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SEVYN

      “Sev?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Do you trust me?”

      “Trusting you is what got me into this situation.”

      “And trusting me is the only way to get you out alive.”

      I wished I would’ve fucking listened.

      As the adrenaline of escaping faded, common sense now fired on all cylinders. I still had no idea what possessed me to run in the first place. I’d secured my ticket to freedom; the only thing I had to do was wait for Luther to coach me on what to say when I had to share my story. But not only did I put myself back in danger, now I could possibly get wrangled up in all of this for killing Luther’s mother. It was as if I’d escaped one hell just to jump directly into the burning flames, taking everyone else down with me. I wanted to punch myself for being so fucking stupid.

      I knew I was fucked when I arrived at the hospital but wasn’t exactly sure to what degree. But I found out fairly quickly.

      I realized it when I’d overheard the doctor tell the nurse to give me “the works”—including a rape kit—which would show the fresh stitches and trauma I’d tried to keep secret to protect Luther.

      I realized it when I turned to every local news channel to see them all broadcasting my reappearance, essentially telling my new enemies the hospital I was brought to. But most of all?

      I realized I was beyond fucked when more officers gathered outside of my hospital room, all of them hungry for whatever information I had that would help them solve this case.

      My parents waltzed back into my room, my mother releasing a content sigh as she removed her sunglasses.

      “You wouldn’t believe how many media outlets are outside of the hospital,” she said with an airy chuckle, placing a designer overnight bag at the foot of the bed.

      With how nonchalant she was, you’d think I was about to leave the hospital after having a baby and the media was fighting for the first pictures. She didn’t act as if her daughter had just returned from the clutches of a group of serial killers after being missing for five days. After the way she’d treated me for years, I wasn’t even sure why her behavior even surprised me anymore.

      I frowned. “I don’t know why you thought it was a good idea to tell everyone who’d listen where I am. The people who did this haven’t even been caught.”

      She waved me off. “You have security. No one can get to you now.” She looked at her vibrating phone and grinned, shaking her head. “My phone has been ringing off the hook with interview requests. I wouldn’t doubt that a bidding war for the first interview is on the horizon.”

      “Mom, I literally just said that I didn’t want to talk to anyone about this right now,” I stated, my voice flat. It was pointless though, as she wasn’t listening.

      “I brought you a fresh change of clothes. Even through tragedy, you still have to be presentable in public.” She paused for a split second. “Speaking of public, I wonder if any of the reporters downstairs are shooting live.”

      She grabbed the remote from my lap and turned the television back on, excitement flooding her beautiful, Botox-enhanced features when my name and photo showed up on the screen again.

      “Please turn that off. I—”

      “Shh!” she hissed, her eyes never leaving the news report currently playing as the reporter’s voice filled the room.

      “Miami can breathe a slight sigh of relief as we finally received good news about the ongoing case of the seven local women who went missing five days ago—three of them found dead around the city.” I blinked back the tears threatening to burn my eyes as the reporter continued. “We’re standing outside of Mount Sinai Medical Center, where Sevyn Langdon is now safely recovering. According to the police, the Langdon heir was brought to safety by two passing samaritans, one of them recognizing the missing woman from the coverage she’d seen on the news. Let’s go to Amanda, who’s with the two local heroes now.”

      The feed cut to the man and woman who’d given me a ride as they stood in the waiting room of the hospital with another reporter.

      “I’m here with Christina and Caleb, the newly engaged couple who went on vacation and returned home as local heroes,” Amanda started before turning to them. “How does it feel to know that you’ve saved someone’s life?”

      “It still feels unreal, you know?” Christina said. “We were riding down the road and she just ran out to us out of nowhere and flagged us down. We were so startled that we nearly hit her because she appeared so suddenly. Once I got a good look at her, I thought I remembered seeing her picture on the news before we left, but never in a million years did I think we’d be the ones to find her.”

      “We just happened to be in the right place at the right time,” Caleb said, an unnatural grin on his face. “I truly believe God led us to her and I’m glad she is now safely with her family. I hope the other missing women are found soon.”

      “I’m sure the Langdons are extremely grateful to you for bringing their daughter home safely,” Amanda said with a bright smile.

      Just as she turned to speak to the camera, Caleb grabbed the microphone. “Hopefully that gratitude comes in the form of reward money,” he quickly said, earning himself an elbow to the ribs from his embarrassed fiancée. “What? Your big, fancy dream wedding won’t pay itself!”

      The reporter cleared her throat and awkwardly smiled as she looked into the camera. “Authorities have gathered at the hospital in hopes of getting information that will help them find the remaining women as well as lead to arrests of the persons responsible. There’s no word on how well the Langdon heir is doing at the moment, but we hope that getting justice for her and her friends will help her through this hard time. Back to you, Josephine,” she concluded.

      “Turn it off,” I said again, my voice tight as I tried to tune out the main reporter’s voice as she began to talk about my friends.

      My dead friends.

      “Police are still searching for Rebecca Colt, Allison Penn, and Crystal Myers, who are presumably in grave danger until they are found.”

      Rebecca is already dead and I’m sure Allison and Crystal were killed when I fled, I bitterly thought as I fought the memories or Rebecca’s death from my mind. Sadness washed over me as their pictures came onto the screen. Rebecca’s smiling face made my chest ache, knowing I’d never see it again in life. Never hear her voice again. Never get a chance to apologize for the shit I’d dragged her into—what I’d dragged them all into. Guilt overwhelmed me when as I looked at Crystal and Allison’s pictures. I’d left them to die while I selfishly made my escape without them. I’d accused them of not being good friends when I was no better. I guess birds of a feather truly flocked together after all.

      “Lauren, maybe you should turn it off,” my father said from the corner of the room. “It’s upsetting Sevyn.”

      She sighed dramatically before turning the t.v. off. “You should be relieved, dear, not sad. You’re with your family, you’re safe now, and—”

      “My fucking friends are dead!” I all but screamed. “For days, I had to watch them be killed one by one, so you don’t get to fucking tell me how to feel when grieving those losses!”

      Her eyes widened in surprise as she gawked at me, a solid knock on the door taking away her chance to respond. Officers Shaw and Herrera walked in with another man dressed in tan slacks and a navy blue button up shirt. He was much older than the other two officers, his salt-and-pepper-colored hair cut short in an almost military-style buzz cut with a matching colored mustache that was so thick that I swore I saw it move. He was a bit on the shorter side, his thick frame making him look similar to a stocky Roblox character. The scent of the cheap cologne he’d drowned himself in made me nauseous as it quickly filled the space around me. I forced myself to breath through my mouth when he moved closer.

      “Ms. Langdon, this is Jeremy McMarren,” Officer Herrera announced, gesturing to the smelly older man. “He’s the lead detective on this case, so he and his team will be the ones you’ll be in contact with when it comes to anything about the case and what happened to you.”

      He gave me a tight nod of acknowledgement. “Pleasure to meet you, Ms. Langdon,” he said, his gravelly voice skating along my skin like uncomfortable wool. I only nodded, trying to dispel the mounting anxiety that made my palms slick with nervous sweat. I still had no idea what I was going to say if they asked me anything. Even if I decided to weave a story to try to protect Luther and the others, what if they found evidence that told them something different? One fuck up was all it would take to go from victim to suspect.

      “Have your men not located Luther Evans?” my mother asked. “I knew he would do something like that after he threatened my family in court all those years ago.”

      Luther. I forced myself to take a deep breath as the thought of him overwhelmed me with guilt. The sound of his voice calling my name in the woods still echoed in the corners of my mind. But it wasn’t anger that’d colored his tone; it was fear and desperation. For all I knew, his friends were probably going to kill him to save their own asses and—

      “If Mr. Evans had something to do with this, then he went to extreme measures to cover it up,” McMarren said on a sigh, bringing me back to the present conversation. “He’s also just arrived at the hospital. There was a call about someone being attacked and stabbed at a gas station coming back into town. Mr. Evans lost consciousness before he reached the hospital.” He glanced at me. “Bystanders described people similar to what you described. You said there were seven people with you that all wore masks.”

      My chest refused to expand to allow me to take a breath, McMarren’s news wrapping around my ribcage like a tight bear hug meant to strangle me until the truth burst from my lungs. What have I done?

      “Will you be talking to him?” my father asked.

      McMarren put his hands in his pockets and shrugged. “It all depends on if he survives. They’re preparing him for emergency surgery at the moment. As it stands, things aren’t looking too good for him, which is making it hard to believe that he set this attack up to cover his tracks.” He turned his attention back to me, the frown on his lips hiding behind the bushy mustache. “Do you have any idea why someone would attack Luther on the day you went free?”

      The sounds in the room meshed into one deafening hum, my breaths coming in faster as my heart raced out of control. Every time I tried to speak, the only thing that came out were hyperventilating pants.

      “Maybe it’s too soon for questioning,” my father said, leaving his perch against the wall to stand beside me.

      “I’m sure this is hard for her to talk about. I sympathize with her; god knows I do. But I have three dead women on my hands, three more still in grave danger, grieving parents to get justice for, and a city full of citizens who want to feel safe again. With Luther unable to talk right now, your daughter is the only one with info that may help us find these women alive. We don’t have the luxury of waiting.”

      And they don’t have the luxury of living…not anymore.

      “Then give her a day to get her bearings together, for Christ’s sake. She literally just got to safety and everyone is already hounding her with all kinds of questions. She’s probably still in shock over everything. Being an insensitive prick won’t get you answers any quicker either.”

      I was almost impressed with the way my dad stood up for me. He was usually quiet, going with the flow with whatever my mom did and didn’t make too many waves as long as it didn’t pertain to his business. It actually was a little refreshing to see that someone cared enough to actually fight for me.

      Herrera nodded. “Besides, we’ve already questioned her and—”

      “But have I questioned her myself?” McMarren interrupted, his voice hard. “Has any man on my team questioned her yet? No disrespect to you and the other officers who may have spoken to her, but your department hasn’t found a single lead on this case, which is why I was brought in. So, I’ll do my own questioning regardless of what you’ve already done.”

      Herrera tightened his jaw and he stared off with McMarren, finally rolling his shoulders with a tight nod. “Very well,” he said, his tone strained with suppressed anger.

      McMarren glared at Herrera briefly before looking back to me, forcing a small smile. “My apologies, Ms. Langdon. You have to understand how important it is to try to find your friends and put away the people who did this to all of you,” he said. When I didn’t respond, he sighed deeply and ran an annoyed hand through his hair. He reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a small business card. “I’ll leave this with you. I’ll be in touch in a couple of days.”

      He left the room with Officer Herrera in tow, Officer Shaw staying inside of the room.

      “He can be a bit tough at times, but he’s the best man for the job. He’ll make sure to find your friends and bring them home.”

      I shook my head, tears welling up in my eyes again. “I already told you the only thing he’ll find are their remains. Now that I’ve escaped, they’re not going to risk another one of them doing the same thing. They’re going to kill Allison and Crystal.” I met his gaze. “I don’t know why I have to talk to him. I’ve already told you guys everything I know. I don’t understand why I have to keep repeating this over and over.”

      After a few moments, he sighed. “I don’t make the rules, Ms. Langdon. Sometimes, they like to hear the story for themselves to both make sure that the officers recounted the information correctly or to make sure the witness’s story remains the same. It might be best to just go ahead and get the interview over with, you know?”

      I swallowed the lump forming in my throat. I could only pray to every god and deity in existence that I could remember everything I told the officers the first time around when it was time to talk to the uptight detective taking over my case.

      “Just as I told the other guy, she won’t be answering anymore questions today,” my father interjected firmly.

      Shaw pursed his lips and gave him a tight nod. “Right. Well, if any of you have any questions or concerns, please don’t hesitate to let us know.”

      “Yes, we have everyone’s cards at this point. We know how to contact you if we need you,” my father said.

      When Officer Shaw left the room, I released a sigh. Just when I thought this situation couldn’t get anymore fucked up, it did. I should’ve just stayed at the house and waited this out. If I had, Luther wouldn’t be fighting for his life right now. You don’t owe him anything. Look at the destruction he’s caused in your life in the past few days, the logical voice in my head reminded me. Despite the events of the last few days, I couldn’t help but care. Maybe it was due to me believing I deserved everything that happened or because I hadn’t completely shaken the feelings I’d had for that man years ago, but I still cared about what happened to him. I wanted to hate him for the way he’d ripped my life apart in ways that couldn’t be fixed. I wanted him to hurt as much as he’d hurt me both in the past and now the present, but I wasn’t vengeful like him. I didn’t get off on causing other people pain and suffering. I’d be lying if I said it didn’t break my heart to know that he now had no one. His mom and sister were gone, and his friends turned on him the minute I escaped. He probably thought I left him in the dust too, which was essentially what I did when I decided to bail on him and jeopardize everything he was trying to do.

      A part of me knew that Luther didn’t deserve my sympathy. Since he’d crashed back into my life, he’d drugged and kidnapped me and my friends, killed four of them in front of me, raped me, and beat me. It would’ve been easy to tell the police the truth about what happened and to confess that I killed Mrs. Evans in self-defense before trying to find a way to move on from the tragedy and guilt now that my friends were gone. But on the other hand, Luther didn’t have to try to save me. Even though his first suggestion of killing my parents didn’t go over too well, he’d wanted to get me out of the house as best as he could. He didn’t have to bring me to his bedroom with him while my friends remained in the concrete rooms in the basement until he killed them. He didn’t have to give me full, hot meals while my friends ate stale peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. He didn’t have to go against his brotherhood to try to get me out alive and despite him trying to show me that he was trying to make things right by getting me home safely, I threw him under the bus and left him at the mercy of his friends.

      Ones that apparently wanted him dead.

      “You okay, dear?” my father asked, awkwardly rubbing my shoulder. He didn’t show affection much, which made the gesture a little weird but it brought me comfort to know he was trying.

      I gave him a small smile. “I just want to go home. All of this attention and all the people coming in and out of here is pretty overwhelming.”

      “I should go check with the doctor and see what’s taking so long with this discharge,” my mother said before slipping out of the room.

      After a few moments, my father sat on the side of the bed, his hand resting on my knee. “I know you don’t want to talk about what happened to you–and I won’t make you–but…” He sighed. “Does Luther have anything to do with this? Are you trying to protect him?”

      I swallowed the confession bubbling up in my throat. “I already told the police that I didn’t recognize any of their voices belonging to Luther.”

      “Your reaction to him being in the hospital despite you spending years convincing your mother and I that you were terrified of him and knew he was coming back to get even with you isn’t one that a terrified person would have; it’s one someone who have when they’re at risk of losing someone that means something to them or one of guilt.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know what you want me to say, Dad. I was just shocked to hear something happened to him.” I looked back toward the busy hallway on the other side of the glass wall. “I wonder what’s taking Mom so long. I’ve had enough of this hospital.”

      “Sevyn…”

      “Dad, I know you mean well, I just don’t want to talk about any of this right now. It’s bad enough that Mom is already trying to shove cameras and reporters in my face, but—”

      “Whatever you tell me would stay between us,” he said. Unlike my mother, I could trust him to keep his word, but I still didn’t even know what I was going to say about Luther in the first place. I hadn’t really had a moment to breathe since arriving at the hospital, my mind filled with so many conflicting thoughts to the point that it was hard to think of a story that matched whatever evidence they’d find on my body.

      Luckily, the doctor came back in with my mother before I had a chance to respond to my dad. “Ms. Langdon, your parents prefer that you be treated in the comfort of your home instead of the hospital,” he drawled unenthusiastically as my mother smirked behind him.

      “We figured you’d be more comfortable at home anyway,” she added. I rolled my eyes. The last thing on her mind was my comfort. She simply wanted me to be home so that she could freely parade the media around without hospital personnel telling her they couldn’t be here. She walked over to the bag she’d placed on the bed earlier and unzipped it, pulling out the contents. “You can go ahead and change into the fresh clothes I brought for you. I’m sure it’ll feel good wearing your own clothes again.”

      She placed a dress and undergarments on the bed. “Thanks,” I mumbled.

      “Of course. Now go so we can get you home. I’m sure you want a nice, hot shower in your own bathroom to relax for a little bit before your first interview.”

      I rolled my eyes, unable to hide my irritation. “Mom, I told you I’m not talking to anyone today. Can’t I just breathe for a moment? If all you want are interviews and photo ops, I’m not going anywhere with you,” I snapped.

      “We’re only trying to do what’s in your best interest! Besides, there were a lot of people trying to help us find you, so I think you owe them a few words.”

      “Being on every news channel isn’t in my best interest when the people who did this to me and my friends haven’t been caught! Being on tv does nothing but bring more attention to me as well as more danger to you and Dad.”

      “She’s right, dear,” my dad replied. “Even remaining here can be a threat since the media has already announced which hospital she was taken to.”

      “And who’s to say that they aren’t on their way here to silence me permanently as we speak?” I added.

      She scoffed and waved me off. “We have security. No one has anything to worry about,” she stated matter-of-factly.

      “I’m not doing any interviews until these maniacs are caught,” I stated. “Now can I get enough privacy to get dressed please?”

      “Actually, before you do that,” the doctor interjected. “I need to talk with you about one of the findings the nurse discovered when doing your initial exam.”

      Heat crept up my neck at his words, already knowing what he was talking about.

      “What did you find? I pray she hasn’t contracted any diseases from these people,” my mother stated, disgust lacing her voice. The doctor didn’t look at her, keeping his concerned gaze on me.

      “Is this something that you want to talk about in front of your parents?” he asked. I shook my head. It wasn’t even something I wanted to talk to the doctor about, but I knew I had to tell him something to get him off my case. He looked to my parents. “Could I have you two step out for a moment, please?”

      My mother spun on her heels in a huff. “We’ll be right outside, honey,” my father said and followed her out. The doctor waited until they were out of the room before he focused his attention on me.

      “This is about the rape kit, isn’t it?” I asked.

      He nodded. “The nurse informed me that you refused to have one. While that’s your decision and we can’t force you, I’m very curious about why you wouldn’t want to have one done if it meant that your captor could be identified and arrested.”

      My mind flashed back to the two times when Luther had raped me, his angry eyes burning into the forefront of my memory again. I cleared my throat and shook my head.

      “Because there wouldn’t be any DNA for you to collect anyway,” I replied, praying that he believed me. “I wasn’t…um, I wasn’t assaulted by any penises attached to a man, if that makes sense.”

      He pulled a small notepad out from the pocket of his lab coat and flipped it open. “So, they sodomized you with objects then?”

      I nodded, quickly pulling things out of thin air to add. “I had to choose a friend to die or take a punishment. And for two of those days, one of them got upset that I wouldn’t choose a friend and instead chose the punishment. So, they…assaulted me with dildos that were too big to really fit without pain, even putting a hot muzzle of a gun they’d shot my friend with inside of…”

      Tears burned my eyes, but I quickly blinked them back. The doctor looked at me sympathetically, nodding his head. “I’m so sorry you had to go through something like that, Ms. Langdon. I have a fifteen-year-old daughter myself and I don’t know what I would do if something like this happened to her.”

      I wiped away the single tear that managed to fall, keeping my eyes down. “Hopefully, it won’t happen to anyone else when they’re finally caught.”

      He looked down at his notepad. “I also wanted to ask you about the stitches the nurse found. She said that they looked to be done professionally. Did a doctor come to see you while you were with your captor?”

      “I’m not sure if they were a doctor or not. They were dressed in regular clothes.”

      “I see,” he said, scribbling down something in his notepad. “And you’re positive you don’t want a rape kit done just in case?”

      “I’m hurting enough. I don’t want anyone messing with anything down there,” I said, my voice firm.

      “Then I won’t press the issue a moment longer,” he said with a comforting smile as he closed his notepad and tucked it back into his pocket. “Also, if you don’t believe you’re ready to go home, we can keep you if you’d like. It’s your choice. I don’t want you to think that we’re just kicking you out simply because your parents want you treated at home.”

      “I’ll be fine. As long as there’s nothing serious going on, I think I’ll be okay to continue recovering in the comfort of my own home.” I gave him a small smile. “Thank you for your concern though.”

      He returned my smile and gave me a slight nod. “Of course. I’m sure being home would be easier considering all that you’ve been through. I’ve given your parents my direct phone number. You guys can call me directly at any time if you need anything.”

      “Thank you, Dr….”

      “Coty. James Coty. I’d introduced myself when you first arrived, but you were still a little out of it due to heat stroke. Are you feeling better from that?”

      “Yes, thank you. The only thing bothering me is the sunburn.”

      “Ah, yes. Aloe will help with that. Your mother said she’s requested some of it and it should be at your house when you arrive.” He clasped his hands in front of himself. “Well, I’ll give you privacy to change into your clothes. Please do call if you need anything.”

      “I will, thanks,” I said, forcing a small smile as I watched him walk out. A nurse came in immediately after to remove my IV, rattling off a bunch of discharge instructions but I couldn’t focus on a word she said. A part of me wanted to see Luther, even if it was just to apologize to his dead body for causing more problems for him. But I didn’t want to look suspicious. With the police hovering over me, I wouldn’t be able to say anything to him that wouldn’t raise red flags to authorities.

      I’ll have to figure that out later, I thought to myself. I looked up to see the nurse staring at me, as if waiting for me to say something.

      “I’m sorry, did you say something?” I asked.

      She gave me a soft smile. “I asked if you had any questions about anything before you go.”

      “Oh no, I think I’m okay for now. The doctor said he’d left his information with my parents, so I know how to get in touch with him if I think of anything,” I said.

      “Great. Well, you’re more than welcome to go ahead and get dressed. Your parents are waiting out in the hall for you when you’re ready. I’ll pull this curtain to give you some privacy,” she said. I waited until she pulled the curtain and closed the door behind her on her way out before I slowly got out of bed, wincing as my sunburned skin hurt as I moved. I carefully put the dress on and slipped my feet into a pair of my favorite flip flops. I took a deep breath, taking a moment to settle my nerves before I walked out into the hallway to meet my waiting parents. I knew there would be a hoard of media personnel swarming the exit downstairs, everyone wanting to get a glimpse of me when all I wanted to do was hide.

      Should’ve thought about hiding before you ran off, the logical voice in my head reminded me, but the damage had already been done. All I could do now was get comfortable in the bed I’d made for myself.

      My heart hammered in my chest as I silently followed my family to the elevator, keeping my eyes down when we reached the first floor. Just as I thought, cameras flashed as soon as we stepped off the elevator. I covered my face, both embarrassed and ashamed of my exposed bruises that my mother wanted the entire world to see for her benefit by choosing one of the shortest dresses she could find. I was fucking angry that she thought this was a good time to exploit one of the worst moments of my life simply because she wanted to be the center of attention.

      “Sevyn, how does it feel to be home?”

      “Do you know who did this to you?”

      “Was it Luther Evans?”

      “Where are the remaining missing women?”

      Questions flew at me in all directions, people thrusting microphones and recorders into my face. Panic and anxiety washed over me, the car feeling as if it were miles away as we slowly made our way through the lobby.

      “Please, no questions right now,” my father said as he did his best to part through the crowd, looking around. “Where the hell is the security we paid for and why aren’t they doing their jobs?”

      “Micah, it’s fine. I called them here anyway. Sevyn can answer a couple of questions on the way to the car,” my mother said, draping her slender arm across my shoulders. I shrugged her off and pushed my way through the people crowding me, ignoring the questions and the cameras. I just wanted to get the fuck out of here. I knew that coming back would bring a lot of attention, but I wasn’t prepared for so much so fast. The media didn’t care about what I’d gone through or that I needed to mourn and process the tragic events of the last few days; they only wanted the story that would get them paid.

      Thankfully, my father had enough common sense to take his suit jacket off to shield me with it, rushing me to the car to get away from the mob. Once we were in the safe confines of the limo, my mother started bitching.

      “As I told you before, people went through a lot of trouble to find you, Sevyn. You need to stop being a stubborn brat and say something,” she complained.

      “I don’t owe anyone a damn thing. Regardless of what anyone else did, you guys didn’t find me; I freed myself. Therefore, I don’t owe anyone any words or any stories or anything that I don’t want to give them.”

      “Oh, how typical of you. Just selfish as always,” she scoffed, folding her arms across her chest.

      I scoffed in return and looked at her in disbelief. “Oh, I’m sorry. Last time I checked, it was me who saw their friends brutally murdered and had to endure being brutally raped and humiliated as I watched four of my friends be killed. So, you don’t get to fucking tell me how I should conduct myself when I’m dealing with survivor’s guilt. Your only concern should be whether or not I fucking go home and kill myself,” I snapped.

      “Let’s be rational here, ladies,” my father interjected with a sigh. “Sevyn, I know you’ve been through a lot, and I understand where you’re coming from. I will personally make sure that there are no interviews or media until you’re ready to talk.” When my mother opened her mouth to object, he held up his hand. “Now at some point, you’re going to have to talk. Bodies were popping up for days and people are going to want to know what you endured and what happened to your friends. If you’re too secretive or uncooperative, you could very well start looking like a suspect instead of a victim.”

      I swallowed hard. It was super ironic that he’d said that considering that I’d killed someone just hours ago. I blocked the thought out of my mind, trying to focus on the passing scenery outside the window.

      “Fine. When I’m ready to talk, I will. Can I just…have time to mourn my friends, please? I’ve known these girls for the majority of my life and now they’re gone. That’s a lot to deal with,” I finally said.

      My mother cut her eyes to my father before she rolled them. “Well, it’s not like I have much say in the matter, do I?” she said and focused her gaze out of the window. I sighed inwardly. No one said anything for the rest of the ride, everyone stuck in their own thoughts. As we passed the familiar streets of Miami, I happened to look up at a billboard, my heart breaking when I saw a picture of Rebecca with the words, Have you seen her? The last time I’d seen her, Luther had poured water and acid down her throat before she became alligator food.

      I’m so sorry, Bec, I thought to myself as we drove past her smiling face. Along with Luther, I also had no one now. My parents were never really there, so my friends were pretty much my family. Now four of them were dead, Crystal was on her way, and I’d left Allison with them to die. I’d cost Logan her life because I was too much of a coward to stop them from bullying her when a single word from me would’ve ended it all. But I was so angry at Luther that I took it out on her when she never deserved it.

      Today, all I thought about was saving myself instead of trying to figure out how I could convince the guys to let Crystal and Allison go. But again, I did nothing but think of myself and my own emotions. With Luther’s life hanging by a single thread, there was a high possibility that I’d have to fight my new monsters alone. I needed to figure out a way to get off of his friends’ radar because if they captured me again, they wouldn’t show mercy as Luther had.

      And if Luther survived his attack? I was as good as dead anyway.
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LUTHER

      When I’d thought of my plan seven years ago, I’d never considered the fact that I’d come out of it alone.

      It was a paralyzing feeling, going in with people you cared for and trusted with your life only to leave by yourself. A permanent sense of disappointment ate away at me every morning I woke up staring at the ceiling of my hospital room, a bitter reminder that I’d failed and gambled away everything that mattered.

      That I gambled away everyone that mattered.

      I stared at my reflection in the dingy mirror in the small bathroom. Dark purple bruises still covered my face, torso, and arms, some of them disappearing under the black cast on my right forearm. I ran my hand along the white bandaged area on my lower stomach, wincing when a dull ache activated there. The Collective had done a number on me. A part of me wanted to convince myself that they did what they had to do for the sake of the Brotherhood of Vengeance, that they wanted to make the attack appear as legitimate as possible to throw off any suspicions toward us. But I couldn’t excuse the brutality those men displayed, as if I were some random stranger they targeted on the street. I couldn’t forget the last words Ryan’s father said to me as he stood over me with a gas nozzle in his hand, fully prepared to douse me in gasoline.

      “You got lucky this time. Don’t think it’ll happen again. We’ll continue this another time.”

      Those words haunted me in every nightmare I’d had since I regained consciousness. The words that constantly reminded me that the life I had was over—all because I put my trust in the wrong person to absolve my own fucking guilt.

      I took in a deep breath, wincing at the pain that gripped my rib cage. He’d been right; I was lucky to have survived that attack. They’d left me with broken ribs, my right forearm being broken in two places, a major concussion, bruising and swelling all over my body, and a stab wound on my left side that set my torso on fire when I moved. The constant pain was an ongoing reminder that I was pretty much a dead man walking. Either The Collective and the Brotherhood of Vengeance would catch up with me, or I’d be arrested and thrown under the jail.

      Either way, my life was fucking over.

      A solid knock on the door jerked me out of my musings. “Mr. Evans? Do you need any help in there?” the nurse called from the other side of the door as she tried to turn the locked doorknob. I ground my teeth, immediately relaxing my jaw when the soreness settled in.

      “No, I’m fine. I’ll be out in a second,” I responded.

      “Okay. Well, I have your morning meds and breakfast for you when you come out.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Oh, and you also have a visitor waiting for you as well,” she said and stepped away from the door.

      My heart beat a little faster in my chest, my anxiety climbing as I grabbed my hospital gown from the sink and worked it back on, being careful not to pull on the IV in my arm. I hadn’t had a visitor in the eight days I’d been here aside from the police stalking the hallways for when the doctor gave them the green light to question me. I still hadn’t worked up the nerve to surrender myself just yet, but maybe it was best to go ahead and get this shit over with.

      It wasn’t like I had anything or anyone to go back to.

      I grabbed the IV pole and made my way out of the bathroom, stopping in my tracks when I saw who stood in my room.

      Sevyn stood near the bed with a vase full of fresh flowers, gold and blue “Get Well Soon” balloons attached to them. We stared at each other in silence for a few moments before she gave me a small grin.

      “I’m glad to see you on your feet,” she said softly.

      I only stared at her without a word. What the fuck was I supposed to say to her? When I was on the back of the ambulance, I remember being angry at her for betraying me. I’d risked everything for her, only asking her to trust me in return and she couldn’t do it. But as time went on, the grief and loss that overwhelmed me diluted any anger I felt. She reacted as someone in her situation would have. After everything I’d done to her—both past and present—she had no logical reason to trust me. If I’d been in her position, I probably would’ve done the same thing. What I didn’t understand, though, was why she was here now.

      Her eyes ran along my body, taking in my visible bruises and injuries as sadness etched itself along her beautiful features. She looked as she usually did, like the gorgeous, picture-perfect socialite that seemed to be back to her normal life. Her dark, glossy hair hung over her shoulders, her makeup dark and sultry. She wore a maroon-colored dress that stopped at her knees, her pedicured feet in a pair of high stilettos. She didn’t look as if she’d watched her friends be murdered by my hand only days ago. If I hadn’t been the cause of her torment, I wouldn’t have even thought anything out of the ordinary had happened to her.

      “Mr. Evans? Do you need help back to bed?” the nurse asked, appearing at my side.

      I pulled my eyes from Sevyn and shook my head, slowly making my way back to the bed. Sevyn only watched in silence as the nurse helped me get settled, her eyes shining with tears when I groaned in pain.

      “On a scale of one to ten, what would you say your pain is at right now?” the nurse asked.

      “Twenty,” I replied through gritted teeth.

      She nodded to acknowledge she heard me as she typed something into her computer. Sevyn slowly moved over to the end table next to my bed and sat the vase of flowers down. I couldn’t bring myself to look at her. She represented the loss of my family and freedom. She was also a walking reminder of my own stupidity and reason I’d ended up here.

      No, wanting to earn the love of someone who didn’t give a damn about you caused you to end up here, I bitterly reminded myself, my heart breaking all over again at the thought of my mother.

      “Okay, here’s a little bit of dilaudid for you, Mr. Evans,” the nurse said as she came over to the side of the bed, connecting a syringe to my IV. Relief flooded my veins within seconds as the medicine coursed through me, my pain ebbing away to tolerable throbs and aches. Once she was finished, she moved my breakfast tray closer to me and looked to Sevyn. “Don’t take it personal that he hasn’t said anything to you yet. With his head injury, he may not really remember you or certain things immediately. Just give him a little time.”

      “Oh. Um, thanks,” Sevyn responded. Neither of us said anything as the nurse typed in a few notes into the computer before leaving me with the instructions of calling her if I needed something. As soon as she closed the door behind her, I rested my head against my pillow and closed my eyes, releasing a long breath.

      “What are you doing here?” I finally asked, my voice low.

      She shuffled next to me. Though I couldn’t see her, her presence appeared closer to my side. Her expensive perfume replaced the scent of disinfectant, which comforted me and made me sick to my stomach at the same time.

      “I’d heard what happened to you,” she started and then sighed. “I…I don’t know what I was thinking when I—”

      “It doesn’t matter anymore.” I winced as I inhaled. “You shouldn’t be here. It’s only a matter of time before the police come in here for my confession. It wouldn’t be smart for you to be seen with me.”

      “I haven’t told the police anything about you.”

      “You should have. If you went through all the trouble of escaping, why protect me now?” I opened my eyes and met her sad gaze. “I’ve already lost everything, Sevyn. The Collective will kill me the minute I’m out of this hospital or I’ll be spending the rest of my life in prison if the police get to me first. Tell the police the truth. You don’t have to lie on my behalf.”

      She stared at me for a long while before she dropped her gaze to her hands, which rested on the bed rail. “I…already…did?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Did what?”

      “…lie on your behalf. It’s why I’m here,” she replied with a sheepish shrug.

      “Why?”

      “Hell, I don’t know, Luther. Maybe the same thing that compelled me to protect you from your mother is the same thing compelling me to save you again.” She ran a hand through her glossy hair. “I don’t even know what I was thinking when I made that decision to leave. You guys said I’d earned my ticket to freedom, but I thought that maybe you were lying or something and would’ve punished me for what I did to…”

      The rest of her sentence trailed off as she looked back to me with sympathetic eyes. I shook my head.

      “I asked you to trust me, Sevyn. You even asked me to trust you enough to believe that you trusted me.”

      “I know.” She sighed. “And when I heard that you were barely hanging on to life, I just…”

      I waited for her to finish her sentence, but she only continued staring at her hands. “You just what?”

      “Nothing. Look, I’m sorry. I know it doesn’t fix whatever they did to you, but I’m trying to make this right.”

      I couldn’t help but to chuckle, the action sending more pain throughout my chest and torso. Sometimes I didn’t know if Sevyn was just severely damaged emotionally or just fucking gullible, but I couldn’t understand her feelings when it came to me. Maybe she preferred living in the past or maybe her superhero complex gave her the desire to want to save every mentally fucked up man she came across, but this whole situation was strange. Despite the fact that I’d wrecked her emotionally seven years ago, I’d added onto that hurt when I swooped back into her life, kidnapped her and her friends, tortured her, and killed some of them. A normal person would do whatever they needed to in order to ensure I didn’t hurt anyone else.

      Yet, here she was, thinking she owed me something because she reacted like any other victim would have in her situation. The selfish part of me wanted to exploit that if it meant I’d stay out of jail, but what good would it do? My mother was dead, my brotherhood turned their backs on me, and The Collective would soon cash in on their promise to finish what they’d started the moment they got the chance. It was either prison or offing myself in a quick and clean manner before The Collective could torture me with a slow death.

      “There’s nothing for you to make right, Sevyn.” I winced as I readjusted myself in bed. “Like I said, you shouldn’t be here.”

      “So, you’re just going to give up without a fight?”

      Irritation licked up the back of my neck as my skin heated. “Fight for what exactly? Have you not been listening this entire time? What the fuck does it matter if I’m free when I have to spend every waking moment watching my fucking back?”

      “Then allow me to help you.”

      I scoffed. “You? Help me against two murderous cults? Are you sure you didn’t do drugs before you came here? We both can’t be high out of our minds while trying to have a conversation,” I said with a sarcastic chuckle. She only frowned in response. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I’m very serious, Luther. You’re not safe here, so I want to take you somewhere to heal safely. I’ve seen a couple of the guys from the house stalking around the hospital parking lot. The only reason why they can’t come up here is because you’re still in the ICU.”

      “Then how did you get up here?” I asked as I grabbed the container of orange juice, struggling a bit to open it with my left hand. Sevyn reached over and pulled the foil top off of it and handed it to me. I took a sip from it, watching her as she shuffled her weight from foot to foot, unable to look me in the eye.

      “Well…I may have told them as well as the police that we’re…dating,” she said sheepishly.

      I sputtered the orange juice and went into a coughing fit, pain lighting up every nerve ending in my body as tears burned my eyes. “What?!” I wheezed, fighting the urge to continue coughing but failing miserably. Forget being high; this woman had lost her fucking mind.

      “With you being attacked close to where I was picked up, they knew you were involved somehow but couldn’t figure out how. So…I had to paint a believable story that didn’t incriminate you.”

      Once I stopped coughing, I forced myself to pull in shallow breaths, the earlier relief I’d gotten with the pain medicine now gone. “And how in the hell did you manage to do that?”

      “Okay, so don’t hate me, but I pinned this all on your mother since she’s…well, you know,” she said. “I’d told the police that you and I had been dating in secret until I thought I was pregnant and—”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” I said, shaking my head. There was no way she thought this dumb ass story was believable. “Pregnant? Really?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, I thought it would be smart to cover your tracks since you still don’t bother wearing condoms when you’re inside of me,” she said, her tone flat as she frowned at me. I swallowed hard and settled back against my pillows. She definitely had a point there. Since I had no intentions of letting her live, I didn’t think it mattered if I wore one or not.

      At least one of us still remembered that little aspect.

      “What else?” I said, trying to move the conversation along.

      “As I was saying, we’d kept it a secret until I told you I was late and you thought we should tell your mom about our relationship. She didn’t react well since she blames me for the death of your sister, so she decided to make me and everyone else she blamed pay with our lives. You followed her out of suspicion when she wasn’t concerned with my disappearance, you helped me escape while you distracted them and when they realized I was gone, they came after you because they thought you were going to go to the police.”

      We sat in silence for a few moments as I processed what she’d said. I had to give it to her; she had a thorough story after all. Since my mother was dead, she was the perfect scapegoat and had the motive. But while Sevyn’s story was good, there wasn’t much evidence that would connect my mother to The Collective, whom were tagged in the murders. I was smart enough to always contact her with a burner phone from the moment the plan was in motion, so it at least wouldn’t be tracked to me. I wasn’t sure how deep the police would look into Sevyn’s story to verify it since she was the victim, but I could only hope the police bought it until I could get out of here to work a little hacking magic to solidify what she’d told them.

      “And what did they say about that?”

      “Even though this McMarren guy is a complete asshole, he said it made perfect sense and it connected all the victims to someone other than you. They’d interviewed some people who knew your mother, who’d told them that she was still struggling a lot even though it’s been seven years. Someone even said they weren’t surprised, as she’d seemed ‘off’ lately, as if she was going off the deep end soon.” She shook her head. “But at the same time, this guy is convinced that you had a bigger part in this, so he spent a lot of time trying to poke holes in my story. He doesn’t think a single woman could’ve come up with a plan that brutal considering the condition that some of the bodies were found in.”

      A part of me couldn’t help but to feel guilty. My mother was dead, for crying out loud, and here we were using her as a scapegoat for something I’d done. Sure, I’d done this based on her wishes, but she didn’t deserve to have her name dragged through the mud.

      Apparently the guilt must’ve reflected on my face, causing Sevyn to put her hand on top of mine. “Do you remember what you said in bed to me that night about my parents?”

      I frowned as I thought back to that night. I’d asked her why she insisted on protecting people who’d neglected and hurt her for her entire life after she refused to kill them.

      “Yeah, and?”

      “You shouldn’t feel guilty putting the blame on her. This was the same woman who would’ve shot you in the head if she had a loaded gun.”

      “That’s ironic considering that your mother could’ve killed you when she drugged you in order to make you miscarry,” I reminded her, my tone flat. “And yet, you still don’t want her dead.”

      She scoffed. “At this point, that wouldn’t seem like a bad idea anymore. She’s fucking unbearable right now,” she mumbled under her breath. “Anyway, this isn’t about me. I’m just telling you what I told them for when they question you. I’m sure you know that’s coming.”

      “Yeah, I’m sure,” I said with a sigh. “There’s something I have to know though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “What’s the real reason why you’re doing all of this? It can’t simply be out of guilt for running away. What, do you just want me around to protect you from The Collective and the Brotherhood?”

      “That’s a part of it, yes,” she admitted with a nod. “It’s no secret that they’ll come after me after dealing with you since my mom thinks it’s a good idea to have me all over the news. But I think we’d be better working together instead of separately right now.”

      I gestured to myself. “Unless you’re blind, I’m in no condition to protect anyone. I’m sure you have security to help you with that anyway.”

      “That’s why I want to get you somewhere safe for you to finish healing so that you can do what you do best,” she said, a hint of a grin on her lips.

      “Which is?”

      “Making people atone for the sins against you,” she said quietly. “Because the Luther I know never goes down without any kind of fight.”

      I tightened my jaw, ignoring the pain that throbbed along the side of my face. “And again, you’re not listening. I have nothing, Sevyn. No help, no resources, nothing.”

      “You don’t make a plan that detailed and not have a backup plan if things go wrong,” she stated with a frown.

      A sharp pain started at my temple as my mind fought to remember. Surprisingly enough, there was no plan B. Plan A was supposed to be the end all, be all. It was simple: kidnap the girls, torture Sevyn, kill her friends off one by one before I killed her, dispose of the bodies, and go on about our lives and reminisce about the carnage whenever we met up again. But I hadn’t planned for any of the curve balls I was thrown. I hadn’t planned to become a victim or to have my mother disown me.

      Crazy how a single confession letter could cause such drastic changes.

      “Things weren’t supposed to go wrong,” I muttered. I thought I’d accounted for everything that could possibly happen. I figured that Sevyn would just tell me that she’d done all of that because she was mad at me for breaking up with her. Instead, I learned that my part in all of this was much bigger than I would admit and her letter made it hard to deny. I thought doing all of this for my mother would finally win her over while absolving my guilt that it was really my fault that her golden child was gone, but all it did was destroy the last of my family. Destroy the last of me.

      Sevyn sighed and leaned against the wall, folding her arms across her chest.

      “Regardless, the first thing we need to do is get you out of here and move you to somewhere safe.”

      “And where would you suggest that be? It’s not like we can ditch town in the middle of an investigation.”

      “You can…come to my house.”

      I scoffed. “Your house? What house? I hope you’re not talking about the house your parents also live in.”

      “It’s not like they’re home all the time anyway, but yes. It’s where the protection is for now until you’re well enough to travel.”

      “Let’s be real here, Sevyn. Your parents aren’t going to allow me into their house,” I said, just as the door opened.

      Sevyn immediately pushed off the wall and returned to my bedside, placing one hand on my arm and threading the fingers of her other hand through my hair. It took everything in me not to pull away from her, almost sighing in relief that she’d thought to do that when I saw who walked through the door.

      Two uniformed officers and an older man dressed in business casual attire strolled into the room. From the cheap cologne and buzz cut the older guy had, it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that he was probably the lead detective on this case. He looked at Sevyn in slight surprise that he quickly masked as he gave her a quick nod of acknowledgment.

      “Ms. Langdon,” he said, his deep voice sending a wave of anxiety through me.

      “McMarren,” she said, her voice short. McMarren looked to me and took a couple more steps toward the bed, the other two officers fully entering the room and closing the door behind them.

      “Mr. Evans, it’s good to see you awake. Things seemed to be touch and go for a few days, yes?”

      “Do I know you?” I asked. Though I hadn’t formally met him before now, I’d seen him stalking around in the hallway, constantly asking for estimates on when I’d be ready to talk. I was no more prepared to talk to him now than I was before Sevyn showed up, but at least I had some kind of story to feed him for now until I could get out of here.

      “Where are my manners?” He let out a deep chuckle before gesturing to himself. “I’m Lieutenant Jeremy McMarren and with me are Detectives Kendall Simpson and Bernard Raymond.”

      I glanced at the pale, lanky man who looked as if he were fresh out of the police academy, noting how his hand flexed on the butt of the gun it rested on. The muscular man with tanned skin that stood next to him mirrored his stance, as if they were prepared to shoot me if I even breathed too deeply.

      “Okay,” I simply said, ready for him to get on with this questioning.

      McMarren looked to Sevyn again. “I need to ask him a few questions alone. If you could wait outside in the—”

      “I’d rather have her here,” I interrupted.

      McMarren fixed his hard gaze on me. “We want to know how much you can remember without her help, Mr. Evans. Just as we interviewed her alone, we will do the same for you as well. It won’t take long.”

      After a few moments of awkward silence, Sevyn sighed softly next to me. “I’ll be right outside,” she murmured before placing a soft kiss on my forehead and strolling out of the room.

      Once the door was closed behind her, everyone’s attention turned back to me. A dull ache throbbed in my temple as my heart rate quickened, praying my anxiety didn’t show on my face. McMarren casually walked over to the door and grabbed the chair in the corner, pulling it over to the bed and taking a seat in it with a sigh.

      “Let’s have a conversation, Mr. Evans. Man to man,” he started as he leaned back in the seat, crossing his legs at the ankles.

      “Okay.”

      “I got Sevyn’s part of the story and it sounds a little…off. I wanted to hear your side in hopes that maybe it’ll answer some of the questions I have.”

      I winced as a sharp pain radiated across my forehead. “You’re going to have to be more specific, Detective—”

      “It’s Lieutenant,” he interrupted. “And I think we both know what I’m talking about. I know you’re involved in this somehow, but I can’t figure out where your puzzle piece fits in all of this.”

      “Involved in what exactly?”

      He chuckled and looked to the two other detectives in the room. “Involved in what exactly?” he repeated mockingly before looking back at me. “Okay, let’s start over and go back to the day you were attacked. Do you remember that day?”

      I frowned as I thought on it. It was the day my mother would’ve killed me if the gun she had was loaded, the day that Sevyn killed her, the day that would change all of our lives in ways I didn’t anticipate, and the day The Collective nearly killed me.

      “Bits and pieces,” I finally answered.

      “Do you remember where you were when you were attacked?”

      “The gas station, I think.”

      “And where were you coming from before you stopped at the gas station?”

      I swallowed hard, trying to force my brain to think of a plausible answer that wouldn’t bite me in the ass later. “I’d gone to this house in the middle of fucking nowhere.”

      McMarren snapped his fingers in the direction of the other detectives, never taking his eyes off of me. The lanky one scrambled to pull a notebook from his pocket, fumbling with it for a few moments before he opened it to a blank page and retrieved the pen clipped to the spine of it.

      “Can you remember who was at this house?” McMarren asked.

      I winced and held my head. “Um…” Fuck; think, Luther. Think! “My mom was there…” My jaw tightened. “And those coward fucks from the gas station who couldn’t even show their faces before they tried to kill me.”

      “Do you remember where this house is?”

      I shook my head. “I’d followed my mom there. I just know it’s literally in the middle of the fucking woods or some shit. A good mile of two from the road and hidden by trees and shit. You’d have to know exactly where you’re going in order to find it.”

      “I see.” McMarren and the others shared a brief look before he focused his gaze back on me. “So, before we talk more about the house, help me understand the dynamic between you and Ms. Langdon.”

      “Dynamic? You mean my relationship with her?”

      “Is that what you want to call it?”

      I fought the urge to cringe, casually shrugging instead. “She’s my girlfriend, if that’s what you mean.”

      “Girlfriend. Interesting.”

      “Why is that interesting?”

      “When you say girlfriend, do you mean actually dating or a girl that’s your friend?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Exactly what I just fucking said. Girlfriend, as in ‘consistently choking her with my cock before she comes all over it’ girlfriend.” I raised an eyebrow. “Is that a clear enough definition, Lieutenant?”

      He smirked at me, folding his meaty arms across his chest. “I just find it odd that you two are dating and you didn’t report that she was missing or go to the police about it,” he said. “I also find it strange that you two are dating when there’s an active restraining order that orders you to remain away from her. Do you see the problem I’m having here, Mr. Evans?”

      He was making this too easy—almost.

      “And if you know there’s an active restraining order, why would you expect me to report her as missing if I wasn’t supposed to be near her?” I asked. “Do you think we were fucking around in secret for fun or some shit?”

      “There’s no need to be hostile, Mr. Evans. We’re just having a simple conversation.”

      “It sounds like you’re trying to insinuate something that didn’t happen,” I fired back, frowning. “You and I both know that had I gone to the police to report her as missing, I would’ve been arrested on the spot. Hell, her parents have already been all over the media trying to say I did this shit.”

      I mean, they weren’t wrong. If I were being completely honest, I actually couldn’t wait to see them shit bricks when I strolled into their house with their daughter as if I hadn’t just tried to murder her almost two weeks ago.

      “Given the history between the two of you, do you think that’s a far-fetched idea?” McMarren asked.

      “The only people that seem to be stuck on history are our parents. Sevyn and I have moved on from that.” I winced as I shifted in bed. “Are we going to talk about something relevant that’ll help you find the fucks who did this to the both of us or are you going to keep asking me questions until you have enough information to force me into this theory you’ve already created that makes me guilty regardless of what I tell you?”

      He only continued smirking at me, as if he knew something I didn’t. “Everyone is innocent until proven guilty, Mr. Evans. I’m just trying to get the story straight,” he said with a nonchalant shrug. “So far, you and our only living witness seem to be on the same page about a house in the middle of nowhere, masked men, your mother, and the fact that there was a relationship between the two of you.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees as he clasped his hands together. “But what would trigger your mother to want Sevyn and her friends dead? Why would she want her only child dead?”

      My chest tightened as I thought of her and thought of the night I’d given her the letter. Her hatred, anger, and resentment suffocated me as I looked into her eyes, no longer seeing my mother but a stranger. I remembered holding her gaze as she’d pressed the muzzle of the pistol she held into my forehead, prepared to take my life if her gun had actually been loaded. Just the thought of that made me reconsider the route I was taking here. If by some miracle I managed to escape the consequences of my actions, there would be nothing waiting for me on the other side. There was no point in being free in a world that I’d be alone in.

      “Mr. Evans?” McMarren called out, breaking into my musings.

      I blinked, meeting his gaze. “I’m sorry, I think I spaced out for a second. What was the question again?”

      “What motive does your mother have to want you, Sevyn, and her friends dead?” he repeated.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat, pushing thoughts of my mother away. “She blamed us for my sister’s suicide. And she thought I betrayed her by going behind her back and dating the person that she thought was the most responsible.”

      He nodded. “I see. So, tell me what happened at the house.”

      I was silent for a while. “That’s still kinda fuzzy,” I finally replied.

      “Do you remember seeing Sevyn there?”

      I thought back to when I’d taken her back to the bedroom after she’d shot my mother, giving her an ecstasy pill to help her calm down. Another sharp pain slid across my forehead as I squeezed my eyes shut. “Someone was holding her, I think.”

      “Do you remember what they looked like?”

      “The only person who didn’t hide their face was my mother.”

      “Okay. And then what happened?”

      “Um…” I frantically tried to piece something together from the actual truth. “My mother was upset that I was there, which made one of the men upset. He told her that she had to shoot me.” I swallowed hard, remembering my mother volunteering to kill me in order to save her own life. “I remember Sevyn was screaming for them to take her instead and then…it was just fucking chaos.”

      “In what way?”

      I took a deep breath and then prepared to lie my ass off, praying that he actually bought this shit.

      “Someone set off an alarm or something, I don’t know. I just know an alarm went off and someone said something about an escape. Someone hit me in the head with something and Sevyn came over to me and…”

      And what? I’d gotten to a point in the story where nothing made any fucking sense anymore, at least not to me. I wasn’t even sure if this dickhead was even buying any of the shit I’d said to begin with. Just quit while you’re ahead, genius.

      “And?” McMarren said after a few moments of silence.

      I shook my head. “That’s where shit starts to get fuzzy. I can’t remember much after that. I only remember the last thing I said to Sevyn, the last thing she said to me, and the last thing my mom said to me when I was at the house,” I murmured.

      “Care to elaborate?”

      I couldn’t even really remember the last things Sevyn and I actually said to each other. I only remembered giving her the pill for her to chill out before I left her to deal with Crystal. But I did remember the fear that iced the blood in my veins when I realized she was gone. I remembered the panic that constricted my lungs as I yelled her name outside, only to hear the woods taunt me with my echo. I remembered the angry gazes of my ex-brothers when they’d realized what’d happened.

      “I told Sevyn to get the fuck out of the house and she was trying to argue with me and saying she wasn’t gonna leave me there.” I held my head, feigning another wave of pain. “But there’s gaps between her saying that and then her being gone.”

      “What did your mom say?”

      “She um…” Genuine tears burned my eyes as I thought of the last few things she’d said to me. I don't want to see you at all. As far as I'm concerned, my son is dead also. Burn in hell, Luther. “She said that her son was also dead as far as she was concerned and for me to burn in…”

      My heart quickened in my chest as my muscles twitched, McMarren leaning forward in his seat. “Mr. Evans? Are you okay?”

      I couldn’t get my mouth to move, my vision swimming as heavy fatigue cloaked me like a weighted blanket.

      “Mr. Evans?” McMarren called again, pressing the call light on my bed. “Someone get a fucking nurse in here. Mr. Evans? Mr. Evans, stay with me. Nurse!”

      The door flew open, feet rushing in as my eyes rolled to the ceiling. Breathing became harder as pain thumped along my nerve endings, stomach acid and orange juice burning the back of my throat as I fought the urge to vomit.

      “Luther! What’s happening?” Sevyn shrieked from the hallway. Faces blurred above me before Sevyn pushed her way to the bedside, her concerned face being the last thing I saw before everything went black.
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SEVYN

      I nervously paced back and forth in front of the glass that looked into Luther’s room, watching the interview from the hallway. Though I couldn’t hear what they were talking about, McMarren’s tight posture made it easy to assume that things weren’t going well. When I’d finally gone to the police station to talk with him, he automatically figured I was lying, doing his best to poke holes in my story because he was convinced that Luther had done it. Despite that, I held on to my story, praying that I would be able to get to Luther in time to warn him. Now I just hoped that lying for him wouldn’t come back to bite me in the ass in the event that he chose to confess anyway.

      You shouldn’t have even trusted him enough to lie on his behalf anyway, a small voice in my head scolded me. I fought the urge to bite my nails, squeezing my hands together instead as I stopped pacing and leaned against the wall. It didn’t make sense to protect him after everything he’d done to me over the last few days, even after what he’d done to me seven years ago. But deep down, I knew that he was my only chance of survival at this point. I was now a loose end that they’d have to deal with, and I knew Luther would be the only person who could protect me from them.

      But that isn’t the only reason and you know it.

      I pushed the thoughts from my head with a sigh, focusing my gaze on Luther. My heart broke into pieces when I’d first walked into the room and saw what he looked like. I knew he was in bad shape but seeing the aftermath of my decision crushed me with guilt. I knew that he’d risked a lot to try to get me out of the house despite what he was supposed to do, but it was so hard to fully trust him when he’d already betrayed me before. Luther had always been extremely cocky and could handle himself in any fight that he managed to get into. Seeing this version of him—bruised all over and broken both mentally and physically—was worrying. He wasn’t the Luther I knew years ago; he wasn’t even the version of him that I’d met at the house. He was ready to give up, thinking he had nothing left and was better off dead or in prison anyway. With the situation in front of us, the last thing I needed was for him to mope around and wallow in self pity. Otherwise, we’d be dead before we had the chance to come up with a plan to deal with this once and for all.

      My attention snapped back to the current situation when the door to Luther’s room was snatched open and one of the officers rushed into the hall.

      “We need some help in here!” he called out, just as the call light above Luther’s door lit up. Sounds blurred together as I stood frozen in my spot and watched through the glass. Luther had gone pale, his eyes unfocused as he gasped for breath. The nurse rushed into the room with a doctor on her heels, jolting me into action.

      “Luther! What’s happening?” I asked, trying to get into the room. The officer who’d alerted the staff stood in front of me to block me from entering.

      “It’s not a good idea to—”

      “Get the fuck off of me, you dick! Luther!” I screamed, roughly pushing against him until he let me go. I barged into the room and rushed to his bedside. His eyes locked onto me for a brief moment before they rolled back into his head. “Luther?”

      His body began to shake violently, the doctor and nurse quickly acting as another nurse rushed in.

      “I need everyone to get out of the room until we get him stabilized!” the doctor snapped as she and the nurse held Luther’s jerking body down.

      The moment we were all in the hall, one of the nurses pulled the curtain to block our view from the hallway. McMarren ran a hand over his head and released an annoyed huff. I glared at him, folding my arms across my chest.

      “What did you do?” I snapped. “He was perfectly fine when I was in there.”

      “I simply questioned him, Ms. Langdon. Have you forgotten that there’s still an investigation going on to find out what happened to your friends?” he said, his tone flat.

      I swallowed the lump forming in my throat, picking up on the fact that he’d only mentioned my friends instead of including me also. “He wasn’t ready for that. You probably stressed him out—”

      “If he’s innocent, there’s nothing to be stressed about, right?” he asked with a smirk.

      I scoffed. “Do you even hear yourself right now? You’re forcing him to try to remember something that was probably traumatic for him! Are you so eager to solve a case that you’re willing to jeopardize someone’s life just to get information?”

      “You know, for someone who has gone through something traumatic, you don’t seem too concerned with finding out who did this to you all,” he said with an airy sigh. “I don’t know what game you and Mr. Evans are trying to pull, but don’t think you have me fooled for a second.”

      “What are you talking about?” I fought the urge to cringe when I noticed how shaky my voice was.

      “I know that he’s involved somehow, and it’s not because you two are ‘dating.’ You can try to spin a story out of your asses if you want, but I’ll get to the truth of it and lock the both of you up.”

      The idea of possibly being looked at as a suspect instead of a victim sent a new wave of fear through me. I had no idea what Luther said to him, whether or not he’d fucked something up and said something he shouldn’t have. I did my best to hide my fear, only straightening my posture and narrowing my gaze at him.

      “Is that a threat, Mr. McMarren?” I asked with a raised brow.

      “I don’t make threats, Ms. Langdon. I’m simply giving you a heads up on what’s going to happen by the end of this investigation.”

      I chuckled sarcastically. “Right…right…regardless of whatever narrative you’re trying to squeeze in here, he didn’t do it. Do you think I’d put my family’s name on the line for someone who tried to kill me? He’s the only reason I got out to begin with,” I snapped. Technically, that part was true. Luther finding a way out for me was the only thing that’d allowed him and the others to trust me enough to allow me a ticket to leave.

      “As I said, I’ll get to the bottom of it. That’s a guarantee.”

      I took a step closer to him, never breaking his gaze. “Well, here’s another guarantee for you—a heads up, if you will. If something happens to him because of your questioning tactics causing him stress, I will have you and your department wrapped up in so much litigation and red tape that the only job you’ll have is pushing a hot dog cart along South Beach by the time my lawyers are done with you.”

      “That sounds like a threat, Ms. Langdon,” he tsked.

      “I don’t make threats, Lieutenant. How did you just say it?” I tapped my finger against my chin for a brief second before snapping my fingers. “Oh right; simply giving you a heads up on what’s going to happen if you cause more issues for my boyfriend that hinders his recovery.”

      He opened his mouth to speak, stopping when the doctor stormed out of the room. “I could’ve sworn I told you that you didn’t have clearance to question him,” she snapped.

      “I didn’t see what the problem was considering that his girlfriend was here. I assumed he could have visitors since I was allowed—”

      “You flashed a badge and forced your way in here,” she interrupted. “I told you when you first came up here that we didn’t want to overwhelm him until we could get more scans of his head considering he’d had several seizures in the first few days of being here. This current seizure could’ve been avoided had you listened to what you were told.”

      “Dr….” He squinted at her badge. “Waters, is it? I have an investigation to run, and your patient has important information that could mean the difference between finding someone alive or discovering another body—”

      She looked at him incredulously as she folded her arms across her chest. “And if you keep triggering seizures and black outs for him, that isn’t going to be much help for his memory either, now will it?”

      I smirked at him, mirroring her stance. There was nothing more satisfying than watching someone knock this asshole down a few pegs.

      McMarren held his hands up. “I suppose it won’t. You just hope that the next time I come up here, he’s not being cuffed to the bed before I take him into custody.”

      “You better hope you have a warrant for that. Get the hell off of my unit,” she stated matter-of-factly.

      McMarren smirked at her before glancing at me, a mischievous smirk on his lips. He gestured to the other two officers standing off to the side like useless backup and the three of them left without another word to any of us. I released the breath I didn’t realize I was holding when they disappeared around the corner, finally turning my attention back to the doctor.

      “How is he?” I asked, wringing my hands together.

      She turned her hard, frustrated gaze to me. “He’s out of it again, which was why I didn’t want them up here,” she muttered. “And who are you, might I ask?”

      “Sevyn. Sevyn Langdon,” I said, dropping my eyes.

      “Ah. The girlfriend.” She studied me for a moment. “I think it’s best if he doesn’t have visitors right now. I’m not sure who allowed you onto the unit, but he wasn’t permitted to see anyone.”

      “Oh…I didn’t know. I just wanted to see if he was okay since I hadn’t been able to get in contact with his family since his mother is…” I trailed my sentence and swallowed hard.

      “His mother is what? We’d been trying to contact her as well since she’s his emergency contact and it goes straight to voicemail.”

      “She’s…responsible for the condition that he’s in,” I stated slowly, the slight guilt pressing against my ribcage. It was bad enough that I’d killed her; now I was practically smearing her name and reputation just to save her son’s ass for some asinine reason.

      She glanced back toward the room, where the nurses worked to get Luther comfortable in bed. “Well, that makes sense,” she said on a sigh before focusing her gaze back on me. “I think it’s best that you probably leave also. He’s been stimulated enough for the day, and I think he needs to rest.”

      “Actually, I wanted to talk to you about that,” I started hesitantly. It was nice to know that he had a doctor that didn’t take any shit from anyone, but it would make things harder when it came to getting him discharged from here. If she was this serious about his care, I could bet that there was no way she’d let him leave anytime soon.

      “I’m listening,” she said, shifting her weight to her other hip.

      I wrung my hands together and took a deep breath. “So, even though we may have to wait a few days after what happened today, I think it would be best if I took him home to heal.”

      “Eleven—”

      “It’s Sevyn,” I said flatly.

      “Sevyn,” she repeated, her voice firm. “I know your family is pretty popular around here, but none of that matters when it comes to my patients. He’s in the safest place he can possibly be right now, so he won’t be discharged until his condition improves.”

      I shook my head. “You don’t understand. Until the people who did this to us are caught, he’s not safe here. At least at my house, we’d be surrounded by security until these people are taken off the street. But the longer he’s here, the danger will grow.” She opened her mouth to object, but I quickly continued. “I’ll even hire around-the-clock care to make sure he has everything he needs. It would just be easier to manage his stress in a place he’s familiar with and a place that those asshole detectives can’t force their way into.”

      She sighed deeply and glanced at Luther, who stared blankly ahead. “You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into. This isn’t as simple as just hiring people to take care of him. You do realize he’s in an intensive care unit, not a regular hospital floor.”

      “I do realize that, and I’ll pay for whatever care he needs,” I reiterated with a frown. “Can you just think about it at least? I don’t need an answer right this minute, as I know he’s not ready to go anywhere right now. But I do want you to really consider this. I mean, if it makes you feel any better, I’ll pay whatever rate you have to make house calls if you’re comfortable with that.”

      “Hmm.” She stared at me for so long that it made me shift uncomfortably before her. After a moment, she sighed again. “I’ll think about it. But for now, visitation is over for him for the day. We’re about to give him something to relax him so that he can sleep and try to relax.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, of course. I just need to grab my purse,” I murmured.

      I turned away from her and slowly walked back into the room as one of the nurses passed me on her way out. His original nurse stood near a table, drawing medication into a syringe. She looked at me with a small, sympathetic grin. “He’ll be fine. We’re going to give him something to relax him enough to make him sleep. I think he might have gotten a bit worked up during his questioning.”

      “Yeah, probably,” I said idly. I grabbed my purse from the bedside table before moving over to the bed, putting my hand on top of his. “I’m going to go so that you can rest. I’ll be back to see you soon, okay?”

      He grabbed my hand, his grip weak as he brought his gaze to mine. “No,” he simply said.

      I raised an eyebrow in confusion. “No? No what?”

      “Don’t leave.”

