threatened us with. It wasn’t like they could exactly stop us from graduating. Hell, tomorrow we didn’t even have classes, or at least the seniors didn’t. The only thing that was required of us was to be at the graduation ceremony that night. The same ceremony I had every intention of skipping.

      When I dropped Emma off after school, I went straight home and started packing my stuff. I knew after I took her home tonight I was going to need to bail out of there as fast as I could. If I stayed I wouldn’t have the strength to walk away and I would probably die trying to get her away from her father. I would do it in a heartbeat but at what risk to her? My death wouldn’t mean anything to me, but her would destroy me. Emma would probably bring me back from the dead just so she could kill me herself after berating me for dying going against her father in the first place. I may actually enjoy that.

      I left everything I had packed by the front door of the trailer I lived in with my father as I walked out the door. If I put my things in the truck before I get Emma she would figure out that I’m leaving. She can’t know, not before I actually go. I can’t see her face when she realizes the truth. The heartbroken look would make me stay.

      “Are you sure this is the right choice, Son?” my father questions as I walk out to the truck.

      “I’m sure,” I answer, opening the truck door.

      “Aight, good luck, Son,” he hits the side of my truck right before I drive away. That’s one thing I have always been thankful for. My father is extremely supportive of every decision I’ve made. He loves Emma and has always told her she had a home here with us if she ever wanted or needed it. We all knew she wouldn’t take the offer but it was still there. As I had packed my items my father promised he would do his best to keep an eye on my girl and give me updates. That was one thing I was extremely grateful for.

      The drive to Emma’s house took about thirty minutes to get through town and up through her swanky neighborhood. With a quick text to her, as I was approaching, Emma was already waiting at the front gate to climb in the truck.

      “Hey sexy,” I call out, rolling the passenger window down as come to a stop. I give her a quick once over and wolf whistle when I see what she’s wearing. Oh yeah, Emma is determined to be the death of me tonight. She’s wearing a tight short black dress that is hugging her curves in all the right places. The front of her dress dips extremely low that it almost hits her navel. Thank fuck I’m not taking her out in public because I would probably kill whoever looks at her.

      She rolls her eyes but opens her door and climbs in. That’s when I realize she’s wearing a pair of bright red high heels. Never! Never in the time that we have been together has she ever worn an outfit like this. I don’t know what I did to deserve her wearing this tonight but I am thankful as fuck for it either way.

      “Like what you see?” her voice is sultry with the question.

      “You know I do, Vixen,” I place my hand on her thigh and start driving us down the road. My plan tonight was to take her to a field near my house so we could watch the stars and fuck. The bed of my truck already had everything set up except for the blankets. Those were in the backseat for me to pull out when we got there.

      The drive to where I had planned to take us was about the same distance away as the drive to her house had been. Emma turned the radio on and was rocking out to whatever pop song was playing on the radio. It was cute and I was glad I saw her relaxed and in her element. Not once did she question where we were going or what we were doing. She was just content spending time with me and that’s what mattered the most. As we drove I let my hand slide up and down her thigh. Every so often I would slide my finger under the hem of her dress, teasing her. She would fidget in her seat trying to get my finger to go further but I would pull back. It was torture for both of us.

      “We’re here,” I announce, backing the truck up into the field and putting it in park.

      “A field?” she gives me a quizative look.

      “I thought our last night before the rest of our lives should be spent under the stars making love,” I shrug like it's the most obvious answer. Once in a while, I can do sweet things and surprise her. It isn’t often though.

      “So I got dressed up for a fun night out on the town for nothing?” I can hear the teasing in her voice with her question.

      Damn, Minx.

      “If you want to go out we can, but just know I will kill every man or woman that looks at you. Your choice?” I push my hand further up her dress and reach the apex of her legs. “Though I think you knew we weren’t going out in public since you aren’t wearing any panties.” My voice is husky with my words as I push her legs further apart to tease her clit.

      “Fuck,” she mewls, tossing her head back.

      “Still want to go out?” I shove two fingers into her drenched tight cunt.

      “No, no here is fine,” she purrs, spreading her legs further apart.

      I pull my fingers from her heat, and she gasps at the lack of friction, as I lick each one slowly to torture her. “Get in the bed of the truck I have pillows and blankets.”

      Both of us climb out and I grab the blankets from the backseat. Real quick I spread a couple of blankets over the top of the air mattress I blew up and then give her a little boost into the bed. She lays among the pillows and blankets like a goddess for the taking. Her hair spreads out around her and her dress has inched up enough that shows me her perfect wet cunt.

      “Vixen,” I groan, my fist going to my mouth as I bite around it. The need to have her is overwhelming, but then she looks at me and my mouth goes dry as I release hold over my fist. I growl, low in the back of my throat as her sheepish eyes call to me. “I’m going to consume you, take you so slowly that it’ll have you begging for my cock and then right when you’re on the edge I’m going to slam into your pretty pussy and feel it tighten around me, choke me.” I can visibly see her shutter as I climb into the truck bed, she’s panting and I haven’t even touched her yet. I bend, crouching down as I lower my head to plant kisses over her exposed thigh, inching my way up to her core. Once there, I can feel her liquids–she’s drenched and it makes me smile against her creamy flesh. I place a gentle kiss right on her clit and force her to arch up, her need for friction making her cry out. I hum my approval, twisting my tongue out against her hardened bud and she gasps when I leave her clit and lick down her folds. “I could never forget how your pussy tastes, Vixen, just like cherries. It’s my new favorite flavor.” I groan as I push deeper into her folds, tongue lapping up her juices. My hands are on her hips and I feel her try to move her hips to grind down harder. I move to her clit, sucking hard and she explodes all over my tongue. I lap it up, then move back slightly and leave one last gentle kiss against her sensitive bud. When my eyes meet hers, she looks spent. “We’re not done yet, Little Vixen,” I rumble, kissing up her stomach as I push her dress up. Pulling back just enough I get my pants undone quickly and push them down out of the way. At the same time, Emma finished pulling her dress off overhead.

      Fuck, she wasn’t even wearing a bra. Damn woman.

      Leaning down I kiss her hard on the lips, pushing my tongue inside her mouth. She moans at the kiss and her hands claw at my back pulling me closer. Her legs wrap around my waist pulling me into her. I growl at the contact and force myself to slow down, my need for her is so strong, but my resolve to cherish this is stronger. I grind my teeth as I move my hips to slide my cock through her wet folds, giving us both a simple taste of what’s to come as she pleads with me to fuck her. I lean down and kiss her, our tongues meshing together. After a few seconds of teasing my little Vixen gets impatient and twists her hips slightly to force me inside her. It’s like going home, the way we fit together as my dick easily invades her tight wet core. Her head is thrown back and I can feel every way she wraps around me. I place my elbow by her head to hold me up as my other hand starts to play with her breast. I massage it and when I pinch her nipple, Emma breaks the kiss moaning loudly before biting my shoulder to help quiet her sounds.

      “Don’t hide your moans from me, Baby,” I kiss her neck once, twice, and then bite down hard sucking and lapping at the flesh to leave my mark. It won’t last, but at least for a moment, she’ll have a reminder of whom she belongs. When I release, I marvel at my mark on her skin, the possessiveness in that mark soothes part of my soul.

      I start to fuck her harder. In and out. The sounds of our lovemaking echoing all around us. Moving my hand from her breast and down her stomach, I reach her clit. With a wicked smile. I start to rub it hard, giving her the extra friction I know she wants.

      I give up on holding still, needing to feel her tight channels squeezing my cock. I push back and slam into her pushing all the way in where our hips are connecting and she loses it. She screams, her legs wrapping around my waist and her nails marking down my back.

      “Hang on, Vixen,” I growl out, winking at her as I begin to pound into her. She’s so sensitive, and it's perfection as I lose myself to the feeling of her. It doesn’t take long for my thrusts to become choppy, but as she begins to explode around me and her walls lockdown against my throbbing cock I can’t stop myself. I explode into her.

      I had every intention of holding my release to give her one more orgasm but I was a goner myself as I feel her come apart around me.

      Both of us are breathing heavily as we try to catch ourselves. Emma smiles lovingly at me and kisses my shoulder before pulling me down on top of her and snuggling into my hold. I turn the two of us so that way she’s snuggled on top of me. My dick softens some inside her but doesn’t slip free. Already I’m ready for round two. I’ll give Emma a few minutes to catch her breath then I have every intention of making her ride me.
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      Shadow showed all of us the security footage that Keys had been able to find from his mom's diner. They were right, I did recognize one of the men that were with Robert. It was the man who had hit Steel in the back of the head. He worked for the Silent Death Family, the local mafia family in the area, and was one of the guards that Wyatt most trusted. I’m not surprised that he sent him to assist Robert. That man had been working his way up the chain for the past five years now within the organization. He’s ruthless and deadly. That he left Steel alive is shocking to me but I guess they figured hitting him in the back of the head was enough.

      When Shadow had shown us the footage I kept my face neutral not wanting to give away too much information. Not even Steel knew the secret that was in the back of my mind regarding the male. I never told my coworkers what I did. Sure, I should have but I didn’t feel it was important until the information was needed. Now, it looks like it just might be.

      “Trevor,” Shadow pulls me to the side after we dismissed everyone.

      It had been decided after reviewing the information that we would be leaving within the hour to start a rescue. We didn’t have an exact address of where they were located but there was a general idea. From what the MC was able to gather before I got here, there are warehouses in one town over that have some ties to the mafia. They aren’t specifically owned by them but Shadow said they've had some issues with the area before. I’m hoping by the time we get in the area my contact will get in touch with me. It’s a long shot considering his position. He only checks in every couple of months not willing to risk our connection. His position is too important to put at risk but for this, I have no issues helping him get out of it means it saves Emma as well.

