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From	#1	New	York	Times	bestselling	author,	Colleen	Hoover.

Sloan	will	go	through	hell	and	back	for	those	she	loves.	And	she	does,	every
single	day.

After	finding	herself	stuck	in	a	relationship	with	the	dangerous	and	morally
corrupt	Asa	Jackson,	Sloan	will	do	whatever	it	takes	to	get	by	until	she's	able	to
get	out.

Nothing	will	get	in	her	way.

Nothing	except	Carter.

Sloan	is	the	best	thing	to	ever	happen	to	Asa.	And	if	you	ask	Asa,	he'd	say	he's
the	best	thing	that's	ever	happened	to	Sloan.

And	he	has	no	plans	of	letting	her	go;	even	if	she	doesn't	approve	of	his	sinister
lifestyle.	But	despite	Sloan's	disapproval,	Asa	knows	what	it	takes	to	keep	what
he	wants,	and	he'll	do	it.	He	knows	what	he	needs	to	do	to	remain	on	top,	and	he
does	it.

Nothing	will	get	in	his	way.

Nothing	except	Carter.

Too	Late	is	a	free	thank	you	story	I	wrote	for	fun.	A	thank	you	for	being	the
wonderful	readers	you've	been	these	past	few	years.	It	will	not	be	published	on
any	platform,	as	it	is	solely	intended	for	free	online	enjoyment.	Make	sure	to

follow	the	story	and	also	my	page	for	updates	and	a	future	epilogue.

My	next	book,	a	brand-new	standalone,	releases	August	2nd,	2016.	It's	called	It



Ends	With	Us!	It's	up	for	preorder	now.	http://colleenhoover.com/it-ends-with-
us/

In	the	meantime,	enjoy	these	short	story	updates	while	we	wait	for	my	next
release!
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SLOAN	1

Chapter	One

SLOAN

Warm	 fingers	 entwine	with	mine,	pressing	my	hands	deeper	 into	 the	mattress.
My	eyelids	are	too	heavy	to	pry	open	from	the	lack	of	sleep	I've	had	this	week.
The	lack	of	sleep	I've	had	all	month,	really.

Hell,	this	whole	damn	year.

I	moan	 and	 attempt	 to	 squeeze	my	 legs	 together,	 but	 I	 can't.	 There's	 pressure
everywhere.	On	my	chest,	against	my	cheek,	between	my	legs.	It	takes	me	a	few
seconds	to	pull	my	mind	out	of	its	sleepy	haze,	but	I'm	awake	enough	to	know
what	he's	doing.

"Asa,"	I	mumble,	irritated.	"Get	off	me."

He	 thrusts	 his	 weight	 against	 me	 repetitively,	 groaning	 against	 my	 ear,	 his
morning	 stubble	 cutting	 into	 my	 cheek.	 "I'm	 almost	 done,	 babe,"	 he	 breathes
against	my	neck.

I	attempt	 to	pull	my	hands	out	 from	beneath	his,	but	he	squeezes	 them	tighter,
reminding	me	that	I'm	nothing	more	than	a	prisoner	in	my	own	bed,	and	he's	the
warden	of	 the	bedroom.	Asa	has	always	had	a	way	of	making	me	feel	 like	my
body	was	at	his	disposal.	He's	never	mean	or	forceful	about	it;	he's	just	needy-
and	I	find	it	really	inconvenient.

Like	right	now.

At	six	o'clock	in	the	damn	morning.

I	can	guess	 the	 time	by	 the	sunlight	peeking	 through	the	crack	under	 the	door,
and	 the	 fact	 that	 Asa	 is	 just	 now	 coming	 to	 bed	 after	 last	 night's	 party.	 I,
however,	have	to	be	in	class	in	less	than	two	hours.	This	isn't	how	I	would	have
chosen	to	be	pried	awake	after	barely	three	hours	of	sleep.

I	wrap	my	legs	around	his	waist	and	hope	he	thinks	I'm	into	this.	When	I	act	half



interested,	he	gets	it	over	with	quicker.

He	palms	my	right	breast	and	I	 let	out	 the	expected	moan,	 just	as	he	begins	to
shudder.	"Fuck,"	he	groans,	burying	his	face	in	my	hair,	slowly	rocking	against
me.	 After	 several	 seconds,	 he	 collapses	 on	 top	 of	me	 and	 sighs	 heavily,	 then
kisses	my	cheek	and	rolls	onto	his	side	of	the	bed.	He	stands	up	and	removes	the
condom	 and	 tosses	 it	 into	 the	 trashcan,	 then	 grabs	 a	 bottle	 of	 water	 off	 the
bedside	table.	He	brings	the	bottle	to	his	lips,	raking	his	eyes	over	my	exposed
flesh.	His	lips	pull	into	a	lazy	grin.	"I	love	that	I'm	the	only	one	who's	ever	been
inside	that."

He	stands	confidently	naked	by	the	bed,	gulping	the	last	of	the	water.	It's	hard	to
accept	compliments	when	they	come	from	someone	who	refers	to	your	body	as	a
"that."

Despite	his	good	looks,	he	has	his	faults.	In	fact,	his	looks	may	be	the	only	thing
about	 him	 I	 don't	 find	 fault	 in.	 He's	 cocky,	 quick-tempered,	 hard	 to	 handle
sometimes.	But	he	loves	me.	He	loves	the	hell	out	of	me.	And	I'd	be	lying	if	I
said	I	didn't	love	him	in	return.	There	are	so	many	things	I	would	change	about
him	if	I	could,	but	right	now	he's	all	I	have,	so	I	deal	with	it.	He	brought	me	in
when	I	had	nowhere	else	to	go.	No	one	else	to	turn	to.	For	that	reason	alone,	I
put	up	with	him.	I	have	no	other	choice.

He	brings	his	hand	up	and	wipes	his	mouth,	then	tosses	the	empty	bottle	into	the
trashcan.	He	runs	his	hand	through	his	 thick	brown	hair	and	winks	at	me,	 then
drops	back	onto	the	bed	and	leans	in,	kissing	me	softly	on	the	lips.	"Goodnight,
babe,"	he	says	as	he	rolls	onto	his	back.

"You	mean	good	morning,"	I	say,	as	I	reluctantly	pull	myself	out	of	bed.	My	t-
shirt	 is	bunched	around	my	waist,	so	I	pull	it	down	and	grab	some	pants	and	a
different	shirt.	I	walk	across	the	hallway	to	the	shower,	relieved	that	one	of	our
countless	roommates	isn't	occupying	the	only	upstairs	bathroom.

I	 check	 the	 time	 on	 my	 phone	 and	 cringe	 when	 I	 realize	 I	 won't	 even	 have
enough	time	to	stop	for	coffee.	 It's	 the	first	class	of	 the	semester	and	I	already
have	plans	on	using	it	to	catch	up	on	sleep.	This	isn't	looking	good.

There's	no	way	I	can	keep	this	up.	Asa	never	goes	to	class	on	a	regular	basis,	yet
he	always	passes	with	near	perfect	grades.	I'm	struggling	to	keep	my	head	above
water,	 and	 I	 didn't	 miss	 a	 single	 day	 last	 semester.	 Well,	 in	 physical	 form,



anyway.	Unfortunately	we	live	with	so	many	other	people,	there's	never	a	quiet
moment	in	the	house.	I	catch	myself	falling	asleep	in	class	more	often	than	not;
it's	the	only	time	I	get	peace	and	quiet.	The	parties	seem	to	go	on	all	hours	of	the
day	 and	 night,	 regardless	 of	 who	 has	 class	 the	 next	 day.	 Weekends	 have	 no
bearings	 over	weekdays	 in	 our	 house,	 and	 rent	 has	 no	 bearing	 over	who	 lives
here.

I	don't	even	know	who	lives	here	half	the	time.	Asa	owns	the	house,	but	he	loves
being	 around	 people,	 so	 he	 likes	 the	 revolving	 door,	 free-for-all.	 If	 I	 had	 the
means,	 I'd	have	my	own	place	 in	a	heartbeat.	But	 I	don't.	That	 just	means	one
more	year	of	pure	hell	before	I	graduate.

One	more	year	before	I'm	free.

I	pull	my	shirt	over	my	head	and	drop	it	to	the	floor,	then	pull	the	shower	curtain
back.	As	soon	as	I	reach	down	for	the	nozzle,	I	scream	at	the	top	of	my	lungs.
Passed	out	in	the	tub,	fully	clothed,	is	our	newest	full-time	roommate,	Dalton.

He	jerks	awake	and	smashes	his	forehead	into	the	faucet	above	his	head,	yelling
in	response	to	my	scream.	I	reach	down	and	grab	my	shirt	just	as	the	door	bursts
open	and	Asa	rushes	in.

"Sloan,	are	you	okay?"	he	says	frantically,	spinning	me	around	to	check	me	for
injuries.	I	nod	feverishly	and	point	to	the	tub.

"I'm	 not	 okay,"	Dalton	 groans,	 palming	 his	 freshly	 injured	 forehead.	He	 pulls
himself	upright	and	attempts	to	crawl	out	of	the	tub.

Asa	 looks	 at	 me,	 down	 at	 my	 naked	 body	 being	 covered	 by	 the	 shirt	 in	 my
hands,	then	looks	back	at	Dalton.	I'm	afraid	he's	about	to	get	the	wrong	idea,	so	I
start	to	explain,	but	he	cuts	me	off	with	a	loud,	unexpected	burst	of	laughter.

"Did	you	do	that	to	him?"	he	says,	pointing	at	Dalton's	head,	still	laughing.

I	shake	my	head.	"He	hit	his	head	on	the	faucet	when	I	screamed."

Asa	laughs	even	harder	and	reaches	a	hand	down	to	Dalton,	then	pulls	him	the
rest	 of	 the	 way	 out	 of	 the	 tub.	 "Come	 on	 man,	 you	 need	 a	 beer.	 Cure	 for
hangovers."	 He	 pushes	 Dalton	 out	 of	 the	 bathroom	 and	 follows	 behind	 him,
closing	the	door	when	he	leaves.



I	 stand	 frozen,	 still	 clutching	my	 shirt	 to	my	chest.	The	 sad	part	 is,	 this	 is	 the
third	time	this	has	happened.	A	different	idiot	every	time,	passed	out	in	the	tub.	I
make	a	mental	note	to	check	the	tub	from	now	on	before	undressing.



CARTER	2

Chapter	Two

CARTER

I	pull	the	schedule	out	of	my	pocket	and	unfold	it	to	look	for	the	room	number.
"This	is	such	crap,"	I	say	into	the	phone.	"I	graduated	college	three	years	ago.	I
didn't	sign	up	for	this	shit	so	I	could	do	homework."

Dalton	laughs	loudly,	forcing	me	to	pull	the	phone	several	inches	away	from	my
ear.	 "Boo	 fucking	hoo,"	 he	 says.	 "I	 had	 to	 sleep	 in	 a	 damn	bathtub	 last	 night.
Suck	it	up,	man.	Acting	the	part	is	part	of	the	job."

"Easy	 for	 you	 to	 say,	 you	were	 signed	 up	 for	 one	 class	 a	week.	 I	 have	 three.
Why'd	Young	only	give	you	one?"

"Maybe	I	give	better	head,"	Dalton	says.

I	 look	down	at	my	schedule	and	up	at	 the	number	on	 the	door	 in	 front	of	me,
finding	a	match.

"I	gotta	go.	La	clase	de	Español."

"Carter,	 wait,"	 he	 says,	 in	 a	 more	 serious	 tone.	 Dalton	 clears	 his	 throat	 and
prepares	for	his	"partner	pep-talk."	I've	been	suffering	through	them	on	a	daily
basis	since	we	started	working	together.	"Try	to	make	it	fun.	We're	so	close	to
getting	everything	we	need...you'll	be	here	two	months,	tops.	Find	a	hot	piece	of
ass	to	sit	by,	it'll	make	the	days	go	by	faster."

I	look	through	the	window	of	the	classroom	door.	It's	practically	at	full	capacity
with	only	 three	empty	seats.	My	eyes	 immediately	fall	on	a	girl	 in	 the	back	of
the	room	next	to	one	of	the	empty	chairs.	Her	dark	hair	is	spilled	over	her	face
while	she	rests	her	head	on	her	arms,	folded	across	her	desk.	She's	asleep.	I	can
sit	 by	 the	 sleepers;	 it's	 the	 incessant	 talkers	 that	 I	 can't	 tolerate.	 "Look	 at	 that.
Already	found	me	a	hot	piece	of	ass	to	sit	by.	I'll	check	in	with	you	after	lunch."

"Adios."



I	end	the	call	and	swing	open	the	classroom	door	as	I	turn	the	volume	to	silent.	I
hoist	the	strap	of	my	backpack	further	onto	my	shoulder	as	I	make	my	way	up
the	steps	to	the	back	of	 the	room.	I	squeeze	past	her	 to	 the	empty	seat,	 tossing
my	backpack	on	 the	 floor	 and	my	phone	onto	 the	 table.	The	 sound	my	phone
makes	 when	 it	 meets	 the	 solid	 wood	 jolts	 the	 girl	 from	 her	 sleep.	 She
immediately	 sits	 up,	 wide-eyed.	 She	 looks	 around	 the	 room,	 frantic	 and
confused,	 then	 down	 at	 the	 notebook	 on	 her	 desk.	 I	 pull	 the	 chair	 out	 and	 sit
down	next	to	her.	She	glares	at	my	phone	lying	on	the	table	in	front	of	us,	and
then	looks	at	me.

Her	hair	is	a	wild	mess	and	there's	a	shiny	trail	of	drool	running	from	the	corner
of	 her	 lip,	 down	 her	 chin.	 She's	 glaring	 at	 me	 like	 I've	 interrupted	 the	 only
minute	of	sleep	she's	ever	had.

"Late	night?"	I	ask.	I	bend	over	and	open	my	backpack,	pulling	out	the	Spanish
textbook	I	could	more	than	likely	recite	from	memory.

"Class	 isn't	over?"	 she	asks,	her	 eyes	narrowed	at	 the	book	 I'm	placing	on	 the
desk	in	front	of	me.

"Depends,"	I	say.

"On	what?"

"On	how	long	you've	been	passed	out.	I'm	not	sure	which	time	slot	you	have	for
Spanish,	but	this	is	the	ten	o'clock	class."

She	 throws	 her	 elbows	 onto	 the	 desk	 in	 front	 of	 her	 and	 groans,	 running	 her
hands	 over	 her	 face.	 "I've	 been	 asleep	 for	 five	minutes?	 That's	 it?"	 She	 leans
back	into	her	seat	and	slouches	down,	resting	her	head	on	the	back	of	her	chair.
"Wake	me	up	when	it's	over,	okay?"

She's	looking	at	me,	waiting	on	me	to	agree.	I	tap	my	finger	to	my	chin.	"You've
got	a	little	something	right	here."

She	wipes	at	her	mouth	and	pulls	her	hand	back	to	inspect	it.	I	expect	her	to	be
embarrassed	by	the	fact	that	she's	got	drool	running	down	her	face,	but	instead,
she	 rolls	 her	 eyes	 and	 tucks	 the	 sleeve	of	her	 shirt	 under	her	 thumb	and	 leans
forward.	She	wipes	 the	puddle	of	drool	off	 the	 table	with	her	 sleeve,	and	 then
slouches	back	down	in	her	seat,	closing	her	eyes.



I've	 been	 through	 college	 before.	 I	 know	 how	 it	 is	 with	 the	 late	 nights,	 the
partying,	 the	 studying	 and	 never	 having	 time	 for	 it	 all.	 But	 this	 girl	 seems
stressed	 to	 the	max.	 I'm	 curious	 if	 it's	 due	 to	 a	 heavy	 load,	 or	way	 too	much
partying.

I	reach	down	into	my	backpack	and	pull	the	energy	drink	out	that	I	picked	up	on
the	way	here	this	morning.	I'm	thinking	she	needs	it	more	than	I	do.

"Here."	I	set	it	on	the	desk	in	front	of	her.	"Drink	this."

She	slowly	pries	her	eyes	open	as	if	her	eyelids	weigh	a	thousand	pounds	each.
She	looks	down	at	 the	drink,	 then	quickly	grabs	it	and	pops	the	top.	She	gulps
the	contents	frantically;	like	it's	the	first	thing	she's	had	to	drink	in	days.

"You're	welcome."	I	laugh.

She	finishes	 the	drink	and	sets	 it	back	on	the	 table,	wiping	her	mouth	with	 the
same	 sleeve	 she	 wiped	 away	 the	 drool	 with	 earlier.	 I'm	 not	 gonna	 lie,	 her
unkempt,	sloppily	sexy	demeanor	is	a	major	turn-on,	in	a	weird	way.

"Thanks,"	she	says,	wiping	the	hair	out	of	her	eyes.	She	looks	at	me	and	smiles,
then	 stretches	 her	 arms	 out	 behind	 her	 head	 and	 yawns.	 The	 door	 to	 the
classroom	opens	and	everyone	shifts	in	their	seats,	indicating	the	entrance	of	the
instructor-but	 I	 can't	 take	my	eyes	off	of	her	 long	enough	 to	 even	validate	his
presence.

She	combs	through	the	strands	of	her	hair	with	her	fingers.	It's	still	slightly	damp
and	I	can	smell	the	floral	scent	of	her	shampoo	when	she	flips	her	hair	back	over
her	 shoulders.	 It's	 long	 and	 dark	 and	 thick,	 just	 like	 the	 lashes	 that	 line	 her
contrasting	light-blue	eyes.	She	glances	toward	the	front	of	the	room	and	opens
her	notebook,	so	I	mirror	her	movements	and	do	the	same.

The	professor	greets	us	 in	Spanish,	 and	we	 return	his	 salutations	 in	 collective,
broken	 responses.	 He	 begins	 giving	 instructions	 on	 an	 assignment	 when	 my
phone	 lights	 up	 on	 the	 table	 between	 us.	 I	 look	 down	 at	 the	 incoming	 text
message	from	Dalton.

Does	this	hot	piece	of	ass	you're	sitting	next	to	have	a	name?

I	immediately	flip	the	phone	over,	hoping	she	didn't	read	it.	She	brings	her	hand



to	her	mouth	and	quietly	laughs.

She	read	it.

"Hot	piece	of	ass,	huh?"	she	says.

Mental	note:	Kick	Dalton's	ass	tonight.

"I'm	sorry,"	I	say.	"My	friend...	he	thinks	he's	funny.	Also	likes	to	make	my	life
hell.	"

She	arches	an	eyebrow	and	turns	toward	me.	"So	you	don't	think	I'm	a	hot	piece
of	ass?"

With	her	facing	me	head	on,	it's	the	first	chance	I've	actually	had	to	get	a	good
look	at	her.	Let's	just	say	I'm	officially	in	love	with	this	class	now.

I	shrug	my	shoulders.	"With	all	due	respect,	you've	been	sitting	down	since	I	met
you.	I	haven't	even	seen	your	ass."

She	laughs	again.	"Sloan,"	she	says,	extending	her	hand.	I	take	her	hand	in	mine,
failing	to	shake	it.	The	sheer	softness	of	her	skin	takes	me	by	surprise	and	I	look
down	at	her	hand	clasped	 in	mine.	There's	a	small	crescent	shaped	scar	on	her
thumb.	I	run	my	finger	across	it	and	twist	her	hand	back	and	forth,	inspecting	the
scar.

"Sloan,"	I	repeat,	letting	her	name	roll	off	the	tip	of	my	tongue.

"This	 is	 usually	 the	point	 during	 introductions	 that	 one	would	 reply	with	 their
own	name,"	she	says.

I	glance	back	up	at	her	and	she	pulls	her	hand	away,	looking	at	me	inquisitively.

"Carter,"	 I	 reply,	 keeping	 in	 character	with	who	 I'm	 supposed	 to	 be.	 It's	 been
hard	enough	calling	Ryan	by	the	name	of	Dalton	for	the	past	six	weeks,	but	I've
gotten	 used	 to	 it.	 Calling	myself	 Carter	 is	 another	 story.	 I've	more	 than	 once
slipped	up	and	almost	referred	to	myself	by	my	real	name.

"Mucho	 gusto,"	 she	 says	 in	 an	 almost	 perfect	 accent,	 turning	 her	 attention
toward	the	front	of	the	room.



No,	the	pleasure	is	mine.	Believe	me.

The	professor	instructs	the	class	to	turn	to	the	closest	partner	and	state	three	facts
about	the	other	person	in	Spanish.	This	is	my	fourth	year	of	Spanish,	so	I	decide
to	let	Sloan	go	first	so	I	won't	 intimidate	her.	We	turn	toward	each	other	and	I
nod	my	head	at	her.	"Las	Senoras	primera,"	I	say.

"No,	 we'll	 take	 turns,"	 she	 says.	 "You	 first.	 Go	 ahead,	 tell	 me	 a	 fact	 about
myself."

"Okay,"	I	say,	laughing	at	how	she	just	took	control.	"Usted	es	mandona."

"That's	an	opinion,	not	a	fact,"	she	states.	"But	I'll	give	it	to	you."

I	tilt	my	head	in	her	direction.	"You	understood	what	I	just	said?"

She	nods	her	head.	"If	you	intended	to	call	me	bossy,	then	yes."	She	narrows	her
eyes,	 but	 a	 tiny	 smile	 forces	 its	 way	 through.	 "My	 turn,"	 she	 says.	 "Su
compañera	de	clase	es	bella."

I	laugh.	She	just	complimented	herself	by	telling	me	one	of	my	facts	is	that	my
class	 partner	 is	 beautiful?	 I	 nod	 in	 unabashed	 agreement.	 "Mi	 compañera	 de
clase	esta	correcta,"	I	say.

I	can	see	 the	blush	 rise	 to	her	cheeks,	despite	her	 tanned	skin.	 	 	 "How	old	are
you?"	she	asks.

"That's	a	question,	not	a	fact.	And	in	English,	no	less."

"I	 need	 to	 ask	 a	 question	 to	 get	 to	 the	 fact.	You	 look	 a	 little	 older	 than	most
sophomore	Spanish	students."

"How	old	do	you	think	I	am?"

"23?	24?"	she	says.

She's	 not	 too	 far	 off.	 I'm	 twenty-five,	 but	 she	 doesn't	 need	 to	 know	 that.
"Twenty-two,"	I	say.

"Tiene	veintidos	años,"	she	says,	stating	her	second	fact	about	me.



"You	cheat,"	I	reply.

"You	have	to	say	that	in	Spanish	if	that's	one	of	your	facts	about	me."

"Usted	engana."

I	can	tell	by	the	arch	in	her	eyebrow	that	she	wasn't	expecting	me	to	know	that
one	in	Spanish.

"That's	three	for	you,"	she	says.

"You	still	have	one	more."

"Usted	es	un	perro."

I	laugh.	"You	just	accidentally	called	me	a	dog	in	Spanish."

She	shakes	her	head.	"It	wasn't	an	accident."

Her	 phone	 vibrates,	 so	 she	 pulls	 it	 out	 of	 her	 pocket	 and	 gives	 it	 her	 full
attention.	I	lean	back	in	my	chair	and	grab	my	own	phone,	pretending	to	do	the
same.	We	sit	silently	while	the	rest	of	the	class	finishes	the	assignment.	I	watch
out	 of	 the	 corner	 of	my	 eye	 as	 she	 texts,	 her	 thumbs	 flying	 quickly	 over	 the
screen	of	her	phone.	She's	cute.	I	like	that	I'm	looking	forward	to	this	class	now.
Three	days	a	week	doesn't	seem	like	enough	all	the	sudden.

There's	roughly	fifteen	minutes	left	of	class	and	I'm	doing	my	damndest	to	keep
myself	from	staring	at	her.	She	hasn't	said	anything	else	since	she	referred	to	me
as	 a	 dog.	 I	watch	 as	 she	 doodles	 into	 her	 notebook,	 not	 paying	 attention	 to	 a
single	word	the	instructor	has	said.	She's	either	bored	out	of	her	mind,	or	she's
somewhere	else	entirely.	I	lean	forward,	attempting	to	get	a	better	look	at	what
she's	writing.	I	feel	nosey,	but	then	again	she	did	read	my	text	earlier,	so	I	feel
justified.

Her	 pen	 is	 frantically	 moving	 over	 the	 paper,	 possibly	 a	 result	 of	 the	 energy
drink	she	downed.	I	read	the	sentences	as	she	jots	them	down.	I	read	them	more
than	once,	but	they	don't	make	a	lick	of	sense,	no	matter	how	many	times	I	read
them.

Trains	and	buses	stole	my	shoes	and	now	I	have	to	eat	raw	squid.



I	laugh	at	the	randomness	of	all	the	sentences	sprawled	across	her	page,	and	she
glances	up	at	me.	I	meet	her	gaze	and	she	grins	mischievously.

She	 looks	down	at	her	notebook	and	 taps	her	pen	against	 it.	 "I	get	bored,"	she
whispers.	"I	don't	have	a	very	good	attention	span."

I	normally	have	a	great	attention	span,	but	apparently	not	while	I'm	sitting	next
to	her.

"Sometimes	I	don't	either,"	I	say.	I	reach	across	the	desk	and	point	at	her	words.
"What	is	that?	A	secret	code?"

She	shrugs	her	shoulders	and	drops	her	pen,	 then	slides	 the	notebook	closer	 to
me.	 "It's	 just	 something	 stupid	 I	 do	 when	 I'm	 bored.	 I	 like	 to	 see	 how	many
random	 things	 I	 can	 think	 up	 without	 actually	 thinking.	 The	 more	 they	 don't
make	sense,	the	more	I	win."

"The	 more	 you	 win?"	 I	 ask,	 hoping	 for	 clarification.	 This	 girl	 is	 an	 enigma.
"How	could	you	lose	if	you're	the	only	one	playing	your	game?"

Her	 smile	 disappears	 and	 she	 glances	 away,	 staring	 down	 at	 the	 notebook	 in
front	of	her.	She	delicately	traces	her	finger	over	the	letters	in	one	of	the	words.

I	wonder	what	the	hell	I	just	said	to	change	her	demeanor	so	drastically	and	so
fast.	She	picks	her	pen	up	and	hands	it	to	me,	shaking	away	whatever	thoughts
just	darkened	her	mind.

"Try	it,"	she	says.	"It's	highly	addictive."

I	take	the	pen	from	her	hand	and	find	an	open	spot	on	her	page.	"So	I	just	write
anything?	Whatever	comes	to	mind?"

"No,"	 she	 says.	 "The	 exact	 opposite.	 Try	 not	 to	 think	 about	 it.	 Try	 not	 to	 let
anything	come	to	mind.	Just	write."

I	press	the	pen	to	the	paper	and	do	exactly	what	she	says.	I	just	write.

I	dropped	a	can	of	corn	down	the	laundry	shoot,	now	my	mother	cries	rainbows.

I	lay	the	pen	down,	feeling	slightly	stupid.	She	covers	her	mouth	to	stifle	a	laugh



after	 she	 reads	 it.	 She	 turns	 to	 a	 fresh	 page	 and	writes,	You're	 a	 natural,	 then
hands	me	the	pen	again.

Thank	you.	Unicorn	juice	helps	me	breathe	when	I	listen	to	disco.

She	laughs	again	and	takes	the	pen	from	my	hand	just	as	the	professor	dismisses
class.	Everyone	throws	their	books	in	their	bags	and	slides	out	of	their	seats	in	a
hurry.

Everyone	but	us.	We're	both	staring	down	at	the	page,	smiling,	not	moving.

She	puts	her	hand	on	 the	notebook	and	slowly	shuts	 it,	 then	slides	 it	down	the
table	and	into	her	backpack.	She	looks	back	at	me.	"Don't	get	up	yet,"	she	says
as	she	stands	up.

"Why	not?"

"Because.	You	need	to	sit	there	while	I	walk	away	so	you	can	determine	whether
or	not	I	really	am	a	fine	piece	of	ass."	She	winks	at	me	and	spins	around.

Oh	my	god.	I	bite	my	knuckles	and	do	exactly	what	she	says,	planting	my	eyes
directly	 on	 her	 ass.	 And	 just	 my	 luck,	 it's	 perfect.	 Every	 bit	 of	 her	 body	 is
perfect.	I	sit	completely	still	as	I	watch	her	descend	the	stairs.

Where	the	hell	did	this	girl	come	from?	And	where	the	hell	has	she	been	all	my
life?	I	curse	the	fact	that	whatever	just	happened	between	us	is	all	that	could	ever
happen.	Relationships	never	begin	well	with	lies.	Especially	lies	like	mine.

She	glances	over	her	shoulder	before	she	walks	out	the	door	and	I	bring	my	gaze
back	up	to	her	eyes.	I	give	her	a	thumbs	up.	She	laughs	and	disappears	out	the
classroom	door.

I	gather	my	things	and	attempt	to	get	her	out	of	my	head.	I	need	to	be	on	point
tonight.	 There's	 too	 much	 riding	 on	 this	 to	 be	 distracted	 by	 such	 a	 beautiful,
perfect	ass.



SLOAN-	3

Chapter	Three

Sloan

I	finish	the	days	homework	at	the	library,	knowing	I	won't	be	able	to	concentrate
once	I	step	foot	back	in	the	house.		When	I	first	moved	in	with	Asa,	I	was	one
night	away	from	being	evicted	from	the	couch	I	was	crashing	on...not	to	mention
all	the	other	financial	issues	I	dealt	with.		We	had	only	been	dating	two	months,
but	I	had	nowhere	else	to	go.	

That	was	over	two	years	ago.

I	knew	based	on	the	cars	he	drove	and	the	size	of	his	house	that	he	had	money.	
What	I	wasn't	sure	of	was	whether	or	not	it	was	old	money,	or	if	he	was	involved
in	something	he	shouldn't	be	involved	in.		I	had	no	idea	it	would	be	both.		He	hid
it	pretty	well	for	the	first	couple	of	months,	excusing	his	spending	habits	on	the
fact	that	he	had	a	big	inheritance.		I	believed	him	for	a	while.	I	had	no	choice	but
to	believe	him.

When	people	I	didn't	know	began	showing	up	at	odd	hours	of	the	night,	and	Asa
only	spoke	to	them	behind	closed	doors,	it	became	more	and	more	obvious.	He
tried	to	explain	his	reasoning	and	swore	he	only	sold	"harmless"	drugs	to	people
who	were	going	to	find	it	somewhere	else	anyway.		I	didn't	want	any	part	of	it,
so	when	he	refused	to	stop,	I	left.	

The	only	problem	was,	I	had	nowhere	to	go.		I	crashed	on	a	few	friends'	couches,
but	 none	 of	 them	 had	 room	 or	money	 to	 keep	 supporting	me.	 	 I	 would	 have
resorted	to	a	homeless	shelter	before	going	back	to	Asa,	but	it	wasn't	my	life	I
was	worried	about.		It	was	my	little	brother's.	

Stephen	was	 born	 premature,	 and	with	 a	 lot	 of	mental	 health	 issues.	 	He	was
receiving	state	funding	for	his	care,	but	when	that	was	cut	off,	I	couldn't	risk	him
being	sent	back	home.		I	didn't	want	him	back	in	that	life,	and	I'd	do	anything	to
make	sure	he	wasn't	a	part	of	it	ever	again.	

I	was	gone	all	of	two	weeks	when	I	had	nowhere	else	to	turn	back	to	other	than
Asa.	 	Walking	back	 through	his	doors	and	asking	 for	his	help	was	 the	hardest



thing	 I've	 ever	 had	 to	 do.	 	 It	 was	 as	 if	 running	 back	 into	 his	 arms	 was	 the
equivalent	 of	 relinquishing	my	 self-respect.	 He	 let	 me	move	 back	 in,	 but	 not
without	consequences.		Now	that	he	knew	exactly	how	much	I	had	to	depend	on
him,	 he	 stopped	 hiding	 his	 lifestyle.	 	 More	 and	 more	 people	 came	 over,
transactions	were	out	in	the	open	rather	than	behind	closed	doors.

Now,	 there	 are	 constantly	 so	 many	 people	 in	 and	 out	 of	 the	 house	 that	 it's
difficult	to	differentiate	between	the	people	that	live	here,	the	people	that	crash
here	 and	 complete	 strangers.	 	 Every	 night	 is	 a	 party,	 and	 every	 party	 is	 my
nightmare.	

Every	week	that	passes,	the	atmosphere	becomes	more	and	more	dangerous,	and
I	want	out	more	than	ever.		I've	been	working	part-time	on	campus	in	the	library,
but	 they	 don't	 have	 a	 student	worker	 position	 for	me	 this	 semester.	 	 I'm	 on	 a
waiting	 list,	 and	 I've	been	applying	 for	other	 jobs,	 trying	desperately	 to	add	 to
my	escape	cash.		It	wouldn't	be	so	hard	if	it	was	just	myself	I	had	to	care	for,	but
with	Stephen	in	the	picture,	it'll	take	money	that	I	don't	have.		Money	that	I	won't
have	for	a	while.	

In	the	meantime,	I	have	to	keep	up	appearances	by	acting	like	I	still	owe	my	life
to	Asa,	when	in	reality,	I	feel	like	he's	ruining	it.	Don't	get	me	wrong,	I	do	love
him.		I	love	who	he	used	to	be	and	who	I	still	see	small	glimpses	of	when	we're
in	 private.	 	 I	 love	 who	 I	 know	 he	 could	 be	 again	 someday,	 but	 I'm	 also	 not
naïve.		As	many	promises	as	he's	made	me	that	he's	scaling	down	the	business	in
preparation	to	get	out,	I	know	he	won't.	I've	tried	to	talk	some	sense	into	him,	but
when	you've	got	the	power	in	your	hands	and	the	money	in	your	pocket,	it's	hard
to	 walk	 away.	 	 He'll	 never	 walk	 away.	 	 He'll	 either	 do	 this	 until	 he's	 in
prison....or	until	he's	dead.		And	I	don't	want	to	be	around	for	either.

I	 don't	 even	 try	 to	 identify	 the	 vehicles	 in	 the	 driveway	 anymore.	 	 Every	 day
there's	 a	 new	 one.	 	 I	 park	Asa's	 car	 and	 grab	my	 things,	 then	 head	 inside	 for
another	night	of	hell.

When	 I	walk	 inside,	 the	house	 is	 eerily	 quiet.	 	 I	 shut	 the	door	 behind	me	 and
smile,	 relishing	 in	 the	 fact	 that	 everyone's	 out	 back	 at	 the	pool.	 	 I	 never	 get	 a
chance	 for	 solitude,	 so	 I	 take	 advantage	 and	 put	 in	my	 headphones	 and	 begin
cleaning.	 	 I	 know	 it	 doesn't	 sound	 like	 fun,	 but	 for	me	 it's	my	only	 chance	 to
escape.	



Not	to	mention,	the	house	is	a	constant	pigsty.	

I	 start	 in	 the	 living	 room	 and	 throw	 away	 enough	 beer	 bottles	 to	 fill	 a	 thirty
gallon	trash	bag.		When	I	reach	the	kitchen	and	witness	the	mountain	of	dishes
piled	in	the	sink,	I	actually	smile.		This	should	waste	at	least	an	hour.		I	organize
the	dirty	dishes	to	the	left	of	 the	sink	and	begin	filling	the	basin	with	water.	 	 I
spin	around	and	walk	to	the	refrigerator	while	the	sink	fills	up.		I	grab	a	soda	and
pop	the	top,	then	take	a	sip.		I	close	my	eyes	and	sway	to	the	music	spilling	into
my	ears	from	the	headphones.		I	haven't	felt	so	at	peace	in	this	house	since	the
first	two	months	I	lived	here.		Back	when	the	good	Asa	was	around.	

As	soon	as	memories	of	the	Asa	I	fell	in	love	with	flood	my	mind,	I	feel	his	arms
go	around	me	from	behind	and	he	begins	swaying	to	the	music	with	me.		I	smile
and	keep	my	eyes	closed	and	wrap	my	hands	in	his,	then	lean	back	against	his
chest.		He	kisses	my	ear,	then	laces	his	fingers	with	mine	and	spins	me	around	to
face	 him.	 	When	 I	 open	my	 eyes,	 he's	 smiling	 down	 at	 me	with	 a	 genuinely
sweet	 expression.	 	 I	 haven't	 seen	 this	 look	 in	 his	 eyes	 in	 so	 long,	 it	 actually
makes	my	heart	ache,	knowing	how	much	I've	missed	it.

Maybe	he	really	is	trying.		Maybe	he's	tired	of	this	life,	too.

He	takes	my	face	in	his	hands	and	kisses	me;	a	long,	passionate	kiss	that	I	forgot
he	was	even	capable	of.		Lately,	the	only	time	I	get	kissed	is	when	he's	on	top	of
me	in	our	bed.	I	wrap	my	arms	around	his	neck	and	kiss	him	back.		I	kiss	him
desperately.		I	kiss	the	old	Asa,	not	knowing	how	long	I'll	have	him	here	with	me
like	this.	

He	pulls	the	headphones	out	of	my	ears	and	breaks	his	mouth	away	from	mine.
"Somebody	wants	a	continuation	of	this	morning,	huh?"

I	kiss	him	again	and	smile,	nodding	my	head.	I	do.		If	this	is	the	Asa	that	I'll	get
in	my	bed,	I	actually	do.	

He	puts	his	hands	on	my	shoulders	and	laughs.	 	"Not	 in	front	of	 the	company,
Sloan,"	he	teases.	

Company?

I	 squeeze	 my	 eyes	 shut,	 scared	 to	 turn	 around,	 unaware	 that	 we	 were	 being
observed	this	entire	time.	



"There's	someone	I	want	you	to	meet,"	he	says.		He	spins	me	around	and	I	open
one	 eye,	 then	 the	 other,	 hoping	 the	 shock	 I	 feel	 in	 my	 stomach	 isn't	 clearly
sprawled	across	my	face.	Leaning	up	against	the	doorframe	with	his	arms	folded
across	his	chest	and	a	hard	look	in	his	eyes,	is	all	six	feet	of	Carter.	

I	gasp,	mostly	because	he's	 the	 last	person	I	expected	to	see	here.	 	Standing	in
front	of	him	now	is	suddenly	more	intimidating	than	sitting	next	to	him	in	class
this	morning.		He's	a	lot	taller	than	I	thought;	taller	than	Asa,	even.		He's	not	as
defined	as	Asa,	but	then	again,	Asa	works	out	every	day	and	based	on	the	size	of
his	biceps,	probably	dabbles	 in	 steroids.	 	Carter	 is	more	naturally	built,	with	a
darker	complexion	and	darker	hair—and	at	the	moment,	very	dark,	angry	eyes.	

"Hey,"	Carter	says,	easing	his	expression	with	a	smile,	extending	his	hand	to	me
without	a	trace	of	recognition	on	his	face.		I	realize	he's	pretending	not	to	know
me	for	my	own	benefit—or	perhaps	for	his	own	benefit,	so	I	place	my	palm	in
his,	introducing	myself	to	him	for	the	second	time	today.	

"Sloan,"	I	say	shakily,	hoping	he	can't	feel	my	racing	pulse	through	the	palm	of
my	 hand.	 	 I	 cut	 the	 handshake	 short	 and	 pull	 back.	 "So	 how	do	 you	 and	Asa
know	 each	 other?"	 I'm	 not	 sure	 I	 want	 to	 know	 the	 answer,	 but	 the	 question
spills	out	of	my	mouth	anyway.	

Asa	puts	his	arm	around	my	waist	and	spins	me	in	the	other	direction,	away	from
Carter.	 	 "He's	 my	 new	 business	 partner,	 and	 right	 now	we've	 got	 business	 to
conduct.	 	 Go	 clean	 somewhere	 else,"	 he	 says,	 patting	 me	 on	 the	 ass.	 	 I	 spin
around	and	scowl	at	him,	but	not	nearly	as	intense	as	the	hatred	spilling	out	of
Carter's	eyes	as	he	watches	Asa.

I	normally	don't	push	things	with	Asa,	especially	in	front	of	other	people,	but	I
can't	 help	 my	 temper	 right	 now.	 	 I'm	 furious	 at	 his	 cavalier	 attitude	 about
bringing	 in	 someone	else,	despite	 the	 fact	 that	he	promised	me	he	was	getting
out.		I	also	can't	deny	the	fact	that	I'm	pissed	that	it's	Carter.		I'm	angry	at	myself
for	 developing	 a	 false	 first	 impression	 of	 him	 in	 class	 today.	 	 I	 thought	 I	was
better	at	reading	people,	but	the	fact	that	he's	involved	with	Asa	shows	me	that	I
don't	know	a	damn	thing	about	reading	people.		He's	just	like	the	rest	of	them--
but	 I	 should	expect	 it	by	now.	 	As	hard	as	 I	 try--as	hard	as	 it	was	 leaving	my
childhood	home	in	order	to	get	away	from	this	same	type	of	lifestyle,	only	to	end
up	 right	 back	 in	 it—it	 makes	 me	 feel	 ignorant.	 	 How	 can	 I	 crave	 and	 work
toward	a	normal	life	so	incredibly	bad,	yet	I	keep	falling	right	back	in	the	middle



of	this	shit?		It's	a	damn	curse.	

"Asa,"	I	say,	pleadingly.		"You	promised."		I	toss	my	hand	in	Carter's	direction.	
"Hiring	new	people	isn't	getting	out...it's	getting	in	deeper."	

I	feel	hypocritical	asking	him	to	stop	doing	what	he	does.		Every	month	I	let	him
send	 a	 check	 for	 Stephen's	 care	 with	 the	 same	 dirty	 money	 I	 wish	 he	 wasn't
making.	 	But	 it's	easier	for	me	to	allow	that,	since	 it's	not	for	me.	 	 I'd	 take	 the
dirtiest	money	there	is	if	it	meant	my	little	brother	would	be	taken	care	of.	

Asa's	eyes	grow	dark	and	he	takes	a	step	toward	me.		He	gently	places	his	hands
on	my	arms	and	rubs	them	up	and	down.		He	leans	his	mouth	in	toward	my	ear
and	 increases	 his	 grip	 on	my	 arms,	 squeezing	with	 all	 his	 force	 until	 I	 wince
from	the	pain.	

"Don't	fucking	embarrass	me,"	he	whispers	quietly	enough	that	only	I	can	hear
him.		He	eases	his	grip	and	runs	his	hands	down	to	my	elbows,	then	kisses	me
lovingly	on	the	cheek	for	show.		"Go	put	that	sexy	red	dress	on.		We're	having	a
party	tonight	to	celebrate."

He	 steps	 back	 and	 releases	me	 from	 his	 grip	 completely.	 	 I	 glance	 at	 Carter,
who's	still	standing	in	the	doorway,	eyeing	Asa	like	he	could	rip	his	head	off	at
any	second.	 	He	cuts	his	eyes	to	mine	and	for	a	second	they	grow	softer,	but	I
don't	hang	around	long	enough	to	be	positive.		I	turn	and	run	up	the	stairs	to	the
bedroom.		I	slam	the	door	and	fall	to	my	knees,	hugging	myself.		The	muscles	in
my	arms	are	throbbing	from	the	pain,	so	I	try	to	rub	it	away.		It's	the	first	time
he's	ever	physically	hurt	me,	but	the	injury	to	my	pride	hurts	so	much	worse.		I
never	should	have	questioned	him	in	front	of	someone.		I	know	better.	

But	I	also	know	that	I	don't	deserve	what	he	just	did	to	me.		No	one	does.	I	want
to	grab	my	bags	 and	pack	everything	 I	own.	 	 I	want	 to	 leave	and	never	 come
back.		I	want	out.		I	want	out,	I	want	out,	I	want	out.	

But	I	can't	leave.		It's	not	just	me	who	would	be	affected.
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CARTER-	4

Chapter	Four

"Sorry	about	her,"	Asa	says,	turning	back	to	me.	

I	unclench	my	fists	and	attempt	to	hide	my	disdain.	I've	known	him	all	of	three
hours,	and	I've	never	despised	someone	more	in	my	entire	life.

"It's	all	good,"	I	reply.		I	walk	over	to	the	bar	and	casually	ease	myself	into	one	
of	the	seats	at	the	table,	despite	the	fact	that	I	want	to	run	upstairs	and	make	sure	
Sloan's	okay.	My	mind	is	still	reeling	from	the	fact	that	Sloan	is	involved	in	this.		
She	was	the	last	person	I	expected	to	run	into	coming	here.	Watching	Asa	kiss	
her	like	he	did,	and	watching	her	respond	like	she	did,	made	me	officially	regret	
taking	on	this	assignment.		This	just	became	a	hell	of	a	lot	more	complicated.

"She	live	with	you?"	I	ask.		Asa	hands	me	a	beer	out	of	the	fridge	and	I	untwist	
the	top,	then	bring	it	to	my	mouth.

"Yep,"	he	says.		"And	I'll	cut	your	fuckin'	dick	off	if	you	so	much	as	look	at	her	
the	wrong	way."

I	eye	him,	but	he	doesn't	skip	a	beat.	He	shuts	the	door	to	the	refrigerator	and
saunters	to	his	seat	on	the	other	side	of	the	bar	as	though	the	sentence	never	even
left	his	mouth.	How	he	can	physically	hurt	her	like	he	just	did,	then	act	like	he
gives	a	shit	about	her,	has	me	floored.	I	want	to	bust	the	fucking	beer	bottle
against	his	head,	but	instead	I	grip	it	harder,	keeping	my	temper	in	check.

He	opens	his	beer	and	raises	the	bottle.	"To	money,"	he	says,	clinking	the	bottle
against	mine.

"To	money."	And	watching	assholes	get	what	they	deserve.

Dalton	walks	in	with	a	beer	in	one	hand	and	his	cell	phone	in	the	other,
interrupting	with	perfect	timing.	He	looks	at	me	and	nods,	then	turns	his
attention	to	Asa.	"Hey,	man.	Jon	wants	to	know	what	to	do	about	the	alcohol
situation.	Is	it	BYOB	tonight	or	are	we	providing,	because	we	don't	have	shit."

Asa	slams	his	beer	down	on	the	bar	and	shoves	his	chair	back,	standing	up.	"I



told	that	asshole	to	stock	up	yesterday,"	Asa	says,	storming	out	of	the	kitchen.

Dalton	nudges	his	head	toward	the	front	door	and	I	get	up	and	follow	him
outside.	Once	we're	alone	in	the	middle	of	the	front	yard,	he	turns	toward	me	and
takes	a	swig	of	his	beer,	mostly	for	appearances	sake.	Dalton	hates	beer.	He's
more	of	a	crown	and	coke	kind	of	guy.

"How'd	it	go?	You	think	you're	in?"	he	asks.

I	shrug.	"I	guess.	He's	desperate	for	someone	who	can	speak	Spanish.	I	told	him
I	was	good,	but	not	fluent."

Dalton	gapes	at	me.	"Just	like	that?	No	questions	asked?"	He	shakes	his	head	in
disbelief.	"God,	he's	such	a	dumbass.	Why	do	the	new	ones	think	they're	so
untouchable?	Fucking	pretentious	prick."

"Yep,"	I	say,	in	whole-hearted	agreement.

"I	warned	you	about	this	job,	Luke.	Told	you	it	would	be	a	tough	one.	It'll	fuck
with	your	head	having	to	live	like	this.	You	sure	you	want	in?"

I	nod,	knowing	there's	no	way	I	can	back	out	now,	knowing	how	close	Dalton
and	the	others	are	to	nailing	him.	"You	just	called	me	Luke."

Dalton	slaps	himself	in	the	forehead.	"Shit!"	he	groans.	He	kicks	at	the	ground
with	his	shoe	and	looks	back	up	at	me.	"Sorry,	man.	We	still	on	to	meet
tomorrow?	Dixon	wants	a	full	report	now	that	you're	in."

"Some	of	us	have	class	tomorrow,"	I	say,	rubbing	it	in	yet	again	that	I	got	the
shitty	end	of	the	assignment.	"I'll	be	out	by	noon,	though."

Dalton	nods	and	turns	back	toward	the	house.	"You	invite	that	hot	piece	of	ass
from	your	Spanish	class	to	the	party?"

"Nope,"	I	say.	"This	isn't	her	style."	Not	to	mention	the	fact	that	she	doesn't	need
an	invite.	She's	smack	dab	in	the	middle	of	this	shit.

He	nods,	knowing	inviting	someone	into	this	lifestyle	is	something	I	would
never	do.	Dalton	can	take	on	and	absorb	his	role	like	nothing	I've	ever	seen.	He's
had	long-term	relationships	while	undercover,	even	went	so	far	as	to	propose



once,	for	appearances	sake.	Of	course	once	the	job's	over,	he	has	no	problem
disappearing.	There's	still	a	huge	part	of	me	that	knows	every	person	I	meet
while	I'm	Carter,	is	still	just	that...a	person.	I	don't	want	to	mislead	anyone
unnecessarily,	so	I	make	it	a	point	to	be	on	guard	and	never	let	these	things	go
too	deep.

He	closes	the	door	behind	him	and	I	stand	alone	in	the	front	yard,	staring	at	the
house	that	has	just	become	my	assignment	for	at	least	the	next	two	months.
Undercover	work	wasn't	really	what	I	went	into	the	force	for,	but	it's	what	I'm
good	at.	Unfortunately,	I've	got	a	really	bad	feeling	about	this	one...and	I've	only
been	here	a	day.

I	spend	the	next	couple	of	hours	escorted	in	and	out	of	rooms	by	Asa,	shaking
hands	with	more	people	than	I	can	count.	At	first	I	try	to	keep	mental	notes	of
everyone	I	meet	and	the	way	they	interact	with	Asa,	but	by	the	fourth	beer	that	is
shoved	into	my	hands,	I	stop	trying.	There'll	be	plenty	of	time	to	get	to	know
everyone,	I	don't	need	to	be	too	focused	right	now.	I'm	still	so	new	to	this	crowd,
I	don't	want	to	give	anyone	reason	for	suspicion.

I	finally	break	away	long	enough	to	go	look	for	a	bathroom.	When	I	find	one,	the
guy	I	now	know	as	Jon,	and	two	girls	that	can't	be	older	than	nineteen	occupies
it.	I	close	the	door	faster	than	I	opened	it,	then	head	upstairs	hoping	to	find	one
that	isn't	being	used	as	a	brothel.

I	remain	in	the	bathroom	for	a	good	ten	minutes	longer	than	I	need	to.	I	pour	my
beer	into	the	sink	and	fill	the	bottle	with	tap	water,	having	gone	well	past	my
personal	quota	for	the	night.	I	need	to	spend	the	next	few	weeks	completely
sober.

I	stare	at	myself	in	the	mirror,	hoping	I	can	pull	this	off.	I'm	not	from	this	area,
so	I'm	not	worried	about	being	recognized.	What	I'm	worried	about	is	the	fact
that	I'm	not	like	Dalton.	I	can't	just	turn	it	on	and	off	like	he	does.	The	things	I
see	here,	are	the	things	I	see	when	I	close	my	eyes	at	night.	And	based	on	what	I
saw	between	Sloan	and	Asa	today,	I	won't	be	getting	much	sleep.

I	run	a	washcloth	under	the	water	and	wet	my	face,	willing	myself	to	sober	up
before	I	exit	the	bathroom.	I	toss	the	washcloth	into	the	hamper	of	clothes.	I
stare	at	the	hamper,	full	to	the	brim	of	dirty	laundry,	and	wonder	if	Sloan	is	the
only	girl	that	lives	here.	I'm	assuming	she's	probably	the	one	that	gets	stuck	with



all	the	laundry.	Not	to	mention	the	rest	of	the	house.