      Memories rushed into my mind, flooding me with images of him doing this very thing seven summers ago. Anytime he’d stop me from leaving, I’d foolishly stayed when he asked me to, which did nothing but pull me deeper into his web of deceit. Here we were again but only this time, we were only pretending. We weren’t quite enemies anymore, but we weren’t friends either, simply in this weird limbo where we were just going with the flow for the moment. The only reason it was easy to pretend to date was because we’d already gone through the motions of this before. I wouldn’t doubt that once this was over, we’d both go our separate ways and never see each other again.

      Just the thought of not seeing him anymore made my chest tighten. As I looked into his brown eyes, my heart beat a little quicker, even more so when his thumb idly caressed the back of my hand.

      “I…the doctor is making me leave,” I finally said. “She thinks it’s best if you rest.”

      “I can rest just fine while you’re here. You’re not the one pissing me off,” he ground out and looked to the nurse. “Call her in here.”

      “Oh, um, okay. Once I give you this medicine—”

      “No. Call her in here now. I’m not allowing you to give me shit until I talk to this doctor,” he snapped.

      “Luther, you just had a seizure,” I said. “You really need to—”

      The hard look he gave me stopped me in my tracks, forcing me to swallow the rest of my sentence. I dropped my eyes to our hands, that were still joined on his lap.

      “I just want you to be okay, Luther. It was scary watching that happen to you,” I murmured truthfully. After a few moments, he sighed deeply and settled back into his pillows.

      “I’ll be fine, Sevyn.” He glanced at me for a moment before he gave me a small grin. “For someone only pretending to be my girlfriend, you’re doing a hell of a job at making it feel real.”

      Even though I knew he was only trying to lighten the mood, his words weighed heavy on my heart. I couldn’t even pinpoint why exactly, but the feeling didn’t go away. I forced a smile and shrugged.

      “We have to make people believe us, right?”

      He held my gaze, something unfamiliar passing through his eyes. “I guess so,” he said, just as the doctor and nurse walked in.

      “Mr. Evans, is something wrong?” she asked, her voice more gentle than it was when she was talking to me and McMarren. She glanced at me and frowned. “Ms. Langdon, I thought I told you to—”

      “I want her to stay here with me,” Luther interrupted, his tone hard.

      Dr. Waters moved to the side of the bed, looking at him with sympathetic eyes. “You just had a pretty big seizure, Mr. Evans. I think it’s best if you have some alone time in order to calm your brain so that we don’t have another episode. We just want to limit your stress—”

      “She isn’t stressing me out. She stays here or I can leave with her.”

      “You’re in no condition to be discharged—”

      “But you can’t hold me here against my will. I’ll sign an AMA and be out of here quicker than you can think of a reason for why she can’t be here,” he stated. The tension that swelled inside of the room was nearly suffocating. I awkwardly kept my eyes down, feeling the doctor’s eyes on me as if she thought I’d put him up to this. After a while, Luther squeezed my hand. “Look, after everything that’s happened with my family…she’s the only thing I have left, the only person keeping me sane right now. If you want me to be calm and all that shit, she has to stay with me.” He looked at me, though he continued to talk to her. “I feel better now that she’s here.”

      I clenched my jaw. He sure knew how to lay it on thick. His tone was soaked in genuine passion and care, but we both knew the real story. I guess I wasn’t the only one good at pretending, though I shouldn’t be surprised. He was gifted at making lies feel like the truth.

      “And I will say that this is the most he’s talked since being here,” the nurse quipped. “I’ve had him since he got here and he’s been a little chatterbox since his girlfriend got here.”

      “You can stay for now, Ms. Langdon. If he has another episode, you’re out of here.”

      “Yeah, of course,” I said, nodding quickly.

      “Thank you,” Luther said.

      “Of course, Mr. Evans. Now can your nurse give you your medicine? You really do need to calm yourself and you said you were in a lot of pain again,” she said.

      He nodded, not letting go of my hand as the nurse continued drawing up the rest of his medicine. He rested his head on the pillow and closed his eyes when she connected the syringe to his IV line, his brows furrowing as he winced as the medicine flooded his system.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      He didn’t answer at first, finally releasing a low breath before he nodded. “I hate how that shit makes me feel. The rush of it is fucking gross,” he mumbled.

      “Are you feeling nauseous or anything, Mr. Evans?” the nurse asked. He shook his head, still not opening his eyes.

      “Can you hit the lights on your way out, Nurse?” he asked.

      “Sure. Just hit your call light if you need anything,” she said and left us alone.

      We sat in awkward silence for a few moments, neither of us knowing what to say now that there wasn’t an audience to pretend in front of anymore. He finally pulled his hand away from mine and sighed deeply.

      “I didn’t say anything stupid if that’s what you’re worried about,” he finally said.

      I looked away from his lap and frowned at him. “I didn’t think you did.”

      “You looked as if you wanted to ask what I’d told them. I could see you pacing back and forth in the hallway as if you were worried that I was going to confess or some shit,” he said with a light chuckle that came out as if he were in pain.

      I shook my head. “I figured you could hold your own. I was more concerned about whether or not you’d be okay after having that seizure. Maybe we shouldn’t talk about all of that right now. It wouldn’t be good for you to get worked up again.”

      “What’s the status on me getting out of here?” he suddenly asked.

      “Since you’ve had your seizure, getting you out of here is going to be a little harder than I originally thought. Your doctor is pretty cutthroat.”

      “I heard.”

      “So….” I smirked at him. “You feel better with me being here, huh? I forgot that you could be a good actor.”

      He released a tired chuckle but didn’t open his eyes. “Did it sound believable enough?”

      My smirk faltered at his words, causing me to mentally scold myself. Of course; we were only pretending around everyone else. Besides, he and I had already gone down this road before and we ended up here. For our sakes, perhaps that part of our history shouldn’t be repeated.

      He looked at me with hooded eyes as if he were waiting for me to say something. I forced a grin and nodded.

      “Yep. I almost thought you were telling the truth even though I’m in on the plan,” I replied, hoping that I sounded lighthearted. This was my idea after all, so the disappointment coursing through me didn’t make sense when he was simply following the plan.

      He frowned. “Who said it was a lie?”

      “You don’t have to pretend with me, Luther.”

      “I’ve been in here alone for over a week. Why is it impossible to think that I’m glad to see a familiar face of someone who doesn’t want to kill me or lock me away?”

      I grinned. “Who said I wouldn’t kill you?”

      “You need me,” he stated. “Now, that may be a different story when all of this is over, but I know that I’m safe for now.”

      I giggled. “I suppose that’s true.” I tilted my head to the side as I pondered my next question. “How did McMarren react when you mentioned our relationship?”

      He rolled his eyes. “He claimed he was ‘confused’ since I didn’t go to the police or report you missing. He also said that you still had a restraining order against me, which was why he didn’t believe we were together.” He frowned at me. “You kept that after all this time?”

      Shit. The restraining order was something my parents had requested after I was found not guilty during my trial. I had no idea that they’d constantly renewed it. Now I had no idea how that would affect the story I’d spun for us. McMarren hadn’t mentioned the restraining order to me when I first mentioned my relationship with Luther unless it was a slick tactic to get Luther to admit the truth.

      “I didn’t keep up with it since I wasn’t the one who requested it,” I answered truthfully. “What did you say when he mentioned that?”

      “I asked him if he thought we were sneaking around for shits and giggles or something.” He shook his head. “It’s almost as if he was asking asinine shit to try to trap me or something. He seemed to be more interested in poking holes in my story when it came to you and trying to fit me into whatever idea he already has about what he thinks happened.”

      “I could tell you were being a smart ass at some point,” I said with a giggle.

      He furrowed his brow as he looked up at me. “What makes you say that? I thought I handled myself quite well despite my situation,” he said, gesturing toward the injuries that covered his body.

      “When you’re being an asshole, you do this thing with your eyebrows and slightly tilt your head. You tend to do that when you think someone is asking something that you think is stupid.”

      He snorted. “Stalker much? So obsessed with me, Ms. Langdon,” he said with a light chuckle, wincing as he slightly shifted in bed.

      I playfully rolled my eyes. “I grew up with you, you ass. I’ve seen that look enough times to know what the situation is.”

      “Well, you aren’t wrong. I know the exact moment you’re talking about based on what you’ve said.”

      “What did he ask you that you thought was stupid?” I asked as I moved around the bed and grabbed the chair, taking a seat next to the bed.

      “He said something along the lines of defining what I meant when I said you were my girlfriend as if it wasn’t clear or some shit.” He was quiet for a brief moment, as if he were remembering that part of his conversation before he scoffed. “I didn’t understand what was so hard for him to understand so I spelled it out for him.”

      I giggled. “Then that definitely explains your expression. What did you say to him?”

      He grinned and shook his head. “You don’t want to know.”

      “Now I definitely want to know.”

      “Well, he asked me what kind of girlfriend you were, like if you were a girl who was my friend or if we were actually dating. I told him that you were the type of girlfriend that I choked with my cock before I made you come on it.”

      An obnoxious snort came out before I could stop it, my laughter afterwards uncontrollable.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” I asked, still laughing.

      “What the hell was wrong with him?” Luther retorted. “Either way, I bet the definition is crystal clear for him now.”

      “Glad to see that your concussion hasn’t changed the fact that you’re an asshole.”

      “Me having a concussion doesn’t stop the people around me from doing stupid shit,” he said with a shrug.

      “I won’t argue with that,” I said with a light sigh when I finally pulled myself together. “I wish I could’ve seen McMarren’s face when you said that.”

      “He wasn’t very amused but who cares?” He reached up and rubbed his forehead, his face pinching in what I assumed was pain.

      “Maybe we should either change the subject or maybe just let you rest—”

      “I told you I actually like that you’re here.”

      “I didn’t say I was leaving. I simply said you needed to rest. I can sit here if you want.”

      “I’m sure you’ll leave the moment I fall asleep, but we’ll pretend that you’ll actually sit here.”

      “I guess you’ll find out when you wake up,” I said with a shrug.

      The room fell silent when he closed his eyes, eventually dozing off when he could no longer fight against the effects of the medication. As I watched him, I couldn’t help but to think that I’d bitten off more than I could chew. Even when he and I were at the house, he was working his way into a place that he should’ve been banned from. I didn’t realize how soft I’d grown toward him until I actually killed for him. Sure, I could say that I’d done it because he was the only one to protect me from his friends, but I knew it was deeper than that. Even seeing him in his current condition broke my heart when I should’ve felt satisfaction that he’d gotten a taste of his own medicine.

      But I wasn’t vengeful like him, nor could I rejoice in someone else’s suffering. After his confession at the house, it made it hard not to think about whether or not we’d work a second time around. Since we already had history, I figured it wouldn’t be hard to convince everyone else that we were together. But apparently, I needed to constantly remind myself that this wasn’t real and I didn’t need to take him too seriously—no matter what my heart thought it wanted.

      This was just temporary, long enough to get us through this alive and to keep Luther out of prison. As long as I remembered that none of this was real, I’d be fine…

      Right?
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LUTHER

      Sevyn had come every single day for the past few days, playing her role as my girlfriend to perfection. If I were being honest, having her around made me feel less anxious. Less alone. After losing everyone important to me, it was nice to still have someone in my corner—even though I’d tried to kill her.

      Shuffling sounded before I opened my eyes, a slight smile on my lips before it immediately fell. Whenever Sevyn was here, I could smell her perfume before I even opened my eyes. This time, a familiar cologne assaulted my senses, annoyance rushing through my veins as I opened my eyes and locked gazes with my father. He sat in the chair near my bed, red-rimmed eyes staring back at me as we sat in silence. His lips were fixed into a hard line, which told me that this wasn’t a welfare check but the start of a potential argument.

      “Funny for you to show up now when I’ve been in here for over two weeks now,” I mumbled.

      “Hello to you too, Luther.” He narrowed his eyes at me. “I had to learn through the news that you were in the hospital because no one called me.”

      “I didn’t want you to have to leave your new family to come check on a family member you abandoned,” I said with a shrug, wincing as I repositioned myself in bed.

      He sighed deeply. “You’re still my son, Luther. Why the hell wouldn’t I care that something has happened to you?” When I didn’t answer him, he ran a frustrated hand through his hair. “Look, I know you’ve hated me since your mother and I got divorced. Whether or not you believe me, Logan’s death isn’t what pushed us to that point. She and I were struggling with our marriage long before everything that happened with Logan. But you wouldn’t know that because you were off at college, weren’t you?”

      “Why are you here, Oliver?” I asked, ready to get this fucking conversation over with.

      Hurt flickered briefly within his gaze before he quickly composed himself. I’d memorized that look years ago, noticing how it bothered him that I called him by his name instead of calling him Dad. He leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees as he dropped his head. “I came here to deliver some bad news about your mother.”

      I swallowed the lump threatening to form in my throat. “What, did the police finally catch her and the masked bastards she was running around with?”

      “She’s dead, Luther.”

      Even though that wasn’t news to me, it didn’t make it hurt any less. As much as I wanted to mourn the woman I thought she was, I couldn’t help but to remember the shit she’d said to me. I couldn’t forget how she’d planned to kill me. I couldn’t shake the memory of her telling me that I was dead to her.

      I blinked back the tears that threatened to form, as she didn’t deserve any of that shit anymore. “I’m not surprised.”

      “I’m sure you aren’t. What, did you kill her too?” he accused, his tone tight.

      I glared at him. “Why the fuck would I kill her? They probably killed her before they came after me and did all of this shit to try to kill me,” I fired back, gesturing to my injuries and bruises.

      My father was quiet for a moment before he shook his head. “I’ve been hearing things in the news about your mother working with the group that’s responsible for all of these murders. You and I both know that’s not the woman she was—”

      “And how would you know what woman she was?” I interrupted. “If I remembered correctly, you left her when she was at her lowest moments after Logan’s death. So quite frankly, you don’t know shit about her. She’s not the woman you and I thought she was.”

      “Using her as a scapegoat for something I’m sure you did is bullshit and you know it,” he spat, his voice low. “You and I both know she wasn’t capable of that kind of brutality.”

      “And I didn’t think she’d try to fucking shoot me or order people to kill me and yet, here the fuck I am.”

      “Why would she want to kill her only living child, Luther? What sense does that fucking make?”

      “Because I’m the real reason my sister is dead!” I bellowed, pain throbbing throughout my torso as my breaths came out in pants. “I was the last person to talk to Logan that day and did nothing to stop her when she said she wanted to kill herself. Mom blamed me for the loss of her daughter and fucking disowned me.”

      “She still wouldn’t kill you, Luther. I just know that you better stop spreading lies about your mother to the police. Regardless of what you’re saying, I know Kathrine like the back of my hand. I refuse to allow you to paint her as some violent villain for whatever you and Sevyn are up to.”

      “You like to think that you know everything about who she was. Last I checked, you two hardly talked after you ran off and created another family. So don’t you dare try to come in here and invalidate my experience with her that put me in the fucking hospital just because you have some guilt you need to get rid of.”

      “Luther—”

      “No, cause fuck you, Oliver. You didn’t have to listen to her rant about the people she thought were responsible. You didn’t have to come home on school break to find your mother sitting in the dark, drunk, and unwashed while she sobbed over pictures of her daughter. You weren’t there for any of that shit to see how much Logan’s death changed her. So don’t come in here trying to tell me that she wasn’t the person that I witnessed with my own fucking eyes.” I shook my head. “Matter of fact, just get the fuck out of my room,” I growled. “If you think I’d lie over who I thought was responsible for nearly killing me, then there’s nothing left to talk about. So, get the fuck out.”

      He held my gaze for a few moments before he tightened his jaw and stood up. “I hope you recover quickly,” was the last thing he said before he made his way out of the room, nearly running into Sevyn as she prepared to knock on the door. She looked over her shoulder at my father, who stalked past her without a word before she turned her attention back to me.

      “Is everything okay?” she asked as she slowly walked in and closed the door behind her.

      “Just Oliver pretending to be concerned before he started spewing off bullshit,” I mumbled, resting my head against the pillow as I blew out a long breath. Pain lit up my entire body, mixing with the anger the conversation with my father left behind. It was good to see that neither of my parents changed despite all of that. Now I didn’t feel all that guilty about my mother’s death and I damn sure wouldn’t be sad when I left this fucking city for good and never saw my father again.

      “Oliver? You call your dad by his actual name?” She came to a stop by the bed, pressing a kiss to my forehead.

      “You know you don’t have to always do that, right? There’s no one watching us,” I reminded her.

      She shrugged. “Maybe I like to. Sue me,” she said with a smirk.

      I chuckled and shook my head. “Sometimes I don’t know what goes on inside of that pretty little head of yours, but you’re fucking weird.”

      “Weird because I’m being a good girlfriend, even though it’s not real?”

      I swallowed the nervous lump growing in my throat and nodded. “It’s almost as if you’re trying to make this real.”

      She dropped her eyes. “I think we both know that this could never be real,” she said, her voice low.

      Neither of us said anything for a few moments as we processed her words. It wasn’t like she was wrong. Too much had happened between us, things that didn’t go away easily. I was lucky that she cared enough to do something like this for me. After everything that happened the first time we tried a relationship, I doubt she’d trust me again to see what would become of us. Besides, I didn’t deserve a second chance with her. I was bound to fuck it up somehow, so it was best to not waste either of our time trying to salvage something that burned to ashes long ago.

      She cleared her throat to break the uncomfortable silence around us. “Anyway, I spoke with the doctor and she’s finally comfortable with allowing you to be discharged into my care,” she said.

      “Cool,” I said, though I wasn’t excited about being around her parents. Having to look into the face of a woman who was responsible for the loss of my kid and not kill her on sight was going to be tough. Having to play nice with people who used to look down their noses at people like me didn’t seem like a good enough trade off now that I’d had plenty of time to think about it. If The Collective and the Brotherhood of Vengeance weren’t after me, I would’ve just stayed in the hospital and skipped town the first chance I got than to be around her unbearable parents.

      “Sheesh, could you sound any more excited?” she said sarcastically.

      “I’m not in the mood to deal with your parents’ bullshit.” I frowned and met her gaze. “I hope you know that I’m not gonna kiss their ass just because I’m in their house. I’ll leave and take my chances with The Collective and the Brotherhood before I subject myself to their fuckery.”

      “You haven’t even left the hospital and you’re already preparing for the worst. It’s fine. We’ll be home alone for the most part because my mom is going to be touring for her new collection and my father is traveling doing god knows what. It’ll be fun.”

      “I think we have two different definitions of fun, but okay,” I said on a sigh. A knock sounded on the door before the doctor and nurse waltzed into the room.

      “Good morning, Mr. Evans. How are you feeling right now?” Dr. Waters asked me as she approached my bedside.

      “In some pain, but that’s to be expected,” I said with a slight shrug.

      “We’ll get you something for that,” she said with a nod. “How do you feel about going home later today?”

      I glanced at Sevyn, who gave me a small smile as she squeezed my hand. “I think that would be great,” I forced myself to say.

      “Now I want to tell you that we’re not trying to rush you out of here. If you don’t feel as if you’re ready—”

      “No, it’s fine. I think I prefer to recover in the softness of my own bed at this point. This bed is killing my back,” I interrupted. No matter what I felt about Sevyn’s parents, I still needed to get out of here. I needed to put together a new plan, which would be hard to do with all the eyes and ears around this place.

      Dr. Waters gave me a small smile. “Very well then. Kara will get you something for pain and we’ll work on getting your discharge plan together. Sound good?”

      “Yeah, that’s good,” I said with a nod. Dr. Waters excused herself, leaving me with a nurse I’d only seen two or three times since being here.

      “Hi, Mr. Evans; I’m Kara. I’ve only seen you a couple of times, but I’ll be with you until it’s time for you to get home,” she said with a kind smile. She clicked around on the computer, reading the screen for a few moments. “Looks like you’re able to have your dilaudid, so I’ll go grab that for you, okay?”

      “Thanks,” I said with a nod. When Kara strolled back out of the room, I turned my attention back to Sevyn. “So…”

      “So what?”

      “I think the first thing we should do when we get to your house is to do what I told McMarren I do to you,” I said with a smirk.

      Her perfectly arched brows furrowed as she looked at me, confusion coloring her gorgeous features. “What are you talking about?”

      “For you to choke on my cock,” I said, grinning when she burst into laughter.

      “Shut the hell up, Luther. You’re practically crippled,” she said when she finally caught her breath.

      “I think a nice blow job would help with my recovery, don’t you think?”

      She shook her head as she giggled. “Let’s just focus on getting you healed, you asshole.”
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        * * *

      

      Surprisingly, her parents’ house was exactly as I remembered, which was interesting considering that her mother was obsessed with keeping things modern. Sevyn closed the door behind me as I stood in the foyer, looking around. It actually felt strange to be here, as if I’d just walked out of a time machine and was brought back to the summer we’d spent together. Her house was silent aside from the multiple bodyguards walking around, reminding me of the danger we were really in.

      “You okay?” she asked, her hand on the small of my back as she looked up at me with concerned eyes.

      I nodded. “Yeah. Just…taking in everything, I guess.”

      She glanced around and shrugged. “Everything’s still the same. It’s not like they’re home much to really care what the inside looks like,” she said. “Let’s get you settled before your pain starts back up.”

      “Eager to give me that blowjob already?” I teased, chuckling when she glared at me.

      “You’re lucky you’re injured. I would’ve punched you for that otherwise,” she said under her breath, her cheeks turning a shade of pink when one of the bodyguards chuckled as he passed us.

      She led me through the living room, memories of better times filtering through my mind as we made our way to the hallway that held the bedrooms. Thoughts of her cuddled up against my chest as we were stretched out across the couch watching a movie swam around my head—or at least pretending to watch a movie until I ended up balls deep inside of her as she scratched up my back.

      “Hey, space cadet, wanna come back to Earth?” Sevyn said, snapping her fingers in front of my face. I blinked, looking around to see that I’d stopped a few feet from the couch instead of continuing behind her.

      “Sorry. I think I spaced out or something,” I mumbled, glancing around the living room again. She slid her warm hand into mine and pulled me along.

      “You can get a new tour of the house later if you want to see everything again,” she teased. “But seriously, we need to get you into bed.”

      “You’re serious about taking care of me, huh, baby?” I teased with a grin.

      She playfully rolled her eyes, but I didn’t miss the hint of a grin on her lips. “Just shut up and come on,” she said. Though she wasn’t facing me, I could hear the smile in her voice.

      We entered her bedroom and I lost my breath, as if the past fucking sucker punched me in the gut. Even though there was an IV pole and a cart with some medical supplies on it, everything else looked the same. The collage of pictures that took up one of her walls with all of her friends, majority of which who were dead by my hand. The picture of her and Logan made my chest tight as guilt swam through me. It was one taken at a cabin when Sevyn had joined us on one of our family vacations.

      “Do you wanna get undressed to get in bed or are you fine?” she asked from across the room as she pulled back the plush comforter on the bed.

      I glanced down at my jeans and fitting black t-shirt. “Probably best if I get undressed. This shit will be uncomfortable after a while.”

      She glanced over her shoulder. “Do you…need help?”

      I smirked at her. “I most definitely do need help,” I said.

      Tossing her glossy hair over her shoulder, she moved over to me, reaching for my shirt. A chill rolled down my spine when her warm fingers brushed against my stomach as she slowly lifted her shirt. “Please let me know if anything hurts. I don’t know if there’s a proper way to do this in a way that won’t hurt you.”

      “You’re fine. Go ahead,” I said.

      She gingerly helped me out of my shirt, her eyes locked on the bandage covering my stab wound. She bit the inside of her cheek, a flurry of emotions filtering through her gaze before I cleared my throat.

      “Are you gonna take my jeans off today or tomorrow?” I teased.

      She blushed, keeping her gaze down. “Sorry,” she murmured, reaching for my belt. I couldn’t lie; this felt oddly intimate. I knew that she needed to keep me around in order to be able to protect her, but something in my gut made me feel as if there was something lingering behind her gentle touch and the concern and care she had for me. I kept my thoughts to myself though; now wasn’t the time to get distracted when we had other shit to deal with.

      Once my jeans were unbuttoned, she dropped to her knees and worked them down my legs. I chuckled when her blushed deepened once she was face to face with the bulge in my boxers. Her tongue nervously swiped across her lips as she forced herself to tear her eyes away, helping me step out of my pants.

      “If you wanna suck my cock, you can just say that,” I finally said when I noticed her eyes back on my crotch.

      She scoffed. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      “I mean I won’t turn down an opportunity to get my dick sucked if that’s what you mean,” I said, grinning when she finally stood to her feet.

      “Get in bed, psycho,” she teased, pointing to the bed.

      I chuckled and moved past her, slowly easing myself onto the bed. I winced as I swung my legs around before settling back onto the mountain of pillows behind me, damn near melting into the bed.

      “This feels amazing on my back after being in that stiff hospital bed forever,” I said on a sigh, closing my eyes in relief.

      “I’m sure it does. I’m going to put your wallet on the nightstand next to you,” Sevyn said. I opened my eyes and glanced at her, tightening my jaw as I saw her pulling my wallet out of the pocket of my bloody jeans, reminding me of The Collective’s attack. I forced myself to look away, simply nodding.

      “Where is my Jeep?”

      “I had it towed here. It’s in the garage since my parents aren’t here at the moment,” she said idly. “Um…do you need anything? Your nurse should be here soon.”

      I frowned at her. “And where are you going?”

      “I was going to grab a snack or something. Are you hungry?”

      I shook my head. “I’m good. Just…don’t fucking take forever.”

      “Are you scared of being by yourself?” she teased.

      “I’m not scared of anything. I’d just rather not be bored.”

      “The remote to the television is right beside you. Find something to watch or rent a movie or something,” she said with a shrug as she placed my folded up clothes in a chair. “I’ll be back.”

      “I need a phone,” I called behind her.

      She pulled her phone from the back pocket of her jeans and handed it to me. “Use this until we can get you another one,” she said and walked out before I could object.

      I sighed deeply and grabbed my wallet, opening it and pulling out a white card that only had a phone number on it. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I was given this number as my Plan B, but I didn’t think I’d need one. I also didn’t know if I was ready to pay the price that would be required in order for this resource to be available to me. At this point, I didn’t have a choice anymore. I’d lost my friends, I’d lost access to my resources—at least ones I could trust—and there wasn’t anything that would anchor me to Miami once this was over.

      I no longer had anything important to lose.

      After hesitating for a few moments, I finally entered the number and started the call, my heart racing as I waited for an answer.

      After the fourth ring, my cousin’s familiar voice filled the line. “Who the fuck is this?” a low, menacing voice growled.

      I blew out a breath. “Luther.”

      “Well, well, well,” he chuckled, shuffling sounding on the other end of the line. “Considering the timeline and the number you called me on, I’m assuming your plan went to Hell in a hand basket like I said, huh?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Now isn’t the time for a fucking ‘I told you so,’ Nyx,” I mumbled, settling back onto the pillows behind me.

      “Whose number are you calling me from anyway? I don’t have this shit saved,” he said.

      “Come back to bed, babe,” a female voice said in the background, another woman’s voice echoing the same thing.

      “Did I interrupt something?” I said with a grin.

      “Nah, I was done with them anyway,” he said. “But back to my question, kid.”

      “Sevyn’s.”

      He was silent for a few moments and I braced myself for his fuckery. “I hope to hell that there’s another weird ass bitch named Sevyn and that this Sevyn isn’t who you were talking about when we first talked,” he said, his voice flat.

      “Nope, same Sevyn.” I glanced toward the door as if she were going to walk in at any moment.

      “You know you have a fuck ton to fill me in on, right?” he said.

      “Of course.” I sighed deeply. “Because I’m going to need your help.”

      “You know what that’s going to cost you, right? That part hasn’t changed,” he warned.

      I swallowed hard as I thought about it. “Yeah.”

      “Okay then. First things first: tell me what the fuck is going on.”

      I gave him the rundown on everything that’d happened, from Sevyn’s letter that changed my whole plan to my mom’s part in this, as well as Sevyn’s escape, and everything that happened afterwards. When I was finished, he let out a low whistle.

      “Sounds like you got yourself into a fucked up situation over a letter,” he said. “I told you not to get a confession from her ass because I know how you are.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You don’t know shit.”

      “I know you still cared about her and that you were only doing this shit because you thought your mom wanted her dead,” he said, crunching sounding on the other line.

      “I didn’t care about her.”

      “You can keep telling yourself that lie, but I know better. If you didn’t care, your current situation wouldn’t even be a thing. And regardless of what she’d said in the letter, you would’ve disregarded it if you didn’t still care.”

      “Nyxin—“

      “Nope, shut up and listen, kid,” he interrupted. “You may think you hated her and may have been acting on that in the beginning, but from what you’ve told me, there’s either feelings or guilt that you’re acting on now.”

      “Or the fact that she’s a living witness that could put me in prison for the rest of my life,” I reminded him, my tone flat.

      “You and I both know she would’ve done that already if that were her end goal. She needs you just as much as you need her, so let’s not use that as an excuse.”

      I sighed deeply. I always fucking hated when he was right. He was only a few years older than me, but he’d grown up in California, most of our family cutting ties with him when he’d joined the mafia. Aside from my mother and the Brotherhood, he was the only other person I’d told my plan to—mostly because he was familiar with killing and disposing of bodies in his line of work.

      He’d told me it was a bad idea to involve my friends in something like this. I remembered he and I going back and forth about it, with him telling me that I would’ve been better off just putting a bounty on all of them instead of killing them myself because this would end badly if I got too close to Sevyn. I’d reassured him that my friends could be trusted; I mean, I’d killed with these men before so it wouldn’t have been much different than any other time.

      And as usual, this fucker ended up being right. Again.

      “Fine,” I finally said after a while. “Since I’m on my own, I need help taking down both The Collective and the Brotherhood of Vengeance.”

      “That’s a big ask, kid.”

      “I know.” I swallowed down my anxiety. “And I’m ready to pay the price for that.”

      “You sure about that? Once you sign the contract, you’re in this shit for life,” Nyxin warned.

      I thought back to the original conversation I’d had with him. While he said his boss agreed to be of assistance if I’d needed him or his men or anything, that meant I’d had to join the La Fedeltà Crime Family. I’d flat out refused when it was first brought up, thinking that I didn’t need any more reason for my mother to hate me. But now she was dead. My “brothers” had turned their backs on me and would be dead soon themselves. Sevyn would go back to her normal existence as a socialite and I’d be left with nothing but a void that would never be filled with anything meaningful. May as well put my darkness to good use, I guess.

      “I’m sure,” I finally said.

      “Okay. We’re in the middle of something right now, but I’ll tell him to put a meeting with you on the books. Plus, it’s best to wait until you’re healed up a bit more. The last thing you want to do is look like a liability to him instead of an asset.”

      “That’s probably best. Besides, I want to be able to come to him instead of him coming to Miami at the moment. I don’t want that asshole detective to catch wind of my ties to the fucking mafia,” I mumbled as McMarren crossed my mind.

      “Is he someone we need to deal with?”

      I shook my head. “Nah, but I do need him off my fucking back.”

      “I’ll handle it,” he said before he spoke to someone in the background. “Sup, Virgin?”

      “Fuck you, Nyx,” the guy grumbled in response. “What the fuck do you want?”

      “For you to work your nerd powers for my cousin. He’s in some serious shit.”

      “And why should I do anything for you?”

      “It’s not for me, it’s for my cousin.”

      As he and the guy bickered back and forth, I glanced at the time and noticed that Sevyn hadn’t been back in here even though it’d been nearly thirty minutes. I threw the comforter from my body and swung my legs around to sit on the side of the bed. After a few moments, Nyxin finally came back to our conversation.

      “Sorry about that. This guy is always giving me a hard time,” he said with a huff.

      I smirked. “I would too if you were being an asshole to me.”

      “Look, I’m helping you out, dickhead. The least you could do is be on my side,” he fussed.

      “Yeah, yeah. What are you trying to do?”

      “I’m gonna have K.C. send an encrypted message to your detective friend that should throw him off your tracks long enough for us to get you in with Bennett.”

      “Cool.”

      “You got this asshole’s name?”

      “Uh…” I forced myself to remember what he’d introduced himself as when I first met him. “McMarren. Think his first name is Jeremy or some shit that starts with a J.”

      “We’ll find it. K.C. is gonna hack into this girl’s phone to remove record of this phone call. Precautions and all that.”

      “Yeah, I get it.”

      “Cool. Call me in about a week or two to let me know how things are going with your recovery and all that and I’ll work on getting this meeting set up. And get a fucking phone. I need to be able to reach you when I need to.”

      “I will.”

      “Alright, man. Take care of yourself. You should see a change in this detective in the coming days.”

      “Thanks. Talk soon,” I said and hung up.

      Once the call ended, I continued looking at the screen, grinning when I saw the call vanish from Sevyn’s call log. Whoever their hacker was, he had to be the real deal. My friends weren’t skilled enough to pull off this kind of skill. When working for the mafia, I was sure they needed someone with that guy’s skill set.

      I put Sevyn’s phone on the nightstand and forced myself to stand to my feet. A dull ache settled in my torso and I made my way over to the door, opening it and stepping into the hallway. I could hear Sevyn talking with someone and although she wasn’t loud, the conversation didn’t seem very pleasant.

      “How about you mind your business? I can always have you removed from my detail,” she said, her voice seeming calm on the surface but I knew her well enough to know that she was becoming annoyed.

      “You don’t have to protect him if he actually did this to you, Sevyn. That psychotic bastard should’ve been in jail a long time ago,” a male voice spat. Once I entered the living room, I realized the voices were coming from her kitchen. Sevyn rolled her eyes as she walked past the opening and over to the refrigerator.

      “Regardless of whatever you or that useless detective thinks, I know the truth. You’re trying to force a narrative that doesn’t exist, so knock it the hell off,” she said with a sigh as she returned to the island.

      When the guy came into view, I almost fought the urge to cackle out loud. I knew exactly who this pussy was. The last time I’d seen him was at Sevyn’s party that summer, after I’d kicked his ass and dragged him out of her house before leaving him on the lawn. He was upset because he thought Sevyn was fucking around with me—even though she actually was—and I bet it pissed him off for me to be here now, as if to rub in the fact that she didn’t want him.

      A sly grin settled on my lips as I approached the kitchen. If Sevyn wanted to play pretend, then it was time to fucking play pretend.
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SEVYN

      “It’s so great to know you made it out safely.”

      I cringed the moment I heard the familiar voice enter the kitchen, rolling my eyes as I grabbed a container of yogurt. Though I hadn’t seen him in years, I had no idea why Ted was in my house unannounced or who let him in for that matter. And with Luther being here, it was a really bad idea for him to be here right now.

      “Thanks.” I moved past him and over to the cabinet holding our bowls, grabbing one without paying him much mind. After a few moments of awkward silence, he spoke again.

      “I know I don’t look that different. You really don’t remember me?” he asked.

      I turned to face him, putting the bowl and container of yogurt on the island. “I know who you are, Ted. I’m just trying to figure out why you’re here.”

      He put a hand over his heart as he pretended to be wounded by my words. “Hey, I come in peace. I’m only here to relieve someone until they come back from their appointment,” he replied. That was when I noticed the fitted gray Future Inc. Security Polo shirt and khaki pants he wore that matched the other men roaming around the property. He didn’t look much different, only sporting a little more facial hair and a protruding gut that replaced the abs he had in high school. I guess that NFL career didn’t work out too well for him in college after all.

      “I see.” I busied myself with scooping yogurt into the bowl as Ted came further into the kitchen, stopping on the other side of the island.

      “It really is great to see you,” he continued. “We were all worried about you, especially when your friends—”

      “Don’t.” The last thing I wanted to talk about was what I’d gone through. I knew he was probably genuinely being nice and concerned since we’d known each other practically our whole lives, but it’d been harder to come to terms with their deaths now that I was home. The first night that I’d come back to my childhood home and saw the pictures of everyone I’d lost was filled with nothing but grieving sobbing sessions and reoccurring nightmares of what’d happened. Even the thought of bringing Luther here had me a little on edge. The main reason why my parents weren’t actually here was because they didn’t feel comfortable being around Luther, only allowing him here because they knew I wouldn’t stay here otherwise. The sooner we made it through this situation, the sooner life could return to normal—at least as normal as it could be after everything that’d happened.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sure everything is still fresh for you,” he said, looking at me with sympathetic eyes. When I didn’t say anything, he continued talking. “You still look as beautiful as you did when I saw you last. Sometimes I wonder what would’ve happened between—”

      “I’m in a relationship, Ted. And for the last time, we didn’t even date for a long time for you to still be thinking about it even now,” I said, rolling my eyes as I went back to the fridge to grab the blueberries and strawberries.

      Just the mention of being in a relationship changed his demeanor, the easy-going attitude shifting into annoyance as he narrowed his eyes at me. “I heard that you were dating that Luther guy,” he said, his tone flat. “Is it the same Luther whose ass I kicked back in high school?”

      I fought the urge to laugh. “Um…I think we have different recollections of that night, but yes, the same one you got into a fight with.”

      “What do you mean we have different recollections? I know what happened,” he said, his tone flat.

      I grinned when I came back to the island. “If you knew what happened, then you’d know that the two of you fought, you tried to charge him, and then you knocked yourself out cold by running into the pillar in the foyer.”

      “Didn’t he do all of this stuff to you and your friends? I thought he was a suspect in this case,” he said, switching the subject. “It’s been all over the news that—“

      “And the news is wrong. I cleared that up already. Besides, keep your voice down before he hears you.”

      The last thing I wanted or needed was for Luther to come out here and see Ted. Even though Luther was in no condition to fight anyone, he was always in the mood to be an asshole. I didn’t need him sustaining anymore injuries than he needed to because the faster he healed, the quicker we could deal with our problem.

      “He’s here?” Ted looked over his shoulder as if he expected Luther to materialized behind him. “What the hell is he doing here?”

      “Because he’s my boyfriend,” I snapped.

      “He shouldn’t—”

      “How about you mind your own business? I could always have you removed from my detail.”

      “You don’t have to protect him if he actually did this to you, Sevyn. That psychotic bastard should’ve been in jail a long time ago,” he muttered.

      Sure, everyone was right in their assumption of Luther. Yes, he’d done this. Yes, I shouldn’t be protecting him. But if they knew what we were up against, they’d understand why Luther was the only one who could help me at this point. So for now, I had to play the role of an overprotective girlfriend long enough to ensure my safety.

      “Regardless of whatever you or that useless detective thinks, I know the truth. You’re trying to force a narrative that doesn’t exist, so knock it the hell off,” I said with a sigh.

      No sooner than the words fell from my lips, Luther stood in the doorway of the kitchen. My breath caught in my throat, unsure of how much he’d heard or how the next moment would play out if he’d heard more than I’d wanted him to. But the mischievous gleam in his eyes made it obvious that he was about to be an asshole, which made me slightly nervous.

      “Is everything okay?” I asked him.

      Ted looked over his shoulder and scowled at Luther without a word. Luther only smirked and walked over to me, ignoring Ted. I gasped when his hand tightened around my throat, pulling me in for a kiss that nearly robbed me of my breath. A whimper slipped through my lips, a flurry of emotions swimming through me. I knew he was only doing this to spite Ted, but it felt so fucking real. The passion that he kissed me with reminded me of the same passion he displayed when we were together; it was even the same passion he’d kissed me with the night he talked about his mother before I escaped.

      Don’t make this harder than it needs to be, I reminded myself, sucking in a gulp of air when he finally pulled away. His hand moved from my throat to cup my cheek, his thumb caressing my skin lightly.

      “You okay?” he murmured.

      I nodded as I forced myself to answer him. “Yeah,” I said breathlessly. “But I asked you that first.”

      “I’m fine. Just wanted to see what was keeping you.” He glanced at Ted and frowned, which snapped me out of my daze immediately.

      “Um, babe, this is Ted,” I said, running a hand through my hair to steady myself. “You guys met—”

      “I know who he is,” Luther interrupted, his tone flat. “Why is he here?”

      “That’s funny. I was asking Sevyn the same thing about you,” Ted fired back. Luther stared at him for a moment, glancing at Ted’s shirt before he grinned.

      “Ah, you’re security. Interesting,” he mused.

      “Why the hell is that interesting?”

      “Considering  how I beat your ass during our last encounter, I didn’t peg you to be a security kind of guy,” Luther responded with a shrug. “I hope you had enough training to be useful in the event something were to happen.”

      “Listen here, you little shit—”

      “Okay, that’s enough,” I finally said and turned to Luther. “I’ll be back as soon as I finish making this parfait.”

      “Fine.” He glanced back at Ted before focusing on me. “Hurry up. I’m hungry.”

      “I asked you if—”

      “I can’t eat if my snack won’t return to bed,” he said and licked his lips. My cheeks heated with his words as I dropped my gaze to the countertop. Luther backed away from me, chuckling as he walked past Ted. “Later, security.”

      Ted and I sat in awkward silence as I quickly finished throwing fruit and granola into my bowl of yogurt. As I put the fruit back in the fridge, Ted scoffed and shook his head.

      “He’s still a cocky son of a bitch, I see,” he mumbled.

      I fought the grin that threatened to settle on my lips. “Well, some things never change, I guess.” I grabbed the bowl and a spoon. “I guess I’ll see you around.”

      I scurried off before he had the chance to say anything else, my heart hammering in my chest as I made a beeline for my bedroom. Luther was back across the bed with a grin on his face when I walked in, ignoring the glare I gave him as I shut the door.

      “What the fuck was all of that for?” I hissed under my breath.

      He laughed. “What? Are we no longer dating and I didn’t get the memo that I’ve been dumped?”

      “You know what I’m talking about, Luther.”

      My lips still tingled from the intensity of the kiss, and it took everything in me not to reach up and touch them. Luther cocked his head to the side.

      “I was just fucking with him. Besides, I heard what he said about me. He’s lucky I’m not in peak shape right now or I would’ve kicked his ass again.”

      I rolled my eyes and flopped down on the ottoman at the foot of my bed. “You’re absolutely ridiculous, you know that?”

      “I’ve heard that a time or two.” He studied me for a few moments. “Why are you all the way over there?”

      “All the way over where? I’m literally at the foot of the bed.”

      “The foot of the bed and next to me are two different places,” he said with a shrug.

      I put a spoonful of yogurt into my mouth and grinned at him. “You know, for someone who told me this morning that I didn’t have to kiss your forehead when no one was around, you’re awfully needy and possessive now,” I teased.

      “Get your gorgeous ass over here, Sevyn,” he said, throwing a small pillow at me.

      I playfully rolled my eyes and got onto the bed, settling down next to him. “Are you happy now, you big baby?” I joked.

      “I suppose.” He looked toward the door with a frown before he whispered something I couldn’t hear.

      “What?”

      “Do you have cameras in the hallway?” he repeated in a whisper.

      I glanced toward the door, noticing the shadows moving beneath it. “Grab my phone.”

      He reached over and retrieved my phone from the nightstand with a wince, handing it to me. I unlocked it and opened the camera system that both my parents and I had to be able to check on the house in the event that we were out or if I were alone in the house. And low and behold, Ted was standing in the hall with his ear seemingly pressed against my bedroom door.

      “I wonder what he’s trying to listen for,” I murmured as I continued watching on the screen.

      “Your moans,” Luther said. I narrowed my gaze at him, a little surprised to not see a hint of a smirk or grin on his lips. He finally shrugged. “I mean, I did insinuate that I was gonna have you on my face when you came back in here.”

      I couldn’t stop the blush that warmed my cheeks. “You’re not in any condition to do such a thing, Luther,” I said, unable to look at him as I pushed fruit and yogurt around in my bowl.

      “You got a vibe?” he asked, ignoring my comment.

      “A what?”

      “Fuck, Sevyn,” he teased, shaking his head. “A vibrator.”

      “Um…yeah, but—”

      “Then grab it and come sit here,” he said, spreading his legs a little and patting the empty space between them. “Let’s give him what he’s obviously listening for.”

      Part of me was a bit conflicted about what he was trying to do. On one hand, it wasn’t like we hadn’t done something like this before—minus the potential audience. But I couldn’t shake what he’d done to me at the house. How brutal he’d been when he’d ripped me apart twice. The hate and anger in his eyes as he used his body as a weapon against me. On the other hand, I should’ve known that something like this would’ve come up when I set my own plan into motion. I already knew that everyone around me would’ve immediately been suspicious of Luther and I being in a relationship, all of them looking for the perfect opportunity to poke holes into our story.

      As if reading my mind, Luther shrugged. “I’m only trying to play along with the story you created. We can always quit while we’re ahead and I can confess the truth to the police.”

      I sighed deeply. “You know I can’t do that, Luther. You’re the only one who can help me against whoever those other people are. I don’t know what they look like; I only know what your friends look like. You’d be more useful out of jail and alive than you would be in jail or dead.”

      He pointed at Ted on the screen. “So what do you want to do about him? Apparently a kiss isn’t enough to prove we’re in a relationship for him and he’s either listening for something that would incriminate me or something to prove that we aren’t really together.”

      After staring at the screen for a few more moments, I sighed. I had to know that some kind of intimate contact would have to happen at some point; I just didn’t expect it to happen so soon.

      “Okay,” I finally murmured. “Okay.”

      I got off the bed and went over to my closet, blowing out a shaky breath as I pulled out the box of toys I’d secretly purchased when I was younger and hid away. My hands shook a little as I lifted the lid, grabbing the Womanizer Pro since it would bring me to an orgasm the quickest in order to get this over with. Slowly standing to my feet, I turned around to see Luther staring at me. My heart hammered in my chest as I forced my feet to move. Even though the stitches of his earlier abuse had been removed and the pain that used to settle between my legs was gone, the mental pain was still there every time I looked at him. Only this time, he looked like I used to. Covered in bruises. Broken.

      “I’m not sitting against you,” I said when I stopped near the bed.

      “It’ll be fine. I’ll put a pillow between us.”

      “I’ll still be pressing against your wound, Luther. In fact, what do we have to prove anyway? You were just talking shit to begin with.”

      “That still doesn’t negate the fact that he’s listening for something to prove him right about us. Did you think people would seriously think we were together after you spent seven years being scared of me?”

      I sighed deeply. He wasn’t wrong. I’d been in therapy for years because of the fear of Luther coming back, that fear heightening when the murders started. Even my parents couldn’t believe it when I’d told them, reminding me that we’d had a restraining order against him for years and that I was constantly in fear of Luther coming back to hurt me. I had to know that people wouldn’t easily believe we were dating after all of that. And as Luther continued watching me expectantly, I finally came to terms with what I had to do.

      What I’d unintentionally agreed to when I set this plan into motion.

      “If anything hurts you, you better tell me immediately,” I warned before getting on the bed.

      He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah, I will.” His gaze swept along my body. “It would make sense to get rid of those jeans, yeah?”

      Don’t think too much about it. Just do it, I mentally coaxed myself and I tossed the toy onto the bed and unbuttoned my jeans. Luther’s appreciative gaze didn’t go unnoticed when I removed everything from the waist down before climbing into the empty spot between his legs. He put a decorative pillow between us and motioned for me to lean back.

      “I still don’t think this is a good idea,” I murmured.

      “Just don’t move.” He handed me the toy. “Put this where you want it. I don’t know what you do with this shit.”

      After instructing him on how to use it, I put the toy on my clit and blew out a breath. “Okay, it’s yours to control.”

      “Are you gonna lean back? I mean, it’s hard to control something that I can’t reach with you sitting up like that.”

      “I don’t want to cause you any unnecessary pain—”

      “Leaning against me won’t cause me pain. Just don’t move.”

      I frowned. “That’s impossible with this toy.”

      “Just lean back, Sevyn. The pillow will buffer some of the movement.”

      I glanced over my shoulder briefly, finally leaning back against him with a sign. He didn’t tense up or hiss with pain as he’d done in the earlier days when he’d move, which at least told me he was okay for now as I got settled. He reached around me, passing the phone to me as he replaced my hand on the toy. There was no warning when he pressed the power button, a whimper slipping from my lips as pleasure flooded my system.

      “I gotta say that being here has brought back all kinds of memories,” he murmured in my ear.

      My eyes slid shut when he pressed the plus button, increasing the intensity of the toy. “Any memory in particular?” I whispered.

      “When I watched you come for me.”

      I shuddered at the thought as I thought back to that night. My parents were out of town, Logan was staying with a cousin for the weekend, and I was bored out of my mind. After watching mindless porn, I’d finally decided I was going to masturbate and call it a night. Right when I got into a rhythm, someone tapped on the glass door of my bedroom that led to the pool in the backyard, Luther standing there with a smirk on his lips. He’d scared the shit out of me, though it made me wonder how long he’d been watching me.

      “What the hell are you doing back here? Why didn’t you go to the front door?” I hissed when I opened the glass door to let him in.

      He walked in with a chuckle. “I thought your parents were home.”

      “You could’ve called me—“

      “I did. Three times.” He smirked at me. “Now I know why you didn’t answer.”

      Heat rose up my neck and burned my cheeks as I wrapped my arms around myself. “How long were you standing there?”

      “Long enough.” He walked over to the chair on the opposite side of my room and flopped down in it, pulling a joint out of his pocket. “You mind?”

      I opened the glass door again and pulled the screen closed. “You’re fine. No one is here but us.”

      “Good.” He lit the joint and inhaled, breathing out fragrant smoke as his eyes darkened. “Continue.”

      “Continue? Continue what?”

      He smiled and pointed to the toy that still buzzed softly on my bed. “What you were doing. Come for me, pretty girl.”

      I moaned softly as he slowly moved the toy in a small circular motion, heightening the pleasure I already felt. His warm breath was soft on my neck, the mint from the peppermint he’d had earlier still lingering on his breath. With my eyes closed, I could still remember his lustful eyes as he watched me, casually sitting across from me as he watched me pleasure myself. At first, I’d felt a bit silly, even more so because he didn’t say anything. But any time I’d stop, he simply blow out another puff of smoke and look at me with a raised eyebrow, an expression that spoke on its own. That man owned every part of me back then and didn’t even realize it. Everything I did was to satisfy him, hoping that it would be enough to keep him. I wanted him to see me as more than the spoiled rich girl with everything at her fingertips. I wanted him to think I was spontaneous, interesting, adventurous. I wanted so much for us. I wanted him.

      Apparently fate had other plans for us.

      “You were so fucking gorgeous that night,” Luther whispered in my ear, pulling me away from the painful failures of our past. “There was something freeing about watching you own your sexuality in front of me. You were so confident…so sure of what you wanted. I’d never seen anything so fucking sexy in my life.”

      “Mmm…” I moaned, rolling my hips when the increased the speed of the toy. I couldn’t lie; his words made me feel warm all over. Even though I wished I’d heard these words years ago, it was nice to finally learn how he felt back then. Luther was always hard to read, completely unpredictable to where you never really knew how he felt. With the way he acted on a normal basis, it was always easy to think he was bullshitting when he finally opened up about his thoughts and feelings. It didn’t seem like the guy he portrayed himself to be. But I got a glimpse of the man that felt things during that summer. He was the one who owned me. He was the one I fell in love with. And right now, he was the man that was controlling this toy that was moments away from pushing me into a powerful orgasm.

      “You were the only woman I allowed myself to fall for, Sevyn,” he continued, his lips lightly brushing against the curve of my neck. “But I was too much of a coward to live that truth.”

      Tears burned my eyes, conflicting emotions of pleasure and sadness swimming around me. “Luther…” I moaned, but I couldn’t force any other words to come out as my body continued to tingle. My hands fisted the plush comforter, my breaths coming out quicker as my moans grew. My body tightened as I forced myself not to move too much. I put my hand on top of his, arching my back as the coil wound up inside of me.

      “You’re the only woman I’ll allow myself to love,” he continued, placing feather-like kisses on my skin. “In another life, you would’ve been mine forever. You would’ve been my wife…the mother of my children…my entire world…”

      The coil finally popped without warning, his words, the toy, and the intimacy that surrounded us sending me over the edge and into an orgasm that robbed me of my words and my breath. I shook before him, his lips still on my skin as he continued whispering in my ear.

      “That’s it, gorgeous. I want everyone in this fucking house to know who you really belong to,” he said. His mouth was so close to me that I could feel his smile imprint itself into the crook of my neck.

      “Oh fuck,” I moaned, finally pulling his hand and the toy away when the pleasure became too much. I continued leaning against him, panting as I tried to come to terms with everything he’d said and what we’d just done. He hadn’t even been at my house for twenty-four hours and we were already crossing lines that shouldn’t have ever been crossed.

      “You okay?” he finally asked, breaking the thick silence around us. I nodded as I took the toy from him and turned it off. It was then that I felt his erection pressing against my lower back. I cleared my throat and sat up, sliding off the bed. “Where are you going?”

      “Going to take a quick shower. I’ll be back,” I murmured. I quickly grabbed my satin robe and rushed into my bathroom, closing and locking the door behind me. I’d bitten off more than I could chew when I thought this was a good idea. After everything we’d already gone through, I didn’t know if I wanted to believe the things he told me. He had a way of making lies feel so real, and I didn’t want to end up heartbroken all over again when it was time to go our separate ways once this was over.

      I’ll just have to set boundaries, I thought with a nod. I wasn’t too sure what boundaries would do when we were supposed to be in a pretend relationship, but I had to figure out something.

      Otherwise, my heart would be another casualty of this man once again.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I finished showering, his nurse was in the bedroom checking his vitals. I gave her a small smile as I crossed the room and stepped into my walk-in closet. I quickly got dressed, determined to set some ground rules with Luther once we were alone again. While going down memory lane was nice, we still had things to do and reigniting an old relationship wasn’t on the itinerary.

      “Your vitals look good, Mr. Evans,” the nurse said with a soft smile. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m okay for now. Mostly sore, but it’s not too terrible,” he said, glancing at me. I blushed and looked down to the floor as embarrassment licked up the back of my neck. The sex toy was still in the middle of the bed, the nurse noticing it and giving me a disapproving look.

      “I know you’re both adults and sometimes you can’t control the urges you have, but you should be very careful, Mr. Evans. The last thing we want is for you to injure yourself that may require you to have to return to the hospital,” she said, her understanding tone to Luther conflicting with the scolding gaze she threw my way.

      “It won’t happen again,” I said as I folded my arms across my chest.

      “Good. Dr. Waters is very strict with her care plan for him and the moment she thinks—”

      “As I said, it won’t happen again.”

      We stared at each other for a few moments before she finally gave me a tight nod and continued taking care of Luther. I sat in the chair across the room and watched them without a word, trying to formulate the words for the conversation I knew Luther and I would have to have. But how in the hell did you set boundaries with a man that you still secretly wanted? How did you put up walls to protect yourself from the only person you’d always loved? Now that the anger had melted away, a part of me couldn’t help but wonder if something real could become of us. But I knew better. Too much had happened between us for us to go backwards and we’d changed too much since then to move forward. Regardless of my desires, hopes, and dreams, this wasn’t the Luther from seven years ago. This wasn’t the whirlwind romance that made up my summer all those years ago.

      We were only in this…situation as a means of survival; nothing more, nothing less.

      “Okay, Mr. Evans, that’s all I have for you right now. I’ll be in the living room so that you don’t feel as if I’m hovering or anything. Please call me if you need anything,” she said.

      “Sure. Thanks,” Luther said with a nod. Once we were alone again, he narrowed his eyes at me and raised his brow. “What’s going on with you?”

      “What are you talking about? I didn’t say anything.”

      “The energy has been weird as fuck since we had our little…moment,” he said, his dark eyes searching my face.

      “I think it’s best that we set a few boundaries,” I started, my heart racing a little faster as I spoke.

      “Boundaries? Do normal relationships have—”

      “Luther.” I shook my head and dropped my eyes. “You and I both know what this is, okay? We don’t have anything to prove to anyone; either they believe us or they don’t. But if we plan to do this, we need to have boundaries for what we will and won’t do.”

      He leaned back against the pillows. “What, is it already feeling too real for you?”

      “What do you think would happen when you whisper shit about the past that you should’ve said back then?” I blew out a frustrated breath. “Look, let’s just focus on what needs to be done so that I can get back to my life and you can get back to yours.”

      Something unfamiliar flickered in his gaze as he nodded. “Okay then. We’ll stick to business.”

      “Thank you.” We sat in awkward silence for a few moments. “So…I guess we need to figure out what’s next. How are we going to deal with the people after us?”

      “I already spoke to someone about that.”

      “Oh? So what’s happening then?”

      “I have a cousin with some ties to an organization and he says I have to meet with his boss before they can agree to help.”

      I leaned forward, slightly relieved that a plan was in the works. “That’s good then. So, did he mention how much this kind of help would cost? I can assume that something like that isn’t free—“

      “They don’t take money for this kind of payment.”

      I stared at him for a short while, slightly confused. “So…what kind of payment do they take? Do you have to like…kill someone for them or something?”

      “I have to join the mafia when all of this is over,” he said with a shrug.

      I continued staring at him, waiting for him to grin or smirk and tell me he was joking. But he only continued staring at me, his face expressionless. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Why can’t I be serious? If I paid them money, it would probably be more than your family could afford without them being suspicious about why you’d need that much money. Besides, once this is over, there’s nothing holding me in Miami anymore so I may as well start over somewhere else.”

      My stomach fell at his words. Even though I’d told him I wanted boundaries and that we needed to focus on the plan and not a relationship, it still stung to hear him say that he had nothing keeping him here. Once this was over, I’d never see him again. That thought wasn’t new, but just knowing that these were the last days or weeks we’d see each other filled me with unexplainable sadness.

      I cleared my throat as I dropped my eyes. “I see. I mean I don’t know if joining the mafia is the best idea, but I’m sure you know what’s best for your life.”

      “Well, it’s a sacrifice that will have to be made. Once you’re safe and the people who crossed me are dead, I’ll go to my corner of the country and you’ll stay here in your corner of the country and try a live a life as normal as we’re able to,” he said with a shrug.

      “Yeah,” I murmured. “Do you know when you’re meeting this boss? I doubt they’ll let you travel right now.”

      “It’ll probably be a couple of weeks. My cousin thinks I need to heal a little bit more, which makes sense. If I’m trying to convince a mafia boss that I’ll be a valuable asset, it would be best to not be covered in bruises and injuries,” he said, gesturing to the still-visible bruises along his torso.

      “Yeah, that does make sense.” I sighed. “So, I guess we have to sit and wait for now then.”

      “Pretty much.” He studied me for a little while longer. “You know, I don’t have to stay here if it makes you that uncomfortable. But this was your idea at the end of the day.”

      “It’s not making me uncomfortable.”

      “Then what’s with the standoffish attitude?”

      I ran a frustrated hand through my hair. “I feel like we’ve already had this conversation, Luther. You and I both know that a relationship—a real one—is unrealistic for us. It doesn’t help when you bring up old emotions or things you felt that should’ve been said seven years ago instead of now when we’re supposed to just be playing a role.”

      “Sevyn—”

      “I’m not finished.” I stood to my feet and took in a deep breath. “You have no idea how hard it was to learn your motives for why you were with me in the first place. I spent years feeling as if I wasn’t enough, as if I was destined to live a life in which no one truly loved me, and scolding myself for falling in love with someone who was in no position to love me.” I blinked away the tears that filled my eyes. “Regardless of how you felt or whether or not you were too scared to love me back then, it doesn’t take away the pain you caused me. It doesn’t reverse the devastation you caused in my life. And it doesn’t change the fact that sometimes it’s too late for some things. I just…I’m almost sick of living in the past because it’ll do nothing but set me up for another painful future and I think you’ve hurt me enough for a lifetime.”

      He held my gaze for a long while before he sighed deeply. “Maybe you’re right.” He swung his legs off the side of the bed and slowly stood up. “But sometimes fate has other ideas that neither of us have control over. If our story was over, we wouldn’t be in this current situation—the situation you created for us.”

      “That’s not how this is going to work, Luther,” I said as I folded my arms across my chest. He walked past me and headed for the bathroom, pausing briefly to glance over his shoulder at me. A slight grin settled on his lips.

      “You can keep telling yourself that, Sevyn. We’ll see how this really plays out in the coming days and weeks,” he said before disappearing into the bathroom and closing the door.

      I flopped back down into the chair, even more frustrated than I was before. I couldn’t deny that he was right. We had this undeniable chemistry that I’d still felt even when he slaughtered my friends. Even when he assaulted me. Even when he walked me along a tightrope seven summers ago before he pushed me off and sent me plummeting into depression and devastation. That chemistry was what’d pushed me to sympathize with him when he was devastated over his mother when I shouldn’t have cared. That chemistry was why this plan seemed so easy to execute. That chemistry was what possessed me to want to save him.

      I couldn’t blame my guilt for Logan’s death for my actions. I couldn’t even blame the fact that I was the reason he had no family left. It was the simple, undeniable fact that I was still in love with a psychotic man that I should’ve left in the past. Logan had warned me that I should’ve stayed away from him, but I used to think she’d only said that simply because he was her brother. If I had the knowledge that I knew now back when I was eighteen, I wouldn’t have touched him with a ten-foot pole. Now I had to figure out a way to make this work without getting tangled up in his web of lies and fantasy.

      Our very survival depended on that.
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LUTHER

      This house was driving me fucking crazy.

      The next two weeks fucking dragged by, and the awkward energy surrounding Sevyn and I didn’t ease up either. We played our respective parts when around other people but once there weren’t any eyes on us, it was as if we were strangers. She’d spend majority of her time in the guest room whenever she wasn’t checking on me and when people were too suspicious, she’d sleep in her bedroom on an air mattress on the floor just to avoid being too close to me. I knew she wanted some kind of boundaries to protect herself, but this was fucking ridiculous. I could’ve taken my chances at home instead of being ignored when this was her fucking idea in the first place.

      I’d just pulled on my t-shirt when she opened the bedroom door, averting her eyes away from my torso.

      “The police are here. They need to talk to us,” she said.

      I nodded. “I’ll be there in a second.”

      I hadn’t checked back with Nyxin to see if he’d had the chance to initiate anything that would help buy us some time until I could meet his boss. But as I walked into the living room and saw the concerned expression on McMarren’s face, I already knew something was wrong.

      “What’s up?” I slowly said, sliding my gaze from his face to Sevyn’s, who looked just as confused as I was.

      “Please, have a seat,” McMarren said before he took a seat in an adjacent chair from the couch. Sevyn and I sat side by side with me instinctively putting my arm around her when she leaned against me. We sat in silence as McMarren opened a manila envelope and pulled out a few sheets of paper. “So…we have a bit of a situation here.”

      “And what situation is that?” I asked with a frown.

      He placed the sheets of paper on the coffee table. “We started receiving these from an untraceable email address about two weeks ago,” he started. I leaned forward and picked up one of the papers, reading the bold words on the page.

      
        
        If you want the killings to stop, give us Luther and the bitch he released.

        Ignore us, and the killings will continue.

        -The Collective

      

      

      “Fuck,” Sevyn murmured as she read it with me.

      “I’ll be honest; at first, I thought that you were probably trying to throw us off of your tracks and sent them yourself. The Langdons gave us access to their cameras and we saw that you haven’t communicated with anyone outside of the house, nor have you left the house since you were brought here. So whoever attacked you both are still trying to get to you.”

      Sevyn and I shared a look. I recognized the relief that reflected back at me that I was quickly moving away from the suspect pool and into the victim pool. Nyxin’s friend was definitely saving my ass right now.

      “That’s what I’d been trying to tell you since the beginning, but you were more interested in trying to frame me for something I know I didn’t do,” I said, my tone flat.

      He nodded solemnly. “I will be a man and apologize in that regard. It’s best that we start from scratch because since that first message, two more bodies have popped up around town—both of them with a message that said, ‘Give us the sinners and the killings will stop.’”

      I frowned. I had no idea how in the fuck Nyxin was orchestrating murders out here unless they sent someone here, but I wouldn’t think about it too much. Whatever would help me get from off of the police’s radar was a godsend at this point.

      “So, you’re basically telling us that we’re fucking sitting ducks because we don’t know who these fuckers are to even know who to go after in order to stop this,” I finally said.

      “This is why we need to know anything that you can remember—"

      “Regardless of what I remember, I don’t know what any of them look like. They all had on masks. They had on masks at the house too. My mom did most of the talking, so it’s not like I remember anyone’s voice or if I recognized anyone’s voice.”