      “Trevor,” Shadow starts again when I don’t answer right away.

      “Yeah?” I look over at him, pulling my gaze from the wall I was staring out.

      “What the fuck aren’t you telling us?” The worry in his voice is evident. Shadow won’t put his guys at risk without knowing all the answers. I can’t blame him for that. “When you saw that video you recognized something. What was it?”

      Sighing, I pinch the bridge of my nose and then start to reveal the secret I’ve kept. “I do know that man. He’s on my payroll.”

      “Your payroll?!” Shadow practically shouts. “What the actual fuck?”

      “He works for Rockport, unofficially,” I start to explain before he cuts me off again.

      “Unofficially? Do Knox and Steel know?” Shadow questions. “Steel doesn’t otherwise he would have recognized him. Who the fuck is he and why does no one know he works for you?”

      “I was getting there if you didn’t keep interrupting,” I mumble, already annoyed this is coming out. “I hired him to work for Rockport but under the radar. Knox and Steel had no knowledge of it. I needed someone that couldn’t be tied back to any of us and the fewer people that knew the better. He joined the Silent Death Family five years ago, working his way up the chain to gain Wyatt’s trust.”

      “You have a fucking spy in the deadliest mafia family in our area and told no one?!” Shadow looks at me flabbergasted. “Do you know how risky that is?”

      “Very, I know,” I keep my face expressionless. “It’s exactly why I told no one. I had a suspicion that Robert had dealings with Wyatt and my contact was able to confirm that. We only speak once every couple of months for a quick check-in. He isn’t due for another month but considering the circumstances well, I’m going to reach out and see if he has anything to give us.”

      “Are you sure that’s a smart move? Can we trust him?” Shadow sounds skeptical.

      “Positive,” I answer confidently. “He may have done some fucked up shit to get towards the top but he’s clean other than that. He has his own reasons for wanting to take Wyatt down from the inside. Those are his own that I can’t disclose.”

      “I’ll trust you because you’re family but if this gets my men hurt,” Shadow trails off leaving his threat hanging between us.

      “I know.” My answer isn’t enough to make him feel any better but we both know it’s the only option we have available to us.

      “Fine, text him.” Shadow leaves after that letting me make the call I need to.

      Sliding my phone out of my pocket, I unlock the screen hovering over the button to press dial. The number is programmed into my phone under a generic name that no one would question if they ever went through it. The number is to a burner phone belonging to Hudson. When he sees the call he will either call or text as soon as he is able. We never leave messages though that would be too risky. With a deep breath, I click on the number and listen to the phone ring several times. When the phone hits voicemail I disconnect knowing he got the messages. Now, all that’s left to do is sit and wait. Eventually, he will get back to me. I just hope it’s before we get to our destination.

      I wait a few more minutes before I go in search of everyone. Knox said he had all my gear in the back of his SUV and I needed to grab that before we head out. All of us are to wear protective gear walking into this shit show. None of us know the exact resources Robert has available to him, only a guess. The confirmation that he is working alongside the Silent Death Family ups the ante. They are known hitmen not to mention the sale of drugs and money laundering. It’s no wonder Robert got into bed with them as allies.

      I tried to convince Shadow during the meeting to wear some of the bulletproof vests Knox had brought but he refused. He said part of the MC life was the risk that comes with doing what they do. He and his men have made peace with their choices and they would never regret them. When Knox brought up what Rachel would think Shadow just shook his head and said his woman knows the rules. None of us liked it but it wasn’t our place to argue with him.

      Walking out of the office I followed all the noises until I came back to the main living area and bar where all the families had been set up. The brothers were all hanging out with their families and getting in some of their last moments together while they could. I saw Shadow and Rachel off in the corner and it looked like they were fighting more than anything. When he grabbed her and pushed her against the wall to kiss I just shook my head. Those two always loved to fight.

      My eyes roamed the room in search of the one pair of bright blue eyes that would match my own. Sitting on one of the couches with Steel plastered to her side is my little girl. I didn’t see her earlier when we arrived since Rachel still had all the kids up at their house. I’m thankful that she brought them all down now. It’s safer here and it gives me a chance to see for myself that Alexis is okay. Making my way through the crowd I move to sit on the arm of the couch right next to my daughter. It takes her a second and two looks before she realizes who moved to sit next to her. When she does Alexis lets out a loud pitched squeal and then leaps up from the couch and into my arms.

      “DADDY!” Her arms wrap around my neck in a vice-like grip. Her body shakes as her sobs take over. I can feel her getting my t-shirt wet on my shoulder but I don’t care as long as she is safe in my arms.

      “Shh, I’m here. Daddy’s here and isn’t going to let anything happen to you,” I soothe, running my hand through her hair and down her back before doing it all over again. In time her crying begins to slow, her arms loosen, and then she slowly starts to pull back.

      “I was scared, so scared. Where’s mommy, is she with you?” Her voice is so soft and filled with fear as she looks around the room for Emma. Her eyes drop when she doesn’t find her.

      My heart breaks with her words and the look of disappointment in her eyes when she doesn’t see her mom. God, I feel like a terrible father. None of us ever thought Robert would go to these lengths. The terror and nightmares that Alexis is going to be living with this make me want to break something or kill someone. The second would be highly frowned upon given my career. All I want to do is take the sad look in her eyes away from her. She doesn’t deserve to feel this way at all. Alexis should be having fun with her friends and going to school. Not being stuck in an MC compound for safety after watching her mother get kidnapped. No matter the outcome of today I will make sure Alexis gets to live the life she should away from all this craziness.

      “Mommy isn’t here right now,” I sigh, giving her a soft kiss on the top of her head. “I promise that I am going to do everything in my power to bring her home to us.”

      “Promise?” she whispers softly, tears still brimming the edge of her eyes.

      “I promise, Sweetheart,” I pull her into another hug. Picking her up I let her sit on my lap as I took her seat on the couch. She snuggles into my chest and just lays there for a while. Her breathing evens out and I’m almost positive she's asleep. I plan to enjoy every minute of this and know that she’s safe before we leave. She may be nine and have an attitude sometimes but I know the moments like this when she’s going to want her dad are few and far between. I plan to enjoy them while I can.

      Steel sits beside us and doesn’t say anything but shake his head and smile at us. He will never know how much I appreciate him for keeping her safe. Sure, I’m pissed as fuck he couldn’t keep Emma safe too but I know Emma would have told him to protect our daughter before her and I can’t say I would blame her for it. I would give my life up for my girls every day of the week.
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      “Trevor, any word?” Shadow asks from the driver's seat beside me. Most of the club chose to split up and ride in multiple SUV’s instead of taking their bikes. We wanted to make a more low-profile approach and their bikes would have given our arrival away. There were a couple who still rode behind us but they would be splitting off and taking a different route into town to hopefully play decoy and hide our arrival.

      Right when I’m about to answer my phone goes off. Answering it, I wait to hear what I’ve been waiting for. “Warehouses on the edge of Ashworth. Look for the one with a skull graffitied on the side. Be quick. She’s in a cell in the far left corner. Safe for now. I have eyes on her. Injure me and take the building down.” Hudson cuts the call before I can respond. He gave me all the information we needed to make our approach. Thank fuck we were headed to the right place.

      Quickly, I relay the information to Shadow and he takes the next right turn to get us where we need to go. We weren’t planning to bring the building down but I know for a fact we had the supplies in the trunk to do it.

      “I need you and Steel to go get Emma. I’ll handle Robert,” I explain to Shadow as he brings the car to a stop behind a rundown building when we arrive. If you run into my man, don't kill him if you can avoid it, but he knows he needs to take an injury so his cover isn’t blown.”

      Steel slaps my shoulder and then reaches into the truck to pull out a block of c4 to place inside his left pants pocket near his knee. “We got her brother. You kill the bastard who took your woman.”

      A quick plan is made as we divide into teams to surround the building. Just as Hudson said, an old warehouse stands nearby with the windows all blacked out. A red and black skull with a knife between its teeth is graffitied on the north side of the building, marking it as belonging to the Silent Death Family. Shadow and Steel are leading the rescue team and will be entering through the back of the building. Knox, Rebel, and I are leading the decoy team and will be taking all the other entrances. We all agreed it would be better for my team to enter from the front as Robert knows me. Knox and Rebel are to knock out anyone they find and attempt to detain Wyatt if he’s at the location.

      Each team splits and goes its separate ways. Rifles in hand my team and I make our way toward the front door. Even with the windows blacked out I make sure to duck low under them since I’m not sure if they would show my shadow walking past. My hand pauses on the door handle to push it open, as I hold my rifle in the ready low position, waiting for my guys to let me know they’re ready. With a tap on my right shoulder from Rome behind me I push the door open and walk inside, rifle raised.

      “Hello, Robert.” I point my rifle directly at him, the red dot directly in the center of his chest.
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            EMMA ~ JULY TEN YEARS AGO

          

        

      

    

    
      Two months, eight weeks ago, Trevor made love to me and then left. In the dead of night, he left without even a goodbye. When he had dropped me off at home after our date night, he had been acting out of sorts but I just figure he had a lot on his plate trying to decide what to do after graduation. The plan was already in place for me to attend community college in Evercrest since my father didn’t want me out of his sight. He said living in a dorm was beneath the Delcoure name and he wouldn’t risk my safety and some guy taking advantage of me on campus. It was all bullshit, I knew that, but I still listened and agreed with the decision to stay local. I’m sure my father knew I would agree since it also meant that I could still see Trevor.