When	Asa	and	I	walked	in	on	her	cleaning	the	kitchen	this	afternoon,	he	stopped
in	the	doorway	and	watched	her	clean	for	several	minutes.	I	stood	over	his
shoulder,	taken	aback	by	the	fact	that	it	was	her...but	more	so	by	just	how
beautiful	she	was,	swaying	to	the	music.	The	lyrics	to	the	iconic	Rick
Springfield	song,	Jessie's	girl,	were	running	through	my	mind	as	I	stood	behind
Asa,	watching	him	watch	her.	I	wanted	to	be	the	one	watching	her	like	that.

Like	she	was	mine.

I	inhale	a	deep	breath	and	open	the	bathroom	door.	My	eyes	are	pulled	to	the
vision	standing	in	the	doorway	across	the	hall.	She	spins	around	when	she	hears
the	bathroom	door	open	and	her	slinky	dress	spins	with	her.	When	she	comes	to
a	standstill,	I	can't	pull	my	eyes	away	from	the	dress.	It	hugs	her	in	all	the	right
places,	the	spaghetti	straps	holding	up	a	barely	there	top	that	squeezes	her
breasts	together,	leaving	no	room	for	any	type	of	bra.	It	pisses	me	off	that	I'm
mentally	thanking	Asa	for	telling	her	to	put	this	dress	on.

Breathe,	Luke.	Breathe.

I	finally	bring	my	eyes	to	meet	hers,	and	the	look	on	her	face	doesn't	match	the
sexy,	confidant	attire	she's	sporting	at	all.	She's	been	crying.

"You	okay?"	I	ask,	taking	a	step	toward	her.	She	glances	at	the	stairwell	with	a
look	of	fear	in	her	eyes,	then	back	up	at	me.	She	nods.	She	starts	to	head	toward
the	stairs	and	I	reach	out	and	grab	her	hand,	pulling	her	back.	"Sloan,	wait."

She	turns	back	around	and	faces	me.	The	girl	I'm	looking	at	right	now	is	not	the
girl	I	met	in	class	today.	This	girl	is	fragile.	Scared.	Broken.

She	takes	a	step	toward	me,	folding	her	arms	across	her	chest.	She	stares	down
at	the	floor	between	us,	tugging	on	her	lip	with	her	teeth.	"Why	are	you	here?"
she	asks	quietly.

I	don't	know	how	to	answer	her.	I	don't	want	to	lie,	but	I	also	can't	tell	her	the
truth.	I'm	pretty	sure	it	would	be	frowned	upon	if	I	told	the	girlfriend	of	the	guy
I'm	trying	to	bust	the	real	reason	why	I'm	here.

"I	was	invited,"	I	say.



She	darts	her	head	up.	"You	know	what	I	mean,"	she	says.	"Why	are	you	even
involved	in	all	of	this?"

"You're	dating	the	very	reason	why	I'm	here,"	I	say,	referring	to	our	mutual
involvement	with	Asa.	"It's	just	a	job."

She	rolls	her	eyes	as	though	she's	heard	that	excuse	before.	The	difference
between	my	excuse	and	Asa's,	is	that	mine	is	the	truth.	She	just	doesn't	know
exactly	how	much	of	a	job	it	really	is.

"Sloan,	I	think	it's	safe	to	say	we	both	left	a	few	important	facts	out	of	our	class
assignment	today."

She	laughs	a	desperate,	pained	laugh.	"Yeah.	He	should	have	assigned	us	more
than	three.	I	think	five	would	have	covered	it."

"Yep,"	I	say.	"Five	facts	probably	would	have	been	enough	to	clue	me	in	to	the
fact	that	you	have	a	boyfriend."

She	glances	up	at	me,	her	chin	tucked	in.	"I'm	sorry."

"For	what?"

She	drops	her	shoulders	and	lowers	her	voice	even	more.	"For	the	way	I	acted	in
class	today,"	she	says.	"For	flirting	with	you.	I	shouldn't	have	said	some	of	the
things	I	said.	I	swear	I'm	not	that	kind	of	girl.	I	would	have	never..."

"Sloan,"	I	interrupt,	hooking	my	finger	under	her	chin.	I	stare	down	at	her,
knowing	full	well	I	need	to	drop	my	hand	and	back	the	fuck	away	from	her.	"I
don't	think	that	about	you	at	all.	It	was	harmless	fun,	that's	it."

The	word	harmless	looms	in	the	air	like	a	dark,	ominous	cloud.	We	both	know
that	Asa	is	anything	but	harmless.	Talking	to	her	in	class,	standing	with	her	in
this	hallway...it's	the	harmless	moments	like	these	that,	if	they	occur	enough,
will	end	up	being	a	hell	of	a	lot	more	than	just	harmless.	Asa's	threat	from	earlier
repeats	in	my	mind.	Everything	about	this	girl	is	off	limits.	Asa	has	made	that
clear...my	career	makes	that	clear.	Why	can't	I	see	it	that	clearly?

I	begin	to	drop	my	hand	when	a	voice	from	behind	us	causes	us	both	to	jump.



"You're	missing	the	party,	man."

I	spin	around	and	Dalton	is	at	the	top	of	the	stairwell,	eyeing	me	like	he's	about
to	beat	my	ass.	He	has	every	right	to,	considering	the	mess	I	almost	just	got
myself	in.		

"Yeah."		I	take	a	deep	breath	and	turn	back	around	to	face	her.		"We'll	talk	in
class,"	I	whisper.		She	nods	and	lets	out	a	breath,	relieved	that	the	voice	at	the
top	of	the	stairs	belonged	to	Dalton	and	not	Asa.		She's	not	the	only	one	relieved
by	that.

She	turns	around	and	heads	back	into	her	room,	rather	than	downstairs.		I	can	see
now,	based	on	her	environment,	why	she	doesn't	get	any	sleep.

	As	soon	as	the	door	closes	behind	her,	I	spin	around	and	come	face	to	face	with
Dalton.		His	nostrils	are	flaring,	a	dead	giveaway	that	he's	about	to	hit	me.	He
shoves	me	against	the	wall	and	wedges	his	arm	between	my	chest	and	throat.

								"Don't	fuck	this	up,"	he	seethes.			He	slaps	his	palm	against	the	side	of	my
head.		"Play	smart."
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Chapter	Five

ASA

								

	 I	 fold	my	arms	behind	my	head	and	 lean	back	on	 the	pillow.	 	"Take	off	your
panties."

	She	grins	and	bends	forward,	hooking	her	thumbs	in	her	panties	as	she	slowly
slides	 them	 down	 over	 her	 hips.	 	 Her	 breasts	 are	 pushed	 together	 nicely	 in	 a
black,	transparent	bra.		I	think	I'll	let	her	leave	that	one	on.

				"Come	here."

She	bends	down	on	the	bed	and	crawls	toward	me,	her	long	blonde	hair	tracing
up	my	 legs	 as	 she	 slowly	glides	up	my	body.	She	positions	herself	 above	me,
straddling	me.		This	chick	knows	what	she's	doing.		That	can	be	both	good	and
bad.	 	 I	 like	 a	girl	who	knows	how	 to	 fuck,	but	 it	 also	makes	me	wonder	how
many	guys	she	had	to	fuck	in	order	to	get	so	good.		I	reach	over	to	the	nightstand
and	grab	a	condom,	handing	it	to	her.

	 	"Put	 it	on,"	I	command.	 	She	keeps	her	eyes	trained	on	mine	as	she	opens	it,
then	brings	her	hands	to	my	dick.		I	grab	her	wrists	and	shake	my	head.		"With
your	mouth."

	 	 She	 grins	 and	 begins	 to	 lower	 her	 head	when	 I	 hear	 the	 footsteps.	Then	 the
bedroom	 doorknob	 makes	 an	 unsuccessful	 turn.	 Fuck."Asa,	 open	 the	 door!"
Sloan	yells	from	outside	the	room.

"Fuck!"	 I	 shove	 the	girl	onto	her	back.	 	 I	 stand	up	and	grab	my	pants,	pulling
them	on	as	the	girl	on	the	bed	looks	back	and	forth	between	me	and	the	door.		I
pick	her	clothes	up	off	the	floor	and	throw	them	toward	the	closet,	pointing	for
her	to	go	hide.

She	stands	up	and	scoffs	at	my	demand,	shaking	her	head.			

If	this	bitch	really	thinks	she's	about	to	walk	out	of	this	room	with	Sloan	on	the



other	side	of	the	door,	she's	delusional.	I	grab	her	by	the	shoulders	and	shove	her
toward	the	closet.	

"Just	for	a	few	minutes,"	I	whisper.	 	She	starts	 to	object,	so	I	cover	her	mouth
with	mine.		Whatever	it	takes	to	shut	her	up.	I	drop	my	hand	between	her	legs,
feeling	 her	 rely	 on	me	 for	 support	 as	 her	 knees	 begin	 to	 buckle	 beneath	 her.
	Needless	to	say,	her	anger	dissolves	with	each	stroke.	She	moans	into	my	mouth
and	I	push	her	further	into	my	closet,	just	as	Sloan	beats	on	the	door	for	a	second
time.							

"Two	minutes,"	I	whisper.	"I'll	get	rid	of	her."

I	kiss	her	 again,	 then	 shut	 the	closet	door.	 I	grab	a	 towel	 and	wipe	my	hands,
then	walk	to	the	bedroom	door	and	open	it.

	"It's	four	o'clock	in	the	afternoon,	why	are	you	asleep?"	Sloan	says,	shoving	past	
me.

She's	heading	toward	the	closet,	so	I	grab	her	by	the	waist	and	pull	her	down	
onto	the	bed.		"I	had	class	all	day.	I'm	tired,"	I	say,	knowing	the	lie	will	ease	her	
resolve.

It	does.

She	relaxes	and	curls	into	my	chest.		"You	actually	went	to	class	today?"

I	nod	and	bring	my	hands	to	her	face,	wiping	a	stray	strand	of	hair	out	of	her	
eyes,	then	tuck	it	behind	her	ear.		I	roll	her	onto	her	back	and	hover	over	her.		
The	distinct	bruises	on	her	arms	catch	my	eye,	and	it	reminds	me	that	I	never	did	
apologize	for	that	incident	in	the	kitchen.

"I	did	go	to	class,"	I	lie,	running	my	fingers	down	her	arm,	over	the	marks	I	left
on	her.	"I'm	taking	it	seriously,	Sloan.	Everything	I've	promised	you.	I	want	to
make	it	better."	I	bend	down	and	kiss	the	fingertip	bruises.	"I	love	you,	babe,"	I
say	softly.	"I	didn't	mean	to	hurt	you.	Sometimes	I	forget	how	fragile	your	skin
is."

She	presses	her	 lips	 into	a	 thin	 line	and	swallows.	 I	can	 tell	she's	 trying	not	 to
cry.	This	is	going	to	take	a	little	more	work	than	I	thought.	"God,	Sloan.	I	don't
deserve	you.	I	swear	to	you,	I'll	make	it	better.	I'll	make	it	better	for	both	of	us,



okay?"	I	take	both	of	her	cheeks	between	the	palms	of	my	hands	and	I	kiss	her
deeply.	I	know	girls	like	it	when	guys	hold	their	face	while	they	kiss	them;	like
kissing	is	their	only	intention.

It's	bullshit.	If	guys	had	their	way,	the	hands	would	never	venture	above	the	tits.

"I	love	you,"	I	say	again	as	I	glide	my	hand	down	to	her	waist.		My	dick	swells	
in	my	pants,	getting	a	hell	of	a	lot	harder	than	the	whore	in	the	closet	could	get	
it.

As	many	girls	as	I've	been	with,	I	can	honestly	say	Sloan	turns	me	on	more	than
any	of	them.	I	don't	know	what	it	is	about	her	that	I	find	so	much	more	attractive
than	the	rest	of	them.	Her	tits	aren't	that	big	and	she's	not	even	that	curvy.

I	think	it's	her	innocence.		I	like	knowing	I'm	the	first	and	only	guy	that's	ever	
fucked	her.		I	like	knowing	I'll	be	the	only	guy	that'll	ever	fuck	her.

I	slide	my	hand	underneath	her	shirt	and	pull	the	lace	of	her	bra	down.		"Let	me	
make	it	up	to	you,"	I	whisper.		I	press	my	mouth	to	the	thin	layer	of	shirt	
covering	her	nipple,	and	I	take	it	between	my	teeth.		She	moans	and	arches	her	
back,	but	pushes	against	my	chest.

"Asa,	I	just	left	the	gym.		I'm	all	sweaty.		Let	me	take	a	shower	first."

I	release	her	nipple	from	my	mouth	and	attempt	to	change	her	mind	by	running	
my	hand	between	her	legs,	rubbing	at	the	denim	of	her	jeans.		"You're	perfect,"	I	
say,	licking	at	the	sweet,	sweaty	skin	of	her	neck.		She	stiffens,	so	I	increase	the	
pressure	of	my	hand.		"Relax,"	I	whisper.		She	fights	it,	but	I	can	feel	her	slowly	
melting	against	my	hand.		I	let	the	subtle	movement	of	her	hips	guide	my	hand	
to	the	right	spot.		I	work	her	up,	harder	and	harder,	until	she's	on	the	verge	of	
falling	apart	beneath	my	fingertips.

She	gives	in	to	my	coercion	and	relaxes	her	arms	above	her	head.		I	sit	up	on	my	
knees	and	unbutton	her	pants,	easing	them	down	her	hips	far	enough	to	give	me	
access.	I	slip	my	fingers	underneath	the	edge	of	her	panties	and	ease	two	of	them	
inside	of	her.		She	moans	and	grasps	at	the	sheets,	balling	them	up	in	knots	
between	her	white-knuckled	fists.		I	slowly	ease	my	fingers	in	and	out	of	her,	
teasing	her	clit	with	the	pad	of	my	thumb.	I	rake	my	eyes	over	her	body	as	I	
build	up	speed	with	my	hand.	As	soon	as	I	feel	the	shudders	rising	up	from	her,	I	
cover	her	mouth	with	mine	and	kiss	her	hard.		She	lets	out	a	scream	that's	



completely	muffled	by	my	mouth.		God,	I	love	it	when	she	screams	into	my	
mouth.		Her	breath	slides	down	my	throat	in	labored	waves,	mixing	with	mine.		I	
continue	rubbing	her	until	she	stiffens	beneath	me	and	tries	to	pull	my	hand	
away.		I	slip	my	hand	out	of	her	panties,	pulling	them	back	into	position.

"You	can	go	shower	now."	I	kiss	her	again	and	she	grabs	my	face,	then	pushes	
me	onto	my	back	and	rolls	on	top	of	me.

"What	about	you?"	she	asks,	reaching	down	to	unzip	my	pants.

I	grab	her	hand	and	pull	it	away.	"I	owed	you	one,"	I	say.		"Now	go	shower.		
We're	going	out	tonight."

She	smiles.		"Like	on	a	date?"

"Not	like	a	date.		It	is	a	date."

She	grins	and	hops	off	of	me,	heading	toward	the	door.

							"Lock	it	on	your	way	out,"	I	say.

She	pauses	and	turns	around.		"Why?"

I	grab	the	bulge	in	my	pants.		"I	need	to	finish	what	you	started."

She	crinkles	up	her	nose	and	rolls	her	eyes,	but	she	locks	the	door	behind	her.	I	
jump	up	and	check	the	lock,	then	turn	around,	just	as	whatever-her-name-is	
comes	barging	out	of	the	closet.		She	points	her	finger	at	me	and	practically	spits	
venom	when	she	speaks.		"You	sick	fuck!"

	grab	the	hand	that's	pointing	in	my	face	and	spin	it	around,	wrapping	her	arm	
behind	her	back.		I	lean	in	to	her	ear	and	press	my	hard-on	against	her	stomach.		
"Hey,	hey,"	I	say	quietly,	attempting	to	calm	her	down.		I	run	my	fingers	down	
her	cheek	and	lightly	kiss	her	lips.	"I	saved	the	best	part	for	you."		I	press	her	
down	onto	the	bed,	ass	first.		I	drop	my	pants	and	kick	them	off,	then	reach	for	
the	condom	and	slide	it	on.		The	girl	lies	back	on	the	bed	and	spreads	her	legs	
open.



I

Fucking	whore.

I	kneel	down	on	the	bed	and	position	myself	between	her	legs.		I	slide	my	hands	
underneath	her	back	and	bring	them	up	from	behind,	gripping	her	shoulders	with	
a	firm	hold.		I	wait	silently	and	listen	for	the	water	to	start	running	across	the	
hall.		When	the	shower	starts	up,	I	grip	her	tighter	and	slam	into	her	so	hard,	she	
screams.		I	immediately	put	my	hand	over	her	mouth	and	continue	slamming	
against	her.		I	can't	tell	if	she's	screaming	into	my	hand	because	she	likes	it,	or	
because	I'm	fucking	her	so	hard	it	hurts.		The	fact	that	I	can't	tell	the	difference	
turns	me	on	even	more.

It	doesn't	 take	me	 long	at	all.	Knowing	 I	 just	made	Sloan	scream	 in	 this	 same
spot	less	than	two	minutes	ago	is	enough	to	make	me	finish	without	even	having
my	dick	balls-deep	in	some	whore.	I	squeeze	my	eyes	shut	and	slam	into	her	one
last	time,	holding	my	position	for	several	seconds	while	her	moans	are	still	being
suppressed	by	my	hand.	 I	drop	onto	my	elbows	and	 take	one	of	her	nipples	 in
my	mouth,	sucking	and	pulling	on	it	until	every	last	bit	of	me	is	released.

I	relax	against	the	girl's	chest	and	pull	out.	She	whimpers,	squeezing	her	thighs
against	my	hips,	wanting	more.	The	thought	of	making	two	girls	climax	beneath
my	fingertips	just	minutes	apart	is	more	than	even	I've	ever	accomplished.	I	toss
the	condom	into	the	trash,	then	lay	down	beside	her.	I	push	her	thighs	apart,	then
shove	two	fingers	deep	inside	her,	watching	as	her	eyes	roll	back	in	her	head.

I	press	my	cheek	against	hers	and	ease	my	fingers	in	and	out.	"You	like	this?"	I
whisper	in	her	ear.	She	moans	and	breathes	a	yes,	so	I	force	a	third	finger	inside
of	her,	feeling	her	stretch	around	my	hand.	She	breathes	a	much	louder	yes	this
time.

I	shove	the	fourth	finger	 inside	of	her,	watching	as	she	grimaces	 in	pain.	I	 rub
my	thumb	over	her	clit	and	cup	my	fingers	upward,	finding	the	exact	spot	 that
sends	her	into	a	tailspin.

"You	like	it	when	I	fuck	you	with	my	hand?"

She	 becomes	 louder,	 moaning	 and	 grunting	 and	 yelling	 my	 name.	 I	 have	 to
cover	her	goddamn	mouth	again	with	my	free	hand.



I	pull	back	and	look	her	in	the	eyes.	"Did	you	watch	me	fuck	my	girlfriends	with
this	hand?	Did	that	turn	you	on?"

Her	eyes	grow	wide	and	she	doesn't	respond,	so	I	ask	her	again.

"Did	 it?"	 I	 say,	pausing	 the	movement	of	my	hand,	 causing	her	 to	whimper.	 I
know	how	close	she	is	to	releasing,	so	I	use	her	desperation	to	my	advantage.

"Tell	me	you	liked	it."

She	moans,	pressing	herself	against	my	hand,	silently	begging	me	to	keep	going.
I	pull	my	fingers	out	of	her	and	bring	them	up	to	her	mouth.

"Taste	her,"	I	say,	tracing	my	wet	fingers	along	her	bottom	lip.

She	turns	her	face	to	the	side,	not	wanting	to	take	my	fingers	in	her	mouth.	My
dick	is	hard	again,	so	I	position	myself	on	top	of	her.	The	need	growing	between
her	legs	makes	her	desperate.	She	tilts	her	face	back	toward	me,	just	like	I	knew
she	would,	and	reluctantly	opens	her	mouth.	I	grab	her	jaw	with	my	other	hand
and	force	her	mouth	open	wider,	shoving	two	of	my	fingers	inside.

"Suck,"	I	demand.	She	closes	her	lips	over	my	fingers	and	sucks	them.

"Does	 she	 taste	 good?"	 I	 ask,	 rubbing	 myself	 against	 her	 faster	 and	 harder,
bringing	her	right	to	the	edge	with	me.

She	moans	 and	 nods	 her	 head,	 grabbing	my	wrist	with	 her	 hand,	 taking	 turns
sucking	each	of	my	fingers	down	to	the	knuckles.	The	feel	of	her	tongue	sliding
up	and	down	my	fingers	nearly	makes	me	bust	it	all	over	her.	"Fuuuck,"	I	groan.
I	pull	my	hand	out	of	her	mouth.

"Let	me	taste,"	I	say.	I	kiss	her,	licking	the	sweet	aftertaste	of	both	of	them	off	of
her	tongue.	She	arches	her	back	and	it	doesn't	take	her	long	before	she's	writhing
beneath	me.	I	pull	back	from	her	mouth	and	continue	to	rub	against	her.	When
she	finally	starts	to	reach	her	peak,	I	can	feel	the	scream	wanting	to	escape	her
lips,	so	I	do	to	her	what	I	just	did	to	Sloan.	I	cover	her	mouth	with	mine	and	let
her	scream	her	little	heart	out,	while	she	shudders	and	shakes	beneath	me.	I	close
my	 eyes	 and	 groan	 as	 I	 lift	 up	 slightly	 and	 press	 my	 dick	 against	 the	 girl's
stomach,	releasing	myself	all	over	her.



When	she's	finally	calm	beneath	me,	I	roll	off	of	her	and	hand	her	a	shirt	from	
the	floor	to	clean	up	with.

								"Get	dressed,"	I	say.	"I	have	a	date	tonight."
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SLOAN-	6

Chapter	Six

Sloan

					

I	slip	into	the	bathroom	before	class	for	a	quick	hair	and	makeup	check.		I've
never	cared	before	if	I	looked	like	I	just	rolled	out	of	bed,	but	knowing	Carter
will	be	sitting	inches	away	from	me	for	the	next	hour	has	me	more	concerned
than	usual.

The	fluorescent	lights	are	unforgiving.		The	bags	under	my	eyes	tell	their	own
truth	about	last	night.	Just	looking	at	my	reflection,	all	I	see	is	a	girl	who	stayed
up	way	too	late	worrying	about	the	guy	who	promised	her	a	date	but	never
showed.

Asa	left	with	his	friend	Jon	while	I	was	in	the	shower	yesterday,	getting	ready
for	him	to	take	me	out	for	the	first	time	in	over	five	months.	Despite	the	fact	that
neither	of	them	were	home,	the	house	was	still	full	of	people.	I	stayed	up
worried	about	him	until	I	couldn't	keep	my	eyes	open	anymore.	When	he	finally
crawled	in	bed,	then	proceeded	to	crawl	on	top	of	me,	I	was	so	pissed	I	just
started	crying.He	didn't	even	notice.	Or	he	didn't	care.

I	cried	the	entire	time	he	was	on	top	of	me,	fucking	me	like	he	didn't	give	a	shit
who	was	under	him,	as	long	as	someone	was	under	him.	When	he	finished,	he
rolled	over	and	fell	asleep	without	a	single	word.	Not	an	apology.	Not	a	thank
you.	Not	an	I	love	you.	He	just	rolled	over	and	fell	right	to	sleep	without	a	single
thing	on	his	conscience.	I	rolled	over	and	continued	to	cry.

I	cried	for	the	fact	that	I	allow	him	to	do	what	he	does	to	me.	I	cried	for	the	fact
that	I	feel	like	I	have	no	other	choice.	I	cried	for	the	fact	that	I'm	still	with	him,
despite	the	person	he's	become.	I	cried	for	the	fact	that	I	have	no	way	out,	no
matter	how	much	I	want	to	leave.	I	cried	for	the	fact	that	despite	everything
horrible	about	Asa,	I	was	still	worried	sick	when	he	didn't	come	home.	I	cried
because	I	realized	that	no	matter	who	he's	become,	a	part	of	me	is	still	in	love
with	him...because	I	don't	know	how	not	to	be.



I	turn	away	from	my	reflection	because	I'm	ashamed	of	who	I've	become.

***

				

		Carter	is	already	seated	at	our	table	when	I	walk	into	Spanish	class.			I	can	see
him	watching	me	out	of	the	corner	of	my	eye,	but	I	refuse	to	look	at	him.

After	spending	the	hour	with	him	in	class	the	other	day,	I	think	it's	safe	to	say	I
developed	a	slight	crush.		The	thought	of	getting	to	spend	time	with	him	three
days	a	week	had	me	giddy;	a	feeling	that	had	become	all	too	foreign	to	me.	But
seeing	him	in	my	house,	with	Asa	of	all	people,	crushed	any	fantasies	I	may
have	had.		I	never	intended	for	anything	to	happen	with	Carter.		How	could	it
have?		There's	no	way	I	can	get	out	of	the	situation	I'm	in	with	Asa,	and	I'm	not	a
cheater.		I	was	simply	looking	forward	to	having	a	crush.		Looking	forward	to
flirting	a	little	bit.		Looking	forward	to	feeling	desirable.

Knowing	now	that	Carter	is	more	like	Asa	than	I	could	have	imagined,	I	don't
want	any	part	of	it.		Any	part	of	him.		The	fact	that	he's	now	another	constant
fixture	at	our	house	makes	him	even	more	hands	off.		If	Asa	even	had	a
suspicion	that	another	guy	was	speaking	to	me,	that	guy	would	be	dead.		I'd	like
to	say	that	isn't	a	literal	statement,	but	it	is.		Seeing	as	how	he	doesn't	seem	to
have	a	conscience,	I	one	hundred	percent	believe	that	Asa	is	capable	of	murder.

Which	is	exactly	the	reason	I'm	not	putting	Carter	in	that	situation.			I	keep
telling	myself	that	Carter	is	just	another	Asa,	in	different	clothing.	Not	worth	the
risk.	I	treat	this	situation	with	Carter	exactly	as	it	is:	another	roadblock	to	my
eventual	escape.

	I	glance	around	the	room	for	a	vacant	seat	that	isn't	next	to	his.	I	must	have
spent	too	much	time	in	the	restroom,	because	the	class	is	almost	full.		There	are
two	seats	on	the	second	to	top	row	that	are	empty,	but	they're	directly	in	front	of
the	seat	Carter	is	occupying.		I	avoid	his	gaze	and	walk	to	the	empty	seats	with
my	head	tucked	down.		I	don't	know	if	I	can	pull	off	pretending	I	didn't	notice
him,	but	I'm	sure	as	hell	going	to	try.

I	take	one	of	the	seats	and	sit	down,	then	pull	my	books	out	and	place	them	on
the	table	in	front	of	me.		I	hear	a	sudden	commotion	coming	from	the	top	row
and	can't	help	but	turn	around.		Carter	is	scooting	across	the	table	behind	me



with	his	backpack	in	hand.		He	hops	off	the	table	and	pulls	the	empty	chair	out
next	to	me,	then	plops	down	into	it.

"What's	this	all	about?"	he	asks,	twisting	in	his	chair	to	face	me.

"What's	what	all	about?"	I	ask,	opening	the	text	to	where	we	left	off	on	Monday.

I	can	feel	him	staring	at	me,	but	he	doesn't	say	anything.		I	continue	to	pretend-
read,	and	he	continues	to	silently	stare	at	me	until	I	can't	take	it	anymore.		I	turn
to	face	him.

"What?"	I	ask,	irritated.		"What	do	you	want?"

He	still	doesn't	say	anything.		I	slam	my	book	shut	and	turn	my	body	toward	his.
	The	fact	that	our	knees	are	pressed	together	doesn't	go	unnoticed.		He	glances
down	at	our	legs	and	I	can	see	a	hint	of	a	grin	playing	in	the	corner	of	his	mouth.

"Well,"	he	says.		"I	sort	of	liked	sitting	by	you	the	other	day,	so	I	thought	I'd	do
it	again.		I	take	it	that's	not	what	you	want,	so..."

He	begins	to	gather	his	books	and	a	huge	part	of	me	wants	to	rip	them	from	his
hands	and	make	him	stay	here,	right	where	he	is.		But	an	even	bigger	part	of	me
is	relieved	that	he's	taking	the	hint.

He	shoves	his	notebook	in	his	backpack	and	I	keep	quiet.		If	I	say	anything,	I
know	it'll	be	nothing	but	a	pathetic	plea	for	him	to	stay	put.

"You're	in	my	seat,"	a	flat,	monotone	voice	says.

Carter	and	I	both	look	up	to	see	a	guy	standing	in	front	of	us,	staring	down	at
Carter	with	an	indifferent	expression.

"I	was	just	moving,	man,"	Carter	says,	pulling	his	backpack	onto	the	table.

"You	should	have	never	sat	there	in	the	first	place,"	the	guy	says.		"I	sit	there."
	The	guy	turns	to	me	and	extends	his	arm	straight	out,	pointing	at	me.		"And	you
don't	sit	right	there.		A	different	girl	sat	there	on	Monday,	so	you	can't	sit	there."

The	guy's	expression	is	troubled.	He's	terribly	disturbed	that	we're	in	different
seats	today.		I	feel	sorry	for	him,	recognizing	features	of	one	of	my	own	brothers



when	I	look	at	him.		I	start	to	tell	him	we'll	move—that	he	can	have	his	seat—
but	Carter's	anger	intercepts	my	response.	He	stands	up.

"Get	your	finger	out	of	her	face,"	he	says	to	the	guy.

"Get	out	of	my	seat,"	the	guy	replies,	turning	his	attention	back	to	Carter.

Carter	laughs	and	drops	his	backpack	on	the	floor.		"Dude,"	he	says.		"What	is
this?		Kindergarten?		Go	find	your	own	fucking	seat."

The	guy	drops	his	arm	and	looks	at	Carter	in	shock.		He	starts	to	reply,	but	snaps
his	mouth	shut	and	walks	toward	the	back	row,	defeated.		"But	that's	my	seat,"
he	mumbles,	walking	away.

Carter	pulls	his	notebook	back	out	of	his	backpack	and	sets	it	on	the	table	in
front	of	him.	"I	guess	you're	stuck	with	me,"	he	says.		"No	way	I'm	moving	seats
now."

I	shake	my	head	and	lean	in	toward	him.		"Carter,"	I	whisper.		"Give	him	a
break.		I	think	he	has	Asperger's,	he	can't	help	it."

Carter	snaps	his	head	in	my	direction.		"No	shit?		Are	you	serious?"

I	nod.		"My	brother	had	Asperger's.	I	know	the	signs."

He	runs	his	hands	over	his	face.		"Shit,"	he	groans.		He	quickly	stands	up,
reaching	for	my	hand	when	he	does.		I	stand	up	with	him.

"Get	your	stuff,"	he	says,	pointing	to	my	backpack	and	notebook.		He	turns
around	and	throws	his	stuff	on	the	table	behind	him,	then	reaches	for	my
backpack	and	does	the	same.		He	looks	up	at	the	guy	and	points	down	to	the
seats	we	were	just	occupying.		"Sorry	man.	I	didn't	realize	they	were	your	seats.
We'll	move."

The	guy	quickly	walks	back	to	the	row	we're	in	and	claims	his	seat	before	Carter
changes	his	mind.		Realizing	most	of	the	class	is	probably	watching	the
commotion	between	the	three	of	us;	I	still	can't	help	but	smile.		I	love	that	he	just
did	that.We	both	walk	back	to	the	seats	we	occupied	on	Monday,	then	unpack
our	stuff	onto	the	table.



Again.

"Thank	you	for	doing	that,"	I	say	to	him.

He	doesn't	respond.		He	gives	me	a	half-smile,	then	looks	down	at	his	phone	
until	class	starts.

Things	are	a	little	awkward	once	the	lecture	begins.		Not	wanting	to	sit	by	Carter	
has	left	him	questioning	me.		I	can	tell,	because	it's	written	clearly	in	front	of	me	
in	black	ink	as	I	stare	down	at	the	paper	he	just	scooted	over.

Why	didn't	you	want	to	sit	by	me?

I	chuckle	at	the	simplicity	in	his	question.		I	pick	up	my	pen	and	write	a	
response.

Dude.		What	is	this?		Kindergarten?

He	reads	my	response	and	I	swear	I	can	see	him	frown.		I	was	trying	to	be	funny,	
but	he	missed	the	humor,	apparently.		He	writes	something	down,	something	
long,	and	slides	the	note	back	to	me.

I'm	serious,	Sloan.		Did	I	cross	some	sort	of	line	the	other	night?		I'm	sorry	if	I	
did.		I	know	you're	with	Asa	and	I	respect	that.		I	honestly	just	think	you're	fun	
and	want	to	sit	by	you.		Spanish	bores	the	hell	out	of	me	and	sitting	next	to	you	
makes	the	urge	I	have	to	gouge	my	own	eyes	out	a	little	less	imminent.

I	stare	at	his	note	for	a	lot	longer	than	it	actually	takes	me	to	read	it.		He's	got	
incredibly	impressive	handwriting	for	a	guy,	and	an	even	more	impressive	way	
of	making	my	heart	race.

He	thinks	I'm	fun.

It's	a	simple	compliment,	but	one	that	affects	me	way	more	than	I	wish	it	did.	I
have	no	idea	what	to	say	in	response,	so	I	press	my	pen	to	the	paper	and	don't
even	think	when	I	write.

People	in	Wyoming	don't	really	exist,	and	I	can	never	find	the	right	outfit	to	
wear	when	I	shop	for	penguins.



I	slide	the	paper	back	to	him	and	when	he	laughs	out	loud,	I	put	my	hand	over	
my	mouth,	covering	my	smile.		I	love	that	he	gets	my	sense	of	humor,	but	hate	it	
at	the	same	time.		Every	second	I	spend	with	him	just	makes	two	more	seconds	I	
want	to	spend	with	him.

He	slides	the	paper	back	to	me.

Mosquitos	whisper	sweet	nothings	into	my	barrel	of	monkeys	that	took	too	long	
to	bring	me	the	pizza	I	ordered.	

I	laugh,	then	clench	my	stomach.	Seeing	the	word	pizza	reminds	me	of	just	how	
hungry	I	am.		I	was	too	upset	to	eat	supper	last	night,	so	it's	been	over	twenty-
four	hours	since	I've	eaten	anything.

Pizza	sounds	good.

I	lay	my	pen	down	but	don't	slide	the	note	to	him.		I'm	not	sure	why	I	wrote	
something	down	that	I	was	actually	thinking	this	time.

"It	does,"	he	says	aloud.

I	glance	up	at	him	and	he's	looking	at	me	with	a	smile	that	actually	hurts.		He's	
everything	I	want,	and	everything	I	don't	need,	and	it	literally,	physically	hurts.

"After	class,"	he	whispers.	"I'm	taking	you	for	pizza."

It	comes	out	of	his	mouth	so	fast,	it	seems	like	he	knows	he	shouldn't	be	saying
it,	much	less	doing	it.

But	I	nod.

Dammit,	I	nod.
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CARTER-7

Chapter	Seven

Carter

After	class	is	over,	she	walks	next	to	me	as	I	lead	her	toward	the	parking	lot.	I
can	tell	by	the	grip	she	has	on	her	backpack	and	the	way	she	keeps	looking
behind	her	that	she's	about	to	back	out.	When	she	pauses,	turning	toward	me	on
the	pavement,	I	don't	even	give	her	the	chance	to	speak.

"It's	lunchtime,	Sloan.	You	need	to	eat.	I'm	taking	you	for	pizza.	Quit	trying	to
make	it	more	than	it	is,	okay?"

Her	eyes	widen	in	shock	that	I	knew	exactly	what	she	was	thinking.	She	presses
her	lips	together	and	nods.

"It's	lunch,"	she	says	with	a	shrug,	casually	trying	to	convince	herself	that	this	is
perfectly	okay.	"I	eat	lunch.	You	eat	lunch.	What's	the	big	deal	if	we	eat	lunch	at
the	same	time?	At	the	same	restaurant?"

"Exactly,"	I	say.

There	are	smiles	on	both	of	our	faces,	but	the	fear	in	our	eyes	speaks	volumes.

We're	crossing	a	line,	and	we	both	know	it.

***

When	we	reach	my	car,	I	naturally	start	toward	her	door	to	open	it	for	her,	but
change	my	mind	and	go	straight	to	the	driver's	side,	instead.	The	less	I	treat	her
like	my	date,	the	less	it'll	feel	like	a	date.	I	don't	want	to	make	her	more	nervous
about	our	"casual	lunch"	than	she	already	is.	The	truth	is,	I'm	nervous	enough	for
the	both	of	us.	I	don't	know	what	the	hell	I	think	I'm	doing,	but	whenever	I'm
around	her,	all	I	can	think	about	is	how	much	more	I	want	to	be	around	her.

We	both	shut	our	doors	and	I	crank	the	car,	then	pull	out	of	the	parking	lot.
Pulling	away	from	the	college	with	her	alone	in	my	car	feels	almost	like	playing
a	game	of	Russian	roulette.	My	pulse	is	racing	and	my	mouth	runs	dry,	knowing



my	being	with	her	is	potential	career	suicide.	Not	to	mention	what	would	happen
if	Asa	found	out.

I	wipe	him	from	my	mind	and	look	over	at	her,	deciding	that	if	this	may	very
well	be	my	last	day	on	earth,	I'm	going	to	focus	on	her	and	enjoy	the	hell	out	of
it.

"I	have	a	confession,"	she	says,	looking	at	me	embarrassed.

"What	is	it?"

She	clicks	her	seatbelt	into	place	and	folds	her	hands	in	her	lap.	"I	don't	have	any
money."

I	want	to	laugh	at	her	confession,	but	in	all	honesty,	it	makes	me	sad	for	her.
"My	treat,"	I	say,	because	it	would	have	been,	regardless.	"But	if	I	wouldn't	have
taken	you	to	lunch	today,	how	would	you	have	eaten?"

She	shrugs.	"I	usually	don't	eat	lunch.	Lunch	costs	money,	and	money	is
something	I	don't	have	in	abundance	right	now.	I'm	saving	up	for	something
more	important."

She	glances	out	the	window,	a	clear	sign	that	she	doesn't	have	intentions	of
elaborating	on	what	it	is	she's	saving	up	for.	I	don't	push	it.	But	I	do	push	for	an
answer	as	to	why	she	doesn't	have	money	to	eat	on.

"Why	don't	you	just	ask	Asa	for	money?	He's	got	it.	I	bet	if	he	knew	you	weren't
eating	lunch,	he'd	make	sure	you	had	some."

She	shakes	her	head.	"I	don't	want	his	dirty	money,"	she	spits	out.	"I'd	rather
starve."

I	don't	respond.	I	don't	want	to	remind	her	of	the	fact	that	she's	under	the
impression	that	I'm	working	for	Asa,	so	I'll	be	paying	for	our	lunch	with	that
same	dirty	money.	Instead,	I	change	the	conversation	to	a	lighter	subject.

"Tell	me	about	your	brother,"	I	say	as	I	steer	the	car	in	the	direction	of	the
freeway.

"My	brother?"	she	asks,	questioning	me.	"Which	one?"



"The	one	with	Aspergers?	I	don't	know	a	lot	about	it.	I	had	a	neighbor	kid	back
in	Sacramento	who	had	it.	I	didn't	know	it	was	something	you	could	overcome,
but	you	said	your	brother	had	it...like	as	in	past	tense."

Her	eyes	drop	to	her	lap	and	she	laces	her	fingers	together.	"It's	not	something
you	can	overcome,"	she	says	quietly.

But	she	referred	to	it	in	the	past	tense.	Or...I	guess	she	referred	to	him	in	the	past
tense.	I'm	an	insensitive	dumbass.	Why	the	hell	did	I	bring	it	up?

"I'm	sorry,"	I	say.	I	reach	over	and	grab	her	hand,	squeezing	it.	"I'm	really
sorry,"	I	repeat.

She	pulls	her	hand	back	to	her	lap	and	clears	her	throat.	"It's	fine,"	she	says,
forcing	a	smile.	"It	was	a	long	time	ago.	Asperger's	wasn't	the	only	thing	he	dealt
with,	unfortunately."

And	on	that	note,	we	reach	the	restaurant.	I	pull	into	a	parking	spot	and	turn	off
the	car.	Neither	of	us	moves.	I	think	she's	waiting	on	me	to	get	out	of	the	car,	but
I	feel	like	I	just	ruined	her	good	mood.

"I	officially	sucked	the	fun	out	of	that	drive,"	I	say.	"Got	any	remedies?"

She	laughs	lightheartedly	and	grins.	"We	could	take	the	writing	game	to	another
level,"	she	says.	"Try	to	lighten	the	mood	a	little	bit.	Instead	of	writing	random
things	without	thinking,	we	could	just	spend	lunch	saying	random	things	without
thinking."

I	nod	and	gesture	toward	the	restaurant	in	front	of	us.	"After	you,"	I	say.	"Walrus
tusks	cloud	my	vision	like	chocolate	pudding."

She	laughs	and	opens	her	door.	"One-legged	tiger	sharks	are	better	for	you	than
vegetables."
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ASA-8

Chapter	Eight

Asa

		"Jon!"	

I'm	gripping	my	phone	so	tight,	I	wouldn't	be	surprised	if	it	crumpled	in	my
hand.	I	breathe	in	through	my	nose	and	out	my	mouth,	calming	myself,
attempting	to	give	her	the	benefit	of	the	doubt	before	I	completely	flip	out.

		"Jon!"

I	finally	hear	his	footsteps	bounding	up	the	stairs.	My	door	swings	open	and	he	
walks	into	the	room.	"What	the	hell	is	it?	I	was	taking	a	shit."

I	look	down	at	the	GPS	report	on	my	phone.	"What's	at	1262	Ricker	Road?"

He	looks	up	at	the	ceiling,	drumming	his	fingers	against	the	doorframe.	"Ricker	
Road,"	he	repeats	to	himself.	"Mostly	just	restaurants,	I	think."	He	looks	down	at	
his	phone	and	types	in	the	address.	"Why?	We	got	a	delivery?"

I	shake	my	head.	"Nope.	Sloan's	on	Ricker	Road."

Jon	cocks	his	head.	"Did	your	car	break	down?	She	need	a	ride	somewhere?"

I	roll	my	eyes.	"She	doesn't	need	a	fucking	ride,	dumbass.	She's	on	Ricker	Road	
when	she	should	be	on	campus.	I	want	to	know	what	the	fuck	she's	doing	there	
and	who	the	fuck	she's	with."

Realization	finally	dawns	on	his	face.	"Oh,	shit.	You	want	to	go	check	it	out?"	
He	fingers	his	phone	some	more.	"Looks	like	Italian.	Something	called	'Mi	
Amore.'"

I	toss	my	phone	across	the	mattress	and	stand	up,	pacing	the	room.	"No,"	I	say.	
"It's	half	an	hour	away.	Forty-five	minutes	with	traffic.	She'll	be	gone	before	we	
even	get	there."	I	take	a	deep	breath	and	grip	the	bridge	of	my	nose	between	my	
fingertips,	willing	myself	to	remain	calm.



If	she's	fucking	around,	I'll	find	out.	And	if	I	find	out,	she's	fucking	dead.	The
bastard	she's	fucking	around	with	won't	be	as	lucky.

"I'll	figure	it	out,"	I	say	to	Jon.	"Tonight."	
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SLOAN-9

Chapter	Nine

	Sloan

Carter	holds	the	door	open	for	me.	It's	the	first	time	I've	been	inside	a	restaurant	
in	months;	I	forgot	how	good	they	smell.

Thoughts	of	Asa	finding	out	I'm	here	keep	flashing	through	my	mind,	despite	
doing	my	best	to	focus	on	the	fact	that	I'm	just	eating	lunch.	As	innocent	as	I	can	
pretend	this	is,	if	Asa	found	out...	

I	don't	even	want	to	think	about	what	Asa	would	do.	

The	hostess	smiles	at	us,	grabbing	two	menus.	"Table	for	two?"	

"Yes,	please,"	Carter	says.	"Banana's	like	boiled	water	in	Reno,"	he	adds	with	a	
straight	face.	

I	bust	out	laughing.	The	hostess	shoots	us	both	a	confused	look,	then	shakes	her	
head.	"Follow	me."		

Carter	reaches	down	and	grabs	my	hand,	pulling	me	forward.	He	doesn't	just	
grab	my	hand	to	lead	me	to	our	seat;	he	intertwines	his	fingers	with	mine	and	
smiles	at	me,	causing	my	heart	to	pound	like	a	kick	drum.

	Oh,	God,	this	is	wrong,	wrong,	wrong.

When	we	reach	our	table	and	he	pulls	his	hand	from	mine	to	take	his	seat,	it	
literally	makes	my	heart	ache,	having	to	let	go	of	his	hand.	We	both	scoot	into	
the	booth	and	rest	our	elbows	on	the	table	between	us.	I	look	down	at	his	
hands....	at	the	one	that	just	held	mine.	There's	nothing	particularly	special	about	
his	hand.	It's	odd	how	the	slightest	touch	from	that	simple	hand	can	cause	such	a	



disturbance	inside	of	me.	It's	just	a	hand.	What	the	hell	is	so	special	about	his	
hand?

"What?"	he	says.	The	sound	of	his	voice	pulls	me	out	of	my	trance	and	I	look	up	
at	him.	His	head	is	tilted	to	the	side	and	his	eyes	are	focused	on	mine.	Hard.	Like	
he's	attempting	to	read	my	mind.	

"What?"	I	ask	him	in	return,	feigning	ignorance.

He	leans	back	into	the	booth	and	folds	his	arms	across	his	chest.	"I	was	just	
wondering	what	you	were	thinking.	You	were	looking	at	my	hands	like	you	
wanted	to	cut	them	off."

I	didn't	realize	my	expression	was	a	dead	giveaway.	I	can	feel	the	heat	rise	to	my	
cheeks,	but	I	refuse	to	look	embarrassed.	I	lean	back	in	my	booth	and	scoot	
toward	the	wall,	so	that	I'm	not	sitting	directly	in	front	of	him.	I	prop	my	feet	up	
in	the	seat	next	to	him	and	cross	my	ankles,	getting	comfortable.	

"I	was	just	thinking,"	I	reply.	

He	props	his	feet	up	next	to	me,	crossing	them	at	the	ankles	as	well.	I	can't	tell	if	
he's	just	getting	comfortable,	or	if	he's	mimicking	me.	

"I	know	you	were	just	thinking.	I	want	to	know	what	you	were	thinking."

"Are	you	always	this	nosey?"

He	smiles.	"When	it	comes	to	the	safety	of	my	limbs...yes."



"Well,	I	wasn't	thinking	I	wanted	to	cut	off	your	hands,	if	that	makes	you	feel	
better."

He	keeps	his	eyes	locked	on	mine,	his	head	resting	casually	against	the	booth.	
"Tell	me,"	he	says	again.	

												"You're	pushy,"	I	say,	picking	up	the	menu.	I	prop	it	up	on	the	table	in	
front	of	me,	blocking	the	sight	of	him.	His	piercing	dark	eyes	are	hard	to	say	no	
to,	so	I	just	choose	not	to	look	at	him	at	all.	

His	fingers	slide	over	the	top	of	the	menu	and	he	pulls	it	down,	eyeing	me,	still	
waiting	for	an	answer.	I	drop	the	menu	and	sigh.	

"Internal	thoughts	are	internal	for	a	reason,	Carter."	

He	narrows	his	eyes	and	leans	forward	in	the	booth.	"Should	I	not	have	held	
your	hand?	Did	that	piss	you	off?"	

The	sensually	smooth	sound	of	his	voice	alone	tickles	the	inside	of	my	stomach	
like	a	feather	but	I	try	and	convince	myself	that	I'm	just	hungry.

"It	didn't	piss	me	off,"	I	say,	still	skirting	around	his	demand	for	answers.	The	
problem	I	had	with	him	holding	my	hand	was	that	I	liked	it.	A	lot.	But	I'm	not	
telling	him	that.

I	pull	my	gaze	from	his	and	pick	the	menu	up	again.	I	don't	want	to	see	his	
reaction.	I	read	the	selections	on	the	menu	for	a	while,	very	aware	of	the	silence	
poised	between	us.	The	fact	that	he	isn't	saying	anything	is	driving	me	crazy.	I	
can	feel	him	staring;	silently	challenging	me	to	look	at	him.



	"Can	I	get	a	pizza?"	I	ask,	breaking	the	silence	and	changing	the	subject.		

	"Get	whatever	you	want,"	he	says,	finally	picking	up	his	own	menu.	

	"Pepperoni	and	onions."	I	drop	my	menu	back	on	the	table.	"And	water's	fine.	
I'm	going	to	the	restroom."

												I	move	to	slide	out,	but	his	feet	are	still	propped	up	in	the	booth	next	to	
me,	blocking	my	exit.	I'm	forced	to	look	up	at	him,	but	he's	still	staring	down	at	
his	menu.	He	slowly	pulls	one	foot	off	the	booth,	then	the	other;	a	small	smile	
playing	on	his	lips	the	whole	time.	I	scoot	out	of	the	booth	and	head	to	the	
bathroom,	locking	the	door	behind	me.	I	press	my	back	to	the	door	and	close	my	
eyes,	letting	out	a	deep,	pent-up	sigh.	

Damn	him.	

Damn	him	for	sitting	by	me	in	class.

Damn	him	for	showing	up	at	my	house.	

Damn	him	for	being	involved	with	Asa.	

Damn	him	for	bringing	me	here.	

Damn	him	for	holding	my	hand.	

Damn	him	for	being	so	nice.	

Damn	him	for	being	everything	I	wish	Asa	was,	and	everything	I	wish	I	could	
have.	

I	wash	my	hands	no	less	than	ten	times,	but	I	can	still	feel	him.	I	can	still	feel	his	
fingers	laced	with	mine...the	rough	skin	of	his	palm	pressed	against	my	
hand...the	way	he	pulled	me	behind	him,	guiding	me	through	the	restaurant...the	
tingle	on	my	palm	that	won't	go	away,	no	matter	how	hard	I	scrub.		

I	squirt	more	soap	into	my	hands	and	wash	them	for	the	eleventh	time,	then	work	



up	the	nerve	to	finally	exit	the	bathroom	and	take	a	seat	back	in	the	booth.	

"I	figured	you'd	want	some	caffeine,"	Carter	says,	pointing	to	the	soda	in	front	of	
me.	He	figured	right.	

Damn	him.	

I	slide	the	drink	closer	to	me	and	place	the	straw	between	my	lips.		

"Thanks."

He	props	his	feet	up	on	my	side	of	the	booth,	blocking	me	in	again.	"You're	
welcome,"	he	says,	shooting	me	a	smile	that's	on	the	verge	of	seductive,	and	
even	a	little	bit	cocky.	I	catch	myself	staring	at	his	lips	for	a	beat	too	long,	and	
his	smile	widens.	

"Don't	smile	at	me	like	that,"	I	snap,	annoyed	that	he's	making	this	harder	on	
both	of	us	with	his	subtle	flirtations.	I	force	my	back	against	the	booth	and	kick	
my	legs	back	up	into	the	seat	next	to	him.	

The	smile	disappears	from	his	face	and	he	drops	his	gaze	down	to	my	arms.	
Anger	returns	to	his	eyes	when	he	notices	the	fading	bruises	plastered	on	me	like	
I've	been	branded.	

That's	how	they	make	me	feel,	anyway.	

I	run	my	hands	up	my	arms	and	cover	them,	suddenly	feeling	exposed.	

"You	don't	want	me	to	smile	at	you?"	he	asks,	a	confused	expression	strewn	
across	his	face.	