      “Okay, let’s start from another angle. Do you remember your mom talking about anyone? Was she seeing someone new?”

      Sevyn looked up at me, nibbling on her bottom lip as she nervously awaited my answer. I carefully thought of my words, wanting to give him enough to keep up this blind faith this asshole had but not giving him too much that could cause this to circle back around to me.

      I shrugged. “The only thing I remember is her saying that she’d been getting friendly with this one guy. Said he was a retired homicide detective or some shit. She never gave me a name and I never met him or anything, so that doesn’t really narrow anything down.”

      “It’s a start. Considering how clean these murders have been and the fact that there’s not a trace of testable DNA on these bodies, it would make sense that this person or this group is familiar with how homicide does things and what they look for.”

      “I’m sorry, but now that I know all of this, I don’t feel safe staying here right now,” Sevyn interjected, tears glossing over her brown eyes. “I know we’re in the middle of an investigation, but I just need a break from all of this. I’m sick of feeling like a prisoner in my own house because I’m too terrified to go anywhere without thinking someone’s just waiting to kill me.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “I’ve already faced death once; I just want this to be over so I can get my life back.”

      A sliver of guilt ebbed through my chest as I rubbed my hand up and down her arm to comfort her in front of the detective, even though I was the main reason she was in this situation to begin with. There were some days where it was hard to pretend, the guilt becoming so overwhelming that I still had moments where I just wanted to surrender and face the music for what I’d done. But I knew that Sevyn wouldn’t be safe unless they were all dead, so slaying her demons for her was the least I could do for ruining her life.

      “I can understand, Ms. Langdon. Trust me when I tell you that we’re doing everything we can in order to get more leads, but it’s like this group is made of ghosts. No leads, no witnesses, no DNA, just…nothing. I’ve never seen anything like it,” he said, shaking his head.

      In other situations, I would’ve been proud. Had Sevyn not escaped and I went on with my original plan of killing all of them, I would’ve gotten away with it. At least I managed to get that part right.

      “I think I need a little break from all of this,” Sevyn continued, wiping her eyes. “I just need a break from the cameras and the fear that comes from staying here. Am I allowed to go with my parents to California in a few days? My mom has some business that she has to handle and asked me to come along, but I didn’t want it to look as if I was trying to run from anything.”

      “Since you two aren’t active suspects right now, going away for a few days won’t hurt. If I were to need anything or if any new developments arise while you’re away, I know how to contact you,” he said, just as the front door opened.

      I ground my teeth the second Sevyn’s mother’s voice filled the foyer as she chatted away on her cell phone. A younger man followed behind her, rolling a few large suitcases behind him, but Sevyn’s father was nowhere to be found. Her mother stopped in mid-sentence when she finally noticed us in the living room.

      “I’ll call you in a few, darling. The police are in my home,” she said before giving air kisses and hanging up. I fought the urge to roll my eyes while simultaneously suppressing the urge to choke the bitch. It was one thing to read about what she’d done to Sevyn years ago, but to be face to face with a woman who killed my kid without a single thought of remorse reignited the initial rage I’d felt when I’d first found out about it. “Lieutenant, it’s always so great to see you. Is there any news about the case?”

      McMarren shook his head as he stood, shaking Mrs. Langdon’s hand. “Not quite, but we’ve determined that neither your daughter nor Luther are very safe right now, so we’re still trying to get to the bottom of this.”

      Mrs. Langdon cut her eyes to me, as if she were uncomfortable with my presence. “I see. Well, please be sure to keep me updated. The sooner those animals are in prison, the better I’ll feel,” she said, tossing her glossy dark hair over her shoulder. I rolled my eyes. The way she spoke was as if she was a victim herself. She wasn’t that fucking concerned about Sevyn. If she really cared, she wouldn’t have been traveling all over the country and doing god knows what while two murderous cults were hunting her daughter.

      Some things obviously hadn’t changed over the years.

      “Of course,” McMarren said before he turned back to us. “I’ll be in touch.” He gave us a two-finger salute before he left us in the living room with Sevyn’s mother.

      “I thought you weren’t going to be home until later tonight,” Sevyn said once McMarren closed the front door behind him.

      “How long is he going to be here?” she asked, looking at me with disdain.

      I chuckled and shook my head. “I can most definitely leave.”

      “No,” Sevyn said, grabbing my arm when I stood up. She stood next to me and faced her mother. “He’ll be here until I’m no longer here. I told you that the only way I was staying in this house was if he could also be here. Whether you like it or not, we’re together and if he leaves, I will leave.”

      The front door opened again before her mother could respond, Sevyn’s father appearing in the foyer.

      “Home sweet home,” he said with a long sigh before he stepped into the living room. He gave Sevyn a small smile. “How are you, my dear?”

      “I’m fine, Dad,” Sevyn replied with a small smile.

      “And how are you, young man?” he asked me, extending his hand. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you.” His eyes scanned along my visible tattoos. “You definitely don’t look like the kid I remember.”

      I gave his hand a firm shake, chuckling. “Yeah, I’ve grown up some, but I’m doing well, sir. Thank you for allowing me to continue healing in your home. I appreciate your hospitality.”

      “Of course. A friend of Sevyn’s is a friend of ours,” he said. Sevyn’s mother scoffed and stormed off without a word, leaving her father to shake his head. “Forgive Lauren. She was pretty convinced that you were responsible for all of this.”

      “I understand her concern, but I’d never hurt Sevyn,” I said. I could feel Sevyn’s eyes boring into the side of my head as I continued holding her father’s gaze, but she and I both knew that I’d hurt her time and time again.

      He gave me a small smile. “That’s comforting for any parent to hear,” he said as he put his hands in his pockets. “Well, I’ll get out of your hair and let you kids carry on with your day. Let me know if you need anything.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” Sevyn said with a smile. He nodded and excused himself. Sevyn took me by the hand and led me back to her bedroom. Once she closed the door and turned around, she smirked at me. “You can relax now.”

      I frowned, rolling my shoulders to release the tension that’d settled there. “I swear I fucking hate your mother,” I muttered. “How your father hasn’t put a hit on her is nothing short of a fucking miracle.”

      “They don’t spend much time together anymore anyway. My mom claims they’re only together to keep their brand. I’m sure my dad is seeing other people and I know for a fact that my mom sleeps with younger men.”

      “Fucking pathetic,” I said as I sat on the ottoman. Sevyn came and sat next to me.

      “Did you send those notes to McMarren?” she asked, her voice low.

      I shook my head. “No. Must’ve been the message my cousin said they would send to McMarren.”

      “But what about those two bodies?”

      “Now that I’m not sure about. I’ll ask him when I contact him next,” I said, holding out my hand. “Can I actually see your phone?”

      She nodded and stood up, walking out of the room. She returned after a few moments and handed it to me. “We should probably get you another one ASAP.”

      “That’s probably best,” I said as I pulled out the card with Nyxin’s number out of my wallet. As I waited for the call to connect, I glanced at Sevyn. “Now that your parents are back, don’t you think they’ll think it’s strange that we’re sleeping in separate bedrooms?”

      She only shrugged in response, dropping her eyes to the floor.

      “Who the fuck is this?” Nyxin’s familiar voice growled upon answering.

      I rolled my eyes. “Do you answer every phone call that way, you ass?”

      “Ah, Luther. I don’t save numbers in this phone, so everyone gets the same treatment,” he said with a chuckle. “Have you gotten a look at my handy work yet?”

      “You mean the letters? Yeah, I saw those. He brought those to us today,” I said.

      “Good. What’d he say about them?”

      “Well, he admitted that he thought I’d sent them but Sevyn’s parents gave them permission to monitor me via their security cameras and they saw I hadn’t had communication with anyone outside of the house in the last two weeks. So I think the suspicion is shifting away from me.”

      “That’s good then. How’s the healing coming along?”

      “I don’t need a nurse now, so everything is good. Still in this cast though.”

      “I’m sure the cast isn’t an issue. You still have another hand, so it’s cool.”

      “Ask him about his boss,” Sevyn whispered.

      As if he’d heard her, Nyxin spoke before I had a chance to. “Do you know if you’re able to travel yet? Bennett is ready to meet you but with everything going on, you’d have to come here instead of him traveling to you.”

      “Yeah. Just give me a date.”

      “Okay…then can you be here in two days?”

      “Hell, I can be there tomorrow.”

      “That would be fine, but he won’t be able to meet with you until Tuesday. We have some other shit to handle that was already set in stone.”

      “That’s fine then. Two days is fine.”

      “Cool. Call me when you’re on your way here and we’ll have to have a night on the town or something.”

      “No doubt, man. See you soon.”

      “See you soon. Later,” he said and hung up.

      I looked at the phone, watching the number disappear from the call log on its own before handing it back to Sevyn.

      “So? Are we meeting him tomorrow or in two days?” she asked when I didn’t say anything at first.

      “I will be meeting with him in two days,” I corrected her.

      She frowned. “I thought this was a team effort, Luther. Why can’t I be a part of this conversation?”

      “Do you plan on joining the mafia also?” I asked with a raised brow.

      She rolled her eyes and stood up. “I still think that’s a bad idea. I mean…the mafia is dangerous. And once you join, that’s for life, as in permanent.”

      “I know that.”

      “Are you sure you want to commit to something like that? There has to be another way—”

      “Why do you care so much?” I interrupted. It was confusing as fuck because on one hand, she went on and on about how she and I had no future. She seemed to constantly remind me every time things felt too intimate that we would be going our separate ways once this was over. So to see her so concerned over a decision I was making for my future made no sense.

      Unless she was talking out of her ass and still thought we had a chance together.

      She shuffled from foot to foot, avoiding eye contact. “I’m just trying to make sure you’ve thought this through. It’s the fucking mafia we’re talking about.”

      “I’m aware of that, Sevyn. Like I told you in the hospital, I don’t have anything or anyone left. Guys that I thought were my brothers turned their backs on me, my mother is dead, I have no relationship with my father, and you’ll go back to your socialite life when all of this is over. Let’s be real; I don’t fit in your life. You were right; we don’t have a future and it would be delusional for us to think that we deserve a happily ever after when our love story has been nothing but tragedy,” I said.

      Though she didn’t verbally speak, her eyes swam with unspoken words. She blinked, clearing away whatever emotions lied there before she gave me a tight nod. “At least we’re on the same page about that,” she murmured, just as her phone rang. She glanced at the screen and frowned before looking back at me. “It’s McMarren.”

      “Already? He literally just left,” I said.

      She answered the phone and put it on speaker. “Hello?”

      “Ms. Langdon, is Mr. Evans close by right now?” he said, his tone filled with urgency.

      “Yeah, I’m here,” I said, Sevyn and I sharing a look.

      “I had a few guys go to your mother’s house to see if we could find some kind of evidence that would help us figure out who this retired cop was,” he said. Sirens filled the background on his end of the line followed by someone else shouting orders.

      “Lieutenant, what’s going on?” Sevyn called out.

      Shuffling sounded before McMarren’s heavy breathing filled the line. “The door was a trap. An explosion went off as soon as they broke the door down.”

      “What?!” I bellowed. “I’m on my way.”

      “Mr. Evans—“

      I looked to Sevyn. “Where are my keys?”

      “Luther, that’s not a good idea—“

      “Where are my fucking keys?” I shouted, my heart racing in my chest.

      “The scene isn’t secure yet, so it’s not safe for you to come,” McMarren said. I ignored him and narrowed my eyes on Sevyn.

      “Where are my keys?” I asked again. “Please.”

      “Thanks, McMarren. Please keep us updated,” she said and quickly hung up. “Luther, you shouldn’t drive. If you want to go, I’ll take you—”

      “Then let’s go,” I said, brushing past her.

      I didn’t stop until I got to her garage, pacing back and forth as I waited for her to appear. This wasn’t the work of Nyxin; I hadn’t seen him in years and he’d never been to our house. I’d only seen him whenever we went to California for the holidays, so he didn’t know where my mother lived. This was the work of either the Brotherhood or The Collective, probably in an effect to destroy any evidence my mother might’ve had lingering around that would link her to us. Logically, that would’ve been the best thing to do, but if the entire house was up in flames, that meant the memories within that house would go up in flames too.

      All of my sister’s memories.

      All of my mother’s memories.

      All of the memories of a functional family, even if I felt like an outsider when I was around them. Sevyn finally appeared, hitting a button on the key fob she held to unlock the doors on a sleek, black Mercedes Benz. “Get in,” she said hurriedly, rushing over to the driver’s seat.

      My foot tapped anxiously as we made our way across town, traffic making the trip painfully slow. I tried to think that the damage wasn’t as bad as McMarren made it seem. Maybe it was just an isolated explosion that just happened at the front of the house. But I also knew that neither cult would do a half-ass job when it came to destroying evidence. My chest tightened at the thought that everything we’d preserved of my sister’s would be gone: her pictures, her clothes, her scent. Even after seven years, you could still smell her on her bed linen or her favorite jacket if you inhaled deeply enough. Sometimes I’d sit on her bed and try to feel her there, whispering guilt-filled apologies when I started to miss her too much. The idea of that being gone…it was too much to handle.

      The moment we turned onto my mother’s street, lights and sirens met us at the corner. My heart dropped as I looked up at the thick cloud of smoke billowing from the direction of her house as firefighters fought to try to contain the fire.

      “Luther, wait!” Sevyn called out when I unbuckled my seatbelt, but I didn’t wait to see what she was going to say. I darted out of the car, running down the sidewalk toward the house.

      A uniformed officer stepped in front of me, trying to block my path. “Sir, you can’t—“

      “That’s my mother’s house! Get the fuck off of me,” I snapped, jerking away from him.

      “He’s good, he’s good,” a familiar voice said behind me, McMarren and two other detectives with him coming toward me.

      The officer nodded and stepped aside as I rushed past him, McMarren on my heels. And when I approached the house, my worst fears materialized before my eyes. There was no way the explosion only happened at the door. Large flames flickered out of the busted windows of Logan’s old room, the smoke so thick that you couldn’t see anything. I fell to my knees in shock. There was something terrifying about feeling as if you were fully in control one minute and suddenly having no control. A strong hand came down on my shoulder, but I couldn’t react to it. My gaze was glued to my childhood home that was now in flames, burning the last thing that connected my family and I. It was as if life was giving me the ultimate middle finger for all the wrong I’d done, solidifying that I was officially alone.

      No family.

      No pictures.

      No memories.

      No brotherhood.

      Nothing.

      “Luther,” Sevyn murmured, suddenly appearing in my line of sight as she cupped my hands.

      “My mom…Logan…”

      Sevyn’s sympathetic gaze told me that she understood what I couldn’t get myself to say, simply wrapping her arms around my neck and holding me close to her. I continued staring at the flames, idly wrapping my good arm around her. So many conflicting emotions crashed through me as I watched firefighters work hard to put the fire out. I knew that The Collective and the Brotherhood had to die, but I knew I needed them dead now.

      I’d done everything right by them; I had my mother killed to appease them and to show them that I was still on their side. I’d gave them my word that I’d fix this problem and that I’d step down from the brotherhood after everything blew over. I even volunteered to turn myself in and take the fall for all of this shit if it guaranteed their freedom.

      Instead, all they’d done was repeatedly stab me in the back. They set me up to be killed. They forced me to kill the last of my family. They destroyed the last place that was practically a vault of memories that I had left now that I’d lost both my sister and my mom. They stripped me of everything despite everything I sacrificed for them, and I couldn’t let them get away with this shit.

      “They won’t get away with it,” Sevyn whispered in my ear with a sniffle, hugging me a little tighter.

      “I know they won’t,” I replied.

      And they wouldn’t. I’d admit that I’d been a little lax, mostly because these guys were my friends. Now I realized that I was delusional if I kept up that line of thinking. These were the same men who turned their backs on me at the first sign of trouble. The same men who wouldn’t trust me or give me a chance to get this situation under control. The same men who set me up to die. The same men who knew that, after losing my mother, losing this house would devastate me. Sevyn had been right in the hospital.

      It was time for me to do what I did best and even though I’d have the help of the mafia, every single one of those fucks—both from The Collective and the Brotherhood of Vengeance—would die by my hand.

      “Mr. Evans, can I have a word?” McMarren said.

      I forced down the anger and emotions forcing their way up my throat, allowing Sevyn to help me to my feet. McMarren steered me away from the house, walking down the sidewalk so that there wasn’t as much noise.

      “A few witnesses recalled seeing a masked man lurking around late last night,” he started. “We’re getting security camera footage from surrounding houses to see if anyone caught anything that could be useful.”

      I released a sarcastic chuckle and ran a hand through my hair. “You know, I never thought a fucking secret relationship would end in all of this,” I said bitterly, shaking my head. “It’s bad enough that my fucking mother is dead and now all of the memories of her and my sister are gone forever. They’re lucky I don’t know who they are or I’d end them myself.”

      “There’s no need to get yourself into trouble, Luther,” he said with a sigh. “Look, I know we started off on the wrong foot but I want you to know that I’m in your corner. I want this case solved just as bad as you do. The longer these morons are free, the more bodies we’re going to find until they’re caught.”

      “Or until Sevyn and I are dead,” I said flatly.

      He shook his head. “We won’t let anything happen to the two of you. If we need to put you in witness protection—”

      “I’m not going into fucking witness protection,” I muttered, shaking my head. “Besides, witness protection isn’t gonna help if the guy my mom was talking to was actually a cop. If he was, that means he still has access to shit via old friends or partners that he can still get favors from. Who’s to say that he’s not monitoring a fucking police scanner right now to get live information on what’s going on?”

      “Shit,” McMarren hissed under his breath, putting his hands on his hips. “That’s another angle we need to focus on. Look, I need you and Ms. Langdon to go back to her house and I’ll do some digging around. In the meantime, you may want to tell your girlfriend to temporarily tighten up her security. If they’re creeping around in the middle of the night, I’m pretty sure they can weasel their way into a gated community to get to you two if they truly wanted to.”

      “I think we may be going to California sooner than we thought,” I said, my tone flat. “Telling Sevyn that isn’t gonna do anything but spook her and make her do something stupid like running off somewhere.”

      “What’s going on?” she asked on cue, appearing next to me.

      I shook my head. “Nothing. McMarren was just telling me that we should head back to your place and that he’d call me after he gathers more information,” I muttered.

      He nodded in agreement. “Right. Things are pretty chaotic right now, so it’s best that you guys get back to safety. We’re not even sure if the perps are lurking around in plain sight right now, so it’s not safe for you two to be here.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Sevyn said with a nod, looking to me. “Are you ready to go then?”

      I glanced back toward the house, unable to really see it due to the thick smoke. Swallowing the lump of emotion stuck in my throat, I nodded.

      “Yeah. There’s nothing I can do here anyway,” I murmured and turned to walk away, following Sevyn back to the car.
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        * * *

      

      The ride back to her house was silent, both of us just sitting in the car once she’d parked in the driveway. She looked over at me.

      “Are you going to be okay?” she asked.

      How the fuck could I be okay? In a matter of weeks, I’d lost everything that meant something to me all because I tried to do something for someone who didn’t give a damn about me. Even though I wanted to hate her for how she treated me in her last moments, I still couldn’t help but to be heartbroken. She was still my mother, for fuck’s sake. Sure, she had her faults, but I would’ve rather had her around than to be alone. Hell, I wished Logan was still here to annoy me. I let my sister down. I let my mother down. I let my brotherhood down and I had no one to blame but myself. All of this stemmed from my emotions and how certain things made me feel with no afterthought to how it would affect other people.

      Being selfish would always come back and bite you in the ass.

      “I don’t have a choice,” I finally said. Now wasn’t the time to wallow in self pity and grief. If the guys were already playing hardball, I couldn’t sit around with my head up my ass as they moved their attack closer. McMarren was right; considering how smart some of those guys were, it wouldn’t be hard for them to get into Sevyn’s neighborhood. Considering that her house was damn near a smart house, they could easily hack into her system to gain access in the middle of the night, taking us both out without leaving a trace. We definitely weren’t safe right now, especially without any kind of backup.

      “What are you thinking?” she murmured.

      “We need to leave for California as soon as we can get tickets.”

      “Tickets?”

      I glanced over at her. “Uh, yeah. How else are we gonna get to California? Driving or by train?”

      “Oh right, you haven’t been around in the last few years, but we don’t buy tickets anymore. My parents finally got a private jet a few years ago. All we have to do is pack, tell the crew to gas up, and we can be gone in the next few hours.”

      I nodded. “Then do what you need to do. I need to talk with my cousin about this shit.”

      She was quiet for a few moments. “We’re not safe here, are we?”

      I wanted to reassure her, to make her feel as if I had everything under control, but I couldn’t deny the truth that was staring us in the face now.

      “No, but we have a plan.” I reached over and gripped her thigh. “I’ll make sure that you make it out of this alive.”

      “What about you?”

      “Don’t worry about me. I got us into this shit, so I’ll get us out of it.”

      And I would. No matter what it took.
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SEVYN

      I forced myself to take deep breaths as I moved around my bedroom, grabbing different things to put into my suitcase. The fire was just the tip of the iceberg for what we were about to face, especially if it had Luther as uneasy as he was. There weren’t many times in life that I’d seen him frazzled, and seeing him fall to his knees on the sidewalk nearly shattered me. I could understand his emotion; everything that belonged to his sister and his mother was in that house, years of memories, love, laughter, pain, growth…just up in smoke. Maybe that triggered another bout of guilt within him, a final nail in the coffin to solidify that he was in this world alone.

      That he’d officially lost everything.

      “Did they contact you back yet?” he asked suddenly.

      I’d reached out to the private airstrip that housed our private jet. Considering that my parents had just returned from a trip, I already knew that they wouldn’t be ready to take off until the morning at the earliest. With the hard gaze Luther had as he waited for me to answer, I knew that wouldn’t be something he wanted to hear at the moment.

      “Um, no. Not yet,” I said, tucking a lock of hair behind my ear. He sighed deeply and sat on the ottoman at the foot of the bed, putting his head in his hands.

      “What the fuck is taking so long? It’ll probably be faster to just book a flight at the airport.”

      “The plane just landed. It takes some time for them to get the plane ready for another trip.” I walked over to him and put a hand on his shoulder. “Look, I know you’re anxious to get out of here. The earliest we’ll probably be able to leave is first thing in the morning. Let’s just…finish packing and set up our hotel things for when we get there. You still have to call your cousin to tell him that we’re coming anyway so that they’ll be ready for us.”

      He stared at me for a short moment before he blew out a breath, nodding. “Yeah, you’re right. I’ll call him and you can pick whatever fancy hotel you’ll feel safe in—“

      “Wait,” I interrupted, narrowing my eyes at him. “Are we staying in separate locations or something?”

      “I’d planned to stay with my cousin. I didn’t think you’d want to also.”

      I rolled my eyes. “If you’re going to ditch me the moment we get to California, what would be the point of me even going?” I muttered, walking away from him.

      “I’m not gonna ditch you, Sevyn. I just…look, I don’t know how these people operate. I don’t know if they want me to come to meetings alone or if it could be dangerous for you. I don’t want to rope you into more shit just because you’re present.”

      “Then I’ll leave when they come around, but I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to be in separate locations,” I argued. “I mean, who’s to say that these assholes don’t follow us to California and are betting on the fact that we split up?”

      “I’ll stay with you at the hotel then, Sevyn. Goddamn,” he muttered.

      “Don’t sound so enthusiastic, asshole. I’m just trying to think about everything from all angles. As I said, I could always stay home.”

      “You and I both know that’s an idiotic idea after what happened today,” he retorted, frowning at me.

      “Then stop suggesting idiotic things if you know what’s at stake,” I said as I entered my closet, clutching my stomach. Pain traveled across my stomach, causing me to whimper as I clutched the nearest shelf and bent over. Nausea washed over me as bile worked its way up my throat. Now wasn’t the time to be sick. The last thing I needed was for Luther to have a reason to leave me behind.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” he suddenly asked. I looked over my shoulder to see him standing in the doorway of the closet, frowning at me.

      I forced myself to stand up straight and shook my head. “Just having some cramps. It’s fine.”

      “You sounded like a wounded animal just now. Doesn’t sound like cramp pain.”

      “How would you know what cramps feel like? Did you grow a uterus overnight?” I muttered as I focused on getting what I needed from the closet.

      “If you’re not up for this, maybe you should talk to McMarren about the witness protection—”

      “I said I’m fine, Luther. Seriously, it was just cramps. It’s probably close to my…”

      My heart nearly stopped in my chest when I realized that my period was actually late. Luther continued staring at me, waiting for me to finish speaking.

      “Close to what?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing. I mean it’s probably from all the stress of everything going on,” I murmured, brushing past him to step out of the closet. I could feel his eyes on me as I stuffed the last of my things into the suitcase. I didn’t want to jump to conclusions and automatically think I was pregnant. I mean, stress could alter periods too. And with my past drug use, I’d kind of been all over the place so maybe it was multiple things at work. If this was some kind of sick way of history coming back to bite me in the ass, then this was a sick dose of karma that I could do without.

      “Well, knock that shit off. We don’t have time to be sick when people want us dead,” he muttered. I rolled my eyes.

      For our sake, I could only pray that I wasn’t pregnant. Luther wasn’t the man I remembered and if he planned on joining the mafia, there was no way I’d put a child through that.

      A knock sounded at the door before my father opened it and stuck his head in. “Dinner is ready, honey,” he said, frowning when he saw the suitcases. “Are you going somewhere?”

      “Oh, um, Luther’s family is having an emergency so we were going to go make sure everything was okay,” I said, glancing nervously at Luther.

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Are you leaving tonight?”

      “In the morning. I…was going to talk to you guys at dinner about using the private jet—“

      “No, that’s fine. Your mother and I won’t need it for a little while, as we’re taking the yacht in a few days to the Bahamas for a mixer.” My dad turned his gaze to Luther. “Sorry about your family.”

      The muscle in Luther’s jaw tightened as he nodded, my father’s words having a whole different meaning than what he probably intended. After a few moments of awkward silence, I clasped my hands in front of me and forced a smile on my face.

      “We’ll be out in a second, Dad. Thanks,” I said. He nodded and closed the door softly behind him. Luther moved past me and sat on the ottoman, grabbing the remote and turning on the tv. “You’re not coming to dinner?”

      “I don’t want to be around your parents.” He held up a finger. “Actually, I don’t want to be around your mother. Your dad’s cool, but your mother stokes the homicidal fire inside of me.”

      I smirked at him. “It’s just dinner. They rarely talk anyway.”

      “I don’t think I can be around her and not confront her for what she did.”

      I sighed. “Look, we have to put up some kind of front with her to make sure she believes we’re together. I mean, she was the main one painting you as the person who did this to me and couldn’t fathom that we’d actually be together.”

      He sighed loudly and turned the tv back off. “Fine. But if she starts some shit, I’m not biting my tongue for that bitch.”

      “I don’t expect you to.”

      “I’m glad we’re on the same page about that. Let’s get this shit over with then,” he muttered, heading for the door.

      By the time we reached the dining room, my parents were already at the table. My mother sipped on a glass of red wine, her eyes tracking Luther’s every move as if she were waiting for him to prove her right since she thought he was an animal. Luther took the seat next to me, staring at my mother for so long that she shifted uncomfortably and took more gulps of wine.

      “Thank you, Charlie,” my father said to the cook as Charlie placed a plate of beef wellington, asparagus, and cous cous in front of him.

      “Of course, Mr. Langdon,” Charlie murmured as he went around the table to do the same for the rest of us.

      “More wine, Charlie,” my mother demanded, waving her empty wine glass around. Luther shook his head as he leaned back in his seat, not even bothering to touch anything on the table. Dinner for the most part was silent, the tension so thick that you could probably karate chop through it easily. My father cleared his throat as he noticed Luther’s untouched plate.

      “If you’d prefer something else, I’m sure Charlie wouldn’t mind making you something else,” he offered.

      Luther shook his head. “That’s not necessary.”

      “Have you never had beef wellington before?” my mother drawled, taking another sip of wine. When Luther didn’t say anything, my mother put her hand on her chest and released a sarcastic giggle. “Of course you haven’t. You and your sister didn’t come from means, right?”

      My breath caught in my throat as Luther leaned forward. “Excuse me?”

      “I’m just saying. You may not be used to eating foods like this. It’s quite expensive having a chef come and prepare these exquisite meals, so this probably isn’t something you’re used to,” she said as she cut into her beef wellington.

      “Food is food, but I can understand how shallow people with no other kind of substance use it as a way to feel superior to someone else,” Luther replied, his tone flat.

      She only shrugged. “There’s no need to be defensive. I didn’t know finances was still a sore spot for you.”

      “Finances aren’t a sore spot; you still being a self-absorbed, narcissistic cunt just as you’ve been since I’ve known you is irritating the shit out of me,” he replied.

      His words stopped my mother mid chew as she looked up from her plate and stared at him. The room was so quiet that you could probably hear everyone’s hearts racing. After a few moments, my mother continued chewing as she put her silverware down.

      “Mr. Evans, going after what I want makes me a powerful woman, not…what you said.”

      “Oh no, Lauren, I’m not talking about your work ethic.”

      “Oh hell,” I muttered as I watched Luther reposition himself at the table. His entire energy had shifted, which meant that the rest of this dinner was on its way to a first class trip to Hell.

      “You don’t even know me otherwise to be able to say such things,” my mom countered.

      “Right…because you were always gone when your daughter needed you,” Luther countered. “You were always gone. Gone on her birthday, gone when she was probably going through heartbreak. I know for a fact that you were gone after you drugged her and left her to miscarry my baby in the bathroom. I bet that shit made you feel so powerful, huh?”

      “How dare you talk to me this way at my dinner table?!” she exclaimed, looking to my father as if waiting for him to interject.

      “How dare you make a decision for Sevyn without giving the both of us a choice?” Luther challenged.

      My mother scoffed, throwing the napkin on her lap onto the table. “She wasn’t even out of high school yet. Do you know how that would’ve looked for our family to not only have a daughter who was pregnant before she even received a high school diploma, but to be knocked up by someone who wasn’t even in a position to be able to take care of her or a baby?”

      “Mom—“

      “What, did you expect us to take care of her mistake because we have the means to?”

      “I didn’t expect you to do anything, really. You barely took care of the kid you actually created; Sevyn would’ve been left to do everything alone anyway or you would’ve hired someone else to take care of it just as you’d done throughout most of her life anyway.”

      “Okay, I think this is getting a bit heated,” my father finally said as he stood to his feet. “Look, we all made mistakes in the past. Arguing and saying hurtful things won’t help the situation because this isn’t anything we can change.” He looked to Luther. “I will apologize on behalf of my wife—“

      “I don’t want anyone’s apology on her behalf. I want to see if she’s too much of a narcissist to apologize herself,” he interrupted, leaning back in his seat.

      My mother rolled her eyes and took a gulp of wine. “Until you build an empire that could come crumbling down if the wrong press were to come out about it, you won’t understand the decisions I had to make. Besides, Sevyn had these silly ideas of keeping this child and—"

      “So you thought it was a better idea to drug your daughter with pills to make her miscarry and not even take her to a hospital because you wanted to protect a brand?” He scoffed and looked at me. “This is the person you stand up for, the person you want to protect so badly. I want you to remember that this is a person who will throw you in front of an incoming train if it means it’ll save her precious empire.”

      “Luther—"

      “I want you out of my house! I won’t stand for this disrespect!” my mother shouted as she jumped to her feet.

      “Trust me, I was already planning to fucking leave,” Luther growled, as he also stood.

      “Wait,” I said, also standing to stop Luther from walking away. “Look, this isn’t a conversation we should have at dinner. Dad was right; this happened years ago and fighting won’t change what happened.” I looked to my mother. “I already told you that if Luther goes, I’ll leave with him. Whether you like it or not, he’s the only person who can protect me from whoever is after me and it’s not a good idea for us to be separated right now.”

      “You’re just going to let him talk to your mother this way?” she exclaimed.

      “He has the right to be angry, Mom,” I said with a sigh as nausea swam in my belly again. “I hadn’t even told him about that until recently when I thought I was…”

      Just thinking of the possibility of actually being pregnant sent bile up my throat. I quickly clamped my mouth and turned to run, nearly tripping over my chair as I scurried to the half bathroom that sat on the other side of the kitchen. Everything I’d just eaten came out the moment I fell to my knees in front of the toilet. Their voices still carried from the dining room as I vomited until nothing came out but desperate, empty heaves. After a few moments, a soft knock sounded on the door.

      “Go away,” I muttered, not wanting to deal with anyone’s fake concern.

      “I knew you were upset, but being so upset that you threw up was kind of dramatic,” Luther’s familiar voice said on the other side of the door.

      I closed my eyes, a small smile settling on my lips as I forced myself to try to take deep breaths. “You’re an asshole, you know that?”

      “Can you open the door?”

      “I just need a minute,” I said with a sigh.

      He was silent for a moment. “Are you sure you want to come? Maybe you should—”

      “I’ll be fine, Luther. Just give me a minute,” I said.

      When I heard nothing else, I finally flushed the toilet with a sigh before pulling myself off the floor and going over to the sink. I quickly rinsed my mouth and tried to prepare myself to face my family. I should’ve known dinner was going to be a disaster with Luther and my mother at the same table. My mother couldn’t help but to be a bitch and Luther didn’t back down for anyone. Even though we couldn’t leave Miami until the morning, we’d have to go to a hotel for the night.

      Otherwise, I’d bet my life that Luther would slit my mother’s throat before the sun rose in the morning.

      Luther was practically a wall of muscle when I finally opened the door, scaring the shit out of me.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I squeaked, clutching my chest.

      He shrugged. “Just wanted to make sure you were fine. Plus, I didn’t want to be around your mother for another second.” He glanced toward the direction of the dining room. “I’m not staying here tonight.”

      “I know,” I said, running a hand through my hair. “We can get a hotel room and then leave for the air strip first thing in the morning.”

      “Good. Let’s get the fuck out of here then,” he said and stepped out of the way. I slowly walked past him, heading back to the dining room. My mother was nowhere to be found, my dad sitting at the table alone. He looked up when Luther and I entered the dining room.

      “Are you feeling alright, Sevyn?” he asked, his tired eyes filled with concern. My relationship with my father was confusing sometimes. I mean, he wasn’t as bad as my mom, but I couldn’t help but to wonder how life would’ve turned out if he would’ve cared this much years ago. If he was home more. If he were more vocal against my mom.

      “I’m fine, Dad. I think the stress of everything is just getting to me.” I wrapped my arms around myself. “Um, Luther and I are gonna go to a hotel for the night and then we’re heading for California in the morning to check on his family.”

      He nodded as he stood, walking around the table and wrapping me in a strong hug. Tears burned my eyes as I hugged him back. Ever since the killings started, he’d been more affectionate. He always made sure to tell me he loved me and to be safe. He was finally being the dad that I wished he was when I was at my most vulnerable.

      It was a shame that it took all of my friends being slaughtered for him to come to his senses.

      “Be sure to take security with you to the hotel. I just want you to be safe,” he murmured in my ear.

      I nodded. “I will.” My mouth watered as bile threatened to rise in my throat again. “We should probably get going before Mom comes back out. I think we’ve had enough drama for the night.”

      “Right.” He looked to Luther. “Again, I’m sorry about tonight. Lauren can be…”

      “A cunt?” Luther said, his tone flat.

      “I was going to say straight forward,” my dad replied, a hint of a grin on his lips. “Anyway, you kids get going. It’ll be late soon and since it’s the weekend, you might have slim pickings at nicer places. Just go to the penthouse for the night.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” I said, hugging him again. “I’ll call when we get settled in California.”

      “Okay, dear. I love you and you two be safe.”

      “We will!” I called over my shoulder as I pulled Luther away. The moment we got back to my bedroom, I immediately headed to my bathroom. I grabbed the bottle of Pepto Bismol from under the sink and took the top off, drinking the thick, chalky medicine straight from the bottle.

      “Can you overdose on that shit?” Luther asked when he saw me.

      I winced as I forced the medicine down and shuddered. “I don’t know, but it’ll at least stop my stomach from doing backflips.”

      His eyes slid down my face and landed on my stomach. “You don’t think…”

      “No,” I quickly said as I put the cap back on the bottle. “Are you ready to go?”

      That at least changed the mood of the room, his previous scowl returning. “Fuck yes. Are you sure your mother—“

      “Luther,” I said, smirking at him.

      He grinned and shrugged. “I’m just saying. I don’t think anyone would miss her if something were to happen to her.”

      “Shut up, Luther,” I said with a giggle.

      “Just know that the option is always open when it comes to that.”

      “Let’s go, you asshole.”
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        * * *

      

      We took our bags out to the garage, where my father already had a car waiting for us to take us straight to their penthouse downtown. My father stood outside talking with the security, smiling at me when we approached.

      “I’ve already called to let the front desk know that you’re on your way. Everything will be ready for you,” he said.

      “Great. Thanks again, Dad. I’ll see you when I get back,” I said, hugging him again. The driver took our bags as Luther got into the car without another word. After final words to my father, I slid into the backseat beside Luther, resting my head against the headrest and closing my eyes.

      “What’s wrong?” Luther asked one we were on the road.

      I shook my head. “I just want all this shit to be over already,” I whispered.

      He shuffled next to me before his good arm circled around me, pulling me to his chest. Even though I wanted to keep my boundaries up, I needed a moment to feel vulnerable, to be emotionally exhausted after everything I’d already gone through and everything I was bound to go through just to get to the other side of this alive.

      “We’ll be fine. You don’t have anything to worry about.”

      “I don’t want you getting yourself killed either, Luther. You may not think you have anything left, but you still have life.”

      “A lonely life isn’t a life, Sevyn.”

      I met his gaze. “Who said it’ll be lonely forever?”

      Though he pursed his lips and sighed, his eyes were filled with unspoken words that were probably better left unsaid. I didn’t press the issue, only resting my head against his chest to allow the steady beat of his heart to comfort me.

      “You told Logan you were pregnant, right?” he suddenly asked after a long stretch of silence.

      I nodded. “She was with me when I took the test,” I murmured, remembering that time we sat in my bathroom when I learned that I was pregnant. I remembered the shock and worry that filled her baby doll features when I revealed to her that I’d been seeing Luther in secret and that the baby was his.

      “I’m sure she went on and on about how I would’ve been a shit dad, huh?”

      I glanced up at him when I noted the sadness that tinged his tone. He tried to hide it with a chuckle, but I knew him better than that. “She just thought it was a bad time for the both of us. I was still in high school and you were in college…it was just bad timing.”

      He was quiet for a few moments. “She wouldn’t have been wrong,” he murmured. “Sometimes I think that if I ever had a kid, I’d give them the love that I felt I never got so that they didn’t end up like me. But fucked up people don’t get clean, happy endings when you’ve done all the things I have.”

      “But that’s what would make you a great dad, Luther. Besides, maybe your kid would think the world of you simply because you’re there.”

      He shook his head. “With the sacrifices I’ll have to make soon, kids won’t be in my future. No need to have a kid when I’ll have a job that’ll put my life on the line every day.”

      “Then don’t do it. Whatever cash price they want—”

      “Sevyn, stop.” He sighed. “You wanted to keep boundaries and shit, so it would help you maintain that by not caring so much. You’ve made it clear that nothing can become of us when this is over; let’s just leave it at that.”

      I ground my teeth and pulled away from him, wrapping my arms around myself.

      “I care because I’ve known you majority of my life, Luther. If I think you’re doing something stupid, I’m not going to just watch you sign an ongoing death certificate.”

      “One, that doesn’t even make sense. Two, maybe you should. If I would’ve left you alone that night at the beach, none of this shit would’ve happened. Logan and my mom wouldn’t be dead, my family wouldn’t be ripped apart, and you and I would be living our lives unaffected by each other,” he muttered.

      I only stared at him. Regardless of how things ended between us, I didn’t regret the time we spent together. To hear him basically wish none of that happened hurt more than I expected it to. After a few moments, I sighed and pushed away from him.

      He ran his hand along his face as he exhaled deeply. “I didn’t mean it—”

      “It’s fine,” I murmured, looking out the window at the passing scenery. I could see Luther’s reflection, his eyes on me for a long moment before he turned his gaze to his own window without a word. I knew what I needed to do as soon as we got to the hotel: have someone get a pregnancy test so that I could at least know if it was truly stress that had my stomach in knots or if it was a baby. But if it was a baby?

      It would remain a secret. No need to be destroyed by this man once again by thinking a baby would magically give us a happily ever after.

      The car finally came to a stop outside of the luxury condominium building that held my family’s penthouse, Luther getting out of the car without a word to me. I watched him as he moved around the back of the car to get our bags before I rolled the partition down to speak to the driver.

      “Can I ask a favor?” I murmured.

      “Of course, Ms. Langdon.”

      “Could you…go across the street and grab a pregnancy test for me, please?” I glanced over my shoulder at Luther. “And if you could find a way to hide it before getting it to me, I’d greatly appreciate it.”

      “Uh…should I buy something else with a box long enough to fit them in?”

      “Yeah, that’s fine. Just…get rid of the actual test box before you come up.”

      “Of course, Ms. Langdon. I’ll run over there as soon as I get your bags upstairs.”

      “I’ll have security take them up. This is important.”

      “Do you need anything else in particular that could possibly be big enough?”

      My stomach cramped the moment he finished his sentence. “A heating pad. I’m sure you can slide the tests into that box with no problem. I’ll reimburse you when you come back.”

      He nodded and opened the door just as Luther opened my door. “Are you coming or sleeping in the backseat?” he asked.

      I rolled my eyes and slid across the seat before stepping out onto the sidewalk. “What if I am?”

      My stomach flipped when he grinned at me and wrapped his good arm around my waist, pulling me close.

      “Because I don’t think your parents or the driver would appreciate me ruining the interior of their fancy limo with all the things I planned to do to you when we get upstairs,” he said and leaned forward to kiss me.

      I turned my head away and pushed against his chest. Confusion filled his gaze as he loosened his grip on me, though his arm never fell away. I gave him a sheepish shrug, realizing the security team was watching us.

      “I haven’t had a chance to brush my teeth after the little…mishap at dinner,” I said. I had to give it to myself; I was pretty impressed with how quickly I came up with an excuse not to kiss him. Even though it was technically the truth, it wasn’t the actual reason I didn’t want to kiss him. After everything that’d been said in the car, I actually was starting to regret this decision of pretending to date him. Instead of it making things easier, it just opened old wounds and made things harder than it needed to be while trying to convince everyone else that our lie was the truth.

      Probably should’ve thought about it a little more before I opened my mouth.

      Luther backed away from me with a nod. “Right,” he simply said, but something lingered in his voice that I couldn’t quite decipher. The air around us grew thick with awkward tension as the security team grabbed our bags and ushered us toward the door of the building. Despite knowing I made the right decision by not kissing him, it didn’t stop the guilt from trickling in. Us pretending to be in a relationship was what would save him from prison and my inability to separate what was real and what was a part of our story would be the downfall of us. It wasn’t his fault that I still loved him despite everything. It wasn’t his fault that I’d bitten off more than I could chew in a desperate attempt to help. It wasn’t his fault that us being in this situation was my fault for not giving him time to come up with a better story before I escaped.

      Get a grip on yourself, Sevyn, I scolded myself before I moved closer to Luther and threaded my fingers through his. He looked down at me, hints of a frown on his lips. “I’m sorry, baby,” I started softly with a small smile. “I just feel gross right now. You know how I am about things like this.”

      He only nodded, which made me wonder if he thought I was talking about the boundaries I’d set. His hand was lax despite the fact that I gripped his tight enough to hold on to him, as if he didn’t want to be touched anymore. I sighed inwardly and let go of his hand as we walked into the lobby of the building, thankful when the front desk attendant gave me something else to focus on.

      “Ms. Langdon, hi!” she chirped. “Your father said to expect you, so your penthouse is ready.”

      “Thank you,” I murmured with a small smile as I took the elevator key from her, which was the only way the penthouse floor could be accessed.

      “My pleasure! Please call us if you need anything. Enjoy your stay!”

      “I will, thank you,” I said, just as the driver came through the door entrance.

      “Here’s your heating pad, Ms. Langdon,” he said, panting. The receipt was crumbled up in his hand, which he quickly stuck in his pocket as he held the bag out toward me.

      “Thanks again. How much do I owe you?”

      “No charge, ma’am.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked with a raised brow. I didn’t want him to refuse payment because he planned to try to sell a story to the media about a possible pregnancy. That was the absolute last thing I needed if I didn’t want Luther to know about it.

      He gave me a warm smile as he nodded. “Your family has been good to me for years; it was really no trouble.”

      “Well, thank you. I’ll see you in the morning then,” I said. He dismissed himself with a nod and we all headed for the elevator.

      Luther shuffled from foot to foot as he looked up at the screen, watching the floor numbers change until the red “P” was displayed. The elevator opened up to a quiet hallway, a single door in front of us.

      “Could Sevyn and I get a minute alone for a second?” Luther finally asked. The security men exchanged a look before one spoke.

      “We have to check the inside first to make sure no one is here, but we’ll be out of your hair once the sweep is complete.”

      “I’ll use the bathroom in the meantime,” I quickly said, pushing past them as I unlocked the door with the keycard. I didn’t bother to wait around for the security to check the bathroom, rushing there before they had a chance to object. I knew I didn’t have a bunch of time, so I opened the heating pad box and pulled out one of the two pregnancy tests sitting at the bottom of it with shaky hands. My gut feeling told me that this would be positive, but a part of me still hoped that it wasn’t. This wasn’t the part of history I wanted to repeat; I didn’t want to be pregnant by this man again. I didn’t want to deal with the blowback of him eventually finding out and wanting me to get rid of it. I didn’t want to have a kid by myself and spend the rest of my life wondering if their father was still alive or if he died doing mafia work. I didn’t want to have to create another story to appease this child they started asking questions.

      I didn’t want to keep living a lie.

      After peeing on the stick, I washed my hands and sat on the side of the tub, staring at the test as it sat on the counter. Logan’s voice sounded in my head as I waited, and I wished more than anything that she was with me right now.

      “You probably think I’m so stupid for thinking this was a good idea,” I whispered with tears in my eyes. She warned me for years to not pursue anything with him, reminding me of why he was bad news. I had no idea why I thought I was so different; he’d discarded me the same way he’d done to any other woman that crossed his path. At least this time, the pregnancy wouldn’t have been the result of my own bad decisions.

      My breath caught in my throat. Would I be able to look this child in the eyes knowing they were conceived in a bed of pain and torment and not love? Could I handle a living, breathing reminder of everything and everyone I’d lost that week? It was one thing to slowly get through it through time and therapy, but it was completely different when I’d have to answer the questions they’d have about Luther. If it was a boy that came out looking exactly like his father.

      A soft knock sounded on the door. “Sevyn?” Luther called from the other side.

      “Give me a second!” I quickly replied and jumped to my feet, rushing over to the countertop.

      “I’ll be in the living room.”

      “Okay, I’ll be there in a second!”

      My phone vibrated, alerting me that the timer I’d set was complete. I released a shaky breath as my heart hammered in my chest. Taking the test into my hand, I closed my eyes for a moment.

      “To whatever god there is out there, please…please let this be negative,” I whispered out loud.

      I turned the test over and looked at the display screen, nausea and a sea of emotions washing over me as tears burned my eyes.

      Maybe God didn’t like the fact that I enjoyed being treated like a god after all, giving me the worst bout of karma He could possibly think of.

      A baby with a psychopath that I didn’t have a future with.
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LUTHER

      I paced the living room as I waited for Sevyn to come out. We were in way over our heads, and with the way she was acting when it came to being my “girlfriend” in public—which was her fucking idea in the first place—it was getting on my last fucking nerve. I could understand what she meant when she mentioned the boundaries. Ever since that whole foreplay shit with her vibrator, she’d completely shut down to the point to where she didn’t want to be touched whether we were alone or in front of people. She didn’t want to sleep with me, she limited her time around me, and when I tried to play my part when we were in front of people, she’d reject me.

      If it was going to be this fucking hard, then it was best that we just cut our losses and quit while we were ahead. Otherwise, people would catch onto us anyway and the situation could end up much worse than what it already was.

      “What’s up?” she suddenly asked from behind me.

      I turned to face her, frowning at her as she looked at me with wet eyes. “What’s wrong with you?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “I’m fine.” She sniffled. “You wanted to talk?”

      “What are we doing?”

      She raised an eyebrow at me. “What do you mean?”

      “Exactly what I said. Did the plan change or something or are you reverting back to who you were years ago when you weren’t able to control your emotions?” I asked, my tone flat.

      She scoffed. “Excuse me? What the hell are you—“

      “I think we should probably call it quits,” I said with a shrug. She only continued staring at me, as if she didn’t understand what I’d said. “This isn’t working out, so we may as well quit while we’re ahead. Otherwise, we’ll both be fucked when everyone else catches on and blows our cover story.”

      Her brows furrowed as confusion painted her features. “What are you talking about? Is this about what happened outside? I told you—“

      “You and I both know that’s bullshit, Sevyn,” I said with a sigh. “Look, your idea was good; I’ll give you that. Since we have that kind of history, it’s not a completely impossible idea that we’d date. But you’re making it painfully obvious that you can’t handle this shit and with the way you’re acting—"

      “The way I’m acting?” She folded her arms across her chest. “I told you I didn’t want to kiss you because I hadn’t had a chance to brush my teeth.”

      “And as I just said, you and I know that’s bullshit. I’m not even just talking about tonight. I’m talking about everything that’s happened since you brought me to your house,” I said. “Sleeping in separate rooms, not wanting me to touch you, not wanting to be around me...you don’t think everybody else is catching on to that shit? It’s one thing if we were to just call it quits because of everything that’s happened, but with how things are between us right now, people are going to realize we were never together in the first place. You already know what’ll happen if that gets out.”

      She sighed loudly and ran a frustrated hand through her hair. “What do you want me to say? You’re constantly doing shit that makes this feel more real than what it is—"

      “Because to everyone else? It’s supposed to be real, Sevyn. What, did you not account for the fact that people who date are supposed to be intimate or was I just supposed to just say it out loud and not have our actions match?” I blew out a breath, growing agitated. “This was your idea, your plan. I don’t know what you expected to happen when you brought this to me, but you not being able to control your emotions will get us both fucked up.”

      “You don’t get to tell me how to fucking feel!” she snapped, her cheeks turning red with anger. “You don’t get to tell me how to process something that I never got closure for until recently. You don’t get to tell me—“

      “I’m pretty sure you knew all of this shit before you brought this plan to me,” I growled. “You don’t get to stand before me trying to guilt me for calling you out on your bullshit. Either do what you planned to do or we can call it quits right now. I’m not doing this hot and cold bullshit with you. Either you’re all in or I’m out.”

      “I’ve been in!”

      “Yeah, and it’s like pulling fucking teeth. This shit is exhausting, Sevyn. One minute, you want to pretend. The next minute, you’re setting fucking boundaries and shit for what we will and won’t do. Do you know how many people in your camp still see me as a suspect and are looking for any and all reasons to find a crack in our foundation to out us?!” I snapped.

      “Don’t put this all on me, Luther. It’s not just your fucking actions that I’m trying to protect myself from.” She shook her head. “It’s not just the fact that you’re ‘touching’ me or ‘kissing’ me or whatever other bullshit you wanna tell yourself so that you don’t have to take any responsibility for how I feel. It’s the fact that when you’re doing that shit, you always bring up old things you felt and never told me when it was relevant. You always remind me of old times, old memories, old love, old pain, and now you want to act as if our problem is simply because I can’t control my emotions?! You can absolutely fuck yourself.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Oh, I’m sorry. I was only trying to make you comfortable and take your mind off the fact that you were doing something you were obviously uncomfortable with—"

      “No, you were trying to manipulate my emotions because that’s what you’re so good at. Learn to fucking take accountability for once. This whole situation is nothing but a product of you and your lack of responsibility and accountability. You can’t take accountability for the fact that you fucking suck at communicating and suck at telling people what you need. You always have to point the finger at someone else and make someone else the problem when it’s always been you. You are the fucking problem, Luther.”

      “Then why the fuck did you want to save me so bad, huh? I must not suck too bad because you came up with a bullshit story just so I could protect your ass since you don’t know how to fucking listen!” I bellowed. “I may have done a lot of shit, but our current situation with the Brotherhood and The Collective is because of fucking you!”

      “And I’ve acknowledged that!” she screamed. “I took responsibility for our current situation. But you’ve yet to acknowledge that it was your plans that got us here. Your plan to hurt Logan. Your plan to hurt me. Your plan to kill my friends. Even now you can’t fucking man up and admit that you fucked up and it’s your own decisions that ultimately got us here!” She glared at me, her chest heaving. “You know what? We’ll do what we need to do in order to see this through. Do whatever you want to do to convince the others. Want to kiss me in front of others? Fine. Fuck me in public? Whatever. But when this is over? I never want to fucking see you again. You’ve ruined my life enough for a lifetime and I refuse to continue giving you the access to keep chaos in my life. I hope that part is absolutely clear.”

      I shrugged. “It makes me no fucking difference. That was the plan anyway, so you’re not telling me anything that I wasn’t already planning to do. I’m just glad we’re already in agreement on it so that when you come back with your bullshit emotions when it’s time to split ways, I can remind you of this very conversation.”

      “Trust me, I won’t forget any of this.” She shook her head. “Sometimes, I don’t even know why I fucking bother with you.”

      “Because you need me right now. If the situation were different and there weren’t any other people involved but me, you would’ve just let the police arrest me and go back to your bullshit life of cutting yourself, drugs, and therapy to help you through your new trauma from watching me murder every single one of your pathetic ass friends.”

      Pain, grief, and anger colored her eyes as she scoffed. “Fuck you, Luther. Just fuck you.”

      She stormed away from me, going into a bedroom and slamming the door behind her.

      I flopped down on the couch and rested my head against the back of it. An overwhelming sense of regret swam in the pit of my stomach as my mind tumbled around everything that’d happened up to this point. So much shit could’ve been avoided if that one particular summer hadn’t existed. If I’d been a better brother to Logan when she needed me most. If I wasn’t a hateful bastard set on hurting my sister regardless of the consequences.

      Now I had to figure out how to navigate the rest of this dark path with a woman that I was sure now hated me. It’s probably for the best; being the girlfriend of someone in the mafia wouldn’t look good for her and her family anyway, I thought to myself with a sigh, closing my eyes.

      I needed to hurry up and handle this situation. The sooner I put distance between Sevyn and I, the better it would be for the both of us.

      Maybe then I could finally get the fuck over her for good.
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        * * *

      

      We slept in separate bedrooms, which was no surprise after our blowout last night. We’d gotten up early to get ready for our flight, moving around each other in silence. When I planned to talk to her, I’d only wanted to ask her if she thought we were doing the right thing and whether or not she was able to handle it. I didn’t expect it to turn into the fight that happened. I may have said some shit that was a bit harsh, but it wasn’t as if it wasn’t the truth. I had a lot to lose if this didn’t work out. I may not have verbally admitted that I’d fucked up, but I’d hoped my actions and my desire to protect her would make up for it. Now we were in this weird ass place where even wanting to go through with the plan once we were in front of her security was hard.

      “My cousin is going to meet us at the hotel once we get settled,” I finally said once we’d gotten into the car.

      “Cool,” she said, not bothering to look at me.

      I sighed deeply. “Got something you need to say?”

      “Like?”

      “I don’t know, whatever you’re pissed about.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “The vibe you’re giving off doesn’t say that, but okay.” After a few moments, I exhaled deeply. “Last night got out of hand; I’ll admit to that. I just…I need you to understand what’s at stake, Sevyn. I won’t hold it against you if you don’t think you can do this anymore, but you have to realize that I could lose everything if this plan backfires. If me reminding you of our past is hard, I won’t say anything else about it. I just want the both of us to get out of this alive and I don’t want to feel like the only one putting in the effort simply because you’re putting up a shit ton of walls to protect yourself.”

      She continued looking out the window. “I already told you that it’s fine, Luther. We’ll do what we need to do and split ways when this is over,” she said, her tone still tight.

      Once she leaves, then you’ll really be alone, the voice in the back of my mind reminded me. I ground my teeth and settled into my seat, anxiety spreading throughout my veins like sticky honey that I couldn’t get off. The logical side of me knew that the best thing to do was to leave her alone when all of this was over. But the selfish part of me didn't want to let her go. I thought back to our conversation the night before. I never want to fucking see you again. You've ruined my life enough for a lifetime and I refuse to continue giving you access to keep chaos in my life.

      I released a deep sigh. Now wasn't the time to worry about what would happen in the future. The future wouldn't matter if both of us were dead. When we were no longer in danger, then I would figure out how to win over the only woman that managed to break down all the walls that I’d surrounded myself with…granted that I wasn’t too much of a coward to tell her the truth when the time came as I was seven years ago.

      Wanting to break the uncomfortable silence around us, I cleared my throat. “So what’s the plan when we get to Cali? Are we still going along with this or does it not matter since we won’t be in Miami?“ I asked.

      “The murders were all over the news everywhere because of who my family is. It didn’t just air on our side of the country. It’s best to just stick to the plan. We never know who may be watching us while we’re out there.”

      “Cool,” I said with a nod before glancing over at her. Her face was pinched in discomfort, her arms wrapped around her stomach as if she were trying to comfort herself. “Still sick?”

      She shrugged, still looking out the window. “Just cramps.”

      “Are you really going to spend the entire trip not looking at me?” I asked with a smirk.

      “Not looking at you keeps me from slapping you,” she muttered.

      I gasped in faux shock, putting my hand on my chest. “Slap me? What the hell did I do? I only asked a question!”

      She glared at me, which was better than her ignoring me and continuing to stare out of the window. “Do you have selective memory that caused you to forget that you were an asshole last night?”

      Play nice; you want to win her over at the end of this, remember? the small voice in my head reminded me. I let out a small sigh and slid across the seat, wrapping my good arm around her. “I’m sorry for being a dickhead,” I murmured, resting my chin on her shoulder. She scoffed and turned her attention back to the window.

      “Sure you are.”

      “I am though.”

      She slid away from me a little, narrowing her gaze at me. “Then what are you sorry about exactly?” she asked, folding her arms across her chest.

      “For everything harsh I said last night.” I moved a little closer. “For getting you into this shit. For hurting you. For everything I didn’t take accountability for before.”

      Her eyes softened as she dropped her gaze. “I guess.”

      “What, you don’t believe me?”

      “No,” she said with no hesitation. “You have a habit of saying things you think I want to hear before you go back to your regularly scheduled bullshit.”

      I rolled my eyes. “What’s the point of apologizing or taking accountability for anything when you won’t believe me anyway? When I don’t do it, you crucify me. When I do you, you don’t believe me. With that logic, I lose either way so what’s the point?”

      “That sounds more like a ‘you’ problem than a ‘me’ problem,” she said with a shrug. “Maybe if you told the truth more often, it would be easier to trust you. Better yet, maybe if your actions matched your words, it would be easier to believe you.”

      “If I did that, you’d think I was manipulating you like you accused me of doing last night,” I said, my tone flat.

      “No, I told you that you telling me all the things you thought and felt when we were together now was trying to manipulate my emotions,” she corrected.

      “Fine, then I’ll let my actions speak for me from now on,” I said, resting my chin on her shoulder again.

      “Then I guess we’ll see,” she said, focusing her gaze out of the window.

      After a few minutes of silence, I lightly tickled her side. “Can you at least stop hating me for now? It’s making shit weird.”

      “Who said I was mad?”

      “The fact that you must still wanna slap me since you’re still not looking at me,” I said with a grin.

      A hint of a smirk graced her lips. “Because I do. Do you want to risk me actually doing that if I look at you for too long?”

      “You won’t slap me. I’m vulnerable and injured.”

      “You wanna bet on that?”

      I grinned and kissed her shoulder. “Still mad at me now?”

      “Yep.”

      I kissed her neck. “How about now?”

      “Keep your lips off of me.”

      I grinned and kissed her neck. “How about now? Any changes?”

      “Luther, knock it the hell off.”

      I kissed her warm skin again. “Am I getting hotter or colder? I can do this all day.”

      “Ice cold, now fuck off,” she said, but she couldn’t hide the amusement in her voice.

      “Lies. I’ll keep going.” I moved a little closer, my hand creeping under her t-shirt to caress the smooth skin of her stomach as I kissed her neck again. “How about now?”

      “Nope. I still want to slap you.”

      “Hmm…” Though it was awkward as fuck, I raised my casted arm and turned her face toward me, capturing her lips before she could utter a single word. She stiffened for a brief moment before melting into me with a soft sigh. The soft floral notes of her perfume and whatever she used in her hair surrounded me as I breathed her in, my fingertips lightly digging into the flesh on her side as her tongue moved in rhythm with mine. In that moment, it felt like old times, times I wished we could go back to sometimes before all of this other shit happened. Times when I wished I wasn’t a fucking coward. When I wasn’t a hateful bastard.

      When I hadn’t ruined the best thing I had at the time.

      My cock threatened to harden as the kiss deepened, alarm bells going off in my head to stop before I got ahead of myself. This was only supposed to be pretend, but it was hard for this shit to not feel real. It was always so natural being with her intimately. Despite our conversation last night, I wasn’t sure if I could give her up when this was over. And I wasn’t sure if I even wanted to. Better get her out of my system just in case.

      She finally pulled away, her cheeks rosy as she licked her lips and looked up at me. I grinned.

      “How about now?” I asked.

      She gave me a soft smile. “I still want to slap you, but maybe a little less than before.”

      I chuckled. “I’ll keep working at it then,” I said and kissed her again. “Hopefully you hate me less, though.”

      “Hate you?” She frowned. “I never said anything about hating you.”

      “Your actions have made it obvious.”

      She rolled her eyes. “If I hated you, we wouldn’t be doing this, Luther. I couldn’t hate you if I wanted to. Trust me, I tried.”

      That makes the both of us, I thought to myself, but I grinned at her instead. “So…does that mean you still…love me?” I asked, wiggling my eyebrows.

      She laughed and gently pushed me, turning her attention back to the window. “Just shut up before I want to slap you again,” she said, shaking her head.

      The truth lingered on the tip of my tongue, my mouth wanting to tell her that I did love her but I knew she wouldn’t believe me if I told her now. She’d only think I was trying to manipulate her when I just wanted to tell her everything I couldn’t all those years ago. If she wanted me to show how I truly felt about her through my actions, then I’d show her.

      “Why do you look like that?” she suddenly asked.

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know. Like you’re bothered by something,” she said.

      I shook my head. “It’s nothing.”

      “Bullshit,” she countered, frowning.

      I chuckled. “You think you know me so well, huh?”

      “Because I do. So? What’s the problem?”

      Since she wouldn’t accept the truth, I decided to do what she thought I did best—lie.

      “Just thinking about how this cast is a fucking cock block,” I said with a grin, tightening my good arm around her. “Because if I didn’t have this on my arm, you’d be coming on my fingers right now and then I’d have you coming on my cock on the plane.”

      She smirked at me and shook her head. “I don’t think so, you psycho.”

      “Can you blame a man for trying when his girl looks so fucking good beside him?” I whispered in her ear. And she did look good. She wasn’t wearing anything fancy, just a fitting graphic t-shirt and skinny jeans that fit perfectly along her gorgeous curves, her glossy hair in a low ponytail. I always thought she was the most sexy when she was casually dressed with light or no makeup. She always thought she had to look photo ready but she never dressed up when it was time to travel. It was refreshing to see her look so…normal despite the life she actually lived.

      She scoffed. “You’re insane. And stop feeling me up,” she said, grabbing my wrist.

      “Feel you up? I’d never,” I joked, my hand still moving up her shirt.

      Her hand gripped my wrist tighter. “Then what do you call what you’re doing?”

      “My hands are cold.”

      “You’re full of shit, you know that?” she said with a giggle.

      The partition slowly rolled down halfway, the driver’s eyes becoming visible in the rearview mirror. “We’ve arrived, Ms. Langdon,” he said before rolling it back up. Sevyn pulled out of my grasped and opened the door, slipping out quickly.