      That’s what I had thought at least until he disappeared. The next day at graduation, my boyfriend was a no-show. No one had seen him since the day before. When I tried to pull his friends to the side and get answers no one would tell me anything. They just said they hadn’t heard from him and didn’t know what was going on.

      The only thing I had left of Trevor after that was a note he stuffed into my hand as I got out of the truck. On it were a phone number and instructions to call it if I ever needed help. What I didn’t know until today when I went to the doctor because I couldn’t stop vomiting and I hadn’t gotten my period in two months, which wasn’t out of the norm for me with everything I’ve gone through, was that Trevor left me with more than just a note. He left me a child.

      “We got your blood work back, Miss Delcoure.” The doctor walks into the room with a look of pity. “It appears you’re pregnant.”

      Pregnant? The news shocked me and left me sitting there with a blank expression as I tried to wrap my head around what the doctor was saying. I heard them trying to explain the options available to me but I was still stuck on the word pregnant. Trevor and I made a little life, one that was growing inside me. He was gone but I still had a piece of him with me. I always would. I hate him for leaving me alone, he promised to always be here and keep me safe but he up and left without a fucking word. The only good thing he did was leave me with our child. I would forever love him, even while I hated him.

      “Ma’am,” the doctor breaks into my thoughts. “Did you have any further questions? If not You’re free to go, just follow up with your gynecologist for further appointments.”

      “Thank you,” I mumble, wrapping my arms around my stomach. I will do everything that it takes to keep my unborn child safe. The second my father finds out he may very well try to kill me, I wouldn’t put it past him. I have every intention of keeping this hidden for as long as I can until I start showing.

      Before I even leave the hospital, I’m calling my gynecologist and explain what’s going on to make an appointment. They agreed to see me next week for an initial ultrasound and told me to start on a regiment of prenatal vitamins. Thank god all medical records are protected for privacy so my father won’t be able to get his hands on them. Hopefully.
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        * * *

      

      October Ten Years Ago

      By the time school started in August my morning sickness had disappeared, thank god. It would have made for extremely long school days if I was constantly missing classes. My father still hadn’t realized when school started what was going on. He was suspicious though, considering I was doing everything in my power to not raise any concerns or cause him to have to beat me like he was used to doing on a weekly basis.

      With classes now in full spring my stomach was finally starting to show some. With the weather getting colder I was able to bundle up and wear some baggier clothes but I know my father was soon going to learn the truth. I thought about calling that number Trevor had left me for emergencies but it didn’t feel right. He left, he didn’t have a right to know about our daughter. Just last week during my last checkup I found out the gender of our baby. We were going to be having a little girl and I already knew she would be a handful getting both our genes.

      “EMMA DELCOURE!” My father shouts the second I walk in the door from school.

      My heart drops when I hear his tone. He’s pissed, extremely pissed. Which means he may have figured out the truth. I had been slowly starting to buy something in secret when I could and was hiding them in the back of my closet behind some floor-length dresses hoping they wouldn’t be discovered by the cleaning staff who comes twice a week.

      “Yes, dad?” I question softly, rounding the corner from the entry and into the sitting room on the left that I heard him shout from.

      “Raise your shirt right now and let me see your stomach,” he demands, standing in front of me with his arms crossed. His face is bright red and the tick above his eye is going that tells me how angry he is.

      Without a word, I slowly raise my shirt up to stop underneath my breasts as he directed. I couldn’t help the shaking in my hands as I did. Terrified, my father was going to do something to hurt my daughter.

      “I knew it. You are disgusting and a worthless piece of shit daughter. You let that imbecile from the other side of town knock you up!” He storms towards me, his hand wrapping around my throat. My eyes widen but I manage to hold my tears as my arms wrap around my stomach in an effort to protect my unborn daughter. “I should have you killed for your indiscretions.”

      He gives my throat one more squeeze before releasing me. My body drops to the floor and I catch myself on my hands and knees as I try to get my breathing evened out. Looking up at him I watch as he clenches and unclenches his fist like he’s ready to hit me. I’ll take every hit as long as it’s not to my stomach.

      “Get out my fucking sight,” he seethes, spitting at me. “I’ll be taking you out of school until this mess is dealt with. You will not be keeping that child.”

      With one last look at him, I rise to my feet and bolt from the room, up the stairs, and towards my bedroom. It’s the only safe place I have. With my door locked behind me, I fall into my bed and let the tears flow.

      “No matter what I promise to keep you safe, Little One,” I rub my stomach and mumble through the tears. “No harm will ever come to you.”
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        * * *

      

      December Ten Years Ago

      With Christmas around the corner, you would expect my house to be full of laughter and cheer, except it’s the opposite. Since the day my father found out I was pregnant, it's been like living in a prison. I’m not allowed out of the house except to go to doctor's appointments and return straight home. Half the time he escorts me himself instead of letting me drive. I’m not allowed out of his eyesight and I know for a fact that he placed a tracker on my Jeep. I had begged him to allow me to continue studying for my classes online since I’ve been so bored trapped in the house but he’s steadily refused. It’s like I’ve become the daughter that doesn’t exist anymore. No one in the house will look at me and I’m not even allowed to attend family dinners. I’m stuck, secluded in my room unable to do anything. Our staff brings each meal to me, leaving it on the floor outside my door. I’m to place the empty tray in the same spot and they will pick it up. I’ve taken to pacing the length of my room for some type of exercise to pass the time.

      There are only two months left until I’m full term and I’ve yet to figure out how to save my daughter from being sent away. My father is disgusted that I’m carrying a child that doesn’t have the right blood in his eyes. Every so often when he does catch a glimpse of me, he charges towards me and slaps me reminding me that I’m filth and how I ruined all of his plans. He said he had set up a perfect match for me in his eyes and I was supposed to meet them around this time. All of his plans were ruined with my pregnancy and now he wasn’t sure if he would ever be able to find me a match since I’m used goods.

      I knew if I didn’t do something soon I would be at risk and so would my daughter. The second she is born he will take her and then probably beat the shit out of me for what I’ve done. My only shot was to get away, to find somewhere to hide, and lay low until I could get far enough away from my father's reach. Since I’ve been hidden for most of my life and never truly allowed to make many friends I didn’t have anyone to run to for help. The only person I thought who would be an option is Trevor’s dad. He was always nice and welcoming every time I ever came over. I wanted him to know that he was going to be a grandfather, but I was terrified of what my father would do if I went to him. For months I’ve been weighing the pros and cons of what to do. Now, it seemed it was about to be my only option. I just had to hope my father wouldn’t do anything to him.

      My father was due to go out of town this morning and it was going to be the only chance I would have to get out of the house. My brother William was still in school for another two days and the staff rarely ever bothered to check on me. The plan was to drive into town and then walk across the train tracks to Trevor’s old house. I had to hope above all else that his father would be home. However, I also wrote a note that detailed everything in case I missed him.

      Like clockwork, I heard the front door shut around nine in the morning. I watched his car drive away, winding down the driveway and through the front gates of our estate. William had left for school two hours earlier, leaving me alone in the house. I waited another thirty minutes before grabbing my car keys and heading out to the garage. For the most part, I followed the speed limit not wanting to risk getting pulled over as I made my way into town. I chose to park near the hospital so if my father asked I would just explain I had a last-minute doctor's appointment that I needed to attend. It meant I had to walk further since I couldn’t risk even taking the bus but it would have to do.

      It took twenty minutes but I finally made it to Trevor’s house. An old beat-up red pickup sat in the driveway that I knew belonged to his dead. Thank fuck. The house hadn’t lost any of its charms as I walked up the front walkway. The porch was still an older open style with its white paint chipping off the front posts. The door was a dark blue that stood out from the chipping gray paint of the house. When I reached the front door, Mr. Griffin is already standing there with it open.

      “I was wondering when you would finally show up here, Girl,” Trevor’s dad calls out as he props the screen door open. “Get in here before you’re seen.”

      I slide past him and step into the living room. My hands twist around the strap of my purse that’s slung across my body. I continued to look out the front window as he shut the door and stepped further into the house. Mr. Griffin didn’t stop in the living room, instead continuing to the back of the house where the kitchen is. I heard the fridge door open and close before a thunk came from something being sat down on the table. I couldn’t see him from where I stood with the dividing wall between the rooms in the way.

      “Come sit and tell me why you're here,” he calls out from the other room.

      Trevor’s dad has always accepted me and never once made me feel unwelcome. He reminded me of what a parent should truly feel like. Never once did he yell at me or make me cower in fear. The few times he would raise his voice he would immediately apologize to me and lower it once more.

      I walked into the kitchen and the seat directly across from him was open for me to take with a bottle of water placed in front of it. He had some fruit sitting cut up on the table and a small plate and fork next to it if I wanted any. The only thing that would make it better was if he had some warm fudgy brownies because that was exactly what I was craving right now.

      “Well, I think the reason I’m here is kind of obvious.” I rub my stomach and smile. “I’m carrying Trevor’s daughter and I wanted you to know that you’re going to be a grandfather.”

      “I can see that. Are you okay? Is everything coming along well? I haven’t seen you in town like normal and I heard you dropped out of college. I was concerned something had happened to you, Girl.” His voice gave away how worried he had been while he talked. Mr. Griffin really did see me as his family.

      “It’s been hard since my dad learned the truth. He’s keeping me locked in the house and hidden out of sight. I parked at the hospital and walked here today. I wanted you to know…,” my voice trails off as I get choked up.

      “No need for tears. If you need anything I’ll take care of it. Do you want me to tell my son?” His question was asked with a growl. Clearly, he wasn’t too happy with Trevor either, especially considering the circumstances now.