"No,"	I	say	sharply.	"I	don't.	I	don't	want	you	to	smile	at	me	like	you	like	me.	I	
don't	want	you	to	sit	next	to	me	in	class.	I	don't	want	you	to	hold	my	hand.	I	
don't	want	you	to	flirt	with	me.	I	don't	even	want	you	to	buy	me	lunch,	but	I'm	
too	hungry	to	really	care	about	that	one	right	now."	I	bring	my	drink	to	my	
mouth	to	shut	myself	up.

He	looks	down	at	his	glass	and	runs	his	hands	up	it,	wiping	off	the	condensation.	
He	slowly	inhales;	staring	down	at	his	glass	the	entire	time,	then	expels	a	long,	



deep	breath.	

"So,	you	want	me	to	be	mean	to	you,	then?"	He	looks	at	me	with	an	expression	
so	cold,	I	don't	even	recognize	him.	"You	want	me	to	treat	you	like	shit?	The	
way	Asa	treats	you?"	He	leans	back	in	the	booth,	folding	his	arms	over	his	broad	
chest.	"Funny.	I	didn't	peg	you	as	a	doormat."

I	return	his	heated	stare	with	just	as	much	fury.	"Funny.	I	didn't	peg	you	for	a	
dealer."

We	hold	each	other's	gaze,	refusing	to	be	the	one	who	cracks	first.

"I	guess	I	do	have	that	going	for	me,"	he	says	with	a	smug	grin.	"Dealer?	Check.	
Asshole?	Check.	What	else	would	it	take,	Sloan?	What	else	do	I	need	to	do	to	
get	you	to	fuck	me?	You	want	me	to	slap	you	around	a	little	bit?	Seems	to	work	
wonders	for	Asa."

His	cruel	words	are	like	a	direct	punch	to	my	gut,	knocking	the	breath	out	of	me.

	"Fuck	you,"	I	say	through	clenched	teeth.	

"No	thanks.	Apparently	I'd	have	to	hit	you	first,	and	that's	not	my	style."

I	bite	my	lip	and	hold	my	breath,	fighting	back	tears.	I've	spent	the	last	year	and	
a	half	teaching	myself	how	not	to	cry	in	front	of	assholes.	I've	got	this.	

"Take	me	back	to	my	car,"	I	say.	

He	closes	his	eyes	and	rubs	his	hands	over	his	face.	He	groans	out	of	frustration,	
then	clasps	his	hands	together	behind	his	neck.	"I'll	take	you	after	you	eat	
something."

I	scoot	over	in	the	booth	until	my	thigh	meets	his	feet.	"I'm	not	hungry.	Let	me	
out."

He	doesn't	move	his	feet,	so	instead	I	pull	my	legs	up	and	stand	up	in	the	booth,	
then	jump	over	him.	I	head	for	the	door,	never	having	wanted	to	get	away	from	
someone	so	quickly	in	my	entire	life.	



"Sloan,"	he	calls	after	me.	"Sloan!"

I	swing	the	door	open	and	walk	outsideâ€”a	rush	of	wind	colliding	with	my	face	
as	I	gasp	for	air.	I	bend	over	and	put	my	hands	on	my	knees,	inhaling	through	
my	nose	and	out	my	mouth,	over	and	over.	When	the	threat	of	tears	subsides,	I	
straighten	up	and	walk	toward	his	car.	The	alarm	beeps	twice	and	the	doors	
unlock.		I	turn	around,	but	he	isn't	following	me.	He's	still	inside	the	restaurant.	

Damn	him.	He	just	unlocked	the	car	for	me.	

I	slam	the	door	as	hard	as	I	can	after	I	climb	inside.	I	wait	for	him	to	walk	
outside,	but	he	doesn't.	Several	moments	pass,	and	I	realize	he	has	no	intention	
of	following	me.	He's	actually	going	to	eat	first.	He's	an	even	bigger	jerk	than	I	
thought.	

I	grab	the	baseball	cap	off	the	console	and	put	it	on	my	head,	pulling	it	down	
over	my	eyes	to	block	the	sun.	If	I	have	to	wait	for	him	to	eat	lunch	before	he	
takes	me	back	to	Asa's	car,	I	might	as	well	get	a	nap	out	of	it.



			

Carter-	10

Chapter	Ten

Carter

"Can	we	get	these	to	go?"	I	ask,	handing	our	drinks	to	the	waitress.	"And	the
pizza?"

"I'll	have	it	right	out,"	she	says.	She	walks	away	and	I	lean	forward,	dropping	my
head	in	my	hands.

I	have	no	idea	what	just	got	into	me.	I've	never	let	a	girl	get	to	me	like	this.
Much	less	a	girl	I'm	not	even	dating.	

But	damn	her!	She's	so	frustrating.	I	don't	understand	how	she	can	be	so
headstrong	and	confident	when	she's	around	me,	but	at	her	own	home	she	acts
like	Asa's	fucking	doormat.

Then,	out	of	the	blue,	she	accosts	me	for	being	nice	to	her?	What	the	hell?	I
realize	some	women	are	drawn	to	men	like	Asa.	I've	been	in	this	career	long
enough	to	see	that.	But	Sloan	is	different.	She's	smarter	than	that.	Which	is	why
it's	so	damn	painful	having	to	sit	back	and	watch	it,	because	I	don't	know	what's
keeping	her	there.	Even	if	it's	not	my	place,	I	can't	be	alone	with	her	like	this	and
not	use	it	as	an	opportunity	to	convince	her	she's	better	than	this.	Although,	I'm
pretty	sure	calling	her	a	doormat	and	saying	the	shit	I	said	isn't	how	to	convince
of	that.

I'm	a	fucking	idiot.

"Your	order	is	at	the	counter,"	the	waitress	says,	handing	me	the	bill.

I	grab	it	from	her	and	pay	it,	then	head	outside	with	Sloan's	food.

When	I	approach	the	car,	I	pause	before	opening	the	door.	She's	sitting	in	the
passenger	seat	with	her	feet	propped	up	on	the	dash.	She's	got	my	ball	cap	on,
tugged	down	over	her	eyes.	Her	dark	hair	is	swept	over	her	right	shoulder,
spilling	down	over	her	arms	that	are	folded	across	her	chest.



Seeing	her	in	her	red	dress	the	other	night	messed	with	my	mind	so	bad,	I	didn't
sleep	all	night.	But	seeing	her	here...asleep	in	my	car...wearing	my	ball	cap?

I	don't	think	I'll	ever	be	able	to	sleep	again.

I	open	the	door	and	she	pulls	her	feet	off	the	dash,	but	doesn't	pull	the	ball	cap
from	over	her	eyes.	She	shifts	her	body	more	toward	the	passenger	door;	a	move
that	causes	me	to	wince.

I	hurt	her.	She's	so	damaged,	and	I	hurt	her	even	more.

"Here,"	I	say,	holding	the	to-go	cup	out	to	her.	She	lifts	the	brim	of	the	cap	and
looks	up	at	me.	I'm	surprised	to	see	that	her	eyes	aren't	red.	I	assumed	the	hat
was	to	cover	up	the	fact	that	she	was	crying,	but	she	hasn't	shed	a	single	tear.

She	takes	the	drink	from	my	hands,	so	I	hold	the	pizza	box	out	to	her.	She	takes
it,	and	I	slide	into	the	driver's	seat.	She	immediately	opens	the	lid	to	the	pizza
and	grabs	a	slice,	shoving	it	into	her	mouth.	She	turns	the	box	so	that	the	pizza	is
facing	me,	then	lifts	it	to	offer	me	a	slice.	I	take	one	and	start	to	smile	at	her,	but
remember	she	ordered	me	not	to.	Instead,	I	take	a	bite	of	the	pizza	and	start	the
car.

We	don't	speak	on	the	way	back	to	campus.	She's	finishing	up	her	third	slice
when	we	pull	into	the	parking	spot	next	to	her	car.	She	takes	a	big	swig	of	her
soda,	then	closes	the	lid	to	the	pizza	and	places	the	box	in	the	back	seat.

"Take	the	pizza	with	you,"	I	say,	my	words	ripping	a	hole	through	the	silence
and	tension	built	up	between	us.

She	places	her	drink	in	the	cup	holder	and	pulls	off	my	baseball	cap,	smoothing
back	her	hair.	"I	can't,"	she	says	quietly.	"He'll	wonder	where	I	got	it."

She	shifts	her	body	toward	me	and	reaches	between	us	into	the	backseat	to	grab
her	backpack.	She	faces	forward	again	and	tucks	her	backpack	underneath	her
arms.

"I	would	thank	you	for	lunch,"	she	says,	"but	it	pretty	much	ruined	my	day."	She
opens	the	car	door	and	rushes	out	before	I	can	process	her	words.	When	her	door
slams	behind	her,	I	kill	the	engine	and	get	out	of	the	car.



"Sloan,"	I	say,	walking	around	my	car	until	I	reach	her.	She	throws	her	backpack
inside	and	shuts	her	back	door.	She	opens	the	driver	side	door	and	uses	it	as	a
barrier	between	us.

"Don't,	Carter,"	she	says,	refusing	to	look	up	at	me.	"Don't	apologize.	You	made
your	point,	but	I'm	too	pissed	to	listen	to	apologies	right	now.	So	just	don't."

She	can	tell	me	not	to	apologize	all	she	wants,	but	there's	no	way	in	hell	I'm
letting	her	get	in	that	car	before	I	say	my	peace.

"I'm	sorry,"	I	say	anyway.	"I	shouldn't	have	said	those	things.	You	didn't	deserve
that,	but	dammit,	Sloan!	You're	better	than	this.	Give	yourself	some	credit."

She	refuses	to	look	at	me	when	I	speak,	so	I	run	my	hand	under	her	chin	and	tilt
her	face	up	to	mine.	She	darts	her	eyes	to	the	right,	still	stubbornly	refusing	to
make	eye	contact.	I	squeeze	between	her	door	and	my	car	and	make	my	way
around	until	she's	directly	in	front	of	me.	I	take	her	face	in	both	hands,	desperate
for	her	to	look	at	me.	I	need	her	to	listen	to	what	I	have	to	say.

"Look	at	me,"	I	plead,	keeping	a	firm	hold	on	her	face.	"I'm	sorry.	I	was	out	of
line."

She	continues	to	keep	her	eyes	locked	on	mine	while	a	lone,	thick	tear	trickles
down	her	cheek.	She	wipes	it	away	with	the	back	of	her	hand	before	I	have	a
chance	to.

"You	have	no	idea	how	many	times	I've	heard	that	same,	uniform	apology."

My	hands	are	still	on	her	face	and	she's	looking	at	my	chest,	avoiding	my	eyes.	I
try	to	lift	her	face	to	mine,	but	she	refuses	to	budge.

"It's	not	the	same,	Sloan.	You	can't	compare	me	to	him."

She	tilts	her	eyes	up	to	the	sky	and	laughs,	trying	to	hold	back	more	tears.
"You're	no	better	than	he	is.	The	only	difference	between	the	two	of	you	is	that
nothing	Asa	has	ever	said	to	me	has	hurt	as	much	as	what	you	said	today."	She
pulls	my	hands	away	from	her	face	and	climbs	into	her	car.	She	reaches	for	the
door	handle	and	looks	back	up	at	me.	"You're	no	different,	Carter,	so	don't	you
dare	judge	me.	Go	save	someone	else."	She	pulls	the	door	shut	and	I'm	forced	to
take	a	step	back.	I	watch	as	she	completely	breaks	down	inside	the	car.	She



doesn't	look	at	me	again,	but	I	can	see	the	tears	spilling	down	her	cheeks	as	she
pulls	away.

"I'm	sorry,"	I	say	again	as	I	watch	her	drive	away.
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Chapter	Eleven

Asa

After	everything	I've	done	for	her--after	everything	I'm	doing	for	her--she	better
have	one	hell	of	a	good	excuse	for	putting	me	through	this.

She'd	be	nothing	if	it	weren't	for	me.	I	took	her	in	when	she	had	nowhere	else	to
go.	 If	 it	weren't	 for	me,	 she	would	have	had	 to	crawl	back	 to	her	crack-whore
mother.	 Just	 based	on	 the	 things	 she's	 told	me	 about	 her	 childhood,	 she's	way
better	off	with	me	and	she	knows	 it.	A	mother	who	brings	home	a	new	sleazy
husband	every	other	month?	I'd	like	to	see	her	go	back	to	that	shit.

But	if	she's	fucking	around,	that's	the	first	place	I'll	drop	her	off.	I'll	be	the	first
one	to	shove	her	right	through	her	crack-whore	mother's	front	door—back	into	a
trailer	full	of	rotating	step-fathers	who	get	off	on	hiding	in	her	closet	while	she
changes	clothes.

"Do	you	want	me	to	try	something	else?"	Jess	says,	pulling	my	focus	back	into
the	moment.	She's	on	her	knees	at	the	edge	of	the	bed.	"It's	not	getting	hard."

I	lift	up	on	my	elbows	and	look	down	at	her.	"If	you	knew	how	to	fucking	do	it
right,"	I	say.	I	stand	up	and	scoot	her	a	few	inches	across	the	floor	and	brace	my
hands	against	the	wall.	I	close	my	eyes	and	imagine	she's	Sloan	kneeling	in	front
of	me	instead.	Except	I	imagine	she's	crying,	begging	me	to	keep	her.	Pleading
for	me	to	save	her	again,	just	like	I	had	to	do	the	last	time	she	did	something	this
stupid.

The	thought	of	Sloan	is	all	it	takes.	I	grab	Jess	by	the	hair	and	shove	my	dick	in
her	mouth.	I	keep	one	hand	braced	against	the	wall	and	the	other	hand	tangled	in
her	hair	while	she	does	her	job.

Who	in	their	right	mind	would	take	Sloan	to	a	restaurant,	knowing	she	belongs
to	me?	To	Asa	Jackson?	Whoever	he	is,	if	he	knew	the	things	I	could	do	to	him
—he	never	would	have	done	it.	No	one	has	that	kind	of	death	wish.

"Fuck,"	 I	 say,	 irritated	 at	 the	 way	 the	 rubber	 gets	 in	 the	 way	 of	 feeling	 her



tongue.	I	pull	out	of	her	mouth	and	rip	the	condom	off.

"Oh,	God,"	I	groan	when	her	tongue	greets	me	skin	to	skin.	"That's	more	like	it."

I	pump	her	mouth	a	few	times	while	she	twists	her	hand	around	my	dick.	She's
good,	but	I	know	she	can	do	better.

"Take	it	all,"	I	say,	moving	her	hand	away.	I	wrap	my	hands	in	the	back	of	her
hair	and	press	myself	into	her	mouth	until	I	can	feel	the	back	of	her	throat.	The
gagging	 sound	 she	makes	 every	 time	 I	push	a	 little	 further	 into	her	makes	me
explode	within	seconds.	 I	grip	 the	back	of	her	head	with	both	hands	while	she
struggles	 to	 pull	 away,	 but	 I	 hold	 her	 head	 firmly	 in	 place	 until	 I'm	 finished.
She's	 clawing	 at	 my	 thighs,	 trying	 to	 pull	 away	 so	 she	 can	 breathe.	 I	 finally
release	her	head	and	watch	as	she	falls	to	her	hands	on	the	floor,	coughing	and
gasping	for	breath.

I	pull	my	pants	up	and	button	them.	"Tell	Jon	thanks	for	sharing,"	I	say	to	her.
"Your	boyfriend	is	a	hell	of	a	lot	more	generous	than	I	am."

She	wipes	her	mouth	and	stands	up.

"Fucking	bastard,"	she	says.	She	slams	the	door	on	her	way	out.

"Fucking	whore,"	I	mutter.

When	I	go	downstairs,	Jon	is	seated	at	the	bar	with	Dalton	and	Carter.	I	grab	a
beer	out	of	the	fridge	and	take	a	seat	with	them.

"You	didn't	tell	me	she	could	deep	throat,"	I	say	to	Jon,	twisting	the	top	off	the
beer.	"Lucky	bastard."

Jon	glares	at	me,	leaning	back	in	his	chair.	"I	didn't	know	she	could."

I	laugh.	"Well,	I	don't	think	she	knew	she	could	either	until	about	five	minutes
ago."

Jon	sighs	and	shakes	his	head.	"Goddamit,	Asa.	I	told	you	to	go	easy	on	her."

I	 laugh	and	 take	a	sip,	 then	set	 the	beer	back	on	 the	 table.	 "The	only	girl	 I	go



easy	on	is	Sloan."

Carter	lifts	his	beer	to	his	lips,	eyeing	me	while	he	tilts	his	head	back	and	gulps.
This	kid	has	a	major	staring	problem.

"Speaking	of	Sloan,"	Jon	says,	pulling	my	attention	back	to	his.	"When	will	you
return	the	favor?"	He	laughs	and	takes	a	swig	of	beer.

The	jackass	is	laughing?	He	thinks	he	made	a	fucking	joke?	I	pull	my	leg	back
and	kick	his	chair	as	hard	as	I	can,	sending	him	and	his	beer	backwards	onto	the
ceramic	tile.	I	stand	up	and	look	down	at	him,	my	hands	clenched	in	fists.

"Sloan's	not	a	fucking	whore!"	I	yell.

Jon	pulls	himself	up	off	the	floor,	then	proceeds	to	bow	up	to	me	like	the	idiot
that	he	is.	"She's	not?	Guess	you	found	out	why	she	was	on	Ricker	today.	She
wasn't	off	fucking	some	guy	like	you	thought?"

I	 lunge	forward	and	punch	him	in	his	goddamned	filthy	mouth.	He	falls	 to	 the
floor	and	I	kick	him	in	the	ribs.	I	drop	to	my	knees	and	go	in	to	punch	him	again,
but	Dalton	 and	Carter	 are	pulling	me	off	of	him	before	 I	 have	 the	 chance.	He
scoots	away	from	me	and	wipes	at	his	bloody	mouth.	He	looks	down	at	his	hand
and	back	up	at	me.

"Fucking	bastard,"	he	says.

"Funny.	That's	the	same	thing	your	girlfriend	called	me	when	I	pulled	my	dick
out	of	her	throat."

Jon	 scrambles	 to	 his	 feet	 and	 lunges	 forward	 again,	 so	 I	 step	 into	 his	 swing,
allowing	him	to	square	me	in	the	jaw.	Carter	steps	between	us,	pushing	him	back
against	the	fridge	while	Dalton	tightens	his	grip	on	my	arms.

"Go	upstairs!"	Carter	says	to	him.	"Go	check	on	Jess	and	calm	the	fuck	down."

Jon	nods	and	Carter	releases	him.	Dalton	doesn't	let	go	of	me	until	Jon	clears	the
stairs.

I	push	my	hand	against	my	jaw	and	pop	my	neck.	"I'll	be	out	back.	Let	me	know
as	soon	as	Sloan	gets	here."
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Chapter	Twelve

Carter

Asa	walks	out	the	back	door	and	I	grip	the	back	of	my	neck	and	squeeze.

"Shit!"

"I	know,"	Dalton	says,	not	having	any	actual	clue	as	to	what's	going	through	my
mind	at	the	moment.

"I	need	to	make	a	phone	call,"	I	tell	him.	"Wait	in	here	and	make	sure	they	don't
get	into	it	again."	I	walk	out	the	front	door	and	head	straight	to	my	car.	I	pull	my
phone	out	of	my	pocket	 and	 scroll	 through	 the	numbers,	 checking	 for	Sloan's.
Dalton	said	he	entered	everyone's	number	who	lives	here	into	my	phone	once	I
was	assigned	this	 job.	I	scroll	 through	the	"S's"	but	don't	see	her	name.	Just	as
I'm	about	to	throw	my	phone	out	of	frustration,	the	contact	"Asa's	girl"	catches
my	eye.	I	press	it.	I	press	it	over	and	over,	willing	it	to	dial	faster.

I	hold	the	phone	to	my	ear	and	listen	as	it	rings.	On	the	fourth	ring,	she	finally
picks	up.

"Hello?"

"Sloan!"	I	say	her	name	desperately.

"Who	is	this?"

"It's	Lu...Carter.	It's	Carter."

She	sighs	heavily	into	the	phone.

"No,	don't	hang	up,"	I	say,	hoping	she	holds	on	long	enough	to	hear	I'm	not	just
calling	her	to	apologize	again.	"He	knows.	He	knows	you	went	to	lunch	today	on
Ricker	Road."

She	doesn't	say	anything	for	several	quiet	seconds.



"You	told	him?"	she	asks,	her	voice	full	of	hurt.

"No.	No,	I	would	never...I	heard	Jon	say	something	about	finding	out	who	you
were	with	at	lunch.	He	doesn't	know	it	was	me."

I	glance	behind	me,	making	sure	I'm	still	 in	the	clear.	Dalton	is	standing	at	the
window	watching	me.

"But...how	could	he	know?"	she	asks,	fear	in	her	voice.

"Maybe	he	tracks	your	phone,"	I	say.	"Where	are	you?"

"I	just	left	the	gym.	I'm	five	minutes	away.	Carter,	what	do	I	do?	He'll	kill	me."

The	 fear	 in	 her	 voice	 makes	 me	 regret	 every	 second	 of	 today.	 I	 should	 have
never	put	her	in	this	situation.

"Listen	to	me.	The	box	of	pizza	is	still	in	my	back	seat.	I'll	keep	him	occupied
out	back.	When	you	get	here,	grab	 the	pizza	and	bring	 it	 to	 the	backyard.	Act
like	you	have	nothing	to	hide.	Tell	him	you	were	hungry	so	you	went	out	 to	a
restaurant	for	lunch	and	bought	a	pizza	and	then	offer	us	some.	If	you	bring	it	up
first,	you	should	be	fine."

"Okay,"	she	says,	breathing	heavily.	"Okay."

"Okay,"	I	say	back.

Several	silent	seconds	pass	and	my	pulse	slowly	begins	to	regulate.

"Sloan?"

"Yeah?"	she	whispers.

"I	won't	let	him	hurt	you."

She's	quiet	for	a	moment.	I	hear	her	sigh,	then	the	call	is	dropped.	I	look	down	at
my	phone	and	take	a	deep	breath,	then	head	inside.

"Who	was	that?"	Dalton	asks,	eyeing	me	curiously	when	I	walk	back	through	the
door.	"Hottie	from	Spanish?"



I	nod.	"Yep.	I'm	going	out	back.	You	want	to	help	me	calm	Asa	down?"

Dalton	falls	into	step	behind	me.	"Looks	like	you're	the	one	who	needs	calming
down,"	he	says.

I	swing	open	the	door	and	Asa	is	seated	on	a	lounge	chair	by	the	pool,	drumming
his	 fingers	 on	 his	 knees.	 I	 take	 a	 seat	 next	 to	 him	 and	 kick	 my	 feet	 back,
attempting	 to	 appear	 as	 relaxed	as	my	nerves	will	 allow	me.	 I	don't	 care	 if	he
finds	out	it	was	me	who	was	with	her	at	lunch.	I	don't	care	if	he	follows	through
with	his	threat.	All	I	care	about	is	that	he	doesn't	lay	another	finger	on	Sloan.

Dalton	and	I	keep	Asa	occupied	with	talk	about	an	upcoming	deal	he	wants	to
make.	A	while	later,	we	hear	Sloan	pull	into	the	driveway.	I	can	see	Asa	tense	up
and	 he	 clamps	 his	 mouth	 shut	 mid-sentence.	 He	 starts	 to	 pull	 himself	 up,	 I
assume	to	go	meet	her	in	the	front	yard.	I	do	whatever	it	takes	to	distract	him.

"So,	this	Jess	chick?"	I	say.

He	turns	toward	me.	"What	about	her?"

"Just	 curious.	 Can	 she	 really	 deep	 throat?"	 Even	 just	 having	 to	 pretend	 I'm
interested	makes	me	feel	like	an	asshole.

Asa	 smiles	 and	opens	his	mouth	 to	 respond	when	 the	back	door	 swings	open.
Sloan	walks	outside	with	a	pizza	box	in	her	hand.	I	can	feel	the	anger	seeping	off
of	Asa	as	his	hands	ball	into	fists.

"Hey	guys,"	she	says,	sauntering	toward	us.	"Anyone	hungry?	I	have	leftovers."
She	holds	out	the	pizza	box	and	keeps	the	smile	plastered	on	her	face.

Dalton	jumps	up	and	meets	her,	grabbing	the	box	out	of	her	hands.	"Hell	yeah,"
he	says,	taking	a	slice.	He	hands	the	box	to	me,	so	I	grab	one,	too.	I	hand	the	box
to	Asa	just	as	Sloan	takes	a	seat	on	the	lawn	chair	with	him.	She	leans	in	to	kiss
him,	but	he	pulls	back.

"Where'd	you	get	this?"	he	asks,	closing	the	lid	to	read	the	top	of	it.	She	shrugs,
careful	 not	 to	 look	 at	 me	 at	 all.	 "Some	 Italian	 place.	 One	 of	 my	 classes	 was
cancelled	today	and	I	was	hungry,	so	I	grabbed	lunch."

"Alone?"	he	asks,	setting	the	box	on	the	concrete	next	to	him.



She	smiles.	"Yeah.	I'm	so	tired	of	campus	food."	She	reaches	down	to	 the	box
and	 grabs	 a	 slice.	 "Taste	 it,"	 she	 says,	 handing	 it	 to	 him.	 "It's	 really	 good.	 I
brought	it	home	so	you	could	try	it."

Asa	grabs	the	slice	of	pizza	out	of	her	hands	and	drops	it	back	onto	the	box.	He
leans	forward	and	grabs	Sloan	by	the	hand,	pulling	her	to	him.

"Come	here,"	he	says.	He	pulls	her	onto	his	lap	and	grabs	the	back	of	her	head
and	kisses	her.

I	look	away.	I	have	to.

Asa	 stands	 up	with	 Sloan	 still	wrapped	 around	 him.	 I	 can	 see	 him	 out	 of	 the
corner	 of	my	 eye	 as	 he	 hoists	 her	 up	 by	 the	 ass,	 kissing	 her	 neck.	 He	walks
toward	the	house	and	I	look	up,	just	as	she	glances	at	me	from	over	his	shoulder.
She	watches	me	wide-eyed	until	he	carries	her	 through	 the	back	door	and	 into
the	house;	more	than	likely	all	the	way	up	to	his	bed.

I	 lean	back	in	my	chair	and	let	out	a	huge	ass	sigh,	running	my	hands	through
my	hair.	How	am	 I	 expected	 to	 just	 sit	 here,	 knowing	what's	 going	on	 in	 that
house?

"I	wish	we	could	bust	his	ass	today,"	I	say	to	Dalton.

"I	don't	like	the	way	she	looks	at	you,"	Dalton	says	with	a	mouthful	of	pizza.	I
glance	over	at	him	and	he's	still	staring	at	the	back	door.	"She's	trouble."

I	pick	up	 the	box	of	pizza	and	grab	another	slice.	"Jealous?"	 I	 laugh,	 trying	 to
appear	nonchalant	about	his	comment.	"You	can	always	have	Jess.	I	hear	Jon's	a
lot	more	generous	than	Asa."

Dalton	laughs	and	shakes	his	head.	"These	people	are	so	fucked	up."

Not	all	of	them.

"I	 think	 we	 could	 use	 her,"	 Dalton	 adds.	 I	 look	 over	 at	 him	 and	 can	 see	 his
wheels	turning.

"Use	her	how?"



"She's	into	you,"	he	says,	sitting	straight	up	in	his	seat.	"You	have	to	use	that	to
your	 advantage.	Get	 close	 to	 her.	 She	 probably	 knows	more	 about	 the	 people
Asa	works	with	than	we'll	ever	be	able	to	find	out	from	our	positions."

Shit.	The	last	thing	I	want	to	do	is	get	her	involved.	"I	don't	think	that's	a	good
idea."

Dalton	stands	up	and	says,	"Bullshit.	This	is	perfect.	That	girl	is	the	break	we've
been	waiting	for	in	this	case."	He	starts	dialing	a	number	on	his	phone,	walking
toward	the	back	door.

Using	women	to	get	closer	to	cracking	a	case	is	nothing	to	him.	He's	done	it	in
almost	every	job	we've	worked	together.

It's	just	not	something	I'm	willing	to	do.	

But	it	may	not	be	a	choice	that's	left	up	to	me...	
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Chapter	Thirteen

Sloan

"Your	heart	is	beating	so	fast,"	Asa	says,	dropping	me	onto	the	mattress.

Of	course	it	is.	This	was	probably	the	scariest	five	minutes	of	my	life,	not
knowing	if	I	could	pull	off	the	lie.	Thanks	to	Carter,	it	worked.

"You	kissed	me	the	entire	way	through	the	house,"	I	say.	"Of	course	it's	beating
fast."

Asa	slides	on	top	of	me	and	presses	his	lips	to	mine,	kissing	me	gently.	He	runs
his	hand	through	my	hair,	kissing	down	my	chin	and	neck,	until	he	gets	to	the
base	of	my	throat.	He	pauses	and	looks	me	straight	in	the	eye.	"Do	you	love	me,
Sloan?"	he	says,	his	question	coming	straight	out	of	left	field.

I	swallow	and	then	nod.

He	pushes	up	onto	the	palms	of	his	hands.	"Well	then	say	it."

	I	force	a	smile	as	I	look	up	at	him.	"I	love	you,	Asa."

He	stares	at	me	a	moment	as	if	he	has	an	internal	lie	detector	and	he's	waiting	to
see	if	I	passed.	He	slowly	lowers	himself	on	top	of	me	and	buries	his	head	in	my
neck.	"I	love	you,	too,"	he	says.	He	rolls	onto	his	side	and	pulls	me	to	him.	He
holds	me,	rubbing	his	hand	in	soft	circles	over	my	back.	I	don't	remember	the
last	time	he	touched	me	in	this	bed	without	it	being	directly	related	to	sex.	He
kisses	the	side	of	my	head	and	sighs.

"Don't	leave	me,	Sloan,"	he	says	firmly.	"Don't	you	ever	fucking	leave	me."

The	fierce,	yet	desperate	look	in	his	eyes	paralyzes	me.	I	shake	my	head.	"I
won't,	Asa."

His	eyes	scroll	over	every	inch	of	my	face.	Lying	here	wrapped	in	his	arms,
watching	him	watch	me	with	such	intensity—I	don't	know	if	I	should	feel	loved



or	terrified.	It's	a	little	of	both.

He	presses	his	mouth	to	mine	and	kisses	me	hard.	He	shoves	his	tongue	deep
into	my	throat	like	he's	trying	to	claim	every	inch	of	me	from	the	inside	out.
There's	nothing	tender	about	it,	and	when	he	tears	his	mouth	from	mine,	he's
gasping	for	breath.	He	lifts	up	onto	his	knees	and	pulls	his	shirt	over	his	head.
"Tell	me	again,"	he	says,	reaching	to	me	and	pulling	both	my	shirt	and	bra	over
my	head.	"Tell	me	you	love	me,	Sloan.	That	you'll	never	leave	me."

	"I	love	you.	I'll	never	leave	you,"	I	whisper,	praying	the	latter	will	soon	be	a	lie.

He	brings	his	mouth	back	to	mine	and	runs	his	hands	down	my	stomach	until	he
reaches	my	pants.	He's	kissing	me	with	such	intensity,	it's	hard	to	catch	a	breath.
He	tries	to	pull	my	pants	down,	but	he	can't	seem	to	break	away	from	my	mouth
long	enough	to	do	it.	I	lift	my	hips	and	remove	my	clothes,	just	like	the	whore
I've	become	for	him.

Because	is	this	not	the	definition	of	a	whore?	Someone	who	compromises	his	or
her	self-respect	for	personal	gain?	Even	if	my	personal	gain	is	something	selfless
and	has	nothing	to	do	with	me	and	everything	to	do	with	my	brother,	it	doesn't
change	the	fact	that	I'm	having	sex	with	him	in	exchange	for	something.
Which...by	definition...makes	me	a	whore.

His	whore.

		

And	from	the	possessive	look	in	his	eyes,	that's	all	he'll	ever	allow	me	to	be.	



CARTER-14

Chapter	Fourteen

	

Carter								

There	are	few	things	worse	than	my	sense	of	timing.	As	soon	as	I	open	the	back
door	 to	walk	 inside	 the	 house,	my	 ears	 are	met	with	 the	 final	 sound	 of	Asa's
grunts	 coming	 from	 upstairs.	 I	 pause	 in	 the	 kitchen,	 not	 even	 sure	 why	 I'm
listening	to	what	he's	doing	to	her.	Just	the	thought	of	it	makes	my	stomach	turn,
especially	after	knowing	what	he	just	did	to	Jess	a	matter	of	two	hours	ago.

When	 I	 hear	 footsteps	 upstairs	 and	 the	 bathroom	 door	 shut,	 I	 snap	 out	 of	my
trance	and	walk	to	the	refrigerator.	There's	a	magnetic	dry-erase	board,	covered
in	phone	numbers,	stuck	to	the	front	of	the	fridge.	I	grab	one	of	the	markers	and
press	it	to	the	board	and	write.	Footsteps	descend	the	stairs	and	I	snap	the	marker
back	into	place,	then	turn	around	just	in	time	to	see	Asa	round	the	corner.

"Hey,"	he	says.	He's	barefoot	and	the	only	things	he's	wearing	are	his	unbuttoned
blue	jeans.	His	hair	is	in	disarray	and	he	has	a	smug	grin	on	his	face.

	"What's	up?"	I	lean	against	the	counter	and	watch	him	as	he	walks	to	the	cabinet
and	grabs	a	bag	of	potato	chips.	He	opens	it	and	leans	against	the	counter	across
from	me.

"How'd	it	go	last	night?"	he	asks.	"I	haven't	even	had	a	chance	to	ask	you."

		"Good,"	I	say.	"But	I	was	curious.	What	if	we	could	get	to	his	supplier	directly?
There	really	isn't	a	need	for	a	middleman	anymore,	if	the	only	reason	you	were
going	through	him	was	for	translation."

Asa	pops	another	chip	into	his	mouth	and	licks	his	fingers.	"Why	do	you	think	I
brought	you	in?"	He	sets	the	bag	of	chips	down	and	turns	to	the	sink,	running	his
hands	under	the	water.	"My	hands	fucking	taste	like	pussy,"	he	says,	scrubbing
them	with	soap.

This	 is	 one	 of	 the	 few	 moments	 in	 my	 career	 I	 wish	 I	 would	 have	 chosen



something	a	 little	 lamer.	Something	a	 little	 less	 emotionally	draining.	 I	 should
have	been	a	poetry	teacher.

"How	long	have	you	been	dating	that	girl?"	I	ask.	Part	of	what	I'm	here	for	is	to
pry,	but	the	only	questions	I	seem	to	want	to	know	the	answers	to	are	questions
related	to	Sloan.

He	dries	his	hands	on	a	towel	and	grabs	the	bag	of	chips,	then	takes	a	seat	at	the
bar.	I	stay	where	I	am.

"A	while.	Two	years	maybe?"	He	shoves	a	handful	of	chips	into	his	mouth	and
wipes	his	palm	down	the	leg	of	his	jeans.

	"Doesn't	seem	like	she	approves	of	what	you	do,"	I	say,	treading	lightly.	"You
think	she'd	ever	out	you?"

"Hell	no,"	he	quickly	replies.	"I'm	all	she	has.	She's	got	no	choice	but	to	accept
it."

I	nod	and	grip	the	edge	of	the	counter	behind	me.	I	don't	trust	a	word	that	comes
out	of	his	mouth,	so	I'm	really	hoping	the	fact	that	he's	all	she	has	is	just	another
one	of	his	lies.

"Just	making	sure,"	I	say.	"It's	hard	for	me	to	trust	people,	 if	you	know	what	I
mean."

	 Asa	 narrows	 his	 eyes	 and	 leans	 forward.	 "Don't	 ever	 trust	 anyone,	 Carter.
Especially	the	whores."

"I	thought	you	said	Sloan	wasn't	a	whore,"	I	challenge.

He	keeps	his	eyes	locked	with	mine—unmoving	and	angry.	For	a	moment,	I'm
worried	he	might	do	to	me	what	he	did	to	Jon	earlier.	Instead,	he	brings	his	hand
to	his	jaw	and	pops	his	neck,	then	leans	back	in	his	seat	again.	The	flash	of	anger
in	his	eyes	dissipates	with	the	sound	of	Sloan's	footsteps	descending	the	stairs.
She	walks	into	the	kitchen	and	comes	to	a	pause	when	she	sees	both	of	us.

Asa	takes	his	eyes	off	me	and	looks	at	Sloan.	He	laughs	and	stands	up,	scooping
her	 against	 him.	 "People	 have	 to	 earn	 my	 trust,"	 he	 says,	 looking	 over	 her
shoulder	 at	me.	 "Sloan	 earned	 hers."She	 puts	 her	 hands	 against	 his	 chest	 and



pushes	against	him,	but	he	doesn't	release	her.	He	sits	back	down	and	pulls	her
against	him	so	 that	 she's	 standing	between	his	 legs	with	her	back	 to	his	 chest,
facing	 me.	 He	 wraps	 his	 arms	 around	 her	 stomach	 and	 rests	 his	 chin	 on	 her
shoulder,	making	eye	contact	with	me	again.			

"I	like	you,	Carter,"	Asa	says.	"You're	all	business."

I	force	a	half-smile,	gripping	the	counter	with	all	my	strength	as	I	try	not	to	look
in	her	eyes.	I	can't	handle	the	fear	I	see	in	them	every	time	he	has	his	hands	on
her.

"Speaking	of	business,"	I	say,	"I'll	be	back	in	a	couple	of	hours.	I've	got	a	few
things	 I	 need	 to	 do."	 I	 straighten	 up	 and	walk	 past	 Sloan	 and	Asa	 toward	 the
front	door.	When	I	do,	she	looks	up	at	me	with	appreciation	in	her	eyes.

Asa	 bends	 down	 and	 kisses	 her	 neck,	 then	 lifts	 a	 hand	 to	 her	 breast.	 She
squeezes	her	eyes	shut	and	grimaces,	then	turns	away	from	me.

I	keep	walking	and	head	for	the	front	door,	feeling	completely	helpless.	I	have	to
remind	myself	that	I'm	here	for	one	reason	and	one	reason	only—and	she	isn't	it.

I	 text	 Dalton	 before	 I	 pull	 out	 of	 the	 driveway	 and	 tell	 him	 I'm	 going	 to	 the
station	to	do	a	few	write-ups.	Instead,	I	just	start	driving,	not	having	a	clue	as	to
where	 I'm	going.	 I	 turn	on	 the	 radio	and	 try	 to	 rid	 the	murderous	 thoughts	 I'm
having	of	Asa,	but	all	my	other	thoughts	are	of	Sloan...and	every	thought	I	have
of	Sloan	leads	back	to	murderous	thoughts	of	Asa.

I	 realize	 I	 have	 a	 duty.	 My	 duty	 is	 to	 complete	 the	 job	 I'm	 being	 paid	 to
do...which	is	to	bust	the	largest	campus	drug	ring	in	collegiate	history.	The	drug
problem	at	the	local	university	has	multiplied	three	times	in	the	past	three	years
alone.	Rumor	has	it	that	Asa	is	the	sole	reason	for	that.	Asa	and	all	the	people	in
his	 circle,	 which	 is	 why	 Dalton	 and	 I	 are	 here—to	 identify	 the	 key	 players.
Dalton	and	I	are	only	a	small	part	of	this	sting;	but	it's	the	small	parts	that	make
up	a	huge	whole,	and	every	one	of	our	roles	are	vital.

Asa	is	ruining	countless	lives	and	Sloan's	is	just	one	of	them.	I	can	either	focus
on	 what	 I'm	 here	 to	 do	 and	 help	 take	 down	 everyone	 involved	 in	 his	 entire
operation,	which	will	in	turn	save	lives...or	I	can	save	one	girl	from	her	abusive
boyfriend.	



Having	 to	 separate	 what	 I'm	 here	 to	 do	 and	 what	 I	 want	 to	 do	 makes	 this
situation	 feel	 like	 General	 Patton's	 theory;	 how	 sometimes	 it's	 necessary	 to
sacrifice	the	lives	of	the	few	for	the	good	of	the	many.

							

It	feels	like	I'm	sacrificing	Sloan's	 life	for	the	sake	of	all	 the	others	that	Asa	is
ruining.	And	the	thought	of	that	kills	me.

I	find	myself	second-guessing	whether	or	not	I'm	cut	out	for	this	profession	for
at	least	the	third	time	in	the	last	week.

After	 an	 hour	 of	 driving	 around,	 I	 decide	 to	 head	 back	 to	Asa's.	Dalton	 stays
there	most	of	 the	time,	but	he	told	Asa	I	 live	on	campus	during	a	conversation
they	had	a	couple	of	months	ago.	Therefore,	I	had	to	actually	get	an	apartment
on	 campus	 in	 case	Asa	 ever	 decides	 to	 run	 a	 check	 on	me.	 I'm	 at	Asa's	more
often	than	not,	though,	because	that's	where	I'll	ultimately	get	most	of	the	info.
Well...from	being	around	his	"crew"	and...possibly	Sloan.	

I	know	Dalton	 is	 right.	 I	know	I	need	 to	utilize	Sloan	for	 the	advantage	of	 the
investigation,	 but	 that	 would	mean	 she	would	 have	 to	 remain	 in	 the	 situation
she's	 in.	 I'd	much	rather	sneak	her	some	cash	and	force	her	 to	 run	as	 far	away
from	Asa	as	she	can	get.

When	I	close	in	on	Asa's	street,	I	notice	Sloan	sitting	at	a	park	bench	two	blocks
from	 their	 house.	 She's	 seated	 alone	with	 books	 laid	 out	 in	 front	 of	 her	 on	 a
picnic	table.	I	slow	down	the	car	and	pull	over	to	the	side	of	the	road.	I	scope	out
the	area,	ensuring	she's	alone.

I	sit	in	my	car	and	watch	her	a	while,	contemplating	what	I	should	do.	If	I	were
smarter,	I	would	keep	driving	and	refocus	my	attention	where	it	needs	to	be.	If	I
were	smarter,	I	wouldn't	be	shutting	my	car	door,	preparing	myself	to	cross	the
street.

If	I	were	smarter...



SLOAN-	15

Chapter	Fifteen

Sloan

I've	never	seen	Asa	study	a	day	in	his	life.	I	study	every	day,	regardless	of	how
crazy	things	get	around	me.	Like	right	now,	having	to	leave	the	house	and	walk
to	the	park	just	for	peace	and	quiet.

How	in	the	hell	does	he	have	a	3.5	average	GPA?	I	wouldn't	put	it	past	him	if	he
were	paying	off	his	professors.

"Hey."

I	grip	the	keys	in	my	hands,	complete	with	pepper	spray,	and	slowly	turn	around.
Carter	is	walking	up	behind	me	with	his	hands	tucked	inside	the	pockets	of	his
jeans.	His	dark	hair	is	unkempt	and	hangs	down	his	forehead,	swooping	into	his
eyes.	

He	 pauses	 a	 few	 feet	 from	 me,	 waiting	 for	 me	 to	 give	 him	 permission	 to
approach.	He	isn't	smiling	at	me	this	time.	At	least	he	minds	well.

"Hey,"	 I	 say	 flatly.	 I	 drop	my	 keys	 back	 on	 the	 table.	 "Did	Asa	 send	 you	 to
summon	me?"

He	walks	to	the	picnic	table	and	swings	his	leg	over	the	bench	and	straddles	it.
He's	facing	me	with	his	hands	still	in	his	pockets.	I	stare	down	at	my	textbooks
and	refuse	to	look	at	him.	The	mild	crush	I	developed	on	him	in	class	turned	into
what	could	have	been	a	very	 serious	 shit	 storm	after	having	 lunch	with	him.	 I
need	 to	 keep	my	distance	 and	 looking	 at	 him	makes	me	not	want	 to	 keep	my
distance.

"I	was	just	driving	by.	Saw	you	sitting	here,	thought	I'd	check	on	you."

"I'm	fine,"	I	say,	returning	my	attention	to	the	homework	in	front	of	me.	I	feel
like	maybe	I	should	thank	him	for	the	heads	up	today.	If	he	wouldn't	have	called,
there's	no	 telling	how	 that	 situation	would	have	 turned	out.	But	 then	again,	he
could	have	just	been	warning	me	to	save	his	own	ass.



But	I	know	he	wasn't.	I	could	hear	the	concern	in	his	voice	before	I	hung	up	the
phone.	He	was	scared	for	me.	He	was	scared	for	me,	just	 like	I	was	scared	for
him.

"Are	you?"	he	asks,	skeptically.	"Are	you	really	fine?"

I	glance	up	at	him.	He	can't	just	leave	things	alone,	can	he?

I	drop	my	pencil	on	the	table	and	turn	to	face	him.	He's	always	pushing	for	more
truth.	 Always	 wanting	 to	 know	what	 the	 hell	 I'm	 thinking.	 If	 this	 is	 what	 he
wants,	we	might	 as	well	 get	 it	 over	with.	 I	 take	 a	 deep	 breath	 and	 prepare	 to
answer	all	the	questions	he's	ever	asked,	and	even	ones	he	hasn't	gotten	around
to	asking	yet.

"Yes,	 I'm	 fine.	 I'm	 not	 great.	 I'm	 not	 terrible.	 I'm	 just	 fine.	 I'm	 fine	 because	 I
have	a	roof	over	my	head	and	a	boyfriend	who	loves	me,	despite	the	fact	that	he
makes	bad	choices.	Do	I	wish	he	were	a	better	person?	Yes.	If	I	had	the	means,
would	I	leave	him?	Yes.	Absolutely.	Do	I	wish	there	wasn't	so	much	constantly
going	on	at	my	house	that	I	could	actually	find	a	quiet	place	to	do	homework,	or
heaven	forbid,	get	some	sleep?	Hell	yes.	Do	I	wish	I	could	graduate	sooner	and
get	out	of	this	mess?	Yes.	Am	I	embarrassed	by	the	way	Asa	treats	me?	Yes.	Do
I	wish	you	weren't	a	part	of	this?	Yes.	Do	I	wish	you	could	be	the	guy	I	thought
you	were	the	first	time	I	met	you	in	class?	Yes.	Do	I	wish	you	could	save	me?"

I	let	out	a	short,	defeated	sigh	and	look	down	at	my	hands.	"So	much,	Carter,"	I
whisper.	"I	wish	you	could	save	me	from	all	this	shit	so,	so	much.	But	you	can't.
I'm	not	in	this	life	for	myself.	If	I	were,	I	would	have	left	a	long	time	ago."

How	could	he	save	me	from	this	life?	He's	a	part	of	this	life.	If	I	ran	from	Asa
and	into	Carter's	arms,	it	would	be	the	exact	same	lifestyle...just	a	different	pair
of	arms.	And	Carter	has	no	idea	that	the	only	reason	I'm	still	in	this	situation	isn't
even	about	me	or	what	I	used	to	feel	for	Asa.

I	shake	my	head	at	this	entire,	unfortunate	situation	we're	in	and	try	to	blink	back
tears.	"I	left	him	once,"	I	say	to	Carter.	"In	the	beginning	when	I	found	out	how
he	was	making	his	money.	I	didn't	have	anywhere	to	go,	but	I	left	him	because	I
knew	I	deserved	better."	I	pause,	searching	for	the	right	words.	When	I	look	up
at	Carter	the	first	thing	I	notice	is	the	genuine	concern	in	his	eyes.	It's	a	strange
feeling	to	trust	someone	you	barely	know	more	than	the	person	you	share	your
own	bed	with.



"I	had	two	younger	brothers	growing	up.	They	were	born	when	I	was	only	two.
Twins.	My	mother	was	 an	 addict	 so	 they	were	 both	 born	with	 complications.
Drew	died	when	he	was	 ten.	The	other—Stephen—needs	 a	 lot	 of	 care.	Care	 I
can't	provide	on	my	own	if	 I	want	 to	build	a	good	life	 for	us.	When	he	 turned
sixteen,	he	was	finally	approved	for	a	group	facility	where	he'd	be	able	 to	 live
and	have	twenty-four	hour	care.	And	I	could	go	to	college	and	make	a	better	life
for	us.	Things	were	great	until	a	few	weeks	after	I	decided	to	break	up	with	Asa.
Stephen's	funding	was	pulled	by	the	state	and	I	had	no	place	for	us	to	live—no
place	 to	care	 for	him.	My	only	other	option	was	paying	 the	 fee	out	of	pocket,
which	 is	 thousands	of	dollars	 a	month.	 I	 couldn't	 afford	 it,	 but	 the	 last	 thing	 I
wanted	was	for	him	to	be	forced	to	move	back	in	with	my	mother.	It's	not	safe
for	him	there.	When	I	realized	the	situation	I	had	put	us	both	in,	I	didn't	know
where	 else	 to	 turn.	And	when	Asa	 showed	 up,	 begging	 to	 take	me	 back	with
promises	of	paying	for	Stephen's	care,	 I	couldn't	say	no.	 I	moved	back	 in	with
him.	Now	I'm	forced	to	pretend	that	he's	enough	for	me.	I	pretend	to	turn	a	blind
eye	to	 the	awful	 things	he	does.	And	in	 turn,	he	sends	a	check	every	month	to
pay	for	Stephen's	expenses.	And	that's	why	I'm	still	there,	Carter.	Because	I	have
no	other	choice."

Carter	 stares	 at	me,	 completely	 silent.	 For	 a	moment	 I	 almost	 regret	 being	 so
open	with	him.	I've	never	told	anyone	that.	As	much	as	Asa	doesn't	deserve	me,
I'm	still	ashamed	that	I'm	only	with	him	because	he	helps	me.	It's	embarrassing
to	admit	the	truth	to	someone.

Lunch	with	him	today	seems	like	it	was	a	world	away	from	right	now.	So	much
has	happened	between	 this	morning	and	 this	moment.	He	 looks	different	now.
Not	the	playful	Carter	he	was	in	class	this	morning.	Not	the	apologetic	Carter	he
was	after	our	lunch	today.

Right	now	he	just	looks...I	don't	know...like	a	different	person	altogether.	Almost
as	 if	he's	been	pretending	 to	be	someone	he's	not	and	 this	 is	 the	first	 time	he's
looking	at	me	with	truth	behind	his	eyes.

He	glances	away	for	a	second	and	I	see	the	slow	roll	of	his	throat	as	he	swallows
and	then	speaks.	"I	respect	what	you're	doing	for	your	brother,	Sloan,"	he	says.
"But	what	good	are	you	going	to	be	to	him	if	you	end	up	dead?	That	house	isn't
safe	for	you.	Asa	isn't	safe	for	you."

I	sigh	and	wipe	away	a	rogue	tear.	"I	do	what	I'm	able	to	do,	Carter.	I	can't	afford



to	worry	about	the	what	if's."

His	eyes	follow	the	tear	down	my	cheek	and	then	he	lifts	a	hand	to	my	face	and
wipes	it	away.

Of	all	the	tears	I've	cried	to	Asa,	he's	never	once	attempted	to	wipe	them	away.

"Come	here,"	Carter	says,	taking	hold	of	my	hand.	He	pulls	me	toward	him	as	he
scoots	closer	to	me.	I	look	down	at	his	hand,	holding	on	to	mine,	and	I	attempt	to
pull	 it	 back.	He	 squeezes	 it	 and	 grabs	my	 elbow	with	 his	 other	 hand.	 "Come
here,"	he	whispers	soothingly,	pulling	me	closer.	He	wraps	his	arms	around	me
and	guides	my	head	to	his	shoulder.	He	squeezes	me	tightly,	cradling	my	head
with	one	of	his	hands.	He	presses	his	warm	cheek	against	the	top	of	my	head	and
he	holds	me.

That's	all	he	does.