      I sighed deeply. This was going to take a lot more work than I originally thought.

    

  







            CHAPTER 9

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Chapter 9]
        

      

      

  




SEVYN

      History had a fucked up way of repeating itself.

      Here I was again, seven years after the first mishap, pregnant with no idea what to do. A part of me knew it would be wrong to keep it from him, especially with how passionate he seemed about the first one I lost. But on the other hand, I wasn’t even sure it would matter. It would do nothing but serve as a distraction for what we needed to do and after our fight last night, we didn’t need anymore hiccups in our plan. He and I both knew there wasn’t a realistic future for us anyway. I had no interest in being associated with the mafia, and I definitely didn’t want to bring a child into that kind of madness either.

      I sighed inwardly as I walked up the steps to board the private jet. Maybe telling him will make him reconsider joining the mafia, I pondered, but immediately disregarded the thought. He’d already said that they were the only ones who could help us and that was the price he had to pay for their help. While it may not alter the future of a relationship with him, at least I wouldn’t have to carry this secret by myself like I did the first time around.

      “Can you practice being a runaway bride later and walk down the aisle already? It’s hot as balls out here,” Luther complained behind me.

      I stepped off to the side. “Um, do you need anything?” I asked.

      He looked at me with a raised brow. “Do you plan on going somewhere or something?”

      “I’m going to lay down for a little while. Not feeling all that great,” I said with a shrug. He stared at me for a moment before gesturing down the aisle.

      “Then I’m coming with you.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter, Luther,” I mumbled as I made my way to the bedroom.

      “No one said you did, but you have to be high to think I want to sit out here with your weird ass security guards,” he said, glancing over his shoulder as the men boarded the plane. I rolled my eyes.

      “Fine. We need to talk anyway.” I walked into the bedroom, tossing my purse on the bed as I kicked my sandals off.

      He sighed loudly as he closed the door behind him. “This better not be about what happened in the car, Sevyn. We literally just had that conversation last night.”

      “I’m well aware of the conversation we had last night. Trust me, it’s not easy to forget how much of an asshole you were.”

      He frowned slightly. “And I apologized for that.”

      I rubbed my forehead as the tension shifted in the room. “Look, I didn’t come in here to argue with you. What I want to talk to you about has nothing to do with our conversation last night or what happened in the car.”

      “So what is it?”

      I moved over to the foot of the bed and sat down, grabbing my purse. When he didn’t move from his spot, I gestured to the empty spot next to me. “Well, are you going to sit?”

      “I’d rather stand.”

      “I think you’d want to sit for this.”

      “I’m sure I’d rather stand.”

      “Fine,” I sighed as I unzipped my purse. “Well, I fought back and forth with myself on whether or not I wanted to talk to you about this, but I figured that it was probably best to not repeat history. The last time I kept a secret, both of our worlds fell apart.”

      He frowned. “What the fuck are you going on about, Sevyn?”

      “I’m pregnant.”

      He only stared at me with a blank expression, the silence so thick around us that it nearly made my ears hurt. He leaned against the wall and rubbed his hand down his face.

      “Did you take a test or something?” he finally asked.

      I nodded. “I took two.” I pulled out the Ziplock bag that held both tests and held it out to him. “I took one last night and one this morning.”

      He took the tests from me, staring at the positive tests with an unreadable expression on his face. At least he didn’t look surprised, especially considering that he had to know this was a possibility after what he’d done to me. He finally came over and sat next to me without a word, still staring at the tests.

      “Well, are you going to say something?” I finally said.

      “What am I supposed to say to this?”

      “I don’t know, but silence isn’t all that great either.”

      He sighed, handing the tests back to me. “So, what do you plan to do? Are you keeping it or what?”

      It was a question I’d pondered ever since I’d taken the first test. With who my family was, it would be a complete scandal to know that I was pregnant and wasn’t with Luther anymore. I could almost hear my mother scolding me about being “stupid” again and ruining our image. I also knew that Luther being associated with the mafia would also come back to bite my family and I in the ass, which could put Luther in danger too if he was in the media too much due to his connection with me. But I also wanted to be a mother and have a kid with the only guy who managed to keep my heart in a death grip, even if we couldn’t be together.

      “Do you not want me to?” I asked instead.

      “I’m not your mother. That’s not my decision to make.”

      “Well, it’s your kid as much as it is mine,” I said with a shrug.

      He let out a light chuckle and shook his head. “It’s like this situation is becoming more and more fucked up by the day,” he said softly.

      “So, you don’t want me to keep it,” I stated, my tone flat.

      “That’s not what I’m saying.”

      “Then what are you saying?”

      He was quiet for a moment. “I always imagine that having a kid would be this joyous thing. I’d be with the woman I loved, life would be fine, and a kid would be the icing on the cake to make me feel something other than the negative shit going on in my head.” He shook his head. “But it’s nothing like that right now. We’re on the run from two cults who want us dead, we aren’t even together, and that baby wasn’t conceived out of love.” His eyes fell to my stomach. “It’s like you’re carrying a physical form of guilt that I’m going to have to look at for the rest of my life and be reminded of what I’d done and how I’ve fucked up everybody’s life with my bullshit.”

      I dropped my gaze. What the fuck did you say to that? He definitely wasn’t wrong for how he felt, as it was the honest truth. This entire situation was fucked up, but there was nothing we could do about it. The damage had already been done. The only thing we could do was clean up the mess he made and figure out what to do later.

      “I just wanted to make sure you knew this time,” I finally said. “It was hard enough carrying that secret by myself the first time around.”

      “But you haven’t answered my question,” he said, frowning at me.

      “Because I don’t know right now, Luther.” I got up and paced the space around us. “It’s still early and there’s a lot of things to consider.”

      “Like what?”

      “The fact that you’re about to join the mafia, you’re going to be moving to California when all of this is over—”

      “Then come with me,” he said with a shrug.

      I scoffed. “Luther, we aren’t even together.”

      “We don’t have to be together to coparent. I won’t force a relationship with you, but you’re making this complicated than it needs to be.”

      “No, the fact that you’re still about to become a made man is what’s making this complicated,” I mumbled, leaning against the wall. “I don’t want that kind of chaos in my life. I don’t want that kind of danger in our kid’s life.”

      He ran a frustrated hand through his hair. “Sevyn, I don’t have a choice. They’re the only ones who can help us right now and that’s the price I have to pay in order to fix this shit. I’m sacrificing this for you—and now our kid essentially. You think I want this shit?”

      “Then see if there’s another way!” I exclaimed. “There has to be another way.”

      “If there was another way, I would’ve taken it,” he said with a sigh. “I don’t know what you’re expecting of me, Sevyn, but this is what I have to do to make sure you have nothing to worry about when all of this shit is over.”

      This wasn’t a situation that could be resolved in one conversation, so I just shrugged. “Well, we don’t know what’ll happen in the next couple of weeks, so for now we should just focus on the bigger problem at hand.”

      “You don’t think a pregnancy is a big problem by itself?”

      “The pregnancy won’t matter if I’m dead. Deal with one thing at a time, Luther.”

      “Hard to do that when you’ve dropped a bomb on me,” he mumbled.

      “You’re acting as if this is my fault,” I said, folding my arms across my chest. “You had to know this was going to happen after what you did—"

      “You think I don’t know that?” he interrupted, his voice tight. “If you keep this kid, what’s going to happen with us? Last night you said you didn’t want to see me again. This was after you knew you were pregnant, right? When you took ten years in the bathroom?”

      “I wouldn’t stop you from seeing them if that’s what you’re trying to ask.”

      “But how is that going to happen if I’m in California and you’re in Miami?”

      I shrugged. “That’ll be on you, Luther. I’m sure you know how to communicate when you want things; you’re so good at doing that with me when you want me to know what you want from me.”

      He stood to his feet, a frown planting itself on his lips. “You remember that question I asked you on the roof?”

      I slightly tilted my head, pursing my lips together as I stared at him. “The roof? What are you talking about and what does that have to do with—"

      “Seven years ago on my roof. I asked you a question that’s pretty fucking relevant to this conversation,” he said. “Or are you ready to admit that your answer back then was full of shit now that the opportunity has actually presented itself?”

      “I’m not interested in playing guessing games, so how about you just tell me what this question was.”

      “I asked you if you’d leave your life behind and run away with me, even if it meant financial uncertainty and leaving your life of privilege behind.”

      I scoffed. “You can’t be serious, Luther. Back then, you were just a college student, not planning to join the fucking mafia.”

      “Yeah, and my sister and mother were still alive, your friends were still alive, and we were in a relationship,” he countered. “I’m sure we can both agree that a lot of shit has changed since then, but the fact still remains.”

      “What fact? We were in a relationship then, Luther. I answered based on our current situation. What we have right now isn’t real—”

      “It could be, but you’re so stuck in the fucking past that you won’t even allow yourself to see that,” he mumbled.

      I stared at him in disbelief. Here we were again, him trying to shift the blame on me for something he created. So much for that fucking apology in the car because he was back to doing the same shit that he was apologizing for earlier.

      “Do you hear yourself?”

      “I hear myself loud and clear. The question is are you listening to me? Because hearing me and listening to me are two different things.”

      “Oh no, I’m listening. I’m just not the naive woman you think I am that’ll believe anything you tell me. We’ve been down this road before.”

      “That was then; this is now. Keep up.”

      I scoffed. “Oh yeah? Since you seem to know so much about the future, riddle me this, time traveler. What makes this time so different?”

      “Because I’m no longer afraid to love you,” he answered with no hesitation. I’d been prepared for some bullshit answer—if he even answered me at all. My mouth opened and closed a few times, unsure of what to say. He held my gaze, still frowning. “Oh, you don’t have anything to say to that? Or are you looking for more holes to poke so that you can convince yourself that I’m still full of shit so that you’ll feel better when you ditch me at the end of this?”

      A tsunami of emotions crashed around inside of me. Hope, fear, happiness, confusion, hesitation, love? My heart wanted to believe him so badly, but just as I’d told him, we’d been down this road before. He’d told me he loved me and then broke my heart the next day. I was trying so hard to be smart about my interactions but he was making it so much harder when he had a history of making lies feel like the truth.

      “Luther, I want to believe you; I do. I don’t want you to feel as if you’re obligated to say this because I’m pregnant.”

      “Is that what you think I’m doing? Telling you what I think you want to hear because I know you’re pregnant?” he asked with a scoff.

      I shrugged. “Like I told you, your actions have to—"

      “Don’t give me that bullshit, Sevyn,” he snapped, his eyes darkening as he stared at me. “My actions have proven time and time again how I feel about you. You think I would’ve fought to save you if I didn’t give a shit about you? Do you think I chose you over my brotherhood for shits and giggles? Do you think I’m about to slaughter all of those fucks just because I’m bored? Ever since that fucking letter, I was forced to deal with and accept my own shit and admit that trying to hate you didn’t make me fucking love you any less.”

      Tears burned my eyes as I held his angry gaze. “But—"

      “I’m not finished,” he growled, taking a step closer to me. “I’ll fully admit that I fucked up back then. I pursued you for selfish reasons and left you for even more selfish reasons.” When I opened my mouth to speak, he held up his hand. “The bet wasn’t the complete reason I let you go, so let’s get that fact straight.”

      “Then what was the reason?” I asked, a sneaky tear rolling down my cheek.

      He sighed deeply, his shoulders slumping a bit as his gaze slid to the floor. “Because I was too much of a fucking pussy to love you,” he murmured. “It was why I didn’t tell you why at the park because I figured I just needed time. I thought I was protecting you by letting you go so that you didn’t embarrass your family or some shit because regardless of what you said, I knew you’d do anything to make them happy. It’s what kids like us did when we already felt neglected by the people we wanted to love us the most.

      “I didn’t feel worthy enough to have you. Hell, even my friends didn’t think I had a shot with you, which was how the bet came about in the first fucking place. They didn’t think someone like you would end up with someone like me and maybe my insecurities believed that shit.”

      “But you saw how we were together—"

      “In secret, Sevyn,” he said, shaking his head. “No one even knew we were hooking up. You deserved so much better than me back then and I convinced myself you were better off without me. That’s on me. For the last seven years, I’ve wondered how much different things would’ve been if I would’ve taken the risk of seeing what we could become. My sister would still be alive if I hadn’t been a fucking coward. My family wouldn’t have fallen apart. And nine times out of ten, you would’ve been my fucking wife by now and there’s a high chance that your mother would’ve been a social media hashtag.”

      I burst into a fit of laughter, slightly relieved that he’d said something to break up the heaviness of the situation. But he didn’t laugh; he didn’t even crack a smile. He only continued staring at me, his face blank of expression. I pulled myself together, wiping my eyes as I shook my head. “I’m not laughing at how you feel. Just amused that you still managed to be an asshole about my mother,” I said with a giggle.

      He shrugged. “Well, now you know where I am in this situation. I’ve put all my cards on the table; it’s up to you whether you want to play them or not.” He walked over to the door, pausing for a moment and looking at me over his shoulder. “Just because my actions don’t follow the traditional sense of romance or love doesn’t make my feelings any less valid. I took a chance on you because I care more than I wanted to admit before. And if that’s not enough to get you to realize that I’m telling the truth, then I don’t know what to tell you anymore.”

      And with that, he walked out of the bedroom, leaving me alone with my thoughts. I laid across the bed with a sigh and stared up at the ceiling. Maybe Luther Evans loved me after all.

      Now it was a matter of whether or not I was afraid of allowing myself to fall for him again.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s up, gorgeous?” Luther asked when he came into the kitchen, kissing me on the lips.

      “Hey. I wasn’t expecting you for another hour,” I said as I continued washing dishes.

      “Things were slow so I wanted to stop by and see how my two favorite girls were.” He looked around with a frown. “Where’s Logan?”

      “Sleeping.” I pointed a soapy spatula at him. “And don’t go wake her up either. She’s been fussy all afternoon.”

      He grinned and turned me to face him, picking me up and sitting me on the counter. “Then I can have some much needed time with mommy,” he murmured as he kissed along my collarbone.

      I giggled and pressed against his shoulders. “Luther, this house won’t clean itself,” I said.

      “And this erection won’t go away by itself.”

      He squeezed the back of my neck as he brought my face to his, devouring my mouth as his other hand wandered up my dress. His calloused palms sent goosebumps along my thigh as he eased his hand between my legs. A soft moan left my lips as his fingers rubbed circles against my clit through my panties, my entire body tingling.

      “Babe, I really need to get this done before she wakes up,” I said as he lowered the spaghetti straps of my dress off my shoulders.

      “Then we’ll be quick,” he murmured, planting hot kisses along my bare skin. I bit my bottom lip, running my fingers through his dark hair.

      I giggled. “Nothing’s ever quick with you, Luther.”

      “You act like that’s a bad thing.” He grinned at me, the same grin that always gave me butterflies. “I love you, woman.”

      “I love you too, but seriously, I need to finish cleaning,” I said, pushing against him. As if on cue, whining sounded from the baby monitor on the other side of the kitchen sink. “Glad we weren’t in the midst of things.”

      “We should hire a babysitter tonight so that we can have an uninterrupted date night. I’m gonna end up with blue balls if you keep denying me what’s mine.”

      I laughed. “No one is denying you anything. I’m just usually asleep when you come home anyway.” I pushed him back and slid off the counter. “Now, go and get your daughter before she really starts to scream.”

      He playfully rolled his eyes before giving me a quick peck on the cheek and disappearing from the kitchen. I turned back to the sink, a slight grin on my lips as I listened to him talking to our daughter on the baby monitor.

      “Hey there, precious girl,” he murmured. Never in a million years did I think Luther would be the kind of man he turned out to be. To see the self-proclaimed lunatic wrapped around his daughter’s finger was the sweetest, yet best kind of karma that could’ve happened. Hitman by day and a complete softie whenever his daughter was with him, it was completely different than what I’d imagined him being at this point.

      “There’s my favorite girl. Daddy’s here,” his voice said over the baby monitor. Logan whined for a few moments before the monitor went silent, the both of them appearing in the kitchen.

      I smiled as I watched Luther continuously kiss Logan’s cheeks—which she wasn’t a fan of—as he moved over to the fridge to grab a bottle.

      “You don’t have to smother her, babe.”

      “I can’t help it. She’s so fucking perfect,” he said in awe, stroking her chubby cheek with his thumb.

      I dried my hands and moved over to them, gazing at our daughter as she rubbed her eyes. “She is perfect.”

      Luther stared at her silently before he spoke again. “I wonder if Logan would be proud,” he murmured.

      I ran my hand up and down his back, smiling at him. “I’m sure she is. Your mom too. Despite everything, you’re an amazing father and boyfriend. Sometimes I’m even still in shocked how things turned out.”

      He smirked at me. “Thanks for the faith,” he said sarcastically.

      “Hey, don’t focus on the negative. I did say you were an amazing father and boyfriend.”

      “I think I want to change that,” he said, looking back to Logan.

      “Change what? What’s better than being an amazing father and boyfriend?”

      “Being an amazing father and husband,” he said and brought his gaze back to mine.

      Words failed me as I stared at him, trying to process what he’d said. “Luther…”

      He smiled as he turned to face me. “So how about it, pretty girl? Will you—“

      

      “Hey, Sleeping Beauty, the plane’s landing,” Luther said, lightly shaking me. I shot up in bed, my heart racing in my chest as the last remnants of my dream faded into nothing. He looked at me with a raised brow. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      I blinked, forcing myself to shake my head. “No reason,” I said breathlessly. Goosebumps covered my skin as I held his gaze, remembering how much different he was in my dream. The potential that harbored in his eyes…how our child changed him…it all felt so real. It could be real.

      “Anyway, pilot says we’re landing in five minutes,” he said and turned to walk away.

      “Wait.”

      He paused and looked at me. “What’s up?”

      I slid off the bed and moved over to him, wrapping my arms around his neck. He stiffened slightly before wrapping his good arm around me, holding me close to him.

      “What in the pregnancy hormones is going on?” he asked after a while with a chuckle.

      I pulled back a little to look up at him. “Just to let you know that I heard everything you said earlier.”

      “I see.” His eyes dropped down to my lips, causing me to nervously lick them. “But did you really hear me or are your hormones talking until you feel like biting my head off again?”

      I pressed my lips to his, hoping to convey the emotions that my words couldn’t. His grip around my waist tightened, a soft moan slipping from my lips as the tip of his tongue teased my lips. He walked me backwards until I fell back on the bed, hovering over me as he continued to kiss me with passion that made me feel warm all over. I always thought it was so strange that there was so much fiery passion between us despite everything that happened, but we’d be delusional if we tried to deny the chemistry we had. We were so different and yet the exact same, completing each other in different ways that couldn’t be forgotten or let go of. And as he peppered kisses along my neck, I thought back to my dream. A smile touched my lips as I thought of him as my forever, the two of us somehow managing to make the mafia life work—granted that was the kind of work he did in the dream.

      “Luther…” I whispered, running my hands under his shirt. He nuzzled against my skin, his warm breath sending a shiver down my spine.

      “It’s taking everything in me not to undress you right now,” he whispered.

      No sooner than the words left his lips, a solid knock sounded on the door. I laughed and kissed him. “Maybe we can continue this later?”

      “We’ll see. I’d hate to look forward to it and you leave me with blue balls,” he said with a smile as he got off the bed, offering me his hand.

      I laughed and let him pull me to my feet. “We’ll see how you feel. I’m not doing anything that will cause you pain.”

      “I don’t feel any pain. My bruising is damn near gone at this point.” He licked his lips as his gaze slid along my body. “So, I’m gonna hold you to your words when we have more time.”

      I playfully rolled my eyes as I slipped my sandals back on. “I’m sure you will. For now, let’s go. I’m sure your cousin is expecting to hear from you soon anyway.”

      “Yep,” he said with a deep sigh. “You ready for this?”

      I shrugged. The situation we were in wasn’t something you could get ready for. It wasn’t every day that you escaped death only to still be in danger at the hands of other people.

      “I’m just ready to get this over with,” I answered honestly.

      A knock sounded on the door again. “Ms. Langdon?” a deep voice called out on the other side.

      “Coming!” I responded and looked back to Luther. “Well, let’s get this show on the road then.”
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LUTHER

      “I’m starving. I think I’m going to order room service,” Sevyn announced when we arrived at our hotel suite. “Do you want anything?”

      After the news I’d gotten on the plane, I couldn’t even think about eating. Everything had been a straightforward thing before we left Miami, and now the entire plan I had was falling apart before my eyes. Joining the mafia was a no-brainer if it meant that I’d be able to get the help that I needed, even more so since I didn’t think there was anything worth staying in Miami for. Now there was a baby to consider. The news wasn’t surprising; it was an idea that I’d tucked into the back of my mind ever since Sevyn mentioned the story she’d told the police, remembering that I hadn’t worn condoms with her when we were at the house. I was sure she’d want to keep it, but I wasn’t sure how joining the mafia would affect the relationship I was trying to grow with her. Sevyn wasn’t made for that kind of life, and I didn’t want to bring a kid into that shit either.

      “Luther?” Sevyn called out, looking at me with a raised eyebrow. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, sorry. Just thinking about some shit,” I said as I moved over to the couch and sat down.

      “Is it anything you want to talk about?”

      I shook my head. “Not right now. I need to talk to Nyxin though.”

      She pulled her phone from her back pocket and handed it to me. “I said I was ordering room service. Did you want anything?”

      I shook my head. “Not right now, no. I need to make this phone call,” I said. Wanting to prevent any issues with the mafia, Sevyn agreed to accept Nyxin’s security team so that her guys wouldn’t be present during mafia dealings. I knew she was going to go wherever I went, which meant her security would’ve been right behind us. A team of Nyxin’s guys were waiting for us when we arrived in Los Angeles, sending Sevyn’s security back onto the plane to go back to Miami. Despite them all being mafia members, they looked like legit security detail—unlike the fucks that Sevyn’s family hired. These guys all wore suits, a stark contrast from the bullshit “uniform” of the other guys. They murmured to each other in ear pieces that they wore, their eyes constantly scanning our surroundings while not hovering over us every five minutes.

      When Sevyn walked off to find the room service menu, I stood to my feet and walked over to the sliding door that led to a balcony. The moment I opened the door, the sounds of traffic filtered into the living room as I stepped out and closed the door behind me. As much as I wanted to take in the beauty of the area we were in, I couldn’t tuck away the thoughts that plagued my mind. Sevyn had already made it clear that she wanted nothing to do with the mafia; I wasn’t sure how my decision would affect what we were trying to build or how the future with my kid would look. But we still needed the help. I was only one man; I couldn’t take on two cults on my own. Hell, I couldn’t even kidnap and murder all of Sevyn’s friends without help in an effort to not get caught. It was like I was stuck between a rock and a hard place with no fucking easy answer.

      “Just focus on one thing at a time,” I murmured to myself and dialed Nyxin’s number. There was no need to get ahead of myself before I even spoke to his boss. I’d deal with that when the time came.

      “Who the fuck is this?” he answered, causing me to roll my eyes.

      “I wish you’d find something else to say when you answer the phone, dickhead,” I said as I shook my head.

      He chuckled. “Hey to you too, little cousin. You guys settled in yet?”

      “Yeah, we just got to the hotel.” I leaned against the railing of the balcony, looking out at the Hollywood sign in the distance.

      “Good. Sorry I couldn’t meet you there. There was a last minute meeting the boss needed to have.”

      “It’s fine.” I bit the inside of my cheek, wondering if I should talk to Nyxin about this new dilemma I found myself in. I knew he’d understand as my cousin, but the last thing I wanted was to appear flaky to someone that was pretty much my last resort. I didn’t want to make him look bad in front of his boss when he worked to set this meeting up between us on such a short notice.

      “What the hell is up with you?” Nyxin suddenly asked.

      “What makes you think something is wrong?”

      “Well, I’m sure you didn’t call me just for me to hear you fucking breathing. I don’t know what kind of weird shit you’re into, but I can do without all of that.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “You’re still a fucking asshole, you know that?”

      “Hey, nothing changed with me,” he said with a chuckle. “Anyway, my boss was able to clear his schedule for the night so he’s going to one of his clubs downtown. Wants you and your girl to meet him there.”

      I swallowed the hesitation that sat in the base of my throat. “So, I’m pledging tonight or something?”

      “Nah,” he said, relief flowing through me at his words. “It’s more so just to talk to you and to get a feel for you before he makes his decision. Even though we desperately need people, he still won’t just take anyone.”

      “I see.”

      “Your words make it seem as if you’re eager to get this show on the road, but your tone is telling me that you’re hesitating.” He paused for a beat. “You’re not having second thoughts, are you?”

      “Nah, nothing like that.” I rolled my shoulders to release the building tension. “Just a lot of shit on my mind right now.”

      “Anything that’ll get in the way of what you came here to do?”

      I sighed deeply and closed my eyes, the sun warming my face as I leaned against the cement wall. Even though this man was my cousin, I still didn’t know if I could fully trust him. I stuffed down the words sitting on the tip of my tongue and shook my head.

      “No, everything’s good, man. What time should we be there?”

      “I told security to bring you guys around nine. It’ll give you time to chill out for a little because jet lag is bound to catch up with you pretty soon.”

      “Okay then.”

      “You may want to start piecing together your plan to get a general idea of what you want to do so that he’ll know how he can help in the meantime. It’ll help him decide on whether or not he wants to get involved.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I will.”

      “Cool. Talk soon, man,” he said and hung up.

      The glass door slid open, Sevyn stepping out onto the balcony. “I always loved this view,“ Sevyn said with a light sigh. “What did your cousin say?”

      I handed her phone back to her. “We won’t see him until tonight, so we have a few hours to kill.”

      “So, what do you want to do in the meantime?”

      I shrugged. “I think I’m going to lay down for a little bit. I need to decompress.”

      I moved past her and walked back into the living room, Sevyn on my heels. “Are you…upset about what I told you on the plane?”

      “No.”

      “Then what’s wrong?”

      I tightened my jaw as I continued walking to the bedroom. “Nothing is wrong. Just got a lot of shit on my mind.”

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “I need to decompress, Sevyn, not talk.”

      A knock sounded on the door, the security pausing in their stride and stalking over to it. Sevyn clapped her hands and grinned.

      “Must be room service,” she said and skipped off. I chuckled and continued on, closing the bedroom door behind me when I entered. Now that I was in California, the weight of everything that would soon happen now pressed against my chest. In the back of my mind, I knew I had to kill my friends. I knew I had to kill The Collective. But now that I was here and prepared to get that ball in motion, the finality of it hit me like a train going at high speed.

      I peeled my t-shirt off and tossed it on the chaise lounge near the window before I stretched out on the bed, staring at the ceiling. Thoughts of my friends filtered through my mind as I remembered our college days. I thought I’d found my tribe when I found them, and I knew that I’d never be alone even after I left college. But I chose Sevyn over them, a woman that I wasn’t even sure that she wouldn’t run off anyway when all of this was over. I put a woman over my brotherhood, a woman who could’ve destroyed all of us all because I had a moment of weakness. All because she forced me to realize that my anger against her was never real, only there to appease my mother and to try to cover up how I actually felt.

      I thought back to the confession I’d made to Sevyn on the plane and zeroed in on one particular thing I’d said. Even now, I wondered how life would’ve turned out if I was strong enough to love her back then. Logan would’ve been annoyed with me, but she’d at least still be alive. My parents’ marriage wouldn’t have fallen apart. And I wouldn’t be in Los Angeles trying to get help from the mafia to kill two cults—one of them being six of my friends. Even though I didn’t care about the fact she had money, it didn’t make me feel worthy enough to actually be with her. I knew her family wouldn’t have accepted me as her choice, and like me, she also wanted to do things that she thought would please her parents in hopes that they’d show her love or give her attention. Besides, she deserved someone better than me. My past wasn’t clean, and a baby wouldn’t automatically change my homicidal urges and instantly make me an upstanding family man. It was why I originally had no problem with joining the mafia because it fit who I was.

      But once again, Sevyn was threatening to alter another plan in my life.

      “My life is nothing but fucking chaos,” I mumbled to myself. Now wasn’t the time to think about what could’ve been or what I would’ve done differently because it wouldn’t do shit to change my current predicament. It didn’t negate the fact that my brothers betrayed me. It didn’t rewind the damage I incurred at the hands of The Collective. And it damn sure wouldn’t stop those assholes from coming back to finish me off if I didn’t get them first.

      Now it was kill or be killed, and I was ready to kill.

      Because there were so many guys to get rid of, I didn’t even know who to go after first. My friends would be the easy choice considering that I knew nearly everything about them. I knew their habits, their favorite hang outs, the secret places they went when they just wanted to get away. And since we were friends and they knew The Collective was after me, they were probably betting on the fact that I was alone with no resources, thinking they were safe. But when I first thought to use Nyxin as a last resort, that was one thing I didn’t tell them. Nyxin even told me not to because he mostly didn’t trust that they would keep their mouths shut,  especially since Ryan’s dad was an retired cop.

      Glad Nyxin was right in that regard. Now I had the upper hand and the element of surprise on my side.

      I sat up and grabbed the complimentary notepad and pen on the nightstand, writing down the names of my friends. I had to be smart about this shit. If word got out too quickly about the deaths, it would make the others go into hiding. If I wasn’t smart about who I killed first, it could cause someone to alert the others and ruin my element of surprise. Tapping the pen against my chin for a few moments, I put a number one next to Paul’s name. He wasn’t the biggest threat physically, but I knew he’d be the easiest to pump for information. Besides, getting rid of their resident hacker would make it a little harder to track me without going to The Collective. And unless Ryan asked his father to help the others, the only people Frank would protect would be himself and his son.

      After a moment of pause, I added the names of the members of The Collective and looked at the full list of people now on my hit list.

      
        
        BoV

        Paul -1

        Jake

        Ryan

        Curtis

        Victor

        Tony

        The Collective

        Frank

        Dennis

        Bernard

        Silas

        Richard

        Ashley

        Everett

      

      

      “Shit,” I mumbled as I stared at the thirteen bodies I was about to collect. It took me seven years to properly plan the deaths of Sevyn and her friends; I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little nervous on how I was going to pull this shit off in a short amount of time.

      I’m smarter than my guys; always had been, I reminded myself with a slight nod. It was why I was the leader of the Brotherhood of Vengeance. Sure, it was easy to kill someone, but it was a completely different skill set to kill someone and not get caught. I taught them not to be sloppy, to do things right. I taught them how to get rid of blood in their clothes and how to remove traces of DNA. Sure, I also had help in learning those things, but I knew those were things I needed to master in order to be a proficient, untouchable killer. But one thing I now knew was that killing in groups wasn’t the best idea. I’d thought it would be fine considering that they all had to kill someone in order to even be in the cult. But I never accounted for the possibility of mutiny and having everyone rise up above me. There was nothing stopping them from outing me to the police. Nothing stopping them from sending “anonymous” tips or information to put me right back on the police’s radar. If they betrayed me once, then I knew they wouldn’t have a problem with doing it again if it would save their asses.

      Shaking the excess thoughts from my mind, I focused back on the list. I knew I’d raise too many red flags if I solely went after the Brotherhood first. I needed to hit them as evenly as possible, but I knew Ryan and Frank would be last. Once the first few bodies from both cults popped up, I already counted on the fact that they would go into hiding together.

      “Who would be the easiest to get to?” I murmured out loud as I tapped the pen against the notepad. Richard’s name stood out like a beacon. As a doctor, he would be easy to get to since the most he did was go to work, go to the same bar every Thursday and Saturday, and meet up with the rest of The Collective at their clubhouse every other Sunday. I grinned, putting the number two beside his name before turning my attention back to the next victim from the Brotherhood.

      I wrote a three next to Victor’s name. If I didn’t want to get rid of Paul just so they couldn’t use his hacking skills, I would’ve killed that fucker first. I’d already known things were going to go to hell in a hand basket when he was the main one making a fuss. If anything, I wouldn’t be surprised if he was the one who gave Ryan the idea of getting The Collective to “deal” with me since I chose to save Sevyn. The moment I changed the plan, he’d flipped on me, questioning my decisions, my ability to lead the Brotherhood, and even my loyalty to them. Whatever I decided to do with him, I’d make sure that it fucking hurt him until his heart stopped.

      I spent the next hour deciding on the order these people would be killed, double checking it multiple times to make sure that it was logical. Even with help, I still needed to be smart about this shit. Any misstep or fuck up could tip them off and send them all into hiding and ruin my chance for a quick resolution. Knowing that Sevyn was pregnant, the last thing I wanted was for her to be scared or for her and my kid to be in constant danger all because I’d fucked this up.

      “Now that I have the order, I have to figure out what I’m going to do with them,” I murmured to myself with a sigh as I stared at the names and numbers I’d written down.

      
        
        BoV

        Paul - 1

        Jake - 7

        Ryan - 13

        Curtis - 5

        Victor - 3

        Tony - 10

        The Collective

        Frank - 12

        Dennis - 11

        Bernard - 4

        Silas - 8

        Richard - 2

        Ashley - 9

        Everett - 6

      

      

      A soft knock sounded on the door before it slowly opened, Sevyn sticking her head in. “You okay in here?” she asked, her eyes dancing along my tattoos.

      “Yeah.”

      “You were in here so long that I thought you were sleeping.” She closed the door behind her and moved across the room, sitting next to me. “What’s that?” she asked, gesturing toward the notepad.

      “A list of people I have to deal with in order to keep you safe,” I said idly.

      She was quiet for a moment. “Are you prepared to do that?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” I asked as a slight frown pulled at my lips.

      “I mean, they’re your friends.” She shrugged. “I can’t imagine it’ll be an easy thing to kill people that you saw were your brothers—“

      “They stopped being my brothers when they turned their backs on me,” I growled, growing angry all over again. Every time I thought about the last time I’d talked to them, it made my blood boil. I was already fucking stressed because Sevyn managed to escape and I had to mentally prepare myself to get “roughed up” by The Collective, whatever the fuck that meant. But any trust I had for them went out the window when I heard the conversation they’d had when they thought I wasn’t around them.

      “I don’t give a fuck about that, Ryan. When this situation blows over, either he gets kicked out of the brotherhood or I’m leaving,” Victor had said.

      “Keep your fucking voice down,” Ryan snapped. “Just wait until everything blows over and we’ll go from there. My dad has it handled.”

      “I’m with Vic on this one, man,” Paul said. “We knew this entire thing was bullshit to begin with. I don’t know what the fuck possessed him to think he could take the daughter of a high-profile couple without thinking there wouldn’t be consequences. I’m not going down for anyone.”

      “No one is going down,” Ryan had stated. “Look, just trust me on this. My dad has it handled. Once this is over, none of us will have anything to worry about.”

      “Luther?” Sevyn called out, her warm hand appearing on my back.

      I blew out a breath. If only I’d known that Frank’s way of “handling it” was to kill me. If only I’d known what the Brotherhood of Vengeance was really setting me up for. I left that house thinking that while I’d be hurt pretty good, I’d at least come out alive. But the brutality they displayed nullified that. Franks last words to me told me otherwise. I was supposed to die at that gas station and my friends knew that.

      And my best friend was perfectly fine with having his father kill me.

      “Yeah?” I finally said, turning my attention to Sevyn.

      Her eyes searched my face for a brief moment. “You sure you’re going to be okay?”

      “I don’t have a choice. It’s either I kill them or they’ll kill us. There’s no other way to solve this problem.” I put the notepad and pen back on the nightstand. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure, what’s up?”

      I looked down at my cast to avoid looking her in the eyes. “When you had to choose which one of your friends would die…how did it make you feel when you finally picked someone?”

      I couldn’t even begin to imagine what kind of trauma I’d planted within her to make her do that. It was only supposed to be mental torment on her part until I killed her at the end of the week—if I could even do that. But now she was alive and her friends were dead, and that was something she’d have to live with for the rest of her life. Her memories of them would be tainted by their final moments that she had to witness and it was all my fucking fault.

      She sighed softly and dropped her head. “Helpless,” she started. “At first, I didn’t want to choose. I was prepared to take whatever punishment I could until my body gave out, but when I couldn’t take anymore of your brutality, I felt so helpless that I didn’t have a choice. I knew that it didn’t matter at the end of the day because you’d kill someone whether I chose them or not.” I could feel her eyes on me even though I couldn’t look at her. “But you can’t compare what I went through to what you’re going through. People you trusted had you nearly killed.”

      “And I nearly killed you and you still trust me enough to be here,” I said, frowning at her.

      “What I mean is that you shouldn’t feel guilty for doing what you need to do to protect yourself. I ran because I felt as if I still needed to protect myself since I didn’t know if I could fully trust you. I didn’t know all the problems it would’ve caused for you. Even before I heard about what happened to you, I was riddled with guilt because I realized everything you’d done to try to get me out of this situation and I just made it worst since I chose not to trust you.” When I didn’t say anything, she continued. “Look, they chose not to trust you. They chose to turn their backs on you. I’m sure you offered to fix it and I’m also sure that they chose to abandon you anyway. That was their choice. So, you shouldn’t feel sad or guilty for having to do what you need to do in order to live your life without looking over your shoulder all the time.”

      “Yeah, I know. Regardless of how I feel, they’ll still die. They can’t be trusted and I can’t let them roam around when I don’t trust them, especially after what they’d done.”

      “Then you know what you have to do. I’m sure it won’t be easy, but just think of how painful it was for you to heal these last few weeks. Channel the anger you probably felt when you saw your stab wound and the scar that emergency surgery left behind. Channel the annoyance you feel every time you look at your cast and think it’s in the way of everything.”

      I smirked at her. “This conversation is turning into a secret way of you telling me that you’re tired of me talking about my cast and scar,” I said.

      She giggled before giving me a sheepish shrug. “Eh, I mean it’s not an impossible thought. I have to hear about that cast every time you have to do something with your left hand.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said as I nudged her playfully. “But I hear you. I know I have to do it, but it still fucking sucks.”

      “I know it does, but I’d rather it be them than you.”

      I held her gaze for a long moment. “After everything…I don’t deserve you. You know that, right?”

      She tilted her head to the side, a slight smirk on her lips. “Aren’t you tired of making the same mistakes?”

      “The same mistakes?” I frowned. “What mistake am I making now?”

      “You’re always speaking for how other people will react or how they feel. On the plane, you told me that you didn’t think you were worthy enough to be with me and now you’re telling me that you don’t deserve me. You never once asked me what I wanted or needed. You just assumed and used it as a reason to talk yourself out of things you want.”

      “So, what do you want and need then, Sevyn?”

      “It’s always been you, Luther,” she murmured. “Regardless of what you think of yourself, it’s always been you.”

      I swallowed hard at her admission. I used to think something was wrong with this woman when she still felt the way she did after everything I’d done to her. After all the problems and loss I’d caused her. I’d ruined her seven years ago and swooped back in seven years later just to traumatize her all over again. But the same love that made her come back was apparently the same love that motivated me to save her. The same love that allowed me to be vulnerable enough to tell her the truth about how I felt whether she believed me or not.

      Sevyn’s laughed pulled me out of my thoughts. “You look like you’re going to be sick,” she said, still giggling.

      I chuckled and shook my head. “No, I’m good. It’s just…there’s so much shit going on in my head that it’s making it hard to focus on a lot of things.” I shook my head when she opened her mouth. “And no, I still don’t want to talk about it right now. It’s not a big deal anyway.”

      “Well…” she drawled as she took her manicured nail and ran it down the middle of my chest. “If you don’t want to talk about it, maybe we could…take your mind off of it?”

      I grinned. “And what do you have in mind that would help with that, Ms. Langdon?”

      She stood and moved to stand in front of me. She didn’t say anything as she lifted her shirt over her head, dropping it to the floor. I watched her as she reached behind her and undid the clasps of her bra, slowly lowering the straps from her shoulder before dropping it as well. My eyes fell to her flat stomach, wondering how it would look as my child grew inside of her. Her body in general was tight with curves in the most perfect places, places that would change as her pregnancy progressed. I always thought she was too perfect, a walking doll without a blemish on her at all. But the thought of the changes her body would go through during her pregnancy and that she was willing to go through that, I couldn’t help but to appreciate her and vow to keep her safe whether we ended up together or not.

      “Are you going to touch me or just stare at me?” she murmured.

      I blinked, realizing that she only stood before me in a lavender thong, her jeans tossed to the side with the rest of her clothes. “Is it a crime to admire art?” I asked with a grin.

      She smiled and shook her head. “You looked as if you were back into your own head, not admiring art.”

      “Well, come closer and let’s turn this art show into a touching exhibit,” I replied. She walked in between my legs, her hands sliding onto my shoulders as she leaned down and kissed me. Her lips tasted of pineapple and maple syrup, which was an odd as hell combination. “What did you end up eating?”

      She pulled back to look into my eyes, her brows furrowed in confusion. “What?”

      “What did you order to eat?”

      Her eyes widened. “Wait, does my breath smell or something?” she nearly squeaked. I laughed and shook my head.

      “No. I just taste pineapple and syrup when I kiss you. Just wanted to make sure you’re not doing weird shit like putting syrup on pineapple or something,” I teased.

      She giggled and kissed me again. “Well, I had a fruit tray that had pineapple, grapes, strawberries, and mandarin oranges…” She straddled my lap. “Warm, thick Brioche French toast with lots of maple syrup…” She kissed my neck. “Fluffy eggs with a little cheese on them and perfectly cooked bacon.”

      “Damn. Maybe I should’ve had you order me something after all,” I said, my stomach growling at the sound of it.

      She giggled. “I can arrange that. But I think I want dessert first. I’m craving a milkshake.”

      “If you’re ordering a milkshake, why can’t you just order more food with it?”

      She slid off my lap and settled onto the floor between my legs, unbuttoning my jeans. She wasted no time pulling my cock out and stroking it in her hand. “Because the milkshake I want isn’t something I can order.” She licked up my shaft. “It’s something I have to work for.”

      I blew out a breath when my cock disappeared into Sevyn’s mouth, pleasure coursing through my veins. “Fuck,” I groaned, threading my fingers in her hair. Every negative thought and worry that clouded my mind was slowly replaced with the light tingling of pleasure that skated up my nerve endings. I forced myself to focus on Sevyn until nothing else mattered. I laid back on the bed as she continued, closing my eyes as I let her mouth and tongue distract me.

      “Stop for a second,” I said after a while.

      She paused as I sat up on my elbows to look at her. “What’s wrong?”

      “If you’re doing that, then I need you on my face.”

      She glanced at my torso. “Wouldn’t that hurt you? You’d said that your side was still—"

      “You’re doing a lot of babbling instead of putting your pussy on my face,” I interrupted. She blushed.

      “I’m only trying to look out for you.”

      “Then let me do what I’ve been wanting to do ever since you let me use that toy on you a couple weeks ago.”

      After a couple moments of hesitation, she slowly climbed up my body and kissed me. I grinned against her lips.

      “Wrong pair of lips, pretty girl,” I murmured. She smiled before she lightly bit my bottom lip before kissing me again.

      “Always so impatient.”

      “You’re always such a tease.” I smacked her on the ass, and she whimpered. “On my face. Now.”

      She playfully rolled her eyes as she repositioned herself. “Happy?”

      “I’m sure you can come down lower than that,” I said, tapping the back of her thigh. She’d barely lowered herself, as if she was trying to avoid leaning against the wound on my side. I wrapped my good arm around her waist and pulled her down, forcing her onto my face.

      “Oh fuck,” she moaned as I ran my tongue along her silky heat. Even though she wanted to be concerned about any pain I may have felt, her hips worked on their own accord. She rolled them back and forth, her moans and sighs of pleasure filling the space around us.

      “I don’t feel your mouth, pretty girl,” I growled from between her legs, taking her clit between my lips.

      “Mmm…” She leaned forward, taking my cock back into her mouth. I groaned into her, thrusting into her mouth as I licked and sucked the sensitive parts of her. Her moans vibrated along the sensitive head of my cock, enticing my hips to move quicker as I desperately sought my end. It’d been so long since I had her like this, remembering how tasting her had always been my favorite thing when it came to sex with her. She was always so vocal, so needy, and so wet for me. And as my mouth and chin became slick with her desire, I vowed that the only thing I wanted to do was bring this woman pleasure. I couldn’t fix the past or change anything I’d done to her, but I could make a better future for her. For us. After all the loss we’d suffered, we both deserved that.

      She moaned and raised her head, stroking my cock in her hand with a firm grip. “I’m so close, baby. I need your fingers in me,” she whimpered.

      I shook my head. “Not yet. I only want you coming on my cock.”

      “Then let me get on it,” she whined.

      “Not yet,” I said, smacking her on the ass.

      “Please,” she begged, the desperation and lust mixed in her tone damn near making me come by itself.

      And who was I to deny my gorgeous girl what she wanted?
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SEVYN

      Before I could even react, he’d flipped me over onto my back and got off the bed. I looked at him in confusion, squeaking in surprise when he grabbed my ankle and pulled me to him. My mind immediately flashed back to that concrete room in the basement and that dirty mattress, remembering how he’d grabbed me by the ankle to force me onto my back.

      “Wait,” I said breathlessly, but it was like he was too trapped in his lust to hear me. Though the anger and hate that colored his eyes wasn’t present, it didn’t make me forget when it was. My breaths came out quickly as he grabbed me by the throat and kissed me, the head of his cock pressing against my core. My memories quickly pulled me under, throwing me back into that room with Luther the Lunatic instead of the sex-fueled man hovering over me.

      “I said I was sorry!” I screamed, but he didn’t want to hear that. My heart pounded against my ribcage as he grabbed my ankles and pulled me down the mattress. The cuffs around my wrist dug into my skin as I pulled against them, praying that one of them out give out to give me a chance to get away from him. I’d tried to kick him off of me, but he only grabbed my throat, making it hard to breathe. He forced my legs apart, squeezing my throat as I tried to fight him off of me before he forced himself inside of me. A bloodcurdling scream left my lips as a searing pain settled at my core, the pain nearly taking my breath away. He groaned as he paused a moment and pinned one of my legs to the mattress with his free hand to give him deeper access.

      “I’m sorry if I’m hurting you, Sevyn.” He said sarcastically as he continued pounding into me, fire licking up my spine and across my nerve endings as I sobbed, helpless beneath him. “Let me make it better for you. Does it still hurt now?”

      He was a complete contrast to the man I knew. The Luther I loved would never hurt me. He always made sure that everything we did felt good and I was comfortable. I didn’t know who this monster was, the one looking down at me with hate and malice in his eyes, satisfaction merging with his moans and the slight smirk on his lips as he tore into me.

      “Please stop!” I begged, hoping I could reach the old Luther that used to care—if he ever really did. He ignored me no matter how many times I begged him, no matter how hard I cried, no matter how much I screamed. “Please stop! I’m sorry!”

      “I don’t give a fuck about your sorries. All I care about is hearing you scream and beg while I tear you open.”

      I screamed so much that my voice went hoarse, but he didn’t let up. I don’t even know how long he went, the minutes lumping into one painful moment that I couldn’t escape from. He groaned and let go of my leg, squeezing my throat even tighter. I slapped at his arm, bucking against him to try to get from out of his grasp. Fear gripped me as it became harder to breathe, but it only spurred him.

      “That’s it, pretty girl. Fight me all you want.” His thrusts became harder and more carnal but my body was already so numb from pain that it didn’t feel any different. “It feels so much better when you fight me.”

      “No!” I screamed, pushing him away as my heart raced in my chest. My current surroundings slowly filtered in around me as I tried to calm down. It was then that I realized how I wasn’t as okay as I thought I was. That I was in way over my head and that our history didn’t wipe out the new trauma he’d planted within me during his week of horror and torture.

      He looked at me in surprise, his hand falling away from my throat. “No? I thought this was what you wanted.” His eyes searched my face. I sat up and slid away from him, trying to get my heart to stop racing. “What’s wrong?”

      “I um…” I nervously tucked a lock of hair behind my ear, trying to figure out how to explain that I was triggered by his actions due to what happened in that basement.

      “Did I hurt you or something?”

      I quickly shook my head. “No, it was fine. I just…” I blew out a shaky breath. “You…you grabbing me like that…just…” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “It just reminded me when we were in that room in the basement.”

      Guilt flashed through his gaze as he dropped his eyes, sighing inwardly before he nodded. “I can see that.” He moved to sit next to me on the bed. “Maybe we’re moving a bit fast. I’m sure it’ll take a while for you to get over something like that,” he murmured, his voice low.

      “I think we may need to try another position before we call it quits,” I suggested, straddling his lap.

      He frowned up at me. “You were literally hyperventilating beneath me just now. I don’t know if changing positions will help.”

      “It’ll make me feel in control.” I kissed him. “If it doesn’t work, we’ll stop.”

      He stared at me before he shrugged. “If you say so,” he finally said. “Just…if you get that way again, can I at least get a warning or something? You kicked me in my side.”

      It was then that I noticed his features were tight with discomfort, his breathing a little more shallow than it was earlier.

      “God, I’m so sorry! If you’re in too much pain—”

      “It’s fine, Sevyn. It’s dull; no big deal.”

      “Are you sure? We can—”

      “Do you wanna ride my cock or play nurse?” he said, his hand squeezing my ass possessively. I grinned and draped my arms over his shoulders, kissing him.

      “Definitely ride your cock,” I whispered against his lips.

      “Ride it then, gorgeous.”

      We moved to the middle of the bed, his lips peppering feather-like kisses on my chest before he took my stiff nipple into his mouth. I ran my fingers through his dark hair, grinding against his stiff cock that sent shivers up my spine each time the head of it slipped over my clit. A moan left my lips when his teeth lightly grazed my nipple before his lustful eyes slipped up to mine.

      “You still sure about this?” he asked, swirling his tongue around my nipple as his fingers fondled the other.

      “So sure,” I breathed, lifting his face from my chest to kiss him as I leaned him back until he was propped up on the mountain of pillows at the head of the bed. His tongue found mine as his hand reached between us to fist his hard cock, an unspoken request for me to lift up enough for him to put it inside of me. “Will you tell me if anything hurts?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Goddamn, Sevyn, just ride my fucking dick already,” he said on a sigh.

      I giggled. “So anxious for my pussy,” I teased as I reached down and replaced his hand on his cock with mine, guiding it inside of me. He inhaled sharply and closed his eyes, his hand squeezing my hip.

      “Mmm…shit,” he hissed as I slowly took him in until I was fully seated on his cock. I whimpered, pausing to take in the way he stretched me. He definitely wasn’t the college kid I was used to; he was a grown man with added girth and length to his arsenal that I hadn’t had the chance to explore yet. I leaned back on my hands when he flattened his palm on my pubic bone, his thumb pressing against my clit. “Ride this dick, pretty girl.”

      I whimpered, pleasure licking up my spine with each swirl of my hips as I moved up and down his length, his thumb still working my clit with every stroke. Having him inside me again flooded me with so many emotions and memories, my body instantly remembering that this was the only man I’d come undone for. This was the only man who could please me.

      This was the only man it wanted.

      “Oh my god, baby,” I moaned, bouncing a little faster on his cock. My eyes slightly rolled back when he touched that specific spot inside of me that always made my toes curl.

      He groaned deep as he thrust up into me. “So fucking tight and wet for me, pretty girl,” he murmured, looking up at me. “Just like you used to be.”

      “How I’ve always been for you,” I corrected with a moan. No other man I’d entertained after him made me feel the way he did. Luther knew my body inside and out, hitting the right notes on my body’s instruments to pull orgasm after orgasm from me. Out of all the drugs I’d done in the last seven years, he was the most addictive.

      And damn, did it feel so fucking good to have him rushing through my veins again.

      “How you’ve always been for me, huh?” He thrusted his hips up firmly, sending hot bolts of pleasure throughout my body.

      “Yes!”

      He growled, rubbing quick circles on my clit as I bounced quicker on him. “Whose pussy is this, Sevyn?”

      “God, it’s yours, Luther!” I moaned, my eyes nearly rolling to the back of my head when he jerked his hips up and hit my g-spot.

      “That’s right, baby,” he groaned, thrusting into me quicker. “My fucking pussy.”

      “Shit….baby, I’m gonna—”

      But my orgasm was already strangling me before I could get my sentence out. Luther moaned as he pumped into me, his thumb still working my clit.

      “Fuck yeah. Squeeze this fucking dick,” he groaned as my walls tightened around his girth.

      My moan filled the space around us when I finally found my voice, my body convulsing as pleasure consumed me. I hadn’t come this hard since I was last with Luther, every man that’d come after him falling from my memory.

      He licked his lips. “Damn, girl. You almost made me come,” he said as I trembled above him, my walls still slightly contracting.

      I slowly moved up and down his length, moaning with each aftershock of pleasure. “I still want you to come in my mouth,” I breathed.

      He slid his fingers away from my clit and dug them into my hip. “If you keep riding me like this, I’m gonna give you plenty to swallow.”

      “Mmm…” I squeezed him and shuddered when he groaned in ecstasy. “Like that, baby?”

      “Hell yeah. Just like that,” he moaned, thrusting into me. “Keep squeezing me, baby…fuck…just like that.”

      The higher he climbed, the deeper his fingertips dug into my skin. I leaned forward slightly, my hands resting on his shoulders as I rode him hard and fast, my body buzzing as another orgasm threatened to shatter me.

      “Oh my god,” I moaned as I squeezed his shoulder.

      He thrust into me, his eyes dark with lust. “You gonna come for me again, baby?”

      I whimpered with a nod, scared that I’d explode if I uttered a single word. He held my gaze as he continued thrusting into me, my mouth unhinging when I came once more as pleasure robbed me of my voice again.

      “Your pussy is fucking amazing,” he groaned, pulling me down harder.

      “Luther! Yes, baby! Yes!” I moaned, my body succumbing to the pleasure he put inside of me. He thrust into me like a madman, his breaths coming in short pants until a deep moan sounded in his throat.

      “Fuck, Sevyn, I’m gonna come,” he groaned, his hand squeezing my thigh. I quickly slid off his cock and put it into my mouth, sucking and stroking him quickly as he thrust into my mouth. The flavor of my arousal exploded on my tastebuds as I hollowed my cheeks out, eager to taste him on my tongue after so long. He threaded his fingers in my hair, his body tensing as he met his end. “Oh fuuuuuuck!”

      He came with a moan that I was sure the security heard, pumping rope after rope of cum down my throat. I eagerly swallowed everything he gave me as he panted, his eyes closed.

      “Mmm,” I purred, licking up his shaft before taking his head back into my mouth. “Still so good, baby.”

      “Goddamn,” he panted, scrubbing a hand down his face. I released him from my mouth with a soft pop, kissing up his body until I got to his lips. He threaded his fingers through my hair as he kissed me deeply.

      “It’s been a long time since you kissed me like this,” I said in between kisses, smiling against his lips.

      “It’s been a long time since we had sex like this.” He looked into my eyes, too many different things swimming in his gaze to decipher. “I’m sorry.”

      I gave him a small smile. “We can’t move forward if you won’t leave the past, remember? We’re trying to move forward, right?”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “Right?” I repeated.

      He chuckled. “Yeah, you’re right.” His thumb stroked my cheek, the same one that he’d used on my clit until I exploded on his cock. “I just…I mean it’s hard to really start over when things from our past still affects you. As I said, that’s not something you can get over overnight or in a few weeks. I don’t want you scared of me, otherwise this relationship shit may not work.”

      I slid off of him and nestled into his side, relishing in the way his arm pulled me closer to him. “I’m sure it’ll take some time, but it’s not something that’s impossible to get over. It’s probably just because what happened is still kinda fresh and this is the first time we’ve actually had sex since that happened.”

      His hand idly ran up and down my bare back. “Yeah. Probably.”

      We laid in silence for awhile, both of us lost in our own thoughts. I should’ve known something like that would happen. I thought I would be okay since I didn’t freak out when he used my toy on me, but foreplay was different than penetration. It was different when he’d done the same thing he’d done right before he hurt me.

      And love or anything else I could’ve felt for him didn’t trump the trauma his terror and torture left behind.

      “Can I ask you something?” I asked after a long stretch of silence.

      “Hmm?”

      “What happened after I escaped?” I asked. I knew it would probably bring up the memories he’d wanted to forget about for now, but it made me curious about how my actions really fucked everything up. He sighed deeply and moved his arm from around me, slowly sitting up as he winced.

      “Wasn’t the whole point of fucking just now was to forget about them?” he mumbled.

      I copied his movements and sat up also, sitting next to him and pulling my knees to my chest. “I was just curious. You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

      He slid his gaze up to the ceiling and closed his eyes, probably bracing himself for what he was about to say. “They were rightly upset that you left. Everybody was concerned about what you would tell the public when you made it home. It was a complete mess.”

      The sadness that lingered in his tone filled me with guilt. I knew it was my fault that we were in this current mess. The fact that he’d essentially chose me over his friends should’ve made it clear that he still felt something despite everything he’d done to me and my friends.

      “The plan was supposed to be The Collective roughing me up some so that I’d also look like a victim instead of a suspect,” he continued, his voice growing tight. “But they were actually trying to kill me. They would have if the police hadn’t shown up when they did.”

      “But why would they do that? I thought you all were working together?”

      He shook his head. “Tensions were already growing even before you ran off. I hadn’t told them the whole truth of everything that happened with Logan and my part in things. And then when your letter came about, everything just fell apart.”

      I sighed softly. “I’m sorry,” I murmured.

      “It doesn’t matter anymore. They brought this shit on themselves. They would’ve been better off just letting me take the fall for this instead of trying to kill me. Now I have to get rid of them before they try to finish what they attempted to do to me before.”

      Silence stretched between us. “I wish you didn’t have to join the mafia though,” I murmured.

      “They’re the best option for this situation. Who else am I going to find that would be okay with helping me kill thirteen people?”

      “I understand why you have to; I just wish that I didn’t.”

      “And I wished you hadn’t run off,” he fired back before he sighed. “We both wish that we hadn’t done certain things or that we had to do certain things. We can’t change shit that’s happened and wishing they didn’t happen won’t stop our enemies from hunting us.”

      I only laid there silently as I processed his words. If I would’ve trusted him, his friends wouldn’t have turned their backs on him. The Collective wouldn’t have tried to kill him. And he wouldn’t have to join the mafia in order to get the help he needed to take them out.

      He rolled over onto his side and looked at me, his casted arm draped over my waist. “I’m not saying that I blame you, Sevyn. To be honest, I was surprised you didn’t attempt to do it sooner.”

      “But now your life is falling apart all because I had a stupid moment,” I said with a sigh. “I should’ve trusted you and I…didn’t.”

      He gave me a half shrug. “After what I’d done to you in the past, everything I’d done to you in the house, and the fact that I murdered all of your friends, asking you to trust me was a big request. You did what any person in your situation would do when their self-preservation kicked in.”

      “I guess.”

      “I do want to make something clear though,” he said, his voice low.

      “I hope whatever it is you’re about to say won’t start an argument.”

      He grinned. “No, but it’s something you should know.”

      “I’m listening.”

      He stared at me for a short moment. “If you’re serious about being with me, I’m going to need you to trust me. We won’t work if you don’t.”

      “Do you not think I’m serious?”

      “It’s not necessarily whether or not that I think you’re serious. I mean, I don’t want you to think that everything is going to be wrapped up perfectly when this is over.” When I only stared at him, he continued. “When we’re no longer in danger, I don’t want you to think I’m going to be the perfect family guy and we’re going to live a nice, quiet, and perfect life.”

      I thought back to my dream, where he was exactly the person he claimed he wouldn’t be. I remembered how he was with our daughter, with me, and I couldn’t even imagine him not being that.

      “So…what? You plan to continue hurting me or something?” I asked slowly.

      He rolled his eyes. “Seriously?”

      “It’s a valid question.”

      “That wasn’t what I meant when I said that.” He slid his gaze up to the ceiling before settling back on me. “I’m still the bad guy in our story, Sevyn. Are you sure you want forever with a lunatic?”

      I rolled over to face him. “Our story can always change, Luther. Do you think you’re a bad person?”

      “Good people don’t kill people. It’s not something that I can just stop. I’ve damn near become addicted to this shit. It’s why the mafia is the perfect place for me when all this shit is over.”

      “Do you not want to change?” I asked softly, holding his gaze. “If not for yourself or for me, what about your son or daughter?”

      His jaw tightened, a flash of different emotions. “As I said, I’m not going to become a good guy over night. It won’t erase my past and it would make the urge to hurt someone go away. All I can do is love you and my kid to the best of my ability and hope that it’s enough.”

      Maybe it was unrealistic for me to think that we’d have a perfect happily ever after. I mean, he’d been known as a lunatic for as long as I knew him. I was so stuck in the past and only thinking about how he used to be instead of acknowledging the man he’d become in the last seven years. His life had changed just as much as mine had after everything happened between us back then, both of us changing into different people that we hadn’t had a chance to get to know. In order to know if this version of him was what I truly wanted, I had to learn the man he was now instead of trying to see him in a light that no longer shined on him.

      I smiled at him. “I think we’ll see if you’re singing the same tune when your daughter gets here and she has you wrapped around her tiny little finger,” I said.

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “A daughter?”

      “Or son,” I corrected sheepishly.

      “I’d rather it be girl than a boy, to be honest.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because if it’s a girl, then she has more of a chance to end up like you than she would me.”

      “But what if she ends up being the girl version of you?” I teased, my grin slipping when sadness filled his handsome features.

      “I wouldn’t want that for her. Sometimes being in my own mind can be pure hell.” He kissed me and rested his forehead against mine. “Your energy used to always calm the chaos that tormented me mentally. It’s why I always went to you when I felt like I was drowning.”

      “Then why’d you let me go?”

      “Because I didn’t deserve you back then. Hell, I don’t even deserve you now.”

      “If I didn’t think you deserved me, I wouldn’t have chosen you for myself.” I kissed him again. “Have enough faith in me to know that I know what I’m doing. If you want me to trust you, you have to trust me, too.”

      He stared into my eyes for a long while. “Don’t fuck me over, Sevyn. I’ve dealt with enough betrayal to last me the rest of my life.”

      “I won’t, Luther. I promise,” I whispered. He devoured my mouth, kissing me with so much passion that I couldn’t even conjure the memories of what’d happened in the basement as he got on top of me, settling between my legs again.

      “We have a few more hours to kill,” he said in between kisses. “How about another round?”

      I laughed. “Another round? How the hell are you not tired after all of that?”

      “Because I’m so high off of you and your body that I need more of it,” he murmured as he kissed my neck.

      I whimpered when he slid back inside of me with ease, filling me to the hilt. “Fuck, you’re thick,” I whined as I tightened my legs around his waist.

      Unlike the first time around, he took his time. He swiveled his hips just right to hit that sweet spot inside of me that made me convulse on his cock, his lips still pressing kisses to my bare skin.

      “Don’t leave me,” he whispered in my ear as he stroked me deep. Though lust and passion filled his movements, I didn’t miss the fear and hesitation that weaved throughout his words. Tears pricked my eyes as I held him closer.

      “I’m not going anywhere, Luther,” I promised.

      He gazed down at me with sad eyes despite the pleasure he put upon my body. With a soft kiss, he rested his forehead against mine as he delivered strong, passionate strokes that made my toes curl.

      “I need you, Sevyn,” he murmured. “I fucking need you.”

      I moaned, moving my hips with him. “I’m right here with you, baby.”

      “Promise me you’ll be here when all of this is over. Promise me that I’ll have you forever,” he whispered.

      My heart ached in my chest as my tears spilled, the emotions running through me quickly overwhelming me. I’d never witnessed Luther be this vulnerable before, especially not sober. He’d placed the bloody remains of his heart at my feet, his words a quiet plea to give him a chance.

      To give us a chance.

      “You have me forever, baby,” I moaned, bowing my back as my body tingled.

      He held my gaze as he thrust harder, hitting my g-spot over and over. “Promise me, baby. Promise me that I’ll have you.”

      “I promise! Fuck, baby, I promise!” I screamed as another orgasm took over me, my eyes rolling back as pleasure consumed me. He kissed me through my orgasm, his hips snapping against mine and pumping me full of so much pleasure that I was sure I’d burst into a million pieces.