      “NO!” I practically shout before getting a hold of myself. “Sorry,” I clear my throat and lower my voice back to normal. “Please don’t tell him. He walked away and left me, left us. I know he has a right to know but I want to be the one to tell him if he ever shows his face again.”

      “Okay, the secret of your daughter is safe with me.” He leans forward to pat my hand.

      “I came because I need you to be near or at the hospital when it’s time. My father doesn’t want me to keep the baby. I can’t risk her going into the adoption system, I would never forgive myself. I want to raise my daughter and take care of her, but if I can’t then I want her blood relatives to have custody of her.” My plan was crazy and had a million holes in but I knew this was the only option. “I want to run away to be free from here but I’m worried my father will follow and I can’t ask you for help with it. We both know the vile things he would do if you helped me, I won't risk it.”

      “First, you let me worry about your father. The only things you need to be worrying about are yourself and that child. Second, of course, I will do everything possible to get custody of my granddaughter for you. I’ll have my lawyer start to draw up the paperwork. I’ll just need you to sign it. When you have your next doctor’s appointment I want you to call that number Trevor left you. It’s my burner phone and I’ll make sure I’m there to arrange the paperwork with you.” Mr. Griffin’s voice left no room for argument. His eyes shone with determination to do everything possible for us.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, tears brimming my eyes as I look at him. He will never understand how much I truly appreciate the things he is doing for me.
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        * * *

      

      February ~ Nine Years Ago

      The contractions started in the middle of the night. I held out for as long as I could but when my water broke around four in the morning I knew my daughter was coming and I needed to get to the hospital immediately. After shooting off a quick text to Trevor’s dad, I rang the bell for assistance from our live-in housekeeper and she got me down and into her car as her husband, the cook notified my father. She sped through the empty roads and by the time we made it to the emergency entrance there were already nurses waiting with a wheelchair for my arrival.

      I guess my father called ahead for me.

      “Don’t worry Miss Delcoure we have a room set up and ready for you. The doctor will be here shortly. How far apart are your contractions?” the nice nurse asks as she helps me out of the car and into the wheelchair.

      “Five minutes,” I manage to answer through gritted teeth as another contraction takes hold.

      “Oh dear,” she sighs, rushing to get me seated and through the front doors. She leads me past several doors and into the back of the emergency room towards an elevator. “Let’s get you up to the labor and delivery floor. Your daughter is coming sooner rather than later.”

      The door dings, opening to allow us entrance. She rushes inside and hits the button for the fifth floor. It felt like the longest elevator ride ever before the doors opened once more and she takes us down the hall and into a large delivery room. The nurse helps me out of the chair and into bed, quickly getting me hooked up to several monitors. By the time she’s done the doctor along with my father are walking into the room.

      “I want her knocked out to give birth. I don’t care what you have to do,” my father is practically shouting. Of course, he would want that. It would make it easier for him to take my daughter without my permission. I wish he understood that wasn’t how delivery worked but my father always got his wishes.

      “Sir, that isn’t how this process works,” the doctor tries to explain before seeing the look on my father's face. She gives a tight nod and then turns to look at me and smiles. “So, I hear you’re about to have a baby how are you feeling?”

      “In pain,” I shout as another contraction takes me over.

      “Everyone out that isn’t necessary,” the doctor commands. “That includes you Mr. Delcoure.”

      Everyone does as she instructs. Within the next couple of minutes, I’m already being instructed to push without receiving any pain meds to make the process easier. Delivering Alexis was a pretty quick process compared to the stories I had heard and read. My daughter was eager to make her way into this world. The whole process though had exhausted me. The nurse let me hold her after they did their initial assessment. When they saw I was starting to fade they took Alexis and placed her into her crib before allowing my father back into the room to join me.

      After a short nap, I awoke to voices talking in low murmurs. My father was talking to someone who was dressed to the nines and was holding a clipboard along with what looked like a stack of folders.

      “What’s going on?” I question, trying to blink the sleep from my eyes.

      “Shit,” my father mumbles softly but not soft enough that I don’t hear.

      “Your father stated that you wanted to give your daughter up for adoption,” the female beside him explained. “I’m the adoption specialist for the hospital and was called in to help.”

      “You’re wrong,” I practically shout, trying to push myself out of the bed to get to my daughter. I fail and end up collapsing back against the pillow, my strength not what it needs to be yet. “I would never willingly give up my daughter for adoption. Plus, there is already paperwork filled out should something ever happen to me and custody needs to be determined for Alexis. That paperwork does not say she will be placed for adoption, she has another caregiver.”

      “Mr. Delcoure?” the adoption specialist turns to question him. “You said you had your daughter's permission. It sounds like would be wrong. If she has other arrangements made as well then this is not possible. She is an adult and that is her daughter. Only Miss Delcoure can make the decision of what happens to her daughter. If it wasn’t for who you are I would be calling the police on you.” She turns to look back toward me and gives me a sad smile. “I apologize for the confusion and the scare. I hope you enjoy this time with your daughter. It passes all too quickly. You take care.”

      As she leaves the room my father turns to glare and give me a nasty look. I’m almost positive he wants to strangle me and would if we weren’t in the hospital.

      “You’re making a big mistake, Emma. I will see that you pay for this. Keep your daughter but no one is to ever know who she is to you.” My father spits in disgust at me and then leaves the room. Leaving me and Alexis alone.

      I don’t answer him, instead choosing to pick my little girl up and hold her in my arms. She is the most precious thing to me and I will make sure that she knows how loved and cherished she is. I promise she will have a much better life than I have.
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      “When it happens, it’ll happen fast,” my guard explains out of nowhere. He wasn’t even looking at me as he said it which left me even more confused.

      “What are you talking about?” My nose pinches up as I look at him. “When what happens?”

      He doesn’t answer, instead choosing to continue staring at the door to the area we’re in. It’s the first words he’s spoken to me in hours. Hell, it’s the first words anyone has spoken to me since my father left me in here to rot. The male I had been used to having to guard me had left for a short time, probably to go use the restroom, and then returned to the room a few minutes later. The male that had taken his place was even more of a hardass than the guy I had grown used to. His replacement gave me a dirty filthy look that left me feeling like I needed a shower. I could have sworn he had been trying to undress me with his eyes and I wasn’t happy about it. Having my normal guard return was actually a sigh of relief for me. At least he didn’t look at me like I was a piece of ass only good for sex.

      With a huff, I cross my arms and settle back against the cold cement wall at my back. He wasn’t going to give me any answers. Just continue to talk in riddles until it drove me mad. I don’t think he was happy that I still denied my father what he wanted. I would do the same thing over and over again until my dying breath. At this point, I was making it my mission to drive my father insane.

      I had to have been in this building for over a day by this point, maybe going on two. I wasn’t positive but I was hoping my father would soon be moving me again. Not like I wanted it to be harder for Trevor and the others to find me, but I was seriously over this cold-ass warehouse and was hoping for some maybe nicer accommodations. This cell he placed me in didn’t even have a cot for me to lie down on. Nor did it have a blanket or pillow. Nothing to help my hunt for sleep come any faster. Closing my eyes, I rested my head against the wall and wished for sleep to claim me. I thought it would be hard but my family was so exhausted from being in fight-or-flight mode that sleep claimed me a lot faster. The noises around me lessened and the darkness claimed me.

      I’m not sure how long I had been asleep but a loud banging noise on my cell bars startled me awake sometime later. I had been in a deep sleep so it took me a little bit of time to fully wake up and look around me. The room seemed to be much darker than when I had first fallen asleep. As my eyes adjust to the room I finally see what caused to me wake up. My guard was banging the butt of his handgun against the cell bars.

      “I finally was getting some damn sleep,” I grumble, pushing myself to stand. “Why did you have to fucking wake me?”

      “It’s time,” his gruff voice calls out as he holds his gun in front of him, pointing at the floor.

      “Time for what?” I move forward and wrap my hands around the metal bars. What the fuck has this man been talking about? Did he mean that my father was going to be moving me once again?

      Once again the asshole standing in front of me doesn’t answer. Right, when I’m about to ask once more I hear it. Loud bangs sound from all around us like doors being burst open. My hands tighten around the bars until my fingers feel like they're going numb with how hard I’m holding onto them.

      What the fuck is going on?

      My guard tightens his grip on his gun and starts to raise it slowly towards the door. I’m starting to think he knows something no one else does. “Stand back against the wall, Emma,” he demands, not once turning to look at me. His shoulders tighten as shots start to be heard from just outside the room were in.

      I do as he instructs, quickly backing against the wall. My fingers desperately claw against it hoping to find something to use as a weapon but I come up empty. Instead, I move into a fighting position and hold my hands in front of me. Over a decade ago, Trevor had taught me how to fight. I haven’t used those skills since high school but my muscles seemed to remember some because I easily was able to fall into a defensive position.

      The shots continued to get closer, more of them ringing out. I have no idea what’s going on but I’m really hoping it’s my rescue party and that none of them get hurt. I don’t think I would forgive myself for that. I’m not worth it, at least not in my eyes, even if I really do want to get back to my daughter and lover. With each shot, my body jumps a little, the fear of the moment getting to me.

      Eventually, the door to our room bursts open. I jump back, slamming my head against the wall, and let out a small squeak. The guy who was supposed to be protecting me doesn’t even fire one shot. He raised the gun to point at the intruders but lowers it almost immediately as Steel walks into the room along with some tall burly looking guy behind him sporting some sort of black leather vest. I’m guessing he has to be a member of the Chaos Brotherhood.