He	 doesn't	make	 excuses.	He	 doesn't	 lie	 and	 tell	me	 everything	will	 be	 okay,
because	we	both	know	it	won't.	He	doesn't	make	promises	he	won't	be	able	 to
keep	like	Asa	does.	He	just	holds	me	out	of	nothing	more	than	a	simple	desire	to
bring	me	comfort—and	it's	the	first	time	I've	ever	felt	this.

I	scoot	closer	and	relax	against	him,	 listening	to	 the	sound	of	his	heart	beating
rapidly	inside	his	chest.	I	close	my	eyes	and	try	to	imagine	a	time	in	my	crazy,
fucked	 up	 life	 that	 I've	 ever	 felt	 cared	 about,	 but	 I	 come	 up	 empty.	 I've	 been
living	on	this	earth	for	twenty	years,	and	this	is	the	first	time	I	feel	like	someone
actually	gives	a	shit.

I	clench	his	shirt	in	my	fists	and	try	again	to	scoot	even	closer	to	him,	wanting	to
curl	up	inside	of	him	and	relish	in	this	feeling	forever.	He	lifts	his	cheek	and	his
lips	press	lightly	against	the	top	of	my	head.

We	remain	clasped	together,	holding	on	to	each	other	as	if	the	fate	of	the	world
depends	on	this	embrace.

The	 thin	 layer	 of	 his	 shirt	 is	 damp	 from	 the	 tears	 that	 are	 pouring	 down	my
cheeks.	 I	 don't	 even	 know	 why	 I'm	 crying.	 Maybe	 it's	 because,	 until	 this
moment,	 I	 had	 no	 idea	 what	 it	 felt	 like	 to	 be	 valued.	What	 it	 felt	 like	 to	 be
respected.	Until	this	moment,	I	had	no	idea	what	it	felt	like	to	feel	cared	for.



No	one	should	have	to	experience	a	life	never	feeling	truly	cared	for—not	even
by	the	parents	who	created	them.	Yet	I've	lived	that	for	twenty	years	now.

Until	this	moment.	

	



CARTER-16

Chapter	16

Carter

I	 close	 my	 eyes	 and	 continue	 to	 hold	 her	 while	 she	 quietly	 cries	 against	 my
chest.	 I	 hold	 her	 until	 dusk	 turns	 into	 dark	 and	 what	 was	 left	 of	 the	 light	 is
engulfed	by	a	blanket	of	stars.

I	hold	her	until	I	hear	a	car	about	to	turn	on	the	street.	I	glance	up,	but	they	turn
and	go	 in	 the	opposite	direction.	She	remains	pressed	against	my	shirt,	but	 the
thought	of	Asa	or	even	Dalton	seeing	me	with	her	right	now	is	at	the	forefront	of
my	mind.

I	shouldn't	be	here	comforting	her.	It	can	only	cause	more	problems	for	her.

Because	she's	right.	I	can't	save	her.	As	much	as	I	want	to,		we're	both	stuck.	I
can't	risk	ruining	something	that	is	so	much	bigger	than	just	the	two	of	us.	I	can't
sacrifice	 what	 it	 is	 I'm	 here	 to	 do	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 helping	 her	 leave.	 That's
something	she'll	have	to	do	on	her	own	and	when	she's	financially	able.

And	every	moment	I	hold	her,	every	time	I	touch	her	hair,	every	time	I	grab	her
hand,	every	time	I	sit	next	to	her	in	class,	every	time	I	put	her	in	more	and	more
of	these	harmless	situations—I'm	pushing	her	closer	and	closer	to	the	edge	of	a
cliff.	If	I	don't	figure	out	how	to	back	away	from	her...I'll	end	up	watching	her
fall.

I	release	my	hold	from	around	her	and	pull	back,	but	she	remains	clutched	to	my
shirt.	I	grab	her	hands	and	pull	them	away	from	me.	She	lifts	her	head	and	looks
up	at	me,	her	eyes	as	red	and	swollen	as	I	suddenly	wish	her	lips	were.

Stop	thinking	like	this,	Luke.

I	stand	up	and	she	grabs	at	my	shirt	 to	pull	me	back,	confusion	rampant	in	her
eyes.

"Let	go,"	I	whisper.



Her	hands	fall	to	her	lap	and	she	breaks	our	stare.	She	pulls	her	feet	up	onto	the
bench	and	hugs	the	top	of	her	knees,	crying	into	her	arms.	Walking	away	from
her	is	about	to	take	all	the	strength	I	have.

"You're	right,	Sloan,"	I	say	as	I	back	away	from	her.	"I	can't	save	you."

I	turn	around	and	begin	walking	back	to	my	car,	each	step	harder	than	the	last.	I
don't	 turn	around	when	I	open	the	door.	I	climb	inside	the	car	and	drive	to	her
house	without	once	looking	back.

When	I	walk	through	the	front	door,	I	can	tell	by	the	state	of	the	living	room	and
the	noise	from	the	backyard	that	this	is	going	to	be	a	long	night.

I	make	my	way	through	the	house	and	to	the	backyard.	There	are	several	people
scattered	around.	No	one	even	looks	up	when	I	walk	outside.	There	are	four	girls
in	 the	 pool	 putting	 on	 a	 spectacle.	 Two	 of	 the	 girls	 have	 the	 other	 two	 girls
perched	up	on	their	shoulders	and	they're	trying	to	knock	each	other	off	into	the
water.	Jon	and	Dalton	are	standing	beside	the	pool,	beers	in	hand,	cheering	for
whomever	they've	bet	on.

Asa	is	sitting	at	the	side	of	the	pool	with	his	feet	dangling	in	the	water.	He	isn't
staring	at	the	girls.	He's	staring	straight	at	me—eyes	hard	and	suspicious.	I	nod
in	his	direction,	acting	oblivious	to	the	look	in	his	eye.

Dalton	sees	me	and	says,	"Carter!"	He	rushes	around	the	pool,	unsteady	on	his
feet.	He's	laughing	the	whole	time,	spilling	half	his	beer.	When	he	reaches	me,
he	wraps	his	arm	around	me	and	leans	in.

"Don't	worry,	I'm	not	as	fucked	up	as	I	look,"	he	says.	"Did	you	get	anything	out
of	Sloan?"

I	pull	back	and	eye	him.	"How	did	you	know	I	was	with	Sloan?"

He	 chuckles.	 "I	 didn't.	 But	 good	 job,"	 he	 says,	 squeezing	my	 shoulder.	 "You
work	fast.	I	think	she	knows	more	than	we	think	she	does."

I	shake	my	head.	"I	don't	think	she	knows	shit,"	I	tell	him.	"Focusing	on	her	will
be	a	waste	of	our	time."

I	glance	over	Dalton's	shoulder	and	Asa	is	staring	at	us.	He	pulls	his	feet	out	of



the	water	and	stands	up.

"He's	coming	over	here,"	I	say.

Dalton	 raises	 an	 eyebrow	and	 then	backs	 away,	 raising	his	 beer	 in	 the	 air.	He
grins	 and	 spins	 around,	 "A	 hundred	 bucks	 says	 I	 can	 stay	 under	water	 longer
than	any	of	you	fucks!"

Jon	immediately	takes	him	up	on	the	bet.	They	throw	their	beers	aside	and	dive
into	the	pool.

Asa	walks	 toward	me	 and	 then	 straight	 past	me	 as	 he	makes	 his	way	 into	 the
house,	never	once	making	eye	contact	with	me.

I	don't	know	what	unnerves	me	more.	The	fact	that	I'm	suspicious	of	every	move
he	makes	or	the	fact	that	he	seems	suspicious	of	me.	
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Chapter	Seventeen

Sloan

It	took	me	half	an	hour	after	Carter	walked	away	to	finally	regain	my	composure
enough	 to	 pack	my	 things	 and	walk	 back	 home.	 It's	 been	 ten	minutes	 since	 I
reached	 the	 edge	 of	 my	 dark	 driveway.	 I've	 been	 staring	 at	 the	 pavement,
following	the	winding	path	with	my	eyes.	It	would	be	so	easy	to	keep	walking.
There's	nothing	in	that	house	I	want.	Nothing	I	even	need.	I	could	keep	walking
along	the	pavement	until	I'm	too	far	to	turn	back.

I	wish	it	were	as	easy	as	it	sounds,	but	once	again...it's	not	just	about	me.	And	no
one	but	me	is	going	to	be	able	to	change	any	of	this.

Carter	 can't	 save	 me.	 Asa	 sure	 as	 hell	 isn't	 going	 to	 save	 me.	 I	 just	 need	 to
continue	saving	my	money	until	I	have	enough	to	make	it	on	my	own	and	bring
my	brother	with	me.

I	take	a	step	onto	the	grass,	toward	the	house,	but	I	hesitate.	It's	the	last	place	I
want	to	be	right	now.	I	want	to	be	back	at	the	park,	back	on	the	bench,	back	in
Carter's	arms.	I	want	 that	feeling	again,	but	I'm	ashamed	to	admit	I	want	more
than	 that,	 too.	 I	want	 to	know	what	 it	 feels	 like	 to	be	kissed	by	 someone	who
respects	me.

Just	having	that	thought	makes	me	feel	incredibly	guilty.	To	my	knowledge,	Asa
is	faithful	to	me.	He	provides	for	me.	He	takes	care	of	my	brother	financially...a
responsibility	that	isn't	even	his.	He	does	this	because	he	loves	me	and	he	knows
I	want	to	see	my	brother	happy.	I	can't	discredit	that.	It's	more	than	anyone	has
ever	done	for	me	in	my	entire	life.

I	throw	my	backpack	of	completed	homework	in	Asa's	car	and	walk	through	the
front	door.	 I	 just	keep	walking	until	 I	get	 to	 the	kitchen.	I'll	do	 like	I	do	every
night	and	 take	something	 to	eat	and	drink	up	 to	my	 room.	 I'll	 stay	 there	alone
and	 try	 to	 sleep	 amidst	 the	 sound	 of	 music	 and	 laughter	 and	 sometimes	 the
occasional	muffled	screams.	I'll	fall	asleep	and	hope	that	Asa	gives	me	at	 least
four	good	hours	before	he	wakes	me	up	again.



I	set	the	timer	on	the	microwave	and	fill	my	cup	with	ice.	I	shut	the	freezer	and
go	to	open	the	refrigerator	door	when	the	familiar	handwriting	on	the	dry	erase
board	catches	my	eye.	My	breath	hitches	when	I	read	it.

Worries	flow	from	her	lips	like	the	random	words	that	flow	from	her	fingertips.	I
reach	 out	 and	 try	 to	 catch	 them,	 clenching	 them	 in	my	 fists,	 wanting	 nothing
more	than	to	catch	them	all.

I	look	at	his	words,	written	clearly	out	in	the	open	for	anyone	to	see,	but	I	know
they're	meant	only	for	me.	It's	obvious	he	played	the	game	wrong.	He	actually
thought	about	what	he	was	going	to	say	before	he	wrote	it	this	time.	Cheater.

I	 erase	 the	words,	 but	 not	 before	 imprinting	 them	 on	my	mind.	 I	 pick	 up	 the
marker	and	press	it	to	the	dry	erase	board.	
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Chapter	Eighteen

Asa

My	hands	are	wet	from	sweat.	The	air	conditioner	is	broken	again	and	it's	too	hot
to	go	outside.	I	run	my	sweaty	palm	along	the	leather	arm	of	the	couch,	leaving	a
streak	of	sweat	behind	the	path	of	my	hand.

I	wonder	where	sweat	comes	from?

I	wonder	where	leather	comes	from?

My	 mother	 told	 me	 it's	 made	 from	 cows,	 but	 I	 know	 she's	 a	 liar,	 so	 I	 don't
believe	her.	How	could	leather	be	made	out	of	cows?	I've	touched	a	cow	before
and	they're	sort	of	fuzzy.	They	don't	look	like	leather	to	me.	Leather	looks	more
like	it's	made	from	dinosaurs	than	cows.

I	bet	leather	really	is	made	out	of	dinosaurs.	I	don't	know	why	my	mother	always
lies	 to	me.	She	 lies	 to	Daddy,	 too.	 I	know	she	 lies	 to	him,	because	she	gets	 in
trouble	for	it	a	lot.

Daddy	always	tells	me	not	to	trust	whores.	I	don't	know	what	a	whore	is,	but	I
know	it's	something	my	Daddy	hates.

Sometimes	when	he	gets	mad	at	my	mom,	he	calls	her	a	whore.	Maybe	a	whore
is	another	word	for	liar	and	that's	why	he	hates	them	so	much.

I	wish	my	mother	wasn't	a	whore.	I	wish	she	would	stop	lying,	so	she	wouldn't
get	in	trouble	so	much.	I	don't	like	watching	her	get	in	trouble.

Daddy	says	it's	good	for	me,	though.	He	says	if	I	want	to	grow	up	and	be	a	man,
I	need	 to	see	what	a	woman	 looks	 like	when	she	cries.	Daddy	says	a	woman's
tears	make	men	weak,	and	the	more	I	see	their	tears	when	I'm	younger,	the	less
I'll	 believe	 their	 lies	when	 I'm	older.	Sometimes	when	he	punishes	my	mother
for	being	a	whore,	he	makes	me	watch	her	cry	so	that	I'll	grow	up	knowing	that
all	the	whores	cry	and	it	shouldn't	bother	me.



"Don't	trust	anyone,	Asa,"	he	always	tells	me.	"Especially	the	whores."

I	grasp	the	leather	strap	tethered	around	my	arm	and	pull	it	tighter,	then	slap	at
my	skin.	I	realize	now	that	leather	isn't	made	from	dinosaurs.

My	mother	wasn't	lying	about	that,	at	least.

I	don't	 remember	a	 lot	about	 the	 fight	 in	 their	bedroom	that	night.	The	yelling
had	become	a	daily	occurrence,	so	 it	wasn't	new	 to	me.	What	was	so	different
about	that	night	was	the	silence.	The	house	had	never	been	so	quiet.	I	remember
lying	 in	 bed,	 listening	 to	myself	 breathe	 because	 it	 was	 the	 only	 noise	 in	 the
entire	house.	I	hated	the	quiet.	I	hate	the	quiet.

No	 one	 found	 out	 what	 he	 did	 to	 her	 for	 a	 few	 days.	 They	 found	 her	 body
wrapped	 in	 a	bloody	 sheet,	 shoved	under	 the	house	 and	half-covered	 in	dirt.	 I
know	this,	because	I	snuck	outside	and	watched	them	pull	her	out	from	under	the
house.

After	the	cops	arrested	my	father,	I	was	shipped	to	my	aunt's	house	where	I	lived
until	I	ran	away	at	fourteen.

I	know	he's	in	prison	somewhere,	but	I've	never	looked	for	him.	I	haven't	seen	or
heard	from	him	since	that	night.

I	guess	you	shouldn't	trust	the	men	who	marry	the	whores,	either.

I	 press	 the	 tip	 of	 the	 needle	 into	my	 arm	 and	 apply	 a	 little	 pressure.	 Once	 it
pierces	through	my	skin,	I	draw	the	process	out	as	long	as	possible.	The	initial
insertion	and	sting	is	the	best	part	for	me.

I	push	my	thumb	down,	feeling	the	warm	burn	move	from	the	point	of	insertion,
down	to	my	wrist	and	straight	up	through	to	my	shoulder.

it	with	my	other	hand	while	 I	 lean	my	head	back	against	 the	wall.	 I	 close	my
eyes	and	smile	to	myself,	relieved	I	didn't	end	up	with	a	whore	like	my	mother.

	I	slide	the	needle	out	and	drop	it	to	the	ground,	then	untie	the	strap	of	leather,
letting	it	fall	as	well.	I	curl	my	arm	up	to	my	chest	and	hold



Thinking	Sloan	was	with	another	guy	today	made	it	crystal	clear	why	my	father
hated	whores.	 I	 don't	 think	 I	 truly	understood	him	until	 that	moment—when	 I
felt	the	hatred	for	Sloan	that	he	felt	for	my	mother.

I'm	so	relieved	Sloan	isn't	a	whore.

I	let	my	arm	fall	limp	to	the	mattress.

Fuck,	this	feels	so	good.

ending	the	stairs.

		She'll	be	pissed	that	

I	hear	Sloan's	footsteps	as

cI'm	doing	 this	 in	 our	 bedroom.	She	 thinks	 I	 simply	 sell	 the	 shit—that	 I	 don't
actually	sample	it.

After	what	 she	put	me	 through	 today	already,	 she	better	not	 say	a	damn	word
about	this	when	she	walks	into	this	bedroom.

Fuck...so	good.
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Carter	

She	returned	home	about	ten	minutes	ago.	I	saw	the	lights	turn	on	in	the	kitchen.

I’m	sitting	by	 the	pool	with	 Jon,	Dalton	and	 some	guy	named	Kevin.	They’re
engrossed	 in	 a	 live	 poker	 tournament,	 watching	 it	 on	 a	 laptop	 that	 Kevin	 has
propped	up	on	the	table.	Apparently	they’ve	somehow	got	stake	in	it.

I’m	aware	that	Dalton	is	mentally	taking	notes,	following	the	conversations	like
a	Ping-Pong	match.	I	 let	him.	My	mind	is	 too	exhausted	from	this	day	to	keep
up,	and	I	can’t	stop	worrying	about	where	Asa	disappeared	to,	and	what	Sloan	is
doing	right	now.

My	gaze	is	fixated	on	the	house.	I	watch	the	windows	as	she	moves	around	the
kitchen,	 making	 herself	 something	 to	 eat.	 Once	 it	 looks	 like	 she	 disappears
upstairs,	 I	 use	 the	 opportunity	 to	 take	 a	 breather.	 I	 need	 to	 regroup-place	my
focus	back	on	 the	 conversation	around	me.	 I	 just	need	a	 few	minutes	 alone	 in
order	 to	 do	 that.	 Some	 people	 recharge	 by	 having	 the	 energy	 of	 other	 people
around	them.

I	am	not	one	of	those	people.

I	 read	once	 that	 the	difference	between	an	extrovert	and	an	 introvert	 isn’t	how
you	act	in	a	group	setting.	It’s	whether	or	not	those	group	settings	give	you	fuel
or	drain	you.	An	introvert	can	outwardly	appear	to	others	to	be	an	extrovert,	and
vice	 versa.	 But	 it	 all	 comes	 down	 to	 how	 those	 interactions	 influence	 you
internally.

I	am	definitely	an	introvert,	because	people	drain	me.	And	now	I	need	silence	to
refuel.

“You	want	 a	beer?”	 I	 ask	Dalton.	He	 shakes	his	head,	 so	 I	 stand	up	and	head
inside	 to	 the	kitchen.	 I	don’t	even	want	a	beer.	 I	 just	want	silence.	How	Sloan
lives	with	this	on	a	day-to-day	basis	and	still	functions	is	unbelievable.

I	walk	through	the	back	door	and	the	first	thing	I	notice	when	I	get	to	the	kitchen
is	the	new	sentence	scripted	across	the	dry	erase	board.	I	take	a	step	closer	and



read	it.

He	unclenched	his	fists	and	dropped	her	worries,	unable	 to	catch	them	for	her.
But	she	picked	them	back	up	and	dusted	them	off.	She	wants	to	be	able	to	hold
them	herself	now.

I	read	it	over	and	over,	until	the	bedroom	door	upstairs	slams	and	breaks	me	out
of	my	trance.	I	take	a	step	away	from	the	fridge,	just	as	Sloan	rounds	the	corner
into	 the	 kitchen.	 She	 stops	 suddenly	 when	 she	 sees	 me.	 She	 pulls	 her	 hands
quickly	up	to	her	face	and	wipes	at	the	tears.	I	see	her	glance	at	her	words	on	the
refrigerator,	then	back	at	me.

We	both	 stand	 silently,	 just	 two	 feet	 apart,	 staring	 at	 each	other.	Her	 eyes	 are
wide	and	I	watch	as	her	chest	heaves	up	and	down	with	each	breath	she	takes.

Three	seconds.

Five	seconds.

Ten	seconds.

I	 lose	 count	 at	 how	 much	 time	 passes	 while	 we	 both	 just	 watch	 each	 other,
neither	of	us	knowing	what	 to	do	about	 the	 invisible	 rope	between	us,	 tugging
and	pulling	us	together	with	strength	so	much	stronger	than	our	willpower.

She	sniffles	and	then	rests	her	hands	on	her	hips	as	her	eyes	fall	to	the	floor.

“I	hate	him,	Carter,”	she	whispers.

I	 can	 tell	 by	 the	 hurt	 in	 her	 voice	 that	 something	 happened	 when	 she	 went
upstairs.	I	look	up	at	the	ceiling	toward	their	bedroom,	wondering	what	it	could
have	been.	When	I	look	back	at	her,	she’s	staring	at	me.

“He’s	passed	out,”	she	says.	“He’s	using	again.”

I	shouldn’t	feel	relieved	that	he’s	passed	out,	but	I	am.	“Again?”

She	 takes	 a	 couple	 of	 steps	 toward	 me	 and	 then	 rests	 her	 back	 against	 the
countertop,	 folding	 her	 arms	 together.	 She	wipes	 at	 another	 tear.	 “He	 gets…”
She	inhales	a	breath	and	I	can	tell	it’s	hard	for	her	to	talk	about.	I	walk	over	to



her	and	stand	next	to	her.

“He	gets	paranoid,”	she	says.	“He	starts	to	think	he’s	about	to	get	caught	and	the
pressure	gets	to	be	too	much	for	him.	He	thinks	I	don’t	notice	these	things,	but	I
do.	And	then	he	starts	using	and	when	that	happens,	things…things	turn	bad	for
all	of	us.”

I’m	warring	with	myself	right	now.	Part	of	me	wants	to	comfort	her-part	of	me
wants	to	selfishly	push	her	for	more	information.	“All	of	us?”

She	nods.	“Me.	Jon.	The	guys	who	work	for	him.”	She	nudges	her	head	in	my
direction.	“You.”

She	 says	 that	 last	word	with	 a	 dose	 of	 bitterness.	Her	 top	 teeth	 press	 into	 her
bottom	 lip	 and	 she	 looks	 in	 the	other	 direction.	 I	 continue	 to	 stare	 at	 her.	Her
hands	 are	 twisting	 into	 the	 sleeves	 of	 her	 shirt	 as	 she	 hugs	 herself	 tighter	 and
tighter.

She	isn’t	crying	anymore.	She’s	angry	now	and	I’m	not	sure	if	she’s	angry	at	me
or	Asa.

I	look	back	at	the	words	on	the	board.

He	unclenched	his	fists	and	dropped	her	worries,	unable	 to	catch	them	for	her.
But	she	picked	them	back	up	and	dusted	them	off.	She	wants	to	be	able	to	hold
them	herself	now.

Rereading	 those	 words	 and	watching	 her	 right	 now	 gives	me	 clarity.	 All	 this
time	I’ve	been	worried	for	her.	Concerned	that	she	was	being	brainwashed	and
had	no	idea	what	kind	of	person	Asa	is.

“I	was	wrong	about	you,”	I	tell	her.

She	 looks	 at	 me	 again,	 this	 time	 her	 lips	 are	 pressed	 together,	 her	 eyebrows
drawn	apart	in	curiosity.

“I	 thought	you	needed	protection,”	 I	clarify.	“I	 thought	maybe	you	were	naïve
when	 it	 came	 to	 Asa.	 But	 you	 aren’t.	 You	 know	 him	 better	 than	 anyone.	 I
thought	he	was	using	you…but	you’re	the	one	using	him.”



Her	jaw	tightens	with	those	words	and	she	grits	her	teeth.	“I’m	using	him?”

I	nod.

Her	curiosity	turns	into	anger	as	she	narrows	her	eyes.	“I	was	wrong	about	you,
too,”	she	says.	“I	thought	you	were	different.	But	you’re	a	bastard,	just	like	the
rest	of	them.”

She	turns	to	walk	away,	but	I	grab	her	elbow	and	pull	her	back.	She	gasps	when
I	spin	her	around	and	grip	her	forearms.	“I’m	not	finished,”	I	tell	her.

Her	 eyes	 are	 full	 of	 shock	 now.	 I	 loosen	 my	 grip	 on	 her	 arms,	 rubbing	 my
thumbs	back	and	forth	to	hopefully	put	her	anger	a	little	more	at	ease.

“Do	you	love	him?”	I	ask	her.

She	inhales	slowly,	but	doesn’t	respond.

“No,”	I	say,	answering	for	her.	“You	don’t.	You	probably	used	to,	but	the	only
thing	love	relies	on	for	survival	is	respect.	And	you	don’t	get	that	from	him.”

She	remains	silent	as	she	waits	for	me	to	get	my	point	across.

“You	don’t	love	him.	You’re	still	here-not	because	you’re	too	weak	to	leave-but
because	you’re	too	strong	to	leave.	You	put	up	with	this	shit	because	you	know
it’s	not	 about	you.	 It’s	not	 about	your	own	 safety.	You	do	 it	 for	your	brother.
Everything	you	do,	you	do	for	other	people.	Not	many	people	have	that	kind	of
courage	and	strength,	Sloan.	It’s	fucking	inspiring.”

Her	lips	part	and	she	sucks	in	a	soft	rush	of	air.	Based	on	her	reaction,	I’d	say
she’s	not	used	to	being	complimented.	And	that’s	sad.

“I’m	 sorry	 I	 said	 those	 things	 to	you	at	 the	 restaurant,”	 I	 tell	 her.	 “You	aren’t
weak.	You	aren’t	Asa’s	doormat.	You’re…”

A	tear	trickles	out	of	her	left	eye	and	trails	down	her	cheek.	I	lift	my	hand	and
press	it	to	her	cheek,	letting	the	tear	fall	against	my	thumb.	I	don’t	wipe	it	away.
If	anything,	I	want	to	bottle	it	up	and	save	it.	This	is	probably	the	first	tear	she’s
ever	cried	as	the	result	of	a	compliment,	rather	than	an	insult.



“I’m	 what?”	 she	 asks,	 her	 voice	 soft	 and	 hopeful.	 She’s	 looking	 up	 at	 me,
wanting-needing	me	to	finish	my	sentence.

My	eyes	drop	 to	her	mouth	and	my	chest	constricts	at	 the	 thought	of	what	her
lips	would	 feel	 like	 sliding	against	mine.	 I	 swallow	hard	and	 finish	 saying	 the
words	I	know	she	needs	to	hear.

“You’re	 one	 of	 the	 strongest	 people	 I’ve	 ever	 met,”	 I	 whisper.	 “You	 are
everything	Asa	 doesn’t	 deserve.	 And…”	 I	 take	 a	 step	 closer	 and	 she	 tilts	 her
head	up	as	I	lean	in	toward	her	and	whisper,	“And	everything	I	want.”

She	sighs	softly	and	we’re	so	close	I	can	feel	her	breath	on	my	lips—so	close	I
can	already	taste	her.	I	run	my	hand	through	her	hair	to	pull	her	toward	me,	but
the	second	our	lips	almost	meet,	the	backdoor	to	the	kitchen	begins	to	open.	We
both	separate,	facing	opposite	directions.	I	open	the	refrigerator	just	as	Jon	walks
into	the	kitchen.	I	look	away	from	him,	but	not	before	seeing	the	knowing	look
he	shoots	me.	The	suspicion.

Shit.

I	hear	Sloan	open	a	cabinet	behind	me.	I	reach	inside	the	refrigerator.	“Want	a
beer?”	I	ask	Jon,	holding	it	out	toward	him.

He	takes	two	deliberately	slow	steps	toward	me,	eyeing	me	hard,	and	takes	the
beer	 from	my	 hand.	 He	 glances	 behind	me	 at	 Sloan	 as	 he	 twists	 off	 the	 cap.
“What	did	I	just	interrupt?”

I	wait	to	see	if	Sloan	wants	to	answer,	but	she	doesn’t.	There’s	just	a	long	stretch
of	silence.	I	grab	another	beer	out	of	the	fridge	and	then	close	the	door,	glancing
in	 Sloan’s	 direction.	Her	 back	 is	 to	 both	 of	 us	 as	 she	 pours	 herself	 a	 glass	 of
water	from	the	sink.

I	could	act	like	Jon	is	overreacting.	I	could	feign	innocence.	But	Jon	would	know
better.	I	know	what	it	looked	like	when	he	walked	in	here-both	of	us	turning	in
opposite	directions,	separating,	looking	guilty.

Jon	doesn’t	know	me.	For	all	he	knows,	I’m	just	like	him.	Making	him	think	I’m
not	worried	about	repercussions	would	probably	gain	me	more	respect	from	him
than	 not.	 Making	 him	 believe	 I	 think	 Sloan	 is	 just	 another	 “whore”	 (as	 Asa
would	 say)	 would	 be	 better	 in	 his	 eyes	 than	 if	 I	 actually	 thought	 she	 was



anything	different.

I	look	back	at	Jon	and	smirk	as	I	take	a	step	toward	him.	“Wouldn’t	you	like	to
know.”	 Just	 as	 I	pass	him,	 I	wink,	 allowing	him	 to	 think	whatever	 the	hell	he
wants.

I	walk	confidently	outside	and	as	soon	as	the	door	shuts	behind	me,	I	press	my
hand	into	the	wall	and	let	out	a	huge	rush	of	air.

I	can	feel	the	pull	in	every	part	of	me-the	blood	rushing	to	my	head	as	my	lungs
drag	in	all	 the	breaths	Sloan	took	from	me	in	that	kitchen.	Or	took	from	Luke,
rather.	Because	that	was	all	me	just	now,	pulling	her	to	me,	wanting	to	put	my
mouth	on	hers.	That	had	nothing	to	do	with	why	I’m	here.

And	 I	 got	 exactly	 what	 I	 deserved	 for	 allowing	 it	 to	 happen.	 Jon	 knows	 he
walked	in	on	something	and	now	I	have	to	figure	out	how	to	fix	that	before	Asa
finds	out.

Shit	just	got	real.



SLOAN-20

	

Sloan

My	hands	are	shaking	as	I	take	a	sip	of	water.	I	know	Jon	is	still	in	the	kitchen,
standing	somewhere	behind	me,	but	I	don’t	want	to	turn	around.	He	disgusts	me
almost	as	much	as	Asa,	and	knowing	he	 thinks	he	saw	something	between	me
and	Carter	gives	him	a	leg	up.	I	know	how	he	works.	I’m	not	stupid.

I	 set	 the	glass	down	and	glance	behind	me.	 Jon	 is	 standing	 against	 the	 fridge,
staring	at	the	words	I	wrote.	He	lifts	his	hand	and	traces	his	index	finger	around
the	words	on	the	dry	erase	board,	then	he	runs	his	finger	through	them,	erasing
them.	“What	the	fuck	does	this	even	mean?”	he	says,	glancing	back	at	me.

I	 face	him	 full-on,	 folding	my	arms	over	my	chest.	 I	 hate	 how	his	 eyes	 scroll
down	my	body.	I	hate	how	he	looks	at	me-like	I’m	the	one	thing	he	can’t	have.
Only	now	that	he	thinks	Carter	almost	had	me,	I	somehow	seem	more	attainable
to	him.

My	heart	feels	like	it	slips	up	my	throat.	I	can	feel	my	pulse	beating	in	my	neck
as	Jon	begins	to	take	a	few	steps	toward	me.	“Where’s	Asa?”	he	asks,	his	eyes
roaming	over	my	breasts	rather	than	my	face.

“In	our	bedroom,”	I	say,	wanting	him	to	know	that	Asa	is	right	here	in	the	house.
I	 don’t	mention	 that	 he’s	 passed	 out	 and	 probably	won’t	wake	 up	 for	 several
hours.

It’s	funny	how	things	work	sometimes.	I	fear	Asa	more	than	anyone-but	Asa	is
also	my	only	protection	against	people	in	this	house.

Jon	glances	up	at	the	ceiling.	“He	asleep?”

I	shake	my	head.	“No,”	I	say.	“I	came	down	to	make	him	something	to	drink.”

I	 can	 see	 in	 his	 eyes	 that	 he	 knows	 I’m	 lying.	 He	 knows	 I’m	 only	 trying	 to
protect	myself.	He	 takes	 another	 step	 forward	until	 he	 reaches	me.	Something
changes	in	his	expression.	I	see	the	sinister	look	in	his	eyes—the	hatred—and	I



open	my	mouth	to	scream.	I	want	to	yell	for	Carter	to	come	back	inside.	I	want
to	 yell	 for	 Asa	 to	 come	 downstairs.	 But	 I	 can’t,	 because	 Jon’s	 hand	 clamps
around	my	throat,	stifling	my	voice.

“You	want	to	know	what	I’m	sick	of?”	he	asks,	glaring	at	me	as	he	squeezes	his
hand	tigheter.	My	eyes	are	wide,	but	I’m	unable	to	nod	or	shake	my	head.	My
hands	are	gripping	at	his	hand	around	my	throat	as	I	try	to	pull	it	away	from	me.

“I’m	sick	of	Asa	getting	everything	he	wants,”	he	says.	“And	not	letting	me	have
shit.”

I	 squeeze	my	 eyes	 shut.	 Someone	will	 walk	 in	 soon.	 Carter,	 Dalton-someone
will	stop	this.

Just	 as	 that	 thought	 passes	 through	 my	 mind,	 the	 backdoor	 opens	 and	 relief
washes	over	me.	I	open	my	eyes	and	Jon	spins	around,	his	hand	still	gripping	my
throat.

My	wide	 eyes	meet	 Kevin’s	 eyes.	 He	 pauses	 in	 the	 doorway,	 staring	 at	 us.	 I
barely	know	him	because	he’s	not	here	at	the	house	much,	but	I	don’t	care.	He’s
here	and	Jon	just	got	busted.	He’ll	be	forced	to	release	me.

“Get	the	fuck	out	of	here,”	Jon	growls	at	Kevin.

Kevin	takes	in	the	scene.	Jon	pressed	against	me,	one	of	his	hands	gripping	my
hips,	 the	other	 around	my	 throat,	 the	 fear	 in	my	expression.	 I	 try	 to	 shake	my
head	 to	 silently	 beg	 Kevin	 not	 to	 walk	 away,	 but	 he	 misreads	 the	 situation,
because	 he	 laughs.	Or…maybe	 he	 doesn’t	misread	 it.	Maybe	 he	 doesn’t	 care.
Maybe	he’s	 just	 as	 sick	 as	 Jon.	Kevin	holds	up	his	 hands	 and	 says,	 “My	bad,
man,”	and	steps	back	outside.

What	the	fuck?

Jon	spins	me	around	and	pushes	me	toward	the	living	room,	out	of	the	kitchen.	I
try	to	scream,	but	nothing	comes	out.	His	hand	is	still	clamped	around	my	throat.

The	living	room	is	dark	and	empty	and	I	try	to	fight	my	way	out	of	his	grip,	but
I’m	getting	weaker	by	the	second	with	every	drop	of	air	he’s	refusing	to	let	me
inhale.	I	can	feel	the	panic	set	in,	but	I	force	it	back	down.	I	can’t	lose	control	of
myself	right	now.



He	 pushes	me	 onto	 the	 couch	 and	 as	 soon	 as	 he	 releases	 his	 grip	 around	my
throat,	 I	 drag	 in	 gasp	 after	 gasp	 of	 air,	 coughing	 and	 sputtering	 until	 I	 have
enough	air	in	my	lungs	to	scream.	But	before	I’m	able	to	do	that,	something	cold
is	placed	against	my	throat.	Something	sharp.

Oh,	God.

I	 squeeze	my	 eyes	 shut	 as	 soon	 as	 Jon’s	 other	 hand	 begins	 to	 push	my	knees
apart.	 I	 have	 never	 felt	 terror	 like	 I	 feel	 right	 now.	 I’ve	 been	 in	 dangerous
situations	before-usually	at	the	hands	of	Asa.	But	I’ve	never	feared	for	my	life	at
the	hands	of	Asa.

Jon	is	different.	Jon	would	hurt	me	just	to	punish	Asa.

His	 hand	 runs	 up	 my	 thigh	 and	 settles	 between	 my	 legs.	 I	 can	 feel	 my	 legs
shaking	from	the	fear	that’s	overtaking	my	entire	body.

“Asa	thinks	everyone	else’s	girls	are	fair	game,	but	he’s	the	only	one	who	gets	a
piece	of	this?”	He	lowers	his	mouth	to	my	ear.	“He	owes	me	a	few	favors,	Sloan.
And	I	need	you	to	repay	one	right	now.”

“Jon,”	I	choke	out.	“Please	stop.	Please.”

He	brings	his	mouth	to	mine.	“Say	please	again,”	he	whispers.

“Please,”	I	plead	one	more	time.

“I	like	it	when	you	beg.”	His	mouth	crashes	against	mine	and	I	immediately	taste
bile	as	it	makes	its	way	up	my	throat.	There’s	nothing	gentle	about	his	mouth	as



his	tongue	forces	its	way	past	my	lips.	The	more	I	try	to	fight	to	free	myself,	the
harder	he	presses	the	blade	against	my	throat.

Through	all	 the	 fear	 and	all	 the	 struggling,	 I’m	somehow	still	 able	 to	hear	 the
quiet	click	of	a	gun.

Jon	freezes	on	top	of	me	and	when	I	open	my	eyes,	I	see	the	metal	tip	of	a	gun
pressed	against	his	temple.

“Get	the	fuck	away	from	her,”	Carter	says.

Oh,	God.	Thank	you,	Carter.	Thank	you,	thank	you,	thank	you.

Jon’s	hand	slowly	leaves	my	throat.	He	presses	it	against	the	back	of	the	couch.
“You’re	gonna	regret	this,”	he	says	to	Carter.

I	 look	up	at	Carter,	 seeing	 something	 in	his	 eyes	 I’ve	never	 seen	before	as	he
stares	down	at	Jon.

“You’re	 wrong,”	 he	 says,	 his	 voice	 steady.	 “The	 only	 thing	 I’ll	 regret	 is	 not
shooting	you	three	seconds	ago.”

Jon	swallows	and	slowly	begins	 to	back	away	from	me.	Carter	never	pulls	 the
gun	from	his	head	as	Jon	pulls	himself	to	a	seated	position.	Carter	moves	the	gun
to	Jon’s	forehead	and	stares	down	at	him.



“Apologize	to	her.”

Jon	doesn’t	waste	a	breath.	“I’m	sorry,”	he	says,	his	voice	shaking.

I	pull	my	legs	away	from	him	and	scramble	off	the	couch.	I	back	away	from	the
couch,	 behind	 Carter.	 I	 bring	 my	 hand	 to	 my	 throat	 and	 rub	 at	 it,	 trying	 to
massage	away	the	pain	from	Jon’s	grip.

Carter	takes	a	step	away	from	Jon,	but	keeps	the	gun	pointed	at	him.

“I	think	we	both	have	secrets	we’d	like	to	keep	from	Asa.	You	didn’t	see	me	in
the	kitchen	with	Sloan	and	I	didn’t	see	you	forcing	yourself	on	top	of	her.	You
agree?”	Carter	says	to	him.

I	don’t	know	how	I	feel	about	that-being	their	bartering	tool.	But	I	know	if	Jon
goes	 to	Asa	with	his	 suspicions	of	what	he	 saw	between	me	and	Carter	 in	 the
kitchen-Asa	will	hurt	Carter.	And	that’s	the	last	thing	I	want.

Jon	nods.	“I	never	saw	a	thing.”

Carter	says,	“Good.	We’re	on	the	same	page	then.”	He	presses	the	tip	of	the	gun
back	to	Jon’s	forehead,	shoving	Jon’s	head	against	the	back	of	the	couch.	“But	if
you	touch	Sloan	again,	I	won’t	even	worry	about	having	to	inform	Asa	because
I’ll	fucking	kill	you	myself.”	Carter	uses	all	his	force	to	smash	the	gun	against
the	side	of	Jon’s	head.	Jon	doesn’t	even	have	the	chance	to	react.	He	falls	against



the	arm	of	the	couch-his	whole	body	limp.	Out	cold	from	one	blow	to	his	head.

I’m	staring	in	shock	at	Jon	when	I	feel	Carter’s	hands	grip	my	face.	I	glance	up
at	him	and	he’s	giving	me	the	onceover,	checking	for	injuries.	“Are	you	okay?”
he	asks.

I	nod.	As	soon	as	I	start	nodding,	the	tears	start	coming.	Carter	pulls	me	to	him
and	my	whole	body	starts	to	shake	with	sobs.

He	runs	his	hand	down	the	back	of	my	head	and	presses	his	lips	against	my	ear.
“Sloan,	I	hate	to	ask	you	this	because	the	last	place	I	want	you	to	be	is	with	Asa
right	now.	But	you’re	safer	up	there.	Go	to	your	room	and	don’t	come	out	for	the
rest	of	the	night,	okay?”

I	nod,	because	I	know	he’s	right.	Asa	is	the	devil	himself	sometimes,	but	at	least
he	would	never	 allow	anyone	 in	 the	house	 to	 hurt	me.	Besides,	 he’s	 out	 cold.
Just	like	Jon.

Carter	walks	me	to	the	base	of	the	stairs.	“Do	you	have	your	cell	phone	on	you?”

“Yes.”

“Call	me	 if	 you	 need	me	 tonight.	Otherwise,	 I’ll	 see	 you	 in	 the	morning,”	 he
says,	running	a	soothing	hand	over	my	cheek.



I	completely	forgot	about	tomorrow.	I	have	school	tomorrow.	Class	with	Carter.
The	thought	of	being	with	him	at	school-away	from	all	this	shit-is	the	only	thing
I	have	to	look	forward	to	right	now.

“Okay,”	I	say,	my	voice	still	shaking	from	the	result	of	the	last	half	hour.

He	leans	in	and	kisses	me	on	the	forehead,	then	releases	me.	Jon	starts	to	stir	on
the	couch,	so	Carter	nods	up	the	stairs,	wanting	me	out	of	the	room	before	Jon
wakes	up.	I	turn	to	walk	up	the	stairs,	in	shock	over	how	different	life	inside	this
house	is	compared	to	what	it’s	like	outside	this	house.

Normally	when	someone	gets	attacked,	it’s	reported	to	the	police.	But	inside	this
house,	 it’s	 handled	 internally.	 It’s	 used	 as	 a	 bargaining	 tool.	 And	 instead	 of
going	to	the	police,	I	go	upstairs	to	a	guy	who	is	ten	times	more	dangerous	than
the	person	who	almost	raped	me.

But	this	house	doesn’t	follow	the	same	rules	as	the	outside	world.	This	house	is	a
prison	with	its	own	set	of	rules.

And	Asa	is	the	warden.	Always	has	been.

I	 just	 don’t	 think	Asa	 realizes	 that	 now	 that	Carter	 is	 here,	 he	 could	 easily	 be
overthrown.

I	hope	he	never	does	realize	it.	Because	that	wouldn’t	be	good	for	any	of	us.	



	ASA-21

	

ASA

My	mouth	is	fucking	dry.	It	tastes	like	I’ve	been	sucking	on	a	goddamn	towel	all
night.

I	roll	over	to	reach	for	one	of	the	bottles	of	water	Sloan	always	keeps	by	our	bed.
I	can’t	open	my	eyes	because	my	whole	head	feels	like	it’s	about	to	explode,	so	I
feel	around	the	nightstand	until	I	find	one.	My	hands	are	shaking.	I	already	want
another	hit.	This	time	I’ll	be	smart	about	it.	I	won’t	do	it	when	I’m	so	tore	up	on
whiskey,	I	pass	out	and	waste	my	fucking	high	like	I	did	last	night.

I	bring	the	bottle	of	water	to	my	mouth	and	down	the	entire	contents	in	two	huge
gulps.	I	toss	the	empty	bottle	across	the	room	and	fall	back	onto	my	pillow.

I’m	still	thirsty.

I	stretch	out	my	arms	and	accidentally	hit	Sloan	in	the	shoulder.	I	glance	over	at
her,	but	my	head	is	too	groggy	to	focus.	She	rustles	a	little,	but	she	doesn’t	wake
up.	 I	 look	 at	 the	 alarm	 clock	 and	 squint.	 It’s	 4:30am.	 She	 still	 has	 two	 hours
before	she	has	to	get	up	and	get	ready	for	school.

I	give	myself	a	minute	to	adjust	 to	 the	darkness	until	I	can	see	her	really	well.
Then	I	roll	onto	my	side	and	watch	her	sleep.

She	sleeps	on	her	back	now.	Never	on	her	side,	never	on	her	stomach.	When	I
was	 a	 kid,	my	 dad	 always	 slept	 on	 his	 back,	 even	when	 he’d	 pass	 out	 on	 the
couch	 from	whatever	 substance	 he	was	 abusing	 that	 day.	 I	 asked	 him	why	he
slept	like	that	once	and	he	said,	“When	you’re	on	your	back,	you’re	prepared	for
anything.	It’s	easier	to	wake	up	and	protect	yourself.	If	you	get	too	comfortable,
you’re	left	off	guard.”

It	makes	me	wonder	if	Sloan	sleeps	on	her	back	as	a	protective	method.	Then	it
makes	me	wonder	if	she	sleeps	on	her	back	to	protect	herself	from	me.

No.	She	doesn’t	fear	me	like	that.	She	fucking	worships	me.



She	 used	 to	 sleep	 on	 her	 stomach,	 though.	 Maybe	 I	 just	 need	 to	 buy	 a	 new
mattress.	Maybe	she	just	doesn’t	like	this	bed.

She	also	used	to	sleep	naked,	but	she	hasn’t	done	that	in	over	a	year.	She	claims
it’s	 because	 there	 are	 too	 many	 people	 in	 this	 house	 and	 she	 doesn’t	 feel
comfortable.	It	used	to	bother	me	when	I’d	crawl	on	top	of	her	at	night,	only	to
find	 she	was	wearing	 fucking	 pajamas	 and	 I	 couldn’t	 slide	 inside	 of	 her	 until
after	I	got	them	off	of	her.

After	complaining	enough,	she	finally	compromised	and	only	sleeps	in	a	t-shirt
now.	Easier	access,	but	I’d	still	rather	her	be	naked.

I	pull	the	covers	down,	careful	not	to	wake	her.	Sometimes	I	just	like	to	look	at
her	while	she	sleeps.	I	like	to	think	she’s	dreaming	about	me.	Sometimes	I	touch
her,	just	soft	enough	not	to	wake	her,	but	enough	to	make	her	moan	in	her	sleep.

Her	t-shirt	is	bunched	up	around	her	waist.	I	lift	it,	slowly,	inch	by	inch	until	her
breasts	are	exposed.	And	then	I	lean	back,	reaching	under	the	covers	and	into	my
boxers.	 I	 grip	 myself	 and	 begin	 stroking	 as	 I	 watch	 her	 sleep-watch	 her	 soft
breasts	move	up	and	down	with	each	slow	breath	she	inhales.

She’s	 so	 fucking	 beautiful.	All	 that	 long	 dark	 hair.	 Those	 lashes.	That	mouth.
I’ve	honestly	never	seen	another	girl	as	beautiful	as	her	in	real	life.I	knew	she’d
be	mine	the	first	time	I	laid	eyes	on	her.	I	couldn’t	allow	something	this	perfect
to	be	with	anyone	else.

But	I	wouldn’t	allow	myself	 to	pursue	her	right	away,	because	I	 liked	the	way
she	looked	at	me.	I	could	see	the	innocence	in	her	eyes	as	she	would	stare	at	me
in	class.	I	made	her	curious.	And	even	though	I	pretended	not	to	notice	her,	she
made	me	curious.	I	could	tell	she	was	different	from	any	girl	I’d	ever	been	with.

Nothing	scares	me-not	since	I	was	a	kid.	But	the	way	I	obsessed	over	the	thought
of	 her	 came	 pretty	 damn	 close	 to	 scary.	 The	 thought	 of	 being	 able	 to	 corrupt
something	 that	 sweet	made	me	 think	about	her	more	 than	anything	else	 in	my
life.

Before	 Sloan,	 I	wasn’t	 the	 type	 of	 guy	 that	 loved	 girls.	 Not	 in	 the	 traditional
sense,	anyway.	I	used	them	for	what	the	majority	of	them	are	good	for.	A	quick
late	night	fuck,	sometimes	a	pre-breakfast	fuck,	but	never	anything	after	8am	or
before	 8pm.	Guys	who	 allow	girls	 in	 their	 life	 between	 the	 hours	 of	 8am	 and



8pm	have	shit	for	brains.

That’s	a	direct	quote	from	my	father.

I	 used	 to	 remind	myself	 of	 this	 every	 time	 I’d	 look	 at	 Sloan,	 before	 she	was
mine.	Every	time	I’d	catch	her	staring	at	me	in	class.	Every	time	my	dick	would
jerk	in	my	pants	when	I	thought	about	her.

Shit	for	brains.

The	more	I	observed	her,	the	more	I	started	to	question	my	father	and	whether	or
not	he	even	knew	what	 the	hell	he	was	 talking	about	when	I	was	younger.	He
probably	never	experienced	a	girl	like	Sloan.	A	girl	who	had	yet	to	be	corrupted
by	another	man.	A	girl	who	was	too	timid	to	know	how	to	flirt	with	a	guy.	A	girl
who	hadn’t	had	the	chance	to	become	a	whore	yet.

I	told	myself	I’d	test	her	out.	See	if	she	was	the	exception	to	the	rule.	I	caught	up
with	her	after	class	one	day	and	asked	her	if	she	wanted	to	go	to	lunch.	It	was	the
first	 time	I’d	ever	asked	a	girl	on	a	date,	come	to	 think	of	 it.	 I	expected	her	 to
smile	 and	 shyly	 agree,	 but	 instead	 she	 looked	me	 over,	 turned	 away	 and	 kept
walking.

That’s	 when	 I	 realized	 I	 was	 wrong	 about	 her.	 She	 wasn’t	 shy.	 She	 wasn’t
unfamiliar	 with	 how	 cruel	 people	 could	 be.	 She	 knew	 exactly	 how	 cruel	 the
world	was	and	that’s	why	she	kept	her	distance	from	everyone.

Little	did	she	know,	her	fake	disinterest	made	me	want	her	even	more.	It	made
me	want	 to	pursue	her	until	 she	wanted	every	part	of	me…even	 the	cruelty.	 It
made	me	want	her	to	beg	for	it.

It	wasn’t	as	hard	as	I	thought	it	would	be.	It’s	amazing	how	far	good	looks	and
humor	can	get	you.

And…manners.	Who	knew?

You	 hold	 a	 fucking	 door	 open	 for	 a	 girl,	 she	 automatically	 thinks	 you’re	 a
gentlemen.	She	thinks	you’re	the	type	of	guy	who	would	treat	his	mother	like	a
queen.	 Girls	 see	 guys	 with	 manners	 and	 think	 there’s	 no	 way	 they	 could	 be
dangerous.



I	held	every	fucking	door	open	for	Sloan	that	I	could	find.

I	even	held	an	umbrella	for	her	once.

That	was	a	long	time	ago,	though.	That	was	back	when	she	used	to	sleep	on	her
stomach.	Naked.

Sometimes	I	wonder	 if	she’s	not	as	happy	as	she	used	 to	be.	She	 left	me	once
and	I	fucking	hated	it.	Every	second	she	was	gone,	I	felt	 like	I	had	turned	into
every	single	thing	my	father	feared	I’d	grow	up	to	be.	A	love-sick	fool.	Shit	for
brains.

But	I	do	love	her.	Fuck	him	and	his	idiotic	bullshit	philosophies	on	love.	She’s
the	best	thing	that’s	ever	happened	to	me	and	when	she	left	me,	I	knew	that.