      He groaned, slowing down a little as my walls tightly squeezed him. He peppered my skin with feather-like kisses but didn’t continue moving as I fought to catch my breath. I couldn’t stop the tears that spilled from my eyes as I looked up at him.

      “Don’t hurt me again, Luther,” I whispered, shaking my head. “I won’t survive that pain a second time.”

      “You have my word, baby,” he murmured before he devoured my mouth. Love, hope, and passion consumed me as I surrendered myself to the only man I’d always wanted. The negative voice in the back of my head wanted me to take his words with a grain of salt, because maybe he was just caught up in the moment of passion or still reeling from the pregnancy news. But my heart and soul believed him. I believed in a potential future with him and our baby. I believed in us finally getting a fresh start after experiencing so much loss.

      “Mmm…right there,” I moaned as I moved my hips with his. He repositioned himself onto his knees and went to work on my clit once more with his thumb. I arched my back as I tightened my legs at his sides. “Ahhh yes!”

      “I feel you, pretty girl,” he coaxed. “This sweet pussy is practically dripping down my balls. It’s so fucking good.”

      My walls tightened. “Mmm, baby, I’m coming! Oh my—yes!”

      “That’s it, pretty girl. Come all over my cock,” he groaned, pumping into me with hard thrusts. “Shit, I’m close, baby. Tell me where you want it.”

      I kissed him. “Put it deep inside me,” I whispered. His hips snapped against mine for a few moments until he unleashed with a moan that wrapped itself around me as he came deep inside of me. He panted as he stilled, his cock still twitching inside of me as he bowed his head.

      “Fuck,” he whispered, though his voice had a tight edge to it.

      “What’s wrong?” I cupped his cheek but he only turned his head away from my touch, which filled me with slight dread. Maybe that little voice in the back of my mind was right to think that he was only vulnerable during sex after all.

      Noticing the frown establishing itself on my lips, he kissed me gently and shook his head. “It’s not you. I promise.” He rolled off of me, his brows pinched in discomfort as he closed his eyes.

      “Are you okay?” I asked as I sat up. “Are you in pain now?”

      He gave me a sheepish grin. “Might’ve overdone it with the second round,” he said, his voice tight with pain.

      “Shit, Luther,” I hissed as I hopped off the bed. The moment I touched the floor, I had to pace myself when my legs nearly buckled beneath me. “Why didn’t you say something?”

      He opened his eyes and looked at me, a slight smirk on his lips. “If you knew how good your pussy felt, you’d bear through the pain, too.” He watched me move around the room for a few moments, his smirk turning into a full grin. “Your legs working okay, pretty girl?”

      “Oh, shut up,” I said with a giggle. My cheeks heated at his words as I went over to his suitcase, grabbing his bag of prescriptions. “Well, no matter how you think something feels, you don’t need to hurt yourself.”

      I grabbed a water bottle from the mini fridge in the room and brought the medicine and water to Luther, watching him with a concerned gaze as he took two pain pills and drained the bottle of water before settling back in bed. He pulled me close to him and wrapped his good arm around me tightly.

      “Thank you,” he murmured.

      “Of course.” After a few moments, I smirked at him. “I hope you’re thoroughly satisfied, because it’ll be a while before that’ll happen again.”

      “The fuck? You can’t keep this from me,” he growled, his hand cupping my sex as he lightly bit my neck.

      I laughed and swatted his hand away. “I can and will if it causes you to hurt yourself more.”

      “But I can’t help it. The way your pussy squeezes me is addicting,” he said and kissed me.

      Once the playful air around us settled, I cleared my throat as the silence rolled in.

      “Did you…mean all that stuff you said?” I finally asked, slightly ashamed at the desperation that laced my voice. His silence made my heart race in an attempt to catch myself when he pushed me over the cliff of disappointment. That nagging voice of, “I told you so” grew louder with every second he didn’t speak. I dropped my gaze to the tattoo across his chest, an inscription reading “Brotherhood” that he no longer had.

      He finally sighed. “I forgot you like things to be black and white.”

      “Um…what?” I furrowed my brow in confusion. Maybe it was the pain medicine kicking in already, but he wasn’t making sense.

      He kissed my forehead. “I meant everything I said, and I’m sure you already know that.” He held my gaze, a tired smirk tilting his lips. “And since you like things to be in black and white, then I’ll tell you that I love you, you gorgeous, idiotic woman.”

      I laughed, remembering when he’d said that to me the night I’d jumped into the pool from his roof. Tears burned my eyes as I kissed him, my heart so full that I didn’t know what to do with myself. I wasn’t sure how our lives would change after this meeting this evening, but I wanted to hold on to this part for as long as I could.

      “I love you, too,” I whispered when I finally pulled back. “But you can’t call me idiotic since I didn’t do anything stupid. Last time, I jumped into a pool from the roof, so I deserved it then.”

      “You did, actually. It was idiotic of you to think you could keep your pussy away from me.”

      I smirked at him. “My pussy? I thought it was yours?”

      The smile that lit up his face filled me with butterflies. “It is mine. Just keeping you in your toes.” He closed his eyes and sighed deeply. “Medicine has fully kicked in so the pain is gone.”

      “Ready for me to order you food now?”

      “Does it come with round three?” he asked, wiggling his eyebrows as he grabbed a handful of my ass in his warm palm.

      I laughed and pulled out of his grasp, quickly getting out of bed before he could make another move.

      “I’m not going anywhere, Luther. You don’t have to fuck me a million times today as if I’m going to disappear,” I said. Though a grin was on his lips, the vulnerability, fear, and hesitation that I’d heard in his voice before now swam in his gaze. I grabbed a satin robe from my bag and slipped it on, coming back over to him. “You know I’m not going anywhere…right?”

      “Yeah, I know,” he said, forcing himself to smile even though it didn’t replace the look in his eyes. After a while, he poked me in the side. “I believe you, Sevyn. I’m fine. Now let’s order some food; I’m fucking starving.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you almost ready? You’re going to make us late!” Luther called from the living room. I checked my reflection in the mirror for the final time. My black dress fit along my curves, the off the shoulder sleeves accentuating my cleavage. I kept my makeup dark and sultry, and simply twisted my hair up and pinned it with a hair clip as a few loose tendrils framed my face. I wasn’t sure how to dress when it came to meeting the head of the mafia, but I did know that cameras would be on me the minute I walked out of this hotel now that the paparazzi had gotten word that I was here. When I was satisfied with how I looked, I opened the bedroom door and met him. His eyes widened when he saw me, a slight smirk on his lips. “You trying to get me killed tonight?”

      I frowned. “Killed? Why would you be killed?” I looked down at myself. “You think it’s too much?”

      “Because I’m sure I’m going to have to kill someone for looking at you for too long and then the mafia will probably kill me.” His eyes slid along my form. “You’re fucking gorgeous tonight, pretty girl.”

      I blushed, unable to stop the smile that settled onto my lips. “Don’t be ridiculous, Luther. But thank you. I’m just trying to make a good impression on your future boss.”

      “You sure you’re just trying to make an impression or are you trying to climb up the ladder and bypass the member and seduce the mafia boss?” he teased as he approached me, wrapping an arm around my waist.

      “I’m pretty content with the bad guy I already have in my life,” I said as I smiled up at him, my mind thinking about our intimate moments earlier. “Besides, I don’t think he can make me come the way you do.”

      “You’re goddamn right about that, pretty girl,” he said and kissed me. “Let’s get going then. We don’t want to be late.”

      I threaded my fingers with his as he led me to the door, the security already waiting for us in the hallway. When we got onto the elevator, I glanced at Luther’s outfit. He wore what he always did, a black fitting t-shirt, black jeans, and black Converse sneakers. I couldn’t help but to smile at myself. While I was always worried about my appearance and how people would perceive me, Luther had a “what you see is what you get” vibe with him where he never tried to impress anyone, no matter who they were.

      "Is something funny?" Luther asked all of a sudden.

      “I just thought it was funny that I got all dressed up and you’re wearing what you would wear on any regular day. Don’t you want to make a good impression on your new boss?”

      He frowned at me. “I don’t think it matters what I wear when I’m approaching him to talk about becoming a hitman for him.”

      “I guess you make a fair point.”

      “Besides, I don’t even know if he’ll agree to help us. I think we’re just talking about things tonight. My cousin didn’t say anything about things being finalized at tonight’s meeting.”

      My stomach sank a bit at his words. “What happens if he says no?”

      Luther shrugged. “I don’t know. Let’s just hope he says yes.”

      Nervous energy filled me as we rode down to the ground floor of the hotel in silence, worry pooling in the pit of my gut. Before we’d come here, I’d thought that the mafia was a sure thing, which was why Luther had to join. I didn’t even think about the possibility of his cousin’s boss not agreeing to help us. For our sakes, I hoped Luther could work out a deal.

      Because if he couldn’t, we were as good as dead when we got back to Miami.
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LUTHER

      “Well, well, well! I’m not sure if I can call you little cousin anymore,” a familiar voice said when we arrived outside of Club Secrets. I grinned when I turned around and came face to face with Nyxin. I hadn’t seen him since I was a freshman in high school, ever since there was a huge fight between him and the family during Thanksgiving dinner when he revealed that he’d joined the mafia. That was nearly twelve years ago. Even though we hadn’t physically seen each other in that time, we’d kept up with each other through phone calls whenever he wasn’t too busy. Anytime he’d gone dark, I knew it was something related to work. Anytime I mentioned my family’s money troubles when it came to be able to pay for school, he always mentioned for me to consider joining the mafia, as they could use a smart person like me. And after fighting that idea for years, here I was.

      I looked down at myself before I smirked at him. “I am bigger than you, huh?” I teased.

      He playfully punched me in the shoulder before pulling me into a hug. “Good to see you, asshole. Last time I saw you, you were a skinny little toothpick.”

      “And you used to kick my ass,” I reminded him as I chuckled.

      “I’m sure I could still take you.”

      “That’s because I have a cast. Wait until I’m back in peak shape.”

      “I’ll hold you to that. We can…” His sentence trailed off as he looked over my shoulder. “Goddamn. And who might you be, gorgeous?”

      I glanced behind me to see Sevyn shyly standing a couple feet behind us. God, she looked fucking amazing. High sex appeal and toned legs that went on for days, she definitely turned heads without even trying. I couldn’t help but to feel a sense of pride knowing that she chose me when she could have anyone she wanted.

      “Why are you back there?” I asked.

      She blushed slightly at Nyxin’s compliment as she brushed a strand of hair from her eyes. “You guys seemed to be having a moment.”

      “Come here.” I held my hand out to her, watching as she stepped forward and intwined her fingers with mine.

      “Sevyn, this is my cousin, Nyxin. Nyxin, this is my girlfriend, Sevyn,” I said. He blew a low whistle as he shook his head.

      “So this is Sevyn,” he said, his eyes scanning down her form before he grinned at her. “Nice to meet you, sweetheart.”

      “Nice to meet you, too,” she murmured with a smile.

      “If you ever get tired of this bozo, you can—”

      “Nyx,” I ground out, causing him to chuckle.

      “I kid, I kid,” he said, but winked at Sevyn. She giggled and squeezed my hand gently.

      “That’s sweet, but I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of my man,” she purred, turning to me.

      “Fucking right, baby,” I said and kissed her, my heart beating a little faster when she smiled back at me.

      “Your loss, doll face,” Nyxin said with a shrug before turning his attention back to me. “Bennett is waiting upstairs. You ready?”

      I released a long breath and nodded. “Yeah, let’s go,” I said.

      He gestured for us to follow behind him, nodding to the security guard at the front door who lifted the velvet rope that kept everyone else from entering. We walked along a dimly lit corridor, the base from the music vibrating under my feet, but yet the music itself sounded dimmed.

      “This whole area is mostly soundproof,” Nyxin explained. “It keeps surrounding businesses from complaining about the noise since this place is open every day of the week.”

      “Makes sense,” I said with a nod. We reached the end of the corridor to large red doors that had Can You Keep A Secret? painted on them, two security guards standing on either side of the door. They nodded to Nyxin before they pulled the doors open, techno music blasting into the corridor and shattering the quietness that once surrounded us. Sevyn squeezed my hand a little tighter as we weaved through the dancing bodies and the heavy cigar smoke that hung low in the air, making our way to the spiral stairs at the back of the club. We approached another security guard, the strobe lights flashing around lighting up his light brown skin every time they passed over him. He was covered in tattoos, the word “Saint” tattooed across his neck. He and Nyxin slapped hands before Nyxin gestured him to come with us.

      I glanced around at the lower level once we made it to the top of the stairs. This club was a nice cover, as it didn’t look like something that belonged to the mafia. This seemed more upscale than the club I’d taken Sevyn and her friends from. Usually, most clubs smelled like stale cigarettes, cheap weed, and sweat from partying people, but this club had a sophistication about it that seemed to cater to the upper classes of Los Angeles, but not necessarily celebrity status.

      Must be a nice cash washing business, I mused to myself. Nyxin appeared next to me.

      “Do you wanna go dancing or have a meeting?” he teased. I smirked at him and walked through the open door he gestured to, my nervous energy returning. A man sat on a leather sofa on the opposite side of the room, a woman straddling his lap as they kissed.

      “We have company, Mom and Dad,” the other guy said sarcastically playfully rolling his eyes. The woman giggled as she slid off his lap, taking his glass from his hand before taking a sip from it. He looked to me as he picked up his lit cigar from the ashtray on the small end table next to the couch. When I visualized how this meeting would go, I always imagined his boss being an older thick guy with heavy jaws, meaty fists covered in rings, and a raspy tone of voice from years of chain smoking the finest cigars.

      But this Italian mafia boss looked nothing like that. In fact, I was convinced that the boss actually wasn’t here yet, looking around the room to see if someone else would enter behind us. The man looked as if he should’ve been modeling designer suits on someone’s runway, his intense dark gaze assessing me as he took a pull from his cigar. He wore a tailored black three-piece Givenchy suit, his jacket next to him on the couch. Dark hair dusted along a sharp jawline, which flexed the longer he was silent. He didn’t appear to be much older than me, but I never knew someone younger could run an entire mafia family.

      “My apologies,” the man said, his voice deep as he took a pull off of the cigar and exhaled slowly. “When Nyxin said I was meeting a ‘little’ cousin, I wasn’t expecting…you.”

      Someone snorted behind me as I raised a brow. “Is there a problem?”

      He chuckled and shook his head.” Nah, you’re good. I just wasn’t expecting someone bigger than Nyxin to show up as his ‘little’ cousin.”

      “Dude is a fucking mountain,” another voice behind me snickered. “You sure you used to kick this guy’s ass when you were younger?”

      “Shut up, Saint. He’s not that much bigger than me,” Nyxin fussed.

      Sevyn only watched them in curiosity for a few moments before looking up at me. These weren’t small guys either; in fact, they didn’t look too different than I did. I may have had a little more muscle, but nothing that made me freakishly large in comparison.

      “Yeah, he’s older, but I guess I grew up,” I finally said to his boss, trying to get this conversation back on track.

      “We all do at some point,” he said with a nod. “What’s your name?”

      “Luther,” I said and gestured to Sevyn. “This is my girlfriend—”

      “Sevyn Langdon,” he interrupted with a nod. “I know who she is…but I’m concerned about her presence here.” Sevyn glanced nervously at me before looking back to him. “Did she bring her own security or are we using mine?”

      “We switched to yours as soon as we got to Los Angeles,” I answered, glad that Nyxin set that up ahead of time.

      “Good. I’m a very private man. I don’t even let paparazzi or cameras into my club, hence the name.” He glanced at Sevyn. “I don’t want any of my dealings to become a media circus with you two being together.”

      “I won’t get in the way,” Sevyn rushed out. “If I need to leave right now so the two of you can talk—”

      “You’re fine right now. I just wanted to make that part clear since I know who you are and the status of your family back in Miami.” He took another pull from his cigar before he put it out, exhaling smoke as he stood. “I’m Bennett Moreno, head of the La Fedeltà Crime Family.”

      I let go of Sevyn’s hand long enough to shake his outstretched hand. “Thanks for meeting with me on short notice,” I said.

      He nodded in acknowledgment. “This is my wife Aurora,” he said, gesturing to the woman on the couch. She wore a white fitting dress with a plunging neckline, her chestnut hair flowing down her back as her bright eyes watched me curiously. She crossed her legs, her dress slowing rising up her thighs as she smirked at me. She was a gorgeous woman, but something dark lingered in her brown eyes, hinting at the dangers that lurked within her.

      I cleared my throat. “Nice to meet you,” I said, pulling my gaze away from her.

      “Likewise,” she replied, amusement hinting in her tone.

      “She’s the queen of the family and runs things alongside me as a fully pledged member,” Bennett continued. “You know Nyxin. The tatted guy that came up with you is Saint.”

      “What’s good, man?” he said, tilting his head up.

      “And the broody bald guy over there is Bruce,” Nyxin said, thumbing over his shoulder to the burly man who sat in the shadows of the room, sipping a glass of alcohol. He scowled at Nyxin but didn’t say anything, only turning his back to us and focusing on his glass.

      “Well, nice to meet everyone,” I said.

      “Is she joining the family?” Aurora asked as she stood.

      Sevyn’s eyes widened as she quickly shook her head. “Oh no, no, no. I’m just here with him,” she said.

      “I thought so. Come with me then. Non-members aren’t supposed to be present when there’s business to discuss.”

      She looked up at me nervously and I kissed her forehead, nodding at her. “It’s fine. This won’t take long.”

      “Are you scared to dance or something?” Aurora teased before looping her arm through Sevyn’s. “Come on.”

      We waited until the women left before Bennett walked over to the mini bar across the room. “Whiskey?” he offered.

      “Sure.”

      He put ice in a glass and poured it halfway with whiskey before handing it to me. “Could you guys give us a minute?” he mentioned to the other men.

      “We’ll post up outside the door,” Saint said with a nod, Nyxin and Bruce following behind him. My heart raced a little faster as I leaned against the window that looked out at the party goers on the dance floor below, spotting Aurora and Sevyn in the dancing crowd. I could see Sevyn’s bright smile as she danced, feeling a hint of a grin on my lips as I watched her.

      “Nyxin told me a little bit about your situation,” he started, refilling his own glass of whiskey. “Did he tell you what it would cost if I agreed to help you?”

      I nodded, taking a gulp of my drink, the alcohol burning as it went down until it finally warmed my chest. “Yeah, he mentioned it.”

      “Do you think you could commit to that kind of thing?”

      “I’ll commit to whatever will keep Sevyn safe,” I finally said, meeting his gaze. He walked over to the window, looking down at the dance floor at his wife.

      “Your mouth says one thing, but your eyes show me something I don’t like seeing when talking business with someone,” he mentioned, taking a sip from his glass. I frowned at him.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re hesitating about something.” He held my gaze, his dark eyes almost appearing dangerous as he regarded me. “From what Nyxin told me, I was under the assumption that you were sure of what you wanted and this emergency meeting was to get my approval to help you with what you needed. But now that you’re standing in front of me, I’m not confident that you’re right for my organization.”

      I sighed deeply and downed the rest of my drink, shaking my head. “I’ll be honest with you,” I started.

      “I’d prefer that.”

      “Before we left Miami, I was 100% sure of joining your organization. With my mom dead and Sevyn and I fighting so damn much, I figured she and I were going to go our separate ways when this was over.” I looked back down on the dance floor. “But when we were on the plane to come here, she told me she was pregnant and how she didn’t want to raise a baby in the chaos that came with the mafia and knew she didn’t want to be a part of it. And because of who she is, I didn’t know how being in a relationship with her would affect your organization because of the attention she gets.”

      Bennett took a sip of his drink, remaining quiet for so long that I was sure that I’d blown this opportunity. After a while, he finally nodded. “I can respect that,” he said, leaning against the window. “The mafia is a dangerous life, even more so because we’re at the cusp of a war and things are bound to become more dangerous.” He glanced over his shoulder toward his wife as she danced with Sevyn. “My wife and I have a son together. We didn’t find out she was pregnant until after she’d joined.”

      “Would you have let her join if you’d known beforehand?”

      “Fuck no. As the First Lady of our family, she has an even bigger target on her back because people know that she’s my weakness. A few months ago, she was shot at a bridal store in an assassination attempt. She was trying on her dress with her best friend and the Russians sent a female assassin to kill her. Her best friend saw the gunman before my wife did and it was her quick thinking that gave my wife a fighting chance.” He took another swallow from his glass. “Her friend died before help could arrive.”

      “Damn,” I said, bile burning the back of my throat at the thought of something like that happening to Sevyn. Knowing I’d kill everything who posed a threat to her and now our kid, I couldn’t help but to admit that I loved this woman. And loving her and trying to have a somewhat “normal” future—whatever the fuck that was when it came to people like us and everything we’d gone through—made this once easy decision into something so much more complicated.

      Bennett pointed to the bald guy standing outside the door. “Bruce was dating her friend Savannah. He hasn’t been the same since she was killed.”

      I glanced at the man who stood away from Nyxin and Saint, who joked around with each other. He didn’t say anything, his eyes just scanning the party goers below. Even though his expression was hard, sadness settled around his eyes in the form of small dark circles that signaled sleepless nights. The way he constantly rolled his shoulders every few minutes in repressed anger and frustration, probably ready to retaliate as soon as Bennett gave the word.

      “I probably wouldn’t be either if I were in his position.”

      His gaze turned serious as he looked back at me. “I won’t lie to you; things are pretty fucked up right now as we gear up to attack these Russian fucks for what they’ve done to us. But you need to be sure that you can be all in and not on the fence.” He held his hand up when I opened my mouth to speak. “As far as your request goes, I will help you as a favor to Nyxin. I trust that man with my life as well as the life of my family. He wouldn’t have approached me about you if he didn’t think you were worthy enough to be a part of this family.”

      “Thank you. I really do appreciate it.”

      “I won’t make it a requirement to join us in order to help you because of Nyxin. But…think about it. Talk to your girlfriend about it, but I will say one thing about her. In the event that you join us, she’s gonna have to leave her socialite life behind in Miami or you guys may need to reconsider a public relationship. I don’t need the media in my dealings simply because she’s dating someone in the mafia.”

      “Yeah, I know. We’d talked about it.” Kind of.

      “As long as that part’s clear.” He finished the rest of his drink. “Now, let’s talk about the situation at hand and what you need from me.”

      I spent the next thirty minutes explaining what’d happened from beginning to end, taking note of his facial expressions and body language as I went along. I mentioned my past with Sevyn and how all this shit came to happen, how Sevyn’s letter changed everything, how I had to admit to my own wrong doings, and how that eventually resulted in me choosing her over my brotherhood. He looked indifferent when I told him my brothers turned on me and my best friend sent his father’s cult to kill me.

      “So now I have to kill all of them before they come back to finish me off or hurt Sevyn to keep her quiet,” I said.

      He nodded. “So, if you did all that shit to Sevyn, are you two actually dating then?”

      “At the time, no,” I admitted, shaking my head. “Sevyn came up with the story that we were dating in an attempt to get me off of the police’s radar. She knows that I’m the only person who can help her when it comes to the Brotherhood and The Collective, so she made up this elaborate story about us dating and how my mom orchestrated all of this since she was dead.”

      “And…now?”

      I shrugged. “I want to be,” I admitted, dropping my gaze. “But we’ll see what happens when there’s no more bad guys after us to see how she’ll feel about being with me.”

      He stared at me for a long moment before he shook his head and chuckled. “You and I are so much alike that it hurts,” he said.

      I cocked my head to the side. “How so?”

      “You and Langdon are so much like Aurora and me. I’ve done unimaginable things to my wife, some things that I can never take back or correct the damage it has caused, and yet here we are.” He took a sip from his cup and shook his head. “But it wasn’t easy, though. Once I killed my father, Aurora was on the next plane smoking back to South Carolina. She was pregnant with Liam when she left and to lose the last bit of my family after my father’s organization destroyed everything, that shit is devastating.”

      “But she came back though.”

      “Yeah, after she made me fly to her and proclaim my love to her while she held me at gunpoint,” he said and chuckled. “We’re toxic and violent as fuck, but I love it. And I love her.”

      “How does a couple so toxic end up married? Did she hold you at gunpoint for the proposal?” I teased.

      “Because she didn’t read all the paperwork I’d given her when joining. I told her in order to be a part of killing my father, she had to join the mafia because killing him was mafia business. Since she didn’t read anything, she didn’t realize one of the documents was a marriage license.” He smirked. “You should’ve seen her face when I introduced her as my wife.”

      “Well, from what I witnessed when I came up here, I’d assume you guys are fine now.”

      “Her pregnancy brought us closer and made me realize that she was a perfect fit for my life. I just had to accept that even bad guys get good endings.”

      I was quiet for a moment. “Did it change you? Being a family man, I mean.”

      He shook his head. “It’s more so like a switch that goes on and off. I’m still the brutal, killing maniac that I was before I met her, but I turn that off when it’s time to be a husband and father. A family doesn’t erase who you are; you just learn to control the dangerous parts of yourself to make sure those you love aren’t hurt by it,” he said.

      “I see,” I said idly, hope blooming in my chest at the thought of Sevyn and I truly having a future even if I joined the mafia. “You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

      “Good, as it’s a decision that shouldn’t be taken lightly. I need to discuss this with the guys to see who we can send to Miami with you to get this done as quickly as possible. With everything going on here, I can’t afford to have anyone gone for too long. I’m going to put you and your girlfriend in the lounge a couple doors down for a little while and I’ll let you know what’s decided.”

      “Sounds good,” I said, standing to my feet when he did. We walked over to the door, Nyxin, Saint, and Bruce looked at us when Bennett opened it.

      “Nyx, take him to the lounge. We’re about to have a meeting. Saint, go downstairs and get the girls. Take Sevyn to the lounge with him and bring Aurora back in here with us,” Bennett ordered.

      “You got it, Boss,” Nyxin said, giving him an exaggerated salute, which made Bennett shake his head before he turned and walked away. Nyxin clapped me on the shoulder. “Let’s go, little cousin.”

      He unlocked the door to the lounge and flipped on the light when we walked in. A large projector screen took up one entire wall, a long, black leather sectional couch wrapping around most of the room. The walls we black with gold trim, small sky lights peppering the ceiling. If anything, this room seemed more for private use than actually hosting anything in it, as it was pretty bare considering. As if reading my mind, Nyxin continued.

      “We don’t use this room often, so there’s not too much in here,” Nyxin said as he handed me a menu. “If you or your girl need anything or want food, here’s the menu for what they have downstairs. Phone is in the corner; just tell them you’re in the upstairs lounge and they’ll know where you are.”

      “Cool.”

      “Remote to the tv is on the coffee table. The projector is already on; just gotta turn on the cable box with the remote to display something on the screen.”

      “Thanks,” I said as Sevyn entered the room with Aurora. Aurora looked to Nyxin.

      “Bennett is waiting on us,” she told him.

      “Coming in a second.” He turned back to me. “It might be a couple of hours depending on what he needs to do. Lock the door behind me for your own safety.”

      I followed him to the door, locking it when he closed the door behind him. Sevyn stood in the middle of the room with her arms wrapped around herself as she nibbled on her bottom lip.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine. So…” She sat on the couch and waited for me to join her. “What’d he say?”

      “He agreed to help me with what needs to be done,” I said, noticing her body relax at my words.

      “That’s good to hear.” She dropped her gaze to her lap. “Are you in the mafia now?”

      “No, not yet. It’s not something that happens overnight I don’t think.”

      I didn’t want to tell her the shit that Bennett told me. She was already nervous about it without me adding to it. I wasn’t sure if she’d change her mind about wanting to be involved with me if I joined, but I could only focus on one thing at a time.

      “So, what are we supposed to do in here?” she asked, breaking the silence around us. “Does this screen even work? We can watch something on it if we can figure out how it works.”

      “Nyxin said it does.” I leaned forward and grabbed the remote from the coffee table, hitting the power button as I leaned back and relaxed on the couch. Sevyn snuggled up next to me and kissed my cheek before resting her head on my shoulder. As soon as the picture appeared on the screen, loud moaning filled the room from surround sound speakers as porn played on the screen.

      “Oh my God,” Sevyn said as she laughed.

      “I bet somebody had a nice moment alone,” I said with a chuckle as I pulled up the guide.

      “Wait.” Sevyn put her hand on top of mine and met my gaze. “Maybe we should…watch it for a few minutes.”

      “That’s probably not a good idea.”

      “Why not?” she pouted. “We’ve watched porn together before.”

      “Yeah, in your bedroom where I ended up fucking you.”

      “Just ten minutes and then we can find a wholesome movie,” she bargained.

      I glanced at the screen to see the actress bent over the kitchen counter as her co-star pounded into her, her moans filling the space around us.”

      “If we watch this, I’m gonna end up pulling your panties to the side and fucking you on this couch, Sevyn. And the way you were whining earlier when I overdid it last time, you claimed you were putting me on pussy punishment or some other bullshit.”

      She laughed and playfully slapped my arm. “I didn’t say you were on punishment, Luther. You’re always so dramatic. I just want to make you comfortable, not make you hinder your recovery.”

      “Your pussy is my recovery,” I said and kissed her, grinning as she blushed.

      She playfully rolled her eyes. “Oh hush. Anyway, I thought you were more adventurous,” she teased. “I mean, unless you aren’t anymore.”

      “Are you challenging me, Sevyn?”

      “Of course not, babe. I was just saying,” she said with a nonchalant shrug, lightly whistling as her eyes moved around the room.

      I put the remote down and held my hands up, smirking at her. “Okay then, ten minutes. I bet you’ll cave before I do.”

      “Bet I won’t.”

      I smirked. “Game on, doll face.”

      We sat in silence, watching the show on the screen. Sevyn’s breath hitched just a little, and I probably would’ve missed it if I hadn’t glanced at her. She crossed her legs and the muscles in her thigh twitched as she squeezed them together.

      “You okay there?” I teased, gripping her bare thigh while trying to keep my own hormones under control.

      She stuck her tongue out at me and swatted my hand away. “I’m fine, cheater. I know what you’re trying to do.”

      “All I did was touch your leg! You’re acting as if I went up your dress,” I said with a chuckle.

      “It would’ve made it there eventually.”

      “I don’t have to cheat, babe. I was just trying to make sure you were okay,” I said with a shrug, grinning at her. She playfully pushed me and settled against me as she continued watching. I draped my arm around her and continued watching as my cock hardened in my jeans. At the rate we were going, I hoped that they stayed in the meeting for the couple of hours that Nyxin estimated because something told me Sevyn and I were going to end up fucking for the third time today.

      A grin settled on my lips as Sevyn squirmed next to me. She would cross and uncross her legs, squeeze her thighs together, and drape her arm across my lap while purposely brushing against my cock. She was trying to make me lose my cool to where I’d cave first, but I was set on proving her wrong.

      I tried to occupy my mind with thoughts of my upcoming decision but my thoughts didn’t block out the moaning from the porn stars. It didn’t block up the blown up close up shorts on the large projector screen as the guy performer pounded away in a slippery pussy.

      I glanced at Sevyn, whose eyes were still glued to the screen. Her cheeks held a rosy tint hinting at her arousal. I licked my lips at the thought of how wet she possibly was right now and now I wanted to taste every part of her body. Had I not bet that I’d last longer than her, I would’ve already had her on my face right now.

      She did a double take when she noticed me watching her. “This is the longest ten minutes ever,” she said with a breathy giggle.

      I smirked. “We can always change the channel.”

      “Um yeah, that’s probably best,” she said, her eyes still glued on the screen as a close up angle of the actor’s cock thrusting inside his co-star’s pussy filled the screen. I pulled up the guide and eventually settled on the movie, The Wolf on Wallstreet. Sevyn was still cuddled up into my side, swinging her legs onto the couch and across my lap as she got comfortable. My hand rested on the warm skin of her thigh as I tried to concentrate on the movie, but only one question burned through my mind.

      “Can I ask you something?” I finally asked.

      She looked up at me with bright eyes that scanned my face for any signs of discomfort. “Something wrong? If this is uncomfortable for you, I can—”

      “I’m fine, Sevyn. You worry too much,” I said with a chuckle. “I just had a question, that’s all.”

      “Oh. So, what’s the question?”

      I licked my lips as my gaze slid along her thighs. “How wet is your pussy right now?” I murmured, my voice low.

      She smiled and blushed, shaking her head. “That’s a loaded question coming from someone who shouldn’t be thinking about having sex right now when we’ve already had sex twice today.”

      I chuckled. “It’s simply a question, baby. Is it a crime to want to know how wet your pretty little pussy is right now?”

      Her throat flexed as she swallowed. “It’s a crime when you can’t fuck me.”

      “Who says I can’t?” I skimmed my fingertips along her calves and up her leg. “Are you telling me no?”

      She bit her bottom lip as I brushed her inner thighs with my fingertips, evidence of her previous self-harm attempts rippling over the skin. “I should.”

      “Look into my eyes and tell me no then, nurse,” I said.

      “Find out the answer to your question yourself,” she said breathlessly.

      I leaned forward and captured her lips, a soft moan leaving her lips as my hand traveled up her dress. She dropped her outside leg to give me better access, her hips moving on their own the moment I cupped her cloth-covered pussy. Her lace panties were practically molded onto her lips, making my mouth water knowing how wet she was.

      “Look at that, gorgeous,” I murmured as I slipped her panties off to the side and rubbed small circles on her clit with my thumb. “Your pussy is so soaked that your panties are done for.”

      “I’m so fucking horny,” she whispered. Her eyes fluttered shut as she continued to work her hips against my thumb, her moans becoming more audible the quicker she moved. She tossed her head back and moaned, grinding harder against my thumb. “Oh fuck, baby. I need you inside me now.”

      I planted a kiss at the base of her throat. “Such a needy little pussy. I’m not ready to fuck her yet.”

      “Please,” she begged, devouring my mouth. I growled down her throat, rubbing quick circles on her clit as our tongues swirled together. She moaned into my mouth when I slipped two fingers inside of her, pumping them as deep as I could. She pulled away from my mouth and tossed her head back and she worked her hips. “Oh my god, Luther. I want your big cock inside me now.” She kissed me, dropping her voice to a whisper. “Please, Daddy.”

      I growled, my cock so hard that it ached the longer I kept it in my jeans. As bad as I wanted to be balls deep inside of her, I couldn’t get Bennett’s ultimatum out of my head.

      “Do you love me, Sevyn?” I asked as I kissed her neck, slowly thrusting my fingers inside of her.

      She moaned softly, nodding her head. “Yes, baby.”

      “You sure?”

      “Mmm…mhm.”

      “Do you love me enough to leave your life behind and be here with me?” I slowly asked.

      As if I’d thrown ice water on her, she slightly jerked away from me. “What? Why are we talking…mmm…stop that.” She grabbed my wrist to stop my fingers. “We’ve talked about this before already.”

      “And you never gave me a clear answer,” I reminded her. She sighed inwardly and pulled my hand from between her thighs before she stood.

      “Because why does that matter right now? We have time—”

      “Forgive me for wanting to make sure you’re here for the long haul,” I said, my tone flat.

      She folded her arms across her chest. “But why does it matter right now to where you’re bringing this up when I was minutes from an orgasm?”

      “Because Bennett brought it up.”

      “Oh.” She shuffled from foot to foot. “What did he say?”

      I plucked a tissue from the box on the coffee table and wiped my hands. “He said if I joined, you’d have to either leave your socialite life behind or we’d need to reconsider having a public relationship.”

      She scoffed. “Who is he to tell you who you can and can’t date?”

      “A man with a lot to lose if he gets caught up in the media because of my relationship with you.”

      “I just don’t think it’s fair for him to ask that of you,” she said, shaking her head. Any lust I’d felt earlier evaporated into insecurities and doubts I already had. My gut told me that all of this was circumstantial and as soon as things changed, I’d be alone again. She still refused to make a choice. She still wanted her cake and wanted to eat it too. I couldn’t provide for her the way her parents had over the years and maybe the realization of losing that terrified her.

      But it didn’t erase the realizations now surfacing about our relationship.

      I still didn’t fit into her life whether I was a mechanical engineer or hitman.

      A baby wasn’t enough to keep us together.

      And love alone wouldn’t keep her next to me.

      “What?” she said, frowning at me. I swallow the bitter taste of the truth and shook my head.

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “The expression on your face is saying a lot, so what’s wrong?”

      Maybe I was asking for too much from her. Maybe forever was too much for someone who deserved nothing. No matter what my intentions were, maybe I just needed to back away and let her make her own choice. If she decided to stay when it was over, I’d be the happiest man alive. If she chose to leave…

      I bit the inside of my cheek. If she chose to leave, I’d just have to suck it up and move on. I’d just have to work my way back up and figure out how to navigate my life alone.

      “Luther? What’s going on?”

      I met her gaze and forced a small smile. “Nothing. I’m good.”

      We sat in awkward silence, neither of us knowing where to take the conversation. Sevyn grabbed her purse from the couch and looked at the door.

      “I need to go to the bathroom to freshen up,” she murmured.

      I nodded and stood. “I’ll walk you.”

      “Thanks.” She glanced at me, worry pooling into her eyes. “Are we still…good?”

      I slid up the walls I’d surrounded myself with for years, realizing that I should’ve done this to begin with.

      “Yeah, we’re good.”

      “Everything feels…I don’t know. It feels tense.”

      I gave her a small smile. “Everything’s good my way. We may want to hurry before they realize we’re gone.”

      She gave me a small nod and walked ahead of me. I stuffed down my emotions. My main priorities were dealing with the shit in front of us, not convincing a woman to love me. No relationship, no distractions.

      How it should’ve been from the start.
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SEVYN

      I glanced over at the empty spot next to me and sighed.

      Things had been so unusually tense between Luther and I ever since our last conversation at the club two nights ago. I mean he wasn’t ignoring me or anything, but…something had definitely changed. He went from trying to find reasons to touch or kiss me to shutting down the whole romance department. I probably didn’t handle that conversation in the best way, and I didn’t want him to think that I didn’t love him. I just…

      I sighed and closed my eyes. Luther knew I’d follow him wherever he went. The problem wasn’t just giving up my life; it was letting go of the luxury I was so accustomed to. I’d never had to work a day in my life because my parents took care of me. Maybe it was out of guilt for their shit parenting or because I was an only child, but I’d never had to take care of myself. I didn’t know how much of a shock that would be to go from that to a “regular” life in a new state and completely new people. I was sure Luther had asked me that more so to see if I trusted him enough to be able to take care of me, and I completely blew it.

      Now he’d probably walled himself off from me again and I’d be lucky to ever have him be vulnerable again. Why should he be? I’ve practically rejected very single moment of him opening up.

      I rolled over to my side, reading the time on the digital alarm clock: 9:49 A.M. Today was the second morning in a row that Luther was gone when I woke up to go out with his cousin, leaving me with no way to contact him. I couldn’t help but to think about what he could possibly be out there doing already. Did they already have him doing mafia work? Were they going out to clubs? Was his cousin hooking him up with other woman on the night he came back to the hotel the other night at the same time as sunrise?

      Just the thought of him being with someone else made my stomach flip. If I didn’t want him to be with anyone else, why the hell was it so hard to start over with him? But that answer was obvious. Everything always boiled down to our past. Whether it was the past from seven years ago or what happened at the house a few weeks ago, it all had a lot to do with my ability to trust him. He’d said that we had to leave things in the past and focus on what was currently happening if we wanted to make this work, but goddamn it, it was hard. It was also hard to know if all of his vulnerable moments were genuine or if he was just trying harder to get me to come with him simply because I was pregnant.

      I rolled onto my back and stared up at the ceiling as my fingertips rested over my belly. Despite what I wanted for my life, other things had to be considered when making big decisions now that a baby was involved. Being with Luther made the most sense; I was sure my mother wouldn’t be thrilled to learn about this pregnancy any more than she was about the last one. You never think of the family when you make selfish decisions, Sevyn. You’re unmarried, the guy you managed to get knocked up by only wants to use you for your resources and money, and he’s not going to be able to take care of you. How are you not ashamed?! Time and time again, Luther told me that my family wasn’t worth saving, that they weren’t worth my happiness. I could still see his kind brown eyes looking at me that night on the roof, asking me if I’d run away with him if it meant a life of financial uncertainty. Even though it was scary to think about even then, I knew I’d go with him because he gave me the one thing that no amount of money could ever buy me—the love he gave me. In the entire summer that we were together, I couldn’t remember a time where I felt as loved, as happy, and as fulfilled as I had when I was with him.

      But being afraid of cutting their poisonous cord all because I didn’t know hot to live my adult life with my own means would cause me to lose the very person that I was convinced was my soulmate.

      My stomach growled loudly, bringing a giggle from my lips as it cut through the silence. “I hear you. It’s definitely time to have breakfast,” I mused to myself as I finally sat up. Grabbing my robe from the ottoman, I slipped it over me before stepping out into the bright living room, surprised at the sight before me.

      “Um…” I looked around, seeing security moving around in silence as usual as the wife of the mafia boss sat in the middle of the floor playing with a baby. Luther was still nowhere to be found after a few moments, which put me on edge. “Hi?”

      “I was thirty minutes away from having to send someone in there to see if you were dead,” Aurora teased. My stomach growled again and she grinned. “And lucky for you, I was starving and already placed an order forty-five minutes ago because I thought you’d be awake well before now.”

      I blinked, still not understanding why she was even here with none of the other men. “I wasn’t expecting any company, so I didn’t see the rush to get out of bed since Luther was still with his cousin.” I glanced around the room again. “Is…something wrong?” I asked hesitantly.

      She shook her head as the baby babbled, shaking a rattle. His brown eyes were bright and round as he giggled at the sound, shaking it more as Aurora kissed his cheek. A soft smile threatened to form on my lips as I watched them for a few moments, wondering how my own baby would turn out. It at least took some of the edge off to see a baby so content and happy despite the dangers that surrounded him in his life. Maybe it was a godsend that she showed up here when I was so conflicted about what was best for me to do.

      “I figured you were tired of being up here by yourself while they handled business.” She studied me with soft eyes. “And I’m sure you probably have questions and concerns you may have about how life would be if you chose to date someone in the mafia.”

      A knocked sounded on the door, halting our conversation. The security quickly mobilized as she scooped her son into her arms and stood up. I took a seat on the couch, giving her a small smile as she sat next to me.

      “Loosen up a bit,” she laughed. “You look as if you’re expecting me to shoot you or something.”

      I released a nervous laugh and shook my head. “Sorry. I just…I don’t even know. There’s a lot going on in my head right now. Sorry,” I stammered.

      “Food’s here, boss lady,” one of the men said.

      “Perfect! We can set up everything in here.” She looked to me. “Is that fine?”

      “Yeah, that’s not a problem,” I said, my stomach growling again as the security wheeled two carts of food into the living room. My eyes widened as I observed all the options. Pancakes, French toast, waffles, fruit assortments, bacon, sausage, eggs, yogurt, toast, biscuits, and a smaller cart with condiments, seasonings, sauces, and syrups. “Holy shit, who’s going to eat all of this?”

      She laughed. “You can always tell when you’re around rich people when the first question is who’s going to eat all of this instead of who’s going to pay for it,” she said. “And I got enough for my guys also. Besides, you’ll be surprised to see how much you can put away when you’re eating for two.”

      I paled as she winked at me, instinctively wrapping my arms around myself. “Did Luther tell you?”

      She shook her head as she placed the baby on the couch next to her. “Bennett mentioned it the night we met you guys. Said that your boyfriend was hesitating about joining us because you were pregnant so he wasn’t sure if he still wanted to or not.”

      My heart sank at her words. If he didn’t join, that would mean that we wouldn’t be able to get the help that we needed in order to be safe again. “Oh.” I suddenly didn’t have an appetite anymore. “I thought I did the right thing by telling him before we got here, but I didn’t know it would make things complicated for our situation.”

      “Mama,” her son whined next to her, trying to climb on her lap as she placed food on a plate.

      “Hold on, baby,” she murmured. I watched as she wrangled him with one arm back onto her lap as her other arm still moved things to her plate.

      “You make it seem so easy,” I mused.

      She shrugged and popped a grape into her mouth. “It gets easier as time goes on. He’s not really fussy, so it makes things easier.” She raised an eyebrow at me. “Are you going to eat? Your stomach sounds like there’s a raging concert in there.”

      I blushed just as my stomach growled again. “Um, yeah, I probably should eat something,” I murmured and grabbed a plate off the cart.

      Things were awkwardly quiet for a few minutes as we both put together a plate of breakfast, the men eventually coming in to also grab food. Aside from her son and his baby rattle, there wasn’t much sound other than the occasional clicking of a fork or spoon against a plate. I’d glance over at her baby from time to time, noticing him staring at me as he bit his rattle. He was the cutest little thing with his chubby cheeks, bright eyes, and gummy grin that he always seemed to have. He looked more like his father than he did Aurora if his dad was an adorable, chubby snuggle bunny instead of an intimidating mafia boss.

      “From your social media, I kinda expected you to be a little more lively than this,” Aurora finally said, breaking the silence around us.

      “I don’t know if it’s a good or bad thing that you’ve checked my social media, but social media isn’t really real life.” I stabbed at the eggs on my plate. “And I’ve gone through a lot in the last few weeks, so I haven’t really been feeling like myself lately.”

      And it was true. I thought the nightmare would’ve been over the moment I escaped the house, but all I did was start a new one. Survivor’s guilt was a very real thing and even though I’d made it out, my friends didn’t. I hadn’t even been able to look at my own social media since I’d been back home, unable to see the pictures of my friends and my old life now that none of them were no longer here.

      Aurora nodded and took a few sips of orange juice. “I can understand that. I don’t know everything, but Bennett told me a little bit of what happened that got you guys to this point. It’s almost scary how similar my husband and your boyfriend are. Probably why they’re hitting it off so well,” she mumbled.

      “Similar how?” I asked.

      Her entire energy shifted as she busied herself with putting apple juice in her son’s bottle, remaining silent for so long that I didn’t think she’d answer my question. “Things weren’t always good between Bennett and I,” she started, her voice low. “I started off as his pet when his father illegally took me—"

      “Illegally took you? Like kidnapping? Why would they kidnap you?”

      “It was illegal because while there was a contract between Bennett’s father and mine, the contract was for my sister, whom he’d already taken. He took me because he could.” She gave the juice bottle to her son. “Anyway, he was…violent. The beginning of our relationship—if that’s what we can even call it—was extremely painful. Extremely violent.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said, putting my fork down. The sadness that colored her features as she kept her eyes on her son broke my heart. I couldn’t even begin to imagine going through something like that from the beginning, but it made me curious to how they got from such a dark place to where they were now. If things were that terrible, what the hell possessed her to marry someone like that?

      “I don’t know how you and your boyfriend got together but hearing what he did to you and your friends, it reminded me a lot of what Bennett did to me. Within the first few hours of meeting him, he’d murdered my fiancé at the time, beat me with a belt to burn his rules into my head, forced me to blow him on camera and ruined my makeup business and reputation, and brutally raped my best friend in front of me. And that was just the start of things.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I gasped, shaking my head. “You’re much stronger than I am. I probably would’ve killed myself just so that I wouldn’t have to keep suffering through that.”

      She released a tight laugh. “Oh, I tried that and failed. All that did was earn me seven days in a Hell he created in the basement of his mansion.” She caressed the top of her son’s hands as she kept her eyes on him. “It was an extremely dark time that I didn’t think I was going to get through. I’m definitely not the same person that I was back then—that woman died during Hell Week. But I’m so much stronger now than I was then, which makes me the perfect person to be with someone like Bennett.”

      I shook my head as I took in a forkful of eggs. “I haven’t seen you two in action much, but I would’ve never known you’d gone through that. I don’t think I would’ve survived something like that.”

      “But you have,” she said, holding my gaze. “You got out of your situation because you’re strong enough to survive. You’d be dead right now if you were meant to be.”

      While I knew her words were true, it didn’t do anything about the guilt I felt about the death of my friends, the grief their families were still going through, and the closure that some of them wouldn’t get with no bodies. Crystal’s and Allison’s bodies still hadn’t been found, the police optimistic that they were still alive, but I knew otherwise. Crystal was practically dying when I made a run for it, and I knew they wouldn’t have let Allison go. I couldn’t begin to imagine how hard it was for their families to see my family parading me all over the news when I first arrived home, knowing that I made it back safe and sound while their daughters came back to them in pieces—or if at all.

      But I also knew that I wasn’t the same person I was before I ended up at that house. Sure, I wasn’t a stone cold killer or a brand new person, but I didn’t feel as weak as I used to. I didn’t feel as helpless as I had for the last seven years. I was still trying to figure out this version of myself and the version of Luther that was in front of me, everything still a learning experience even though Luther feels so familiar.

      “Yeah,” I finally said. “I’m just trying to deal with all these changes that are happening so quickly. Surviving something like that, now having to survive two groups of people after us, finding out I’m pregnant and now my boyfriend wanting to join the mafia.” I put my plate on the coffee table and stood up, pacing the living room. “And now things are weird between us, I think, and I just...I’m really fucking lost right now.”

      “That’s an honest admission,” Aurora replied with a nod. “Maybe I can try to help you be…I don’t know, less loss? What’s the biggest thing bothering you?”

      I ran a frustrated hand through my hair. “Things have been super weird between Luther and I ever since the club that night.” My cheeks burned when I thought back to it, how close we were to having sex and how I ruined it. Aurora looked at me expectantly, as if she were waiting for me to continue with my story but the last thing I wanted to tell her was that I nearly had my brains fucked out on a couch in their club. “He asked me if I loved him and I told him I did…but he asked if I loved him enough to leave my life behind in Miami and move here with him. Just the thought of leaving everything behind made me…I don’t know, freak out?”

      “Moving to California doesn’t mean you won’t ever see you family again. We’re not going to hold you hostage to keep you from crossing state lines or something,” she said.

      I couldn’t help but to giggle when she put it that way, which did nothing but make me realize how stupid and irrational I’d been. “No, it’s not that.” I plucked a strip of bacon from my plate and flopped back on the couch, biting a piece of the salty meat. “Luther made it seem as if I had to leave all my socialite stuff behind because of the issues it could cause for you guys if the media became too invested in my relationship with Luther if or when he joins the mafia.”

      “Yes, that’s true.”

      “And after thinking about it for the last few days, I mean I wouldn’t be devastated about never seeing my family. They aren’t the best people. It’s more so…me not knowing what to do when all of their support and money goes away.” I shoved the rest of the bacon into my mouth. “I’ve never worked a day in my life. I’ve never known a life without luxury. I’ve never had spending limits, responsibilities, anything. I’m a literal spoiled princess, the only child of a fashion designer mother and an oil tycoon father who thinks that parenting is just throwing money at your child and giving them any and everything they ask for. Luther doesn’t come from that kind of life—he’s the complete opposite actually.” I rubbed my forehead, cringing when I remembered the greasy bacon I’d just held and the grease I just rubbed across my skin. “I’m just worried that Luther is going to think that he’s in over his head when he has a woman who literally can’t even do basic adult things on her own because she’s never had to learn anything.”

      “So, let me see if I have this straight,” she said, thoughtfully chewing a mouthful of food. “You’re worried that losing your landing pad is going to expose whatever cracks may be hiding in your foundation because you think he may not want you anymore if you don’t have access to all the money you have now?”

      “Not…exactly.” I shook my head. “He’s never cared about that at all. Never asked me for anything, never hinted at anything, never let me pay for anything if we did things together. He was the only person who treated me like a regular person instead of someone they could use to get ahead or something. He was never impressed with my life the way other people around me were. I think that’s what drew me to him the most.”

      “I’ve been curious as to how you two ended up together in the first place. You’re on two different spectrums of life in a physical and economic sense. You have this intimidating, tattooed, muscular mountain of a man who doesn’t say much and then there’s you—the perfect it girl with a life most women want. Where the hell do you have to be in order to meet a man like that?”

      “Back in high school, his sister was my best friend. I always got a lot of slack for being friends with her and people thought I was treating her like a charity case just because her family didn’t have money. But she was one of the best people I’d ever had the gift of knowing.” I dropped my gaze as tears burned my eyes at the thought of Logan. “Granted, I got close to her because I thought her brother was hot, but we instantly hit it off. Always attached at the hip and did everything together. She also never cared about my family’s money. She just loved friendship and being happy and living life. I used to always be so jealous of that.”

      It was frustrating, having everything and nothing at the same damn time. Everything I’d wanted back then weren’t things you could get off of a shelf or an online store. Logan had everything I wanted. She had a loving family and the annoying older brother that she still loved to pieces. She had parents that cared if she didn’t answer texts or call if she’d be later than she said. She had a protective older brother who dared anyone to fuck with his sister, but also teased her and messed around with her a lot. She had the dynamic that I’d only seen in movies and television, my own family not having time for that kind of thing.

      And that kind of love didn’t feel the same coming from hired nannies and help that my parents tried to substitute with.

      “Even back then, Luther was what people would call a bad boy. We used to call him Lunatic Luther because he was fucking insane, but I could always see another side of him that he didn’t let anyone else see. And when he finally let me see what was behind the door he kept locked, we realized that we weren’t as different as we thought we were.”

      “So, if you know that, why is being here with him such a hard decision to make?”

      I shrugged. “It’s not really. I just…I don’t want to feel like a burden when he realizes how spoiled I truly am and how I don’t know a lot about life outside of my family. I mean, I don’t even know what kind of stuff I’d do for work.”

      “Well, what do you like to do?”

      “I love everything dealing with being pretty. So I like make up, skin care, just beauty stuff.” Aurora stopped mid chew and froze, staring at me. “Uh…why are you staring at me like that.”

      “Oh my fucking god,” she breathed and jumped up from the couch, digging her phone from the back pocket of her jeans.

      “What is it?” I exclaimed. My heart rate was climbing as I watched her frantically type something out onto her phone, but she still hadn’t said anything. “Aurora!”

      “You are the absolute perfect solution for this problem I have!” she squealed. “Everything always works out for a reason!”

      “What the hell are you going on about? You’re starting to freak me out! If it has anything to do with joining the mafia—“

      “Oh no, no, no. This isn’t mafia stuff,” she said and laughed. “I’d been talking with Bennett about creating another cosmetics company after he ruined mine and my reputation in the beginning of our relationship. I was running into a problem of having a face for the company because the last thing I want is for old news to taint a new company. I didn’t want to hire a random face, but we didn’t have many avenues if I didn’t hire one.” She gestured her arms along my body. “And then you show up and give me the best news ever!”

      “You…want me to be the face of a company?” I repeated.

      “Not just the face. I want you to be the company.” When I only continued staring at her, she continued. “Look, I can’t use my name or likeness anywhere publicly. Bennett really ruined that, so badly that I don’t even want to repeat what he’d done to manage that exactly. Anyway, I can be a silent partner or investor. You can make your products with my help and do what you need to do and I can have a business to make my own money and you can build your life away from your family.”

      “Me? Run a business? I don’t know anything about running a business.”

      “But I do and you wouldn’t be doing this alone.” She grinned at me. “Think about it: you wouldn’t just be socialite Sevyn Langdon, daughter to a fashion designer and oil tycoon. You’ll become Sevyn Langdon the beauty mogul. Then you can use your socialite status as something that can benefit you. You already have the social media following and all that,” she said with a shrug.

      I bit the inside of my cheek, hope blooming inside of me. It all sounded too easy. I mean what were the chances of meeting a woman in the mafia and suddenly going into business together or something? I didn’t want to be gullible and accept the first offer someone gave me, especially when I didn’t even know this woman or know if Luther was going to actually join them.

      “Can I think about this some more? That’s a pretty big decision to make,” I finally said after a while. “With everything that’s going on, I don’t want to make any big decisions like that right now.”

      “Oh no, take your time. It’s not like we can build an empire in a day. Just know that you have options and don’t let something as simple as money keep you from happiness,” she said.

      I gave her a soft smile. “Thanks. I really needed that,” I said, just as the door to the room opened.

      “…the biggest tits I’ve ever seen on a woman. I would’ve gotten her number if this jackass wasn’t with us. All eyes were on Luther because he’s fresh meat,” a male voice said.

      Aurora rolled her eyes as she shifted her son on her lap. “Nyxin is so fucking gross. I have no idea how he and your boyfriend are related,” she said just as the men came into view.

      My mouth went dry when my eyes fell onto Luther. I hadn’t seen him when he left this morning, but I knew for a fact that he wasn’t wearing what he currently had on when he left. Gone were his dark t-shirts and jeans, his body now in a tailored suit. Though he didn’t say anything to me, the smirk on his lips as he winked at me told me everything. In the entire time I’d known him, I’d never seen him in a suit and Jesus fucking Christ was it a sight. All of the men were dressed in similar suits, looking like the mafia powerhouse they were as they entered the living room. Aurora’s husband walked over to her, kissing her briefly before kissing the top of his son’s head. I suddenly felt super underdressed, still only wearing my robe.

      “How are you, Sevyn?” he asked.

      “Confused.” I looked around at the faces that now stood in the living room. “Is something happening?”

      “Yeah. We need to talk.” Bennett put his hands in his pocket. “As I’ve already mentioned to Luther, I’ve agreed to help you. I’m allowing him to take Nyxin and Josh back to Miami for a week to help him deal with things and I’ll send a few lower level guys for back up.”

      I frowned. “Just a week? Is that enough time? What if—”

      “The element of surprise is crucial in this kind of situation,” he interrupted. “If you drag things out, you leave too much time for your victims to scatter.”

      I looked at Luther, who scrolled through a phone as Bennett continued speaking.

      “During this week, it’s best if you stay off of the street and out of the public as much as possible. There’s a high chance that they’ll try to do whatever they can to get some kind of leverage against Luther and since you matter to him, they’ll try to take you out just to get back at him.”

      I swallowed hard at the thought. I’d thought they’d been after me just to silence me; it never once crossed my mind that I’d be used as a way to hurt Luther. He did choose me over his brotherhood after all, I thought to myself.

      “I see.” I wrapped my arms around myself. “So what happens when all of this is over?”

      “If it’s done right, you go back to living your life without worrying about being hunted. But right now, simply focus on the task at hand, which is getting back to Miami to get this show on the road.”

      “Also,” Luther interjected. “We’ll be using their security in Miami. It’s also best if you don’t get your parents involved in this by telling them where you are. The fewer people know that we’ve returned, the better.”

      I frowned. “Then where will we stay for a week if it’s not one of their properties?”

      “One of ours,” Aurora mentioned as she stood. “It’s not in the heart of Miami, which is the last place you need to be right now, but it’s close enough to everything in the event something were to happen.”

      I suddenly felt sick. Everything was finally coming to a head and now it was time to deal with this. I thought I’d be ready for this, solely focusing on Luther’s recovery to distract me for what would come later. But now it was time for more death and carnage just to be safe again. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t terrified.

      “Sevyn?” Aurora called out.

      I blinked and pushed down the breakfast threatening to come back up. “Sorry,” I murmured. “Um, so when do we leave?”

      “We’re preparing our jet for you, so it’ll be in a couple of hours. The sooner we get your situation resolved, the sooner I can get my men back and start working on this new plan with Luther.”

      When Luther didn’t look at me, my heart sank. He’d joined them after all without even telling me. But that was the plan from the beginning, I bitterly reminded myself. My entire life would drastically change in a week, my happiness hinging on a single decision by both Luther and I.

      And for the sake of our baby, I could only hope that we didn’t manage to fuck this up.
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LUTHER

      “You sure this is what you want to do?” Bennett asked me as he leaned back in his chair. “Once you sign this contract, there’s no going back.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Have you talked to Sevyn about it?”

      I shrugged. “What’s there to talk about? She doesn’t even know if she wants to do what you asked of her. Besides, she knew that was the plan was before we even came to California.”

      “Yeah, before you knew she was pregnant.”

      I straightened my posture, frowning at the man before me. “I’m sure about my decision, Bennett. Sevyn will do whatever she decides to do. I expect her to ditch me when this is over, so I’m not too concerned about how she feels about me being in the mafia.”

      He stared at me for a short moment before he pushed a contract across his desk along with a pen. “Then sign below. We’ll handle the rest of the formalities when you get back to California.”

      With the way that Sevyn’s face paled at Bennett’s announcement, I already knew another argument was brewing in the horizon once we were alone.

      “We’ll let you guys prepare for your trip and we’ll meet you back here before taking you to the landing strip in a few hours,” Bennett said.

      “Um, can I actually speak to you before you leave?” Sevyn asked him. “Alone, please?”

      He raised an eyebrow at her and glanced at me briefly before looking back to her. “I suppose.”

      She led him into the bedroom, closing the door behind them. Nyxin looked to me as he leaned against the wall, folding his arms across his broad chest.

      “So are we focusing on just the one guy tonight for information purposes or just going down your list?” he asked.

      The pressure that sat in the middle of my chest reappeared at the mention of the plan. It was still surreal that I was about to kill six men that I’d considered my brothers in blood. Never in a million years did I think we’d ever get to a point like this, but too much had happened for us to turn the other cheek and try to move on. It had nothing to do with Sevyn or the fact that she ran; it was the fact that they refused to trust me and turned on me the minute the opportunity presented itself.

      “We’ll see Paul first. We’ve tracked a couple members from The Collective to be able to catch them tonight also.”

      “Considering that Bennett only gave y’all a week, you may as well kill as many as possible. No need to drag this shit out,” Saint said as he strolled across the room and took a seat next to Aurora.

      “You should talk him into letting you come. I don’t know why Josh has to come,” Nyxin mumbled.

      “We can’t have all of our top men across the country when we’re dealing with our own shit,” Aurora said. “The only reason you’re going is because he’s your cousin. Otherwise, Bennett would’ve only sent lower level men.”

      “Well, regardless of who’s coming, I appreciate the help,” I interjected. And I was. It wasn’t every day that you found a willing group of people who’d agree to help you take out two murderous cults. Granted, I had a price I had to pay in the end, but it was one I was willing to pay if it meant I wouldn’t have to do this alone.

      Besides, maybe it was best that I had other people with me so that I didn’t let my emotions cause me to reconsider killing them as I’d done when I reconsidered with Sevyn.

      “Anyway, we’ll finalize everything when we get back to Miami,” Nyxin said, looking toward the closed bedroom door. “Bennett gotta speed this up. I gotta go to my place to finish packing.”

      No sooner than he finished his sentence, the bedroom door opened and Bennett appeared. He turned back to look inside at Sevyn. “I’ll be in touch about your request,” he said before he looked to his wife and his men. “Let’s head out.”

      Nyxin tipped his head to me. “Wheels up in a few hours. I’ll call you when we’re downstairs.”

      “Got it,” I said with a nod.

      Sevyn didn’t say anything as everyone filed out, leaving us alone. The silence that surrounded us was unsettling. I knew there was something she wanted to say, but the way she bit the inside of her cheek told me that she was trying to figure out the best way to approach the issue at hand. Even though she knew what the plan was from the beginning, I already knew that joining the mafia was going to be a problem for her, even more so after Bennett told her that she’d have to give up her life as a socialite in order for us to be together. It was a pretty big thing to request from her, but one that I understood because of the kind of world I would be entering. With Sevyn’s pregnancy, things were becoming more and more complicated to the point that this wouldn’t be a clean break no matter what we chose because of the kid we’d have together.

      Wanting to shift the weird energy around us, I grinned. “You’ve been eye fucking me since I walked in but you haven’t actually said anything,” I teased once the door closed behind the last person. She turned to look at me, her pouty lips pulled down into a slight frown.

      “So you’re officially one of them then.” Her words came out as a statement, as if she already knew what I was going to say. I shrugged, annoyance creeping into me at the argument bubbling to the surface.

      “Something like that.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that I’ve signed the contract to commit to joining. I just haven’t pledged yet.”

      “I see.” Her eyes ran along my body, a mixture of lust and disappointment harboring in her gaze. She gestured at the suit. “So, this is your new work attire or something?”

      “You like it?” I turned in a circle and grinned at her, putting a hand in my pocket. “Gotta say, I look damn good in this thing.”

      She grinned and nodded. “You do. In all the time I’ve known you, I’ve never seen you in a suit.”

      “They aren’t really my style. Apparently, I look so good that you didn’t even notice the cast is gone,” I said, pulling the sleeve back a little to show my bare right arm.