      “Steel,” I cry out, rushing towards the front of my cell. “You guys came for me!”

      “Hey, Trouble Maker,” he smiles brightly. “We couldn’t just leave you here with your cruel ass father. Not let’s get your pretty little ass out of here before the building comes down.”

      “Comes down?” I squeak, looking around all of us. “What the hell are you all planning?”

      “You don’t wanna know,” he mumbles. “Hudson, the key,” he turns to the man that had been guarding me and holds out his hand.

      “Hudson? Your name is Hudson!” I grumble looking at the man who has been guarding me. “All this damn time you refused to tell me your name. How the hell do you two know each other?”

      We had been together all this damn time and not once did he mention that he knew anyone who would be coming for me. He even told me to tell my father everything he wanted to know! Why the fuck would he do that?

      “Don’t go romanticizing anything in that little brain of yours,” he calls out while handing the key to Steel. “I’m not a good man. Just doing my job.”

      “Ignore him. If you want answers ask Trevor once we’re out of here,” Steel jumps in before I can say anything else. At the same time, he finishes talking the door to my cell opens. Immediately, I’m wrapping my arms around his neck, ignoring the pain from the movement. He holds me against him in a quick hug but all too soon he’s pulling back and hiding me behind him. “Stay close and do exactly what I say.”

      “Steel,” Hudson calls out from behind us.

      “We didn’t forget,” the other man who entered the room with Steel states as he moves past us. I turn to look behind and watch as he strikes Hudson against the side of his head, hard enough to cause him to start bleeding. Next, he places a swift kick to his stomach and another to his left calf causing him to drop to his knees.

      “Whatever you see or hear do not react,” Steel explains as he pulls me along behind him. He has one hand intertwined with my own as his other holds a rifle in front of him. With a quick check outside the door, we start moving quickly along the wall. The man who just beat up Hudson is behind me protecting my back as we move. It’s quick and efficient. They barely give me a chance to look around, instead focusing on getting us out of the chaos. Every so often I get pulled behind a pillar to duck out of the way of shots being fired before we continue our pursuit to the door. In no time we’re exiting the warehouse through a nearby back door and they are leading me far away from the building and my asshole father.

      It’s a relief to be free. I knew they would come from me. Now, I just need to see Trevor and hold my daughter in my arms for this nightmare to be over. While I wait for Trevor, Steel helps tuck me into the back seat of one of the waiting SUVs. He climbs in beside me and the rest of the team who helped him get me are staying outside of the vehicle guns raised guarding us. My hands clench and unclench with nerves and fear as we wait. He better come out of this alive or I may just revive him just to kill him myself.
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      Trevor

      “Hello, Robert,” I call out as I put the red dot on my rifle directly in the center of his chest. “You took someone that belongs to me and now it’s time for you to pay for your crimes.”

      “Trevor,” he sighs, shaking his head. “You were always so meddlesome. I should have known eventually you could come back for Emma. I see I took too long marrying her off.”

      “We both know even if you had she still would have come to me the second she knew I was back. Emma and I were always meant to be, that’s a fact you just never could accept,” my voice is gruff as I answer him through clenched teeth.

      “She was never yours!” he shouts, taking a couple of menacing steps toward me. “That whore of a daughter is mine to do with as I please. The only role women play in this society is to breed male heirs. She is my property to marry off as I see fit. You are just a low-life piece of scum who never should have touched her. You ruined everything!”

      His words make me flinch. I don’t care how he talks about me but to say those things about my Little Vixen makes me want to punch him in the face, now more than ever. I would really prefer to just shoot the asshole and be done with it but I promised my government contacts that we would try to bring him in alive depending on the circumstances. They understand it might not be possible and it’s a risk they are willing to take. Thank fuck.

      “Emma isn’t anyone's property. She is her own woman and deserves to be able to make her own choices. You will let her leave with us and you will never come after her or Alexis ever again. They are no longer a part of your family.” My tone makes it clear that I’m leaving no room for argument. “Get on your knees, hands on the back of your head, and surrender. There are some people who want to speak with you.”

      “It’s funny you think I would listen to anything you have to say,” Robert chuckles deeply. He holds one hand up and flicks his fingers forward as if summoning someone. Out of the shadows, a tall slender male appears wearing an all-black suit. He looks completely put together without a hair out of place. If it wasn’t for the fact I knew exactly who he was, I would assume he was ready for some sort of business transaction. Though I guess as the head of the Silent Death Family he technically is here for business.

      “So this is the male that’s been causing you some trouble?” Wyatt calmly states as he slowly approaches.

      “Trever Griffin, my daughter's high school boyfriend who doesn’t know when to leave well enough alone. I’ll leave him here for you to handle. Do with him as you wish,” Robert states confidently. He turns to walk away, at the same time Wyatt raises the black pistol in his hand and starts to fire off several shots in my direction.

      I dodge and roll to the left avoiding the shots, quickly raising my rifle to return fire. All but one of my bullets miss and graze his thigh. All around the building shots begin to ring out. We knew there was a good chance of this becoming a firefight and wanted to make sure we had the bigger guns. I take my eyes off Wyatt knowing he’s down for the moment and try to track Robert. When the shots started he took off running. I catch his figure moving off to the left of the warehouse directly to where we suspected Emma was being held. I knew I couldn’t let him reach her. With a quick look at Rome, I motion for him to take care of Wyatt and provide cover while I go after Robert. There is no way in hell I’ll let him get to Emma and get away.

      Keeping my weapon at the ready I dodge between cement pillars and downed tables for cover making my way around the room. Every so often I’m confronted by one of the Silent Death Family members and without hesitation, I raise my weapon and shoot. At this close range, my shots don’t miss and their bodies fall to the ground. I make sure to kick their guns away as I pass, leaving them to suffer where they are. They made their beds, they can lay in them.

      “Robert, STOP!” I shout raising my gun once more, training it on him. “You’re not getting away this time.”

      “You can never just leave well enough alone can you,” he grumbles. I didn’t realize it before but Robert had his own gun. He turns toward me quickly, raises the 9mm, and fires two shots. The first hit me in the left shoulder going straight through, and the second managed to graze my side.

      “Fucking A!” I shout before returning fire. I should have expected Robert to have a gun but I honestly didn’t think he would. I had never seen him carry one before so this was a first. God, Emma, and the guys are going to have a field day over me getting shot. Emma is going to be hella pissed and the guys are going to laugh their asses off and not let me live it down.

      I know I was undecided when I showed up on if I wanted Robert dead or in jail, I had every intention of putting his slimy ass in jail but he gave me no choice. I wasn’t going to let the asshole have even more chances to put bullet holes in me. My return fire put one bullet through his chest and the other through his forehead, just like my years of training taught me. His body dropped to the floor immediately as blood began to pole around him. Checking around me to ensure no one else was nearby I made my way over to him, keeping my eye out for anyone approaching me. When I reach him, I squat down and kick his gun away. Not like a dead man is going to be able to use it but I’m not taking any chances.

      A few minutes later all the gunfire begins to come to a stop. My best guess is everyone is either now dead or ran away. “Clear!” a voice shouts, echoing around the open warehouse. Shortly after a chorus of clears can be heard from several different people.

      “Trevor!” I hear Rome shout, his voice closer to where I’m located as he approaches. “Oh thank fuck,” he sighs when he sees me. “Oh…,” he trails off coming to a stop where I’m squatting down next to Robert’s body.

      “He didn’t give me a choice,” I answer his unasked question. I stare down at Robert’s lifeless body before me. Years of abuse, trauma, and hate, slowly are starting to feel complete. We’re free, Emma and Alexis are free. That’s a feeling that I was almost scared to admit would never happen. If he had been arrested for his multitude of crimes I have a feeling he would find a way to make our lives hell, especially for Emma. At least now we will all have a chance to start healing in time. A million things will need to be taken care of with Robert’s death. That will have to be a problem for another day, especially now that everything will be handed to his son William. He’s a whole other problem.

      “Status update?” I look up at Rome. Really I’m more concerned if Emma got out but I trust Steel and Shadow to have done their job.

      “Emma is safe in the cars. Wyatt managed to get away with the help of some of his guys. And it looks like you got Robert so…,” he trails off letting me make my own conclusions on how this night went.

      “So, we made out in the end,” I nod, contemplating our next moves. “Have Steel get Emma back to the compound. We need to call the authorities and let them know about Robert and what happened here.” I stand, slinging my rifle onto my shoulder, and wipe my hands on my thighs.

      “Uh, Boss,” Rome starts. “Maybe we should also get you a medic.”

      I look down at my left arm and nod in agreement. “Yeah, that’d be a good idea. Get ready for a long night.”

      Rome walks away to make the necessary phone calls and I find a set of grates set up nearby to take a seat on. It’s definitely going to be a long night answering a ton of questions. The authorities are going to want to talk to Emma but I should be able to hold them off until tomorrow. My woman needs sleep and to see her daughter. After that, the authorities can ask questions with me and our lawyer present.
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      It’s been three weeks since we rescued Emma from her father’s capture. Twenty-one days since I put two bullets in Robert killing him. Five hundred and four hours since Emma and Alexis were freed from the asshole's chains. The first week was rough. Multiple government agencies kept the news under wraps as they did investigations. Killing Robert in the Silent Death Family owned warehouse helped seal the ties we predicted they had. It helped that Rome had thought ahead and wore a body camera that recorded many of the events, including capturing on video Wyatt at the location. With a lot of that evidence, and Emma’s victim statement the government had plenty to start wrapping up their cases and begin dismantling the empire he had built. We also made sure to get the tracker Robert had implanted in Emma out and given to the authorities. I told them to check Nora as well because I wouldn’t be surprised if he had one placed in her. I had Alexis checked as well but it appears she didn’t have one.