I	knew	if	she	left	for	good,	she’d	eventually	find	someone	else.	I	couldn’t	bear
the	 thought	 of	 another	 man’s	 mouth	 on	 hers.	 His	 hands	 on	 her.	 His	 fucking
disgusting	dick	inside	of	her,	when	she’d	only	ever	had	me	there.	She	was	mine.

And	I	did	what	I	needed	to	do	to	get	her	back-even	if	she	doesn’t	realize	it	had
anything	to	do	with	me.	I	did	it	for	her	benefit-because	I	love	her.	And	I	know
she	 loves	me.	When	 she	 came	 back	 to	me	 and	 asked	 for	my	 help,	 it	 was	 the
proudest	 I’ve	ever	been	of	myself.	Because	 I	knew	at	 that	point	 it	was	a	done
deal.	She	was	mine	forever.

But	there’s	still	that	one	tiny	flaw	in	our	relationship	that	makes	me	question	the
permanence	of	 it.	She	refuses	to	accept	my	lifestyle-always	makes	me	promise
her	I’ll	get	out	someday.	We	both	know	that’ll	never	happen,	though.	I’m	good
at	what	 I	do.	But	 I	guess	maybe	 I	need	 to	prove	 to	her	 that	 I	 can	do	both.	Be
what	she	needs	without	it	compromising	my	lifestyle.

I	 need	 to	 ensure	 she	never	goes	 anywhere.	 I	 need	 to	make	her	part	 of	my	 life
permanently.

I	could	marry	her.	I	could	buy	her	a	house-one	where	just	the	two	of	us	lived.	Of
course	I’d	be	in	this	house	between	the	hours	of	8am	and	8pm,	since	I	seem	to	be
the	only	one	who	knows	how	to	properly	operate	things	around	here.

But	Sloan	could	be	at	the	home	we	would	share	together,	growing	babies.	When
I	came	home	at	night,	she	could	feed	me,	we’d	make	love,	I’d	sleep	with	her	by



my	side.	And	she’d	sleep	on	her	stomach.

I’ve	never	thought	about	marriage	before.	I	wonder	why	this	brilliant	idea	is	just
now	coming	to	me?

She’s	 never	 brought	 up	marriage,	 though.	 I’m	not	 even	 sure	 she’d	 agree	 to	 it.
But	 if	 she	 got	 pregnant,	 she	 wouldn’t	 have	 a	 choice.	 Unfortunately,	 she	 uses
birth	 control	 with	more	 routine	 than	 I	 get	my	 dick	 sucked.	Not	 that	 her	 birth
control	isn’t	something	I	couldn’t	tamper	with.	But	on	top	of	that,	she	also	forces
me	to	use	a	goddamn	condom	every	time	I	have	sex	with	her.

But…condoms	are	something	else	I	could	tamper	with.

I	wonder	what	it	would	feel	like	to	be	inside	her	without	a	condom.	She’s	let	me
inside	 of	 her	 for	 a	 few	 seconds	 before-just	 to	 prep	 her	 before	 putting	 on	 the
condom.	But	I’ve	never	finished	inside	of	her.

Her	warm	pussy	squeezing	tight	around	my	dick	while	I	release	into	her,	feeling
every	single	sensation	without	a	barrier.

I	 groan	 at	 the	 thought	 of	 it	 and	 start	 pumping	my	 fist	 faster.	 Fuck,	 this	 feels
good.	Watching	her,	 thinking	 about	being	 inside	of	her.	 I	 need	 to	 touch	her.	 I
lean	 forward,	 bringing	my	mouth	 to	 her	 exposed	 breast.	 I	 normally	 try	 not	 to
wake	her,	but	it	won’t	be	the	first	time	she	wakes	up	to	me	jacking	off	on	her.

I	slide	my	tongue	against	her	nipple	and	tease	her,	circling	it	around	slowly.	She
stretches	her	arm	out	against	the	pillow	and	moans.	I	like	that	she’s	still	asleep.	I
like	to	see	how	close	I	can	get	her	to	an	orgasm	before	waking	her	up.

I	wrap	my	lips	around	her	nipple	and	suck	gently.	It	instantly	hardens	inside	my
mouth.

“Mmm,”	she	moans	again,	her	sleepy	voice	breathless.	“Carter.”

My	jaw	clenches	with	her	fucking	nipple	still	in	my	mouth.

What	the	fucking	fuck	did	she	just	say?

I	immediately	pull	away,	letting	her	nipple	pop	out	of	my	mouth.	I	look	down	at
her	fucking	face.	I	release	my	grip	on	my	dick.	It	just	went	limp	at	the	sound	of



that	name	passing	her	lips.

What	the	fuck?

What.

The.

Fuck?

My	 chest	 hurts.	 It	 feels	 like	 someone	 just	 crushed	 it.	 Dropped	 a	 brick	 on	 it.
Dropped	a	whole	fucking	building	on	it.

Somewhere	 between	 moaning	 his	 name	 and	 regaining	 consciousness,	 Sloan
pulled	her	shirt	down	over	her	tits.

Somewhere	between	moaning	his	name	and	regaining	consciousness,	I	wrapped
my	hand	around	her	throat.

She’s	staring	at	me.	Her	eyes	are	wide	with	fear.	 I’m	sure	 it’s	a	scary	 thing	 to
wake	up	 to	your	boyfriend’s	hand	around	your	 throat,	but	she	should	be	 lucky
she’s	not	feeling	what	I’m	feeling	right	now.

“Are	you	fucking	him?”

It	takes	all	the	effort	I	have	not	to	scream	those	words	at	her.	Instead,	my	voice
is	calm	and	collected,	unlike	every	other	part	of	me.	I’m	not	squeezing	her	throat
with	any	significant	force.

Yet.

I	 simply	 have	my	 hand	 around	 it,	 so	 she	 should	 be	 answering	me	 right	 now.
She’s	able	to	speak,	but	she’s	not.	The	fucking	whore	is	 just	staring	at	me	like
she	just	got	caught.

“Sloan?	Are	you	fucking	Carter?	Has	he	been	inside	you?”

Sloan	 immediately	 begins	 to	 shake	 her	 head.	 She	 presses	 her	 palms	 into	 the
mattress	and	pushes	herself	up	against	the	headboard.	My	hand	doesn’t	leave	her
throat.



“What	are	you	talking	about?”	she	says.	“No.	Of	course	not.	God,	no.”

She’s	looking	at	me	like	I’m	crazy.	She’s	very	convincing.

My	mother	was	convincing,	too.	Look	where	that	landed	her.

I	tighten	my	grip,	watching	her	face	as	it	slowly	turns	a	shade	pinker.	She	winces
and	fists	the	sheet	at	her	sides.	Her	eyes	begin	to	fill	with	tears.

Good	thing	my	father	taught	me	not	to	let	a	woman’s	tears	fool	me.

I	lean	in	toward	her	until	I’m	a	mere	two	inches	from	her.	I	scroll	over	her	eyes,
her	 mouth,	 every	 fucking	 lying	 part	 of	 her	 goddamn	 face.	 “You	 just	 said	 his
name,	Sloan.	I	had	your	fucking	nipple	in	my	mouth,	trying	to	please	you.	But
then	you	whispered	his	fucking	name.	You	said	Carter.”

Sloan	shakes	her	head.	She’s	so	adamant	about	it,	shaking	it	with	such	intensity,
I	ease	my	grip	around	her	throat	so	she	can	speak.	After	inhaling	a	gasp	of	air,
she	 blurts	 out,	 “I	 didn’t	 say	 Carter,	 you	 fucking	 dipshit.	 I	 said	 harder.	 I	 was
awake	and	could	feel	you	kissing	me.	I	wanted	you	to	do	it	harder.”

I	stare	at	her.

I	let	her	words	sink	in.

I	let	her	explanation	massage	the	ache	in	my	chest	until	I	can	breathe	again.

I	slowly	slide	my	hand	away	from	her	throat,	down	her	neck.

Fuck.

I’m	being	paranoid.

Why	would	I	ever	think	she’d	dream	about	another	guy	when	she	sleeps	next	to
me?	She	wouldn’t	cheat	on	me.	She	can’t.	She	has	no	one	else.	It	would	be	the
worst	mistake	she	ever	made	and	she	knows	it.

I	need	to	get	her	out	of	this	house.	Away	from	all	these	people.	I’m	more	certain
now	than	I	was	 ten	minutes	ago	that	I	need	to	make	her	a	mother.	Make	her	a
wife.	Give	her	a	place	of	our	own	where	other	men	are	never	around	to	make	me



this	fucking	paranoid.

Sloan	leans	forward	and	reaches	to	the	hem	of	her	shirt,	pulling	it	over	her	head.
She	tosses	it	on	the	floor	and	then	pushes	me	back	against	the	headboard,	sliding
onto	my	lap.

And	just	like	that,	I’m	hard	again.

She	 presses	 her	 breast	 against	my	mouth	 and	 offers	 herself	 to	me.	 I	 take	 her
nipple	in	my	mouth	again	and	I	give	her	what	she	wants.	I	suck	her	harder.	So
hard	it	hurts	her.	I	want	her	to	feel	the	ache	my	mouth	left	on	her	for	the	rest	of
the	fucking	day.

She	wraps	her	hands	in	my	hair,	pulling	me	against	her	as	she	moans	and	says
my	name.	She	says,	“Asa.”

She	says	it	three	times.

My	name.

I	grab	her	hips	and	 lift	her	slightly	until	 she’s	positioned	right	over	my	dick.	 I
bring	 her	 back	 down	 until	 I’m	 buried	 inside	 of	 her,	 almost	 certain	 I’ve	 never
been	this	deep.	God,	she	feels	good.	It	feels	so	good	when	I	don’t	hate	her.

I	didn’t	like	how	it	felt	to	hate	her.

“You’re	mine,	Sloan,”	I	say,	dragging	my	lips	up	her	neck	and	to	her	mouth.

She	whispers,	“Yours,	Asa.”

I	slide	my	tongue	in	her	mouth	until	she	moans,	and	then	I	pull	away	from	her.	I
grip	her	 throat	again	with	my	right	hand	and	guide	her	hips	up	and	down	with
my	left.	She	winces	a	little	when	I	squeeze	her	throat	and	it	makes	me	wonder	if
I	hurt	her	neck	earlier.	I	move	my	hand	and	can	already	see	a	handprint.	There’s
even	a	little	bruising.

Fuck.	I	did.	I	hurt	her	a	lot	more	than	I	intended	to.

I	lean	in	and	kiss	her	softly	on	the	neck,	giving	her	a	silent	apology.	Then	I	look
into	her	eyes	as	she	rides	me.	“I	want	to	marry	you,	Sloan.	I	want	to	make	you



mine	forever.”

She	 doesn’t	 say	 anything	 right	 away.	 Her	 whole	 body	 stiffens	 and	 she	 stops
moving	against	me.	“What	did	you	say?”	she	asks,	her	voice	shaky.

I	 grin	 and	 rub	my	 hands	 down	 her	 back,	 gripping	 her	 ass.	 “I	 said	marry	me,
Baby.	Be	my	wife.”

I	 lift	 her	 off	 of	 me	 and	 push	 her	 onto	 her	 back.	 I	 slide	 back	 inside	 of	 her,
relishing	 the	 fact	 that	 I	 don’t	 have	 on	 a	 condom.	 I	move	 in	 and	 out,	 savoring
every	sensation	while	she	stares	up	at	me,	speechless.

“I’ll	buy	you	a	ring	while	you’re	at	school	today.	The	biggest	one	I	can	find.	I
just	need	you	to	say	yes	first.”

A	tear	falls	out	of	her	eye	and	that’s	when	I	know	for	sure	that	she	loves	me.	The
thought	of	spending	forever	with	me	just	made	her	cry.

I	somehow	find	a	way	to	push	into	her	even	harder	this	time	and	she	winces.	I
want	to	be	as	deep	inside	of	her	as	I	can	reach.	I	want	her	to	feel	every	piece	of
me.	I	want	her	to	feel	how	much	I	love	her.	Her	fingers	dig	into	the	flesh	of	my
arms	 as	 she	 pushes	 against	 me,	 her	 bodies	 natural	 reaction	 to	 the	 pressure
between	her	 legs.	I	don’t	care	how	many	times	we’ve	done	this,	I	know	it	still
hurts	her	sometimes.	She’s	so	tight	and	I	barely	fit	inside	of	her,	having	to	force
myself	against	her	so	hard	it	makes	her	wince	and	push	against	me.

Just	like	she’s	doing	now.	I	probably	shouldn’t	like	it	when	she’s	in	pain,	but	I
do.	I	fucking	love	it	when	my	dick	hurts	her.	I	like	knowing	that	even	when	the
sex	 is	 over,	 she’ll	 feel	 me	 inside	 of	 her	 for	 hours	 with	 every	 movement	 she
makes.

God,	I	love	this	girl.

I	speak	between	thrusts,	staring	straight	down	at	her	tear-filled	eyes.	“I	love	you,
Sloan.	So	fucking	much.	I	need	to	hear	you	say	yes.”

I	groan,	feeling	how	close	I	am	to	finishing.	Finishing	inside	her.	Experiencing
something	with	her	that	we’ve	never	experience	together	before.	I	kiss	the	side
of	her	head	and	 then	 lower	my	mouth	 to	her	ear.	 “I	need	 to	hear	you	say	yes,
Baby.”



She	finally	releases	a	quiet,	“Yes.”

That	word	makes	me	so	goddamn	happy,	it	only	takes	one	more	thrust	for	me	to
come.	And	I	release	inside	of	her.	Deep	inside	of	her.	Inside	my	fiancé.

My	 legs	 shake	 and	 my	 whole	 body	 jerks	 against	 her	 like	 nothing	 I’ve	 ever
experienced.	I’m	shaking-practically	trembling	when	I’m	finished,	but	she’s	still
in	shock.	She	 remains	completely	still,	unable	 to	move	or	speak	beneath	me.	 I
know	that	felt	as	good	to	her	as	it	did	to	me.	She’s	just	still	in	shock	because	she
wasn’t	 expecting	a	proposal.	Especially	 in	 the	middle	of	 the	 fucking	night.	Or
morning.	However	you	look	at	it.

I	pull	out	of	her	and	roll	onto	my	side.	I	immediately	bring	my	hand	between	her
legs,	wanting	to	feel	what	I	 left	 inside	of	her.	Warmth	trickles	out	of	her	and	I
spread	 it	 around	 with	 my	 hand,	 touching	 her,	 circling	 my	 fingers	 against	 her
wetness.

I	 already	want	 to	 fuck	 her	 again.	But	 that	 can	wait.	 Right	 now	 I	 just	want	 to
make	her	come	and	 then	 fall	 asleep	next	 to	her.	Next	 to	my	 fiancé.	My	naked
fiancé	who’s	going	to	start	sleeping	on	her	fucking	stomach.

She	closes	her	eyes	while	I	touch	her.	Squeezes	them	shut,	actually.	I	watch	her
face	while	I	continue	to	stroke	her.	I	wait	for	the	moans	to	pass	the	lips	that	just
spoke	the	word	yes	to	me	when	I	asked	her	to	marry	me.

I	didn’t	even	have	to	convince	her.	This	is	already	so	much	easier	than	I	thought
it	would	be.

Asa	and	Sloan,	happily	ever	fucking	after.

Fuck	my	father	and	his	bullshit	philosophies	on	love.



	Carter?	Luke?	22

	

“I’m	not	telling	you	again.	I	don’t	want	her	involved.”

Dalton-Ryan-clenches	his	 fists	 and	 leans	back	 in	 the	chair,	 frustrated	with	me.
“She’s	already	involved,	Luke.	You’re	not	putting	her	in	danger-she	lived	there
before	we	ever	got	involved.”	He	leans	forward	again.	“This	wasn’t	an	issue	in
the	last	job.	Remember	Carrie?”

I	 remember	 Carrie.	 “Carrie	 was	 your	 project.	 Not	 mine.	 I’ve	 never	 gotten
involved	with	a	girl	for	the	sake	of	an	assignment,	Ryan.”

He	cocks	an	eyebrow.	“But	you’ll	get	involved	with	one	while	you’re	on	a	job,
just	not	for	the	job?	You’ll	allow	your	feelings	for	her	to	put	us	both	in	danger?”

I	 push	my	 chair	 back	 and	 stand	 up.	 “I’m	not	 putting	 us	 in	 danger.	Nothing	 is
going	on,	I	don’t	know	how	many	times	I	have	to	repeat	that.”

I	hate	that	he’s	right,	but	I’ll	never	admit	that	to	him.	I	face	the	one-way	mirror
of	the	interrogation	room	and	stare	at	myself.	I	look	tired.	I	run	a	hand	through
my	hair	and	close	my	eyes.

“Do	you	 really	believe	 that	whatever	 is	going	on	with	her	 is	 innocent?	That	 it
isn’t	putting	us	at	risk	in	some	way?”	Ryan	says.	“Did	you	not	attack	Jon-Asa’s
best	friend-because	he	was	kissing	Sloan	last	night?”

I	 find	 his	 reflection	 in	 the	 mirror	 and	 I	 eye	 him	 hard.	 “Kissing	 her?”	 I	 spin
around	and	face	him.	“He	was	about	to	rape	her,	Ryan!	What’d	you	want	me	to
do,	walk	back	outside	and	double	down	on	the	fucking	poker	game?”

I	face	the	mirror	again	and	watch	him.	He	knows	he	would	have	done	the	same
thing	if	he	had	walked	in	on	that.

It’s	fitting	that	we’re	doing	this	inside	an	interrogation	room	at	a	nearby	precinct,
because	this	case	review	is	starting	to	feel	just	like	an	interrogation.

We’re	both	quiet	for	a	while.	I	run	my	hands	down	my	face	and	sigh.



“How	 is	 leading	 this	 girl	 to	 believe	 I	 have	 feelings	 for	 her	 going	 to	 help	 this
case?”

Ryan	shrugs.	“I	don’t	know.	It	might	not	help.	But	it’s	worth	a	shot.	Especially
since	you	already	seem	to	have	some	sort	of	friendship	with	her	that	she	values.
Her	guard	would	be	down	around	you.	She	might	tell	you	things	in	confidence
that	we	don’t	already	know.”

He	stands	up	and	walks	around	the	table,	then	leans	against	it.

Technically,	he’s	my	superior.	I	have	to	remind	myself	of	 that	sometimes	with
the	way	we	have	 to	 interact	 and	with	as	many	undercover	 jobs	as	we’ve	done
together.	He’s	been	doing	this	about	five	years	longer	than	I	have	and	I	know	he
knows	what	he’s	talking	about.	As	much	as	I	don’t	want	to	admit	it.

“I’m	not	asking	you	 to	 fall	 in	 love	with	 the	chick.	 I’m	not	even	asking	you	 to
pretend	you	love	her.	All	I’m	asking	is	 that	you	take	advantage	of	her	feelings
for	you.	For	the	sake	of	this	investigation.”

“And	 how	 do	 I	 do	 that?”	 I	 ask.	 “Asa	 is	 always	 around.	 It	 would	 be	 more
dangerous	for	us	to	get	her	involved.”

“There	 are	 ways,”	 Ryan	 says.	 “You	 have	 class	 with	 her	 today.	 Start	 there.	 I
know	she	goes	to	visit	her	brother	on	Sundays.	Go	with	her	this	Sunday.”

I	laugh.	“Yeah,	I’m	sure	Asa	would	be	absolutely	fine	with	that.”

“He	 won’t	 know.	 He	 mentioned	 something	 to	 Jon	 about	 us	 all	 going	 to	 the
casino	Sunday.	We’ll	be	gone	all	day.	Just	pretend	you	have	something	else	to
do	 and	 offer	 to	 go	 with	 Sloan	 instead.	 You’ll	 get	 a	 full	 day	 with	 her,
uninterrupted	and	unmonitored	by	anyone	who	knows	him.”

I	know	I	should	tell	him	no.	But	the	truth	of	 the	matter	 is,	I’d	offer	 to	go	with
Sloan	whether	it	helped	the	case	or	hurt	it.	That’s	how	pathetic	I’ve	become	at
my	job	lately.	Nothing	should	come	before	the	job.	Especially	someone	on	the
other	side	of	the	job.

“Fine,”	I	say.	I	grab	my	jacket	and	pull	 it	on.	Before	I	open	the	door	 to	exit,	 I
pause.	I	slowly	turn	and	face	him.	“How	did	you	know	I	have	class	with	her?”



Ryan	grins.	“She’s	the	hottie	from	Spanish,	Luke.	I’m	not	an	idiot.”	He	grabs	his
own	jacket	and	pulls	it	on.	“Why	the	fuck	do	you	think	you	were	signed	up	for
that	class?”

***

Author	note:	I	got	a	lot	posted	today!	:)	Italy	is	good	for	my	writing	soul.	So	are
likes	on	this	story,	so	like,	like,	like.	But	only	if	you	like	it.	;)

Should	we	do	one	more?	Sloan	and	Carter	are	about	to	be	in	class	together…



	SLOAN-23

	

Sloan

	 I’m	 still	 shaking	 when	 I	 walk	 into	 the	 building.	 It’s	 been	 hours	 since	 the
incident	with	Asa,	but	I’m	still	sick	over	it.	I’ve	never	been	that	scared.	Not	even
last	night	when	Jon	was	on	top	of	me	with	a	knife	to	my	throat.

I	can’t	believe	I	said	Carter’s	name	out	loud	while	I	slept.	Not	only	could	I	have
gotten	myself	 in	a	serious	situation	with	Asa-I	could	have	been	responsible	for
whatever	Asa	would	have	done	to	Carter.

I	 don’t	 know	how	 I	 recovered	 from	 that	 one	 as	well	 as	 I	 did.	And	 thank	 fuck
Carter’s	name	rhymes	with	harder.

But	one	thing	I’m	not	relieved	about	is	what	happened	afterward.	The	things	Asa
said	to	me.	Him	bringing	marriage	into	it.

Him	not	using	a	condom.

I	don’t	know	what	Asa	does	when	I’m	not	around.	I’ve	never	been	told	he	cheats
on	me	other	than	what	Jon	said	last	night,	but	I	don’t	even	know	what	he	meant
by	that.	I’ve	also	never	caught	him	cheating,	but	I	don’t	trust	him	enough	to	put
my	health	and	my	life	at	risk.

But	that	happened	this	morning	and	it’s	at	the	forefront	of	my	mind.	The	second
it	turned	8am,	I	called	my	doctor	and	made	an	appointment	for	next	week	to	be
tested.	 I’m	on	 the	pill	and	 I	 take	 it	 religiously,	 so	 I’m	not	at	all	worried	about
him	getting	me	pregnant.	But	I	am	worried	about	everything	else	he	could	give
me.

I’ll	try	not	to	think	about	it	until	next	week.	And	I’ll	do	whatever	I	can	to	make
sure	that	doesn’t	happen	again.	I	was	just	honestly	too	scared	for	my	life	to	say
anything	this	morning.	I’ve	never	seen	him	look	at	me	with	so	much	hatred	as	he
did	when	he	thought	he	heard	me	moan	Carter’s	name.

When	he	did	hear	me	moan	Carter’s	name.



Before	 I	walk	 to	 class	 to	 face	Carter,	 I	 stop	 by	 the	 bathroom	 to	 try	 and	 calm
myself	down.	Now	that	I’m	not	in	the	same	house	with	Asa,	I	can	breathe	easier.
But	I	have	no	idea	how	to	ensure	I	don’t	talk	in	my	sleep	again.	If	it	means	just
never	sleeping	in	the	presence	of	Asa	again,	I’ll	figure	out	a	way	to	do	that.

When	I’m	finished	in	the	bathroom	and	walk	out	into	the	hallway,	the	first	thing
I	see	is	Carter,	propped	up	near	the	door	of	our	classroom.

He’s	waiting	for	me.

When	he	sees	me,	he	stands	up	straight	and	waits	for	me	to	reach	him.

“You	okay?”	he	says,	his	eyes	immediately	falling	to	my	neck.	There	are	bruises
there	from	what	Jon	did	to	me	last	night,	but	it’ll	probably	look	even	worse	by
the	end	of	today,	thanks	to	what	Asa	did	this	morning.

God,	what	 kind	 of	 fucking	 life	 am	 I	 living	 right	 now	 that	 I’m	 choked	 by	 two
different	men	in	the	span	of	twelve	hours?

“I’m	fine,”	I	say,	unconvincingly.

Carter	 lifts	his	hand	and	 touches	a	 finger	 to	my	 throat.	“It’s	bruised,”	he	says.
“Did	Asa	notice?”

He	 runs	 the	 back	 of	 one	 of	 his	 fingers	 across	 my	 neck.	 I	 know	 it’s	 out	 of
concern,	but	whenever	he	makes	any	sort	of	contact	with	me	at	all-no	matter	the
reasonI	 seem	 to	 forget	 just	 how	 capable	 I	 am	 of	 actually	 feeling	 things.	 I’ve
learned	 to	 numb	 myself	 over	 the	 past	 couple	 of	 years	 with	 Asa	 and	 Carter
negates	all	that	effort.

“He	noticed,	but	he	wasn’t	suspicious.	He	thought	he	did	it	himself.”

My	 words	 cause	 Carter	 to	 flinch.	 His	 eyes	 flick	 back	 to	 mine.	 “Sloan,”	 he
whispers,	 shaking	his	head.	He	pulls	his	hand	away	 from	my	neck	and	 runs	 it
through	his	hair.	I	can	see	the	roll	of	his	throat	as	he	swallows	back	what	looks
like	pure	hatred	 at	 the	 thought	 of	Asa’s	 hands	on	me.	He’s	obviously	worried
about	me,	which	I	completely	understand.	But	he	also	knows	why	I	stay	and	he
doesn’t	 seem	 to	 judge	 me	 for	 it.	 He	 actually	 understands	 my	 situation	 and
sympathizes	with	it.	I	like	that	about	him-his	empathy.



Something	Asa	has	probably	never	felt	for	anyone	his	whole	life.

Carter	 lays	 a	 gentle	 hand	 on	 my	 elbow.	 “Come	 on.	 Let’s	 get	 our	 seats.”	 He
makes	an	attempt	to	direct	me	toward	the	door,	but	I	pull	back.

“Carter,	wait.”

He	 turns	 around	 to	 face	 me	 again,	 stepping	 aside	 to	 let	 two	 students	 enter.	 I
glance	 down	 the	 hallway	 to	 the	 left	 and	 then	 to	 the	 right.	 “I	 have	 to	 tell	 you
something.”

Concern	overtakes	whatever	residual	anger	he	felt.	He	nods	and	leads	me	down
the	hallway,	away	from	the	door,	looking	for	somewhere	more	private.	We	pass
another	door	and	he	checks	the	window,	then	the	doorknob.	It	turns,	so	he	pulls
open	the	door	and	leads	me	inside.

It’s	an	empty	music	room,	flanked	with	various	instruments	against	one	wall	and
several	 desks	 arranged	 in	 a	 circle	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 the	 room.	When	 the	 door
closes	behind	us	and	we	finally	have	privacy,	I	expect	Carter	to	ask	me	what	I
need	to	tell	him.	Instead,	as	soon	as	I	turn	around,	he	pulls	me	to	him,	wrapping
his	arms	tightly	around	me,	cradling	my	head	against	his	shoulder.

He	hugs	me.

That’s	all	he	does.	He	hugs	me	tightly	without	a	word,	yet	I	can	feel	everything
he’s	 saying.	And	 I	 realize	 that	 since	 last	 night-since	 everything	 that	 happened
with	Jon-he’s	probably	been	worried	sick	about	me.	He	probably	wanted	to	hug
me	and	reassure	me	last	night.	As	soon	as	he	saw	me	this	morning.	But	simple
hugs	aren’t	so	simple	in	my	life.

I	wrap	my	arms	around	him	and	bury	my	 face	 in	his	 shirt,	 inhaling	 the	 subtle
hint	of	his	cologne.	He	smells	like	the	beach.	I	close	my	eyes	and	wish	we	were
there.	Away	from	all	this	bullshit.

We	stand	 in	silence	for	several	minutes,	neither	of	us	moving.	After	a	while,	 I
can’t	 tell	 who	 is	 hugging	 whom-who	 is	 holding	 whom.	 It’s	 like	 we’re	 both
barely	suspended,	clinging	to	each	other,	afraid	we	might	fall	down	if	either	of
us	lets	go.

“I	said	your	name	in	my	sleep,”	I	whisper,	slicing	through	the	silence.



Carter	immediately	pulls	back	and	looks	at	me.	“Did	he	hear	you?”

I	nod.	“Yes.	But	I	think	I	covered	it	pretty	well.	I	told	him	he	misheard	me-that	I
said	 something	 else.	 But	 he	 was	 really	 angry	 right	 after	 it	 happened,	 Carter.
Angrier	than	I’ve	ever	seen	him.	And	I	just…I	thought	you	should	know.	I	think
we	 need	 to	 be	 more	 careful.	 I	 mean,	 I	 know	 there’s	 nothing	 really	 going	 on
between	us,	but-”

Carter	 interrupts	and	says,	“Isn’t	 there,	 though?	 I	know	we	 technically	haven’t
acted	 on	 it,	 but	 this	 isn’t	 innocent,	 Sloan.	 If	 Asa	 even	 knew	 I	 had	 class	 with
you…”

“Exactly,”	I	say.

Carter	nods,	knowing	what	this	means.	He	can’t	talk	to	me	at	the	house.	Hell,	he
shouldn’t	 even	 look	 my	 direction	 anymore.	 After	 what	 happened	 early	 this
morning,	Asa	will	be	suspicious,	even	 though	he	believed	me.	The	 last	 thing	 I
want	to	do	is	cause	trouble	for	Carter,	but	it	seems	I’ve	already	done	that.

“I’m	sorry,”	I	say	to	him.

“Why	are	you	apologizing?	Because	you	had	a	dream	about	me?”

I	nod.

Carter	lifts	a	hand	to	my	cheek	and	the	corner	of	his	mouth	lifts	into	a	grin.	“If
we’re	apologizing	for	that,	then	I	owe	you	about	a	dozen	apologies	already.”

I	bite	my	cheek	to	hide	my	smile.	He	drops	his	hand	and	presses	it	against	 the
small	of	my	back.	“We’ll	be	late	if	we	don’t	hurry.”

I	 laugh	 a	 little	 at	 the	 thought	 of	 being	 tardy.	What	weight	 does	 being	 late	 for
class	hold	against	all	the	other	shit	that’s	going	on	in	our	lives?	Very,	very	little.
But	he’s	right.

I	 follow	 him	 out	 the	 door	 and	 back	 down	 the	 hallway	 toward	 the	 classroom.
Before	we	walk	 inside	he	 leans	down	and	whispers,	“For	what	 it’s	worth,	you
look	really	beautiful	today.	I	kind	of	can’t	catch	my	breath.”

He	 keeps	walking,	 despite	 the	 fact	 that	 his	 words	 have	 frozen	my	 feet	 to	 the



floor.

That’s	all	those	were.	Words.	A	few	simple	words	strung	together,	but	they	held
just	enough	power	to	physically	stop	me	in	my	tracks.

My	hand	goes	up	 to	my	mouth	as	 I	quietly	 inhale.	 I	 force	away	 the	smile	 that
wants	 to	break	out	and	I	 somehow	force	my	feet	 to	walk	 into	 the	classroom.	 I
glance	up	and	see	Carter	pulling	 two	chairs	out	on	 the	 top	 row,	so	 I	make	my
way	up	to	him.

My	knees	feel	like	they’re	about	to	fail	me.	This	is	how	it	should	be.	This	is	how
guys	should	make	girls	feel.

Why	the	hell	did	I	ever	give	Asa	the	time	of	day?

When	I	reach	my	seat,	he’s	still	standing,	waiting	for	me	to	sit	down	first.	I	give
him	a	quick	smile	as	a	thank	you	and	take	my	seat.	I	take	my	books	out	of	my
bag	and	he	does	the	same.	The	professor	walks	in	just	as	we’re	settled.	He	turns
and	begins	writing	on	the	board.

Screamed	a	 little	 too	much	at	 the	 football	game	 last	night.	Lost	my	voice.	Go
through	chapters	8-10	and	we’ll	catch	up	on	lecture	next	week.

Half	of	the	class	laughs	at	the	note.	The	other	half	groans.	Carter	opens	his	book
to	the	right	page.	I	lean	forward	and	open	mine	and	begin	reading.	I	don’t	get	far
before	Carter	grabs	a	pen	and	begins	writing	a	note.	I’m	giddy	with	anticipation,
hoping	it’s	for	me	and	he’s	not	actually	taking	notes	for	class.

I	don’t	even	feel	guilty.	I	should	feel	guilty	about	this.	Especially	since	Asa	sort
of	proposed	to	me	this	morning,	and	out	of	fear	for	my	own	life,	I	was	forced	to
say	yes.

This	is	so	fucked	up.	I’m	going	to	hell.

Actually…I	might	already	be	in	hell.	Most	of	the	time	this	life	feels	more	like	a
punishment	 for	 something	 horrible	 I	must	 have	 done	 in	 a	 previous	 life.	 Until
Carter	 came	 along,	 at	 least.	 I	 don’t	 remember	 much	 that	 has	 ever	 made	 me
excited	about	life	before	he	recently	entered	it.

Carter	slides	the	note	to	me.	It’s	folded	in	half,	so	I	lift	the	paper	and	read	what



he	 wrote.	 I	 expect	 something	 random,	 like	 the	 game	 we’ve	 played	 in	 class
before.	Instead,	it’s	just	a	simple	request.

Put	your	hand	under	the	table.

I	read	it	 twice	before	looking	at	my	hands.	The	note	is	a	 little	random,	but	not
like	the	game	I	showed	him.	It’s	only	random	because	I’m	confused	by	it.	I	slip
the	note	under	my	book	and	then	lower	my	hand	under	the	table	and	wait	for	him
to	hand	me	whatever	it	is	he	has.

To	my	surprise-he	doesn’t	give	me	anything.	His	warm	palm	slides	against	mine
and	he	threads	our	fingers	together,	resting	our	hands	on	my	thigh.

And	then	he	returns	his	focus	to	his	textbook,	resuming	his	reading	like	he	didn’t
just	attempt	to	set	me	on	fire.

That’s	exactly	what	it	feels	like-my	hand	wrapped	in	his-him	touching	my	leg.	I
feel	like	someone	needs	to	douse	me	with	water.	My	heart	begins	to	race	and	I
feel	like	my	whole	body	is	tingling.

He’s	holding	my	hand.

Jesus	fucking	Christ.

I	didn’t	know	holding	hands	could	 feel	better	 than	a	kiss.	Better	 than	sex.	Sex
with	Asa,	at	least.

I	close	my	eyes	and	focus	on	the	weight	of	his	hand	against	mine.	The	width	of
his	fingers	between	mine.	The	way	his	thumb	occasionally	runs	back	and	forth.

After	probably	fifteen	minutes	of	pretending	to	read	the	textbook	in	front	of	me,
he	pulls	his	hand	from	mine.	He	doesn’t	 release	me,	 though.	He	 just	begins	 to
make	 circles	with	 his	 fingertips	 against	my	 palm.	He	 traces	 every	 part	 of	my
hand,	my	palm,	my	fingers,	between	my	fingers.	With	every	minute	that	passes,
my	mind	begins	 to	wonder	what	 those	 fingers	would	 feel	 like	 against	my	 leg.
My	neck.	My	stomach.

My	breathing	grows	heavier.	I	begin	to	take	in	shorter	breaths	with	each	minute
closer	we	get	to	the	end	of	class.



I	don’t	want	class	to	end.	I	never	want	it	to	end.

When	he’s	explored	every	part	of	my	hand	 twice-over,	his	 fingers	 slide	 to	my
leg.	He	begins	to	stroke	my	knee,	about	three	inches	up	the	inside	of	my	leg,	and
back	 down	 to	my	knee.	My	 eyes	 are	 closed	 and	 I’m	gripping	 the	 book	 in	my
hands.	 He	 does	 this	 for	 several	 more	 minutes,	 driving	 me	 completely	 insane,
almost	to	the	point	that	I	might	have	to	get	up	and	go	to	the	bathroom	to	splash
cold	water	on	my	face.

But	I	don’t,	because	somehow	the	fifty	minutes	of	class	are	up	and	everyone	is
packing	up	to	leave.

I	find	the	strength	to	open	my	eyes	and	glance	up	at	him.	He’s	staring	at	me,	his
gaze	narrowed,	 eyes	heated,	wet	 lips	 that	 I	 can’t	 seem	 to	 look	 away	 from.	He
grabs	my	hand	again	and	squeezes.	“I	know	I	shouldn’t…”

I	shake	my	head.	“You	shouldn’t.”

I’m	not	even	sure	what	he	was	about	to	say,	but	I	have	an	idea	of	where	his	mind
is	at	right	now,	because	mine	is	right	there	with	his.

“I	know,”	he	says.	“I	just…I	can’t	be	this	close	to	you	and	not	touch	you.”

“And	I	can’t	not	let	you.”

He	inhales	a	deep	breath,	then	releases	it	at	the	same	time	he	releases	my	hand.
He	gathers	his	book	and	shoves	it	inside	his	backpack.	He	stands	up	and	throws
the	backpack	over	his	shoulder.	I	look	up	at	him	and	he’s	staring	down	at	me.	I
wait	for	him	to	say	goodbye	or	walk	away,	but	he	doesn’t.

We	stare	at	each	other	for	a	few	more	seconds	before	he	drops	his	backpack	and
falls	 back	 down	 in	 his	 seat.	 He	 wraps	 his	 hand	 in	 my	 hair	 and	 presses	 his
forehead	against	 the	 side	of	my	head.	 I	 have	no	 idea	what	he’s	doing,	but	 the
desperation	in	the	way	he’s	pressed	against	me	makes	me	wince.

“Sloan,”	he	whispers,	his	mouth	directly	over	my	ear.	“I	want	everything	about
you.	So	goddamn	much.	To	the	point	that	it’s	blinding	me.”

I	gasp	at	his	words.



“Please	be	careful,”	he	says.	“Until	I	can	help	you	get	out	of	there.	I	don’t	know
when	that’ll	be,	but	please.	Be	very,	very	careful.”

I	squeeze	my	eyes	shut	when	he	presses	a	kiss	 to	 the	side	of	my	head.	What	I
wouldn’t	give	for	those	lips	to	be	pressing	against	my	mouth	right	now.

How	 can	 I	 have	 this	 many	 feelings	 for	 someone	 I	 just	 met?	 For	 someone	 I
haven’t	even	kissed	yet?	For	someone	who	is	mostly	everything	I	want,	but	also
involved	with	everything	I	despise?

“If	I	come	to	your	house	tonight,	I’m	not	even	going	to	look	in	your	direction,”
he	says.	“But	know	that	you’re	all	I	see.	You’re	all	I	fucking	see,	Sloan.”

He	releases	me	as	quickly	as	he	grabbed	hold	of	me.	He	picks	up	his	backpack
again	 and	 stands	 up.	 I	 hear	 him	 walk	 away	 and	 I’m	 still	 sitting	 completely
immobile,	my	eyes	closed,	my	heart	thrashing	around	inside	my	chest.

I	want	more	of	whatever	it	is	he	makes	me	feel.	But	I	want	it	away	from	here.
Away	from	this	town.	Away	from	Asa.	I	know	Carter	wants	me	to	leave	and	I
want	to.	I	want	to	so	bad,	but	I	have	to	be	more	prepared	for	that	to	be	able	to
happen.	And	if	I	leave-Carter	has	to	leave,	too.	Not	only	does	he	need	to	sever
ties	with	Asa,	 but	 I	 need	 him	 to	 sever	 ties	with	 this	 corrupt	 lifestyle	Asa	 has
created.

We	both	need	to	leave.

Before	it’s	too	late…



	Asa-24

	

Asa

I’ve	never	been	the	kind	of	guy	who	deals	with	excess	bullshit.	Another	piece	of
wisdom	my	father	taught	me.

“If	it	doesn’t	benefit	you,	it	shouldn’t	fucking	matter	to	you.”

That’s	probably	the	best	piece	of	advice	he	ever	gave	me.	I	apply	that	wisdom	to
every	 aspect	 of	my	 life.	My	 friendships.	My	business	 partners.	My	 education.
My	empire.

Yes,	I	said	empire.	I’m	not	quite	there	yet,	but	props	to	positive	thinking	and	all
that	bullshit,	right?

When	I	first	started	dealing,	I	was	small-time.	Dealt	what	I	could,	when	I	could,
to	whomever	I	could.	Mostly	ecstasy	to	college	kids,	weed	to	college	dropouts.
Once	 I	 realized	 that	 wasn’t	 where	 the	 money	 or	 the	 power	 was,	 I	 started
studying.

There	was	a	full	year	right	around	the	time	I	started	college	that	I	studied	every
minute	 of	 every	 day.	 And	 I’m	 not	 talking	 the	 bullshit	 textbook	 studying	 that
lands	you	a	 full-time	desk	 job	making	enough	salary	a	year	 to	buy	one	house,
one	car	and	one	wife.	I’m	talking	real	studying.	Meeting	people.	Becoming	the
person	people	want	to	meet.	Sampling	the	good	shit,	the	heroin,	the	coke,	just	to
get	 a	 feel	 of	what	 kind	 of	 drug	 fits	 better	with	which	 demographic.	Knowing
how	to	not	get	addicted	to	the	shit.	Getting	to	know	your	dealer	so	well	that	you
become	 best	 friends	 with	 your	 dealer’s	 dealer.	 Building	 trust	 in	 whoever	 has
more	power	than	you,	but	lying	low	enough	that	they	don’t	see	it	coming	when
you’ve	suddenly	got	more	power	than	them.

I	learned	a	lot	and	I	learned	it	the	hard	way.	The	right	way.	From	the	bottom	to
the	top.

I	don’t	deal	the	petty	shit	now,	X,	weed,	pills.	I	especially	don’t	fuck	with	weed.
It’s	an	excess.	You	want	weed?	Move	 to	 fucking	Colorado	and	buy	yourself	a



gift	card	to	the	sweet	shop.	Don’t	waste	my	fucking	time.

But	if	you	want	the	good	stuff…the	shit	that	makes	you	feel	like	you’re	kissing
the	face	of	the	goddamn	Creator	himself?	That’s	when	you	come	to	me.	I	won’t
sell	 you	 the	Ford,	but	 I’ll	 sell	 you	 the	 rarest	 fucking	Bugatti	 you’ll	 ever	 come
across.

I’m	still	building.	 I’ll	always	be	building.	The	second	someone	 in	my	position
feels	like	they	have	nothing	else	to	learn	is	the	same	second	they’ll	be	surpassed
by	 the	 next	 guy.	 As	 far	 as	 I’m	 concerned,	 there	 are	 no	 more	 available	 spots
above	Asa	Jackson	in	this	city.	I	have	a	good	team	beneath	me.	Guys	who	know
their	places.	Guys	who	know	I’ll	be	fair	to	them	if	they’re	fair	to	me.

I’m	still	getting	to	know	my	newest	guy,	Carter.	Most	people	are	transparent,	but
he’s	like	a	muddy	fucking	river.	Most	people,	especially	the	ones	who	work	for
me,	kiss	my	ass	because	they	know	what	a	fucking	good	thing	it	is	to	be	able	to
fit	inside	my	back	pocket.

Carter	 is	 different.	 He	 doesn’t	 seem	 to	 care	 one	 way	 or	 another.	 It’s	 his
indifference	that	unnerves	me.	He	reminds	me	of	myself	a	little,	and	I’m	not	so
sure	that’s	a	good	thing.	There’s	only	room	for	one	me.

My	oldest	 guy,	 Jon,	 is	 really	 beginning	 to	 get	 sloppy.	He	was	 once	my	 right-
hand	man	but	lately	he’s	become	my	fucking	Achilles	heel.

Which	brings	me	back	to	my	initial	point.

If	it	doesn’t	benefit	you,	it	shouldn’t	fucking	matter	to	you.

I’m	 struggling	 to	 see	 how	 Jon	 benefits	me	 anymore.	He	 seems	 to	 just	 stir	 up
bullshit	wherever	he	goes.	Last	week	he	lost	one	of	my	biggest	clients	because
he	couldn’t	keep	his	dick	 in	his	pants	when	 it	 came	 to	 the	guy’s	wife.	Even	 I
know	how	to	draw	the	line	between	my	dick	and	my	wallet.

Unlike	Jon,	Carter	 is	a	benefit.	He’s	a	good	translator,	he’s	quiet,	he	shows	up
where	he	needs	to	be	and	does	what	I	need	him	to	do.	Which	is	the	only	reason	I
haven’t	gotten	rid	of	him	yet,	despite	my	suspicions	about	him.	He’s	not	excess
yet.

Jon,	though.	Jon	is	becoming	dead	weight.



But	Jon	also	knows	too	much,	which	poses	an	even	bigger	problem.

For	Jon.	Not	for	me.

Aside	from	the	business,	I’ve	cut	all	the	other	excess	out	of	my	life.	Other	than
Sloan.	She’s	 far	 from	excess,	 though.	 If	 I	had	 to	compare	her	 to	a	drug,	Sloan
would	be	heroin.	Heroin	is	nice.	Heroin	makes	you	mellow.	As	long	as	you	have
it	in	good	supply,	heroin	would	be	something	you	could	happily	inject	every	day
for	the	rest	of	your	life.

Maybe	it’s	weird	to	compare	people	to	drugs,	but	when	drugs	are	all	you	know,
it’s	normal.

Jon	would	be	meth.	He’s	way	too	cocky,	talks	too	much,	painful	at	times.	Real
fucking	painful.

Dalton	would	be	coke.	Sociable,	 friendly,	makes	you	want	 to	do	more	coke.	 I
like	Coke.

Carter	would	be…

What	would	Carter	be?

I	don’t	think	I	know	Carter	well	enough	to	know	which	drug	he	resembles.	But
for	about	two	minutes	last	night	when	I	thought	Sloan	said	his	goddamn	name,
Carter	was	the	motherfucking	overdose.

But	 she	 didn’t	 say	 his	 name.	 She’s	 never	 even	 spoken	 to	 the	 guy	 as	 far	 as	 I
know.	 And	 if	 he’s	 smart,	 that	 means	 he’s	 never	 spoken	 to	 her	 beyond	 their
introduction	in	the	kitchen.

But	soon,	I	won’t	have	to	worry	about	the	guys	around	here	because	she	won’t
live	in	this	house	anymore.	She’ll	be	in	our	house.

Shit.

Fuck!

I	was	supposed	to	buy	the	fucking	ring	today.	I	knew	I	was	forgetting	something.



I	 go	 to	my	 closet	 to	 get	 dressed.	 I	 debate	 pulling	out	 the	Armani.	You	know-
special	day	and	shit.	Instead	I	grab	a	dark	blue	button-up	shirt	I	know	Sloan	likes
and	pair	it	with	slacks.	It	really	doesn’t	matter	what	I	pick	out	of	the	closet,	it’s
all	 fucking	 spectacular.	 I’ve	 always	 dressed	 for	 the	 level	 of	 respect	 I	 want	 to
receive.

And	no,	my	fucking	father	didn’t	teach	me	that	one.	He’d	have	probably	made	it
a	lot	longer	on	the	outside	world	had	he	not	dressed	like	the	fucking	bum	that	he
was.

When	 I	 reach	 the	 bottom	 of	 the	 stairs	 and	 glance	 in	 the	 kitchen,	 I	 see	 Jon
standing	at	the	sink	with	his	back	to	me,	holding	a	bag	of	ice	to	the	side	of	his
head.

“What	happened	to	you?”

He	turns	around	and	the	whole	fucking	right	side	of	his	face	is	black	and	blue.
“Christ,	man.	Who	the	hell	did	you	fuck	over?”

Jon	drops	the	bag	of	ice	in	the	sink.	“No	one	important.”

I	walk	into	the	kitchen.	His	face	is	even	worse	up	close.	And	if	he	thinks	he’s	not
about	to	tell	me	who	fucked	him	up,	he’s	wrong.	If	he	lost	us	another	job,	the	left
side	of	his	face	will	look	a	whole	lot	worse	than	his	right.	I	grab	my	keys	off	the
counter	and	ask	him	again.	“Who	the	fuck	did	that	to	you,	Jon?”

He	pops	his	jaw	and	looks	away	from	me.	“Some	asshole	caught	me	with	his	girl
last	night.	Took	me	off	guard.	It	looks	worse	than	it	was.”

Fucking	idiot.	I	laugh.	“No,	I’m	sure	it	looks	just	as	bad	as	it	was.”	I	walk	to	the
pantry	and	check	the	alcohol	stock.	It’s	empty,	as	usual.	I	slam	the	pantry	door.
“We’re	celebrating	tonight.	Need	you	to	stock	up	today.	I	have	to	run	an	errand.”

Jon	nods.	“Special	occasion?”

“Yep.	Got	engaged	.	Make	it	classy.	None	of	the	cheap	shit.”	I	head	toward	the
front	door	and	I	hear	Jon	laugh.	When	I	turn	around,	the	fucker	is	still	smiling.
“Something	funny?”	I	ask,	walking	back	into	the	kitchen.

He	 shakes	 his	 head.	 “Is	 there	 anything	 not	 funny	 about	 you	 getting	 married,



Asa?”

I	laugh.	And	then	I	fuck	up	the	left	side	of	his	face.

Fucking	excess.



	CARTER-25

	

Carter

I	make	it	 to	my	car	in	the	parking	lot.	Somehow.	I	grip	the	steering	wheel	and
lean	my	head	back.

I	have	no	idea	where	the	line	is	drawn	now,	it’s	so	fucking	blurred.	I’m	trying	to
do	 the	 job	 I’m	 here	 to	 do,	 but	 at	 the	 same	 time	Sloan	 is	making	me	 question
whether	this	is	really	the	life	I	want	at	all.	I	have	no	idea	if	I	was	Carter	just	now
or	if	that	was	all	Luke.	Luke	is	becoming	Carter.

I’m	pulling	too	much	of	myself	 into	this	 job,	but	I	have	no	idea	how	to	not	be
myself	when	I’m	with	her.	All	the	things	I	want	to	say	to	her.	The	things	I	wish	I
could	do	to	her.	The	truth	I	wish	I	could	tell	her.

If	 I	 told	her	 the	 truth	about	who	I	am	and	what	 I’m	here	 to	do,	 though,	 I’d	be
risking	everything.	My	 life.	Ryan’s	 life.	Possibly	her	 life.	The	 less	 she	knows,
the	better.

I	press	my	forehead	against	the	steering	wheel	and	try	to	foresee	the	inevitable
shitstorm	that’s	coming	our	way.

I	want	to	be	with	her.	I	want	to	be	with	her	as	Luke.	But	that	can’t	happen	until
we	have	enough	on	Asa	to	put	him	away	for	good.	And	we	won’t	be	able	to	put
him	away	for	good	until	he	slips	up.	He’s	careful	right	now.	He’s	smarter	than	I
initially	thought.

But	the	more	time	it	takes	to	get	where	we	need	to	be	in	this	investigation,	the
more	danger	Sloan	is	in.	And	knowing	what	I	know	now	about	Asa,	leaving	him
is	 the	worst	 thing	 she	 could	do.	There’s	no	way	he’d	 let	 her	 leave	peacefully.
He’d	hurt	her.	And	I	wouldn’t	put	it	past	him	that	he’d	hurt	her	brother,	too.

She’s	stuck	until	he’s	gone,	and	that	could	be	months.

I	 lean	back	in	my	seat	again	and	pick	up	my	phone.	As	if	I’m	being	punked,	I
have	two	texts	from	Asa.



Asa:	Where	are	you?

Asa:	Meet	me	for	lunch	at	noon.	Peralta’s.	I’m	fucking	hungry.