      She frowned as she came over to me. “Was it even ready to come off? Why you’d let them take it—"

      “It’s fine,” I said with a chuckle, moving my wrist and wiggling my fingers. It was still a little sore, but it wasn’t painful. “Bennett’s doctor looked it over and said that seven weeks was long enough.”

      “But did they even take an x-ray? How do they know—"

      “Yeah, they took an x-ray and all that before it was even taken off. The bone is fine. It’s a little sore, but he said that’s to be expected for a couple of weeks after not moving it.”

      “If you say so, Luther,” she mumbled and walked away from me. I followed her into the bedroom, not understanding what her problem was. With the way she was carrying on, you’d think I’d told her I wasn’t joining anymore and then went behind her back.

      “What’s the problem?” I asked as I pulled off my jacket.

      She raised an eyebrow at me. “I don’t have a problem.”

      “You’re not passing the vibe check and I’m really not in the mood for an argument.”

      “I’m fine, Luther. If you think your arm is okay, then I believe you. If you think being in the mafia is the best thing for you, then I’ll go along with it.”

      “It’s the best thing for us, Sevyn. I’m doing this for us; this isn’t a new concept.”

      “I know that. But even in knowing that, it doesn’t make this easier,” she said with a soft sigh. “I just…the mafia is dangerous and I don’t—what are you doing?”

      I paused in unbuttoning my shirt. “What do you mean what am I doing? Even though I look good in this, I’m actually ready to be back in my own clothes.”

      She bit the inside of her cheek, twirling a lock of hair around her finger as she watched me for a few moments. “At least keep it on until we get back to Miami. It may be a while before I see you in another suit,” she said with a grin. Though her words were innocent enough, my chest tightened slightly. It was as if she were subtly telling me that she wouldn’t be coming back to California with me when this was over. Don’t make assumptions, I thought to myself.

      “Well, if you decide to come back with me, I’m sure you’ll see me in suits more often,” I said with a half shrug.

      She dropped her gaze and busied herself with finding something to wear from her suitcase. “That’s true.”

      I leaned against the dresser and watched her for a while. A part of me felt that this upcoming week could very well be the last one I’d have with her. Even though I wanted her more than anything, I refused to beg her to stay. Either she wanted to be with me or she didn’t; we weren’t teenagers anymore. This cat and mouse game was old as fuck and if she couldn’t make the hard decisions needed in order to make our relationship work, then maybe it was best for me to come back to California and start fresh—alone.

      Needing something else to focus on, I shifted my focus to something else that was on my mind. “What did you and Bennett talk about?” I asked.

      “Oh, nothing really. I asked him if he could get something for me,” she said nonchalantly.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Like?”

      “Just something that I’ll need when I get back to Miami.”

      “Is there a reason why you can’t tell me what it is or why you didn’t ask me?”

      She shrugged. “Because it’s not important enough to tell you right this minute and it’s not something that you can get for me.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Look, just trust me, okay? It’s not that big of a deal right now.”

      “Whatever, Sevyn,” I mumbled, shaking my head.

      She put down the dress she held in her hands and walked over to stand in front of me. It annoyed me that her hands on my shoulders melted the tension that’d settled there, forcing me to come to terms that I needed her more than I cared to admit. It was fucking aggravating that it could possibly devastate me if she chose to walk away no matter how hard I wanted to pretend that I wouldn’t care either way.

      “What’s going on with you? You’ve been on edge ever since that night at the club and we never talked about it,” she murmured.

      “Because there’s nothing to talk about.”

      “Your mouth says that, but your actions don’t.” She wrapped her arms around my neck, her body settling between my open legs. “Are you worried that I won’t stay? Ever since I said what I said at the club when you asked me to leave Miami, things have been weird between us.” I only stared at her in silence, her eyes softening. “I don’t want you to think I don’t love you, Luther, because I do. I always have. I’m sorry I kind of freaked out on you at the club. I guess I was just caught by surprise.”

      “What are you so afraid of, Sevyn? That I’m going to hurt you again or that I’m not genuine in how I feel and am only using you as a crutch or some shit just because I’ve lost everyone else?” I asked.

      “Is that what you think?”

      “You’re making it hard to think otherwise.”

      She let go of me and shook her head, moving over to sit on the bed. “I literally just had a conversation with Aurora about this at breakfast this morning,” she said with a sad giggle. “I realized that my problem with giving up my life was that it made me realize how I didn’t really know how to live my adult life without my parents’ money or my privilege. I mean, I don’t have any bills that I pay myself, I’ve never worked, I just…exist. And giving that up to be thrust into the real world with no kind of experience, money of my own, or anything useful…I just didn’t want to become a burden to you and cause you to run off anyway.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh when I heard her explanation. Fuck, we fucking sucked at communicating. This whole time I was worried that she wouldn’t leave her family simply because she thought I wouldn’t be able to provide the lifestyle she wanted, but she was more worried about being a burden to me because of her lack of real world experience outside of her rich bubble. She folded her arms across her ample chest and frowned at me.

      “I tell you something that’s truly worrying me and you find it funny?” she asked, her tone flat.

      I smiled and shook my head. “I’m not laughing at you, pretty girl.” I moved over and squatted before her, taking her hands into mine and kissing her knuckles. “Just laughing at how we fucking suck at talking about important shit because we’re too stuck in our own heads.”

      A shy smile formed on her lips as she dropped her gaze. “I guess so.”

      “And here I was thinking that you didn’t want to give up your riches and live an ordinary life with me,” I said.

      She met my gaze and cocked her head to the side, her frown returning. “I told you it was never about money with us.”

      “I know, but I thought you were bullshitting.”

      She smirked at me. “Thanks for the lack of faith, asshole,” she said and playfully pushed my shoulder.

      I smiled. “Hey, we all have insecurities.” I got on my knees and wrapped my arms around her waist when she parted her legs. “I already know the life you’re used to and I know it’ll be an adjustment for you if you choose to come with me. All we can do is be patient with each other because we’re both starting somewhere new and starting something new with each other—for real this time. Think you can do that, pretty girl?”

      The tightness in my chest lessened when she smiled. “Only if you can,” she murmured.

      I kissed her. “I’m going to do my best.” I sighed. “I’ve never done this relationship shit, so…you’re gonna have to have a good bit of patience.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “Dead serious. I’ve never been in a serious, committed relationship like this before. Couldn’t ever connect with anyone else but you,” I admitted truthfully. I had to be honest; there was a part of me that was nervous that I’d fuck this up somehow. I never really wanted to settle down because I never felt like anyone understood me. After fucking things up with Sevyn years ago, I figured I was destined to be alone because no one would understand me like she did. No one was the calm to my chaos as she was. No one else could be the sanity to my lunacy the way she could be. But the fact that she had enough faith in me to want to try this shit again after everything that’d happened between us…that had to mean something. It had to mean that, despite everything being so fucked up, it was just an opportunity for the love we had to be reborn.

      The rebirth of us.

      “I guess everything happens for a reason then,” she said softly. “I just hope that you don’t find a reason to throw things away.”

      “I won’t,” I promised.

      She leaned forward and kissed me, her warm hand cupping my cheek. “I love you,” she whispered against my lips.

      I smiled. “I love you, too, pretty girl. Now let’s get this shit over with so we can live our lives.”
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, we got onto the elevator to meet Nyxin downstairs. Sevyn threaded her fingers through mine, staring at me when she didn’t think I noticed. I chuckled.

      “Jesus Christ, woman. Calm yourself,” I joked.

      She giggled. “I can’t help it. Gotta admit that your mafia uniform is turning me on,” she purred.

      I playfully rolled my eyes. “It’s just a suit, Sevyn.”

      “Yeah, a suit that makes me want to fuck you in this elevator.”

      “Mmm…don’t give me any ideas. I don’t wanna hear Nyxin’s mouth when we’re late as fuck getting to the plane because I decided to bend you over for a quickie in here.”

      “He’ll survive,” she murmured, her hand palming my cock through my slacks.

      I growled inwardly and pulled away from her just as the elevator doors opened. “I’ll deal with you and your wet pussy later. We have shit to do right now,” I said in her ear, my voice low. She bit her lip.

      “Will you wear the suit?”

      “If that’s what you want.”

      She grabbed my suit jacket and kissed me. “I’ll hold you to that then,” she murmured before she stepped off the elevator. Nyxin looked at me expectantly before his eyes followed Sevyn, a smirk on his lips.

      “Still have no idea how you managed to bag a socialite as fucking gorgeous as her,” he tsked, shaking his head. “I guess nerds get pussy after all.”

      I playfully punched him in the shoulder. “Shut the fuck up, asshole,” I said with a chuckle. I used to wonder the same thing back then. The guys that Sevyn usually dated were so much more different than me. They were preppy assholes from affluent families with either bright futures in good paying jobs or heirs to trust funds or empires when they reached a certain age. My family definitely didn’t come from money, and I was more into robots and being smart. On paper, I didn’t seem like Sevyn’s type, but she didn’t desire what people thought she should’ve wanted. She wanted normalcy, to be seen as herself and not what she had.

      She just wanted a lunatic.

      And now that I had her, I’d do everything possible to keep her and our kid safe, no matter who I had to kill in order to ensure that.

      “Ready to get this show on the road?” Nyxin asked, cutting into my thoughts. I blew out a breath. When we got to Miami, it would be go time. Even though I dreaded what I’d have to do, I knew it was necessary. I’d spent weeks agonizing over whether or not these men were going to find a way to get to Sevyn and me despite our protection and how I would’ve been in no shape to defend myself or her. Now that I was fully healed and ready to strike, the gloves were coming off.

      It was now kill or be killed.

      “Yeah, let’s go. A week will be over before we know it,” I said and followed him out of the hotel to the waiting car.
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        * * *

      

      We sat a few houses away from Paul’s house, watching as he got out of his car with a bag of Chinese takeout and carried it into the house. His head was on a swivel as he damn near ran to his front door, fumbling with his keys for a few moments before he quickly unlocked the front door and pushed it open. It was bittersweet seeing him. I hadn’t seen or spoken to him since I left the house that day, that previous anger that came with betrayal burning as I watched him disappear beyond his door that he slammed shut behind him.

      “Talk to me, KC,” Nyxin said into his phone. Key clicking sounded over the line, Nyxin’s phone hooked up to the speakers inside the blacked out SUV we sat in.

      “Hold on, it took a minute to get into his camera system. He has a shit ton of firewalls put up, but it won’t do shit if they aren’t strong. It just makes his shit annoying to get into,” KC said.

      Nyxin rolled his eyes. “Spare us the hacker orgasm, nerd. We just need to know what you see.”

      “You like to talk shit as if I’m not trying to help you, Nyx,” KC snapped.

      “Come on, man. We’re wasting time,” I said with a sigh. The sooner I got this shit over with, the sooner we could deal with Richard as he was leaving his shift at the hospital, and the sooner I could get back to Sevyn, who decided to go to her parents’ house until we were finished for the night.

      “Looks like he’s in the kitchen,” KC said. Silence filled the car for a few moments before he continued on. “Okay…he’s leaving the kitchen and going into a room…actually, it looks like he’s going down a set of steps or something from this one hallway.”

      “He’s going into the basement,” I said, running a hand along the stubble growing on my jawline. “He always goes down there to hack.”

      “Well, there’s no camera down there, so I can’t see what he’s doing, but he’s closed the door behind him,” KC said.

      Nyxin looked at me. “So, what do you want to do? Should we wait a little bit or go ahead and make a move?”

      In reality, it didn’t really matter. Whether we waited or made a move, the result would be the same—he’d be dead within the next hour.

      “Go ahead and loop the cameras. I’m sure he’s checking them religiously since they’re all probably looking for me to attack,” I said.

      “You got it, man,” KC said, his keyboard sounding again.

      I looked over my shoulder at Josh in the backseat. “Got everything?”

      “WD-40, rope, and a ladder,” he confirmed. “Which reminds me, why are you letting him off with a simple hanging after what he did to you?”

      “Why the hell does it matter? A kill is a kill is a kill,” Nyxin stated.

      “I’m just curious. If somebody put a hit on a me, I’d cut them up while they were still alive, making sure they suffered until they finally died,” Josh replied with a shrug.

      A part of me wanted all of them to suffer the way they’d made me suffer these last few weeks. There was something exhausting about living in fear, your villains being people you once trusted with your life. But I also knew that I had to make hard choices when it came to how I’d make them pay. I couldn’t come out the gate with my usual brutal, torturous methods of killing, as that would only alert the others and give them a chance to run.

      “I need to make his death look like a suicide before the others try to go into hiding,” I finally answered. “I don’t want to spook the ones I really want to get to.”

      “Well, let’s rope this motherfucker up like a piñata then,” Nyxin said. “I’m switching you to my ear piece, KC. I won’t be able to talk to you until we have this dickhead secured, but I’ll be able to hear you.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” KC responded.

      Nyxin killed the engine and we got out of the car, walking down the sidewalk. The neighborhood was quiet as it usually was, Paul’s home in the middle of a neighborhood that was mostly filled with older people. He’d inherited the house from his grandmother when she died, being the youngest person that lived on this street.

      “It’s like walking around in a retirement community,” Nyxin mumbled as we cut across the grass. We paused as we got to the door, Nyxin putting his hand on his ear for a moment. “Alarm is disabled. We’re good to go.”

      Josh pulled out a hook and pick set and went to work on the lock at the front door until it clicked, slowly opening the door. Heavy metal wafted through the house from the basement, the familiar scent of marijuana growing as I moved closer to the door. The rest of his house was silent and dark, a faint strip of light glowing underneath the door that led to the basement. I put a finger on my lips as I looked back to Nyxin and Josh, shaking the can of WD-40 and spraying the hinges on the door. I definitely didn’t want him to know I was coming before I wanted him to after all.

      When I’d lubricated the squeaky hinges, I opened the door with a grin. Nyxin held a finger up and disappeared into Paul’s small kitchen, bringing back a wooden chair. The three of us descended the stairs to see Paul with his back to us as he was hunched over his keyboard with a pair of headphones on his ears, occasionally shoving beef fried rice into his mouth before going back to his keyboard. It was almost nostalgic being here. The last time I was down here, we’d watched the recording of one of my kills before we kidnapped Sevyn and her friends. If only I could’ve gone back in time and not done any of that shit.

      If only my brothers hadn’t turned on me and brought us to this point.

      Josh walked over to the stereo and turned the music down. Paul immediately whipped his head around, his red-rimmed eyes widening when he saw me.

      “Hiya, pal,” I said with a grin. “Long time, no see.”

      “Luther, you scared the shit out of me, man!” he exclaimed breathlessly. His gaze darted between me, Nyxin, and Josh before they settled back on me. “I-it’s good to see you, man.”

      “Is it?” I cocked my head to the side. “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

      He quickly shook his head. “No, man. I’m glad you’re okay. I heard The Collective did a number on you, so I was worried and all that.”

      “Ah.” I walked around the basement as Paul’s eyes tracked my every move. “Why do you look so nervous?” I asked with a chuckle.

      “You just scared the hell out of me, that’s all,” he said, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat as he swallowed. “Um, who are your friends?”

      I snapped my fingers. “Oh, right! Where are my fucking manners?” I chuckled. “The big guy with all the hair is my cousin Nyxin. And that’s Josh, a new buddy of mine.”

      Paul wiped his palms on his stained sweatpants, glancing at the men. “The…mafia cousin?” he asked nervously.

      I nodded. “Yep, that’s the one,” I said.

      Nyxin placed the chair directly under the ceiling fan as Josh opened up the small ladder, securing the rope he held in his hand to the ceiling fan and giving it a slight tug to make sure it was secure.

      “I wanted to talk to you about some stuff,” I continued, leaning against the wall with a slight grin on my face. “You know, just trying to see if you could help me click some things into place.”

      “W-what’s up?” he stammered.

      “Now, you know I trust you, Paul. It would be a shame if you were to lie to me, right? I mean we’re still pals, aren’t we?”

      He swallowed hard, nodding as his eyes moved between the three of us. “Y-yeah, man. We’re still cool.”

      “Did Ryan ever tell you guys the real plan for what The Collective was supposed to do to me?”

      His wide eyes darted from me to Nyxin and Josh, before he shook his head. “He uh, no, I don’t think so.”

      I tsked. “You don’t sound very sure, Paul. In fact, it sounds like you’re lying,” I said with a dramatic sigh as I pushed off the wall. Nyxin and Josh stalked over to him, his red-rimmed eyes widening with fear.

      “Wait! Wait!” he yelped as the men yanked him out of his chair and dragged him over to the middle of the room. Josh wrapped the noose around Paul’s neck, Nyxin pulling his gun from his waistband and pointing it him.

      “Stand on the fucking chair,” Nyxin growled.

      “Okay, man! Okay! Just be cool!” Paul begged, his voice trembling as he got onto the chair with shaky legs.

      I moved around to stand before him, glancing up at him. “You wanna try your answer again, Paul? I don’t want to have to hurt you.”

      “Fuck, okay, Luther!” he exclaimed, his breaths turning into quick pants as he trembled in his spot. “Victor said that we should’ve just killed you since you’d gotten us into this shit—“

      “But you and everyone else knew that wasn’t fucking true. As I said, no one held a gun to your fucking head and told you guys that you had to help me,” I ground out. The more I heard one of them say that stupid shit, the more it pissed me off. When I’d brought up the idea to them in college, they’d practically begged me to let them be a part of it. They claimed it could be a brotherhood thing to get justice for my family. Now, I’d take the blame for the fact that I hadn’t disclosed everything to them back then. I didn’t tell them what I’d done to Sevyn. I didn’t tell them how I also had a hand in my sister’s death. Despite all of that, I never forced any of them to be there. I took their word that they’d be able to handle something like this and the only thing I found out was that they all turned into pussies the minute things grew tough.

      “I know, man. You’re right,” Paul said quickly when Nyxin’s finger flexed on the trigger, the gun still pointing at him.

      “So what happened after Victor said that?” I asked, my blood starting to boil beneath my skin as my fingertips itched to crush that man’s windpipe myself instead of letting the rope take him out.

      Paul licked his dry lips nervously. “When you went outside to see if you could find her, Ryan called his dad and said you’d gone rogue. Told him you needed to be dealt with because you weren’t loyal to the brotherhood anymore.”

      I scoffed and shook my head. That wasn’t surprising. Ever since I’d gotten the letter, things seemed to be on shaky ground with Ryan, especially after I’d told him the truth that night. When he mentioned his plan in regard to The Collective making me a victim, my gut told me that it was more than that. You didn’t just call The Collective to stage a fucking attack. If that was all they’d wanted to do, they could’ve just done that themselves.

      I strolled over to Paul's computer, looking at all the windows he had open. One of the windows was PhoneTracker, my phone number scrolling across the top of it. My phone was still in the same location it was when Sevyn retrieved my car from the gas station—in her garage.

      “Looks like you've been busy," I said with a light chuckle. “Did you not think that I wouldn't assume you guys were already trying to track me to finish what you started?"

      “I'm just following orders, Luther. Since you left the hospital, they’ve had me try to track you, but we couldn’t find you.” Just knowing how close I was to death had they been allowed to get to me made me sick to my stomach. Sevyn had literally been my saving grace by getting me out of there when she had because only God knows what would’ve happened if I’d been placed on a floor without restricted access.

      “What are they planning to do then? Track me down to kill me or what?”

      “Ryan didn’t say. He claimed it was to make sure Sevyn didn’t talk, but he isn’t even wanting Sevyn tracked. Just you.”

      “Who blew up my mom’s house?”

      He furrowed his brows as he stared at me in confusion. “I don’t know shit about anyone blowing up a house, man. That might’ve been Ryan and The Collective, but no one said anything to me about blowing up anything.” Tears glistened in his eyes. “Please, Luther, I didn't want to do any of this. You gotta believe me!"

      I shook my head. "That's funny that you say that, Paul. I remember quite clearly when you were agreeing with the others about the fact I should no longer be in the brotherhood. You also seemed to be on board with The Collective turning me into a victim."

      “Because Ryan told us that if we defended you, we would be betraying the brotherhood too, and we’d have the same target on our backs as you did!" he exclaimed.

      I paced back-and-forth in front of him for a few silent moments, purposely leaving him in suspense. "You see, Paul, the difference between Ryan and I is that I would've found a way to help you survive like I'm doing with Sevyn. But now, you’re considered my enemy along with everyone else and there’s a target on your back. Unfortunately for you, I've just hit the bull's-eye."

      "Luther, wait! No!" Paul begged, right when Nyxin ripped the chair from underneath him, hanging him from the rope around his neck.

      I'd be lying if I said it wasn't hard to watch someone I considered my brother hanging from the ceiling fan. It was never supposed to end like this. It was never supposed to be me versus them because we were supposed to make it out of this stronger than we were before. Closer than we were before. And now, as Paul struggled against the inevitable, a tsunami of emotions crashed into me all at once as the reality of my present situation and everything I would need to do in the future came crashing down on my head.

      Even though I turn my gaze away from him, I couldn't block out the sounds of him choking to death or the squeaking of the ceiling fan as he jerked around. My mind decided to take it one step further, images and memories of Paul and I filtering through my mind as he struggled to stay on the living side of the life and death line. It made me wonder if this was what Sevyn went through when she spent days watching her friends be slaughtered one by one. I wondered if this was the same guilt that she still felt knowing that they died and she survived. I wondered if their screams still echoed off the corners of her mind, or if their blank eyes haunted her dreams.

      Killing was easy until it was someone you still cared about deep down.

      The basement grew quiet after about five minutes, Paul's body silently swinging back-and-forth on the rope. Nyxin reached up and checked his pulse, nodding to me.

      “He’s dead,” he said.

      “Yeah, I think that can be assumed,” I murmured, looking up at his body. His skin was already going pale, the whites of his eyes now red from popped blood vessels. The front of his sweatpants had a large wet stain in the front of them from when he lost control of his bladder.

      Forgive me, Paul. You left me with no choice, I thought to myself as I looked up at him. I walked over to his desk and pulled on a pair of latex gloves before grabbing his phone. Finding Ryan’s contact, I opened his text thread and sent a single message to get the ball rolling.

      
        
        Paul: I can’t do this anymore man. This shit is too much.

      

      

      “Let’s get the fuck out of here,” I mumbled, putting the phone back on the desk. “It’s only a matter of time before one of them comes and discovers the body.”

      With one last look at Paul, we all filed out of the basement and out of the house, my heart breaking a little in my chest.

      “You good over there, little cousin?” Nyxin asked once we left the neighborhood.

      I nodded. “Yeah. It was either him or me. It had to be done.”

      “Exactly. It’s always hard when it’s people you care about, but you have to look out for yourself, man. This world is a fucked up place and people will shit on you the moment they get a chance,” he said, shaking his head.

      “Yeah,” I said idly, but it didn’t make me feel any better.

      “Where to next?”

      “Anybody have a knife on them?” I asked.

      “I only have my pocket knife, but it’s pretty sturdy,” Josh said.

      “That’ll work. Let’s head to the hospital,” I mumbled. My original plan was to just gun him down, but the anger that coursed through me wanted something more personal. I needed The Collective to feel the pain that coursed through me from having to kill one of my brothers. They didn’t deserve to go out as easy as a bullet from a distance.

      Josh and Nyxin talked amongst themselves, but I was too distracted to engage with them. Tension made my shoulders tight as Miami’s familiar scenery moved by as we made our way to Jackson Memorial Hospital. My phone vibrated in my pocket, temporarily pulling me from my downward spiral. Sevyn’s name appeared on the screen in a text notification, a preview of a picture making me grin. I turned the phone slightly away from the guys before opening it, my cock threatening to stiffen as I opened to text to see a picture of Sevyn wet and wrapped in a towel that barely covered her tits and teased at what was beyond the bottom of it.

      
        
        Sevyn: How much longer are you going to be out?

      

      

      A smirk pulled at my lips as I replied.

      
        
        Luther: Not long. Dealing with the last person now. I’ll be there to pick you up in about an hour.

      

      

      Typing bubbles appeared and reappeared for several moments before they disappeared altogether. I tightened my jaw as I waited, but nothing else happened. I sighed inwardly as I put my phone back into my pocket. There was no time to dwell on it for now. Sevyn had been off the moment we got to Miami and it had me on edge the entire day. From choosing to go to her parents instead of staying with me to not being able to respond when I told her I’d be there, my insecurities were trying to read its ugly head. She’d been secretive about whatever package she got from Bennett, which set me on edge because I didn’t like being in the dark about shit when she and I were already on an unsteady foundation.

      “Is that him?” Nyxin suddenly asked. I pushed the thoughts aside and focused my gaze to where he pointed. Sure enough, Richard was walking out of the hospital doors, his head buried in his phone. My annoyance with Sevyn was quickly replaced with my previous anger. I thought back to that day in that gas station parking lot, wondering if he was the one who cracked my ribs, or stabbed me, or beat me with a metal rod.

      “Yeah, it’s him,” I ground out. “Give me a mask.”

      Nyxin handed me a black KN95 mask, which wouldn’t look too out of place at a hospital. “So, what’s the plan then? Do we shoot him or are you trying to get up close and personal?”

      I ground my teeth as I watched him, already knowing where he was going. He’d had me meet him at the hospital on multiple occasions when I needed to get supplies from him to preserve my toys. He always parked in the same parking deck and in the same spot—one he paid for monthly on the second floor.

      “Up close and personal. I want him to know it’s me,” I finally said. “Drive past him and you’ll see the parking garage he’s heading to. Second floor.”

      Nyxin followed my directions, driving past Richard—who hadn’t even bothered to look up from his phone—and headed up to the second floor. I pulled the leather gloves from my pocket and slipped them on before holding my hand behind me, Josh handing me his pocketknife. I flipped it open, testing how it felt in my hand to figure out the best way to use it without managing to cut myself. Though the knife wasn’t as big as I wanted it to be, it was sturdy enough for what I needed to do. Once we reached the second floor, Nyxin slowed down.

      “Which one?” he asked. I scanned the parked cars until my gaze landed on his black Mercedes Benz.

      “That one.” I glanced in my side mirror, able to see the elevator from where we were. “Once I get out, back up a bit and catch him when he’s walking this way. Ask him if he knows where the nearest gas station is or some shit because you’re not from around here. It’ll give me enough time to sneak up on him.”

      “You got it, little cousin,” he said with a nod.

      I moved with a purpose as I got out of the SUV and walked around the front, strolling over to stand next to Richard’s car before squatting down. Nyxin slowly backed away and I sat in wait, my heart hammering in my ribcage with anticipation. After a couple of minutes, the elevator dinged, the clicking of dress shoes echoing on the concrete of the parking deck. The closer they moved, the more anxious I became, especially when I hadn’t heard Nyxin. Just when I thought Richard was going to see me, Nyxin pulled up, causing Richard to stop damn near in front of me. My grip on the pocketknife tightened as I slowly stood, watching Nyxin work his magic.

      “Hey, man. I’m in desperate need of gas, my phone’s dead, and the GPS in this rental sucks. Can you tell me where the closest gas station is that isn’t too far? I don’t want to lose my way back here. My mother would worry, ya know?”

      Richard shook his head. “I’m sorry, I’m in a hurry. I can’t help you.”

      “Come on, dude. Quick directions would literally take a minute.”

      “I’m sorry, I can’t help you. I have somewhere I need to be,” Richard quickly said.

      “Then maybe you can help me,” I growled as I approached, stabbing him three times in the gut before he could react. His eyes widened with recognition, pain, and fear as he gasped, holding his side. “If you’re going to try to kill someone, you don’t leave until you’re sure they’re dead. And don’t be so much of a pussy and hide your face.”

      He released a gurgled groan when I plunged the knife into the center of his throat, his mouth opening and closing as blood trickled down his throat and from his mouth. I lowered my mask with my free hand, wanting my face to be the last thing he saw before everything faded to black. I wanted him to see my anger, my pain, my grief, and my vengeance as he bled out, his brotherhood nowhere to be found.

      I wanted him to feel as helpless as I did when I thought I wouldn’t survive.

      I wanted him to die knowing that he was too late and wouldn’t be able to save his brothers.

      After a few moments, I yanked the blade from his throat at the same time as I side stepped away from him, the spray of blood barely missing me. I cocked my head to the side as I watched him for a few moments. He leaned against his car, gasping for breath while trying to stop the bleeding but he knew he was a dead man. His bloody hand reached for his phone that lay on the pavement, but I kicked it out of the way, grinning when he looked up at me.

      “Not so fun being the victim, huh? You fucks should’ve minded your business instead of getting involved in something that had nothing to do with you.” I released a dramatic sigh. “Now, I’m going to kill the rest of your brothers and the traitorous fucks that I thought were mine.”

      “The monologue is cool and all, but speed this up, dude,” Nyxin said from the SUV, waving his hand to signal for me to move things along.

      I grabbed a handful of Richard’s hair and with all the force I could muster, thrust the blade through his eye socket as deep as I could go. His body twitched for several moments before he finally went still and limp. I twisted the knife in a full 360 degree circle before pulling it out—a trick I learned from Dr. Richard himself.

      “Is that a fucking eyeball on my knife, man?” Josh fussed from the backseat’s window.

      I grinned. “Why? You want it?”

      “Fuck no. Get rid of it and bring your ass, psycho,” he said before rolling his window up.

      I took Richard’s hand and turned it palm side up. “I think this belongs to you, asshole,” I said as I closed his hand around the blade, sliding it out until the eyeball was off the knife. After a quick pulse check to confirm he was dead, I walked back around the SUV and got into the passenger seat, Nyxin peeling out of the parking garage.

      “Well, I see why people call you a fucking lunatic. You remind me of Bennett so much that I have no idea how you’re not the same person,” Nyxin said, shaking his head.

      “I don’t usually get nauseous, but goddamn, dude,” Josh added.

      I chuckled. “I don’t understand you guys. Just earlier you were asking me why I was going easy on the kill and now you’re being a pussy when I actually show brutality.”

      “I wasn’t expecting you to pluck the bastard’s eyeball out like a goddamn grape!”

      “How the fuck does Sevyn want to be with you knowing how you are?” Nyxin asked. “I mean she’s seen you kill, right?”

      I shrugged. Though I wondered the same thing at times, I promised her that I’d give her a fair shot and try to make this work. I wouldn’t let my own insecurities and thoughts fuck with me right now.

      “She can’t help if she’s in love with a lunatic,” I replied, smirking at him.

      “Hell, maybe she’s a fucking lunatic, too. Now I’m going to have two more fucking psychos on my hand. Bennett and Aurora, and now you and Madame Crazy.”

      “Sevyn isn’t a killer, though.”

      “But she has killed.”

      “It was out of survival, not because she’s thirsty for blood.” I settled into my seat as we settled back into traffic. “She’s a good girl.”

      “You can’t be around so much evil and remain unchanged,” Nyxin warned, but I didn’t respond. I didn’t need his conversation about Sevyn distracting me from the vindication that coursed through me. I couldn’t help the grin that pulled at my lips. Two down, and eleven more to go.

      Game on, fuckers.
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SEVYN

      I held the bag of pills in my hand as I sat in the middle of my bed, biting the inside of my cheek in thought. I’d been so sure of my decision when I was in California, but now my stomach was in knots just thinking about going through this part of my plan. Though it was probably for the best, it didn’t make the decision any easier.

      Opening the small Ziplock bag, I shook a few of them out into my palm. They were so small yet so lethal. My mind went back to that dark period of my drug binge, when pills and alcohol was practically my breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Sometimes I had no idea how I even survived that period in my life. Maybe it was Logan or some kind of guardian angel that looked out for me back then, but there were plenty of times I should’ve overdosed. Plenty of times my parents should’ve found me dead instead of high and passed out in my own vomit.

      “Shit!”

      A sudden knock on the glass door leading out to the backyard nearly made me jump out of my skin, nearly fumbling the pills in my hand. Luther’s icy gaze was hard on me as he watched me frantically shove the pills back into the bag before clutching the small bag in my hand as I slid off the bed. I already knew what this looked like; with my history, he probably thought I was going to take them to try to miscarry.

      “You scared the shit out of me,” I hissed, keeping my voice low when I opened the door. “What are you doing back here?”

      “What the fuck was that?” His hard tone made my heart race a little faster, my anxiety increasing as my hand involuntarily squeezed the bag.

      “What?” I squeaked, cringing inwardly because what the fuck was I thinking? Of course he saw me.

      “I’m not in the fucking mood, Sevyn.” He hovered over me. “What the fuck do you have in your hand?”

      “I can explain—”

      “What the fuck is in your hand, Sevyn?” he repeated slowly, the emphasis of each word sending fear rolling through me. With each step he took toward me, I took one back until he had me trapped against a wall in a corner.

      “Pills,” I whispered.

      “Why the fuck do you have them? Are you still popping them?”

      “No!”

      “Give them to me.”

      “Luther, I can’t. I requested them for a reason.”

      “Requested?” He stared down at me for a moment. “What, did Bennett give that shit to you despite knowing you’re fucking pregnant?!”

      “It’s not for me!” I exclaimed. “I swear I’m not taking them!”

      My words slightly dimmed the anger swirling in his irises. “Then who are they for?”

      I released a shaky breath. “My mom.”

      “Then why do you still have them?”

      I dropped my gaze to his chest, noticing the blood that stained his suit jacket and white dress shirt. “They aren’t hers by choice,” I said softly.

      “You’re not making sense.”

      “Can we sit down and talk about it? You hovering over me is making me nervous,” I admitted as I kept my gaze down and wrapped my arms around myself.

      After a beat, he stalked away from me and sat on the bed, his gaze hard as the muscle in his jaw ticked. It was downright scary how he could be so frightening and so fucking sexy in the same moment. I almost wished he’d changed out of the suit before he came over here.

      “Talk,” he stated roughly.

      “Right.” I cleared my throat. “I got them for my mom because I, um…I thought of a new plan.”

      “What kind of pills are those?”

      I looked down at the bag in my palm. “Heroine laced with fentanyl,” I admitted. “Baby, I swear I wasn’t going to take them. I want you and our baby more than anything. I’d never jeopardize that.”

      He ran a frustrated hand down his face as he sighed. “I know what I saw, Sevyn—”

      “I was just holding them to make them more real because I still can’t believe that I’m going to do this.” I held his gaze. “And Bennett told me these doses would guarantee someone’s death, which was why he was going to throw them out since they were considered a bad batch. Taking them myself would be suicide.”

      “Kill someone?” Realization filled his handsome features as he cocked his head to the side. “You’re going to kill your mom?”

      “I…I’ve been thinking about it.” I dropped my gaze to the floor, nibbling on my bottom lip. “Do you think I shouldn’t?”

      He sighed and reached out to me. “Come here, Sevyn.”

      I closed the distance between us and stood between his legs. He wrapped his arms around me, his frown still planted on his lips but his eyes were softer when he looked at me.

      “You think it’s a bad idea, don’t you?” I asked.

      “Considering everything we talked about at the house about your parents, why the change of heart?”

      I bit the inside of my cheek, dropping my eyes. “It’s hard to explain.”

      “Then try.”

      I blew out a breath as I tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. “Well, it’ll help you do what you need to do.”

      “What does your mom have to do with me?”

      “I thought of a new plan during the couple of days that you left me alone all day at the hotel while you were gallivanting in a suit like a scandalous whore with your new mafia buddies,” I said with a smirk.

      He laughed and the action lit up his face before he shook his head. “You know I couldn’t help that. We had a shit ton of planning to do in a short amount of time that kept me away longer than I would’ve wanted to be.”

      “Yeah, I know. I was just teasing you.”

      “And I’m a scandalous whore for wearing a suit? That’s the first time I’ve heard something like that,” he said with a chuckle.

      I draped my arms over his shoulders as I grinned. “It’s so scandalous. According to your cousin, all eyes were on you when you were out. You must’ve been showing too much ankle. So scandalous,” I teased.

      He laughed again, pulling me closer to him. “You’re fucking nuts, you know that?”

      “Not nuts. Just in love with a sexy as sin lunatic,” I said and kissed him slowly.

      He smiled against my lips. “Damn right, baby.” His grip around my waist tightened, as the kiss deepened. I ran my hands through his soft hair, giggling when he lightly bit my lower lip and gave me a quick peck on the lips. “But let’s not let my so-called scandalous suit distract us from the actual conversation,” he said, his voice low. “What’s this so-called plan that requires you to kill your mother?”

      “I thought that her death would give the media something else to focus on instead of the bodies popping up all over Miami, especially when it comes to local news.”

      He leaned back slightly, his eyebrows raising in surprise. “Wow.”

      I frowned. “Ugh. Maybe this was a bad idea. I just thought—"

      “No. That’s actually fucking genius because you’re right. When you were gone, you were on the news for days. Considering how important your mother is, it’ll even be international news if she died, which means she’ll get more coverage than the murders.” He tightened his arms around me and pulled me flush against his body. “And while that’s a genius idea, I don’t want you to do that.”

      I nearly did a double take to make sure I was still looking at the right person. “What? But you hate my mother.”

      “Not enough to let you put her death on your conscience.” He tilted his head up and I leaned down and kissed him gently. “I may hate your mother, but I love you more than I hate her.”

      I smiled, butterflies filling my stomach. “Is that right?”

      “Yep.” His gaze was intense as he held mine. “You’re not a killer, Sevyn. You’ve done enough to help me already. Me and the guys have everything handled.”

      I nodded. “I know you do.”

      “But?”

      I smirked at him. “Get out of my head.”

      “Then stop making your face so easy to read.” He lightly squeezed my hip. “What’s up?”

      “I just…I was going to base my final decision on how she reacted to my pregnancy news,” I said with a sheepish shrug.

      His frown returned as he furrowed his eyebrows. “Why tell her anything? What if she tries to pull the shit she did before?”

      “I guess I just want to give her a chance to redeem herself or something, like a last ditch effort at trying to find a sliver of good in her.” I sighed and pulled away from him, annoyed that I already knew there was nothing in her that could change. It made me sad, really, knowing that my mother wouldn’t be happy about her only child being pregnant. Knowing that she was more concerned with how my life and decisions would affect her brand. Knowing that I wouldn’t be able to go to her for advice on motherhood, pregnancy, or anything important as I prepared for this next phase of my life.

      Knowing she’d never accept my child simply because it was Luther’s and he wasn’t like us.

      “I think you need to sleep on a decision this big,” Luther said. “It’s easy to say that you want your mom dead right now, but it’s going to hurt when you need her and she’s not there.”

      “But when has she been here? Honestly?” I asked, frowning at him. “Where has she been for the majority of my life? When I went through a traumatic miscarriage? When I was heartbroken? When I was grieving the loss of my friends and going through something traumatic?”

      His eyes softened as he looked at me, slowly standing to his feet and coming over to me. I rested my head against his chest when he wrapped his arms around me, closing my eyes and breathing him in.

      “And while I completely agree with you, maybe the situation has changed. I mean, I still fucking hate her ass and wouldn’t mind ripping her throat out on your behalf, but I want you to be sure about this shit. My mom and I had our differences but I’m struggling with her being gone.”

      Guilt slithered into me, making me even more confused about whether or not I wanted to go through with my plan. “I’m sorry,” I murmured.

      “Whether you pulled the trigger or one of the guys, she had to die. There was no way around that. But things may go differently with your mom. She could’ve lost you and maybe she realized that. Maybe you should feel her out first before you finalize a decision like that.”

      I scoffed. “You mean by putting me in front of every camera she could without even making sure I was okay? She came to the hospital when I first got there and was immediately talking about all the interviews she wanted me to do. But just to humor you, I’ll talk to her and see what she says.”

      “I mean, that’s what I wanted to get you to see when I brought this up at the house before,” he murmured. “You were protecting someone who literally doesn’t give a fuck about your feelings or the things you want for yourself. She doesn’t care about anything unless it benefits her somehow, and I know you know that. You’ve known that for a long time.” He tilted my face up to meet his gaze. “But I don’t want you doing this on my account because this shit is gonna stick to you. If you want her dead, put that burden on me.”

      “I’ll see how things go. Maybe think on it a little more,” I said, giving him a small smile.

      He looked at me for a few moments before he sighed. “Do whatever you feel is right but know that you don’t have to do anything to protect me. Bennett and the guys have me covered.”

      “I know they do, but I think doing this will give Bennett what he wants.”

      “Which is?”

      “He said in order to be with you, I have to give up my life as a socialite. The only reason why I am one is because of my mother. Sure, my father’s a rich oil tycoon, but he’s a very private man. It’s my mother who wants to be famous and in the spotlight at all times. If she’s gone…my dad and I may very well fade since I don’t technically do anything newsworthy.”

      Luther smirked at me. “Your dad might fade, but your gorgeous ass won’t. Everyone seems to think Sevyn Langdon is the ‘it girl’ with the perfect life. They won’t let you fade away that easily.”

      “I guess only time will tell with that.” I ran my hands up his chest before locking my fingers behind his neck. “I see you managed to mess up your suit. What happened tonight?”

      His expression hardened in an instant as he shook his head. “Two people were killed. Don’t really want to talk about it,” he said, his voice tight. “Anyway, now that I know what you’re up to, I’m assuming that you’re not coming back with me.”

      “At least not tonight. If I go through with my plan…I’ll kinda be stuck here until things die down.” When the muscle in his jaw ticked, I caressed the back of his neck. “I’m sure you’ll be busy with mafia stuff. The sooner we finish here, the sooner we can blow this popsicle stand and start our new life in California.”

      The slight tension in his shoulders relaxed at my words as he nodded. “Alright then.” He kissed me briefly. “I’ll call you when I get to the house.”

      I frowned when he let go of me and headed for the glass door. “You’re leaving?”

      He looked back at me. “The guys are waiting for me.”

      I untied the sash of my robe, letting it fall open to reveal my bare body. “Are you sure you can’t make them wait a few minutes?” I purred. “You promised you’d deal with me later.”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone, his eyes never leaving my body until he had to look at his screen. He typed a quick message before his phone vibrated, his brows furrowed as he sent back a short reply. After a brief moment, he put his phone back in his pocket and looked at me with heated eyes as he pulled off his suit jacket.

      “We have thirty minutes. On the bed. Now.”

      I slid the robe off my shoulders and moved over to the bed, watching him. Blood speckled his white shirt, a visual reminder for what kind of life I’d be thrusted into if I went to California with him. For any sane person, that would’ve sent them running for the hills, but there was something dangerously sexy about the violence that took place tonight with his victims. Considering what he’d done to my friends, I could guarantee he didn’t give them easy deaths.

      He looked down at himself. “Not as sexy anymore with the blood, huh?” he asked.

      I grinned. “I think it’s more sexy, actually.”

      “Well, well, well, looks like Nyxin might’ve been right about you.”

      “About what?”

      “I told him that you were a good girl, not a killer. But deep down, you’re really just a pretty little savage. Maybe The Lunatic is rubbing off on you after all.”

      Maybe he was right. The Lunatic broke down the princess, leaving behind a pretty little savage in his wake. He and I both knew that I wasn’t a natural killer—at least, I wasn’t like him—but I was willing to do whatever it took to protect what we had, even if it meant death for someone else.

      “Savage, huh? I don’t think I’m quite like that. I haven’t killed as many people as you.”

      He stalked closer to me. “You already have one body on you.” He pulled me to the edge of the bed. “And you’re already planning for a second one with no influence from me directly. I doubt you’ll be on my level because that isn’t who you are, but you’re not afraid to do what you think is necessary.” He kissed me, his fingertips skimming my skin. “And I think that’s sexy as fuck.”

      Pleasure bloomed at my core when his fingers found my clit, a soft moan leaving my lips. “Really?”

      “Mhm.” He looked toward the bedroom door. “Your asshole mom here right now?”

      I shook my head, moving my hips against his fingers. “She’s at a party.”

      “Good. I wanna make you scream tonight.”

      No other words were spoken after he devoured my mouth, his fingers still working quick circles on my clit. Once the building pressure grew to be too much, I grabbed his wrist.

      “I need you inside of me,” I whispered.

      He shook his head with a sly grin. “You’re not wet enough for how I wanna fuck you. Be patient.”

      “But we don’t have much time,” I whined, which melted into a moan when he slid two fingers inside of me.

      “We would if you came back with me,” he said.

      “You know I can’t.”

      He playfully rolled his eyes before planting kisses along my collarbone and trailing down my body. My back bowed when his tongue flickered against my clit, my hands settling in his hair. Our current situation almost felt too good to be true. Just weeks ago, he was going to kill me and my friends. Sometimes, I couldn’t help but to wonder what would’ve happened if I never wrote that letter, or if I would’ve waited until right before he killed me to tell him the truth. I also wondered if we’d be in the kind of relationship we were in now if I weren’t pregnant. Before I told him, we were both set on just playing our parts and then going our separate ways when this was over.

      And when I got too deep into my own head, I also wondered if he wanted a relationship with me simply so he wouldn’t be alone now that he’d lost everyone who mattered to him. That realization alone nearly brought tears to my eyes. My heart wanted to believe that Luther was honest about how he felt, but my gut told me that our situation was too easy. We fell into this so quickly, simply picking up where we left off seven years ago. Wouldn’t that doom us in the end?

      “Sevyn?”

      I blinked and looked at him. His brows were furrowed, a slight frown on his lips as he looked at me. “What’s wrong? Why’d you stop?” I asked.

      “Because you went quiet on me. What’s with the tears?”

      I touched my cheek, my fingertips becoming moist. Luther looked at me expectantly, but I only shook my head.

      “I didn’t even realize they were there.” I forced a giggle. “I guess your mouth is so good that it brought me to tears.”

      His stare made me squirm before he cocked his head to the side. “You do know that I’m not falling for that dumbass shit, right?”

      “There’s nothing to tell, Luther.”

      “You’re never quiet during sex unless something is on your mind,” he said, his tone flat. “So, you can either tell me what’s going on and we can get back to what we were doing, or you can continue to bullshit me and we can waste the thirty minutes we have and I’ll leave without you getting fucked.”

      I rose up onto my elbows and frowned at him. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Does it look like I’m joking?” he asked with a raised brow.

      I flopped back onto my back with a huff and stared up at the ceiling. We were back in the same situation that we were in at the club, another intimate moment on the verge of being ruined due to “talking about things.”

      “It’s literally nothing, Luther. I was just stuck in my own head about some things and being illogical.”

      “Things like?”

      “We’re literally wasting time right now.”

      “The only person wasting time is you. I’d advise you to talk fast.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Fine. Sometimes I still have insecurities about our relationship. Everything fell into place too easily to the point that I sometimes feel as if you’re only with me because I’m pregnant and because you don’t want to be alone at the end of this,” I rushed out, keeping my eyes on the ceiling. I couldn’t bear to look at him, afraid of what I might see in his gaze. Things were quiet for so long that I would’ve thought he’d slipped out of the glass door had his fingers not still been inside of me.

      He sighed deeply and removed them from me. I sat up on my elbows and watched him, frustration coloring his handsome features.

      “So, you still don’t believe that I’m being honest about how I feel about you,” he said. “Because we fell into a relationship too easily, right?”

      I sighed inwardly. “Luther—“

      “What the fuck else do you want from me, Sevyn? What else do you want me to do that I haven’t already done to prove that I’m not bullshitting about this?” He ran his other hand through his hair and closed his eyes, taking a few deep breaths. Just when I opened my mouth to speak, he continued on. “I went against my brothers to save your life. I chose you over them. I did that shit before there was a pregnancy to consider. Before my mother was killed. I signed my life away to the fucking mafia because I’d do anything if it meant that you’d be safe at the end of all this, whether you stayed with me or not. I put my pride and fear aside and confessed to how I felt, things that I always kept close to my chest for a long time because I didn’t want anyone to get too close to me. And despite all of that shit, you still think I have ulterior motives for wanting to be with you simply because my type of love doesn’t match the version of love you expect and are used to.”

      I fought the urge to smile. It was as if he’d completely disregarded what I’d said at the beginning of this whole conversation, only focusing on the answer I’d given him.

      “Are you done yet?” I asked after a few beats. When he only stared at me, I sat up completely, moving to sit on the side of the bed. “This is the exact reason I didn’t want to tell you because like I said right before I told you was that I was just stuck in my own head with my insecurities and that I was being illogical. But instead, you glued yourself to what I said and disregard me telling you that I was being illogical because I know those things aren’t true. Sure, they make me sad when I think about them, but I know that’s just my insecurities rearing its ugly head due to what I’d been through with you in the past. Our relationship feels easy because we’re not new to this. We’ve been down this road before, and sometimes I have to work a little harder than usual to remind myself that easy doesn’t automatically that we’ll fall apart just as quickly.

      And you’re right; maybe a lot of my insecurities stem from our relationship not being like other ones I’ve been in or because you don’t show love romantically or in ways that I fantasize about. That’s a ‘me’ problem, not a ‘you’ problem. Just like you’re learning how to navigate a serious relationship, I’m having to let go of previous beliefs and illusions of what I think love is. We’re supposed to be patient with each other, remember?”

      His shoulders sagged a little as he nodded. “Yeah. You’re right,” he said, his voice low.

      I stood and walked over to him, wrapping my arms around his waist. “I don’t want to keep fighting with you about the same things over and over because you jump to conclusions before I can even elaborate on what I mean.”

      “I guess that’s my insecurities rearing its ugly head.” He gave me a small grin and shrugged. “It’s the lunatic in me.”

      I playfully rolled my eyes. “Just kiss me, you psycho.”

      He wrapped his arms around me and picked me up, causing me to shriek in surprise as he carried me back to the bed. He didn’t say anything else, allowing our kiss to be our line of communication as I unfastened his belt, his tongue slipping into my mouth. The way that he kissed and touched me was so full of passion that there was no way I could deny his feelings for me. It was as if I’d stepped into a time machine and flew back to that special summer with the college boy who managed to steal my heart and own my soul.

      Our relationship wasn’t traditional and to some people, it wouldn’t make any sense to give him another chance considering everything that we’d been through. Maybe my thoughts on love stemmed from what I saw in movies or on social media, spending my whole life chasing something that money couldn’t buy me and longing for delusions other people planted within me. I didn’t have a reference of what real love was like. My parents didn’t love each other and at times, they acted as if they didn’t love me. While Luther’s love was unconventional, I knew that he showed it the best way he could. He’d kill for me. Put his life on the line for me. Trust me to be vulnerable enough to love me when he’d never taken that chance on anyone else. Finally seeing that he was worthy of me with his own eyes and knowing that I’d always choose him.

      Always.

      “Oh my god,” I moaned when he slid inside of me. He stilled, his grip on my thighs tightening as he blew out a breath. I looked up at him, the silent adoration shining in his gaze giving me butterflies. I grinned. “Time’s ticking, handsome.”

      He smirked. “So impatient to come on my cock, I see,” he teased before snapping his hips against mine.

      My eyes rolled back in my head when he hit the spot that made my toes curl. He knew my body inside and out, orchestrating my pleasure as if my body were an instrument he’d played his entire life. We were love, and we were pain. We were opposites, and we were the same. He was mine and I was his, and even now it still didn’t feel real.

      “I love you,” I moaned as he thrusted harder into me.

      “I know, baby,” he murmured. “And you know I love you too.”

      I allowed pleasure to consume me, my entire body tingling as my orgasm quickly approach. Just when I thought the end was near, he stopped.

      “Shit. Hold on,” he mumbled.

      “Wait, I was so close,” I whined when he moved to pull out of me.

      “My phone is vibrating against my ankle. Give me a second,” he said.

      I sighed and stared up at the ceiling when he pulled out of me, both sad and annoyed that he had to leave. It’s only temporary, I reminded myself. Once this was over, we wouldn’t have to worry about separating due to my mother.

      “What’s up, man?” Luther said upon answering the phone. He listened for a few moments, his brows furrowed. “Yeah, second floor…you would probably be better off wiping all of them that we passed, to be honest.”

      I whimpered and clamped my hand over my mouth when Luther pushed back inside me. He cradled the phone between his ear and shoulder and gripped my hips, pounding into me as he continued on his conversation as if he wasn’t currently fucking my brains out.

      “I think Nyxin and I may go out again tonight if we can locate who I’m looking for,” he said, his tone even and unaffected as he stroked me. I grabbed a pillow and put it over my face, unable to stop the moans pouring from my mouth as the pleasurable pressure quickly built up again. “You did? Legit. Shoot that over to me and Nyxin. I’m supposed to be meeting up with him in a few minutes anyway.”

      “Oh fuck!” I moaned into the pillow before removing it from my face to look up at him. “Baby, I’m gonna come.”

      “Hold on a second, KC,” he said and took the phone from his ear, putting him on mute and putting the phone on the bed. “Take me with you, pretty girl. Come for me.”

      He kissed me hard, his strokes rough and deep as he pulled an orgasm from me that literally took my breath away and robbed me of my voice. He groaned deeply, his strokes slowing as he released inside of me. He kissed me again before grabbing his phone, unmuting it and continuing his conversation.

      “Sorry ‘bout that. Like I said, send that over to us and we’ll deal with it…okay, thanks…later.”

      He hung up and looked at me. “You okay? You look like there’s something else on your mind,” he said.

      I lazily grinned at him and shook my head. “I’m fine. Just impressed that you can hold a phone conversation in the middle of sex and sound so normal.”

      He smiled and shrugged. “What can I say? Multitasking is second nature to a mechanical engineer.”

      “You’re such a nerd,” I said with a giggle.

      “It’s king of the nerds to you, asshole,” he said with a chuckle, just as his phone rang again. He sighed when he looked at the screen. “It’s Nyx.”

      I stroked his cheek with a sigh. “I hate that you have to leave. I’m going to worry while you’re out there doing whatever.”

      He turned his head and kissed my palm. “Everything will be fine. And I’ll be fine.” He picked up the call. “What’s up? Cool, give me ten minutes.” He hung up and put the phone on the bed before he pulled out of me, residual pleasure zipping along my nerve endings that made me bite my bottom lip.

      “Will you text me when you get in?” I asked as he pulled up his pants.

      He made his way to my bathroom. “Yeah. It’ll probably be late though.”

      I rolled over onto my side as the water ran in the sink, going through my plan in my head. It didn’t matter whether I talked to my mother or not; I already knew how the conversation would go. This was the same woman who left me to bleed when she caused my miscarriage years ago, the same woman who didn’t care when I was suffering mentally, and the same woman who didn’t care that I’d just survived something as traumatic as watching my friends die.

      People like that didn’t deserve to live.

      “Alright, I’m outta here, baby,” Luther said, materializing in front of me. He leaned down and kissed me, still buttoning his shirt. “I’ll text you later and call you sometime tomorrow. Lock this door behind me and close the curtain.”

      I slid off of the bed and followed him to the glass door. “Please be careful, Luther,” I said softly.

      “I will, pretty girl.” He chucked me under the chin and smiled. “Don’t look so sad. It’ll be fine.”

      “I know.” I wrapped my arms around his neck and hugged him tight, eliciting a chuckle from him.

      “You do realize you’re still naked, right? You’re gonna make me hard again and Nyxin will want to knock my head off if I don’t hurry up.”

      I blushed and giggled before I finally let him go. “Fine, go do what you need to do. I love you.”

      “I love you back, baby.”

      He placed a soft kiss on my forehead before he walked away, a thought popping into my head as he moved further away. “Luther!” He looked at me over his shoulder. “You were right, you know.”

      “About?”

      “You’d said fate had other plans for us that we didn’t have control over. Now look at us.”

      I thought he’d been full of shit weeks ago when he’d said that. All I’d wanted to do was get this situation over with and move on with my life without him in it. So much had changed since then—a baby, rekindled love, and accepting each other fully. Never did I think I’d fall so deeply for this man again. I never thought I’d actually consider leaving my life behind just to be with him. This whole relationship was supposed to be pretend, but now it was very real.

      As he predicted it would be.

      He only smiled. “When have I ever been wrong?” he asked and continued on, finally disappearing into the darkness.

      A soft smile settled on my lips as I closed and locked the glass door and pulled the blinds. The moment I turned around, the pills came into view on the bed, immediately pulling me out of the romantic mood I was in. I pulled my robe back on and grabbed the bag. My heart hammered in my chest and I made my way out of my room. Walking down the hall, I opened the door to my parents’ room, which was empty of life as it usually was majority of the time. My hands shook as I slowly approached my mother’s side of the bed, looking at the nearly empty bottle of her migraine medication that she took on a regular basis.

      I bit the inside of my cheek, conflicting thoughts and emotions running through me. On one hand, I knew my mother wouldn’t change and she wasn’t a good person. But on the other, I almost felt like a hypocrite. I’d told Luther that while she’d done bad things, it shouldn’t be a death sentence. But so much had changed since then and now. I knew she wouldn’t accept my relationship with Luther or our baby. I was also sure that she’d make my departure from Miami to be with him big news that could be detrimental to Luther and his organization. Luther’s words echoed over and over in my head. You’re not a killer, Sevyn. You just do what’s necessary.

      And this was necessary; so very necessary.

      Before I could second guess myself again, I pulled the sleeves of my robe over my hands and grabbed the bottle, opening it, and dumping the medicine into my palm and the pills into her bottle. My heart raced as I sat the bottle back on the nightstand. I’d done it. While I didn’t know when it would happen, I knew it would be soon. Guilt tried to slither its way into my gut, but I shook it off. She didn’t deserve my guilt, my sympathy, or my love. She didn’t deserve the power to control my life and choices to protect her brand when she should’ve protected her daughter.

      She didn’t deserve a space in my life anymore at all.

      I wiped away a stray tear and walked into their master bathroom, turning on the sink and dropping the pills down the drain. My eyes slid up to the mirror, studying my reflection. Though I looked the same, I felt so different. I was different. I couldn’t decide if the changes were good or bad, but I felt stronger. Free. There was something exhilarating at the thought of cutting the chained weight of maintaining this family’s image by doing this. While the coming days would be tough to navigate when my mother finally died, I was ready for it.

      Turning off the hot water, I walked over to their shower and grabbed my mom’s shampoo and conditioner. I didn’t need it, but I needed the cameras to pick up why I’d gone into their bedroom in the first place. A slight grin formed on my lips as I went back to my room.

      Maybe The Lunatic was rubbing off on me after all.
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LUTHER

      “Oh look, the pussy slayer has finally graced us with his presence,” Nyxin said sarcastically when I slid into the passenger seat. I grinned and shook my head.

      “Who even said I was fucking her?”

      “KC did. Fussing at me as if I have control over whether or not you’re going to pound town on your girlfriend.” He smirked at me as I rolled my eyes.

      “I can’t help if my girl is vocal in bed. He should be glad I muted him so he didn’t have to hear her come.”

      “I’d be pissed if he got to hear her come before I did,” Nyxin muttered as he started the SUV.

      “And it would be the last thing you ever heard because I’d immediately stab you in the ears with a fucking ice pick,” I ground out, frowning at him.

      “Fucking hell, man. It was a joke.”

      “Sevyn isn’t a joke so don’t make any about her,” I said, my voice firm.

      “Note to self, don’t fuck with a lunatic about his girlfriend. Got it. Anything else I should know, boss?”

      I stared at him for a brief moment before I grinned, turning my attention to the window. “Just fucking drive.”

      “Anyway, so what’s the plan? Are we getting this guy tonight or what?”

      I stuffed down my irritation and focused back on the task at hand. “Yeah. KC said he’d been tracking him via his phone from some virus he planted. I don’t know where you guys found that man, but he’s a technological weapon.”

      “Which is why I’m glad he’s on our side and not the enemies,” Nyxin said.

      “You’re literally always fucking with him, Nyx,” Josh said from the backseat.

      Nyxin shrugged. “Being grateful for him doesn’t make him any less annoying. So where is this dickhead then?”

      “From this tracker KC sent, he’s at home.”

      “And which guy is this? Is he an easy bullet kill or one of the few you wanted to suffer before you killed them?”

      “The latter.”

      Victor and I had been at odds for a little bit after Sevyn gave me the letter. He was constantly protesting the change of plans, constantly questioning me, and I wouldn’t even be surprised if he’d had a hand in putting the idea of my death into Ryan’s head. I definitely didn’t want him to have a simple death. He needed to suffer a little in order to make up for his betrayal.

      “So what do we need to pick up from the house?” Josh asked.

      I shook my head. “What I need isn’t at the house. I need to go to my storage unit,” I said. I gave Nyxin the address to my unit and tried to focus on what I’d planned to do. Unlike Paul’s kill, I didn’t feel bad for what I was about to do. In fact, knowing that I was going to be face to face with that fucker pissed me off. After a few minutes, Nyxin pulled onto the storage lot, stopping at the unit number I’d given him.

      “Need help getting anything?” Nyxin asked when I opened the door.

      “I think I got it. It’s just a box and a couple supplies,” I said and got out. I punched my code into the keypad on my unit before sliding open the door, immediately seeing the glass box I needed. A dull ache settled in my right forearm when I grabbed the box, reminding me that I needed to pace myself. I flexed my hand and twisted my forearm a little before grabbing the rest of the supplies I needed, putting them inside of the box. Once I got everything, I pulled the unit door closed, making sure the door was properly locked before I walked away.

      Nyxin eyed the box and supplies with a raised eyebrow. “Do you plan on boring him to death with a science experiment?” he asked.

      I cut my eyes to him. “You’re going to eat your words when you see what this actually does.”

      “It’ll solidify the fact that you’re a nerd, but I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt, little cousin,” Nyxin said. “Let’s get this over with.”

      My fingers tapped anxiously along the glass of the box as my mind ran a mile a minute. I wanted to get this done with as soon as possible so I could get the fuck out of Miami before anything else could be pinned on me. I didn’t know if Sevyn was going to actually go through with her plan of killing her mother, but it would be the perfect news distraction if she could. The longer the bodies stayed off the news, the easier it would be to get to the rest of them. But I couldn’t worry about that. They all had to die in a week’s time regardless.

      We sat outside Victor’s townhome fifteen minutes later, nerves and adrenaline rushing through me. A total of three shadows appeared in front of his living room window, which set me on edge.

      “Should we come back when he’s alone?” Nyxin asked, breaking through the silence of the SUV.

      I sighed deeply. I didn’t want to give him the opportunity to run, especially if Richard’s body made the news. But I didn’t know who could be with him and whether or not they were armed. Knowing Victor, he was probably with two of the other guys already on my hit list to talk about what happened to Paul, but I needed to be prepared for anything.

      “Nah. Shoot the other two. I’ll deal with Victor,” I finally said. I reached into the glass box and pulled out one of the three empty syringes, opening the bottle of sulfuric acid and filling the syringe with it. I repeated it with the other two before recapping the acid. “Clorox wipe?”

      Josh passed the container of wipes to me and I pulled my black gloves back on before grabbing a couple of them, wiping my prints off the box since I’d have to leave it behind. Nyxin and Josh attached suppressors to their guns, as we didn’t want to alert the neighbors before I got the chance to do everything I needed to.

      “Josh, you can go ahead and post up at the back door,” Nyxin said, looking at him in the rearview mirror. I kept my eyes on the window as Josh got out, watching him as he stuck to the shadows and disappeared around the back of the townhouse. “You okay over there?”

      I met his concerned gaze, the streetlight overhead casting a yellow glow over him. “Yeah, why?”

      “I can’t imagine that it’s hard killing people that you were close to. You seem withdrawn ever since we killed the first guy earlier today.”

      I shrugged. “Just ready to get this shit over with so I can get the fuck out of Miami.”

      “I understand that.” He was quiet for a moment. “It’s okay to mourn your friendship, though. They had to have been close to you in order for you to trust them with something like that. It doesn’t make you less of a man to hurt for the people you lost through this.”

      I scoffed and shook my head, a slight grin pulling at my lips. “That sounds like some shit my dad would say.”

      “Just trying to tell you shit that I wished somebody told me when I had to kill someone close to me. But that’s a story for another time. Just know that you don’t have to do all this shit tonight.”

      “I’m good with this being the last kill for the night. The sooner we get done, the sooner I can get out of this fucking suit,” I muttered.

      Nyxin chuckled as he opened his door. “You better get used to it, kid. Bennett prefers that we wear these.”

      “But Bennett isn’t here.”

      “But his men are and you’re working with us. So you gotta dress like one of us or else you’re gonna stick out like a sore fucking thumb. I’m sure your friends are looking for you to wear whatever you usually do; they won’t suspect you in a suit.”