      William had been brought in for questioning multiple times. Not many charges were able to be stuck to him as Robert was a control freak and didn’t let William touch many parts of his businesses. Emma said she didn’t want to hear too much about the whole process just yet. She wanted time to just enjoy her freedom before needing to face the horrors of her past one final time. I wanted to tell her to just rip the bandaid off now but I would respect her choices since soon the news would be everywhere and she wouldn’t be able to avoid it much longer.

      The first couple of days after the incident I was forced to stay in the hospital while they made sure the bullet that went through and through didn’t do any permanent damage. I got lucky with it missing everything vital. They said with some time and physical therapy I would get full use back and shouldn’t have any lasting effects. Of course, everything they said I already knew since I took a similar bullet to the right shoulder during my time on active duty but I let them think they were doing their job, just because I knew Emma needed to hear it from a professional and not me. The bullet that grazed my side just required a couple of stitches and I was told to not twist that side until they healed. If I had my way I would have been out of the hospital the same day but Emma was being overprotective and bitched at me until I stayed. She even managed to get Steel on her side and the two of them played bodyguard to even make sure I stay in bed. Knox was the only one on my side trying to convince them that everything was fine and I didn’t need to stay but the second I tried to leave Emma burst into tears so I sat my ass back down.

      During my stay, Emma only brought Alexis to visit once. She didn’t want it to be too hard on her. I completely understood even if I had wanted both my girls to be there with me. When Alexis visited, she cried and then refused to leave my side. She spent the afternoon curled up in bed with me as we watched the tv in my hospital room. The only reason Emma got her to leave was that Alexis had fallen asleep and Steel had to carry her out.

      When I got home Alexis stayed by my side. She even joined Emma and me in bed and almost kicked Emma out at one point. I thought it was cute, she was worried about me but also happy to have both her parents home and safe with her. We both agreed to keep Alexis home just a little bit longer. Not because she wasn’t ready to go back to school, but because we felt better knowing she was safe at home. The fallout from Robert’s death and his ties being revealed soon were going to be big. There would be people targeting us for a while. Not everyone would know who was involved. The government promised to keep our names out of it but enough people knew the truth and those people that did. Well, they weren’t the right sort of people. We all made the decision to stay at the cabin a little longer. There was enough security on the place from us setting it up as a safe house and several members of the Chaos Brotherhood were put up in some cabins nearby for extra protection. Staying out of sight when the news dropped was highly recommended by the federal officers we had spoken to. They wanted to put us up in one of their safe houses but I reminded them that ours were much more secure than their own.

      “Trevor,” Emma calls out from the other room. Her voice is filled with worry and makes me immediately stop washing the dishes and rush around the corner. When I do, I see Emma standing in front of the tv, remote in hand. Her body is shaking slightly as she shakes her head. The television was turned to the news. More specifically the six o’clock news with a breaking news story about Robert Delcoure.

      “We knew it was coming,” I mumble in her ear after I approach her from behind and wrap her in my arms. “The world needs to know what happened, Baby.”

      “I know,” she whispers, relaxing my hold. “I just wished it wasn’t so soon.”

      “Turn it off if you want. We already know the truth,” I kiss her neck softly.

      “I want to see. I need to see the things he did. You know I didn’t care much about his businesses, but I need to know just how evil and vile he was,” Emma’s voice comes out stronger, determined. “I think it will help me heal.”

      “I think it will too.” I unravel my arms and move both of us to the couch to watch the breaking news story.

      

      
        
        Breaking News Robert Delcoure Was Found Dead From A Business Deal Gone Wrong

      

      

      

      
        
        Businessman Robert Decloure was found shot to death in an abandoned warehouse outside of Ashworth. Sources close to the investigation reveal that a business deal had gone sour and as a result, Robert was killed. Further sources revealed that Robert had several ties to some unsavory characters to gain his influence and money.

        Many federal agencies are now involved in the investigation and all of the Delcoure assets have been frozen until such a time as the investigation is completed. Just last week Mr. Delcoure’s son, William, had been brought in for questioning. As of now, we at Channel Nine news have been unable to confirm if charges are being sought against him but he was released from custody.

        Mr. Delcoure also has two surviving daughters. His eldest, Nora Silverton, advised no comment when reached out to for information on the investigation. His youngest Miss Emma Delcoure has been unable to be found for comment. Sources close to the family say that isn’t abnormal as she isn’t seen in public very often, choosing to live her life out of the eye of the press. The last time she was seen had been during the opening ceremony of an elaborate fight night that had been set up by Mr. Delcoure. The winner was to win Miss Emma’s hand in marriage. When we spoke to Mr. Delcoure for information if the fights would still continue he advised no comment.

        It appears that is the theme surrounding the whole family. As the investigation continues into the Delcoure Empire we will bring you more. Stay tuned for further.

      

      

      

      “Well, I guess that’s good the news couldn’t report too much. I hate that my kidnapping was considered a bad business deal but we did request for the federal government to keep that hidden so I’ll take it,” Emma shrugs, leaning into my side.

      “It was what we asked for,” I agree, squeezing her shoulder. “I wish they hadn’t said those things about you though,” I growl, knowing I had every intention of asking Sky to make sure that news story gets buried.

      “It’s the truth, I’m not seen often since he wanted to hide Alexis. The fight was the first time I was seen in such a public setting in years. I would have been curious too if they were suddenly called off that way,” Emma turns to smile brightly at me. I could tell she was truly okay with what the news had been saying.

      “If you’re sure,” I answer hesitantly.

      “I had expected the news to be a lot worse. I’m glad it wasn’t,” she explains, standing from the couch. “I think it’s time we go back. I love hiding here with you and our daughter, but she needs to get back to a normal routine. And truthfully I hate homeschooling,” Emma laughs as she places her hands on her hips.

      Oh yeah, my girl is definitely getting back to herself. Thank Fuck.

      “What? You mean you don’t want to keep having Steel steal her from the day and they run off playing outside?” I gasp, shocked at her words. The sarcasm was thick with my words. For the last week, Steel and Alexis have been thick as thieves. It’s a good thing I trust my brother to not get her into trouble I would be concerned. The two of them always cause some sort of mess when together.

      “Oh, I’m sure that will happen plenty,” she laughs. “We can’t hide here forever, Trev. I’m finally free I want to live my life. I want to actually go to college, work a job, just do something.”

      The passion in her voice makes me cave immediately. I can’t deny her that, I can’t deny her a damn thing. That was always my goal for her to be free and live the life that she wanted, with me of course. Now, she finally has every opportunity that she wants. I can’t wait to watch both her and Alexis thrive and enjoy living their lives. It will be the greatest gift I’ve ever been given besides having both my girls in my life.

      “Okay, we go back then. Tomorrow,” I agree. I think she was expecting a little bit of an argument from me because her mouth was hung open ready to defend her position.

      “Okay?” she hesitates.

      “Yes,” I smile. “Never will I tell you what you can and can’t do. Even in high school, I knew I couldn’t control your decisions, I just tried hard to steer you in the right direction and keep you safe, Baby.”

      “Oh my god, YES!” she squeals, running to jump onto my lap and wrap her arms around my neck. “Thank you for always loving and supporting me! I won’t let you down.”

      “Little Vixen,” I groan as she grinds herself against my lap. I can feel my dick getting hard from her movements. Now, is not the time to be thinking about sex. Steel and Alexis are due back any minute and we were supposed to have dinner done.

      “Tell me where you want to live. I’ll make it happen.” I try to distract not only her but myself with the question. I’m not positive she would want to go back to living in Evercrest with all the memories and the people that she knows. I have a house in Rockport that I think she would love, and with a little renovation, it will be perfect for Alexis as well.

      “I don’t want to go back to Evercrest,” her voice softens, almost like she’s sad just thinking about it. “We deserve to start over somewhere new. It’s time for a fresh start and to start living the life we should have had from the start.”

      “I agree with that. There are too many bad memories there. I have a house in Rockport if you want to try to live there. If you don’t like it, well then we can move to wherever you and Alexis want. The world is ours for the taking,” I kiss the tip of her nose sweetly.

      “Let’s go there. It makes the most sense because your company is there.” Her smile reaches her eyes and god what I wouldn’t give to continue seeing that look on her face for the rest of our lives.

      “Deal. We can start in Rockport. Is there anything you want from your house? If not we can buy whatever you girls need.” I’m hoping like fuck that she says no but I’d make it happen somehow if she says yes.

      “Fuck no,” Emma grumbles. “I grabbed all the important paperwork we would need that I could. Everything in that house was bought by that vile man and I don’t want anything to do with it. Though,” she pauses. “Could we maybe get me my Jeep back?”

      “Already taken care of,” I laugh deeply. “Knox had it stripped and checked for trackers before bringing it back to my house for you.”

      “Eeeep!! Remind me to thank him!” She leans forward and kisses me quickly. “Alright, we need to get dinner done so we can tell Alexis we're going home!”

      Emma quickly climbs off my lap, moves out of the living room, and starts to gather the supplies for dinner from the noises I can hear in the kitchen. I wait a few minutes before joining her in the kitchen and resuming the dishes I had been doing. I need the time for my erection to go back down. Damn Vixen is a tease and I can promise her she is going to pay for it tonight once we get Alexis to bed.