I	 stare	 at	 the	 texts	 for	 several	 seconds.	 This	 is	 out	 of	 character	 for	 him.	 He
doesn’t	 text	on	his	regular	phone	when	it	has	to	do	with	a	 job,	so…he	literally
just	wants	lunch?

Me:	Be	there	in	ten.

***

Twelve	minutes	later	I’m	weaving	my	way	through	the	restaurant	to	where	Asa
is	seated.	He’s	staring	down	at	his	phone	when	I	take	my	seat.

“Hey,”	 he	 says,	 not	 even	 glancing	 up.	 He	 finishes	 the	 text	 and	 then	 sets	 his
phone	aside.	“You	busy	tonight?”	he	asks.

I	shake	my	head	and	pick	up	the	menu.	“Nope.	Why?”

I	 look	 over	 the	 menu,	 but	 I	 don’t	 have	 to	 make	 eye	 contact	 to	 see	 that	 he’s
smiling.	He	reaches	behind	him	and	then	sets	something	on	the	table.	I	lower	the
menu	and	my	eyes	land	on	a	box.

A	jewelry	box.

What	the	fuck?

He	opens	 it	and	holds	 it	out	for	me	to	 take.	I	stare	down	at	 the	ring,	 the	dread
making	my	skin	itch.	He’s	proposing?

I	 try	not	 to	 laugh.	He’s	 fucking	delusional	 if	he	 thinks	 she’s	going	 to	agree	 to
this.	He	also	doesn’t	know	Sloan	as	well	as	he	thinks	he	does,	because	this	ring
is	nothing	like	Sloan.	This	ring	is	gaudy	and	showy.	She’ll	fucking	hate	it.

“You’re	proposing?”	I	hand	him	back	the	box	and	pick	up	my	menu	again	like
I’m	not	really	interested.

“No,	I	did	that	already.	Tonight’s	the	celebration.”

My	eyes	flick	away	from	the	menu	and	straight	to	his.	“She	said	yes?”	I	had	no



idea	nods	could	be	cocky	until	just	now.	I	force	myself	to	smile.	“Congrats,	man.
She	seems	like	a	keeper.”

Why	did	she	not	mention	this	to	me	this	morning?	Did	she	think	I’d	be	mad?	She
should	know	 that	 I’d	understand	why	she	would	have	said	yes.	She	can’t	very
well	say	no	to	Asa	with	the	position	she’s	in.	Agreeing	to	it	was	the	safe	thing	to
do.

I	just	don’t	know	why	she	didn’t	warn	me.

He	puts	the	box	back	in	his	coat	pocket.	“She	is	a	keeper.	She’s	heroin.”

I	lift	an	eyebrow.	“Heroin?”

He	shakes	off	my	question	and	calls	over	 the	waiter.	“I	want	a	beer.	Whatever
you	have	on	tap.	And	a	cheeseburger,	all	the	way.”

The	waiter	looks	at	me.	“Same,”	I	say.

We	hand	over	the	menus	and	I	feel	my	phone	buzz	in	my	pocket.	It’s	probably
Dalton.	I	 texted	him	on	the	way	here	to	let	him	know	I	was	having	lunch	with
Asa.	I	have	no	idea	what	this	lunch	is	about,	but	I	want	to	make	sure	the	team
knows	 where	 I	 am.	 Especially	 after	 Sloan	 said	 my	 name	 in	 her	 sleep.	 I	 half
expected	my	agreeing	to	this	lunch	was	a	suicide	mission.

I	take	a	sip	of	the	water	already	sitting	on	the	table.	“So	when’s	the	big	day?”

Asa	shrugs.	“No	idea.	Soon.	I	want	to	get	her	out	of	that	fucking	house	before
she	gets	hurt.	I	don’t	trust	a	single	goddamn	person	around	her.”

How	thoughtful	of	him.	He’s	about	a	day	late,	though,	but	I’m	sure	Jon	failed	to
tell	him	that.

“I	 figured	 she	 liked	 it	 there,”	 I	 lie.	 “Don’t	 you	 guys	 have	 some	 kind	 of	 open
relationship?	How	does	that	work?”

Asa’s	 eyes	 narrow.	 “No,	we	 don’t	 have	 a	 fucking	 open	 relationship.	Why	 the
fuck	would	you	think	that?”

I	laugh	and	casually	bring	up	all	the	reasons	why	someone	in	my	position	should



think	 that,	 even	 though	 I	 know	 better.	 “Jess?	 The	 chick	 you	 fucked	 in	 your
bedroom	last	week?	The	girl	in	the	pool	two	nights	ago?”

Asa	laughs.	“You	have	a	lot	to	learn	about	relationships,	Carter.”

I	lean	back	in	my	seat.	I	try	to	keep	this	conversation	going	without	seeming	too
interested,	but	I	want	to	know	every	detail	about	why	he’s	wasting	Sloan’s	time.

“Maybe	so.	I	assumed	most	relationships	were	between	two	people,	but	I	guess
I’m	wrong.	Relationships	confuse	me.	As	does	yours.”

“As	does	yours?”	he	repeats.	“Who	the	fuck	talks	like	that?”

We’re	 interrupted	by	 the	waiter	delivering	our	beers.	We	both	 take	drinks	and
then	he	pushes	his	beer	aside	and	leans	forward,	tapping	his	index	finger	against
the	 table.	 “Let	me	 teach	you	about	 relationships,	Carter.	 In	case	you	ever	 find
yourself	in	one.”

This	should	be	interesting.

“Is	your	father	alive?”	Asa	asks.

“Nope.	Died	when	I	was	two.”	That’s	a	lie.	He	died	three	years	ago.

“Well	that’s	your	first	problem.	You	were	raised	by	a	woman.”

“That’s	a	problem?”

He	nods.	“You	learned	about	life	from	a	woman.	Lots	of	men	do,	it’s	fine.	But
that’s	 what’s	 wrong	 with	 most	 men.	Men	 need	 to	 learn	 from	men.	We	 work
differently	than	society	leads	women	to	believe.”

I	 don’t	 respond.	 I	 wait	 for	 him	 to	 continue	 this	 rare	 display	 of	 charitable
“genius.”

“Men	 weren’t	 designed	 by	 nature	 to	 be	monogamous.	 It’s	 engrained	 in	 us	 to
spread	our	seed.	To	keep	 the	population	going.	We’re	breeders	by	default,	and
no	matter	 what	 society	 tries	 to	 force	 upon	 us,	 we’ll	 be	 breeders	 until	 we	 kill
ourselves	off.	That’s	why	we’re	so	fucking	horny	all	the	time.”



I	 glance	 to	 my	 left,	 at	 two	 older	 women	 whose	 mouths	 are	 hung	 open,
eavesdropping	on	Asa’s	definition	of	the	male	species.

“Women	are	the	ones	who	give	birth,”	I	point	out.	“Are	they	not	also	considered
breeders?	Would	it	not	also	be	in	their	chemical	makeup	to	populate	the	world?”

He	shakes	his	head.	“They’re	nurturers.	It’s	their	duty	to	keep	the	species	alive.
Not	to	create	it.	Besides,	women	aren’t	into	sex	like	men	are.”

I	wish	I	were	recording	this.	“They	aren’t?”

“Fuck	 no.	 They	 crave	 the	 expression	 of	 thoughts…emotions…feelings.	 They
want	to	form	a	bond…a	lifelong	connection.	That’s	why	they	push	for	marriage,
because	 it’s	 in	 their	 biological	makeup	 to	 crave	 a	 protector.	A	 provider.	They
need	 stability,	 a	 home,	 a	 place	 to	 raise	 their	 children.	 Women	 don’t	 have
physical	cravings	like	we	do.	So	it’s	only	fair	that	we	create	the	families	for	the
women,	but	we	also	need	an	outlet	 to	partake	 in	our	natural	urges.	When	men
fuck	around,	it’s	different	than	when	the	women	fuck	around.”

I	nod	my	head	like	I’m	understanding	his	philosophy,	but	it’s	making	me	ill	for
Sloan.	“So	in	your	opinion,	women	don’t	have	a	biological	excuse	to	sleep	with
more	than	one	man.	But	men	do?”

He	nods.	“Exactly.	When	a	man	cheats,	it’s	purely	physical.	We’re	attracted	to	a
woman’s	hips,	to	her	legs,	to	her	ass,	to	her	tits.	It’s	all	about	the	sexual	act.	Dick
in,	 dick	 out.	When	 a	woman	 cheats,	 it’s	 purely	mental.	 They’re	 turned	 on	 by
emotions.	 By	 their	 feelings.	 If	 a	 woman	 fucks	 a	 man,	 it’s	 not	 because	 she’s
horny.	 It’s	 because	 she	 wants	 him	 to	 love	 her.	 That’s	 why	 I	 fuck	 around	 on
Sloan.	And	that’s	why	Sloan	is	not	allowed	to	fuck	around	on	me.	Cheating	for	a
man	is	different	than	cheating	for	a	woman,	and	that’s	a	fact,	proven	by	mother
nature	herself.”

Holy	fuck.	People	like	this	actually	exist.	God	help	us.

“And	Sloan	is	okay	with	this?”

Asa	 laughs.	 “That’s	 the	 thing,	 Carter.	Women	 don’t	 understand	 because	 they
aren’t	made	like	us.	That’s	why	men	were	also	given	the	distinct	ability	to	lie	so
well.”



I	smile,	when	all	I’d	really	like	to	do	is	reach	across	the	table	and	put	an	end	to
his	ability	to	breed-an	end	to	his	ability	to	create	life	that	might	turn	out	like	him.

“So	what	role	do	the	mistresses	play	in	all	this?”	I	ask.

He	smiles	sickeningly.	“That’s	why	God	made	the	whores,	Carter.”

I	 force	 a	 smile.	 He’s	 right	 about	 one	 thing-I	 can	 definitely	 lie	 well.	 “So	 the
whores	are	for	nature	and	the	wives	are	for	nurture,”	I	say.

Asa	 smiles	 proudly,	 like	 he	 actually	 taught	 me	 something.	 He	 lifts	 his	 beer.
“Cheers	 to	 that,”	he	says.	We	clink	our	beers	 together	and	he	takes	a	sip.	“My
father	used	to	say	something	similar	to	that.”

“Is	he	still	alive?”

Asa	nods,	but	I	notice	the	sudden	tightness	in	his	jaw.	“Yeah.	Somewhere.”

Our	food	arrives,	but	I’m	not	sure	I	feel	like	eating	after	that	twisted	lecture	on
Darwinism.

I	definitely	don’t	feel	like	eating	now	that	I	know	I’ll	be	seeing	Sloan	tonight.	At
her	fucking	engagement	party.

“You	should	give	a	toast	tonight.”

I	pause,	mid	chew.	“Excuse	me?”

Asa	takes	a	sip	of	his	beer.	“Tonight,”	he	says,	setting	it	back	down	on	the	table.
“At	the	party.	You	should	give	a	toast	after	I	announce	the	engagement.	You	can
string	a	sentence	together	better	than	any	other	fucker	that’ll	be	there.	Make	me
look	good.	Sloan	will	eat	that	shit	up.”

I	force	the	food	down	my	throat.	“I’d	be	honored.”

Mother	fucker.

*

*



*

Author	 note:	 Only	 two	 updates	 today,	 guys.	 Sorry.	 Blame	 Anna	 Todd,	 she’s
making	me	actually	leave	the	hotel	and	go	to	dinner	with	her.	We’ll	be	on	a	train
to	Rome	tomorrow,	so	hopefully	I’ll	get	some	more	written	on	our	way	there.

	

Next	up:	Engagement	party!	Who’s	excited?

Definitely	not	Carter.

Maybe	if	he	finally	gets	to	kiss	Sloan,	it’ll	give	him	something	to	smile	about…

	



	SLOAN-26

	Sloan

I	waste	as	much	time	as	I	can	before	coming	home	every	day.	The	less	I’m	here,
the	 better.	 After	 classes	 were	 finished	 up	 today,	 I	 went	 to	 the	 gym,	 then	 the
library.	It	was	after	seven	when	I	finally	walked	through	my	front	door.	Jon	was
sitting	on	the	couch,	glaring	at	me.

I	 rushed	 to	 the	 stairs	 and	 up	 to	 my	 room	 as	 fast	 as	 I	 could,	 but	 not	 before
noticing	his	face.	I	don’t	know	what	happened	after	I	walked	away	from	him	and
Carter	last	night,	but	it’s	apparent	Carter	wasn’t	finished	with	him,	because	both
sides	of	his	face	are	black	and	blue	now.

I	make	sure	and	lock	my	bedroom	door.	I	don’t	know	if	Asa	is	here	or	not,	but
I’m	never	chancing	being	alone	with	Jon	again.

Once	I’m	safe	in	the	room,	I	toss	my	backpack	on	the	floor.	My	eyes	instantly
fall	on	the	dresser.	Specifically	on	the	jewelry	box	sitting	on	the	dresser.

He	bought	me	 a	 ring.	He	makes	promises	 almost	 daily	 and	never	 keeps	 them.
The	one	time	I	want	him	to	forget	is	the	one	time	he	actually	remembers.

Just	my	luck.

I	walk	over	to	the	dresser	and	open	the	box.	I	don’t	even	pick	it	up;	I	just	push	it
open	with	my	fingers,	not	really	wanting	to	see	it.

I	immediately	wince.	Of	course	he	would	buy	me	this	one;	it	was	probably	the
biggest	one	in	the	jewelry	store.	Three	huge	diamonds	make	up	the	majority	of
the	platinum	ring,	each	diamond	encased	by	smaller	ones.

It’s	seriously	ugly	as	shit.	Am	I	actually	going	to	have	to	wear	this	thing?

There’s	 no	 hiding	 this.	 I	 knew	 I	 should	 have	 told	 Carter	 earlier	 today.	 I	 just
didn’t	 know	 how	 to	 tell	 the	 guy	 I’m	 developing	 feelings	 for	 that	 I	 just	 got
engaged	 to	 someone	 else.	 To	 someone	 he	 loathes.	 Even	 if	 that	 engagement
means	very	little	to	me.



I	hear	 laughter	outside,	 so	 I	make	my	way	 to	 the	bedroom	window.	There	are
coolers	 set	up	everywhere	and	Dalton	 is	 standing	at	 the	grill,	 flipping	burgers.
Several	people	are	lounging	and	standing	around.	Maybe	twenty.	Asa	must	have
heated	 the	 pool.	 It’s	 like	 65	 degrees	 out	 and	 the	 water	 would	 be	 too	 cold	 to
swim,	but	there	are	a	few	people	in	the	pool	already.

Asa	only	heats	the	pool	for	big	parties.

Shit.

I	spin	around	at	the	knock	on	the	bedroom	door.	“Sloan!”

I	rush	to	the	door	and	unlock	it,	letting	Asa	inside.	He’s	smiling	before	he	even
makes	eye	contact	with	me.	“Hey,	future	wife.”

Funny	how	what	he	deems	a	term	of	endearment	can	feel	like	an	insult	to	me.

“Hey…future	husband.”

He	wraps	his	arm	around	me	and	kisses	my	neck.	“I	hope	you	got	a	lot	of	sleep
last	night,	cuz	you	aren’t	getting	any	tonight.”	His	lips	drag	up	my	neck	and	stop
at	the	corner	of	my	mouth.	“Do	you	want	your	ring	now	or	later?”

I	 fail	 to	 tell	 him	 I	 already	 looked	 at	 it,	 and	 that	 the	 ring	 just	 serves	 as	 further
proof	that	he	doesn’t	know	me	at	all.	I	 tell	him	I	want	it	now,	because	if	I	say
later,	 that	means	 he’ll	make	 a	 big	 production	 out	 of	 it.	 That’s	 the	 last	 thing	 I
want.

He	reaches	over	to	the	dresser	and	grabs	the	box.	He	hands	it	to	me,	but	then	he
pulls	it	back.	“Wait.	Gotta	do	this	right.”

He	 lowers	himself	 to	one	knee	and	 lifts	 the	box	up,	presenting	 the	 ring	 to	me.
“Will	you	do	me	the	honors	of	becoming	Mrs.	Asa	Jackson?”

Seriously?	This	has	 to	be	 the	worst	proposal	 in	history.	 If	you	don’t	count	 the
one	he	gave	this	morning	right	after	he	had	his	hand	around	my	throat.

“I	already	said	yes,	silly,”	I	say	to	him.

He	grins	and	slips	the	ring	on	my	finger.	I	look	at	it,	holding	it	up	to	the	light.	I



didn’t	know	hell	had	so	much	sparkle.

Asa	 stands	 up	 and	 walks	 over	 to	 the	 closet.	 He	 pulls	 off	 the	 blue	 shirt	 he’s
wearing	 and	 begins	 to	 choose	 a	 different	 one.	 “We	 should	match	 tonight,”	 he
says.	“Black	shirt,	black	dress.”	He	pulls	out	a	shirt	and	then	throws	a	dress	in
my	direction.	I	catch	it.	“I’ll	be	so	relieved	when	we	have	our	own	place	soon.
Separate	closets.”

My	hands	fist	around	the	dress.	“Our	own	place?”

He	laughs.	“You	don’t	think	I’m	going	to	marry	you	and	keep	you	in	this	house,
do	you?”

“Keep	me?”

He	 pulls	 the	 black	 shirt	 over	 his	 head.	 He	 starts	 laughing	 to	 himself	 as	 he’s
buttoning	it	up.	“I	had	lunch	with	Carter	today,”	he	says	casually,	sitting	on	the
bed.

Lunch?	 What?	 Our	 class	 together	 ended	 at	 lunchtime.	 Carter	 left	 class	 after
making	me	feel	the	things	I	felt,	and	then	went	directly	to	lunch	with	Asa?

Why?

I	 sit	 on	 the	 opposite	 end	 of	 the	 bed	 and	 attempt	 to	 sound	 disinterested.	 “Oh
yeah?”

Asa	begins	pulling	on	a	pair	of	socks.	“He’s	not	so	bad.	I	kind	of	like	him.	Might
even	ask	him	to	be	a	groomsman	in	our	wedding.”

He’s	already	planning	the	wedding?

Asa	 slips	on	his	 shoes	 and	 stands	up,	 turning	 toward	 the	mirror.	He	 runs	both
hands	 through	 his	 hair.	 “Have	 you	 thought	 about	 who	 you’ll	 ask	 to	 be	 your
bridesmaids?	You	don’t	really	have	any	friends,	do	you?”

You	make	it	kind	of	difficult	for	me	to	have	friends,	Asa.

“We	just	got	engaged	 this	morning,”	 I	say	 to	him.	“Then	I	had	class	all	day.	 I
haven’t	really	had	time	to	think	about	the	details	of	a	wedding.”



“You	could	ask	Jess	to	be	a	bridesmaid,”	he	says.

I	nod,	but	internally	I’m	laughing.	Jess	hates	me.	I	don’t	know	why,	but	the	girl
hasn’t	 looked	my	direction	in	six	months,	no	matter	how	much	I	 try	and	reach
out.	“Yeah,”	I	say.	“I	could	ask	Jess.”

Asa	opens	the	bedroom	door	and	motions	toward	the	dress	still	fisted	tightly	in
my	hands.	“Take	a	shower	and	get	 ready.	 I	want	you	dolled	up	 tonight	 for	 the
big	announcement.”

The	door	closes	behind	him.	I	look	down	at	the	dress.	I	look	down	at	my	ring.

This	hole	I’m	digging	for	myself	is	getting	deeper	and	deeper.	If	I	don’t	figure
out	how	to	climb	out	of	it,	Asa’s	going	to	fill	it	with	cement.

***

Asa	likes	my	hair	best	when	it’s	straight.	I	know	this,	because	there	have	been	a
couple	of	 times	I’ve	put	some	curl	 in	 it	and	he’s	asked	me	to	redo	it.	The	first
time	was	right	after	we	started	dating,	when	he	was	introducing	me	to	Jon	and
Jess	for	the	first	time.	And	once	on	our	first	anniversary	when	we	went	to	dinner
at	 a	 restaurant	 I	 reserved	myself.	The	 anniversary	 dinner	 I	 had	 to	 remind	 him
about	three	times.

He	said	his	mother	had	curly	hair	and	he	prefers	for	me	to	wear	mine	straight.

I	know	nothing	about	his	family,	other	than	he	doesn’t	have	one.	And	that	one
sentence	about	his	mother’s	hair	is	the	only	time	he’s	ever	mentioned	her	in	the
years	that	I’ve	known	him.

Yet…here	 I	 am,	 standing	 in	 front	 of	 the	mirror	 with	 the	 curling	 iron,	 adding
curls	to	my	hair.	Simply	because	I	know	Carter	likes	them.	I	catch	him	staring	at
my	hair	sometimes	when	I	put	curl	in	it.	Like	he	wishes	he	could	touch	it-slide
his	whole	hand	through	my	hair	and	pull	my	face	to	his.	And	even	though	he’ll
be	on	the	opposite	end	of	the	room	from	me,	not	even	looking	in	my	direction
tonight,	I	curl	my	hair.	For	him.

Not	for	my	fiancé.

The	music	is	loud,	the	house	is	full	of	people,	and	I’ve	been	in	my	bathroom	for



an	hour	and	a	half	getting	ready.	Of	course	an	hour	of	that	was	probably	spent
staring	at	myself	 in	 the	mirror,	wondering	how	 in	 the	hell	 I	got	myself	 to	 this
point	in	life.	But	I	have	to	stop	dwelling	on	all	the	bad	decisions	I’ve	made	and
figure	out	how	to	make	better	ones.

I	 go	 see	my	 brother	 on	Sunday.	Now	 that	 his	 care	 is	 private	 pay,	 I	 no	 longer
meet	with	the	social	worker	to	sign	his	annual	forms.	But	I	think	I’ll	schedule	an
appointment	with	her	while	I’m	there	Sunday.	I	want	to	figure	out	what	I	can	do
to	get	his	benefits	back	in	place	without	Asa	finding	out.

Someone	beats	on	the	bathroom	door,	so	I	put	down	the	curling	iron	and	switch
it	off.	I	open	it	to	find	Asa	gripping	the	doorframe.	His	eyes	run	down	the	length
of	 me	 and	 then	 back	 up	 again.	 “Holy	 fuck,”	 he	 says,	 stepping	 inside	 the
bathroom.	He	wraps	his	arm	around	my	waist	and	his	other	hand	drops	 to	my
thigh,	crawling	my	dress	up	with	his	fingers.	“I	was	planning	on	waiting	until	I
got	you	in	bed	tonight,	but	I’m	not	sure	if	I	can.”

His	breath	reeks	of	whiskey.	I	doubt	it’s	even	nine	o’clock	yet	and	he’s	halfway
to	being	comatose	already.

I	push	against	his	chest.	“Well,	you	have	to	wait.	I	just	finished	getting	ready.	I’d
like	to	be	able	to	torture	you	with	this	outfit	for	a	few	hours,	at	least.”

He	groans	and	pushes	me	onto	 the	counter,	pressing	himself	between	my	legs.
“Sloan,	how	can	one	guy	be	so	fucking	lucky?”

I	 close	 my	 eyes	 while	 he	 kisses	 down	my	 shoulder.	 How	 can	 one	 girl	 be	 so
unlucky?

He	grips	my	waist	and	pulls	me	off	the	counter.	He	doesn’t	set	me	on	my	feet,
though.	He	scoops	me	up	in	his	arms	and	I’m	forced	to	grab	him	around	the	neck
to	steady	myself.	He	carries	me	out	of	the	bathroom	and	down	the	stairs.	Before
we	 reach	 the	 bottom,	 he	 stops	 and	 sets	me	 on	my	 feet.	 “Wait	 here,”	 he	 says,
disappearing	down	the	rest	of	the	steps	and	into	the	kitchen.

I	 look	 around	 the	 living	 room	 at	 all	 the	 people.	 So	many	 fucking	 people.	My
eyes	catch	Jess’s	stare	and	I	smile	at	her.	She	looks	away,	but	I’m	almost	certain
she	cringes	before	doing	so.

I	have	no	idea	what	I’ve	done	to	her	or	why	she	hates	me	so	much.	But	honestly,



I’m	used	to	people	treating	me	like	she	treats	me.	I	stopped	worrying	myself	sick
about	it	before	I	even	reached	high	school.

I	bring	the	fingers	of	my	right	hand	over	to	my	left	and	I	twist	the	ring	around
nervously.	I	guess	the	one	positive	aspect	of	this	ring	being	so	big	is	that	I	could
probably	use	it	in	self	defense.	Might	come	in	handy	if	I	find	myself	alone	with
Jon	again.

I	 can	 feel	 the	 anxiousness	 crawl	 into	 my	 stomach	 before	 I	 even	 notice	 him
staring.	Carter	 is	on	 the	other	side	of	 the	 living	room.	He’s	 leaning	against	 the
wall,	next	to	Dalton.	His	arms	are	folded	together	and-true	to	his	word-he’s	not
looking	at	me.	Technically.	He’s	looking	at	my	hand.

I	stop	twisting	the	ring,	and	when	I	do,	his	eyes	flick	up	to	mine.	His	eyes	are
narrowed,	his	jaw	set	tight.	Dalton	is	standing	next	to	him,	laughing	and	talking
like	Carter	 is	completely	engaged	 in	whatever	he’s	saying.	But	 just	 like	Carter
said	earlier,	he	can’t	see	anything	else-he	only	sees	me.	His	expression	doesn’t
waver.	Even	when	Asa	returns	with	two	glasses	of	champagne	and	forces	one	of
them	 into	 my	 hands,	 Carter	 still	 doesn’t	 look	 away.	 It’s	 almost	 as	 if	 he’s
torturing	himself	on	purpose.

I	try	to	save	him	a	little	bit	of	pain	and	look	away	first.	It	probably	doesn’t	help
that	I	look	up	at	Asa.	I	can	still	feel	Carter’s	eyes	on	me	as	Asa	raises	his	glass.

“Fuckers!”	he	yells.	“Turn	off	the	music!”

A	few	seconds	 later,	 the	music	cuts	off.	Everyone	 in	 the	room	turns	 toward	us
and	I	suddenly	want	to	run	back	up	the	stairs	and	hide.	I	force	myself	not	to	look
at	Carter.

Once	Asa	has	everyone’s	attention,	he	says,	“Most	of	you	already	know,	because
I	haven’t	kept	my	fucking	mouth	shut	since	she	said	yes.”	He	holds	up	my	hand.
“But	she	said	yes!”

Collective	 cheers	 and	 congratulations	 come	 from	 the	 room,	 but	 they	 quickly
dwindle	as	it	becomes	apparent	that	Asa	isn’t	finished	speaking.

“I’ve	loved	this	girl	for	a	long	time	now,”	he	says.	“She’s	my	fucking	world.	So
it’s	about	damn	time	we	make	it	official.”	He	smiles	at	me	and	I’d	be	lying	if	I
said	there	wasn’t	something	inside	me	that	feels	a	little	something	for	him-even



if	it	is	only	sympathy	at	this	point.	Somewhere	deep	inside,	I	know	he	is	the	way
he	is	because	of	the	hand	he	was	dealt	as	a	child.	A	part	of	me	can’t	fault	him	for
that.	But	just	because	a	lot	of	his	behavior	can	probably	be	excused	by	whatever
awful	people	were	around	him	as	a	child,	doesn’t	mean	I’m	required	to	subject
myself	to	a	life	of	unhappiness	simply	because	he	loves	me.

Because	he	does	 love	me.	He	may	love	me	with	his	own	twisted	take	on	love,
but	he	does	love	me.	That	much	is	obvious.

Asa	 points	 across	 the	 room.	 “Carter!	 My	 man!	 Help	 us	 celebrate	 this
monumental	occasion	with	a	toast!”

I	close	my	eyes.	Why	is	he	pulling	Carter	into	this?	I	can’t	look.	I	can’t.

“Someone	get	that	fucker	a	glass	of	champagne!”	Asa	yells.

I	open	my	eyes	and	slowly	drag	them	across	the	room	toward	Carter,	who	still
has	the	same	expression	on	his	face.	Only	this	time,	he’s	being	handed	a	glass	of
champagne.

And	a	chair	to	stand	on.

Fuck	my	life.

Asa	pulls	me	against	him	and	kisses	the	side	of	my	head	as	we	both	watch	Carter
step	onto	the	chair.	The	room	is	incredibly	quiet.	He’s	commanded	the	room	in	a
way	that	Asa	didn’t	even	command	it,	and	Carter	hasn’t	even	spoken	a	word	yet.
It	feels	like	they	all	care	more	about	what	Carter	has	to	say	than	what	Asa	had	to
say.	Something	I	hope	Asa	doesn’t	notice.

Carter	doesn’t	look	at	me.	He	winks	at	Asa	and	brings	his	glass	of	champagne	to
his	mouth.	He	downs	the	entire	glass	in	one	gulp	before	he	even	makes	the	toast.
When	his	glass	is	empty,	he	holds	it	out	to	Dalton,	who	is	holding	the	bottle	of
champagne.	He	 refills	Carter’s	 glass,	 and	 then	Carter	 pulls	 it	 to	 his	 chest	 and
looks	straight	at	Asa.	I	can	see	him	blow	out	a	quick,	pent	up	breath	right	before
he	begins	speaking.

“It’s	hard	to	believe	we’ve	reached	the	age	of	engagements.	Marriages.	Creating
families.	But	it’s	even	harder	to	believe	that	Asa	Jackson	is	the	one	beating	us	all
to	it.”



A	few	laughs	break	out	around	the	room.

“I’ve	never	 really	 seen	myself	 as	 the	 type	of	guy	who	would	 settle	down.	But
after	 spending	 time	 with	 Asa	 and	 getting	 to	 know	 him	 better-witnessing
firsthand	 how	 much	 he	 values	 his	 relationship	 with	 Sloan,	 he	 may	 have	 just
changed	my	mind.	Because	if	he	can	end	up	with	a	girl	as	beautiful	as	her,	then
maybe	it’s	not	too	late	for	the	rest	of	us.”

People	begin	 to	 raise	 their	 glasses,	 but	Carter	waves	 a	 hand	 in	 the	 air	 to	 hush
them.	 I	 can	 feel	Asa	 tense	at	my	 side,	but	 I’ve	been	 tense	 since	Carter	 started
speaking.

“I’m	not	finished,”	Carter	says,	his	eyes	roaming	over	the	crowd.	“Asa	Jackson
deserves	a	longer	toast	than	this,	you	impatient	fuckers.”

More	laughs.

Carter	downs	his	second	glass	of	champagne	and	then	waits	for	Dalton	to	refill	it
for	a	 third	 time.	My	pulse	 is	 racing	so	hard,	 I’m	praying	Asa	doesn’t	grab	my
wrist	and	feel	it.

“While	Sloan	 is	 very,	 very	 beautiful,”	Carter	 says,	making	 sure	 not	 to	 look	 at
me.	“Looks	have	shit-all	to	do	with	love.	Love	isn’t	found	in	the	attraction	you
have	 to	 someone.	Love	 isn’t	 found	 in	 the	 laughter	 you	 share.	Love	 isn’t	 even
found	in	all	the	things	you	have	in	common.	Love	is	not,	in	any	way,	shape	or
form,	defined	by	nor	found	in	the	abundance	of	bliss	it	brings	two	people.”	He
downs	 his	 third	 glass	 of	 champagne	 and	 with	 the	 same	 routine,	 Dalton	 fills
Carter’s	glass	for	a	fourth	time.	I	take	a	sip	of	my	own	glass	now	that	my	mouth
and	throat	have	completely	run	dry.

“Love,”	Carter	says,	his	voice	a	little	more	slurred	and	a	little	bit	louder.	“Love
is	not	found.	Love	finds.”

Carter’s	eyes	move	across	the	room	until	they	land	on	mine.	“Love	finds	you	in
the	forgiveness	at	the	tail	end	of	a	fight.	Love	finds	you	in	the	empathy	you	feel
for	 someone	else.	Love	 finds	you	 in	 the	embrace	 that	 follows	a	 tragedy.	Love
finds	you	in	the	celebration	after	the	conquering	of	an	illness.	Love	finds	you	in
the	devastation	after	the	surrender	to	an	illness.”

Carter	raises	his	glass.	“To	Asa	and	Sloan.	May	love	find	you	in	every	tragedy



you	face.”

The	room	erupts	in	cheers.

My	heart	erupts	in	my	chest.

Asa’s	mouth	finds	mine	and	he	kisses	me,	then	he’s	gone.	Disappeared	into	the
crowd	of	people	clamoring	to	pat	him	on	the	back,	congratulate	him	and	inflate
his	ego.

I’m	 left	 standing	 on	 the	 stairs,	 staring	 at	 the	 guy	who	 is	 still	 standing	 on	 his
chair,	staring	back	at	me.

He	stares	for	several	seconds	and	I	can’t	 look	away.	Then	he	downs	his	fourth
glass	of	champagne,	wipes	his	mouth	and	steps	off	 the	chair,	disappearing	into
the	crowd.

I	put	my	hand	on	my	stomach	and	release	all	the	breath	I’ve	been	holding	since
he	began	his	speech.

Love	finds	you	in	the	tragedies.

That’s	certainly	where	Carter	found	me.	In	the	midst	of	a	series	of	tragedies…

	

My	eyes	scan	the	crowd	until	I	spot	Asa	on	the	other	side	of	the	room,	staring
straight	at	me.	Suspicion	has	replaced	the	smile	that’s	been	affixed	to	his	face	all
afternoon.	His	eyes	are	focused	on	mine	with	the	same	intensity	mine	were	just
focused	on	Carter’s.

I	can’t	even	find	the	strength	to	fake	a	smile.

Asa	downs	a	shot	and	slams	it	on	the	table	next	to	him.	Kevin	refills	 it	and	he
downs	that	one.	Then	another.	His	gaze	never	once	wavers	from	mine.



	Asa-27

	

Asa

“Another.”

“That’s	five	already,	Asa,”	Kevin	says.	“It’s	barely	after	nine.	You’ll	be	out	by
ten	if	you	keep	this	up.”

I	tear	my	eyes	from	Sloan	and	glare	at	Kevin.	He	concedes,	pours	the	sixth	shot
and	I	down	it.	When	I	look	back	at	the	stairs,	she’s	gone.

I	 glance	 around	 the	 room,	 but	 I	 don’t	 see	 her.	 I	 immediately	 part	 through	 the
crowd	and	make	my	way	up	the	stairs,	toward	our	bedroom.

When	I	open	the	door,	I	find	her	sitting	on	the	bed,	staring	down	at	her	hand.	She
glances	up	at	me	and	smiles,	but	it	looks	forced.	It	looks	forced	a	lot	here	lately.

“Why	are	you	up	here?”	I	ask	her.

She	shrugs.	“You	know	I	don’t	like	parties.”

She	used	to.	Just	like	she	used	to	sleep	naked.	On	her	stomach.

I	take	two	steps	until	I’m	standing	in	front	of	her,	looking	down	on	her.	“What’d
you	think	of	Carter’s	toast?”

She	 wets	 her	 lips	 and	 shrugs	 again.	 “It	 was	 a	 little	 hard	 to	 follow.	 Kind	 of
confusing,	actually.”

I	nod,	watching	her	reaction	carefully.	“Was	it?	Is	that	why	you	were	staring	at
him	after	I	walked	away?”

She	tilts	her	head	a	little,	a	move	people	make	when	they’re	confused.	Or	maybe
it’s	a	move	people	make	when	they’re	only	pretending	to	be	confused.

	



The	one	thing	about	Sloan	that	I	don’t	like	is	that	she’s	smart.	Smarter	than	most
girls.	Even	smarter	than	a	lot	of	men	I	know.	She	might	even	be	a	good	liar,	but
I’ve	yet	to	catch	her	in	one.	I	lower	my	hand	to	the	side	of	her	face	and	tilt	her
gaze	up	to	mine.	“I’ve	already	asked	you	this	once.	This	is	the	last	time,	Sloan.”

If	I	didn’t	know	better,	I’d	say	she	was	trembling.	Could	be	the	six	shots	rushing
through	 my	 bloodstream,	 though.	 I	 trail	 my	 fingers	 across	 her	 cheekbone.	 I
pause	at	her	lips	and	then	slowly	trace	them.	“Do	you	want	to	fuck	him?”

Her	 neck	 stiffens	 and	 she	 pulls	 away.	 “Asa,	 don’t	 be	 ridiculous,”	 she	 says,
dismissing	my	question.

I	shake	my	head.	“I’m	not	stupid,	Sloan,	so	don’t	treat	me	like	I	am.	I	saw	the
way	 you	 looked	 at	 him	 downstairs.	 And	 I’m	 still	 not	 sure	 I’m	 convinced	 it
wasn’t	his	name	you	were	moaning	in	your	sleep	last	night.	So	tell	me…do	you
want	to	fuck	him?	Do	you	think	about	his	mouth	on	you?”

She	 shakes	 her	 head.	 “Don’t	 do	 this	 again,	 Asa.	 You’re	 drunk.	 It	 makes	 you
paranoid.”	She	stands	up	to	come	face	to	face	with	me	and	my	hand	slides	down
to	her	waist.	She	looks	me	dead	in	the	eyes.	“I	don’t	give	a	fuck	about	Carter.	I
don’t	even	know	him.	I	have	no	idea	why	you	keep	bringing	him	up,	but	 if	he
bothers	you	so	much,	fire	him.	Don’t	allow	him	in	our	house	again.	 I	couldn’t
care	less,	Asa,	and	if	you’re	this	threatened	by	him,	do	something	about	it.	If	I
wanted	anyone	else,	I	wouldn’t	be	wearing	this	ring.”

She	 holds	 up	 her	 left	 hand	 and	 smiles.	 “It’s	 beautiful,	 by	 the	way,”	 she	 says,
admiring	 the	ring.	“I	was	a	 little	speechless	earlier,	so	I	 forgot	 to	 tell	you	how
perfect	it	is.”

I’m	either	a	delusional	fuck	or	she’s	the	best	goddamn	liar	I’ve	ever	met.	If	I’m
forced	to	choose	between	the	two,	I	choose	the	former.

I	wrap	my	arms	around	her	waist.	“Come	downstairs,”	I	tell	her.	“I	want	my	eyes
on	you	all	night.”

She	gives	me	a	peck	on	the	cheek.	“I	will	in	half	an	hour.	I	want	to	stare	at	my
ring	for	a	 little	bit	before	all	 the	girls	downstairs	start	demanding	 to	 try	 it	on.”
She	twists	the	ring	on	her	finger,	admiring	it	again.

Girls.	They’re	so	easy	to	please.	I	should	start	buying	her	more	fucking	jewelry.



I	release	her	and	head	to	the	door.	“Don’t	wait	too	long,	you	have	a	lot	of	shots
to	catch	up	on.”	I	open	the	door	to	walk	out,	but	pause	when	she	calls	my	name.
I	turn	around	and	she’s	sitting	back	down	on	the	bed.

“I	love	you,”	she	says,	her	sweet	lips	curling	around	those	words.	It	makes	me
fucking	ache	to	be	inside	her.

I	will	be.	Later.

“I	know	you	do,	Baby.	You’d	be	stupid	not	to.”

I	close	the	door	and	walk	back	downstairs.	I	probably	shouldn’t	have	said	that	to
her,	but	I’m	still	a	little	bitter	with	the	way	she	made	me	feel	when	I	caught	her
staring	at	Carter.	When	I	cross	the	room,	Kevin	is	still	standing	at	the	table	with
all	 the	 liquor.	 I	grab	a	shot	out	of	his	hand.	“One	more,”	I	say,	pointing	at	 the
bottle	and	downing	the	one	in	my	hand.	I’ll	need	about	double	what	I’ve	already
had	to	get	over	the	way	my	blood	was	boiling	at	the	thought	of	Carter	and	Sloan.

Speaking	of	Carter…

I	catch	him	out	of	the	corner	of	my	eye	just	as	he	leans	in	and	whispers	in	some
petite	brunette’s	ear.	She	laughs	and	slaps	him	in	the	chest.	My	eyes	follow	his
hands	and	they’re	gripping	her	waist,	pressing	her	into	the	wall	behind	her.

Sloan	is	right.	I’m	being	paranoid.	If	anything	were	going	on	between	Carter	and
Sloan,	 he’d	 be	 staring	me	 down	 or	 looking	 around	 for	 Sloan.	 Not	 sliding	 his
tongue	up	some	girl’s	neck	like	he’s	doing	right	now.

Good	for	him.	Pretty	sure	that’s	the	first	time	I’ve	really	seen	him	let	loose.	Must
have	been	the	half	a	bottle	of	champagne	he	downed	during	his	toast.

I	 take	another	 shot	and	walk	past	 them	on	my	way	 toward	 the	backdoor.	 I	pat
Carter	on	 the	back,	but	 I	don’t	 think	he	notices.	The	chick’s	 legs	are	wrapped
around	his	waist	now.	She	has	some	nice	fucking	legs.

Lucky	bastard.

I	lightly	trail	my	fingers	across	one	of	her	legs	as	I	pass	them.	Carter	still	has	his
mouth	buried	against	her	neck,	but	the	girl	makes	eye	contact	with	me	when	she
feels	me	touch	her.	I	wink	at	her	and	then	walk	toward	the	backdoor.



I	give	her	five	minutes	before	she	comes	up	with	an	excuse	to	follow	me	outside.

I	should	feel	bad	about	this-about	stealing	Carter’s	girl	right	out	from	under	him.
But	the	fucker	has	gotten	inside	my	head	more	than	enough	in	the	last	 twenty-
four	hours	when	it	comes	to	Sloan.	If	anything,	he	deserves	this.
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Carter

“Is	he	gone?”	I	whisper	in	her	ear.

Tillie	nods	and	unwraps	her	legs	from	around	my	waist.	“Yep,”	she	says,	wiping
at	her	neck.	“I	get	that	you	had	to	make	it	convincing,	but	please	don’t	ever	put
your	tongue	on	me	again.	Gross.”

I	 laugh.	 She	 straightens	 her	 hair	 by	 running	 her	 fingers	 through	 it.	 “Now
disappear.	 I	 have	work	 to	 do.	 This	might	 even	 be	 easier	 than	 I	 thought.”	 She
slaps	her	hand	against	my	chest	and	pushes	me	aside,	heading	out	the	back	door
in	search	of	her	new	project.	Asa.

Tille	 has	 helped	 out	 with	 a	 couple	 of	 jobs	 I’ve	 worked	 on	 before,	 but	 she’s
usually	Dalton’s	sidekick.	I	figured	having	her	here	tonight	would	not	only	come
in	handy	for	my	own	sake,	but	for	the	investigation	as	well.	If	anyone	could	take
Asa’s	 eyes	 off	 Sloan	 for	 any	 amount	 of	 time,	 it	 would	 be	 Tillie.	 Not	 only
because	 of	 the	 way	 she	 looks,	 but	 she’s	 like	 a	 chameleon.	 She	 can	 become
whoever	she	needs	to	be	in	order	to	worm	her	way	into	a	guy’s	psyche,	and	Asa
Jackson	is	next	up	on	her	list.

When	she	disappears	outside,	I	glance	around	the	room	to	make	sure	no	one	is
paying	any	attention	to	me.	When	I’m	in	the	clear,	I	head	straight	for	the	stairs.

Granted,	sneaking	up	to	Sloan’s	room	is	not	why	Tillie	 is	here.	In	fact,	Dalton
ordered	me	 to	stay	away	from	Sloan	 tonight	and	wait	until	Sunday	 to	give	her
any	attention-when	Asa	is	far	away	from	both	of	us.

Luckily,	Dalton	is	outside.	So	is	Asa.

And	now,	so	is	Tillie.	I’ve	got	at	least	a	ten-minute	window	to	check	on	Sloan.

She’s	probably	confused	by	the	toast	I	gave	downstairs.	Hell,	I’m	still	confused
as	to	why	Asa	asked	me	to	do	it	in	the	first	place.	Either	he’s	beginning	to	trust
me,	or	it’s	a	keep	your	enemies	closer	kind	of	situation.



I	don’t	waste	time	knocking	when	I	get	to	her	bedroom.	I	open	the	door	and	shut
it	 just	as	fast.	Then	I	 lock	 it	 for	good	measure.	She’s	sitting	on	 the	bed	and	as
soon	as	 she	glances	up	and	 realizes	 it’s	me,	 she	 stands	up.	 “Carter,”	 she	 says,
wiping	at	a	tear.	“You	shouldn’t	be	in	here.”

God,	she	looks	beautiful.	I	was	so	sick	to	my	stomach	when	I	saw	Asa	carrying
her	down	the	stairs	earlier,	I	refused	to	allow	myself	to	take	it	all	in.	The	way	her
dark	curls	are	cascading	around	her	bare	shoulders,	the	way	her	dress	hugs	at	her
just	like	I	wish	I	was	doing	right	now.	Fuck.	I	know	I	had	to	down	half	a	bottle
of	champagne	in	order	to	get	through	the	toast	earlier,	but	it’s	really	starting	to
hit	me	now.

I	walk	past	her	without	touching	her	somehow,	to	the	window.	I	stand	to	the	side
of	it	and	look	out	over	the	backyard.	Asa	is	on	a	lounge	chair	by	the	pool-Tillie
is	 sitting	 on	 the	 chair	 next	 to	 his.	 She’s	 leaning	 forward,	 engrossing	 him	 in
conversation.	His	hands	are	 relaxed	behind	his	head	and	even	 from	here	 I	 can
tell	he’s	staring	at	her	breasts.

Dalton	is	talking	to	Jon	on	the	other	side	of	the	pool.

I	glance	back	at	Sloan	and	she’s	 standing	behind	me,	 shaking	her	head.	“Why
are	you	in	here?	He’s	already	suspicious,	Carter.	Are	you	crazy?”

I	nod.	“Apparently.”

She’s	hugging	herself	nervously,	staring	up	at	me.	My	heart	feels	like	it’s	about
to	tear	through	my	chest.	It	does	that	sometimes	when	I	do	stupid	shit	like	this.
“Do	you	want	me	to	leave?”	I	ask	her.

She	 pulls	 her	 bottom	 lip	 in	 and	 chews	 on	 it	 for	 a	 second.	 “Not	 yet,”	 she
whispers.

I	 reach	 to	 her	 and	 pull	 her	 left	 arm	 away	 from	 her	 chest.	 I	 slide	 my	 fingers
around	her	ring.	“I	can’t	do	this	while	you’re	wearing	this	ring.”	I	slip	the	ring
off	her	hand	and	toss	it	on	the	bed.

“Do	 what?”	 she	 whispers,	 looking	 up	 at	 me	 with	 a	 considerable	 amount	 of
anticipation.

I	close	the	gap	between	us.	“Kiss	you.”	I	lift	my	hands	to	her	face,	slowly	sliding



them	 through	 her	 hair	 to	 the	 nape	 of	 her	 neck.	 “I’m	 going	 to	 kiss	 you	 until	 I
sober	up	or	get	caught.	Whichever	comes	first.”

Her	chest	rises	with	her	gasp.	“Hurry,”	she	says,	breathless.

Hurry	is	the	last	thing	I’m	gonna	do	when	it	comes	to	her.

I	tilt	my	head,	feeling	her	fists	clench	around	the	front	of	my	shirt.	I	barely	touch
my	 lips	 to	 her	 lips,	 feathering	my	mouth	 against	 hers.	We	 both	 release	 shaky
breaths	the	second	we	make	contact-breaths	we’ve	been	holding	since	that	first
day	we	saw	each	other	in	class.

She’s	on	her	tiptoes	now,	needing	me	to	kiss	her	fully,	to	finally	give	her	what
we	both	want.	Instead,	I	pull	back	and	look	down	at	her.	When	she	realizes	I’m
doing	the	exact	opposite	of	what	she	wants,	she	opens	her	eyes.

I	 stare	 down	 at	 her	 mouth,	 wanting	 to	 savor	 it	 for	 one	 more	 second	 before
devouring	it.	I	move	my	right	hand	back	to	her	cheek,	slowly	rubbing	the	pad	of
my	thumb	over	her	bottom	lip.

“What’s	taking	you	so	long?”	she	whispers.

I	stare	at	her	mouth	as	I	trace	my	thumb	over	her	top	lip.	“I’m	worried	that	once
we	start,	we	won’t	be	able	to	stop.”

She	 slides	 her	 hands	 up	my	 neck,	 sending	 chills	 down	my	 back.	 “I	 think	 you
should	 have	 thought	 that	 through	 before	 you	walked	 into	my	 bedroom.	 It’s	 a
little	too	late	to	change	your	mind	now.”

I	nod,	pulling	her	 to	me.	 I	wrap	one	hand	around	her	back	and	keep	 the	other
wrapped	in	her	hair.	“Yep.	Definitely	too	late.”	I	press	my	lips	to	hers	and	my
pulse	beings	to	rage	beneath	my	skin.	Her	lips	part	to	make	room	for	my	tongue
and	I	when	I	finally	taste	her,	she’s	so	goddamn	sweet	I	groan.

Her	mouth	is	warm,	her	lips	are	cold	and	the	way	she	kisses	me	back	makes	the
room	feel	hotter	than	hell.	I	try	to	pull	her	closer,	to	kiss	her	deeper,	but	it	isn’t
enough.	We’re	grasping	at	each	other,	attempting	to	get	more	from	this	kiss	than
we	know	we’re	allowed.	But	her	lips,	her	gasps,	her	moans…I	can’t	stop.

I	can’t	stop.



We	end	up	with	her	back	flat	against	a	wall	and	my	hands	beside	her	head.	Our
kiss	slows	down,	speeds	up,	slows	down	again.

Stops.

We’re	practically	panting	as	I	stare	down	at	her.	She’s	looking	up	at	me	with	the
most	tragic	expression.	I	kiss	her	softly	on	the	lips,	then	on	her	cheek.	I	pull	back
and	press	my	forehead	to	hers	as	we	catch	our	breath.

“I	 should	 go	 home,”	 I	 whisper.	 “I	 need	 to	 go	 before	 my	 stupidity	 gets	 you
killed.”

She	nods	and	then	desperately	grips	my	arms.	“Take	me	with	you.”

I	don’t	move.

“Please,”	she	says,	her	eyes	filling	with	tears.	“Let’s	go.	Now,	before	I	change
my	mind.	I	want	out	of	here	and	I	never	want	to	come	back.”

Fuck.

Is	she	really	saying	this?

“Please,	Carter.”	Her	words	are	desparate.	“We	can	discharge	my	brother	so	Asa
doesn’t	use	him	against	me.	And	wherever	we	end	up,	I’ll	find	a	way	to	get	him
back	in	the	care	he	needs.	Let’s	just	go.”

My	heart	is	deflating,	just	like	her	hope	is	about	to.	If	she	only	knew	how	much	I
wish	I	could	do	that.	I	start	to	shake	my	head	and	she	moves	her	hands	from	my
arms	to	my	cheeks.	A	huge	tear	spills	out	of	her	eye.	“Carter,	please.	You	don’t
owe	him	anything.	You	can	get	out.	We	both	can.	Right	now.”

I	squeeze	my	eyes	shut	and	roll	my	forehead	to	the	side	of	her	head.	My	lips	are
directly	over	her	ear	when	I	whisper,	“It’s	not	that	easy,	Sloan.”

If	it	were	all	up	to	Luke	and	Carter	didn’t	have	to	exist,	we’d	be	halfway	across
the	state	already.	But	if	I	took	her	tonight…if	we	just	ran	away	and	I	abandoned
Ryan	in	the	middle	of	all	this…it	would	compromise	the	entire	investigation.	It
would	make	Asa	even	more	dangerous.	And	I’d	be	letting	down	a	whole	fucking
lot	of	people,	not	to	mention	giving	up	my	entire	career.	I	wouldn’t	even	have	a



way	to	support	her.