      I shrugged, unable to argue with that logic. “Well, let’s give these fucks a surprise of a lifetime.”

      Our shoes clicked against the sidewalk as we walked up to his door. I stood off to the side to where I couldn’t immediately be seen, Nyxin knocking on the door. My heart raced in my chest as I waited, almost to the point to where I thought someone might’ve been able to hear it.

      “Who is it?” a male voice called out on the other side.

      “Detective Normandy with the Miami-Dade Police,” Nyxin responded in an authoritative voice. A grin crossed my lips. I couldn’t lie; I was pretty impressed with how quickly he thought on his feet. The door cracked opened, though I couldn’t see anything.

      “Yeah?” Victor asked. “Is there a problem?”

      “No, no problem. I’m actually here because I was looking through case files and saw that you and Luther Evans were close friends. We’re investigating him and wanted to know if you had any information that should shed any light on the recent kidnappings and murders of seven women,” Nyxin said.

      “I, um, haven’t really talked to him in a while, so I’m not sure,” Victor stammered. I ground my teeth, the sound of his voice grating on my last nerve.

      “Well, is it okay if I ask you a couple of questions that may help us locate him? It’s imperative that we get him in for questioning when two women are still missing.”

      “Um…” Victor paused a moment before the door widening. “Sure. I hope you don’t mind that I have two friends over. They’re familiar with Luther, too.”

      “That’s perfect. I’m sure that’ll help a lot, thank you,” Nyxin said with a nod before he stepped into the townhouse. The moment he was inside, I entered behind him, everyone’s eyes going wide as Nyxin closed the door and raised his gun when Tony grabbed his phone. “I wouldn’t fucking do that if I were you.”

      I looked at Victor, Jake, and Tony, fighting the urge to grind my teeth again as anger slowly bubbled against the surface.

      Nyxin gestured toward the couch with his gun. “Go have a seat with your friends over there,” he said to Victor before looking to me. “Go let Josh in from the back.”

      I sat the box down and walked down the short hallway to the kitchen, unlocking the backdoor. Josh stopped pacing when the door opened, following me inside before locking the door behind him. When we entered the living room, Nyxin had everyone’s phones lying facedown in the middle of the coffee table.

      “Sup, guys?” I said and smiled. “Been a little bit since we’ve seen each other, right?” No one said anything, which made no difference to me. I turned my attention to Jake and Tony. “Even though you two were a little further down my list, I’m actually glad that you guys are here. Now I have two less people to track.”

      “We had nothing to do with that, Luther,” Tony immediately pleaded. “It was Ryan’s—“

      “You damn sure didn’t stop it, so that makes you just as guilty as the people who orchestrated that shit.” I met Victor’s gaze, who only sat on the couch glaring at me. “Ain’t that right, Vic?”

      “What did you fucking expect, Luther?” he seethed. “You were literally about to drag all of us down with you because you were careless and were willing to jeopardize everything over a woman you claimed you hated. How do you think we felt knowing that you chose her over us knowing it could’ve threatened our freedom?”

      “That’s neither here nor there. I asked you guys to trust me, and you didn’t. Hell, I even said I would’ve turned myself in and took the fall for all of this, you guys gave them the green light anyway. Besides,” I leaned against the front door and folded my arms across my chest, “a little birdie told me that you were the main one bitching about kicking me out of the brotherhood and that I needed to be killed. That’s a little extreme, isn’t it?”

      “Not when you turned your back on us,” he said, shaking his head.

      “I didn’t turn my back on you. My decision had nothing to fucking do with you. Are you fucking deaf or just choosing to ignore any and everything I’ve said throughout this whole situation? Did you guys ever think that by killing me, you no longer would’ve had a scapegoat? There would’ve been no one else to put the blame on and with me being dead, Sevyn would’ve sang like a bird because there would be no one for her to protect and no one to protect her from the Brotherhood and The Collective.” I shrugged. “And now look at you pathetic fucks. Dying because you let Ryan lead you to the slaughterhouse.”

      “Come on, Luther! What the fuck are you doing?!” Jake damn near shrieked, panic coloring his irises as he looked at me with wide eyes. “We’re supposed to be brothers!”

      I nodded slowly. “We were…until you sent The Collective to kill me. Now it’s just me.”

      When I snapped my fingers, both Josh and Nyxin fired their guns, eliminating Jake and Tony with a single bullet in the head.

      “What the fuck, man?!” Victor exclaimed, scrambling away from them.

      “What? Their deaths were humane and swift, which is more than I can say for yours,” I said with a light sigh. “You know…we’d been butting heads for a little bit before Sevyn even escaped.”

      “Because you were making bad decision after bad decision, you fucking lunatic!” he bellowed, eying Nyxin when he pointed his gun at Victor. “I wasn’t going to stand by and let you destroy everything we worked so hard for. You withheld a lot of important information from us, information that then altered the plan on a whim as soon as the bitch gave you a letter!”

      I held my hand out and Nyxin handed me his gun. I didn’t even hesitate in pulling the trigger, hitting Victor in the leg. “Call my girl another bitch and I’ll blow your fucking dick off,” I said, my voice calm. “At this point, I don’t even care what you think about what happened at the house with Sevyn. Sure, I made mistakes. Sure, I put us all at risk. But I was willing to take the fall for all of it. All I asked was for you all to trust me and you didn’t. You all told me The Collective only planned to make me a victim to take the suspicion off of me; had the police not arrived when they did, they would’ve killed me.”

      “We were just trying to protect ourselves, Luther,” he ground out in pain, clutching his head. “I don’t understand why you can’t comprehend that.”

      I sighed and shook my head. “You know what? I’m sorry, man.”

      “What the fuck?” Nyxin asked, looking over at me.

      I ignored him, keeping my gaze on Victor. “I’m sorry that you mistook me as someone who gives a fuck. I don’t care what you were trying to do; it’s the principle of it all. Eye for an eye and all that.”

      Victor scurried backwards as Nyxin and Josh stalked toward him, suddenly backed into a corner. “Wait! We can talk about this! I can call everyone else off!” he pleaded.

      I shook my head. “No need. They’ll get what they deserved soon.”

      As Victor tried to reason with me, I went over to the glass box and grabbed the three syringes. “Eyes first,” I said to Nyxin and Josh. Victor tried to fight against them, swinging and kicking as best as he could before Josh pointed his gun at his stomach.

      “If you kick me again, I’ll blow your fucking kidneys out of your back,” he growled. Victor looked to me with wet eyes.

      “Please, Luther. We can fix this shit, man,” he pleaded as I stalked toward him. Nyxin pinned him to the wall by the throat as Josh tilted his head up. “Please, man. I don’t wanna die.”

      I stared at him for a moment. It was always interesting how inevitable death made people change their tune. I hadn’t wanted to die either when The Collective attacked me, and yet that was their goal. There was no sympathy, no mercy, and no regard for their actions, leaving me with the promise that they’d be back for me.

      “You know I’m all my mom has,” he continued. “She’s sick and needs me to help her. Please. We’re brothers!”

      I tightened my jaw. Everyone kept repeating that, but no one actually meant it. You didn’t turn your back on a brother. You didn’t leave your brother in the dust when shit got hard. You didn’t set your brother up to be killed. We were no longer brothers and as much as it hurt, the anger I felt from their betrayal burned hotter than my pain.

      “I’m sorry if I gave you the impression that I give a fuck because I don’t,” I said. “If you’re not around, maybe your mom will be with you on the other side soon then.”

      “No!” Victor exclaimed as I crouched down and held his eyelids open a little wider.

      “See no evil,” I murmured, squirting a little acid onto his irises. Josh immediately clamped his hand over Victor’s mouth as he screamed and thrashed around, squeezing his eyes shut. I ignored the theatrics and forced his other eye open, repeating the same action before. With his mouth open from screaming, I dispensed the rest of the acid onto his tongue. “Speak no evil.”

      He gagged and coughed, waving his arms wildly as attempted to spit. Blisters instantly appeared in and around his mouth, leaving him gasping for breath. Getting the next syringe, I put the tip in his ear.

      “No! No!” he pleaded, though his voice sounded distorted as he struggled to breathe.

      “Hear no evil,” I continued on, discharging half the syringe in one ear canal before moving on to the other. Josh and Nyxin instantly let go of him, watching as he thrashed and screamed on the floor. Satisfaction flowed through me as he clawed at his face and ears in complete agony.

      “You nearly got that shit on me man,” Nyxin fussed.

      I shrugged. “But I didn’t.” I moved over to the box, taking the bottles of acid and peroxide out of it. The men dragged Victor over and propped him up against the coffee table, holding him in place as I opened the box and properly positioned it around his head before closing him in it. I’d designed the box to have two chambers, the inner chamber being removable. It was one I’d originally built to use with Sevyn’s friends until I came across the vacuum seal method instead. Victor’s cries of anguish were hollow inside the box as I poured two parts acid into the outer chamber. Nyxin and Josh watched as I slowly poured the peroxide in, the solution quickly heating up and bubbling.

      After a few moments, I carefully removed the removable chamber that protected Victor’s head and allowed what I called the piranha solution to do its work—melting the flesh and bone of his upper throat and the lower half of his face. I quickly shut and sealed the lids stepping away from him as he screamed and thrashed around on the floor, Nyxin and Josh moving away from him as well. I only stared at him, unmoved as I watched him burn and suffer until his body only twitched on the floor. He’d fallen over on the floor, moving the solution to continue eating away at the entire side of his face that it covered, his exposed damage eye staring at nothing.

      “Goddamn, dude. That was hardcore,” Nyxin said after a while.

      I grinned. “Not a boring science experiment after all, huh?”

      “If I learned shit like that in school, I probably wouldn’t have skipped so much,” he said.

      Flashing blue lights appeared in the window, my blood running cold. “Shit. We gotta get the fuck out of here,” I quickly said, gathering the acid, peroxide and empty syringes. We locked the front door before slipping out the back, sticking to the shadows as we damn near had to walk around the whole block to get back to the SUV without being seen. Though I complained about him parking so far as we walked to Victor’s apartment, I was glad he’d parked a block away. Once we were inside, Nyxin started the truck without turning on the headlights, driving in reverse until we could get the fuck out of dodge.

      “That was fucking close,” Josh said after a long bout of silence.

      “Too fucking close.” I blew out a breath. “Neighbor must’ve called when they heard all the screaming.

      “That’s enough excitement for me for tonight. You’ve killed five out of thirteen in one night. I think that’s a good start.”

      I nodded and stifled a yawn. “Yeah. We’ll figure out the move for tomorrow after we get some fucking sleep.”

      “I definitely don’t disagree,” Josh added.

      I pulled my phone out and opened my text messages. Sevyn had sent a text an hour ago.

      
        
        Sevyn: I’m heading to bed but I love you. Be safe and call me tomorrow <3

      

      

      A small grin settled on my lips as I replied back.

      
        
        Luther: We’re finished for tonight so we’re heading in. Love you too.

      

      

      I sent the message and rested my head against the headrest, closing my eyes. It was kind of strange when I thought about the fact that I was in an actual relationship. I’d spent most of my life simply just having one-night stands and moving on with my life, leaving emotional women in my wake. After what happened between us seven years ago, I was positive that my bridge had been burned to dust with no hope of ever getting back to her. But in a surprising plot twist, even though the bridge was burnt to ash, she still sent a boat that allowed me to travel back to her. The last thing she’d said to me echoed in the corners of my mind.

      “You’d said fate had other plans for us that we didn’t have control over. Now look at us.”

      My gut told me that something like this was inevitable the moment she presented the idea of us pretending to date. You could only pretend for so long when you dug up feelings that were so fucking real. All the pretending in the world didn’t negate the chemistry we still had. Though it was strange to be vulnerable with a woman again and having to check in with her or think about someone other than myself, it felt…right with her. The thought of being with her forever and having a family with her didn’t seem foreign either; it was something I’d always thought about—even back then.

      During that summer, I already knew that Sevyn would be my wife if I were given the opportunity. If circumstances were different, if my motives were different, our future would’ve been something else entirely. But I was a fucking coward back then, thinking I’d never be enough for a girl like her when I wasn’t even enough for my own family to acknowledge most times. I didn’t know what she saw in me to want to give me another chance, but I knew I didn’t want to fuck this up. I’d made assumptions about our relationship and made decisions on her behalf that only made things worse in the end. Now, I wasn’t too afraid to love her. Now, I no longer thought I wasn’t worthy enough to have her love me. Seeing how Bennett could rule the mafia with an iron fist while being madly in love with his wife and a good father to his son made me understand that guys like us could be happy without having to change who we were. In fact, it wasn’t until I saw them in action that I wholeheartedly believed a relationship could actually work with Sevyn.

      I couldn’t wait to start my future with her.

      I opened my eyes and looked out into the woods as we made our way back to the house.

      Only eight fuckers standing in between me and my happily ever after.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What’s the progress on things?” Bennett asked when he called two days later.

      “Things are moving along quickly. We finally have the bombs you requested from your contact, so I sent a few of the guys to go place them. KC was able to hack into one of their phones and learned that they’re supposed to be having a meeting at their clubhouse tonight about Richard’s death. Trying to kill as many of them as I can to speed this up.”

      “Good, good. The sooner I can get my hacker back on my side of the country, the better.” He paused for a moment. “How’s Sevyn managing?”

      “She’s been at her parents’ house since we got back to Miami,” I said, purposely keeping the pills out of the conversation to see if he would mention them to me.

      “I see. Are there men with her also?”

      “Yep.”

      “What’s with the tone?” Bennett asked. I sighed inwardly.

      “Just a little annoyed that you gave her pills without saying anything to me,” I said.

      “She asked me not to tell you.”

      “Did she tell you what she wanted to use them for or do you just give pills to pregnant women with no questions asked?”

      “I’d advise you to check your tone,” he said, his voice hard. “I don’t just give pills to anyone, especially when they’re with someone who is working with me and my men. She told me she was thinking about doing something with them and didn’t want to tell you in case she couldn’t do it. This sounds like a conversation you should be having with her, not me.”

      I tightened my jaw. “I had one with her last night, when I caught her holding them in her hand as if she were about to take them. Since she used to do drugs a few years ago, that wasn’t a scene I wanted to walk up on.”

      “Well, she told me they weren’t for her, and I took her word for it. Those pills will kill anyone who takes them because they were mixed with too much fentanyl. Didn’t seem like she was suicidal, so I didn’t see the harm.”

      “Yeah, she told me all of that. Regardless, a heads up would’ve been nice for something like that.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind, but that’s a conversation you need to have with your girlfriend, not me,” he said again. “Anyway, keep me posted on the progress. Your time is running out.”

      “Got it,” I mumbled.

      “I’ll be in touch, Evans,” he said and hung up.

      Josh walked over to me, placing a laptop on the table in front of me. “The guys have everything set up and are lying in wait for them to arrive.”

      I pulled the computer closer to me, one of the guys filming while three others waited with sniper rifles. The plan was simple, but deadly. The Collective used gas to run most things in their clubhouse, which was easy to do without having to have an account with the gas company when one of your members knew how to set things up. That led them to having propane tanks all over their property that could cause a nice little explosion if a bullet were to hit the bombs we’d attached to the tanks that were now strategically placed around the clubhouse to kill as many of them as possible.

      “What time did KC say they were meeting?” I asked.

      “5:30,” Nyxin replied before putting a handful of peanuts into his mouth.

      I glanced at my watch, seeing it was already 4:47 PM, which meant they’d be arriving soon.

      Josh looked at Nyxin and smirked. “You must really like tossing nuts down your gullet, Nyx,” he teased, which caused me to snort. Nyxin glared at the both of us.

      “I should shoot both of you fuckers and we’ll see how funny you think that is,” he said, eating more peanuts.

      “I didn’t even say anything,” I said and chuckled.

      “Your laugh was enough, nerd.”

      As he and Josh bickered back and forth, I studied the screen. From the texts KC intercepted, Frank was always late to these things, which would work in my advantage for this. I didn’t want him to have an easy death. I wanted to look him in the eyes when he took his last breath. I wanted to repeat the same shit he’d said to me when he was prepared to light me on fire. I needed my face to be the last thing he saw before I punched his one-way ticket straight to hell.

      My phone rang next to me, Sevyn’s picture filling my screen. “What’s up, babe? Something wrong?” I said upon answering, focusing on the computer screen again.

      “Just wanted to check on you, handsome. How’s everything going?” she asked.

      “We spent the last couple of days planning for tonight.”

      “Think you’ll have time to come over tonight?” she purred, which brought a grin to my lips.

      “Someone sounds needy.”

      “Maybe a little.” She giggled. “It’s like I can’t get enough of you now.”

      “The feeling’s mutual, baby.” Movement on the screen caught my eye, a car pulling up to the clubhouse. I snapped my fingers to alert Josh and Nyxin, both of them appearing at my side to view the screen. “How’s things at home?”

      “Things at my parents’ house is fine,” she corrected me.

      “You talk to your mom?”

      She sighed. “No. I thought about it, and I already knew how the conversation would go. Didn’t think there was a point in upsetting myself when I already knew how it would end.”

      “So you changed your mind about your plan then?”

      “No. I still did it. I switched out her original medicine for mine. So it’s going to happen; it’s just a matter of when.”

      “Is she home now?”

      “No. She left this morning to go to New York for some fashion show. The pill bottle is gone, so I’m assuming she took it with her.”

      More cars arrived, the men all gathering outside. They all shook hands and clapped each other on the back, and it pissed me off to see them all. Silas, Bernard, Ashley, Dennis, and Everett—men that were a part of my attack that nearly killed me. After fucking around outside, they all made their way toward the clubhouse before they disappeared.

      “I’m sorry to cut this short, babe, but it’s go time with our current plan. I’ll call you a little later, okay?”

      “Yeah, yeah, okay. Please be safe.”

      “Oh, I’m not going anywhere. I just have to give the guys that are on scene orders. I’m at Bennett’s place right now.”

      “Good. Well, I’ll let you go. I love you.”

      “Love you, too. Later,” I said and hung up.

      “Love you, too,” Nyxin mocked in a high voice before he chuckled. I playfully elbowed him. “What? Love is fucking gross, dude. You guys are just as bad as Bennett and Aurora.”

      “I don’t know what you mean by that, but whatever,” I said with a shrug. “We need to go ahead and do this before Frank shows up.”

      “Then click the red button in the bottom corner,” Josh instructed. “It’ll give the guys the green light to shoot. Hyland will make sure it’s coordinated in a way that they’re shooting at the exact same time.”

      I nodded and clicked the button, my eyes glued to the screen. My heart raced in anticipation, anxious to witness their end.

      “Nothing’s happening,” I said, staring at the same view on the screen. “Why’s—“

      A large explosion filled the screen, the small house blown to smithereens before I could even finish my sentence. I watched in awe as more and more of the propane tanks detonated from the blasts, a smile settling on my face. There was no way they could survive that. It was even more impressive that Bennett’s guys were nearly a mile away in the woods with sniper rifles and were still able to pull this off. They were safe enough from the blast and far enough to be able to get the fuck out of dodge without being seen.

      “Hyland just texted and said they’re heading back. The debris from the explosion is getting a little too close for comfort,” Nyxin said as he looked at his phone screen.

      “That’s fine. Someone passing will probably make the call.”

      “So…that’s how many dead? Five now?”

      I nodded. “Since Curtis took care of himself, it only leaves Ryan and Frank,” I said. When we’d finally tracked Curtis down, we’d found him at his kitchen table with a single gunshot wound to the side of his head, a bloody note on the table next to him that simply said, I’ll die on my own terms. Though it was slightly disappointing, I had bigger fish to fry and he wasn’t a major priority on my hit list.

      “Ready to end this shit once and for all, little cousin?” Nyxin asked.

      I kept my eyes on the screen as small cluster explosions went off. Now it was time to face off with the two people who’d betrayed me the most—the guy I considered my best friend and the man who taught me everything that made me the precise killer I was. Now that I was down to the last two, dread settled in the pit of my gut. While I wished things didn’t come down to this, I knew it was the only way. I used to think I had no future once this was over, contemplating how I’d commit suicide because death was more forgiving than being alone. But I had so much more to live for, so much I’d miss if I weren’t here. These two men were a threat to the life I had waiting for me on the other side of this, and I’d do whatever it took to make sure I got to that life in one piece.

      “Yeah,” I finally responded with a nod. “Let’s do this shit.”
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SEVYN

      I glanced down at my watch before looking up and down the sidewalk. “Come on, Luther,” I muttered to myself. I knew he had a lot of things going on, but today was a big day for us, the day we’d see our baby for the first time. He was supposed to have been here ten minutes ago and if he wasn’t here soon, I would be forced to start without him.

      Just when I was about to turn and walk inside, he finally appeared. He jogged down the sidewalk before he stopped in front of me, panting. “Sorry, I’m late,” he said and kissed my forehead, threading his fingers through mine. “Traffic is a fucking bitch today.”

      I smiled. “I’m just glad you’re here. Come on,” I said and pulled open the office door.

      So many nerves ran rampant through me as we waited to be called. It was one thing to know that I was pregnant, but it was something else entirely to actually see it with my own eyes. This was one part that I didn’t get the chance to experience the first time around. To finally see the life inside of me as well as having Luther at my side, it almost didn’t even feel real.

      “You nervous or something?” Luther murmured.

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “Nervous? Why would I be nervous?”

      “You haven’t stopped bouncing your leg since you sat down.” He smiled and gripped my thigh. “It’s just an ultrasound, not the electric chair.”

      I giggled and rolled my eyes. “I know that. I’m not nervous, just anxious to see,” I said. “How do you feel about it? Are you nervous?”

      He opened his mouth to answer but stopped when the door leading to the back opened. “Sevyn Langdon?” a nurse called out.

      I blew out a breath, both Luther and I standing at the same time as we followed her back. Even though I was excited to see the baby, I couldn’t help but to wonder if it would hurt to see the permanent reminder of what happened to me at the house. Aurora told me that she’d had the same worries when she was pregnant with her son, but it’d changed once she gave birth to him. It was so much more than just being abused by Luther. It was the fact that he’d violated me, traumatized me, and murdered my friends. It was the fact that while I survived, I was stuck with the memories of what’d happened. Aurora was able to get over what happened to her, but my biggest fear was that I wouldn’t be able to, even more so since I ended up pregnant so soon after the ordeal.

      “Sevyn?” Luther called out, looking at me with concerned eyes. “You okay?”

      I gave him a small smile and nodded. “Yeah. I guess I just spaced out a bit.”

      “Ms. Langdon, I’m going to have you step on the scale here before we go to a room, please,” the nurse said with a smile. I stepped on the scale, not even wanting to look at the number considering all the junk I’d been eating lately. “Okay….125.7 pounds. Alright, follow me!

      “Lightweight,” Luther joked.

      “Oh shut up,” I said with a grin.

      I got onto the examination table and went through the motions of having my vitals taken and answering questions.

      “Okay, I think that’s everything for right now. Dr. Arnett will be with you soon,” she said with a sweet smile before whisking out the door.

      I looked over at Luther, who hadn’t said a word since we’d enter the room. “You never answered my question,” I said.

      He raised an eyebrow as he looked at me. “What question?”

      “I asked about how you felt about all of this and if you were nervous.”

      “I don’t know, to be honest.” He ran a hand down his face. “Ever since you first told me you were pregnant, I thought it was fucked up karma for the both of us.”

      “What do you mean for the both of us?”

      He was quiet for a moment. “As if we’re going to have a living, breathing reminder of all the times we fucked up. How the consequences of our actions caused all of this. I feel like it’s going to always remind me of what I did to you, both at the house and all those years ago. If I wouldn’t have hurt you back then, you wouldn’t have done what you did, and this recent shit wouldn’t have happened.”

      I wasn’t even sure what to say, as his concerns mirrored my own. But despite that, I knew everything happened for a reason. If fate made it a point to bring us back together despite our history, then maybe this baby was the clean slate that would give us a fresh start.

      “Well,” I started. “I thought about that, too. But weren’t you the one saying how fate did things that were out of our control?”

      “Fate won’t make the guilt go away overnight though, Sevyn.”

      “Regardless of that, I do know that you’re going to be an amazing father,” I murmured. “Because you’re going to love our kid the way you wished your parents did, just like I plan to do.”

      His lips tilted up in a small grin. “You think so?”

      “I know so. I have a feeling our baby is going to be so spoiled with love. And God help us all if it’s a little girl. She’ll have The Lunatic wrapped around her tiny finger.”

      He chuckled and stood to his feet, walking over to me. “You mean like how you already have me?”

      “Do I actually have you wrapped around my finger?” I asked, wrapping my arms around his waist when he was close enough.

      “You’re wrapped around my heart.” He grinned and kissed my forehead. I put my hand on his chest, confused when he flinched away from me.

      “Wait, are you hurt?” I asked, frowning. “Let me see.”

      “I’m not hurt, Sevyn. Just a new tattoo that’s still kinda fresh.”

      “When did you have time to get a new tattoo?”

      He shook his head. “Don’t worry about that, pretty girl. It’s not important.”

      A knock sounded on the door before I could protest. “Sorry to keep you guys waiting,” a woman in a white coat said when she walked in. Her curly black hair was pulled back into a low ponytail, her beautiful brown skin glowing as she smiled at us. “I’m Dr. Arnett.”

      I shook her outstretched hand, returning her smile. “I’m Sevyn Langdon and this is Luther, my boyfriend.”

      Luther only nodded to acknowledge her, his hard eyes studying her so intensely that I had to elbow in the side to get him knock it the hell off. He looked at me and frowned. “What?”

      “Well, it’s nice to meet you both,” Dr. Arnett said with a soft smile as she sat on the stool. “So, this is your first appointment since you took a pregnancy test at home, yes?”

      I nodded. “We were traveling at the time, and I wanted to wait until I got back home to make an appointment.”

      “Understandable. So, at this appointment, we’re going to give you the works. That includes a full physical, bloodwork, a urine sample, and a pelvic exam. We’ll confirm your pregnancy and determine a due date for your baby. It’ll seem like a lot of tests, but we just like to be thorough.”

      “Will we be able to see the baby on the ultrasound today or does that happen on a later appointment?” I asked.

      “Yes, we’ll do that toward the end of your appointment to help me establish how far along you are and when your due date is.”

      Excitement ebbed throughout my veins at the prospect of seeing the little life growing inside of me. Ever since that positive pregnancy test, I wondered if I was dreaming or that I’d imagined it. The morning sickness that’d plagued me from time to time definitely reminded me that this was really happening, but seeing it with my own eyes this time was exciting.

      “Great. Let’s get started then,” I exclaimed with a smile.

      Luther watched everything with an intense gaze, from my pelvic exam to having bloodwork done. I had no idea what I expected from this first appointment, but I was already worn out and ready to go home so I could eat and take the longest nap in history.

      “Alright, let me get these specimens to the appropriate place and we’ll get to the ultrasound, which I’m sure you two are excited for!” Dr. Arnett exclaimed before she slipped out of the room.

      Luther walked over to where I lay on the examination table, pressing a kiss to my forehead. “You okay, pretty girl? That shit seemed intense.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, babe. Just ready to get out of here and have lunch before I take a nap.”

      “I could use a nap, too. Just watching you have to go through all that shit stressed me out and made me tired also,” he mumbled.

      I smirked up at him. “If you’re already stressed, I can confidently say that you’ll probably faint when it’s time for me to give birth.”

      “Yeah fucking right,” he scoffed. “I’m only stressed because you looked uncomfortable.”

      “Aww,” I teased, poking my bottom lip out. “You know, I’m starting to wonder if people should call you The Lover instead of The Lunatic.”

      He frowned and cocked his head to the side. “Why would I be a lunatic to someone I’m in a relationship with? Did I act like a lunatic when we were together seven years ago?”

      “No, babe. I was only teasing you.”

      “Besides…” He lowered his head until his lips hovered over mine. “I told you that you were the calm to my chaos. I saved you from the lunatic side of me; doesn’t make much sense to still present that to you, now does it?”

      I shook my head. “You’re right. Though…I hope you’re a lunatic when you’re back to wearing suits so that you can scare away all the women who look at you,” I murmured with a cheeky grin. He was back to his regular attire at the moment, wearing a gray t-shirt and dark denim jeans. He laughed and shook his head.

      “Are we really still on that shit about the suit?”

      “As long as you’re still sexy as sin in them, yes.”

      “I won’t even need to scare anyone away when I have Savage Sevyn by my side,” he said and kissed me softly.

      “I’m not a savage, Luther. I’m nowhere near your level.”

      “And you’ll never be, pretty girl. I wouldn’t want that for you anyway. I’m fucking insane, you know,” he said with a wink, just as a knock sounded on the door.

      “Alright, everything has been sent off successfully, so let’s get this ultrasound done, shall we?” Dr. Arnett said with a friendly smile.

      I looked at Luther, who had a mixture of restrained excitement and worry lingering in his gaze. “You okay?” I asked him.

      He looked down at me and nodded. “Yeah, I’m cool. So are we seeing my kid or what?” he asked.

      Dr. Arnett giggled. “Daddy has spoken. Let’s see the kid!”

      She set up the machine, explaining what would happen during the ultrasound but I couldn’t even focus on what she was saying. Anxious energy coursed through me, excited butterflies filling my stomach as the machine came to life. I blew out a breath when she inserted the wand, feeling Luther’s concerned eyes on me.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      I smiled up at him. “I’m fine, babe. It’s just a wand. I’ve had bigger,” I joked, causing him to snort.

      Dr. Arnett giggled and kept her eyes on the screen. “Let’s see what we have here…” she murmured. I practically held my breath as I waited to see something I could understand on the screen. “The cervix looks good…the baby is inside the uterus where it should be, so everything’s looking good so far.”

      “That’s good to know,” I said.

      Her brows furrowed as she squinted at the screen. “I think your little one is hiding,” she said as she continued fiddling with knobs on the machine. Dread slowly crept into me.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “No; sometimes the baby likes to play hide and—ah, there’s your little peanut.”

      “Oh wow,” I whispered. Dr. Arnett went on about measurements and pointed out the head, but I was too busy looking at the screen in awe. There it was—our baby. I’d been so worried that seeing it on the screen would remind me of what happened to me that resulted in my pregnancy, but it was the last thing on my mind in the moment. I glanced up at Luther, his brows furrowed as he stared at the screen.

      “It looks like you’re about seven and a half weeks. Everything else looks really good despite the things you went through,” Dr. Arnett said, giving me a sympathetic smile. “I was mostly concerned about scarring or trauma from the information you gave me earlier, but everything looks very promising.”

      I gave her a small smile, forcing the memories not to surface. I refused to let it ruin this appointment. “That’s good to hear. It was something I’d wondered about,” I said.

      “Well, right now, the baby looks good. I didn’t see anything that could be concerning.  I’m going to take a few pictures and then you’ll be good to go until your next appointment.”

      I nodded and she worked in silence. Overwhelming sadness filled me as I stared at the screen. I’d be lying if I said it didn’t hurt to know that my mother wouldn’t be here during the biggest moment of my life. I couldn’t help but feel guilty when I remembered that Luther was in the same boat, his mother gone and unable to meet her first grandchild. His expression was unreadable when I looked at him, and I made a mental note to talk to him about it when we got in the car.

      “Do you guys have any questions about anything?” she asked.

      “How long will it be before we know what she’s having?” Luther asked.

      “At sixteen weeks. You guys are nearly at the halfway mark already,” she said with a smile.

      We’d be halfway across the country by then, the realization deepening my sadness. My friends were gone and I’d soon be away from my family—who probably wouldn’t care in the first place. I used to dream about the day when I’d have a wedding and had all my friends be a bridesmaid. I couldn’t wait for the day that I was expecting a baby so I could have the cutest baby shower surrounded by my friends. But all of that was gone, those dreams burned to ashes in less than a week at a house in the middle of nowhere.

      It was then that I realized how alone I was also.

      “Sevyn?” Luther called out. I blinked and looked at him, noticing the doctor was no longer in the room.

      “Are we finished?”

      He nodded. “She said that you can go ahead and get dressed. She went to grab a prescription for you and then we can check out.” He studied me for a while. “You okay?”

      I pushed the thoughts plaguing my mind to the back and forced myself to stay in the present. “Yeah. Just…seeing the baby made it more real, you know?”

      “I agree.” He dropped his gaze to the floor. “Kinda wish my mom was here to see it.”

      I nodded. “I wished that my mom would actually care.” Tears burned my eyes but trying to blink them away didn’t do much good. “It’s times like this that reminds me how fucked up this situation truly is. Even though things are really good with us, everything else seems to be falling apart just as fast.”

      He closed the small space between us and took my hands into his when I sat up. “No matter what happens, you know you always have me,” he murmured. “I know things are going to be hard as you get further in your pregnancy when you don’t have many people to share your excitement with, but I think we’ll be okay. We’ve already survived so much already, you know?”

      I wiped away a stray tear and sighed softly. “Yeah, I know. I just wish things were different.”

      “So do I. But we can’t dwell on the past or else we’ll drive ourselves crazy.” He tilted my face up and kissed me gently. “We’ll be fine. I promise.”

      “I know we will,” I said, a small smile settling on my lips. “I love you.”

      “And I love you.” He kissed my forehead. “Go ahead and get dressed so we can get out of here. If we don’t get food soon, I think my stomach may very well start snacking on my pancreas.”

      I snorted as I slid off the examination table. “Am I the pregnant one or you?” I teased.

      “I’m the hungry one, now bring your ass,” he said as he smiled at me.

      And just like that, he’d eased the tension that’d held me hostage. I had faith that he’d do everything he needed to in order to make sure we would be okay. I smiled to myself as I got dressed. Knowing that our nightmare would end tonight made me excited for our future. I couldn’t wait until I was able to freely move around town without security stalking my every move or looking over my shoulder. By morning, Luther and I would officially be free people.

      And I couldn’t wait to start the next chapter of my life with him.
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        * * *

      

      My blood froze the moment Luther and I returned to my parents’ house, McMarren waiting in the driveway.

      “The fuck is he doing here?” Luther growled.

      “I have no idea, but I don’t think it’s good,” I murmured. The only positive thing was that he appeared to be by himself. We didn’t pass any other cop cars on the way here, so it was easy to assume that he may have been here to update us on what was happening with the “case.” We parked the car and I slid out, lowering my sunglasses the moment the sun hit my face.

      “Ms. Langdon, Mr. Evans,” McMarren said as he approached us.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked cautiously.

      “We have a new development in the case that I’d like to talk to you about,” he said. “May we go inside?”

      I glanced nervously at Luther. “Um, sure, yeah,” I stammered, and headed toward the house. My father was in the living room watching the news when we came in, glancing at us when we entered.

      “Oh, hello,” he said as he stood to his feet, concern filling his features when McMarren followed in behind us. “Detective…is there a problem?”

      “It’s Lieutenant, and yes, we have a bit of a situation,” he said on a short sigh. “I’m glad that you’re here so that I can make you aware of this as well.” He glanced around. “Is Mrs. Langdon home?”

      My father shook his head. “She left a couple of days ago to attend a fashion show in New York, but I can update her later this evening. What’s going on?”

      McMarren gestured for all of us to sit as he stood before us with a manila folder in his hand again. The last time he had one of those, he’d shown us those messages that the mafia guy had helped Luther with. I prayed that this was what this visit was and not some kind of evidence that incriminated Luther.

      McMarren reached into the folder and pulled out a photo, my heart stopping in my chest when I recognized the man in the picture. It was the doctor Luther had called to the house to stitch me up after he’d ripped me apart. Memories of that flooded my mind, nausea rolling in my belly to the point that I thought I was going to throw up on the rug.

      “Do either of you recognize this man?” McMarren asked.

      Luther shook his head. “He doesn’t look familiar.”

      “His eyes,” I whispered. “I remember those cold, mean eyes.”

      “He was at the house with you?” McMarren asked, his energy shifting to something akin to curiosity and maybe even excitement that the case could possibly move forward.

      “I’m not sure if he was always there, but I do remember that he was the one who stitched me up after…” I purposely let my sentence trail for both dramatic effects and to keep the memories at bay. “I remember his eyes because I practically pleaded with him to numb me up even though the guy he took orders from told him not to. It was like looking at someone with no soul, no compassion.” I looked up at McMarren. “Did you find him or something? Who is he?”

      “His name is Richard Manning,” he said. “He was found dead in the parking garage of the hospital he worked at.”

      “Jesus,” I said, a mixture of emotions tumbling around inside of me. I already knew Luther was going to kill him, but there was a sliver of relief to know that there was one less person hunting me now.

      McMarren put the photo on the coffee table before he took a sheet of paper from the folder, also putting it on the table. “We received this note also, which leads us to believe that Richard is a member of The Collective and that he was killed because the leader thought he may have been working with the police.”

      I picked the note up from the coffee table and read over it quickly.

      
        
        Do you know what betrayal feels like, Detective?

        You swear an oath with a bunch of men and they crack that the first signs of trouble. When Luther let that bitch escape, they all turned on me, claiming they wanted to cooperate with the police for lesser jail sentences. But we can’t have that happen, can we, Detective?

        Give me Luther and the girl, and I’ll stop. I’ve already gotten rid of his mother; now I’m going after his little friends who won’t give up his location while getting rid of my traitorous brothers.

      

      

      

      I shook my head as my father took the paper from me to read it. “So, what the hell are we supposed to do? They’re going to keep killing innocent people until they have us!” I exclaimed.

      “This is why we’re urging you to go into witness protection—”

      “Witness protection can’t help us if one of the fuckers doing this still has access to police shit through his friends that he used to work with,” Luther interjected, jumping to his feet. “I know you’re running an investigation and all, but I’m one more fucking visit away from taking my girl and leaving Miami. No one knows what these guys look like until after the fact and we’re still no closer to getting to the end of this than we were when this shit first happened.”

      “I understand your frustrations, Luther; trust me, I’m just as frustrated. In the twenty-five years I’ve been in law enforcement, I’ve never seen a case like this. It’s certain that the mastermind of this is indeed a homicide detective the way the manage to leave every single crime scene clean of incriminating evidence. The negative side to that is that it makes it hard to find who we’re looking for.”

      “Then I need to warn my friends,” Luther said. “If they’re already saying they’re going to go after them—”

      “About that,” McMarren interrupted.

      Luther stopped pacing and narrowed his eyes at him. “The fuck you mean ‘about that?’ Unless you’re telling me that someone else has already warned them, then this conversation better not be heading where I think it’s heading.”

      McMarren sighed deeply and bowed his head slightly. “That was the next thing I wanted to talk with you about,” he started slowly before meeting Luther’s gaze again. “While you were in California, five of your friends were found dead.”

      Luther stared at him for a long moment before scoffing and shaking his head. “You’re full of shit, McMarren. I wasn’t even in California long; how the fuck are five of them already dead?!”

      My heart broke for Luther as I watched his reaction. Despite the fact that I knew he was the one responsible for their deaths, the pure anger and hurt that oozed out of him was very real. I knew it hurt him to have to go after his friends, not allowing himself to feel that pain because he said it would distract him from what needed to be done. But hearing McMarren say it out loud seemed to strike a nerve within him, and now he couldn’t stuff down those emotions any longer.

      “I’m telling you the honest truth, Luther. Two of the deaths appeared to be self-inflicted, but three of them were murdered.”

      A single tear rolled down Luther’s cheek as he continued staring at McMarren. “Which five?” he asked, his voice tight.

      McMarren opened the folder and squinted at something in it. “Paul Callahan, Curtis Brown, Victor Sails, Jake Boitano, and Tony Wright.”

      “This can’t be fucking real. This isn’t fucking real,” Luther muttered as he started pacing again. “Has someone tried to reach out to Ryan to warn him?!”

      “We’ve tried to locate him but he’s nowhere to be found. He hasn’t been at his last known address in a few weeks according to his neighbor and the phone number a family member had for him is no longer in service,” McMarren explained. “While we’re working on that, it’s best that you guys lay low if you won’t be in witness protection.”

      “Well, it’s kind of hard to do that when my girlfriend is pregnant and has doctor appointments and shit,” Luther ground out.

      McMarren looked to me. “Congratulations. I’m sure it’s hard to enjoy it when all of this chaos is happening right now,” he said.

      “I just want this to be over already,” I said, running a hand through my hair. “All of this stress isn’t good and like Luther said, I have to go to appointments. Even though I have security when I go out, I still don’t feel safe when I step outside of this house.”

      “Well, we’re doing the best we can to get to the bottom of this. In the meantime, I just need you two to stay inside unless it’s absolutely necessary for you to go out.”

      “But what about Ryan?” Luther asked. “I may as well turn myself into them because I don’t want people dying on my account.”

      “And I don’t want you dying either,” I said, frowning at him. “I’m sure you probably may feel guilty that they’re being killed because you helped me escape but getting yourself killed won’t bring them back.”

      “She’s right, Mr. Evans,” McMarren said with a nod. “Just sit tight and I’ll keep you guys updated on new developments as they come.”

      “Whatever,” Luther mumbled and stalked away toward my bedroom.

      I sighed softly and stood to my feet. “Well, thanks for keeping us updated. I know you guys are doing the best you can considering the circumstances.”

      “Yes, we do appreciate it,” my father added, standing and extending his hand to McMarren.

      McMarren shook it with a nod. “Of course. I’ll be in touch.”

      Once McMarren closed the front door behind him, I turned to walk away but stopped at the sound of my father’s voice. “Sevyn?”

      I turned to face him. “Yeah?”

      “Is there anything you need to tell me?” he asked. I raised an eyebrow as I studied his face. His expression and tone was neutral; it wasn’t as if he was accusing me of anything but I couldn’t be too sure.

      “I’m pregnant,” I said slowly, though it made no sense why he wanted me to announce that again when it had already been revealed in the conversation we’d had with McMarren.

      “I think you know what I’m talking about.”

      “I don’t, actually. What do you think I should be telling you right now?” I asked, my heart speeding up as I continued looking at him. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the bottle of pills that should’ve been with my mother right now. My mouth went dry, not understanding how he knew in the first place. “Those aren’t mine.”

      “I came home from my trip while your mother was still out and decided to talk a walk around the property to clear my mind. And guess what conversation I stumbled upon from my daughter’s open patio door?”

      My blood ran cold. I’d been made. There was no way I could talk myself out of this situation. The conversation I’d had with Luther had been a heated one, both of our words and meanings clear as day with no way to try to flip them. I swallowed the growing lump of anxiety that formed in my throat as I tried to think of a way to explain this. How the hell could I explain that I’d tried to kill my mother? Here I was trying to keep Luther out of prison when I was bound to end up there myself.

      “I’m sorry,” I finally said, as it was the only thing I could say in that moment.

      He looked at the bottle. “When I suspected your mother was having an affair, I put a personal camera into our bedroom in order to gather proof for when I planned to divorce her. I saw you switch the pills out.”

      “Dad—"

      “Wait,” he interrupted, holding his hands up. Tears burned my eyes as I wrapped my arms around myself. “I know why you thought you had to do this but killing her won’t change what has happened. All you’ll do is put someone’s death on your conscience and with a baby on the way, that wouldn’t be good for either of you.”

      “Are you…”

      “No,” he said with a sigh. “I took the bottle when I realized what you’d done to save you from yourself. If you want to be free from your mother, simply leave, Sevyn. Live your life the way you want to. At this point, it doesn’t matter what her opinion is on your choices or who you choose to be with because you’re an adult. If it’s money you’re worried about, you know that I will help you with whatever you need until you choose that you don’t need me anymore. If Luther is who you’ve chosen for yourself, I accept that. If you choose to leave Miami with him because it’s hard to be here after everything that’s happened, I accept that, too. Enough people have already died; let’s not add to that if we don’t have to.”

      I practically ran to him, wrapping my arms around him as I sobbed. He held me tightly, allowing me to free myself of the turmoil, anxiety, and fear that’d held my heart in a vice grip ever since I switched the pills. I’d watched the news every day, wondering when I’d see the breaking story about my mother’s death—only to find out that my father stopped it from happening before my mother even knew about it. My father voiced the very concerns that I’d had about killing my mother. Even if she died, it wouldn’t change what she’d done to me. It wouldn’t change the fact that she wouldn’t accept my baby because it was with Luther.

      And it wouldn’t have changed the fact that she always saw me as an accessory to enhance certain parts of her life and not a child she was supposed to love and care for.

      “I know I haven’t been the most present parent, but I always loved you, Sevyn,” he murmured, pulling back to wipe away my tears. “Even when you thought I didn’t.”

      “I know, Daddy,” I said with a small smile.

      “It’s high time for you to spread your wings and live your life. Whether that be in Miami, another state, or another country, I’ll still be here for you. I hope you know that.”

      I nodded. “I do.”

      “Good.” He smoothed his hands over my hair and gave me a soft smile. “We’ll just…keep this as our little secret, okay? No harm, no foul.”

      I’d spent my entire life trying to get my mother to love me. I’d hardly paid much attention to my father because he was gone on business a lot of the time, but in the end, he was the one who always had my best interest in mind when making decisions. He was the one who cared enough to check on me when he was home. He was the one who loved me through everything I’d managed to put my family through. He was a man of few words most times, but his actions always showed that he loved me and that he cared. And the fact that he knew I could’ve killed my mother if he hadn’t interfered displayed the love of a parent wanting to protect their child, no matter how old they were. Had the roles been reverse, my mother would’ve turned me into the police immediately and used the news coverage to promote an upcoming seasonal collection of clothes.

      “Thank you,” I said, becoming emotional all over again.

      “Of course,” he said and kissed my forehead before letting me go. “So, pregnant, huh?”

      I smiled and nodded. “Yeah, due February 12th. Do you…want to see the pictures?”

      He draped his arm around my shoulders and smiled at me. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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LUTHER

      I leaned against the wall in Sevyn’s hallway, listening to her and her father excitedly talk about the baby. Just hearing what he’d done for her made me like this man even more, but it made me think of my own father. I closed my eyes and sighed. It was bad enough that my family was torn apart with Logan’s death, but it was even worse that my father and I weren’t even on speaking terms—which was majority my fault. At the end of the day, he was the only blood family I had left. I didn’t want to start a new generation and still make fucked up decisions. My kid may not ever know my mom or my sister, but they could know my dad. And after losing everyone I cared about, I didn’t want to purposely lose my father as I prepared to become a father myself.

      “Babe?” Sevyn murmured, appearing in front of me suddenly. I only looked at her in response. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” I answered, my voice low.

      She looked at me with sympathetic eyes as she wrapped her arms around my waist. “You look so…sad, which makes me sad.”

      “I’ll be fine, babe. Just processing some shit.”

      “You wanna order food and talk?”

      I sighed deeply and bowed my head. Talking about how I felt was unnatural to me, but I knew that she was the only person who could understand the guilt and pain that came with watching your friends die. Tonight, my best friend and his father would die and that sent waves of different emotions through me.

      “Yeah, let’s do that,” I finally said. She smiled and stood on her tip toes to kiss me before taking me by the hand and leading me to her bedroom.

      After placing an order on DoorDash, we cuddled on the bed in silence at first. Her fingers idly ran through my hair as my head rested on her chest, my hand underneath her t-shirt and my thumb lightly caressed her still flat stomach. Though she wasn’t showing yet, the tight curves she had were slowly softening as her body prepared itself to grow our baby. Sometimes I felt as if our baby was the main reason I was able to pull this plan off to begin with. It was one thing to plan to kill my friends, but it was something else entirely when it was time to do the job. I thought it would get easier as I moved down my list, but it only got harder. And after seeing the baby on the ultrasound today, it motivated me to do what needed to be done. I wanted to be able to celebrate the fact that new life was on the way instead of constant death and grief. After tonight, I’d be free to live without being paranoid every time I was outside, free to love my girl, and free to prepare for the new chapter in my life.

      “What’s on your mind, handsome?” Sevyn finally murmured.

      “Everything and nothing.”

      Her hand stilled in my hair for a moment before she began to massage my scalp. If she kept on, I’d be asleep before the food even got here. “Are you thinking about tonight?”

      “Thinking about all of this shit.” I sighed and closed my eyes. “Sometimes it doesn’t even feel real. I’ve been dreading today ever since I started this fucking plan.”

      “I could tell.” She continued massaging my scalp. “You became more and more quiet and withdrawn after every kill. I knew it bothered you a lot after the first night.”

      My eyes burned with tears that I refused to let fall again. They didn’t deserve my sympathy or mourning. They’d left me for dead without a single thought, and it wasn’t something I could forget. It wasn’t something I could forgive.

      “If I’m being honest, I kind of wish I had the advice that your father gave you just now seven years ago.”

      Her fingers stilled again. “You heard that?”

      I nodded. “I should’ve just cut my losses and then just planned to not have them in my life once I graduated. At the end of the day, none of the shit I did fixed the original problem of my parents prioritizing my sister over me. My sister is dead, my mom disowned me when she found out the truth, and my dad and I don’t even talk.” A tear leaked out the corner of my eyes when I opened them again. “What the fuck was even the point in all that other than destroying everyone around me out of spite?”

      Sevyn was quiet for a long moment before she sighed softly. “Well, sometimes lessons have to be learned the hard way. While we can’t change what’s happened, we have control over what happens going forward. We all made bad decisions, ones we’ll have to carry with us for a long time.” She tilted my face up to meet her gaze. “We have a baby on the way, and we have a plan to start over together in California. Beating yourself up for what led us here won’t change anything that’s happened, so let’s focus on what we can control, which is our future.”

      I nodded. “You’re right,” I murmured. Her hand moved back to my hair.

      “You know what I’ve been thinking lately?”

      “What’s that?”

      “I think—whether the baby is a boy or girl—we should name it Logan,” she murmured. I couldn’t help but chuckle, imagining how excited my sister would’ve been when she learned she’d be an aunt and that we’d named it after her. She used to always joke about how important she was, saying that my first baby should be named after her and that I “had no excuse because her name was gender neutral.” But now it was fitting to name our first child after her. She lost her life because Sevyn and I made fucked up decisions, forever seventeen because I was angry and spiteful. She deserved to have her life honored and I’d spend the rest of my days trying to do that.

      “I think that’s perfect,” I said. “I’m sure she’s in heaven terribly dancing knowing that I’m going to name to name my kid after her after all.”

      Sevyn giggled. “She was such a bad dancer, but she always had so much fun with it that no one cared.” She was silent for a moment. “I really miss her.”

      “Me too,” I answered idly. “I think I’m going to go see my dad. Doesn’t feel right to leave Miami with bad blood between us.”

      “I think that’s a very mature decision. You may need him as you prepare for fatherhood.”

      A soft knock sounded on the door. “I have your food, Sevyn,” her dad called out on the other side of the door.

      “Thank god,” she said. I sat up to allow her to move, flopping onto my back and staring at the ceiling. Even though I had plans for everyone else, I still couldn’t think of a way for how I wanted to kill them. What kind of death was suitable for their kind of betrayal? Sevyn came back to bed with our wings. “For someone that claimed they were so hungry, you sure don’t seem excited that the food is here.”

      I grinned at her and sat up. “Still thinking about how I want to deal with Ryan and Frank.”

      “Which one is your friend?” she asked, opening her container of wings and biting into it with a satisfied sigh. “Oh my god, this is so good.”

      “You’ve never eaten lemon pepper wings?” I asked with a smirk.

      She playfully elbowed me in the side before taking another bite. “Oh hush and answer my question.”

      “Ryan. Frank is his dad.”

      “Honestly, it’s not shocking that he betrayed you,” she said with a shrug.

      I frowned. “The fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      “The entire time we were at the house and he was around, he exuded beta energy when he wanted to be alpha. Sometimes I’d notice him glaring at you or rolling his eyes. At first I thought it was because you guys might’ve had a fight, but now that I know what I know, it’s almost as if he had his own plan of overthrowing you.”

      I froze, the picture finally crystal clear. While he questioned me in the beginning, it didn’t take long for him to side with me and encourage me to get Sevyn on my side. It was all he needed to get the rest of the guys riled up enough to turn their backs on me. And as soon as he got the chance, he’d exaggerated the truth to his father and set me up to be killed. Paul’s words echoed in my head.

      “Ryan called his dad and told him you’d gone rogue.”

      It reminded me of all the other times we’d butted heads over leadership. Though it was his idea to create the Brotherhood of Vengeance, the guys chose me to lead them instead of him. I frowned when one particular thought occurred to me. When I first came up with the idea for Sevyn and her friends, as my best friend, Ryan was the first person I’d told. He didn’t think it was a good idea, saying it was too risky since one of the victims was the daughter of a high-profile couple. When I told him why and mentioned that Sevyn and I used to date, his entire opinion changed, even offering to talk to the other guys to get them on board for the “kill of the century.”

      This bastard had been stabbing me in the back for years and I was too blinded by trust and loyalty to realize it.

      “Babe?” Sevyn called out.

      I tightened my jaw as I closed my wings container. “I gotta go,” I mumbled.

      “What? Why?” She put her chicken wing down. “Did I say something wrong?”

      I leaned over and kissed her, lingering a little longer to make sure she knew we were good. “No. You’ve opened my eyes to something that can’t be ignored now. I’ll be back when this is finished.”

      “But what about your food?”

      “I’ll eat it when I come back,” I said and got off the bed. Her eyes followed me as I walked around to her side of the bed. She shifted and got onto her knees, hugging me when I approached her. I held her tight and breathed her in. Though I made bad decisions, I turned that around when I chose to save her life. When I chose to man up and not deny myself of her. When I killed the people that threatened to take her away from me. All of this was for her, for us, for her future because she deserved that. She’d never turned her back on me despite all of the shitty things I’d done to her, showing me what unconditional love and loyalty was.

      Her hand softly caressed the back of my neck. “I love you,” she whispered.

      I pulled back slightly to meet her gaze. “I love you too, pretty girl. It’s time to end this shit once and for all.”

      She pressed her lips to mine briefly before smiling up at me. “I’ll be waiting to celebrate when you come back tonight.” She smirked at me. “And you better come back.”

      I chuckled. “I will, babe. Promise.” She let go of me and went back to her wings.

      “There’s a high chance I may steal some of yours.”

      “As long as you’re feeding my baby, I don’t care.” I placed a final kiss on her forehead. “Make sure to get some rest. You’re going to need your energy tonight,” I murmured with a wink. She blushed and continued eating as I made my way out of the bedroom and closed the door behind me.

      It was fucking showtime now, a new fire burning within me as I made my way out of the house.

      Nyxin stood outside talking with one of the other men, his eyes falling on me when I approached.

      “What’s the move, little cousin?” he asked.

      “It’s time to prepare for tonight. Let’s get out of here,” I stated.

      “Oh fuck yeah. I hope we’re spilling a shit ton of blood tonight,” Nyxin said as he rubbed his hands together, following me to the SUV. A grin settled on my lips as my plan formulated in my mind. I knew just what I wanted to do with them. This week was about to end with a bloody bang.

      We went back to my storage unit, gathering everything we needed for tonight. The earlier sadness and guilt I’d felt previously had gone out the window, putting me back in my brutal element.

      “What the hell is this?” Josh asked. I looked over to him, seeing that he’d taken the electric collar from out of the box.

      “A collar that I repurposed. I’d originally built it to use on one of Sevyn’s friends, but it was a little faulty.”

      “What did it matter if it was faulty if they were going to die anyway?”

      I shrugged. “It posed a fire risk back then. But this time, I don’t care if the fucks catch fire.”

      “Well, we still have to consider the fact that we still don’t know where these assholes are.”

      “KC said they’re still in the Miami area. The only other place I can think of them being is this little hideout they have in the woods,” I said, the idea becoming more and more possible the longer I thought about it. “In fact, I think that’s exactly where they are. Frank used to take me and Ryan there when he taught us all the shit we knew now because it was so far from other people and pretty deep in the woods. I’m sure Frank thinks I forgot about that place, which is why he thinks it’s safe enough to stay in instead of leaving town.”

      “Then let’s hope he’s as dumb as you think he is so we can end this shit once and for all,” Nyxin said.

      And while I couldn’t agree more, dread slowly settled in the pit of my gut. When everything was said and done, I could only hope that Sevyn would be waiting for me at the finish line. Get over yourself. Your insecurities and bullshit is what got everyone into this situation, the logical part of me argued. I blew out a breath and continued focusing on the task at hand. She hadn’t given me a reason not to trust her, but with people turning on me, I couldn’t be too sure. I made a mental note to talk to her about things tomorrow, but for now, we had lots to do before the grand finale.

      “Oh, and before we head to their hideout, I need to make one more stop,” I said.

      Nyxin looked at me with a raised brow. “Where?”

      “My dad’s house.
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        * * *

      

      “Luther,” my father said in surprise, closing his car door and walking around to meet me. “I’m glad to see you.”

      I looked toward his house, seeing his new wife walking past the open living room window with their two daughters. “If it’s a bad time—”

      “No, no, please come in. Christine and the girls always ask about you. They’ll be glad to see you,” he said, waving for me to follow him. I tightened my jaw, both annoyed and confused as to why his new family gave a damn about me. I’d refused to meet his new wife and hadn’t bothered to meet their children, simply distancing myself once he and my mom were divorced.

      The moment he opened the front door of his home, the laughter and giggling that filled it made my chest ache. “Daddy’s home! Daddy’s home!” they both chanted as they bolted for the foyer, running into my father’s outstretched arms. He kissed the top of their heads as he hugged them. They turned their attention to me, big brown eyes curiously watching me as they shyly hid behind my dad. I couldn’t help but to think about my sister as I looked at them. Logan used to do the same thing when she was around their age, always shy and always hiding behind our dad’s leg when they were approached by someone she didn’t really know. Though they looked more like their mom than they did my dad, they had the same big brown eyes that my dad and Logan had, as if pieces of her were inside of them.

      “Girls, this is Luther,” he said, looking to me. I swallowed the ball of emotion down and gave them a small wave.

      “Our big brother?” the smaller one asked, to which my father nodded. She looked back to me with wide eyes. “Wow.”

      “Did your tattoos hurt?” the other one asked.

      “I bet he was brave.”

      “How many do you have?”

      “Is it true that you build killer robots?”

      “Can we see one? Please, please, please?”

      “Okay, okay, girls. Let’s calm down a little,” my father said as he smoothed his hands over their hair.

      I chuckled. “It’s fine.”

      He gestured to the small one. “This little one is Alyssa. Her favorite thing is asking lots of questions.”

      “But you said that’s how I can be smart like my brother!” she pouted. I looked to my father. It was disarming to know that despite our fucked up relationship, he’d told his daughters—my half sisters—so much about me. When he and my mom split, I’d been so angry at him for abandoning us, for making a new family as if we didn’t exist to him anymore. But he made sure his new family knew about me, and I was sure he’d told them about Logan if that was the case.

      “What’s all the commotion in—" Christine stopped and looked at me with surprise. “Luther! Hi! It’s so good to see you.”

      Once upon a time, I used to think she was the woman who broke our family apart. I’d thought it was fucked up how my dad could ask for a divorce and then flaunt his new relationship in my mom’s face while she was grieving. Even though I learned they’d been on the rocks well before Logan died, it didn’t lessen the anger I’d felt toward her back then. But I could kind of see why he did what he’d done back then. If I’d lost my daughter, my son hated me, and my marriage was pretty much dead, I’d leave, too. They’d only stayed together because of Logan, deciding they’d go their separate ways when she graduated from high school. But grief separated all of us, causing even more damage than a simple divorce would have if Logan were still alive.

      I gave her a small smile as I put my hands in my pockets. “Hi, Christine.”

      “Honey, could you take the girls to another room? Luther and I need to have a talk,” my father said.

      “Sure. Dinner will be ready soon.” She looked at me. “You should join us, Luther.”

      “I’m not here for very long. My girlfriend isn’t feeling well, so I have to get back to her soon,” I lied, rubbing the back of my neck.

      She smiled. “Well, just know the invitation never expires,” she said before holding her hands out to the girls. “Come on, girls. Let’s finish things up in the kitchen.”

      My father gestured for me to follow him to the living room. I glanced around at the family photos of them and couldn’t help but to feel a little sad at how happy he seemed with his new life while he’d left my mom and I in emotional hell by ourselves. “They seem to know a lot of about me,” I said idly, stopping in front of a glass memorial frame with Logan’s picture that sat on the mantel piece.

      “Why wouldn’t they?”

      I turned my eyes from my sister’s smiling face and shrugged. “Our relationship has been pretty fucked up, don’t you think?”

      He sighed deeply and sat on the couch. “Our current relationship doesn’t change the fact that you’re my son, Luther. Even if you decided to never speak to me again, I’d still tell my daughters about you.”

      “I see.” I turned my back to him and released a long breath.

      “I’m glad to see that you’ve recovered. I haven’t seen you since you were in the hospital” he continued. “How are you feeling?”

      “Almost back to normal. The cast was removed about a week ago, so it’s still some soreness if I move my forearm a certain way,” I said, automatically turning my lower arm. “I, um, wanted to talk to you because I don’t want to leave Miami and there still be bad blood between us.”

      He was quiet for a moment. “When are you leaving?’

      “In a few days or so.”

      “I see.” He cleared his throat. “I just want to understand how we even got to this point. You’d resented me long before your sister’s passing.”

      “Because you were never there and constantly put work over your family,” I replied, my voice flat.

      He pursed his lips as he clasped his hands in front of him. “Even when I was there, Luther, you hardly said anything to me unless you were asking for something. When I offered to do things with you, you’d take a raincheck. When I asked about school or your robots, you didn’t want to talk about that. You asked your mother to come to your robot tournament and even though I was there, you didn’t ask me. You never included me in anything.” His shoulders sagged a little. “Because I didn’t want to distract you or make you upset with my presence, I watched it on livestream. Was so proud when you won, but I could see that you were upset that your mom wasn’t there.”

      He’d seen it? I folded my arms across my chest. “You never said anything about seeing it.”

      He shrugged. “You didn’t come home that night and I had to fly to Boston for work early the next morning.”

      I sighed inwardly. Instead of going home that night, I’d gone to Sevyn’s to vent about my mom not being there. I’d spent years chasing my mother in hopes of her noticing me while ignoring my father just because he worked too much. My mother was more focused on Logan while my dad supported me in the shadows, simply because I was an asshole.

      “You could’ve always said something,” I finally said.

      He smirked at me. “Like you also could’ve?”

      “Apparently communication isn’t my strong suit,” I said with a chuckle. “I’ve been learning that with Sevyn.”

      “So, you’re really dating her,” he asked.

      I chose my next words carefully, not knowing if he meant recently or before all this shit happened. “Yeah.”

      His brows furrowed as if in deep thought, which made me shift anxiously since I already knew where this conversation was going. “After your mother died, I went to the house to pack up the important things.” He cleared his throat. “I found the letter that Sevyn wrote.”

      My body grew tense. My mind immediately tried to think of a way to pin the letter on my mom, but Sevyn had addressed it to me. When I didn’t say anything, he continued.

      “I don’t blame you for what you did, Luther. You got justice for our family when the system failed us. I just…I just want to know why you threw your mom under the bus.”

      I scoffed and shook my head. “If I told you the truth, you wouldn’t believe me anyway,” I mumbled.”

      “Try me.”

      I narrowed my gaze at him and frowned, studying him for a few moments as he held my gaze. “First, she asked me to do that. I’d come home from school because she wasn’t responding to calls or texts and she was a mess. She was in the living room in the dark, surrounded my pictures of Logan and just sobbing. She asked me to take care of them and I wanted to help her get through her grief, so I did.” I sighed deeply. “When I had Sevyn, she wrote that note, figuring that she’d rather tell me why she did what she did before it was her turn. I knew Mom would want to know why, so I took the letter to her.”

      “It was hard to read your involvement,” he murmured. “What did your mom say?”

      I fought against the memories of that conversation, not wanting to experience the emotions of them again in front of my father. “She asked me about Logan’s phone call to me since I was the last person she’d call.”

      “You said she sounded normal.” He frowned. “Or was that not the truth?”

      “She was upset, telling me that ever since I’d broken up with Sevyn, Sevyn and her friends were making her life hell.” I looked down at the floor. “She told me that she’d wanted to kill herself. I thought she was being dramatic, so I was an asshole to her about it.” I sighed. “When I told Mom that, she basically kicked me out of her house and told me that I was dead to her. Then she tried to shoot me and…yeah.”