      Together we get dinner done and right as the food is pulled out of the oven, Steel and Emma are walking in the door from their afternoon hike. They had discovered a waterfall about two miles away and decided today of all days would be when they went to enjoy it for the afternoon. As they walk in the door I realized Knox was there as well and had gone with them. That was a surprise but a nice one. I’m glad both my families are spending time together and getting along. This is the life we were all supposed to have together. Emma and Alexis will always be well protected with my brothers here. Our family is finally about to have the life we were destined for. Forbidden love, star-crossed lovers, call it what you will but Emma was always mine. My Little Vixen whom I have every intention of stripping naked and fucking in the shower tonight, nice and slow.
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EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Emma ~ Five Years Later

      

      

      If you had asked me when I was graduating high school what I thought my life would look like, I’d have to say it would never have been like this. Sure I always dreamed of building a life with Trevor but when he left and I found out I was pregnant everything changed. My father became even more controlling than he had been. Long before those events though, my father stopped treating me like his daughter, instead he treated me and my older sister like a piece of property to be owned and traded at his whims and desires. To say the house was toxic, would be an understatement. I hated living there, I hated having my daughter grow up in that lifestyle.

      Trevor coming back to town five years ago to fight for me was the greatest blessing we could have received. He saved us in more ways than one. I was terrified that the first night I saw him, thinking how wrong everything could go if my father recognized him. I was also elated, hoping and praying that he had returned for me. In the end, he had, with the intention of also taking down my father.

      The road that paved us to today has made us even stronger in our love and relationship. My father kidnapping me and forcing Trevor to kill him helped us put an end to the misery I grew up in. Finally, I was able to heal and so was my daughter. Together, as a family, we build our life the way we wanted. Not once did my husband ever try to control me, well except in the bedroom where he knew I loved it.

      When we made the choice to move to his house in Rockport it was the best decision ever. He truly had designed his house with me in mind. We only had to do a few renovations in the past few years to expand, adding on some more bedrooms and bathrooms. Six months after my father's death, we found out that I was pregnant once again. Outside of the day, Alexis was born, it was one of the greatest days of my life. We had a little boy named Liam, he is now 4 years old and is a handful like no other.

      Alexis is now fourteen and these teen years I can tell are going to test all of our patience. She got her fiery spirit from me and her stubbornness from her father. The two of them combined have left us just trying to keep up. She’s followed in my footsteps and became a cheerleader which I never expected, though she also takes MMA lessons throughout the week as well from Steel and Knox. She definitely is growing into a beautiful young woman and when she hits high school, oh we will be in so much trouble it’s unreal.

      With both my children growing quickly I knew it was time to start fixing my relationships with my family. My brother William has wanted absolutely nothing to do with me and has been in and out of jail since our father's death. My sister Nora rarely speaks with me but the last year we have been doing better and we get lunch together once a week for lunch. It’s not much but at least it’s something. Last week she seemed sort of off and I had mentioned it to Trevor but he said unless she asked for our help there wasn’t anything we could do but be there when she needed. I knew he was right but that doesn’t mean I had to like it.

      “Emma!” Trevor shouts from downstairs. “We need to go or we’re going to be late for our reservations.”

      “Coming!” I start putting the finishing touches on my makeup in the vanity of the dressing room. I had gotten lost in my thoughts about the past and what brought us to this night and I was running a little behind for our date. Trevor’s father offered to take both the kids for the night so we could actually have a date on Valentine’s day for once.

      Not only was this about us having a date but I also had a surprise for Trevor, one that I think he is going to enjoy extremely. For the last couple of days, I have been keeping the secret from him and it has been torture. When I went to the doctor for my annual check-up I got a nice little surprise. She told me I’m nine weeks pregnant, with twins. Trevor and I weren’t expecting to have another little one just yet, let alone two, but I can’t say I’m mad. I just hope he is as excited as I am.

      “Emma!” He shouts exasperated.

      Well, can’t say I’m not good at driving him insane as well still. Looking at myself in the mirror I nod and stand. My red lipstick stands out against the black eyeliner I put on and it matches the skintight red dress I’m wearing. Since the dress is so tight I can’t wear anything underneath it which I know Trevor will absolutely love when he figures it out.

      When I reach the top of the stairs I see my handsome husband waiting at the bottom for me. Only four years have passed but he still turns me on every day that I see him. I don’t think he could get any more gorgeous.

      “Little Vixen,” he groans like he’s in pain when he sees me walking down the stairs. God, I love that noise he makes. The heat between us has never died down. “You need to go change or we are not walking out that door.”

      “Mmmm,” I tap my chin and pretend to think. When I reach the bottom of the stairs I wrap my arms around his neck and pull myself into him. “I have news,” I whisper into his ear before lightly biting his earlobe.

      His hands grasp my ass as he holds me against his body. “News?” he questions, his grip getting tight on my ass cheeks. “You going to tell me or torture me?”

      “Depends,” I shrug. “How bad do you want to go to dinner?”

      “Baby, I want to strip you out of this dress and fuck you right here and now. Dinner doesn’t matter,” He lifts me up and starts to carry me.

      “What? Why?” I question when he sits me down on the dining room table. Oh no, I know that wicked look in his eyes. My husband is about to fuck me on the dining room table like his own feast. Damn my man and his brain.

      He doesn’t answer me, instead choosing to slide me to the edge of the table and begin to inch my dress up my legs. Trevor drops to his knees and begins to kiss up the side of my right leg and hooks it over his shoulder. He grabs my left leg and does the same. With both my legs wrapped around his shoulders he places a soft kiss on my clit and then nibbles before licking.

      “Trevor,” I moan, throwing my head back and leaning back on my elbows. “Don’t you dare fucking stop,” I demand, using my legs to pull him into me.

      He grips my thighs and gives me one good lick, sliding his tongue inside my soaked cunt before pulling back. “God, you always smell like cherries and I absolutely love it. Now, tell me the news or I won’t eat you out.”

      “Fuck,” I mewl. Damn him and what he does to me. “I’m pregnant, twins,” I answer him hoping he will give me what I’m craving. Each time I’ve been pregnant my sex drive has gone wild. I need him inside me now, even if it meant ruining the surprise for later.

      “Pregnant?” He stands up, leaning over me on the table. “Are you sure?”

      “Positive,” I smile, wrapping my arms around his neck and pulling him in for a kiss. “Now fuck me now, after you can eat me out.” I push him away from me enough that I can get my hands between us to start undoing his belt and pants. In no time I’m able to free his cock, and wrap my hands around him giving him a few good pumps.

      “Vixen,” he groans, dropping his head to my chest. “Fuck, I need inside you right now. After, after, we can go slow.” Trevor slides his pants and boxers down before lining himself up at my entrance. He doesn’t give me time before he pushes himself inside

      My back arches up off the table from his movements. His hard length hits all the right places as he pumps in and out of me. His movements are fast, hurried, as he chases both of our releases. One of his hand's snakes between us and reaches down to rub my clit. In seconds, I feel my walls tighten around him as he hits my G-spot with his thrusts. “Trevor!” I scream, my orgasm hitting me fast than I anticipated.

      “That’s right, Little Vixen, scream my name, hug those tight pussy walls around my dick, and milk me for everything,” Trevor bites my neck and begins to suck. When my first orgasm ends my second is already crashing down on me. At the same time, I feel Trevor go still his thrusts becoming more shallow right as he starts to cum inside me.

      Both of us collapse on the table attempting to catch our breath, as our chests rise and fall. My body feels weak but also completely satisfied. That’s one thing that definitely hasn’t lacked in our five years together. The sex is still absolutely amazing no matter how fast or slow we take it. As my breathing begins to even out, so does Trevors. He pulls back, places a soft kiss on my lips, and lifts me in his arms. His dick is still inside me and has barely softened, already he is ready to fuck me once again.

      “Wrap your arms around me, Baby,” he mumbles against my lips. Trevor kisses me deeply, thrusting his tongue between my lips as he carries me, walking us over to the couch. Each step starts to perk me up, as his dick moves inside me. My body is ready for a second round already. “For the rest of the night, you are mine and I have every intention of making love to you on every surface of this house.”
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        Thank you everyone for taking a chance on this book. This was the first contemporary m/f romance I’ve written and I absolutely fell in love with the story and the world. So much so that I decided to create not one but two worlds that intertwine from it. For those of you that have loved this story, then get ready for more standalone stories in the Rockport Security Series.

      

      

      

      
        
        Please make sure to consider leaving a review if you loved this story!

      

      

      

      
        
        Also, be sure to check out my other stories available. I have a completed reverse harem paranormal romance, a standalone reverse harem paranormal romance, and several anthologies.

      

      

      

      
        
        Happy Reading!

      

      

      

      
        
        Want a sneak peek of the next book in the series? Turn the page and find out who's next!
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      Damned Embers: Rockport Security Book 2

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAMNED EMBERS: ROCKPORT SECURITY BOOK 2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blurb

      

        

      
        Touring the road with my best friends, creating music that made others happy when they listened to it, and us while we made it was stolen from me. I was given the choice of keeping the life that I had with the three men I loved or keeping them safe. I made the only logical decision I could think of…

        I ran.

        My past has haunted me since I left and now there is nowhere else I can hide. The men I love are being threatened and they don’t even know it. And I am the only one that stands a chance of saving them.

        Goodbye, day job as a tech guru for Rockport Security. Hello, lead guitarist for Damned Embers.

      

      

    

  







            PROLOGUE

          

          

      

    

    






SKY ~ 17 YEARS OLD

        

      

    

    
      They were my life. Those three boys were the reason I woke up every morning. They drove me absolutely insane and half the time I was left questioning why I put up with the hell they put me through but the answer was easy.

      I loved them.