“I	want	to	get	you	out	of	here,	Sloan,”	I	whisper.	“I	just	can’t	leave	yet.	I	can’t
explain	why	and	I	don’t	know	when	I	can,	but	I	will.	I	promise.	I	swear.”

I	press	my	lips	to	the	side	of	her	head,	just	as	she	starts	to	cry.	And	as	much	as
I’d	 give	 to	 hold	 her	 in	 my	 arms	 until	 her	 devastation	 passes,	 I	 can’t.	 Every
second	I’m	in	this	room	with	her	is	another	second	I’m	risking	her	life.

I	press	my	mouth	to	hers	once	more	and	then	pull	away	from	her.	She	lets	her
head	 fall	 back	against	 the	wall	 and	 she’s	 so	much	 sadder	 in	 this	moment	 than
when	I	even	walked	inside	the	room	to	begin	with.

She’s	still	gripping	my	wrist	as	I	try	to	walk	away.	When	she	refuses	to	let	go,	I
lift	her	fingers	from	around	my	wrist,	releasing	her.	I	watch	as	her	arm	falls	limp
to	 her	 side.	 Having	 to	 walk	 away	 from	 her	 like	 this	 is	 nothing	 short	 of
devastating.

It’s	tragic.

And	that’s	where	love	finds	you…in	the	tragedies.
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Sloan

I’ve	 never	missed	 a	 single	 Sunday	 visiting	my	 brother.	And	 even	 though	 I’ve
been	 in	 bed	 since	 Carter	 walked	 away	 Friday	 night,	 pretending	 to	 be	 sick,	 I
somehow	pulled	myself	out	of	my	slump	today.

Asa	and	all	his	friends	went	to	the	casino.	It’s	about	a	three-hour	drive	north	and
my	brother	is	an	hour	drive	south.	It’s	sad,	but	I	feel	like	the	more	distance	I	put
between	 Asa	 and	 myself	 today,	 the	 better	 I’ll	 feel.	 The	 more	 I’ll	 be	 able	 to
breathe.

Right	before	I	walk	out	of	my	bedroom,	I	pause	in	the	doorway.	I	reach	to	my
left	hand	and	slip	off	the	ring,	setting	it	on	the	dresser.	I’ll	be	home	way	before
Asa	gets	back,	so	he	won’t	notice	I	didn’t	wear	it	today.

But	my	hand	will	feel	a	million	pounds	lighter.

I	stop	in	the	kitchen	to	make	myself	a	drink	for	the	road.	When	I	reach	for	the
freezer	to	grab	ice,	my	hand	tightens	around	the	door	handle.	My	eyes	fall	to	the
new	words	written	on	the	dry	erase	board.

	

Pickles	don’t	feel	guilty	when	people	yodel,	so	why	aren’t	the	sheets	ever	folded
on	Tuesday?

I	have	no	idea	when	Carter	wrote	this,	but	I	know	he	wrote	it	to	try	and	make	me
feel	 better	 about	 the	way	 he	 had	 to	 leave	Friday	 night.	He	wrote	 it	 to	 try	 and
make	me	laugh.

	

It	 works,	 because	 I’m	 smiling	 for	 the	 first	 time	 in	 two	 days	when	 I	 open	 the
freezer.



I	fill	my	cup	with	ice	and	soda,	then	grab	an	extra	soda	for	Stephen.	They	don’t
let	him	keep	sodas	in	his	room	due	to	his	health	restrictions,	so	I	always	sneak
him	an	extra	one	on	Sundays	as	a	treat.	With	his	doctors	permission,	of	course.	I
just	don’t	tell	Stephen	that.

I	grab	my	purse,	my	keys	and	the	drinks	and	start	 to	head	for	 the	door	when	I
receive	an	incoming	text.	I	wait	until	I’m	at	my	car	to	pull	my	phone	out	of	my
purse	and	read	it.

Carter:	Pick	me	up	on	the	corner	of	Standard	and	Wyatt.	I	want	to	go	with	you.

My	cheeks	heat	 up	 at	 the	unexpected	 text.	 I	 thought	 he	was	with	Asa	 and	 the
guys	today.	I	start	to	text	him	back,	but	another	text	comes	through.

Carter:	Also,	never	respond	to	my	texts.	And	delete	both	of	these.

I	do	what	he	requests	and	then	I	back	out	of	my	driveway	and	head	to	the	corner
of	Standard	and	Wyatt.	It’s	only	a	few	streets	down,	and	I	know	he	wants	me	to
pick	him	up	there	because	it’s	safer	than	leaving	his	car	in	the	driveway.	But	I’m
still	confused	as	to	how	he	knew	I	was	even	going	anywhere.

I’m	 filled	 with	 anticipation	 as	 I	 search	 for	 him.	When	 I	 round	 the	 corner	 of
Standard,	 he’s	 right	where	 he	 said	 he’d	 be,	 standing	 alone	 on	 the	 curb,	 hands
shoved	in	the	back	pockets	of	his	jeans.	He	smiles	when	he	sees	me	and	it	hurts.
And	feels	incredible.	When	I	come	to	a	stop,	he	opens	the	door	and	climbs	inside
the	car.

“What	are	you	doing?”	I	ask.

“Going	with	you	to	visit	your	brother.”

“But…how?	How	did	you	get	out	of	gambling?	And	how	did	you	even	know
when	I	was	leaving?”

He	smiles	at	me	and	then	leans	across	the	seat	and	wraps	his	hand	in	my	hair.	He
rests	his	 lips	against	mine	and	says,	“I	have	my	ways.”	He	kisses	me	and	then
moves	back	to	his	side	of	the	seat.	He	pulls	on	his	seatbelt.	“If	you	think	it’s	too
risky	for	me	to	go	inside	the	building	with	you,	I	don’t	mind	waiting	in	the	car.	I
just	really	needed	some	time	alone	with	you.”



I	 try	 to	 smile,	but	having	him	 this	 close	 reminds	me	of	Friday	night,	 and	how
pathetic	I	sounded	when	I	tried	to	beg	him	to	run	away	with	me.

I	wasn’t	thinking	things	through.	I	can’t	just	up	and	leave,	I’m	in	the	middle	of
getting	my	college	degree.	I	can’t	pull	Stephen	out	of	his	facility	and	drag	him
on	a	cross	country	road	trip.	He’s	happy	there	and	I’d	be	doing	him	a	disservice.

I	just	want	out	so	bad,	and	after	feeling	what	I	felt	when	Carter	kissed	me,	I	got
emotional.	And	it	made	me	wish	he	was	wrong-that	he	really	could	save	me.

Carter	reaches	across	the	seat	for	my	hand.	“Sloan.	Can	you	make	me	a	promise
today?”

I	glance	over	at	him.	“Depends	on	what	it	is.”

“I	can	see	in	your	expression	that	you’re	thinking	about	Friday	night.	Let’s	not
talk	about	Asa	today.	Or	what	we	both	know	needs	to	happen.	I	don’t	even	want
to	discuss	the	possibility	of	getting	caught,	or	how	stupid	I	am	for	coming	with
you.	Let’s	just	be	Sloan	and	Luke	today,	okay?”

I	raise	an	eyebrow.	“Luke?	Who	is	Luke?	Are	we	role	playing?”

His	jaw	twitches	and	he	says,	“I	mean	Carter.	I	used	to	go	by	my	middle	name
when	I	was	younger.	Hard	habit	to	break.”

I	shake	my	head	and	 laugh.	“Do	I	make	you	 that	 flustered	 that	you	can’t	even
remember	which	name	you	go	by?”

He	grips	my	hand	tighter	and	smiles.	“Stop	making	fun	of	me.	And	don’t	ever
call	me	Luke,	only	my	grandfather	called	me	Luke	and	it’s	weird.”

“Okay,	but	I’m	not	gonna	lie.	I	kind	of	like	Luke.	Luke.”

He	reaches	over	and	squeezes	my	knee.	“Sloan	and	Carter.	Let’s	be	Sloan	and
Carter	today,”	he	corrects	again.

“Which	one	am	I?”	I	tease.	“Sloan	or	Carter?”

He	laughs,	then	unbuckles	his	seatbelt	and	leans	across	the	seat.	He	presses	his
mouth	to	my	ear	and	slides	the	palm	of	his	hand	over	my	thigh.	I	hold	my	breath



and	 grip	 the	 steering	wheel	when	 he	whispers,	 “You	 be	 Sloan.	 I’ll	 be	 Carter.
And	on	our	way	home	this	afternoon,	we’ll	pull	over	somewhere	quiet	and	you
can	be	Sloan	in	the	backseat	with	Carter.	Sound	good?”

I	exhale	with	my	nod.	“Uh-huh.”



	CARTER-30

	

Carter

“When	is	the	last	time	Asa	visited?”	I	ask	her.

She	turns	off	the	car	and	begins	gathering	her	things.	“Two	years	ago.	He’s	only
been	here	once.	He	said	it	made	him	uncomfortable.”

Of	course	he’d	say	that.

“So	no	one	would	think	it’s	odd	that	I’m	walking	in	with	you?”

Sloan	shakes	her	head.	“I	 think	 the	employees	are	so	used	 to	seeing	me	alone,
they’d	only	be	curious	that	I	finally	showed	up	with	someone.	But	they	wouldn’t
be	 suspicious	 or	 tell	Asa,	 because	 they	 don’t	 even	 know	Asa.”	 She	 drops	 her
keys	and	her	phone	in	her	purse	and	then	grips	the	steering	wheel.	She	stares	out
over	 the	parking	 lot	 in	 front	 of	 us.	 “That’s	 really	 sad,	 isn’t	 it?	That	 I	 have	no
one?	Literally	no	one.	 It’s	always	 just	been	me	and	Stephen	against	 the	whole
goddamn	world.”

I	reach	over	and	tuck	a	strand	of	hair	behind	her	ear.	I	want	to	comfort	her-to	tell
her	 she	has	me.	But	 she’s	being	 so	honest	 right	now,	 I	don’t	want	 to	 feed	her
another	lie.	She	doesn’t	even	know	my	real	name	and	the	more	lies	I	tell	her	in
moments	like	these,	the	harder	it’ll	be	for	her	to	forgive	me	when	she	finds	out
the	truth.

Which	she	almost	did	earlier.	 I	 swear	 to	God,	sometimes	 I	wonder	how	I	ever
got	 this	 position	 to	 begin	with.	 I	 am	 the	worst	 undercover	 detective	 that	 ever
existed.	Seriously,	they	should	call	me	The	Pink	Panther.

Sometimes	I	think	maybe	she	could	handle	it	if	I	told	her	the	truth.	That	maybe
she	would	be	able	to	help	out	in	some	way.	But	that	would	only	put	her	in	more
danger	and	I	already	do	that	enough.

Maybe	in	time,	if	I	can	get	her	to	earn	Ryan’s	trust,	he’ll	see	the	benefit	of	filling
her	in.	But	for	now,	it’s	better	she	doesn’t	know.



She’s	still	staring	blankly	out	the	window,	so	I	pull	her	to	me	and	hug	her.	She
wraps	 her	 arms	 around	me	 and	 sighs	 against	my	 neck,	 and	 I	wish	Asa	would
fucking	die	on	the	way	back	from	the	casino.

Shit.	That	was	really	harsh.

But	can	he	not	see	how	much	better	the	lives	of	those	around	him	would	be	if	he
didn’t	exist?

Of	course	he	can’t.	You	see	nothing	outside	the	realm	of	yourself	when	you’re	a
sadistic	narcissist.

“You	give	really	nice	hugs,”	Sloan	says.

I	 hug	 her	 tighter.	 “I	 think	 you	 just	 haven’t	 been	 given	 enough	 hugs	 in	 your
lifetime.”

“That	too,”	she	says	with	a	sigh.

I	keep	my	grip	on	her	for	a	moment	longer,	until	she	whispers	against	my	neck.
“Fifty-six	King	Crabs	ate	shoelaces	for	Easter	dinner	and	then	they	coughed	up
Rainbow	Brite	through	their	nostrils.”

I	laugh	and	kiss	her	on	top	of	her	head.	“You	can’t	buy	illegal	butter	with	a	bike
wheel	or	silly	string.”

I	can	feel	her	smile	when	she	finds	my	mouth	and	kisses	me.

That’s	all	I	wanted	before	we	got	out	of	this	car-for	her	smile	to	return.

***

“You	said	he	didn’t	like	Asa,”	I	say	on	our	way	down	the	hall	toward	Stephen’s
room.	“So	if	he	doesn’t	communicate,	how	do	you	know	if	he	likes	or	dislikes
someone?”

She’s	been	filling	me	in	on	her	brother’s	condition	during	the	walk	to	his	room.
She	 listed	 off	 about	 five	 things	 he’s	 been	 diagnosed	 with,	 but	 I	 can’t	 even
remember	the	names	of	them,	so	the	least	I	can	do	is	try	to	understand	them.



“We	 have	 our	 own	way	 of	 communicating,”	 she	 says.	 “I’ve	 practically	 raised
him	since	he	was	an	infant.”	She	rounds	the	corner	and	points	down	a	hallway.
“He’s	down	here	at	the	end.”

I	still	have	questions,	so	I	pull	on	her	hand	until	we	come	to	a	stop.	“But	you’re
only	a	few	years	older	than	him.	How	did	you	raise	him?”

She	 looks	up	at	me	and	 shrugs.	 “I	did	what	 I	had	 to,	Carter.	No	one	else	was
around	to	do	it.”

I	don’t	know	that	I’ve	ever	met	anyone	like	her.	I	kiss	her,	partly	because	I	want
to	get	as	many	kisses	in	as	we	can	today	and	partly	because	she	deserves	a	little
more	 affection	 in	 her	 life.	 Selfless	 affection.	 I	 don’t	 mean	 for	 the	 kiss	 to	 be
anything	more	than	a	second	or	 two,	but	we	haven’t	been	able	 to	kiss	 like	 this
since	our	first	kiss.	I’m	instantly	pulled	into	it	and	everything	else	fades	away.

Until	 someone	 clears	 their	 throat	 behind	 us.	 We	 pull	 apart	 to	 see	 a	 nurse
attempting	to	exit	the	doorway	we’re	blocking.	Sloan	apologizes	and	then	starts
laughing	as	we	rush	down	the	hallway	to	Stephen’s	room.

She	knocks	on	the	door	and	then	pushes	it	open.	I	follow	her	inside,	immediately
impressed	with	the	facility.	I	expected	more	of	a	nursing	home	or	hospital	room
set-up,	 but	 these	 are	 more	 like	 miniature	 apartments.	 A	 small	 living	 area,
attached	 to	 a	 sleeping	area	 and	a	mini	kitchenette.	 I	 notice	 there’s	no	 stove	or
microwave	though,	which	probably	means	he	has	to	have	all	his	meals	prepared
for	him.

Sloan	walks	into	the	living	area	to	greet	her	brother,	but	I	wait	in	the	entryway,
not	wanting	to	interrupt	them.

Stephen	is	sitting	on	the	couch,	watching	the	television.	He	glances	up	at	Sloan
and	I	can	immediately	see	the	resemblance.	They	have	the	same	hair	color,	same
hair	texture,	same	eyes.

But	his	 face	 is	expressionless.	He	 turns	back	 to	 the	TV	and	my	heart	 instantly
aches	for	Sloan.	The	one	person	in	this	world	she	loves	doesn’t	have	the	capacity
to	express	his	love	in	return.	No	wonder	she	seems	so	lonely.	She’s	probably	the
loneliest	person	I’ve	ever	met.

“Stephen,	 there’s	 someone	 I’d	 like	 you	 to	 meet,”	 she	 says,	 pointing	 in	 my



direction.	“That’s	my	friend	Carter.	We	go	to	school	together.”

Stephen	looks	at	me,	but	then	looks	back	at	the	TV	just	as	quick.

Sloan	pats	the	couch	next	to	her,	requesting	me	to	come	sit	by	her.	I	walk	over
and	sit	down,	watching	her	 interact	with	him.	She	begins	pulling	 things	out	of
her	purse.	Nail	clippers,	paper,	a	pen,	a	soda.	She	talks	 to	him	the	whole	time,
telling	him	about	the	drive	over	and	giving	him	her	thoughts	on	the	new	resident
she	noticed	next	door.

“You	want	ice?”	she	asks.

I	glance	at	Stephen,	but	he	gives	no	indication	that	he	wants	ice.	Sloan	points	in
the	kitchen	area.	“Carter,	will	you	make	a	glass	of	ice	for	him?	And	get	the	blue
straw	out	of	the	top	left-hand	drawer?”

I	nod	and	go	to	the	kitchen	to	make	his	cup	of	ice.	I	notice	she	grabs	a	pen	and
starts	 writing	 something	 down.	 She	 slides	 the	 paper	 over	 to	 Stephen	 and	 he
instantly	 looks	 at	 it,	 grabs	 the	 pen	 and	 leans	 forward	 to	 write	 something	 in
return.

He	can	read	and	write?	She	didn’t	mention	that.

When	I’m	finished	with	the	cup	of	ice,	I	walk	back	to	the	living	room	and	hand
it	 to	 her.	 She	 finishes	 writing	 something	 else	 and	 hands	 the	 paper	 back	 to
Stephen,	then	pours	his	soda	into	the	glass.	As	soon	as	she	sticks	the	straw	in	it,
Stephen	grabs	it	out	of	her	hand	and	begins	drinking	it.	He	hands	her	back	the
paper	and	she	hands	it	to	me.	I	read	what	she	wrote	first.

Books	made	out	of	jellybeans	get	really	sticky	when	you	wear	furry	gloves.

I	 read	what	Stephen	wrote	 next.	His	writing	 isn’t	 as	 legible	 as	 hers,	 but	 I	 can
make	out	what	it	says.

Baskets	of	lizards	on	my	head	break	the	cotton	in	half	for	you.

I	glance	at	Sloan	and	she	shoots	me	a	small	smile.	I	recall	our	first	day	in	class
together	when	I	saw	her	doing	this	for	the	first	time.	She	said	it	was	just	a	game
she	plays	 sometimes.	 I	 guess	 this	 is	what	 she	meant.	 She	 plays	 it	 on	Sundays
with	Stephen.



“Can	he	read	almost	anything?”	I	ask	her.

She	shakes	her	head.	“He	doesn’t	really	comprehend.	I	taught	him	how	to	read
and	write	when	we	were	younger,	but	stringing	full	thoughts	together	has	never
been	something	I’ve	seen	him	do	on	paper.	It’s	his	favorite	game	to	play.”

I	look	over	at	Stephen.	“Can	I	write	something,	Stephen?”	I	reach	out	for	the	pen
and	he	hands	it	to	me,	but	he	still	doesn’t	look	at	me.	I	press	it	to	the	paper.

Your	sister	is	amazing	and	you’re	very	lucky	to	have	her.

I	hand	Sloan	the	paper	and	she	reads	it	before	handing	it	to	Stephen.	She	blushes
and	nudges	me	in	the	shoulder,	then	passes	the	pen	and	paper	off	to	him.

And	that’s	what	we	do	for	the	next	ten	pages.	Stephen	and	Sloan	write	random
words	 back	 and	 forth,	 and	 I	 just	 write	 down	 a	 bunch	 of	 compliments	 about
Sloan.

	

Your	sister	has	great	hair.	I	especially	love	it	when	she	curls	it.

Did	you	know	your	sister	cleans	up	after	several	men	who	don’t	know	how	to
lift	a	damn	finger?	And	no	one	has	probably	ever	told	her	thank	you.	Thank	you,
Sloan.

Your	sister’s	ring	finger	looks	beautiful	and	bare	today.

I	like	your	sister.	A	lot.

After	about	an	hour,	a	nurse	comes	in	and	interrupts	the	game	to	take	Stephen	to
physical	therapy.

	

“Is	the	social	worker	in	today?”	Sloan	asks.

The	nurse	 shakes	her	 head.	 “Not	on	Sundays.	But	 I’ll	 leave	 a	note	 in	her	 box
when	he’s	finished	with	therapy	so	she’ll	know	to	contact	you	tomorrow.”

Sloan	 tells	 her	 that	would	be	great	 and	 then	 she	walks	over	 to	give	Stephen	a



hug.	When	she’s	finished	with	her	goodbye,	I’m	honestly	not	sure	what	to	do.	I
don’t	want	to	pretend	I’m	an	expert	at	interacting	with	individuals	like	Stephen,
but	I	also	don’t	want	to	do	something	I	shouldn’t	do.

“Does	he	shake	hands?”	I	ask	Sloan.

She	shakes	her	head.	“He	doesn’t	really	let	anyone	but	me	touch	him.”	She	slips
her	hand	through	mine.

“It	was	nice	meeting	you,	Stephen,”	I	say	to	him.	Sloan	grabs	her	purse	and	we
begin	 to	 walk	 out	 of	 the	 room	 so	 the	 nurse	 can	 do	 what	 she	 needs	 to	 do	 to
prepare	 him	 for	 therapy.	When	 we’re	 almost	 to	 the	 door,	 I	 feel	 a	 tap	 on	 my
shoulder.	I	turn	around	to	find	Stephen	standing	in	front	of	me,	eyes	on	the	floor,
feet	rocking	back	and	forth.	He	hands	me	the	pen	and	a	blank	sheet	of	paper.	I
take	it	from	him,	not	really	knowing	how	to	tell	him	we’re	leaving	and	we	can’t
keep	playing.

I	 glance	 at	 Sloan	 to	 see	 what	 she	 wants	 me	 to	 do,	 and	 I’m	 confused	 by	 her
expression.	Stephen	walks	back	into	the	living	room,	away	from	us.	I	look	down
at	the	blank	sheet	of	paper	and	pen.

“He	wants	 you	 to	 come	 back,”	 she	whispers.	When	 I	 glance	 up	 at	 her	 again,
she’s	 smiling,	 shaking	 her	 head	 back	 and	 forth.	 “I’ve	 never	 seen	 that	 happen
before,	Carter.”	She	covers	her	mouth	with	her	hand	and	 lets	out	a	mixture	of
what	might	could	be	both	a	laugh	and	a	cry.	“He	likes	you.”

I	look	back	at	Stephen	and	his	back	is	to	us	now.	When	I	look	back	at	Sloan,	she
stands	on	her	tiptoes	and	kisses	me,	then	leads	me	out	of	the	room.	I	fold	up	the
paper	and	slip	it	and	the	pen	in	my	back	pocket.

I	don’t	know	what	I	was	expecting	today,	but	it	certainly	wasn’t	that.

I’m	glad	I	came,	but	now	it’s	not	only	because	of	Sloan.
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Asa

I	remember	this	being	a	hell	of	a	lot	more	fun	last	month.

I	double	down	on	the	bet	and	run	my	hand	through	my	hair,	squeezing	the	back
of	my	neck.	I’m	hungry.	I	look	over	at	Kevin	and	Dalton	who	are	engrossed	in
conversation	with	 some	 bartender	 who	 looks	more	 like	 a	 girl	 Jon	would	 take
behind	the	building	than	either	of	them	would	entertain.

The	 only	 reason	why	 Jon	 probably	 isn’t	 fucking	 her	 behind	 the	 building	 right
now	 is	 because	 he	 left	 with	 two	 lot	 lizards	 from	 the	 truck	 stop	 next	 door.
Probably	 took	 them	 to	 the	men’s	 room.	Which	 surprises	me	 that	 he	was	 even
able	to	do	that	with	the	way	his	face	is	puffed	up	like	a	fucking	blueberry.

He	should	be	back	by	now,	 though,	because	I’m	pretty	sure	he	can’t	 last	more
than	 two	 minutes	 with	 a	 chick.	 There	 were	 two	 of	 them.	 That’s	 only	 four
minutes,	but	I	haven’t	seen	him	in	over	an	hour.

Where	the	hell	is	he?

I	look	around	and	when	I	don’t	see	him	in	the	vicinity,	I	cash	out	my	chips.	I	yell
across	 the	 table-over	 the	obnoxious	 fucking	 slot	machine	bells-and	 tell	Dalton
and	Kevin	I’m	going	to	look	for	Jon.	Dalton	nods.

I	make	 it	 to	 the	 other	 side	 of	 the	 casino	without	 finding	 him.	 I	 turn	 back	 and
walk	past	a	blackjack	table	when	my	eyes	fall	on	a	guy	slurring	something	to	the
dealer.	 “Every	 time	 I	 come	 to	 this	 goddamn	 casino,	 I	 see	 the	 same	miserable
motherfuckers	hunched	over	these	tables,	handing	over	their	hard-earned	wages
to	 you	 goddamn	 motherfuckers	 and	 you	 just	 keep	 taking.	 Taking,	 taking,
taking.”

The	dealer	scoops	the	chips	out	from	in	front	of	the	guy.	A	man	across	the	table
says,	“And	nine	times	out	of	the	ten	that	miserable	motherfucker	is	you.”

I	laugh	and	make	eye	contact	with	the	man	who	just	spoke.



I	stop	laughing.

He	glances	away	from	me	without	even	a	flash	of	recognition.

The	guy	doing	the	complaining	pushes	his	stool	away	from	the	table	and	stands.
He	points	at	 the	guy	 I’m	staring	at	and	says,	“You	got	 lucky,	Paul.	That’s	all.
Won’t	last.”

I’m	clenching	my	fists	so	hard,	I’m	drawing	blood.	I	can	feel	 it	seeping	out	of
my	palm.

I	didn’t	even	have	to	hear	his	name	confirmed	to	know	it	was	him.	A	son	doesn’t
forget	his	father.

No	matter	how	easy	it	was	for	that	father	to	forget	his	son.

I	 turn	my	 back	 to	 him	 and	wipe	 the	 blood	 from	my	 hand	 onto	 the	 leg	 of	my
jeans.	I	pull	my	phone	out	and	do	a	quick	Google	search.	After	a	few	minutes	of
scrolling	through	the	results	and	glancing	back	and	forth	from	him	to	my	phone,
I	finally	find	what	I’m	looking	for.

The	motherfucker	was	paroled	last	year.

I	 slide	my	phone	 into	my	pocket	and	walk	over	 to	 the	empty	seat	across	 from
him.	I’ve	never	been	this	tense,	but	it	isn’t	because	I’m	scared	of	what	he’ll	do	to
me	anymore.	 I’m	 tense,	because	 I’m	scared	of	what	 I	want	 to	do	 to	him.	 I	 lay
down	my	bet	and	try	not	to	make	it	obvious	that	I’m	staring,	but	he	isn’t	paying
me	any	attention.	He’s	focused	on	the	dealer.

His	hair	is	so	thin,	he	might	even	be	considered	bald	if	it	wasn’t	for	the	last	few
strands	he’s	pathetically	holding	on	to.	I	run	my	hand	through	my	hair.	It	feels	as
thick	as	it	always	has.

Maybe	 he	 lost	 his	 hair	 because	 of	 stress	 and	 it	 isn’t	 hereditary.	 God	 I	 hope
nothing	about	this	man	is	hereditary,	he	looks	like	a	fucking	waste	of	space.

I	 remember	 my	 father	 being	 much	 taller.	 Much	 broader.	 Much	 more
intimidating.	I’m	a	little	disappointed.

Actually,	 I’m	 a	 lot	 disappointed.	 I’ve	 always	 hated	 the	 motherfucker,	 but	 the



memories	I	have	of	him	made	me	think	he	was	invincible.	Which	made	me	feel
like	maybe	I	got	a	little	of	that	from	him.	But	seeing	how	he’s	turned	out	really
puts	a	fucking	wrinkle	in	my	pride.

“Hey,	kid,”	he	says,	snapping	his	bony	fingers.	“You	got	a	smoke?”

My	eyes	meet	his	and	he’s	staring	at	me,	trying	to	bum	a	cigarette	off	of	his	only
fucking	child,	and	he	doesn’t	even	recognize	me.	Not	even	a	little	bit.

“I	don’t	fucking	smoke,	asshole.”

He	 chuckles	 and	 holds	 up	 a	 hand,	 palm	 out.	 “Whoa,	 there,	 buddy.	 Bad
morning?”

He	thinks	that	was	me	having	an	attitude?	I	turn	a	chip	over	in	my	fingers	and
lean	forward.	“You	could	say	that.”

He	shakes	his	head	and	we’re	silent	for	 the	next	round	of	bets.	An	older	chick
with	tits	more	wrinkled	than	my	old	man’s	knuckles	sidles	up	next	 to	him	and
puts	her	arm	around	him.	“I’m	ready	to	go,”	she	whines.

He	sticks	his	elbow	out	to	shove	her	off	of	him	and	says,	“I’m	not.	I	told	you	I’d
find	you	when	I’m	ready.”

She	whines	some	more	until	he	pulls	a	twenty	out	of	his	pocket	and	tells	her	to
go	play	some	penny	slots.	When	she’s	gone,	I	nudge	my	head	in	her	direction.
“That	your	wife?”

He	chuckles	again.	“No.	Fuck	no.”

I	flip	my	first	card	over.	It’s	a	ten	of	hearts.	“You	ever	been	married?”	I	ask	him.

He	brings	his	hand	up	 to	his	neck	and	pops	 it,	but	doesn’t	 look	at	me.	“Once.
Didn’t	last	long.”

Yeah,	I	know.	I	was	there.

“Was	she	a	whore?”	I	ask	him.	“Is	that	why	you	aren’t	married	to	her	anymore?”

He	laughs	and	makes	eye	contact	with	me	again.	“Yeah.	Yeah,	she	was.”



I	blow	out	a	slow	breath,	then	flip	over	my	second	card.	An	ace	of	clubs.

Blackjack.

“I’m	getting	married,”	I	say.	“But	she’s	not	a	whore.”

I	don’t	think	I’m	making	any	sense	to	him,	because	he	tilts	his	head	and	his	eyes
narrow	a	 little.	Then	he	 leans	 forward	and	 taps	 the	edge	of	 the	 table.	 “Let	me
give	you	a	piece	of	advice,	son.”

“Don’t	call	me	son.”

He	 pauses	 for	 a	 second	 and	 I	 recognize	 a	 flash	 of	 the	 condescending	 look	 he
used	 to	 give.	 Then	 he	 says,	 “They’re	 all	 whores.	 You’re	 young,	 don’t	 settle
down.	Enjoy	your	life.”

“I	do	fucking	enjoy	my	life.	I	enjoy	it	a	whole	fucking	bunch.”

He	 shakes	 his	 head	 and	 then	mutters,	 “You’re	 the	 angriest	 son-of-a-bitch	 I’ve
ever	met.”

He’s	right.	I	am.

I’ve	never	been	angrier	than	in	this	moment.

I	want	to	climb	across	this	table	and	shove	my	cards	down	his	throat,	despite	the
fact	that	it’s	a	winning	hand.

The	dealer	pushes	my	winnings	 in	 front	of	me,	but	 I	 stand	up	and	walk	 away
before	 I	 do	 something	 stupid	 inside	 a	 building	 full	 of	 security	 cameras	 and
security	guards.

“Sir!”	The	dealer	calls	after	me.	“You	can’t	walk	away	from	your	chips!”

“Keep	the	fucking	chips!”

I	walk	as	fast	as	I	can	from	one	side	of	the	casino	to	the	other.	I	finally	find	Jon,
flanked	by	the	two	lot	lizards	at	a	fucking	pussy-ass	Wheel-Of-Fortune	game.

“Go	find	Dalton	and	Kevin.	We’re	leaving.”



I	walk	 toward	 the	exit	and	as	soon	as	 I	 shove	open	 the	doors,	 I	bend	 forward,
gasping	for	breath.

I’m	not	like	him.

I’m	nothing	like	him.

He’s	pathetic.	He’s	weak.	He’s	fucking	bald,	for	Christ’s	sake!

My	hands	are	shaking.

“Hey!”	I	get	the	attention	of	a	man	who	just	exited.	“Can	I	bum	one	of	those?”

He	puts	his	cigarette	 in	his	mouth	 to	reach	 into	his	pocket	for	another	one.	He
hands	it	to	me,	then	offers	me	a	lighter.	I	light	it	and	mutter	thanks,	then	inhale	a
long	drag	of	it.	I’m	still	pacing	when	the	guys	finally	make	it	outside.

But	not	far	behind	them,	I	see	him.	The	wrinkled-tit	lot	lizard	flanked	to	his	arm.
They’re	making	their	way	toward	the	exit.

“Let’s	go,”	Jon	says,	once	they’re	all	outside.

I	 shake	 my	 head	 and	 don’t	 take	 my	 eyes	 off	 my	 father.	 “We’ll	 leave	 in	 a
second.”

I	continue	staring	at	them	as	they	walk	toward	the	exit.	Once	they	push	through
the	doors	and	are	outside,	his	eyes	 land	on	me.	He	notices	 the	cigarette	 in	my
mouth	as	he	passes	me.

“I	thought	you	said	you	didn’t	smoke.”

“I	don’t,”	I	say,	blowing	smoke	toward	him.	“This	is	my	first.”

Again	with	the	condescending	looks.	They’re	the	same	condescending	looks	he
used	 to	give	me	when	I	was	a	kid,	only	 this	 time	 they	aren’t	 served	up	with	a
beating.

From	his	end,	anyway.

They	keep	walking	and	when	they’re	about	five	feet	away,	 I	say,	“You	have	a
lovely	afternoon,	Paul	Jackson.”



My	father	stops	walking,	waiting	a	few	seconds	before	turning	around.	When	he
finally	does,	I	see	it.	The	recognition.	He	cocks	his	head	and	says,	“I	never	told
you	my	name.”

I	shrug	and	then	drop	my	cigarette	to	the	concrete,	snuffing	it	out	with	the	heel
of	my	shoe.	“My	bad.	Guess	I	should	have	said	Dad.”

There’s	no	second-guessing	whether	that’s	recognition	on	his	face	now.	“Asa?”
He	takes	a	step	forward,	but	that	was	his	second	mistake.

His	first	was	not	remembering	me	to	begin	with.

I	stride	over	to	him	and	come	down	on	him	with	both	fists.	The	pathetic	fuck	hits
the	ground	before	I	even	follow	through	with	a	full	swing.	I	can	feel	one	of	the
guy’s	trying	to	pull	me	off	of	him.	The	bitch	is	screaming	in	my	ear,	scratching
at	my	face,	trying	to	get	me	off	of	him.

I	punch	him	again.	I	punch	him	for	every	year	he	left	me	alone.	I	punch	him	for
every	time	he	called	my	mother	a	whore.	I	punch	him	for	every	piece	of	fucked
up	advice	he	ever	gave	me.	 I	keep	punching	him	until	my	 fists	are	covered	 in
blood	 and	 I	 can	 no	 longer	 see	 my	 father’s	 face.	 There’s	 so	 much	 blood,	 I’m
pretty	sure	I	even	mistake	the	concrete	for	his	head,	because	that	punch	hurts	the
worst.

When	the	guy’s	finally	pull	me	off	him	and	start	dragging	me	toward	the	car,	I
feel	 the	 wet	 shit	 on	 my	 face.	 The	 shit	 my	 father	 told	 me	 is	 what	 makes	 the
difference	between	men	and	pussies.

Yes,	I’m	talking	about	tears.	I	can	feel	them	and	I	can’t	fucking	stop	them	and
I’ve	never	felt	more	powerful	and	more	weak	in	my	whole	fucking	life.

I	have	no	idea	how	I	make	it	to	the	passenger	seat,	or	who	even	put	me	here,	but
I’m	 fucking	 beating	 the	 dashboard,	 punching	 it	 so	 hard	 it	 cracks.	 Kevin	 is
peeling	out	of	the	parking	lot,	I’m	sure	to	try	and	beat	security	before	they	find
the	bloody	mess	I	left	at	their	front	entry.

Jon	 reaches	 around	 my	 seat	 and	 tries	 to	 pull	 my	 arms	 behind	 me	 but	 he’s
stupider	than	I	thought	if	he	thinks	he	can	hold	me	back.	I	tear	my	arms	from	his
grip	and	start	punching	the	dash	again.	I’ll	punch	it	until	my	hands	are	numb	or
this	shit	stops	coming	out	of	my	fucking	eyes.



I’m	not	turning	into	him.	I’m	not	fucking	turning	into	that	pathetic	bastard.

I	don’t	want	to	feel	this	anymore.

“Somebody	fucking	give	me	something!”	I	yell.

It	 feels	 like	my	 bones	 are	 trying	 to	 tear	 through	my	 skin.	 I	 pull	 at	my	 hair,	 I
punch	the	fucking	window.	“I	can’t	fucking	breathe!”

Kevin	rolls	down	the	window	but	it	doesn’t	help.

“Give	me	 something!”	 I	 yell	 again.	 I	 turn	 around	 and	 try	 to	 grab	 Jon,	 but	 he
leans	back	and	lifts	his	fucking	leg	up	like	that’ll	protect	him	from	me.	“Now!”

“It’s	in	the	trunk!”	Jon	yells.	“Christ,	Kevin!	Pull	over	so	we	can	calm	him	the
fuck	down!”

I	turn	around	and	punch	at	the	dash	again.	Several	punches	later,	Jon	returns	to
the	backseat.	“Give	me	two	seconds,”	he	says.

He’s	a	fucking	 liar,	because	 it’s	more	 like	 ten	seconds	before	he	hands	me	the
needle.	I	pull	the	cap	off	with	my	teeth	and	shove	it	in	my	arm.

I	lean	back	in	my	seat.

“Go,”	I	say	to	Kevin.

I	close	my	eyes	and	feel	the	car	begin	to	move.

I	am	nothing	like	him.

And	they	are	not	all	whores.	Sloan	is	not	a	whore.

“She’s	heroin,”	I	whisper.	“Heroin	is	nice.”



	Carter-32

	

Carter

“What	are	you	hungry	for?”	I	ask	her.

She	wanted	me	to	drive	back,	so	I’ve	been	looking	for	a	restaurant	for	 the	 last
five	miles.

“I	don’t	care,”	she	says.	“Anything	but	Greek.”

“You	don’t	like	Greek	food?”

She	 shrugs.	 “It’s	okay.	There’s	 just	not	 a	Greek	 restaurant	until	 the	next	 town
and	I’m	hungry.	If	you	wanted	Greek,	I’d	have	to	wait	too	long	to	eat.”

I	laugh.	She’s	so	goddamn	adorable.	I	reach	over	to	take	her	hand,	but	receive	an
incoming	text.	I	normally	wouldn’t	 text	and	drive,	especially	with	Sloan	in	 the
car,	but	Dalton	said	he’d	warn	me	if	they	decided	to	come	back	early.

And	sure	enough,	the	text	is	from	Dalton.

Dalton:	Time	for	you	to	head	back.	Asa’s	not	in	good	shape.

Oh,	shit.	Did	my	death-wish	curse	him	earler?

Me:	Were	you	guys	in	a	car	wreck?

Dalton:	 No.	 He	 just	 beat	 the	 shit	 out	 of	 his	 father	 and	 he’s	 having	 a	 major
fucking	breakdown.

Dalton:	He	keeps	rambling	about	how	Sloan	better	be	there	by	the	time	he	gets
back.	Never	seen	him	like	this,	man.

I	 delete	 the	 texts	 and	 then	 set	 my	 phone	 back	 in	 the	 cup	 holder.	 I	 grip	 the
steering	 wheel.	 “Sorry,	 but	 we	 can’t	 stop	 and	 eat.	 Dalton	 says	 Asa	 had	 a
breakdown	and	they’re	on	their	way	back.”



“A	breakdown?”	Sloan	says.

“Yeah,	something	about	his	father?	Apparently	he	beat	him	up	at	the	casino.”

Sloan	looks	out	the	window.	“His	father	is	alive?”

I	 glance	 over	 at	 her.	 She	 doesn’t	 know	 about	 his	 father	 being	 charged	 for
murder?	 I	 guess	 it	 makes	 sense	 that	 Asa	 wouldn’t	 tell	 her.	 That’s	 not	 really
something	you	would	want	your	girlfriend	to	know.

“He	doesn’t	know	you’re	with	me.	We	don’t	have	to	get	back	before	them,	I’m
hungry,”	she	says.

I	hate	that	I’m	forcing	her	to	go	back	home	when	she	needs	to	stay	the	hell	away
from	there.	“Dalton	says	he’s	pretty	adamant	that	you	be	there.	Apparently	he’s
in	pretty	bad	shape.”

She	 sighs.	 “That’s	 not	my	 problem.	Why	 does	 Dalton	 know	 you’re	 with	me,
anyway?	I	don’t	trust	Dalton.	Or	Jon.	Or	Kevin.”

“Don’t	 worry.	 I	 trust	 Dalton	 with	 my	 life.”	 I	 reach	 over	 and	 take	 her	 hand,
pulling	 it	onto	my	lap.	“I’ll	park	at	my	car	and	 then	come	over	 later	 tonight.	 I
think	there	should	be	some	distance	between	you	getting	home	and	me	showing
up.”

She	 nods,	 but	 she	 doesn’t	 say	 anything	 else	 on	 the	 drive	 home.	 We’re	 both
dreading	 the	 inevitable,	 which	 is	 coming	 face	 to	 face	 with	 an	 unstable	 Asa
Jackson.	He’s	bad	enough	when	he’s	in	a	good	mood.	I	don’t	even	want	to	think
of	how	he’s	going	to	treat	Sloan	tonight.

When	we	reach	my	car,	I	look	around	to	make	sure	I	don’t	see	anyone.	I	parked
a	couple	miles	from	her	house	and	then	walked	the	rest	of	the	way	this	morning.

Before	I	get	out	of	the	car,	I	pull	her	to	me	and	kiss	her.	She	kisses	me	back	with
a	sigh	and	it’s	kind	of	sad.	Like	she’s	tired	of	saying	goodbye	like	this.

“How	come	it	seems	every	time	we	take	a	step	forward,	we’re	forced	to	take	ten
steps	back?”	she	asks.

I	push	a	strand	of	hair	off	her	forehead.	“We’ll	 just	have	 to	start	 taking	bigger



steps	forward.”

She	forces	a	smile	and	then	says,	“I	hate	that	I	won’t	get	to	talk	to	you	when	you
come	over	tonight.	Or	touch	you.”

I	kiss	her	forehead.	“Me,	too,”	I	say.	“We	should	have	a	sign	we	can	use	in	place
of	being	able	to	talk	tonight.	Something	subtle	that	only	we’ll	notice.”

“Like	what?”

I	lift	my	hand	and	rub	my	thumb	across	my	bottom	lip.	“That’s	mine,”	I	tell	her.

She	crinkles	up	her	nose	while	she	tries	to	think	of	one.

“You	should	twirl	a	strand	of	hair	around	your	finger,”	I	suggest.	“I	like	it	when
you	do	that.”

She	 smiles.	 “Okay.	 If	 you	 see	me	doing	 that	 it	means	 I	wish	 I	 could	be	 alone
with	you.”	She	pulls	at	a	strand	of	her	hair	and	twirls	it	around	her	finger.

I	 lean	 forward	 and	 kiss	 her,	 then	 force	myself	 out	 of	 her	 car.	 I	wait	 until	 she
drives	away	before	texting	Dalton	again.

Me:	Don’t	let	him	alone	with	her	before	I	get	there.	I’m	scared	of	what	he	might
do.

Dalton:	 Noted.	 Not	 sure	 what’s	 going	 on	with	 him.	 He	 shot	 up,	 slept	 for	 ten
minutes,	now	he’s	 talking	 incessantly.	He	keeps	saying	he	wants	spaghetti	and
that	his	hair	is	really	thick.	He’s	not	making	any	sense.	He	even	made	Kevin	run
his	hand	through	his	hair.

Fuck.	He’s	already	unpredictable.	This	isn’t	good.

Me:	Let	me	know	as	soon	as	you	all	get	back.	 I’ll	wait	an	hour	and	 then	head
that	way.

Dalton:	Good	idea.	BTW,	he	just	looked	at	me	and	said	you	were	LSD.	What	do
you	think	that	means?

Me:	No	fucking	clue.



Dalton:	He	said,	“Carter	causes	the	worst	hallucinations	and	he’s	hard	to	fucking
locate.	He’s	LSD.”

Me:	He’s	out	of	his	fucking	mind.



	Sloan-33

	

Sloan

My	phone	is	ringing	as	soon	as	I	walk	through	the	front	door.	I	glance	down	at
the	screen	and	see	that	it’s	Asa.

Great.

I	slide	my	thumb	across	the	screen	to	answer	it.	“Hey.”

	

“Hey,	Baby,”	he	says.	He	sounds	like	he	just	woke	up,	but	I	can	tell	he’s
still	in	a	car.	“Are	you	home?”

“Yep.	Just	walked	in	the	door.	Are	you	still	at	the	casino?”

“Nope,”	he	says.	“On	our	way	back.”

So	I	heard.

“We’re	hungry.	We	want	spaghetti,	can	you	cook	some?”

“I	 have	 a	 lot	 of	 homework	 to	 do.	 Wasn’t	 really	 planning	 on	 cooking
tonight.”

	

He	 sighs	 and	 says,	 “Yeah,	 well	 I	 wasn’t	 really	 planning	 on	 craving
spaghetti.”

“Sounds	like	we	have	a	dilemma,”	I	say,	uninterested.

“Not	to	me.	Make	some	fucking	spaghetti,	Sloan.	Please.	I’m	having	kind
of	a	bad	day,	here.”



I	close	my	eyes	and	fall	onto	the	couch.	This	is	going	to	be	a	long	night.	I
might	as	well	make	it	as	easy	on	myself	as	possible.	“Okay.	I’ll	make	you
spaghetti.	Would	you	like	meatballs	with	that,	dear?”

“I	would	love	meatballs.	We	want	meatballs,	right,	guys?”

I	hear	a	couple	of	the	guys	in	the	car	mutter,	“Sure.”

I	kick	my	legs	up	on	the	arm	of	the	couch	and	put	the	phone	on	speaker,
resting	it	on	my	chest.	“Why	are	you	having	a	bad	day?”

It’s	quiet	for	a	minute,	and	then	Asa	says,	“Have	I	ever	told	you	about	my
father,	Sloan?”

“No.”

He	sighs.	“Exactly.	There’s	nothing	to	fucking	tell.”

Jesus.	What	in	the	hell	did	that	man	do	to	him?	I	rub	my	fingers	against
my	temples.	“When	will	you	be	back?”

Asa	doesn’t	answer	my	question.	Instead,	he	says,	“Is	Carter	there?”

I	 immediately	 sit	 up	 on	 the	 couch.	 Blame	 the	 paranoia,	 but	 my	 voice
grows	a	little	weaker.	I	try	to	hide	it	when	I	say,	“No,	Asa.	He’s	with	you.”

There’s	a	short	pause.	“No,	Sloan.	He	isn’t.”

The	phone	grows	even	quieter,	and	when	I	 look	down	at	 it,	 I	 realize	he
hung	up.	I	press	the	phone	to	my	forehead.	What	does	he	know?

***

An	hour	 later,	 they	all	walk	 through	 the	 front	door.	 I’m	not	 finished	with
the	 spaghetti	 yet	 because	 I	 had	 to	 go	 to	 the	 store	 to	 get	 the	 damn
noodles.	Asa	walks	into	the	kitchen,	and	I	gasp	when	I	look	up	at	him.	His
shirt	 is	 covered	 in	 blood	 and	 his	 fist	 is	 almost	 unrecognizable.	 I
immediately	rush	to	the	first	aid	kit	in	the	pantry.	“Come	here,”	I	tell	him,
directing	him	to	the	sink.



I	run	water	over	his	hand,	trying	to	find	where	the	blood	is	coming	from,
but	 it	 seems	 like	 it’s	 coming	 from	everywhere.	His	whole	 fist	 looks	 like
raw	flesh.	My	stomach	 turns,	but	 I	 force	myself	 to	 finish	cleaning	 it	so	 I
can	bandage	it	up	and	not	have	to	look	at	it.

“What	in	the	hell	did	you	do,	Asa?”

He	winces	and	looks	down	at	his	hand.	Then	he	shrugs.	“Not	enough.”

I	put	ointment	all	over	his	hand	and	then	wrap	it,	but	that’s	hardly	going	to
help.	He	probably	needs	stitches.	Several	stitches.

I	feel	his	hand	clamp	tightly	around	mine,	and	my	eyes	dart	up	to	his.

“Where’s	your	fucking	ring?”

Shit.

“On	the	dresser.	I	didn’t	want	to	get	it	dirty	while	I	cooked.”

He	stands	up	and	yanks	my	arm,	pulling	me	toward	the	stairs.	I	can	feel
the	pull	all	the	way	up	to	my	neck.	“Asa,	stop!”

He	doesn’t	let	go	of	me,	and	when	he	drags	me	behind	him,	through	the
living	room,	Dalton	stands	up.	“Asa,”	he	says.

Asa	still	doesn’t	stop.	I	have	to	run	just	to	keep	up	with	him	as	he	takes
the	stairs	two	at	a	time,	so	I	don’t	fall	down.	He	swings	the	bedroom	door
open	and	grabs	my	ring	off	the	dresser,	pulling	my	left	hand	up	between
us.	“You	keep	your	fucking	ring	on	your	hand.	That’s	why	I	bought	it	for
you,	so	people	would	know	they	can’t	mess	with	you.”

He	slaps	my	hand	on	the	dresser	and	then	opens	the	top	drawer,	holding
my	hand	down	flat	with	his.

“What	are	you	doing?”	 I	ask,	 fearing	 the	answer.	He	opens	 the	second
drawer	and	rifles	through	it.

“Helping	you	remember	never	to	take	it	off,”	he	says,	grabbing	a	tube	and



slamming	 the	dresser	drawer	shut.	My	eyes	 land	on	 the	bottle	of	super
glue	in	his	hand.

The	hell	he	is.

I	try	to	yank	my	hand	back,	but	he	uses	even	more	force	to	hold	down	my
wrist.	 He	 pulls	 the	 cap	 off	 the	 super	 glue	 and	 starts	 squirting	 it	 on	my
finger,	spreading	it	under	my	ring.

The	tears	begin	stinging	at	my	eyes.	 I’ve	never	seen	him	 like	 this	and	I
don’t	want	to	push	things	even	more.	I	stop	fighting	and	stand	as	still	as	I
can,	 aside	 from	my	 heart	 racing	 in	my	 chest.	Carter	 isn’t	 here	 and	 I’m
honestly	too	scared	to	fight	back	right	now	because	I’m	not	sure	that	any
of	those	guys	downstairs	would	come	to	my	defense.

Asa	tosses	the	super	glue	on	the	dresser	and	lifts	my	hand,	then	blows
on	it	to	dry	the	glue.	He	stares	at	me	the	whole	time	he’s	blowing	on	my
finger.	His	eyes	are	black.	Huge	and	black	and	terrifying.

“You	finished?”	I	whisper.	“I	don’t	want	to	overcook	your	spaghetti.”

He	 blows	 on	my	 hand	 for	 a	 few	more	 seconds	 and	 then	 leans	 in	 and
kisses	my	palm.	“All	done.	Now	you	won’t	forget.”

He’s	 crazy.	 He’s	 fucking	 crazy.	 I	 think	 I’ve	 always	 known	 he	 wasn’t	 a
great	person,	but	I	had	no	idea	how	crazy	he	was	until	looking	at	his	eyes
just	now.

Asa	 follows	 me	 out	 of	 the	 bedroom	 and	 down	 the	 stairs.	 Dalton	 is
standing	at	the	base	of	the	stares,	and	I	can	see	the	concern	in	his	eyes.

I	still	don’t	trust	him.

I	walk	back	into	the	kitchen	and	straight	to	the	stove.	I	pull	the	noodles	off
the	burner	and	begin	pouring	them	into	the	strainer	just	as	a	car	pulls	up
in	the	driveway.

Carter.