      He was quiet for a long time, so long that I thought a repeat of the conversation with my mom was about to happen. My shoulders grew tense as I awaited the inevitable, but he sighed and shook his head.

      “Your mother wasn’t the same after Logan died. After the trial, she was obsessed with the Langdons and always saying how they should get a dose of their own medicine, to see what it felt like to lose a child.” He bowed his head. “I didn’t want to believe it at first, but it fits the woman that your mother became after that.”

      “If you had the letter and knew that I was behind on the murders, why didn’t you turn it over to the police?” I asked, curious to see what his answer was.

      “Because you did what the justice system couldn’t,” he said with no hesitation.

      “Where’s the letter now?”

      “Gone, along with the rest of the house.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him as his words settled into my mind. “Wait, you were the one who burned the house down?!”

      He nodded solemnly. “After I found the letter, I didn’t know what else she might’ve had stashed around the house that would’ve incriminated you. Since you named her as the person behind this, it was only a matter of time before they searched the house for evidence.”

      “But—"

      “I got all the important things out of the house. Pictures, Logan’s things, some of your mom’s things. I put them in a storage unit for safe keeping in the event that you wanted some of them.”

      I fought the urge to laugh as I processed everything we’d talked about. I couldn’t wait to tell Sevyn about this shit. It was constantly proven that she and I were so much alike, craving love and attention from our mothers because of absent and busy fathers. Meanwhile, our fathers were the ones protecting us all along, the ones who loved and supported us all along, and the ones who always had our best interests when we thought they didn’t.

      “Thank you,” I finally said.

      He stood and walked over to me, wrapping me in a firm hug. It was awkward at first, as I hadn’t hugged this man in years. But it was nice being able to still connect to my father and knowing that I had him in my corner as I prepared to become a father myself. “You’re my son, Luther. Whether we talk or not, I will always care about what happens to you. If I’m able to help, I’ll do whatever I have to in order to help you.”

      “I appreciate that. Truly,” I said.

      He gestured to me. “Well, are you going to continue standing or are you too old to sit next to your old man?” he joked.

      I chuckled as we went back over to the couch and took a seat. “I have some news for you,” I started.

      “What’s that?”

      I pulled the ultrasound pictures from my pocket and handed them to him. “Sevyn’s pregnant.”

      He looked at the pictures in awe and smiled. “So, you’re finally making me a grandpa. I thought I’d have to wait until the girls were old enough before this happened.” After a while, he handed the pictures back to me. “When is she due?”

      “February 12th. She’s seven and a half weeks right now.”

      “Are you sure it’s—“

      “Yeah,” I said, dropping my gaze to the rug on the floor. “It happened when I had her.”

      “Ah. And she’s keeping it?”

      “She hasn’t said anything different.”

      He handed the pictures back to me. “Well, I’m a little disappointed that you’re moving soon after learning news like this. Where are you off to?”

      “California. Landed a new job.”

      He let out a low whistle. “That’s pretty far.”

      “You can always come to visit, Dad,” I said with a smirk. He looked at me with wide eyes before he smiled. “What?”

      “It’s been a long time since I’ve heard that come out of your mouth. You’ve called me Oliver for years,” he said with a smirk.

      I shrugged. “We’re trying to turn over a new leaf, right?”

      “Indeed we are,” he said. “So, are you ready for fatherhood?”

      I sighed, keeping my gaze low. “I don’t know, to be honest. I’m worried I may fuck things up with this kid, fuck things up with Sevyn…” I ran a hand through my hair. “I just don’t know if I’ll be good at that kind of shit.”

      “Hmm…” He rubbed his chin for a few moments. “Are you worried about whether or not you’ll make a good father or are you more concerned about whether or not you’ll meet Sevyn’s expectations once this baby gets here?”

      “I guess it’s a combination of both,” I murmured. “Sevyn says that she thinks I’ll be a great father because I’ll love my kid the way I wished I’d been when I was younger. But with Sevyn coming from the lifestyle that she does, I don’t think love alone will be enough for her or the baby.”

      “I think you have to give her more credit, Luther. She dated you all those years ago and now you two are back together somehow. She’s known your financial situation since you guys were kids, so I think she’s aware of what she’s getting into.”

      “Yeah, I know. It’s just this underlying worry that I feel in my gut that I can’t shake off.”

      “Is she moving to California with you?”

      “She says she is.”

      “You know, Luther, you have a habit of always planning for the worst. No matter what you’re doing, whether it’s building a robot or life things, you’re always thinking of things to compensate for failed ideas. Sometimes, everything can’t be figured out with logic. Sometimes, all you need is trust, both in yourself and your abilities as well as in her.”

      “Because things usually fail.”

      “That’s because you already expect them to.” He turned a little to face me. “Relationships are different from things that require logic. If the two of you are happy and if she says she wants to be with you, you have to believe her until she gives you a reason not to.”

      “But she…” I couldn’t even finish my sentence. I’d broken up with her because of my own doubts and insecurities. All of our problems back then and now was because I’d assumed the worst and never fully trusted her, despite her not giving me a reason to. “I guess you’re right.”

      “Just give it a chance. And who knows? Maybe California will be a new start you both need after everything that’s happened.”

      “That’s what she said.”

      “Then she sounds like a smart woman you should listen to,” he said as he smirked at me.

      I grinned. “I guess so.”

      “I wish you could stay for dinner. Christine and the girls would love to have you,” he said on a sigh.

      “Unfortunately, I have two more people to deal with so that Sevyn and my kid can be safe,” I murmured, keeping my voice low.

      “Then do what you have to do, son. Hopefully, I’ll be able to see you before you leave for California.” We both stood and he walked me to the door. “Be safe out there.”

      “I’m sure I will be,” I said as I opened the door. “I’ve had some help.”

      My father squinted at the SUV, frowning. “Is that—"

      “Uncle Ollie! Long time, no see!” Nyxin called from the car.

      My father sighed deeply and lifted his hand in a slight wave. “Nathan,” he said.

      I chuckled. “He’s not that bad.”

      “If he’s helping you the way I think he is, then I see he’s still a menace,” he mumbled. “He still in the mafia?”

      “Yep.”

      “I hope he’s not getting you wrangled into that.”

      “No, Dad. The job is for a mechanical engineer. I have a baby on the way; I’m not trying to get myself into shit that I’m literally getting out of now.”

      “Smart man,” he said as he clapped me on the back. “I won’t hold you guys up then.”

      “Give Christine and the girls my regards. Sorry I couldn’t stay longer.”

      “They’ll understand.”

      I stepped out onto the porch and looked back at him. “Thanks for the talk. I needed that more than I realized.”

      “If you come around more often, there’ll be plenty more where that came from,” he said with a grin.

      I chuckled. “I’ll keep that in mind. Later, Dad.”

      He lifted his hand in a parting wave as I walked back to the SUV. It was as if the weight I’d carried for years that crushed my chest had lightened a good bit. I knew that our relationship wouldn’t be fixed overnight, as it didn’t break down over night. But our meeting today was promising.

      “I almost thought I had to go in there and pull you out,” Nyxin said when I got back in the car.

      “Had to talk to him about some shit.”

      Nyxin looked at my dad and waved. “Have a good one, Uncle Ollie!”

      “Bye, Nathan,” my father said and closed the door.

      “Fuck you, Uncle Ollie,” Nyxin said, giving the closed door the finger before we pulled off. “That man is still a fucking dick.”

      I grinned. “Some things never change, you know.”
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        * * *

      

      “You got a visual?” I asked Josh, who lay on the ground next to me. He slapped the back of his neck for the fifth time in the last fifteen minutes.

      “Yeah, along with a million fucking mosquito bites,” he mumbled.

      I smirked. “I told you to put on bug spray and try to cover up as much as possible. Miami’s mosquitos are fucking relentless.”

      “Yeah, I’m aware of that now, asshole.”

      “Hey, don’t get mad at me just because the mosquitos are as focused on you as the hyenas in The Lion King were focused on Pumba,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Nyxin is bad, but now we’re going to have Nyxin 2.0 around pretty soon. May have to off myself just to get away from you two fucks.”

      “I’m literally not that bad.”

      “You’re right. You’re damn near worse,” he said as a Jeep finally rolled up to the house, adrenaline rushing through my veins. “What are in these darts anyway?”

      It was only a little Versed, as I needed them incapacitated but not completely knocked out. But no one needed to know that. The only thing we needed to focus on was making sure that we didn’t miss our shot when the time came.

      “Shut up, shut up, someone’s here,” I whispered, lowering my head. Though we were cast in the dark shadows of the forest and wearing all black, I didn’t want to risk being seen or heard. We watched in silence as the Jeep came to a stop in front of the house and sat for a moment before the headlights went out when they turned the car off. My finger flexed on the trigger of the tranquilizer gun, anxious to get this party started as I watched the two men who ruined my life get out of the car.

      “You ready?” Josh whispered.

      “Wait a second. Need to make sure we have clear shots. We’ll hit them when they’re on the porch since the light is on.”

      “You got it.”

      It felt as if time was moving in slow motion, every second crawling by excruciatingly slow as we watched them take bags of groceries from the back of the Jeep. They’d planned to be here for a while, probably thinking that I’d forgotten about this place even though I’d accompanied them here two or three times in the earlier years so Frank could teach Ryan and I the things he knew about getting away with murder. I had to give it to them though. KC had a hard time tracking their exact location but when he told me they were at least still in Miami, I knew exactly where they’d gone.

      “Okay, get ready,” I said under my breath as they walked up the steps. “One…” They made their way to the front door. “Two…” Frank put the groceries he held down and fished the keys out of his pocket, putting it into the door. “Three!”

      Josh and I fired at the same time, darts hitting Ryan and Frank before they could even decipher what the noise was coming from the forest. They’d both had similar reactions, pulling out the dart that pierced them to see what hit them before falling to the porch with a thud. Nyxin and the other guys emerged from the shadows, walking toward the house as Josh and I got up.

      “Looks like it’s showtime,” I said and jogged over to the others.

      Nyxin tossed me a duffle bag when I approached him. “Suit up before you go inside,” he said, him and the other guys wearing ski masks, gloves, and protective coverings on their shoes. I pulled out the white disposal coveralls, gloves, and shoe covers and put them on. Even as I zipped it up and tried to mentally prepare myself for what I was about to do, a part of me couldn’t help but to still be a little hurt. I was about to kill my best friend of eight years and his father, who taught me everything that made me the killer I was today. But as Sevyn reminded me of today, Ryan had been against me for a while. The sadness and underlying guilt I’d felt was for the friend that I thought I knew, not the person he turned out to be.

      Ryan looked up at me with glassy eyes, trying to stand to his feet before falling onto his knees again. “Luther?” he slurred.

      I stared down at him and tightened my jaw. This is the same man that tried to have you killed. Fuck everything that comes out of his mouth, the voice in my head reminded me.

      “Get them tied up in the house,” I mumbled. The guys quickly went to work, leaving Nyxin and I on the porch.

      “The sooner you stop reflecting, the sooner you get your life back, man,” Nyxin said, clapping me on the shoulder and shaking me slightly. I nodded and pushed the thoughts aside. “I know this will probably be the hardest kill for you this week, but just remember that you’re trying to get your life back.”

      As well as Sevyn’s and my kid’s, I thought before I sighed. “You’re right. Let’s do this then.”

      The men put Ryan and his father in chairs and tied them up as Josh joined us with the bag that held what I’d need. “Gas is on the porch. Figured you’d want that little bit to be a surprise,” he said and handed me a duffle bag.”

      “That’s fine. Once I get these collars on them, we can wake them up. Where’s KC?”

      “He never comes inside for things like this. He does all his nerd shit from the car,” Nyxin answered in passing.

      “Fair enough. As long as he’s still working,” I said with a shrug. I secured the collars around Ryan and Frank’s neck, both anxious and excited to execute my plan.

      “You…son of a…bitch,” Frank said, his words slurring as I secured his collar.

      “Hey to you, too, Frank,” I said with a grin. “I hope this collar isn’t too tight for you. I’d hate to suffocate you before I’m ready for you to die.”

      Though they were prepped, I still had to wait at least an hour and a half before I could even start with their torture. They wouldn’t feel much pain with the Versed in their system, and I wanted them to feel everything they had coming to them, especially when I enacted what I had planned for Ryan.

      “So, what now?” Josh asked once Ryan and Frank were secured.

      “Let’s give them at least an hour. I want them to be more alert than this,” I said, gesturing to the men.

      Josh rolled his eyes. “If I would’ve known that, I would’ve brought something to snack on,” he mumbled.

      “Didn’t you see all those groceries on the porch?” Nyxin asked as he thumbed over his shoulder. “It’s not like these fucks are going to need them pretty soon.”

      “That’s probably the best thing you’ve said all day,” Josh said and headed back to the porch.

      “I’m going to go talk to KC for a minute,” I said.

      KC was typing away on his keyboard when I opened the backdoor to the SUV he was in. “What’s up?” he asked without looking up.

      I slid onto the backseat and shut the door. “I wanted to talk to you about the final message to the cop. Pulling my phone out, I opened my notes and Airdropped him the note I wanted to send him “This time when you send it, I want it to come from this location exactly, but not until we’re finished. Once McMarren gets this, he’s going to come with sirens blasting.”

      KC’s eyes scanned over the note before he nodded. “Cool. When you’re ready to send it, just text me a thumbs up.”

      “Will do,” I said and looked at his screen. “What are you doing now?”

      “Keeping the cameras inside on a fluid loop. The loop starts for the outside cameras when they went into the house earlier in the day. When the sun started setting, I started a new loop to keep the real time events consistent with the loops.”

      I shook my head, impressed with his level of skill. Though Paul was good at hacking, he could never hack on this level. “I’m surprised the government isn’t using your skill, man.”

      “I used to work for the government until shit went bad.”

      “Went bad?” I raised an eyebrow as my curiosity got the best of me. “How so?”

      “That’s not something I want to talk about with someone I barely know,” he said, turning his hard gaze to me. I held my hands up in mock surrender.

      “Hey, I won’t pressure you, man. I was just curious,” I said, just as I heard yelling from the porch. I looked out of the window to see Nyxin standing in the doorway looking at the SUV KC and I sat in. I opened the door and got out of the car. “What?”

      “The dad is a lot more alert than his son, so you may wanna come in here!” he called out. “If he calls me a long-haired pussy one more time, I’m just gonna pump him full of lead and call it a night.”

      I sighed and looked back to KC. “I’ll give you the heads up when I’m ready.”

      “You got it,” he replied and went back to work. I closed the door and rushed over to Nyxin, Frank’s voice sounding the minute I hit the porch.

      “Where’s that fucking coward?!” he bellowed. “Is he too much of a pussy to kill me himself? Huh? COME SHOW YOUR FUCKING FACE, YOU COWARD BASTARD!”

      “You and I both know that ‘coward’ has never been a word used when describing me, Frankie,” I said with a light sigh. “Besides, I don’t know why you’re so damn angry. You knew this was coming. I’m sure you’ve seen what happened to all your bitch ass Collective fucks.”

      “You have some fucking nerve to think you’re entitled to this after what you did!” he sneered.

      “After what I did?” I put my hands in the pockets of my coveralls. “What exactly did I do, Frank?”

      “You let the girl go and went against your brotherhood, putting everybody at risk.”

      “Is that what Ryan said? That I purposely let Sevyn go?”

      “Well, after she wrote some letter, you started showing favoritism toward the bitch—"

      I pressed the button on the remote in my left pocket, tilting my head to the side as Frank jerked in his chair as I electrocuted him. After a couple moments, I released the button. “Let’s get one thing perfectly clear here: don’t disrespect my girl.” He glared at me as if he wanted to say something, but he kept his mouth shut, panting. “Glad we’re on the same page now. To correct your previous statement, I didn’t let her go. She managed to escape while I was killing someone else. Whatever Ryan said to exaggerate the situation was just that—an exaggeration.”

      “You calling my son a liar?” he sneered.

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah…yeah, I think that would qualify as calling him a fucking liar because he is one,” I replied slowly.

      “You won’t get away with this shit!”

      “Oh, Frank; I already have,” I said and smiled as Ryan moaned behind me.

      “Ugh…what…what the fuck, Luther?” he said as he pulled against the restraints that bound him to the chair.

      “Ah, so glad you could join us, Ryan,” I said as I turned to him. “Frankie and I were just talking about some of the lies you told. Care to elaborate on any of them?”

      He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head before opening them again. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      I chuckled. “Now he doesn’t know what I’m talking about.” I turned to the guys who stood around the living room. “He doesn’t know what I’m talking about!”

      “Because I fucking don’t. I didn’t tell any lies!”

      “I’d rethink your words, Ryan. I talked to Paul before his demise and he told me some interesting things,” I said with a slight shrug.

      “Paul was a fucking liar. He probably said anything that he thought would help him.”

      “So, you didn’t tell your dad that I’d gone rogue and needed to be dealt with?”

      “I told you what the plan was—"

      “Yeah, which was them roughing me up to look like a victim.” I pointed at Frank. “But I think daddio didn’t get the memo because after beating me up and stabbing me, he would’ve doused me in gas and lit me on fire. That plan sounds like someone trying to eliminate me, not to make me look like a victim.”

      “That has nothing to do with me,” Ryan said with a shrug. The way that he was so nonchalant about the whole situation pissed me off severely. He wasn’t even apologetic about what happened, maintaining that he’d done what he’d told me they’d do and that he had no part in the brutality that The Collective displayed with me.

      “Nothing to do with you. Got it,” I said with a nod.” Well, I want to play a little game. You’re familiar with this game, Ryan, so I’m sure you already know how this is going to go.”

      “You’re the one who betrayed us!” Ryan bellowed, jerking at his restraints.

      “No…no, I most definitely remember all you fucks turning on me, kicking me out of the brotherhood, and then sending your dad to get rid of me,” I said as I stroked my chin. “That is what I call betrayal.”

      “You let the girl go, Luther—"

      “If you say that shit one more time when you know damn well that’s not what happened, I swear to fucking god I’ll gut you like a fucking fish,” I growled, gaining my composure after a few moments. “Actually, let’s get on with the game. How about we play Paying Luther’s Price for old time’s sake?”

      He glared at me. “You expect me to believe you didn’t turn your back on us when you didn’t hesitate in killing the others.”

      “Why should I hesitate when you all wanted me dead?” I shrugged. “Did you think I was going to allow that to happen and not retaliate if I survived?” I looked between him and Frank. “If so, you’re both as delusional as you are stupid.”

      “I’ll show you stupid if I wasn’t tied up, you fucker,” Frank barked.

      “Oh wait.” I put a finger on my chin. “You fucks didn’t see me as a threat because you thought I was working alone. The fact that you guys didn’t even try to leave Miami was pretty telling.” Neither of them said a word as I grinned and turned to Ryan. “You should know me better than that. I always have a plan B.”

      Frank scoffed and looked around at the men posted around the room. “What, did you pay a bunch of fucking homeless people to help you with this half-cocked plan?”

      I smiled and shook my head. “Oh, them?” I thumbed over my shoulder. “Oh no, they’re not homeless. They’re a part of the mafia, and they specialize in shit like this. You know, killing people and making sure we don’t leave a shred of evidence.”

      Nyxin hit Frank on the side of the head with the butt of his gun.

      “What the fuck was that for?!” Ryan exclaimed.

      Nyxin ignored him, his eyes still on Frank. “One more disrespectful outburst from you and I’ll deal with you myself,” he ground out.

      “Anyway, let’s get this game started,” I said, focusing my attention back to Ryan. “Let’s see what the cost of betrayal is, shall we? Hmm…” I stroked my chin, sliding my gaze to the ceiling. “Add that in, add in the fact that you’re a traitorous dick…carry the one…ah, I got it. The cost of your betrayal is your life. Now, it’s time to pay up, fucker.”

      “What, do you expect me to beg you to spare my life?” Ryan asked with a cocked brow. I grinned and shook my head.

      “All the begging in the world wouldn’t make me change my mind. I do want to know one thing, though. What was the overall plan? Was it to give the guys a reason to turn on me so you could take over the brotherhood?”

      “I should’ve been in charge of it to begin with!” he bellowed, his face turning red. “It was my fucking idea in the first place and you just swooped in and took it.”

      “I didn’t take anything. The guys voted me as the leader.” I tightened my jaw. “All I asked was for you guys to trust me. I would’ve fixed it somehow. But now…all of you are about to be dead and I’m going to get away with it because I trusted my now girlfriend, like I asked you assholes to do. You only have yourself to blame for this one.”

      “Don’t you lay a fucking hand on my son!” Frank snapped.

      “Oh, I’m not laying a hand on your son, Frank,” I said and then gestured to the men that were holding metal bats. “They are.”

      “I swear to fucking god—"

      “What? What the fuck could you possibly do but watch while you’re tied to a chair with two guns trained on you?” I asked, annoyance filtering through my voice. “Besides, I’m only dishing out the karma that you deserved. An eye for an eye and all that. Everything you did to me—except the stabbing—is what’s going to happen to Ryan. But unlike me, I promise you he won’t survive.”

      “No!” Frank exclaimed, rocking back and forth in his chair so violently that he nearly tipped over. Nyxin put him in a headlock, forcing him to watch as seven other men surrounded Ryan. “Don’t fucking touch him!”

      “Hold on a second. Let’s make this fair.” I walked over to Ryan and undid the rope that bound him. “I wasn’t restrained when I was attacked, so let’s give him the same odds I had.”

      The moment he stood up, he tried to make a beeline for the door but was stopped when one of the guys swung and hit him in the stomach with a bat, knocking the wind out of him.

      “Ouch. That looked like it hurt, man,” I said, grabbing a handful of popcorn from an open bag of white cheddar popcorn. I tried to use the popcorn as a distraction so that I wouldn’t grind my teeth, Ryan’s attack reminding me so much of my own. Phantom pains lit up in the areas that’d been hit with bats, pipes, and crowbars with each hit Ryan took, the stomp of boot prints causing my ribs to throb with a dull ache even though they’d been healed for a couple of weeks now. I remembered the cold stares that looked down at me, none of them saying a word as they beat and stomped the life out of me. I cut my eyes at Frank, who screamed for them to stop as Ryan was curled up on the floor, trying to protect his head. His last words to me during the attack echoed in my mind, the pain of his betrayal settling deep in my bones when he’d told me Ryan should’ve been in charge and that he’d come back to finish the job later. I would’ve put my life on the line for these men if they’d asked me to; meanwhile, they’d kill me the first opportunity they got as long as they could get everyone else on board with the idea.

      I whistled and held my hand up. “I don’t want him dead just yet.”

      They stepped away from him and Ryan coughed up blood before rolling onto his back, panting. He glared up at me from his eye that wasn’t swollen, his gaze following the pocketknife I’d taken out of my pocket. I reached down and pulled his collar off, slightly disappointed that I hadn’t even been able to electrocute him. “What the fuck are you doing? We’re supposed to be brothers,” he forced out, pain squeezing his voice.

      I nodded. “Yeah…we were until you sent The Collective to kill me. Now it’s just me.”

      “But I can explain—"

      “I don’t care about an explanation anymore, Ryan. As my best friend, I never expected this shit from you or your father.” I looked to Frank. You literally taught me everything I know. I practically looked to you as a father figure, respected the hell out of you. But because your son accused me of something, you didn’t even bother to see if it were true. You didn’t even consider trying to talk to me. You just went straight to wanting to kill me.” I turned back to Ryan. “So I don’t want to hear any fucking explanations. All I want to hear from you is you gurgling on your own blood.”

      “Luther, wait—"

      But I slit his throat before he could utter another word. Sounds faded out around me, Frank’s screams of grief sounding like whispers as my hearing tunneled. The sound of my heartbeat pulsed through my ears as I stared down at Ryan bleeding out, his swollen eyes wide as he stared up at me. Tears threatened to burn my eyes as his mouth opened and closed while he struggled to breath. “You should’ve picked the right side, Ryan,” I murmured. “If you’d done that, we would’ve made it out of this shit alive. All of us would have.”

      The sounds filtered back in when I turned to face Frank. He jerked and rocked in his chair, tears of anguish and grief streaking his face as he called out for Ryan. I put a finger to my lips and didn’t say anything, simply waiting for him to shut the fuck up.

      “You fucking bastard! I’ll fucking kill you, you fucking dickhead!” he bellowed, spittle flying from his mouth as he tried to jerk out of Nyxin and Josh’s grip.

      “If you could shut up, we can continue,” I said. He glared at me with wet eyes.

      “I’m fucking done talking to you,” he growled.

      I shrugged. “I’m fine with that.” I sighed deeply and shook my head. “Got bad news for ya, Frank. Looks like your loyalty payment was declined. Now, I gotta cancel your life subscription.”

      “You’d be nothing without me and you know it!”

      “Yeah. And I appreciate everything you’ve taught me to make me the killer that I am. Everything I’ve done up until this point has been thanks to your lessons and guiding hand. But had the police not come when they did, you would’ve burned me alive with no hesitation. It’s hard to forgive something like that Frank.”

      “What did you expect a father to do?!” he exclaimed. “What did you expect me to do when my son calls me and tells me you let a girl escape, the girl who could ruin everything we worked our asses off simply because you were so set on saving her after she wrote a fucking letter! She was the reason that whole plan went into action to begin with, and you fucking let her go!”

      “Because I wasn’t completely innocent either and it would’ve made me hypocritical to have killed her.” I cocked my head to the side. “Did Ryan ever tell you what was in the letter?”

      “He gave me the gist of it, but I don’t give a damn about the letter. You know we don’t let anyone go.”

      “She made her kill and secured her way to freedom.”

      “Then why did she run?”

      I shrugged. “The reason that any victim would run.” I looked over my shoulder, gesturing to the man that held my shotgun in their hand. He brought it over to me and walked away. I put it on the coffee table in front of Frank. “Let’s play one last game, Frank. Like I told you, I considered you a father figure to me and I want to give you a chance. You were simply trying to protect your son. With my own child on the way, I can understand the desire to protect those you love.”

      “What the fuck are you getting at?”

      “That shotgun there has one shell in it. At this point, we’re even; you tried to kill me and I killed your son. Now, you can take that shot gun and shoot me and end all of this shit. Or we can call everything even, I’ll move across country, and you’ll never hear from me again.”

      “You can’t be fucking serious,” Nyxin said, his voice flat. “I didn’t put my neck on the line for you with Bennett just for you to potentially get yourself killed.”

      “I know what I’m doing, Nyx. I’m sure Frank will make the right decision,” I said. If looks could kill, I’d be dead ten times over. Anger swirled in his irises as he stared me down. “Josh, cut him loose.”

      Josh hesitated for a moment before he released Frank’s binds. Frank grabbed the shotgun in a flash, aiming it directly at my chest. “I knew you were trouble the moment I met you,” he ground out. “I knew you were trouble, but you had so much fucking potential if I could smooth out your rough edges. I made you who you are, and this is the fucking thanks I get?”

      “This is a result of your own actions, Frank. Everything has consequences.” I looked at my watch. “So, what’s it gonna be? You gonna kill me and take me to hell with you or are you gonna be the smart man I know you are and put the gun down and walk out of that front door as a free man?”

      “Fucking unreal,” Nyxin mumbled. He and Josh moved to stand in front of Frank, their guns trained on him. Frank eyed them briefly, his finger flexing on the trigger.

      “I already know I’m not going to make it out of the front door so if I’m dying, I’m fucking taking you with me,” he said and squeezed the trigger.

      Everything was silent for a moment, a solid thud hitting the floor. “What in the entire fuck?” Nyxin exclaimed. “What the fuck did he do?”

      I stood to my feet and looked down at the gaping hole in the middle of Frank’s face. “He chose wrong,” I simply said, which I’d already counted on. It was so easy to make a shotgun misfire if you tinkered with the inside of it and loaded it backwards. I was counting on him to shoot me, already knowing the gun would misfire and send the bullet backwards, hitting him instead of me. And the ironic part about that entire situation? He was the one who taught me that, saying that it would rule the death a tragic accident instead of a murder if you did it right. Despite all that he’d taught me, he’d ended up falling on his own sword, the mentee besting the mentor.

      The weight on my chest and shoulders lightened as realization dawned on me. All of this shit was officially over. Two months ago, I had no idea how I was going to manage all the bodies I’d accumulated this week. I was defeated, broken, alone—at least until Sevyn came to my rescue. People came to my aid, helping me get through the most emotionally draining week I’d ever had in my life, and we’d made it to the end. I almost wanted to collapse in grief, but there was no time for that. There were a couple more things we needed to do before we left.

      “I need one of you to pour gas on Ryan’s body—and just his,” I said, using the last of my adrenaline to finalize this scene. “KC didn’t include them leaving or returning with groceries in the loops he set up, so we’re gonna have to put these groceries away and make it look as if they aren’t all brand new. Let’s be quick about it.”

      We all quickly worked to get the groceries away. We’d poured out milk and juices until they were either halfway or nearly gone, we took out lunch meat and fruit, putting them in one of the plastic bags the groceries were in to throw out later. We did the same thing to some of the frozen foods and put the meats in the freezer before turning the freezer to a warmer temperature. Once I was satisfied with how things looked, I gave KC the signal and dismissed everyone else, taking a box of matches from Nyxin as he passed me. Tears burned my eyes the minute I was alone, my gaze moving from Frank’s body to Ryan’s.

      “It shouldn’t have been like this,” I murmured. “We were supposed to have grown stronger from this.” I struck a match as a single tear rolled down my cheek. “Sorry it had to be you.”

      I dropped the match on his chest, watching as his entire body lit up with flames. As bad as I wanted to stay to mourn all I’d lost this week, the cops would be here soon. With a final look at their bodies, I turned and headed for the door, locking the bottom lock and closing the door behind me.

      “Go ahead and take off the coveralls so I can bag them,” Nyxin said. “But don’t take the booties off until you’re in the car.”

      I moved on autopilot, removing the coveralls and handing them to him before getting into the passenger seat and pulling the booties off. He took them and stuffed them into a plastic bag that he tossed in the back of the SUV. We were the last to leave, Josh riding with the others to dispose of some other things.

      “Everything cool?” Nyxin asked when he got into the driver’s seat.

      “Yeah.”

      “For a man that has his freedom back, you don’t really seem too enthusiastic.”

      I sighed inwardly. “It’s just been a long fucking week. I’m just glad it’s over.”

      I watched the house in the side mirror as we pulled away, the fire from Ryan’s body appearing faint in the window that moved further and further away. When I could no longer see the house, I rested my head on the headrest and closed my eyes, exhaling slowly as I forced the tension out of my body. After a moment of silence, I turned to look at Nyxin.

      “I really do appreciate your help. Thanks.”

      “No thanks needed. Being able to tell you ‘I told you so’ at every turn has been so satisfying,” he said, shaking his head disapprovingly. “I told you not to trust those fucks with something like that but nooooo! Boy genius had it all figured out! ‘They’re my best friends,’” he mimicked in a high voice.

      I grinned and rolled my eyes, focusing on the dark woods outside of the window and we made our way back to the city as he continued to bitch. Multiple police cars passed us with their sirens on as we got closer to the city, no doubt heading to our last crime scene.

      “Anyway, are you going back to the house with me or do you need to go to Sevyn’s?” Nyxin asked when he was done complaining. I blinked, noticing that we were finally back in the city limits.

      “I promised Sevyn I’d be back tonight. She and I need to talk anyway.”

      “Talking with your genitals, huh? Do you horny fucks ever take a break?” he mumbled.

      I snorted and playfully punched him in the arm. “I’m not even talking about sex. Now that the danger is over, we have to solidify some shit with our future since I’m due to be back in California soon.”

      “Oh yeah. Better go ahead and have that conversation then because Bennett will be here tomorrow to pick up me and the guys and I’m sure he’s gonna mention that,” Nyxin said. We were quiet for the rest of the ride, finally pulling into the driveway of Sevyn’s parents’ house. “I’ll call you in the morning.”

      “Cool. Later, man,” I said and got out of the car.

      His security team was still working as to not throw up any red flags that would alert everyone that we knew the threat was over. I avoided the front door upon seeing her mother walk past the living room window, walking around the house to Sevyn’s patio door. She paced the floor in front of her bed, nervously biting her nails as she constantly checked the time on her phone. I lightly knocked on the glass, grinning when she quickly spun around and ran over to me. She quickly opened the glass door and pull the screen back, wrapping her arms around my neck before I could even say anything.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked her.

      “I was just so worried about you when I hadn’t heard from you in so long,” she whispered.

      I held her tighter, finding comfort in her embrace. “It’s finally over, baby. It’s over.”

      Her body shook with silent sobs as she continued holding me, a few tears escaping from my eyes as well. I’d kept my promise to her and kept her safe. Out of all the wrong I’d done, it felt good to do something right. Time would tell where we’d end up in the future, and I had no more energy to try to convince myself that she was going to leave. For now, I’d just cherish the time that I had with her—no matter how long it was—because that was what I’d been fighting for this whole time.

      We deserved a fresh start with our baby, leaving our pasts behind.

      She deserved the world because despite it all, she never gave up on me when she should have.

      And for the first time in my life, I finally came to terms with my own truth—I deserved to be happy and I was worthy of having my own happily ever after with a woman who still found parts of me to love.

      And I refused to let her slip away this time.
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SEVYN

      It’s finally over, baby. It’s over.

      Things felt so different when I woke up the next morning. The sun seemed brighter, the birds sang joyously outside my window, and I could breathe without the pain of worry and paranoia crushing my chest. The danger was finally gone, officially ending the nightmare I’d been in for the last two months. I rolled over in bed and looked at Luther, who was still sleeping. After everything he had to do this week, I knew he was exhausted both physically and mentally. At the start of this, I used to wonder if he really wanted to be with me just so he wouldn’t be alone, but it was hard to deny that he was serious about us after everything he’d done on our behalf this week. Luther didn’t love in the traditional way that I’d been conditioned to expect, but I knew that he was big on protecting the people he loved.

      And I’d ever felt more loved in my entire life than I have this past week.

      “Stop being weird,” he mumbled, catching me off guard.

      I laughed. “How am I being weird?”

      “You’re staring at me so hard that I could feel it enough to wake up.” He looked at me with tired eyes. “It’s weird to stare at sleeping people.”

      I playfully rolled my eyes. “I’m just basking in the fact that this nightmare is over and that you’re safe.”

      “We’re safe,” he corrected and rubbed his eyes with a sigh. “What time is it?”

      “It’s a little after eight,” I said after glancing at the time on my phone. “I’m sure we’re going to get a visit from McMarren soon.”

      “I don’t doubt it. We probably shouldn’t do anything outside of what we’ve been doing until we talk to him.”

      “That’s probably a good idea,” I said and sat up. “I can make us breakfast.”

      “Your mom is here and I’m really not in the mood for her shit this morning.”

      I scoffed. “Fuck her,” I mumbled.

      “Fuck her?” Luther smirked at me. “I’ve never heard you say that in the entire time that I’ve known you.”

      “Because I’m more focused on my own happiness and life than I am about her opinions of what makes me happy and the decisions I make with my life.”

      He grinned at me as he sat up on his elbows. “So, I make you happy, huh?”

      “Are you fishing for compliments?”

      “No, just curious.”

      I straddled him and looked into his brown eyes. “You make me very happy.”

      “Happy enough to defy your mother?”

      “Happy enough to defy everyone if that’s what it took,” I murmured, caressing him cheek.

      “I love you, Sevyn,” he murmured, still holding my gaze. It always gave me butterflies whenever I heard him say that.

      I smiled. “I love you too, babe,” I murmured and kissed him. “You should come take a shower with me. We never did get a chance to celebrate last night.”

      He sat up and gripped my ass in his hands. “I think I’ll do that.”

      I pried his arms from around my waist when they tightened around me. “Just because your cast is off, it doesn’t mean you can pick everything and everyone up.”

      “Then how do you expect to have sex in the shower if you don’t want me to lift you?”

      “There are other positions that don’t require lifting.”

      “But I want to be chest to chest. Is that a crime?”

      I couldn’t stop the smile that settled on my lips as I draped my arms over his shoulders. “No, but there’s a bench—Luther!”

      He laughed as he swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood up, carrying me in his arms. “I don’t know how much you think you weigh, Sevyn, but you’re a light weight.”

      “You never listen, do you?” I murmured as I kissed him.

      “Stop nagging, woman. I bet it makes your pussy wet when I’m bad,” he growled and carried me off to the bathroom as I giggled.

      We wasted no time getting undressed, kissing as we stumbled our way into the shower. He kissed along the curve of my neck as I turned on the rainfall shower heads that soaked us in cool water. A whimper slipped from my lips when he latched onto my nipple, chills moving through my body as pleasure slowly bloomed within me.

      “What do you want me to do to you now that we have all the time in the world?” he murmured before going back to his task.

      “Mmm…” I bit my lower lip as I watched him, my hand threading through his hair. “I want your tongue on my pussy,” I whispered, blushing as I held his gaze.

      He detached himself from my nipple and smiled. “Luckily for you, my mouth was already watering at the thought of tasting you,” he murmured and pointed to the bench on the opposite side of the shower. “Sit.”

      He didn’t have to tell me twice.

      I sat on the bench and watched him as he stalked toward me. He lowered himself onto his knees and devoured my mouth as his hands lightly squeezed my breasts. His erection poked against me and for a moment, I was tempted to skip all the foreplay and just impale myself on his cock. He smiled against my lips when I whined.

      “What’s wrong, pretty girl? Are you anxious for my tongue or my dick?”

      “Both of them.” He only grinned and planted kisses down my chest, down my stomach, and across my pelvic bone. “Luther,” I whined again, causing him to laugh.

      My moan filled the shower when he took my clit into his mouth, applying the perfect amount of pressure as he sucked and his tongue rolled against it in a slow rhythm. I threaded my fingers through his wet hair and rolled my hips against his mouth.

      “Mmm…” he growled into me, his hands squeezing my thighs as he feasted on me.

      “Oh, baby,” I moaned. My back bowed as he continued, licking, sucking, and teasing until my legs trembled. My eyes nearly rolled in the back of my head when he slid two fingers inside of me, his tongue still stroking my clit. “Oh fuck!”

      His fingers hit the perfect spot inside of me, pushing me closer and closer to an explosive orgasm as my entire body tingled. My grip tightened on his hair, my breath coming out in pants before he stopped completely. “What the fuck? I was close!” I fussed.

      He kissed back up my body before he kissed me. “My dick is getting jealous. I wanna be inside of you when you come,” he whispered.

      “Jealous, huh? Can’t he wait his turn?” I teased with a smile as he peppered my neck with more kisses.

      “If you knew how wet your pussy is right now, you wouldn’t want to wait either,” he said in my ear, his deep voice tightening my muscles.

      “So, what are you waiting for? If he’s so jealous, why isn’t he fucking me right now?”

      He chuckled. “What’s the rush? We’re safe and we can do whatever we want, including taking my time when I’m making love to my woman.”

      His words gave me pause. We’d established that we’d give a real relationship a try but hearing him verbalize it always made my heart beat a little faster. We’d started our new beginning wrapped up in tragedy, pain, and uncertainty. Weeks ago, I thought I’d be dead. Weeks ago, I had nothing to live for, simply existing as I lived in fear and paranoia. If someone would’ve told me that I’d be madly in love—again—with the same guy who broke my heart and then tried to kill me, I would’ve thought they were insane. Yet, here we were, in love and expecting a baby as if God had simply pressed play on that special summer that changed my life in so many ways.

      “I love you so much, Luther,” I said.

      “I love you too, baby,” he said and kissed me, so slow and passionate that it nearly brought tears to my eyes. “I just noticed something.”

      “What?”

      “I took the bandage off my tattoo, and you haven’t said anything about it,” he said with a smirk.

      I frowned and looked at his chest when he backed up slightly, my mouth going dry when I saw it. I’d been so clouded with lust that I completely missed the new ink he sported. The Roman numeral for the number seven was directly over his heart, an inked heart on top of it that simply said, L + S = Forever.

      “You remembered that?!” I asked, emotions clogging my throat.

      We’d taken a drive to nowhere, just wanting the open road, silence, and no prying eyes. Luther ending up stopping on a random road to pee because he refused to continue driving until we found a store. He’d called me over, wrapping his arms around me and kissing my neck.

      “Kinda wish every day could feel like this, you know?” he murmured.

      “It can be…” But I knew my parents would throw a fit if I brought him home, especially my mother.

      “You think so? I think your mom might have a stroke,” he said with a grin.

      I shrugged. “She loves her business more than she cares about what I’m doing.”

      “Then let’s make it official, like, speaking this shit into existence or something,” he said and pulled out a pocketknife.

      “Um, what are you doing with that?” I took a step back from him.

      He rolled his eyes. “I’m gonna carve something into the tree, genius.”

      I watched as he moved past me and plucked some of the bark off with his knife. I couldn’t stop the smile on my lips as he carved a heart into the exposed part of the tree, putting L + S in the center of the heart.

      “Nice handy work,” I said with an approving nod. “But it’s missing something.”

      He raised an eyebrow at me and frowned as he snapped the pocketknife closed. “Missing something? This is a work of art!”

      “Just let me see it,” I said and snatched the knife from him. He hovered over my shoulder as I added = FOREVER under the heart since it wouldn’t fit inside of it. “There. Now it’s perfect.”

      “I can agree with that.” He kissed my neck. “Though, I think your parents will disown you if they knew you wanted to be with me forever.”

      “I wouldn’t care.” I turned to face him and wrapped my arms around his neck. “You’ve made me happier in a few weeks than they have my whole life. I won’t throw that happiness away willingly.”

      And when he kissed me, it felt like a promise made to the cosmos that regardless of where life took us, we’d always be a part of one another.

      “Why wouldn’t I remember? It was my damn idea in the first place,” he laughed. His face turned serious once again. “I don’t know how you managed to wiggle your way past every defense I had set up back then, but you did. I knew that you were the only girl I’d love and the only one I’d allow myself to love.” He rested his forehead against mine, water slithering over his shoulders. “But apparently we knew what we were talking about back then even though we were still young. I can’t see myself being with anyone but you.”

      I thought that being in the shower would hide my tears, but Luther wiped them away as they fell. “I can’t wait to start my life with you,” I whispered.

      “You have no idea how good it feels to hear you say that,” he smiled. “And as much as I’d love to continue this conversation, I think my cock is sick of us talking.”

      I laughed and wiped my eyes. “Then give him what he wants already,” I teased.

      No other words were spoken as he moved inside of me, each stroke long and passionate as he held my gaze. Pleasure coursed through my body, his hips snapping against mine. Every now and then I’d glance at the tattoo, my heart fluttering each time the muscles in his chest flexed with his movements. Every kiss, every touch, every stroke felt so much more different. They were full of hope. Full of passion. Full of love. And as he brought the both of us to our ends, I held him tight in hopes that he could feel how much I loved him, how much I needed him, and that he’d always have me.

      Forever.
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        * * *

      

      We cuddled on the couch, flipping through movie channels when someone knocked on the front door. I sighed. “I’ll get it. Find something interesting to watch,” I said and kissed his cheek before strolling over to the door. I recognized the figure on the other side of the stained glass, my heart rate rising. I opened the door and forced a small smile.

      “Good morning, Ms. Langdon. I wanted to update you guys about the case,” McMarren said.

      I glanced over my shoulder before looking back to him. “Is it more bad news? If you’re here to tell us that his last friend is dead, now may not be a good time. Luther is still upset about what he learned yesterday,” I whispered.

      “I do have news about his remaining friend that isn’t good, but I also have news that you’ll both be relieved to hear about.”

      I paused, widening my eyes in hopes that I looked surprised. “Wait, did you guys catch the guy doing this?”

      “May I?” he asked, gesturing toward my house.

      “Sorry, yes. Please,” I said and stepped aside.

      He walked in and followed me into the living room, Luther growing tense the moment he laid eyes on McMarren.

      “I hope you’re not here to tell me more bad shit,” he mumbled as he stood to his feet.

      McMarren sighed. “I know this has been a hard week for you guys. It’s been hard on us as well. While there were still tragedies that happened, I want to inform you that we found the guy we were looking for.”

      Luther and I exchanged a look before focusing on McMarren. “Are…are you sure? Did they confess? Who was it?”

      “Luther, do you know someone by the name of Frank Toulson?”

      Luther raised an eyebrow at him. “Yeah, that’s Ryan’s dad. What’s he got to do with anything?”

      “We found him and your friend Ryan in a house in what we believe to be a murder-suicide,” McMarren said.

      Luther vehemently shook his head. “Nope. There’s no fucking way. Why would he do that? Ryan was all Frank had!”

      “We received another message but I assume that Frank knew we were onto him so he’d made the mistake and revealed his location of where the message was sent from. We found the both deceased by the time we arrived on the scene.”

      “But why would Frank want to do all of that? He’d basically said I was like a son to him!” Luther exclaimed.

      “Has he ever expressed interest in your mother?”

      Luther scoffed. “The fuck are you saying, McMarren?”

      “From everything that’s happened and the information we’ve gathered, this could’ve possibly been done as a way to win your mother over.”

      Luther ran his hands through his hair. “This can’t be real fucking life right now,” he mumbled, pacing the floor.

      “What’s all the commotion out here?” my mom asked, rushing into the living room as she tied up her robe, a younger man following behind her as he quickly tried to pull his shirt back on. I rolled my eyes when the guy ran out the front door, possibly terrified at getting caught by my dad.

      “I was just giving Sevyn and Luther—”

      “Why is he at my house to begin with?” she asked, her voice tight.

      “Because I’m here. Why is that so hard for you to understand?” I snapped.

      “As I was saying,” McMarren continued. “I just wanted to give them an update on the case. We found the person responsible, so I wanted to share the good news.”

      “I see,” my mother said, her tone flat. I wasn’t sure if it was because she was annoyed that Luther was here or if she just didn’t really care about what was happening as long as she could exploit it somehow.

      “Well, thank you for letting me know. It’s nice to know that I can go back to my own house without having to look over my shoulder,” I said as I glared at my mother.

      “I’m sure you’re both glad that you can get on with your lives now that this is over,” McMarren said with a nod. “You guys have a lot to celebrate.”

      Luther came over to me and wrapped an arm around my waist. “We do,” he said, giving me a small smile before kissing my forehead.

      McMarren nodded. “Well, if you have any questions or anything, you know how to reach me.”

      “Thank you so much for all of your help. We truly do appreciate it.”

      “Of course, Ms. Langdon,” he said with a slight bow before turning his attention to Luther. “I’m sure this case has affected you the most from start to finish. We started off on bad footing when you were labeled as a suspect instead of a victim and I will personally apologize for that. I hope you’re able to find some kind of peace after all the loss you’ve experienced throughout this whole thing. I hope you’re able to as well, Sevyn.”

      “I appreciate that,” Luther said.

      With a final nod, he turned to walk away, leaving us with my fuming mother. “I thought I made it clear that he wasn’t welcomed in my house,” she snapped, folding her arms across her chest.

      “Dad didn’t have a problem with it and last I checked, this was his house,” I mumbled and grabbed Luther’s hand. “Come on, babe.”

      “I’m not done talking to you, Sevyn,” she fired back.

      I rolled my eyes. “What?”

      “I’m simply trying to save you from yourself and you choose not to listen time and time again.” She tsked. “There are so many more suitable bachelors who are more on your level—"

      “Okay, just stop,” I interrupted, holding my hand up. I was so sick of hearing her say that. It didn’t matter whether or not I was happy. All she cared about was whether my relationship would look good to her wealthy friends.

      “Sevyn—"

      “Will you shut the fuck up for once?!” I shrieked, both my words and my tone stunning her silent. “I’ve listened to you talk my entire life; now you listen to me. This man?” I pointed at Luther. “He’s who I’ve chosen to be with. I don’t care what you think, what your bitchy friends think, or anyone else who thinks they have an opinion about my life.”

      “Besides,” Luther said with a mischievous grin. “You’re kinda stuck with me.”

      “Trust me, you won’t last long when Sevyn comes to her senses,” my mom ground out.

      “Oh, you haven’t heard?” Luther kissed me. “This gorgeous girl is having my baby. So whether or not she and I work out, I’m going to always be around. So, you can either get used to it or suck my dick and cry about it. You’re still stuck with me.”

      “But don’t worry, Mom. You don’t have to worry about seeing the baby,” I added. “If you can’t accept their father, then I know you won’t accept them. And if you can’t accept the both of them, there’s no space for you in my life anymore.”

      “You can’t mean that, Sevyn. I’m your mother!”

      “Yeah, when it’s convenient,” Luther mentioned. “Let’s get out of here, Sevyn. I don’t trust this bitch to not try to drug you again.”

      “How dare you?!”

      “Oh, and one more thing,” Luther mention. “If you pull that shit again where you put pills and shit in her drink or do anything that puts her pregnancy in danger, you’ll be dealing with me.”

      Goosebumps lifted on my skin at his tone, the bite and anger that it held being unusually sexy.

      “Are you threatening to harm me, Mr. Evans? I’m sure the police would love to hear about that,” she said with a smirk.

      “Nope. I’m not stupid, Lauren, though you are,” he said and shrugged. “I don’t have to physically hurt you, but I can hurt you where I know it’ll hurt the most. ‘Fashion designer and socialite accused of putting abortion pills in heir’s drink.’ That headline has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?”

      Her face paled. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Try me then. You like to judge me on my tattoos and my upbringing, but you don’t know what kind of man I am now. You also don’t know the people that I know, who can ruin your entire brand with a few leaks and stories. Endanger my woman again, and you’ll deal with me. Are we clear on that?”

      She didn’t respond, only storming off to her bedroom. I turned to face him and wrapped my arms around his waist, grinning from ear to ear.

      “Gotta say it’s incredibly sexy watching you stand up for me,” I said.

      He smiled and kissed my forehead. “I’ll always stand up for you.” He glanced in the direction my mother disappeared. “Though…I kinda wish she took those pills right about now.”

      I laughed. “You’re such an asshole.”

      “I love you, too,” he said. “But we seriously gotta get out of here. Bennett wants to meet with us.”

      And just like that, the cloud of happiness that I’d been floating on had turned into a storm cloud. I was so caught up in the relief and excitement that came with being free that I forgot that Luther wasn’t out of the woods yet. We’d gotten out of one situation and was about to be put into another one, one he’d signed up for willingly. I knew I couldn’t be upset with him; he did what he had to do in order to protect us, but it didn’t make me any less sad.

      “Hey,” he murmured, tilting my head up. “What’s wrong?”

      I gave him a small smile and shook my head. “Nothing, I’m fine.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah.” I sighed. “No.”

      He took me by the hand and led me back to my bedroom, sitting on the ottoman and pulling me onto his lap. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s like we got out of one nightmare and are about to jump into another one that’ll never end until you’re dead,” I said, tears burning my eyes. “I know you had to join to get the help we needed but…I can’t sit here and say that I’m not scared about you doing this.”

      “He and I plan to talk about that when we get there. Even if you gave up your socialite life, it doesn’t change who your parents are. You’ll get attention no matter where you go, so his request is unrealistic.”

      “But you signed a contract. What if he says you can’t be with me?” I asked.

      “Then I’ll pay whatever cash price I owe him for his help, but I won’t leave you.” He kissed me gently. “You’re imprinted on my heart now, Sevyn. You’re pregnant with my baby. He’d have to kill me to make me leave you, which is counterproductive with what he wants from me.”

      I smiled and wrapped my arms around his neck, hugging him tight. “I love you so much,” I whispered. His hand ran up and down my back as he held me.

      “And I love you more than anything.”
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LUTHER

      “Well, well, well, if it isn’t my favorite assassin,” Bennett said when Sevyn and I walked into the house.

      “Favorite? What the hell am I, chopped liver?” Nyxin protested from the kitchen island he sat on, tossing peanuts into his mouth.

      “Focus on the nuts you’re putting in your mouth, Nyx, before you choke,” I teased, causing everyone around us to laugh. Nyxin through a peanut at me and gave me the finger. Even though everyone was in good spirits around me, I couldn’t be as joyous as they were. I knew that Sevyn wasn’t happy about me being in the mafia and with Bennett’s stipulation for her, I was terrified that he’d seriously make me choose even though he knew that she was pregnant with my kid.

      “For someone who has their life back, you don’t look too excited right now,” Bennett said as he lit a cigar.

      “I’m good, man. I do need to talk to you, though.”

      “Likewise. Follow me.”

      Sevyn and I followed him to a bedroom in the back, waiting until he closed the door. He looked to me, puffing on his cigar.

      “First, I want to thank you for allowing your guys to help me this week, especially KC. There’s no way I would’ve pulled all that shit off on my own.”

      “Don’t mention it. But I have a feeling I know what you want to talk to me about, so let me go ahead and get my part out of the way.”

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      Sevyn squeezed my hand slightly, worry rolling off of her in waves. “After a lot of thinking and considering everything, I no longer think you’re a good fit for my organization.”

      I only stared at him, slightly confused. I mean, I was fucking ecstatic that he was giving me an out, but it made me feel like I’d done something wrong.

      “I don’t understand,” I said instead.

      He puffed on his cigar for a moment. “You’re a precise killer and you’re thorough. I definitely could’ve used someone like you. But you don’t belong in the mafia. I’d be an asshole to make you choose between your girl and joining our organization, especially when she’s pregnant. Aurora would have my balls if I did that.”

      “But you said the payment for—"

      “As I told you at the club, I did this as a favor to Nyxin. Nyxin never asks me for anything and when he said his cousin needed dire help to dead a situation, I wouldn’t deny his request. That man puts his life on the line for me and my family every single day, so I’ll help him with whatever he asks of me if I’m able to.”

      “Damn,” I said, slightly in shock. “Thank you.”

      “Plus…” He put his cigar out. “I’d told you at the club that night that had I known Aurora was pregnant, I wouldn’t have allowed her to join. Mafia shit can get crazy and the first person they’d go after are the people you keep here.” He put his hand on his heart. “No one should have to worry about whether or not their decisions will get their family killed. If you join the mafia, I want it to be a decision that you make, not one you have to make out of necessity to protect someone you love.”

      “Yeah, I hear you.”

      “So, you’re off the hook now. The contract you signed is null and void. That was more so to test your loyalty to see if you were a man of your word. But I also know that Sevyn can never really stay out of the spotlight because of who her parents are. And as much as I need a hitman like you on my team, I can’t have you compromising my organization since the media will attach itself to you since you’re dating her.”

      “No, I get it. I’d been thinking about that, too,” I said.

      “Thank you so much, Bennett,” Sevyn added. “We really do appreciate it.”

      “A friend of Nyxin’s is a friend of mine—well, cousin in this regard. We’re good.” He tilted his head. “Considering that I hadn’t seen news of your mother’s death on the news, I’m assuming you changed your mind.”

      She shook her head. “No. I’d switched out her actual medication with the pills, but my dad intervened. He’d said that he couldn’t allow me to put her death on my conscience.”

      Bennett took a puff from his cigar and exhaled. “Very smart man,” he said, nodding. “Well, the world is your oyster now since you’ve slain all your enemies. What’s next for you two?”

      Sevyn and I looked at each other. Now that I wasn’t required to move to California, the choices were endless. “I do know that I don’t want to be in Miami. That part hasn’t changed. But maybe we don’t have to move so far away. I mean we do have a baby on the way,” I said.

      “Seems like you two have a lot to talk about.” He took another puff from his cigar. “But I guess it’s goodbye for now. If you’re ever in California, be sure to let us know.”

      I shook his outstretched hand. “We most definitely will. Thanks again, man.”

      He nodded and walked out of the bedroom, Sevyn immediately jumping into my arms the moment the door closed behind him. I smiled, hugging her tight.

      “Now you don’t have anything to worry about other than what we should do next,” I said and kissed her.

      “If we leave Miami, where would we go?”

      “We can go anywhere, babe. We don’t even have to leave Florida if you don’t want to.”

      “Maybe…Orlando? Since we’ll have a baby soon, I think it’ll be perfect. We can do family trips to Disney. I think you and your big, bad tattoos will look so fucking adorable while wearing Mickey Mouse ears,” she teased.

      I chuckled and tightened my arms around her. “I think that’s perfect.”

      “Well, let’s go chat with everyone else for a little bit before they have to leave,” she said and gave me a quick peck on the lips before skipping out the door. I stood there for a second with a stupid grin on my face. Everything had fallen apart and together exactly how it should have. I came into this situation with no will to live, contemplating suicide for fuck’s sake. But Sevyn saved my life in ways she probably didn’t know. She’d given me a new purpose and a reason to live. She restored my faith in second chances and love. She—

      “The fuck are you smiling at, weirdo?” Nyxin asked, shattering my thoughts when he materialized in the doorway.

      I smirked at him. “You know, as annoying as you are, I’m gonna miss you when you leave, asshole,” I said.

      “Well, I won’t miss you and I’m glad Bennett isn’t making you come to California. Maybe now I can get all the women you stole while you were there.”

      “No one stole anything,” I said as I chuckled, following him back out to the living room. “But seriously, it was nice having you around though.”

      “You know where to find me. Just…don’t go making cults and putting yourself in bullshit like that again. That shit is too much drama. If you’re gonna kill, do that shit alone, man.”

      I nodded. If anything, this situation taught me a lot of valuable things. I now knew that loyalty and love could blind you from the truth, you couldn’t force someone to love you no matter what you did, and the person you least expected was never the enemy—that my biggest enemy was myself and my own guilt.

      “Trust me, I can’t deal with any other brotherhoods or other people. I’ve had enough betrayal to last me a lifetime. Being a lone wolf is less stressful anyway.”

      “That’s what I’m saying, man. Just focus on yourself and your family.” He poked me in the chest. “And don’t fuck it up this time.”

      “I definitely won’t,” I said, meaning every word.  Second chances didn’t come around often, especially for guys like me. I guess fate was determined to make sure we ended up together.

      A small smile touched my lips as I watched Sevyn play peek-a-boo with Bennett and Aurora’s son, his giggles warming my heart. I couldn’t wait to do that with my own child, or to see how Sevyn and I would change when our baby arrived. “I’m not letting her go this time.”

      “I’m not letting her go this time,” Nyxin mocked in a high tone. “You and Bennett are suckers for falling in love when this world is full of pussy.”

      I shook my head. “Nah, I’m good with the one I have,” I said and chuckled. He playfully pushed me and I relished in the fact everything in life was perfect. I’d spent years chasing the love of someone who’d never give it to me while running away from the person that would love me in a way that I needed. I’d sought to create my own family with my brotherhood while abandoning the very woman that would give me a family. So many hard lessons were learned, but I was grateful for them. I was grateful for her for saving my life. And I was grateful to myself for growing enough to finally learn from my previous mistakes.

      “Everything okay?” Sevyn asked me.

      I smiled at her and nodded. “Everything’s perfect, baby.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Six months later…

      

      

      

      “Nope, that’s definitely still crooked,” Sevyn said from her seat on the dresser. I took a step back and tilted my head as I looked at the wooden letter G I’d hung on the wall.

      “Baby, it’s not crooked. I don’t…” I walked over to where she sat and looked at it, grinning when I felt her eyes on me. “Okay, it’s a little crooked.”

      “Mhm,” she mused, taking another spoonful of fruit and yogurt into her mouth. I sighed and put the hammer on the dresser next to her, putting my hands on her round belly.

      “Daddy’s trying, baby girl. It’s just hard when your mom is distracting me,” I said and smirked at Sevyn.

      “No one is distracting you. I literally only said something if it’s crooked or looks off.” She put the bowl down next to her and wrapped her arms around my neck. “But the whole nursery is coming together beautifully though.”

      Logan’s room was lavender and white, moon and stars painted on her center wall where her name would be spelled out right above where her crib would be. Instead of moving to Orlando, we’d bought a house on the outskirts of town, close enough to our families but far enough away from the noise.

      I looked at my handy work so far. “It does. When she’s old enough, I’m gonna tell her all the hard work I put into this room and all the interesting onesies I had made for her.”

      Sevyn playfully rolled her eyes and pushed me away. “She’s not wearing some of those and you know it.”

      “What’s wrong with them?” I grinned. I helped her off the dresser and she opened one of the drawers, pulling out a couple of onesies.

      “‘My daddy can make people disappear so don’t mess with me,’” she read aloud, smirking at me.

      I rubbed my chin and nodded. “The absolute truth. What’s wrong with that?”

      “You barely escaped the murder charges they were going to pin on you last year. We don’t need that back in our lives,” she said and grabbed another one. “Oh, and how about this charming one? ‘Stay away, whores. My daddy is taken.”

      “Also the truth. Do you know the dangers I’ll be facing being a handsome man with a baby strapped to my chest? Somebody might try to attack me for my baby sauce, woman. I’m trying to protect myself,” I joked.

      She laughed and put the onesie away. “You’re absolutely ridiculous, you know that?”

      “You tell me that every day.” I picked up the package that came in the mail today, my heart racing as I thought about what was inside of it.

      “Please don’t tell me you had more onesies made,” Sevyn said with a sigh.

      “They’re the last four until she’s born, I swear.”

      She shook her head at me and held out her hand. “Fine, give them to me so I can wash them. But these better be the last of them for now. She has so many onesies that she’s gonna need another dresser.”

      “Oh, because the walk-in closet isn’t big enough,” I joked. “Plus, I need to set them up before you wash them. I thought about waiting until she was here because I thought it would be funny as fuck, but I’m going to show you first so that you don’t try to kill me when you see it.”

      “Oh my fucking god, Luther,” she groaned.

      “Close your eyes and let me set them up across the dresser.”

      She glared at me for a moment and picked up the bowl of yogurt and the hammer, turning away from me. “It better not be stupid.”

      “Are your eyes closed?”

      “Ugh. They are now.”

      “Okay. Now don’t get mad when I show you. I just wanted to take a jab at your mom because I still hate that bitch.”

      She giggled. “Hmm…I just may allow it no matter what it says,” she mused.

      My heart raced so fast that I hoped she didn’t notice how my voice trembled. I unfolded the onesies and placed them in the order they were supposed to be in.

      
        
        You’re my entire world, Sevyn.

        Let’s make forever official.

        Marry me, pretty girl.

        P.S. Don’t leave me kneeling forever. My knees are old.

      

      

      “Ready yet?” Sevyn asked. I blew out a low breath and moved over to her, taking the bowl and hammer from her and putting it on a small table.

      “Okay, keep your eyes closed,” I said as I moved her over to the dresser. I let go of her shoulders and took a step back. “Now when you open your eyes, just look at the onesies. I want to see your genuine reaction.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Can I open them now?”

      I pulled the ring box from my pocket and got on one knee behind her. “Yep.”

      She took a step forward and looked at the dresser. After a short moment, she gasped and immediately laughed before she turned around with tears in her eyes.

      I smiled at her. “When I met you for the very first time, I thought you were a self-absorbed brat when you told us how your name meant completeness and perfection. But as I got to know you and grew to love you, I realized that it was just foreshadowing how you would complete me by being the perfect balance of everything I needed.” I took her hand into mine. “So how about it, pretty girl? Will you marry me?”

      Tears spilled down her cheeks as she nodded. “Of course, you lunatic,” she said tearfully. I slid the ring on her finger and stood, taking her into my arms. She kissed me, her new diamond reflecting a little of the setting sun when her hand rested against my cheek. “I love you so much.”

      I stroked her cheek, wiping away a stray tear. “I love you too, babe.” I kissed her and grinned. “Now are you positively sure that you want to spend forever with a lunatic? There’s still time to run if you want to.”

      She giggled and slapped my chest. “Oh no you don’t. You’re stuck with me forever.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I murmured.

      Sevyn looked at her ring in awe. “This is so beautiful. This doesn’t even feel real. We’re engaged!”

      “Hell yeah we are. Engaged as fuck,” I said, remembering something we used to say when we were younger. “When we’re together, we aren’t The Lunatic and The Princess.”

      She pulled back a little and smiled at me. “We’re just Luther and Sevyn, madly in love…and now engaged!” she squealed, kissing me again.

      Madly in love and engaged.

      How we were always destined to be.
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