      The three boys turned from my enemies to my best friends since elementary school. I guess it’s true what they say. Boys who have a crush will always pick on the girl they like. In my case, it was oh-so-true. I tried hard to ignore them, to fight back at every turn, but the three of them were persistent. They were determined to have me for themselves. By middle school when other boys started taking an interest in me, they made sure to tell everyone I belong to them. Poor Jimmy Teller. He braved their wrath to take me on a date to the park. I had promised him that if he were with me then the boys would never dare touch him. Sure no one was allowed to touch me but I was certain that if I was happy the three of them would let the subject drop.

      I was wrong.

      The three of them followed us from my house, stalking in the shadows and watching our every move. Jimmy must have felt confident when I said the boys would leave him alone if I asked because he thought he could use that as his chance to make a move on me. Now, we were only in eighth grade and I had never even had my first kiss, so having someone touch me inappropriately had never crossed my mind. We had made our way to the park and he found us a little secluded spot to set up a blanket hidden amongst the trees giving us privacy to just sit and talk, enjoying the day. Or so I thought. After a few minutes of us sitting there, Jimmy forced me onto my back and began trying to kiss me, while shoving my shirt up my stomach. I fought back, trying to shove him away as tears blurred my vision. Shaking my head no, to prevent him from actually touching my lips.

      “Stop it you whore, you said this was what you wanted,” I remember him snarling when I had gotten in a nasty kick to his knee. Before I could do any further damage or he got what he wanted my boys were there. They were like my dark angels, scowls on their faces as two of them lifted him off me. The third helped fix my shirt, pulled me into his arms, and held me, promising me that everything would be okay and no one would ever touch me again.

      I had no idea what happened to Jimmy after that but he didn’t show up to school on Monday and rumors spread quickly about him suddenly moving away without an explanation. Not once did I try to ask the guys what happened. I didn’t care. I never had to see him again and that’s all that mattered to me. The nightmares from that experience had kept me up for months. The only way I would sleep was if one of the boys were with me. I have no idea what they told their parents or mine but no one fought them on it. The three of them rotated every night and stayed with me. Eventually, I just got so used to it that it was second nature.

      I would never have thought those events five years ago would lead us to where we are today. About to graduate in just a couple of days and already we are gearing up to start our first U.S. tour. Our dreams of becoming a rock band were finally being realized. Thanks to some contacts that Creed’s family has, we were able to get a couple of demo tracks in front of one of the largest record labels in the United States. When we got the call around Christmas with an invitation to come to play in person for Unchained Records, it was a blessing. From that moment on our lives changed forever. With agreement from our parents, we were allowed to start recording with the company to produce our first album. Sebastian’s parents are lawyers who made sure our contract didn’t fuck us over which allowed us to create the album of our choosing using songs we already had. Our band, Damned Embers, was able to write and produce the songs we wanted with only a small input from the company.

      The months leading up to graduation were busy. If we weren’t in school we were in the studio playing, recording, editing, and everything in between. A month before graduation our first album was released and overnight we were rock stars. The four of us were riding on cloud nine and went from nothing to some of the most popular teenagers not just in our city but in the country.

      Dreams and Nightmares rose on the charts overnight to become a number-one hit album. The record company was pushing for us to go on tour and we all agreed, under the condition we had time to graduate first. That was something none of our parents were going to let up on. Our education was their number one priority.

      “SKY!” Creed shouts, shoving open my bedroom door without a car in the world. “Let’s go already! We graduate in less than a week! We need all the practice we can get it.”

      His entry startles me from my thoughts and I let out a little squeak from the suddenness of it. I’ve always been one to jump from the little things and he knows it. I’m almost positive Creed gets a kick out of scaring me just because it means he gets to hold me after to soothe my fears.

      “Creed,” I grumble, shoving my laptop away. There was no way I was risking him ruining my final school project. My grade in computer coding was riding on it. That is something the guys never let me live down. We were going to be rockstars and still, I was determined to keep my grades up and graduate with honors. I wasn’t about to get valedictorian but I was coming in damn close to it that’s for sure. I didn’t need my computer skills to get me there either. I may have been a genius with computers but I came by all my book smarts on my own, by studying my ass off. If I wasn’t playing guitar with the guys I was studying. Hell, there were days I was doing both at the same time.

      I moved my laptop just in time as Creed jumped on the bed and tackled me against it starting to tickle me. I tried my best to fight him off, which let’s be real I wasn’t exactly putting in any effort. I loved having his hands on my body. All of them. Every spot they touched me set me on fire.

      “I give, I give,” I laugh, trying hard to catch my breath. Creed settles against me pulling me onto his chest and placing a soft kiss against my forehead. He may be the one who likes to have fun in our group because he was also always sweet with me.

      “Come on my little computer genius, we need to get to the arena. Our tour is coming up in two weeks and I want to be ready,” his tone turns serious and he pulls away helping me off the bed at the same time.

      “Creed,” I groan, needing just one day's break to breathe. “We have been practicing, we're good I promise. Our first concert is here in Coventry. We got this.” I reach up and run my hand along the side of his face. I always loved the little stubble on his jawline from where he thought it was so cool that he already had facial hair. I never had the guts to tell him he was failing at growing a beard because of how excited he was.

      “Give me and the guys tonight. I promise tomorrow we will do whatever you want. Even if it’s playing on your computer,” he glares past me to where my laptop sits.

      The move makes me laugh and already I know I’m giving in. I always do to my men. “That computer didn’t do anything to you, Mr.,” I stab my pointer finger against his chest. “Remember if it wasn’t for my tech skills our album wouldn’t be as good as it was. Now, let’s go macho man. If we want to be famous then we can’t be sitting on our asses.” I push past him and sway my hips in a seductive manner knowing full well he is staring at my ass.

      “You’re gonna pay for that!” he shouts behind me, attempting to catch me when I’m already halfway down the stairs to the entry.

      “What’s the dumbass paying for now?” Sebastian questions from his spot leaning against the wall at the bottom of the stairs.

      I had no idea all my men were here. Usually, they would all come to my room together but I guess Creed must have said something to convince them to stay behind. As I reached the bottom of the stairs I didn’t hesitate to fling myself into Sebastian's arms. Just like I knew he would, he caught me, his arms coming to wrap around my back and lifting me up. I wrapped my legs around his hips and kissed him, deep and hard, thrusting my tongue between his lips. All too soon he was breaking the kiss and helping me down to my feet again.

      “Hi, Princess,” he smiles, still keeping me in his arms. “You finish your project?”

      That was one of the things I loved about the boy. Sebastian was extremely smart like me. So smart, he was the valedictorian of our class. I was a little jealous but also extremely proud of him. When someone looked at him they just saw a boy who always had drumsticks in his back pocket, wore black jeans, band t-shirts, and dark-colored zip-up hoodies, and his dark brown hair was kept a little on the longer side covering his bright green eyes. They didn’t see the brains he had or the amount of time he spent in the library. His parents expected him to follow in their footsteps and get a college degree to become a lawyer. Sure, they supported our rockstar dreams but they also said we needed a backup plan. I’m not sure if becoming a lawyer was really his but I knew he would be able to do whatever he set his mind to.

      “No,” I sigh, turning to glare at Creed who had stopped halfway down my stairs. “Someone had to interrupt me. It’s due in two days so I have the time. It’ll get done.”

      Even if I had to stay up all night to do it.

      “You better, or no kisses for you,” Sebastian scolds, letting me out of his hold.

      “Stop hogging our girl,” Gunner grumbles, pulling me into his arms and kissing me deeply. His hands reach into the back pocket of my jeans as he grasps my ass, grinding our bodies together. I can feel how turned on he is and every part of me wants to drop to my knees right now and help him out.

      “Break it up, lovebirds,” Creed mumbles, making his way down the last of the stairs. “You can suck face with your demon queen later.”

      A few years ago, I’d have taken offense at the nickname. Now, I absolutely love it and find it fitting. Gunner brings out a harder side of me and never makes me feel bad about the dark thoughts I have. Instead, he finds ways to soothe the thoughts and give me new outlets for them without a lick of judgment.

      Gunner thrust his tongue into my mouth, deepening our kiss before picking me up and starting to carry me out the door. I guess he thought since Creed was in such a hurry he’d get us moving while still giving both of us exactly what we wanted. I moaned with his steps, his pelvis grinding against my aching center. I knew I was soaked. There was no denying what my boys always did to me.

      “Oh come on!” Creed groaned from somewhere beside me.

      “You asked for this,” Sebastian chuckled in front of us. “Gunner, stop tongue fucking our girl. You made your point.”

      With one final kiss, Gunner broke us apart and smiled. “Any dark thoughts today?” His eyes darken as he watches me. All the boys know I have issues with my mental health sometimes. Two years ago, I tried to kill myself when things got to be too much. Gunner was the one who found me with my wrists slit as I sat on my bathroom floor watching them bleed. The sight had terrified him and he made it his mission to find me different outlets that didn’t involve hurting myself. It’s how I got into computer coding. It’s also how I learned how to fight.

      “Not today. I promised I would tell you,” I give him a tight smile, hating talking about it. I didn’t like that I was weak. I especially didn’t like when my boys saw me in that way even if they never mention it.

      “Good girl,” he kisses my forehead, keeping me in his arms as we walk out the door.

      Knowing that the conversation is done, I wrap my arms around his shoulder and rest my head against the spot between his neck and shoulder, letting Gunner carry me to the car. I had no issues letting my boys take care of me like this. It’s why Sebastian likes to call me Princess. I always preferred to let them carry me places than walk myself.

      If this was how our life was going to be like in the future then I knew I never wanted anything more. As long as I had them in my life everything would be perfect between all of us. Damned Embers would be forever.
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