I	finish	straining	the	noodles,	staring	down	at	my	ring	the	whole	time.

It’s	 not	 even	 straight.	 It’ll	 be	 a	 bitch	 peeling	 off	 the	 super	 glue	 and	will
probably	take	me	days.	The	least	the	asshole	could	have	done	was	make
sure	he	glued	it	on	straight.	It’s	going	to	drive	me	crazy.

I	make	sure	not	to	look	at	the	front	door	when	it	opens.	I	go	back	to	the
stove	and	stir	the	spaghetti	sauce,	then	check	the	meatballs	in	the	oven.
Asa	is	washing	blood	off	his	arms	at	the	sink	when	Carter	walks	into	the
kitchen	and	opens	the	refrigerator.

“What	happened	to	you?”	Carter	says.

I	can’t	make	out	what	Asa	says	thanks	to	the	pulse	still	pounding	in	my
ears,	but	Carter	laughs.	“You	guys	win	any	jackpots?”

I	turn	around	and	walk	to	the	sink,	catching	a	glimpse	of	Carter	out	of	the
corner	of	my	eye.

Asa	 shakes	 his	 head	 and	 says,	 “Not	 a	 goddamn	 thing.	 Not	 like	 that
jackpot	you	had	wrapped	around	you	Friday	night.”

It	feels	like	all	the	blood	completely	leaves	my	heart.	I	can’t	look	at	Carter
right	 now.	 I	 can’t.	 Either	 Asa	 is	 testing	 me	 to	 see	 if	 I	 react	 to	 that
statement	or	Carter	isn’t	at	all	who	I	thought	he	was.

“She	was	a	motherfucking	firecracker,”	Asa	adds.	“Good	job,	man.	I	was
definitely	impressed.”

I	 walk	 to	 the	 oven	 to	 check	 on	 the	meatballs,	 but	 only	 so	 I	 can	 get	 a
glimpse	 of	 Carter’s	 face.	 He	 takes	 a	 sip	 of	 his	 beer,	 not	 making	 eye
contact	with	me.	“She’s	just	a	friend,”	he	says.

I	have	to	grip	the	oven	door	with	all	my	strength,	because	it	feels	like	I’m
about	to	crash	to	the	floor.

What	girl?	When?	Friday	night	was	when	Carter	came	 to	my	room	and
kissed	me.	How	 in	 the	world	did	 I	not	know	he	was	here	with	someone
else?



I	feel	like	more	of	a	fool	in	this	moment	than	I’ve	ever	felt	dating	Asa.	At
least	I’ve	always	known	Asa	is	an	asshole.

I	honestly	thought	Carter	was	different.

“A	friend	my	ass,”	Asa	says.	“Do	you	hump	Dalton	against	the	living	room
wall	 like	that?	Jon?	Where	I	come	from,	friends	don’t	do	that	 to	 friends,
my	man.”

I	pull	 the	meatballs	out	of	the	oven	and	am	forced	to	walk	the	long	way
around	 the	 island	back	 to	 the	stove,	 just	 to	avoid	either	of	 them	seeing
the	tears	in	my	eyes.	A	few	seconds	later,	I	feel	Asa’s	arm	slip	around	my
waist.	He	kisses	my	neck,	and	 fuck	 if	 I	 don’t	 turn	around	and	plant	my
mouth	on	his.	As	much	as	 I	hate	him	and	as	much	as	 I	want	 to	cut	his
dick	off	for	what	he	just	did	to	me	upstairs,	this	kiss	isn’t	at	all	about	him.

I	want	Carter	to	feel	what	I	just	felt.	Like	there’s	a	huge	gash	in	my	chest.

Fucking	bastard.	They’re	all	fucking	bastards.

I	pull	away	from	Asa.	“You’re	making	it	hard	to	concentrate.	You	guys	get
out	of	the	kitchen	so	I	can	finish	cooking.”

I	have	no	idea	how	I’m	able	to	speak,	because	each	of	my	words	want	to
turn	 to	sobs.	 I	drop	all	 the	meatballs	 into	 the	sauce,	and	as	 I’m	pouring
the	noodles	in,	Dalton	walks	in	the	kitchen.

“Christ,	Asa.	Go	 take	a	 fucking	shower.	We’ll	all	 lose	our	appetite	 if	we
have	to	stare	at	all	that	blood	while	we	eat.”

I	 use	Dalton’s	 distraction	 to	 glance	over	 at	Carter.	He’s	 staring	 right	 at
me,	his	eyes	full	of	concern.	It’s	like	he’s	trying	to	tell	me	a	million	things
right	now.	He	lifts	his	hand	and	runs	his	thumb	over	his	bottom	lip.

I	don’t	 twirl	my	hair	around	my	 finger.	 Instead,	 I	 rub	my	mouth	with	my
middle	 finger	 and	 then	 turn	 to	 face	 Asa.	 He	 pushes	 my	 hair	 over	 my
shoulder.	“You	should	come	shower	with	me.	It’ll	be	kind	of	hard	to	do	it
one-handed.”



I	shake	my	head.	“Later.	I	have	to	finish	cooking.”

Asa	runs	his	fingers	down	my	arm,	sliding	them	over	my	hand	and	over
my	 ring.	He	 turns	 and	walks	 out	 of	 the	 kitchen.	Dalton	 follows	 him.	As
soon	as	I’m	alone	with	Carter,	he’s	rushing	across	the	kitchen	toward	me.
He	stops	when	he	reaches	me	and	comes	as	close	as	he	can	without	it
looking	suspicious.	I	grip	the	counter	 in	front	of	me	and	don’t	 look	up	at
him.

“It	wasn’t	like	that,	Sloan.	I	swear.	You	have	to	trust	me.”

His	words	come	out	in	a	rushed,	desperate	whisper.

I	don’t	look	at	him	when	I	say,	“You	were	making	out	with	another	girl?”	I
slowly	turn	my	head	and	make	eye	contact,	and	I	can	almost	swear	he’s
about	to	risk	getting	caught	and	pull	me	to	him.

He	starts	shaking	his	head.	“I	wouldn’t	do	that	to	you.	It	wasn’t	like	that.”

His	words	are	 slow	and	precise	 this	 time.	Everything	about	 him	makes
me	want	to	trust	what	he’s	saying,	but	everything	about	every	single	male
from	my	past	tells	me	never	to	trust	anyone	with	a	dick.

He	glances	around	to	make	sure	no	one	can	see	us.	All	the	guys	in	the
living	room	have	their	backs	to	us	and	they’re	facing	the	TV.	Carter	leans
in	and	squeezes	my	wrist.	“I	would	never	do	anything	to	hurt	you.	Ever.	I
swear	on	your	brother’s	life,	Sloan.”

And	that’s	when	I	really	get	angry.	I	rare	back	and	slap	him	so	hard,	all
the	guys	in	the	living	room	turn	around	in	their	seats.

I’m	more	hurt	 than	 I’ve	probably	ever	been	 in	my	 life,	but	 I’m	still	smart
enough	to	know	I	need	to	cover	up	the	fact	 that	 I	 just	slapped	him	so	 it
doesn’t	 appear	 personal.	 “Don’t	 talk	 about	 Asa	 like	 that,	 asshole!	 He’s
having	a	bad	day!”

Carter	 immediately	 realizes	 what	 I’m	 doing.	 He	 forces	 a	 laugh	 for	 the
sake	of	appearance	and	rubs	his	cheek,	but	I	can	see	the	devastation	in
his	eyes	as	he	turns	and	walks	toward	the	living	room.



I	spin	around	and	I	stir	the	fucking	spaghetti.	I	pause	to	wipe	tears	away
with	the	sleeve	of	my	shirt,	and	then	I	start	stirring	again.	A	minute	later,
Dalton	appears	at	my	side	and	reaches	across	me,	dipping	his	finger	 in
the	 sauce.	 He	 tastes	 the	 sauce	 and	 then	 slides	 his	 finger	 out	 of	 his
mouth.	“He’s	telling	you	the	truth,	Sloan.”

He	walks	 away,	 and	 that’s	 when	 I	 can’t	 control	 the	 tears	 any	 longer.	 I
don’t	know	what	to	believe.	Who	to	trust.	Who	to	be	mad	at,	who	to	love.
I	go	to	the	sink	and	wash	spaghetti	sauce	off	my	hands.

I	need	out	of	this	house.

I	walk	to	the	back	door	and	yell	over	my	shoulder.	“Your	fucking	spaghetti
is	ready,	you	goddamn	asshole	motherfuckers!”
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I	rinse	out	the	last	of	the	bowls	and	place	them	in	the	dishwasher.

Asa	never	made	it	down	to	eat.	Sloan	never	came	back	inside.	I	texted	Dalton	a
few	minutes	 ago	and	asked	him	 to	go	upstairs	 and	check	on	 the	 status	of	Asa
before	I	risk	going	outside	and	talking	to	Sloan.

I	wipe	down	the	countertop	and	start	the	dishwasher.	I	hear	Dalton	coming	down
the	stairs	at	the	same	time	I	get	a	text	from	him.

Dalton:	He’s	 passed	 out	 naked	 on	 his	 bed.	 Looks	 like	 he’ll	 be	 that	way	 for	 a
while,	but	I’ll	text	you	if	he	starts	to	come	downstairs.	Make	sure	your	phone	is
on.

I	double	and	triple	check	the	sound	and	vibrate	settings	on	my	phone,	then	slide
it	in	my	pocket.	I	head	outside	to	smooth	things	over	with	Sloan.

She’s	in	the	middle	of	the	swimming	pool,	floating	on	her	back,	staring	up	at	the
stars.	She	doesn’t	look	at	me	when	she	hears	the	back	door	shut.

As	I’m	making	my	way	toward	her,	I	notice	her	shirt	and	jeans	are	thrown	over	a
lounge	chair.

Fucking	hell.

She’s	swimming	in	her	underwear.

That	 may	 be	 normal	 practice	 for	 her	 around	 here,	 but	 it	 just	 feels	 like	 I’m
stepping	on	a	landmine	by	being	out	here	while	she’s	not	technically	in	a	bathing
suit.

I	reach	the	edge	of	the	pool	and	stare	down	at	her,	but	she	still	won’t	look	at	me.
The	water	 is	 covering	most	of	her	 face,	but	 even	with	 the	dim	 lights	 from	 the
house,	I	can	see	the	redness	in	her	eyes.



It’s	kind	of	fucked	up	if	you	think	about	it.	She’s	upset	that	I	might	be	messing
with	other	people,	but	 all	 the	while	 she’s	 sleeping	 in	another	man’s	bed	every
night.

Hell,	she	fucking	kissed	him	just	to	spite	me	earlier.

But	I	get	it.	And	I	don’t	blame	her,	because	I	know	how	much	she	was	hurting.
How	much	she	is	hurting.

And	that’s	the	hardest	part	of	this.	It’s	not	that	I’m	about	to	have	to	convince	her
that	I	really	do	have	feelings	for	her.	The	hardest	part	is	knowing	what	she	feels
right	now	as	she	doubts	them.

If	 I	 could	 just	 come	 out	 and	 tell	 her	 the	whole	 truth	 it	would	make	 things	 so
much	easier.	But	 that’s	 a	violation	of	my	 job.	 It	would	be	disobeying	 a	direct
order	 from	 Ryan.	 And	 with	 as	 unstable	 as	 Asa	 is	 right	 now,	 the	 less	 Sloan
knows,	the	better.

When	Asa	mentioned	Tillie	 in	 the	 kitchen,	 the	 color	 completely	 drained	 from
Sloan’s	face.	I	could	have	killed	him	right	then	and	there.

Sloan	fans	her	arms	out	and	kicks	her	legs,	giving	herself	a	push	back	toward	the
middle	of	the	pool.	“He	forgot	to	turn	off	the	pool	heater	this	weekend,”	she	says
quietly.	“It	feels	really	good.	I	think	I	might	just	stay	here	forever.”

Her	voice	is	sad.	I	want	to	kick	off	my	shoes	and	dive	in	the	water	and	stay	there
with	her	forever.	Just	not	in	this	pool	or	at	this	house.

“What’s	her	name?”	she	asks,	still	quiet	and	staring	at	the	night	sky.

I	squeeze	 the	back	of	my	neck,	wondering	how	much	I	should	actually	 reveal.
“Tillie.”

She	laughs,	but	not	because	she	finds	it	entertaining.	“Is	she	your	girlfriend?”

I	sigh.	“She’s	just	a	friend,	Sloan.	Sometimes	she	does	favors	for	me.”

Sloan’s	whole	body	sinks	under	the	water.	She	sinks	all	the	way	to	the	bottom.
When	she	emerges,	she’s	shooting	daggers	at	me.	It	isn’t	until	I	see	the	look	on
her	face	that	I	realize	what	I	just	implied.



I	bring	my	hands	up	behind	my	head.	“Not	those	kinds	of	favors,	Sloan.	Jesus.”

She	pushes	her	wet	hair	off	her	forehead	and	I	try	not	to	look	at	any	other	part	of
her	other	than	her	face,	but	it’s	really	fucking	difficult	when	she’s	soaking	wet.

“What	favor	was	she	doing	for	you	Friday	night	that	required	you	to	have	your
hands	all	over	her?”

I	hate	how	calm	she	is	because	I	know	she’s	raging	on	the	inside.	Which	mean
she’s	 likely	 to	explode	any	minute	now.	 I	 feel	 like	 the	edge	of	 this	pool	 is	 the
edge	of	a	volcano.

“Answer	me.	What	favor	was	she	doing	for	you	Friday	night?”	she	repeats.

I	 answer	honestly.	 “She	was	helping	me	 to	 try	 and	 convince	Asa	 that	 I’m	not
interested	in	fucking	you.”

I	 don’t	 have	 to	 be	 staring	 at	 her	 chest	 to	 notice	 her	 gasp.	 She	 tries	 to	 hide	 it,
though.	She	stares	at	me	for	a	moment	and	then	dips	under	the	water	again.	She
swims	to	the	shallow	end	and	then	stands	up	and	walks	out	of	the	pool.	Both	her
bra	 and	 underwear	 are	 nude	 colors,	 completely	 see-through,	 and	 making	 me
paranoid	 as	 fuck.	 I’m	 half-afraid	 Asa	 will	 be	 able	 to	 hear	my	 pulse	 from	 his
room.

Sloan	 continues	walking	 around	 the	 pool	 until	 she’s	 standing	 right	 in	 front	 of
me.	Even	 then,	 she	 steps	 closer.	So	 close,	 I	 can	 feel	 the	wetness	 from	her	bra
pressing	against	my	chest.

“Are	you?	Interested	in	fucking	me?”

Jesus	Christ.	What	is	she	doing?

I	 fight	my	 own	 hands	 as	 they	 slide	 to	 her	 hips.	 “Not	 really,”	 I	 say,	my	 voice
rough.	“I’m	much	more	interested	in	making	love	to	you.”

She’s	breathing	heavily	now,	but	nothing	compared	to	me.	I	want	to	fucking	kiss
her	so	bad,	but	 it	would	definitely	be	 the	kiss	of	death,	because	I	would	never
stop.

That,	or	she’d	kill	me	if	I	tried.	I	can’t	tell	if	she’s	still	angry	with	me	or	not.	She



acts	like	she	wants	me	to	touch	her-to	kiss	her.	But	she’s	looking	at	me	like	she
wants	to	throw	me	in	the	pool	and	hold	my	head	underwater.

She	 slides	 her	 hand	 to	 her	 hip,	 covering	 my	 hand	 with	 hers.	 She	 wraps	 her
fingers	around	mine	and	then	drags	my	hand	slowly	across	her	stomach	and	up
to	her	breast.

I	 swallow	 hard	 and	 glance	 up	 at	 her	 bedroom	window.	 “What	 are	 you	 doing,
Sloan?”

She	 leans	 in	 and	 stands	on	her	 toes	until	 her	 breasts	 are	pressed	 against	me.	 I
close	my	eyes	and	slip	one	of	my	hands	around	to	her	lower	back.	My	fingertips
dip	into	the	back	of	her	underwear	and	I	pull	her	to	me.

Her	lips	meet	my	ear,	and	she	whispers,	“Do	you	get	a	promotion	if	you	make	it
to	third	base	with	your	subject’s	fiancé?”

My	eyes	pop	open.

I	 carefully	 thread	my	 fingers	 through	her	hair,	 tugging	her	head	back	 so	 I	 can
look	down	at	her.	“You	aren’t	making	any	sense,	Sloan.”

She	 smiles,	 but	 the	 betrayal	 in	 her	 eyes	 is	 volumes	 louder.	 “I	 know	what	 you
are,”	she	says.	“I	know	what	you’re	doing	here.	And	now	it	all	makes	sense	why
you’re	so	interested	in	me.”

She	 pulls	 away	 from	me,	 stepping	 back	 until	my	 hands	 are	 no	 longer	 on	 her.
She’s	 shooting	daggers	 at	me	with	her	 eyes.	 “Don’t	 fucking	 speak	 to	me	 ever
again	or	I’ll	tell	every	last	one	of	them	you’re	undercover.	Luke.”

She	tries	 to	walk	past	me,	but	I	 immediately	step	in	front	of	her	and	cover	her
mouth	with	my	hand.	She	tries	to	scream	and	my	eyes	flick	to	the	backdoor.	No
one	has	 seen	us	yet,	 but	 I	need	 to	get	her	 somewhere	more	private	before	 she
does	something	to	get	us	both	killed.

She	 tries	 to	 pull	my	hand	 away,	 clawing	 at	 it	with	 her	 fingernails.	 I	wrap	my
arms	around	her	and	force	her	to	walk	to	the	side	of	the	house	with	me.	She	gets
even	angrier	when	she	realizes	what	I’m	doing,	so	she	starts	fighting	me	with	all
her	 strength.	 I	 hate	having	 to	use	 this	much	 force	on	her,	 but	 it’s	 for	 her	own
protection.	When	I	finally	get	her	to	the	side	of	the	house,	behind	the	protective



shield	of	trees,	I	push	her	against	the	wall	and	keep	my	hand	over	her	mouth.

“Stop,	it	Sloan,”	I	say,	looking	her	dead	in	the	eyes.	“Listen	to	me.	Be	quiet	and
listen	to	me.	Please.”

She’s	breathing	heavily	against	my	hand,	gripping	my	wrist	with	both	of	hers.
When	she	finally	stops	struggling,	I	press	one	hand	against	the	house	beside	her
head	and	I	slowly	begin	to	remove	the	other	from	her	mouth.

She’s	panting	with	fear	by	the	time	I	put	my	other	hand	beside	her	head.	I	press
my	forehead	 to	hers.	“Everything	 I’ve	ever	 said	 to	you.	Every	 look	 I’ve	given
you.	 Every	 time	 I’ve	 touched	 you.	 It	 was	 never	 for	 the	 job,	 Sloan.	 Not	 one
fucking	time.	Do	you	understand	that?”

She	doesn’t	respond.

I	wince,	 because	 I	 hate	 that	 I’ve	 put	 her	 in	 this	 position.	 I	 hate	 that	 she	 even
doubts	me.	I	hate	 that	I’ve	given	her	all	 the	reason	in	 the	world	 to.	And	I	hate
that	I	don’t	know	a	single	goddamn	thing	I	could	say	to	make	her	believe	what	I
feel	for	her.

I	 lean	 in	 and	 kiss	 the	 side	 of	 her	 head,	 then	 I	 lower	my	 arms	 and	wrap	 them
around	her.

I	don’t	try	to	convince	her	with	more	words.

I	don’t	feed	her	apologies	that	are	way	too	late.

I	just	hug	her,	because	I	can’t	stand	to	know	she’s	feeling	what	she’s	feeling.

After	 several	moments	 of	 being	 frozen	 stiff	 in	my	 arms,	 she	 slowly	 begins	 to
relax.	Her	hands	come	up	and	fist	in	my	shirt,	and	she	begins	to	melt	against	me.
She	presses	her	face	against	my	chest	and	starts	crying,	so	I	cradle	her	as	tight	as
I	can.

I	squeeze	my	eyes	shut	and	whisper	in	her	damp	hair.	“You’re	all	I	see,	Sloan.
Beyond	the	job,	beyond	right	and	wrong.	You’re	all	I	see.”

I	press	my	lips	to	the	side	of	her	head	and	when	I	feel	her	mouth	press	against
my	neck,	I	pull	her	closer.	She’s	still	gasping	for	breath,	probably	a	combination



of	 fear,	 anger	 and	 our	 current	 proximity.	We	 find	 each	 other	 in	 the	 dark	 and
when	our	lips	finally	meet,	it’s	as	if	she’s	silently	begging	me	to	kiss	away	her
doubts.

I	do.	Our	mouths	crash	together	in	desperation.	I	push	her	against	the	wall	of	the
house	 again	 and	 slide	 my	 hands	 to	 her	 waist.	 Every	 second	 that	 passes	 is	 a
second	that	never	should	have,	but	it’s	ten	more	seconds	I	wish	I	could	have	with
her	tonight.

When	I	press	into	her,	she	moans	against	my	mouth	and	that	sound	pushes	away
everything	 else.	 The	 anxiety,	 the	 common	 sense.	My	 need	 for	 her	 completely
takes	over,	and	based	on	the	way	her	hands	are	sliding	inside	of	my	shirt,	so	does
hers.

I’m	in	the	fog	and	I	don’t	see	myself	finding	my	way	out	of	it	anytime	soon.

Fucking	hell.

My	mouth	works	 its	 way	 down	 her	 neck.	 I	 bring	 one	 of	my	 hands	 up	 to	 her
breasts	and	slide	it	between	her	skin	and	her	bra.	I’m	met	with	skin	as	smooth	as
silk.	“Goddamit,	Sloan,”	I	whisper,	dragging	my	mouth	up	her	neck	again.	When
I	reach	her	lips,	she	dips	her	tongue	in	my	mouth	and	her	hands	fall	to	the	button
of	my	jeans.

I	 lift	one	of	her	legs	to	my	side.	Then	the	other.“My	car,”	I	whisper,	wrapping
her	around	me.

It’s	dark	enough	outside	and	the	property	is	encased	with	enough	trees	that	I’m
not	worried	 about	 neighbors	 seeing	 us	 as	we	 climb	 in	my	 backseat.	 The	 only
thing	I’m	worried	about	is	the	fact	that	her	fiancé	is	inside	the	house	and	getting
caught	would	mean…

I	don’t	even	want	to	think	about	that	right	now.	Dalton	hasn’t	texted	me	yet,	so
we’ve	got	time.

I	shut	the	backdoor	and	reach	over	the	front	seat,	grabbing	a	condom	out	of	the
glove	box.	When	I	fall	back	against	the	seat,	she’s	sliding	on	top	of	me,	mouth
on	mine,	hands	on	my	chest.

Down	my	chest.



I	lift	her	bra	over	her	breasts	and	work	my	mouth	over	her	at	the	same	time	she
frees	me	from	my	jeans.

Once	I	get	the	condom	on,	I	grab	her	hips	and	position	her	on	top	of	me	while
she	pulls	her	panties	aside.	I	lean	my	head	back	against	the	seat	so	I	can	watch
her	face	as	I	enter	her.

We	make	eye	contact	and	I	begin	to	lower	her	on	top	of	me,	slowly.	Everything
grows	much	quieter	in	the	car	as	we	both	hold	our	breath.	My	eyes	never	leave
hers	the	whole	time	she’s	taking	me	in.	When	we’re	finally	skin	to	skin	and	I’m
fully	inside	of	her,	we	simultaneously	release	a	sharp	exhale.

“My	God,”	I	whisper.

It’s	the	best	thing	I’ve	ever	felt-finally	being	inside	of	her.

It’s	the	guiltiest	I’ve	ever	felt-knowing	how	much	danger	my	lack	of	willpower
is	putting	her	in.

She	 leans	 forward	 and	wraps	 her	 arms	 around	my	 neck.	 “Luke,”	 she	 breathes
against	my	lips.

I	fucking	die.

She	called	me	Luke.

My	mouth	 finds	 hers	 again	 and	 I	 kiss	 her	 the	way	 she	 deserves	 to	 be	 kissed.
With	conviction.	With	respect.	With	feeling.

She	begins	to	move	on	top	of	me	and	she’s	all	I	see.

I	close	my	eyes	and	she’s	all	I	fucking	see.
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Sloan

	I	had	no	idea	it	could	feel	like	this.

That	sounds	so	cliché,	even	as	I’m	thinking	it.	But	his	hands,	his	mouth,	the	way
he	touches	me-it’s	like	my	response	is	what	he	lives	for.

I	don’t	know	how	I	went	from	hating	him	two	hours	ago	in	the	kitchen	to	feeling
more	for	him	in	this	moment	than	all	the	days	before	combined.

Knowing	that	he’s	not	like	Asa…that’s	he’s	the	complete	opposite	of	Asa…it’s
so…attractive.

He’s	good.	He’s	a	good	guy.	They	actually	exist.

It	 all	 came	 together	 like	 an	 epiphany	 while	 I	 was	 floating	 in	 the	 pool.	 Him
calling	 himself	 by	 the	 wrong	 name.	 Him	 taking	 a	 Spanish	 class	 that	 is	 years
beneath	 his	 ability,	 only	 to	 conveniently	 be	 in	 there	 with	 me.	 The	 way	 he
continued	to	reassure	me	that	I	needed	to	trust	him,	but	he	would	never	say	why.
Using	another	girl	as	a	decoy.

That	was	the	kicker.	I	figured	that	one	out	before	he	even	came	clean	at	the	pool.

When	Dalton	said	Carter…or	Luke,	 rather…was	 telling	 the	 truth,	 I	knew	there
was	more	 to	 it.	More	 to	her.	More	 to	him	blatantly	making	out	with	 someone
else	when	he’s	in	the	same	house	as	me.	I	told	myself	that	if	he	came	outside	and
denied	ever	being	with	her	that	I	would	know	then	that	he’s	a	liar.	That	he’s	just
like	Asa.

But	if	he	came	outside	and	told	me	the	truth-that	he	was	using	her	to	throw	Asa
off-then	I	knew	I	was	right.	I	had	him	pegged.

I	just	didn’t	know	which	one	I	preferred	to	hear.	That	he	was	just	like	Asa…or
that	he’d	been	using	me	this	whole	time.



As	soon	as	he	realized	I	had	figured	it	out,	I	was	expecting	that	to	be	the	end	of
us.	I	thought	he	would	fear	for	his	job	and	try	to	cut	some	kind	of	deal	with	me
to	keep	me	quiet.	Because	guys	like	him…guys	with	careers,	who	are	good	and
successful	and	kind…they	don’t	fall	for	girls	like	me.

Or	at	least	that’s	what	I	was	raised	to	believe.

But	I	was	wrong,	because	he’s	not	worried	about	his	 job.	When	he	says	all	he
sees	is	me,	I	believe	him.	Because	all	I	see	is	him.

All	I	feel	is	him.

And	right	now,	the	only	thing	I’m	focused	on	is	the	way	he’s	moving	his	hand
against	me-touching	me	 in	 just	 the	 right	place	 that	 I’m	afraid	 I	might	not	only
wake	Asa	up,	but	the	entire	neighborhood.

As	 if	 he	 can	 sense	 this,	 he	 covers	my	mouth	with	 his,	 stifling	my	moans	 as	 I
crush	myself	against	him.	My	legs	begin	to	shake,	my	arms,	my	whole	body,	as
the	greatest	sensation	I’ve	ever	felt	slams	through	me.

“Luke,”	I	moan	against	his	lips.

As	weak	as	 I	am	in	 this	moment,	 I	 find	 the	strength	 to	move	faster…harder…
until	I’m	the	one	having	to	stifle	his	sounds.

His	mouth	is	incredible.	He	tastes	like	fruit.	He	tastes	sweet.

Nothing	like	the	bitterness	I	swallow	when	I	kiss	Asa.

When	neither	of	us	 is	no	 longer	shaking,	and	 I’m	still	on	 top	of	him,	he	 leans
forward	and	feathers	his	lips	across	my	shoulder.

“You	should	go	back	inside,”	he	says.

I	know	he’s	right,	but	I	wish	he	wasn’t.	Inside	is	the	last	place	I	want	to	be	after
this.	I	run	my	fingers	through	his	hair	and	can	smell	the	fresh	scent	of	shampoo.
I	bend	forward	and	sniff	his	hair.	“You	showered?	Before	you	came	back	to	the
house?”

He	smiles,	I	can	see	it	even	in	the	dark.



“So	you	showered	and	you	had	condoms	in	your	car?	Were	you	expecting	to	get
laid	tonight?”

He	drops	his	head	against	the	headrest	and	a	slow,	satisfied	grin	stretches	across
his	lips.	“I	showered	because	I	like	to	look	good	for	you.	I	have	a	condom	in	my
car	 because	 I	 like	 to	 be	 prepared.	And	 it’s	 been	 there	 for	 six	months,	 in	 case
you’re	curious.”

I	was,	but	I	don’t	have	a	right	to	be.	He	knows	what	still	happens	between	me
and	Asa	at	night.	If	I	could	stop	it	I	would,	but	it’s	just	not	an	option	right	now.
Not	until	I’m	no	longer	in	this	house.

But	we	don’t	 talk	about	 that.	About	 the	 fact	 that	 I’m	still	with	Asa,	and	about
how	what	just	happened	between	me	and	Luke	wasn’t	right,	no	matter	how	right
it	felt.	But	I	honestly	don’t	care	that	I	just	cheated	on	Asa.	I	should	feel	guilty,
but	I	don’t.

Karma’s	a	bitch,	Asa	Jackson.

Luke	runs	his	 thumb	over	my	arm	and	pushes	down	my	bra	strap.	He	dips	his
thumb	under	it,	rubbing	back	and	forth.	“Sloan?”

I’m	tracing	his	jaw.	He	has	a	great	face.	Masculine	in	all	the	right	places	but	a
hint	of	soft	femininity	to	his	lips.	“Yeah?”

“How	did	you	figure	it	out?”

I	grin.	“You’re	all	I	see,	Luke.	And	I’m	really	smart.”

He	nods.	 “Yes,	 you	 are.”	He	presses	 his	 palms	 against	my	back	 and	pulls	me
against	 him,	 but	 before	 his	 lips	 meet	 mine,	 my	 back	 hits	 the	 seat	 and	 he’s
hovering	 over	me,	 covering	my	mouth	with	 his	 hand.	 “Be	 still,”	 he	whispers,
looking	out	the	front	window.

My	heart	feels	like	it	climbs	up	my	throat.

We’re	dead.	We’re	dead.

We.	Are.	Dead.



I	hear	a	heavy	pounding	against	the	window,	but	I’m	not	so	sure	it	isn’t	just	my
heart.	“Open	the	fucking	door!”

I	close	my	eyes,	but	feel	Luke’s	mouth	press	against	my	ear.	“It’s	just	Dalton,”
he	whispers.	“Stay	down.”

I	 nod	 and	 cover	 myself	 with	 my	 arms	 as	 Luke	 sits	 up	 and	 opens	 the	 door.
Something	 comes	 flying	 into	 the	 backseat,	 and	 Luke	 catches	 it	 in	 his	 arms.
“What	the	fuck!”	Luke	says,	gathering	whatever	Dalton	just	threw	at	him.

Dalton	leans	in	through	the	door	and	looks	at	me.	“Next	time	you	two	decide	to
sneak	off	and	fuck,	make	sure	you	take	your	clothes	with	you.”

Luke	hands	me	my	shirt	and	jeans	that	Dalton	just	threw	at	him.	I	frantically	pull
my	shirt	over	my	head,	embarrassed	that	we	were	so	careless.

“Is	he	awake?”	Luke	asks	Dalton.

Dalton	 eyes	 him	hard,	 saying	 so	many	 things	with	 that	 look	 that	 I	 don’t	 even
begin	to	understand.	“No.	But	you	need	to	leave	before	you	get	us	both	killed.”
Then	Dalton	 turns	 and	 looks	 at	me.	 “And	 you	 need	 to	 get	 back	 in	 the	 house
before	Carter	gets	you	killed.”

He	stands	up	and	right	before	he	slams	the	car	door	he	says,	“We	need	to	 talk
before	you	leave,	Carter.”

I’m	 struggling	 into	my	wet	 jeans	 and	 Luke	 reaches	 over	 to	 help	me.	 I	 really
should	keep	calling	him	Carter	in	my	head,	otherwise	I’ll	likely	slip	up	and	call
him	Luke	around	Asa.

“Are	you	 in	 trouble?”	I	ask	him.	I	button	my	jeans	and	 then	straighten	out	my
shirt.	He	slides	a	hand	around	to	the	nape	of	my	neck.

“I’m	always	in	trouble,	Sloan.	I	wish	I	could	tell	you	I’m	good	at	my	job,	but	I
think	the	past	hour	has	proven	that	my	priorities	are	a	little	out	of	line.”

I	laugh.	“I	personally	think	your	priorities	for	the	past	half	hour	were	spot-on.”

He	kisses	me	and	says,	“Go.	Be	careful.”



I	kiss	him	back,	hard.	And	when	I	walk	away	from	him	this	time,	it	doesn’t	hurt
quite	as	much.	Because	now	I	have	hope.

Hope	that	he	has	a	plan	to	get	us	out	of	this	mess.

***

I	smile	the	entire	time	I’m	in	the	shower,	because	when	I	opened	the	backdoor
and	walked	 into	 a	 spotless	kitchen,	 I	 knew	without	 a	doubt	 it	 had	been	Carter
who	cleaned	it.

No	one-and	I	mean	no	one-has	ever	lifted	a	finger	to	help	me	around	this	house.
I’m	not	sure	I’ve	ever	heard	that	cleaning	is	the	way	to	a	girl’s	heart,	but	based
on	my	reaction,	I’d	say	it’s	the	way	to	mine.	Because	I	nearly	cried	when	I	heard
the	dishwasher	running.

That’s	really	sad.	Loading	a	dishwasher	means	more	to	me	than	an	engagement
ring?	From	 the	outside	 looking	 in,	 it	would	 seem	my	priorities	 are	way	out	of
line,	too.

But	I	much	prefer	them	this	way.

Asa	 is	 passed	 out	 on	 the	 bed	 when	 I	 walk	 into	 our	 bedroom.	 He’s	 sprawled
across	the	mattress	long-ways,	naked.

Great.	I’m	going	to	have	to	try	and	wake	him	up	or	roll	him	to	his	position,	but
he’s	way	too	heavy	for	me.

I	walk	around	to	his	side	of	the	bed	and	grab	his	arm	and	try	pulling	him	across
the	mattress.	He	doesn’t	budge,	but	he	does	groan	between	snores.

Then…he	vomits.

All	over	my	damn	comforter.

I	close	my	eyes	and	try	to	remain	calm.	Of	course	he	would	ruin	this	beautiful
night.

He	 continues	 vomiting	 between	 bouts	 of	 groaning,	 filling	 the	 room	 with	 an
acidic	smell.	I	rush	to	the	desk	and	retrieve	the	trash	can,	 then	I	 lean	over	him



and	lift	his	head	so	that	he’s	vomiting	into	the	trash	can.

He	throws	up	two	more	times	and	then	finally,	after	a	few	minutes	of	calm,	he
opens	 his	 eyes.	When	 he	 looks	 up	 at	me,	 the	 terrifying	 look	 in	 his	 eyes	 from
earlier	 is	 gone,	 replaced	 with	 a	 childlike	 innocence.	 “Thank	 you,	 baby,”	 he
mutters.

I	place	 the	 trashcan	back	on	 the	floor	and	 then	put	my	hand	on	 the	side	of	his
head.	“Asa,	I	need	you	to	try	and	stand	up.	I	need	to	take	the	comforter	off	the
bed.”

He	rolls	over,	away	from	the	vomit,	and	pulls	a	pillow	to	his	chest,	falling	back
to	sleep	almost	immediately.

“Asa.”	I	shake	him,	but	he’s	out	again.

I	stand	up	and	look	around	the	room,	trying	to	figure	out	how	I’m	going	to	do
this	without	having	to	go	downstairs	and	ask	for	help.

There’s	no	way	I	can	do	this	by	myself,	and	I’m	not	about	to	sleep	downstairs	on
the	couch.	Not	with	Jon	here.	I’m	praying	Dalton	or	Carter	are	still	here,	because
letting	Jon	or	Kevin	know	that	Asa	is	out	cold	will	not	be	doing	me	any	favors
when	it	comes	to	my	safety.

To	my	relief,	Carter	and	Dalton	are	standing	at	the	door	preparing	to	leave	when
I	make	it	downstairs.	Carter	stands	alert	when	he	sees	me.

“I	need	someone	to	help	me	lift	Asa	so	I	can	change	my	comforter.	He	threw	up
everywhere.”

Jon	mutters,	“Good	luck	with	that,”	from	the	couch.

Carter	glares	in	Jon’s	direction	and	then	immediately	starts	to	head	to	the	stairs.	I
can	see	the	disapproval	in	Dalton’s	eyes,	but	he	begins	to	follow	Carter	as	well.

When	we	all	make	it	up	to	the	bedroom,	the	stench	is	so	bad,	I’m	forced	to	cover
my	nose	to	keep	from	gagging.

“Holy	shit,”	Dalton	mutters.	He	walks	straight	to	a	window	and	opens	it.	We	all
look	 down	 at	 Asa	 and	 I’m	 a	 little	 embarrassed	 for	 him	 that	 he’s	 naked.	 But



knowing	Asa,	he	wouldn’t	care.	And	even	 if	he	did,	 it’s	no	one’s	 fault	but	his
own	that	he’s	in	this	position.

Carter	reaches	down	and	tries	to	shake	him	awake.	“Asa.	Wake	up.”

Asa	groans,	but	still	doesn’t	wake	up.

“What	the	hell	did	he	take?”	Carter	asks,	turning	toward	Dalton.

Dalton	 shrugs.	 “Hell	 if	 I	know.	 I	 saw	him	chew	a	 few	pills	on	 the	way	 to	 the
casino.	Heroin	on	the	way	home.”

Carter	 doesn’t	 even	 hesitate	 when	 he	 leans	 forward	 and	 hooks	Asa	 under	 the
arms.	He	lifts	him	up	and	then	stands,	pulling	Asa	away	from	the	bed.

I	immediately	gather	the	comforter	and	wad	it	up.	I’m	not	even	going	to	attempt
to	wash	 this	one.	 I	 set	 it	 in	 the	hallway	and	 then	change	 the	 sheets,	 just	 to	be
safe.

“Which	 side	 does	 he	 sleep	 on?”	Carter	 asks,	 still	 holding	 him	 up	 beneath	 his
arms.	 I	point	 to	Asa’s	side	of	 the	bed	and	Carter	drags	him	over	 there.	Dalton
helps	lift	him	back	onto	the	bed	and	I	pull	another	blanket	out	of	the	closet	and
cover	him	with	it.

When	I’m	tucking	it	around	him,	Asa	opens	his	eyes	and	looks	up	at	me.	He	runs
a	hand	over	his	face,	wincing.	“What’s	that	smell?”	he	grumbles.

“You	threw	up	on	the	bed.”

He	grimaces.	“Did	you	clean	it	up?”

I	nod	and	whisper,	“Yeah.	I	changed	the	sheets.	Go	back	to	sleep.”

He	doesn’t	close	his	eyes.	 Instead,	he	 lifts	his	hand	and	 tugs	at	a	strand	of	my
hair.	“You	take	such	good	care	of	me,	Sloan,”	he	says.

I	stare	at	him	for	a	second-at	this	vulnerable	version	of	him.	And	somehow,	even
with	Carter	standing	in	the	room	with	me,	I	feel	for	him.

I	can’t	not	feel	for	him.



Asa	 isn’t	 the	way	 he	 is	 because	 he	 chooses	 to	 be.	 I	 feel	 like	 he	 is	who	 he	 is
because	he	was	never	shown	how	to	be	anything	different.

For	 that,	he’ll	always	have	my	sympathy.	He’ll	never	have	my	heart,	and	he’ll
likely	never	even	have	my	forgiveness.

But	I	can’t	help	but	give	him	my	sympathy.

I	start	to	stand	up,	but	he	reaches	out	and	grabs	my	wrist,	pulling	me	back	down.
I	 lower	myself	 to	my	knees	beside	the	bed	and	Asa	wraps	his	hand	over	mine.
His	eyes	are	closed	when	he	whispers,	“One	time,	when	I	was	five…I	threw	up
on	my	bed.	My	father	made	me	sleep	in	it.	Said	it’d	teach	me	not	to	do	it	again.”
He	 releases	 a	 small	 laugh,	 but	 then	 his	 eyes	 squeeze	 together	 even	 tighter.
“Guess	the	bastard	was	wrong	about	that,	too,”	he	mutters.

Oh,	God.

My	hand	goes	to	my	heart	as	I	ache	for	the	little	boy	in	him.

I	turn	and	look	at	Carter	and	Dalton	and	they’re	looking	at	Asa	with	just	as	much
pity	 as	 I	 am.	 When	 I	 turn	 back	 toward	 Asa,	 he’s	 rolling	 onto	 his	 stomach,
burying	his	face	into	his	pillow.

He	 grips	 the	 pillow	 in	 both	 fists	 and	 presses	 his	 face	 against	 it	 so	 hard,	 I’m
convinced	he’s	trying	to	smother	himself.	His	shoulders	begin	to	shake	as	they
roll	forward	into	the	pillow.

“Asa,”	I	whisper,	soothing	a	hand	over	his	head.

He	 becomes	 a	 wreck	 of	 sobs.	 It’s	 the	 kind	 of	 cry	 that	 is	 so	 deep	 and	 heart
wrenching,	it’s	not	even	accompanied	by	a	sound.

Completely	silent.

I’ve	never	seen	Asa	cry.	I	didn’t	even	know	he	was	capable	of	real	tears.

He	won’t	 remember	 any	 of	 this	 tomorrow.	 He	won’t	 know	 if	 I	 left	 him	 here
alone	or	crawled	in	bed	and	held	him.	I	continue	to	sooth	Asa’s	head	as	I	glance
up	at	Carter.	Dalton	is	no	longer	in	the	room.	It’s	just	the	three	of	us	now.



Carter	walks	over	to	me	and	I	can	see	equal	amounts	of	sympathy	in	his	eyes.	He
lifts	his	hand	and	runs	 it	over	my	cheek,	 then	bends	forward	and	kisses	me	on
the	forehead.

He	holds	 his	 lips	 there	 for	 several	 seconds	 before	 breaking	 away	 and	walking
toward	the	door.	When	he	reaches	the	doorway,	he	turns	around	and	stares	at	me
for	a	moment.	He	lifts	a	hand	and	slowly	runs	his	thumb	over	his	bottom	lip.	My
heart	reaches	out	for	him,	but	I	stay	planted	on	the	floor,	comforting	Asa.

I	 lift	 my	 hand	 and	 pull	 at	 a	 strand	 of	 my	 hair,	 winding	 it	 around	my	 finger.
Carter’s	lips	stretch	into	a	ghost	of	a	smile	as	he	watches	me	for	a	few	seconds
longer,	then	closes	the	door.

I	climb	onto	the	bed,	under	the	covers,	and	I	wrap	myself	around	Asa,	soothing
his	tears	until	I’m	convinced	he’s	finally	asleep.

But	right	before	I	drift	off,	I	hear	him	whisper,	“You	better	never	fucking	leave
me,	Sloan.”

	



Asa-36

Asa

The	first	thing	I	see	when	I	open	the	refrigerator	is	a	bowl	of	leftover	spaghetti.
Thank	God.

“See,	Dad?”	I	whisper	to	no	one.	“She’s	a	fucking	godsend.”

I	 put	 the	 spaghetti	 in	 the	microwave	 and	 then	walk	 over	 to	 the	 sink	 to	 splash
water	on	my	face.	It	feels	like	I	slept	with	my	head	in	the	fucking	toilet	all	night.
Hell,	based	on	the	stench	of	the	bedroom	this	morning,	I	probably	did.

I	 lean	over	the	counter,	waiting	for	the	spaghetti	 to	finish	heating	up.	I	stare	at
the	bowl	as	it	rotates	in	circles	inside	the	microwave.

I	wonder	if	I	killed	him?

I	doubt	it.	It’s	been	almost	a	day	since	we	left	the	casino.	If	he	died,	the	police
would	 have	 been	 here	 by	 now.	And	 if	 he	 lived,	 I’m	 almost	 positive	 he	won’t
press	charges.	He	knows	he	deserved	what	I	did	to	him.

The	microwave	beeps.

I	pull	the	spaghetti	out	and	grab	a	fork,	then	shove	a	bite	into	my	mouth.	I	barely
get	 it	swallowed	before	I	have	to	find	the	 trashcan.	I	 throw	up	twice,	rinse	out
my	mouth	and	then	force	another	bite	of	spaghetti	into	my	mouth.

I’ll	push	through	this	withdrawal	like	a	motherfucker,	because	I	am	not	turning
out	like	that	man.

I	eat	another	bite	of	spaghetti	and	swallow	it	down	with	my	bile.

Push	through	it,	Asa.

The	 front	 door	 swings	open	 and	Sloan	walks	 inside.	 I	 glance	 at	 the	 clock	 and
notice	it’s	barely	after	two.	She’s	never	home	from	school	this	early.	Either	she
doesn’t	notice	me	standing	in	the	kitchen	or	it’s	that	time	of	the	month	and	she’s
in	a	pissy	mood,	because	she	rushes	straight	up	the	stairs	and	to	the	bedroom.



Not	a	minute	later,	I	hear	her	making	a	mess	of	the	bedroom.	Stuff	falling	to	the
floor.	Her	feet	moving	from	one	side	of	the	room	to	the	other.	I	stare	up	at	the
ceiling,	wondering	what	 the	 fuck	she’s	doing.	My	head	hurts	 too	bad	 to	go	up
and	look	for	myself.

I	don’t	have	to,	because	a	few	seconds	later,	she’s	storming	down	the	stairs.

When	she	rounds	the	corner	to	the	kitchen,	my	dick	twitches	in	my	pants.	She’s
angry	as	hell	and	it’s	hot	as	fuck.	I	smile	at	her	as	she	marches	toward	me.

Before	I	can	even	get	a	word	out,	she’s	in	my	face.	She	shoves	a	finger	in	my
chest.	“Where	is	the	paperwork,	Asa?”

Paperwork?

What	the	fuck	is	she	talking	about?

“What	the	fuck	are	you	talking	about?”

Her	chest	is	heaving	and	if	she	would	just	step	a	few	inches	closer,	I	would	be
able	to	feel	it.

“My	brother’s	file!”	she	says.	“Where	is	it,	Asa?”

Oh.	That	paperwork.

I	carefully	place	the	bowl	of	spaghetti	on	the	counter	and	then	bring	my	arms	up
and	fold	them	over	my	chest.	“I	don’t	know	what	you’re	talking	about,	Sloan.”

She	 inhales	a	meticulous	breath,	exhales	 it	with	even	more	precision,	and	 then
spins	 around.	 She	 puts	 her	 hands	 on	 her	 hips,	 trying	 to	 find	 the	 strength	 to
remain	calm.

I	 knew	 if	 she	 ever	 found	out	what	 I	 did,	 she’d	be	pissed.	Even	 so,	 I’ve	never
really	given	much	thought	as	to	how	I’d	talk	my	way	out	of	it.

“Two	years,”	she	says,	gritting	her	teeth.	She	spins	back	around	and	her	eyes	are
full	of	tears.

Well,	shit.	I	didn’t	mean	to	make	her	cry.



“For	 two	 years	 I	 thought	 you	 were	 paying	 for	 his	 care.	 You	 showed	 me	 the
paperwork,	Asa.	The	letters	the	state	sent.	The	check	stubs.”	She	begins	pacing
back	and	forth.	“The	social	worker	thought	I	was	an	idiot	today	when	I	asked	her
if	his	benefits	could	ever	be	renewed.	Do	you	know	what	she	said	to	me,	Asa?”
She	faces	me	again.

I	shrug.

She	 takes	 a	 step	 forward,	 folding	 her	 arms	 over	 her	 chest.	 “She	 said,	 ‘The
benefits	 were	 never	 cancelled,	 Sloan.	 Stephen’s	 care	 has	 never	 been	 private
pay.’”

Tears	are	 streaming	down	her	cheeks	now.	For	 the	 first	 time	since	she	walked
down	here,	I	start	to	get	a	little	uncomfortable	that	maybe	I	took	it	too	far	with
this	lie.	She’s	angrier	than	I’ve	ever	seen	her.

She	can’t	leave	me.

“Sloan.”	I	take	a	step	forward	and	put	my	hands	on	her	shoulders.	“Baby,	listen.
I	 had	 to	 do	what	 I	 had	 to	 do	 to	 get	 you	 back.	You	 left	me.	 I’m	 sorry	 you’re
upset.”	 I	 move	 my	 hands	 to	 her	 cheeks.	 “You	 shouldn’t	 be	 mad	 about	 this,
though.	 It	 took	a	 lot	of	 fucking	effort	and	money	on	my	part.	 If	anything,	you
should	be	flattered	that	you’re	that	important	to	me.”

Her	 hands	 come	 up	 between	 mine	 and	 she	 pushes	 me	 away	 from	 her.	 “You
fucking	asshole!”	she	yells.	“You	forged	an	entire	file	to	back	up	your	lies,	Asa!
Monthly	letters	from	the	government!	Who	the	fuck	does	that?”

She	has	no	 idea	how	much	money	I	had	 to	pay	 the	 fucker	who	sends	 those	or
she’d	be	thanking	me	right	now.

She	points	at	me	from	across	the	kitchen.	“You	trapped	me.	This	whole	time	you
made	me	think	there	was	no	way	out.”

I	swallow	the	anger	down.	I	take	a	step	forward.	Did	I	really	just	hear	her	right?

“I	trapped	you?”

She’s	so	worked	up,	she’s	inhaling	small	gasps	of	breath.	She	swipes	angrily	at
her	 tears	 and	nods,	 lowering	her	voice.	 “Yes,	Asa.	You	 trapped	me.	 I’ve	been



your	 fucking	prisoner	 for	 the	 last	 two	years,	 thinking	my	brother	was	about	 to
have	 to	 go	 back	 to	my	worthless	mother.	All	 because	 you	 knew	 if	 you	 didn’t
have	that	to	hold	over	my	head,	I	would	have	left	you.”

She	doesn’t	mean	what	 she’s	 saying.	She’s	 angry.	She	would	never	 leave	me.
Yes,	 I	 lied	 to	 her.	 Yes,	 I	 paid	 a	 shit-ton	 of	 money	 to	 make	 it	 look	 like	 her
brother’s	benefits	were	cancelled.	But	 it	was	a	 temporary	 fix.	She	would	have
come	crawling	back	to	me	eventually	if	it	weren’t	for	that.	I	just	made	it	easier
on	her.

“Is	that	what	you	think?	That	you’ve	been	a	prisoner	here?”	I	ask.	“Do	I	not	give
you	a	place	to	sleep?	Buy	your	groceries?	Give	you	nice	things?	Allow	you	to	go
to	college?	Drive	my	cars?”	I	walk	across	the	kitchen	and	don’t	slow	down	when
I	reach	her.	I	walk	her	backward	until	she’s	pressed	against	the	wall,	my	hands
caging	her	in.	“Don’t	you	dare	stand	here-in	my	home-and	imply	that	you	didn’t
have	every	opportunity	in	the	world	to	walk	out	that	fucking	door.”

I	push	off	the	wall	and	point	toward	the	living	room.	“Go.	If	you	don’t	love	me
anymore,	fucking	leave!”

She	would	never	leave.	I	know	this,	because	if	she	left,	 that	would	mean	she’s
been	using	me	for	my	money	these	last	two	years.	Using	me	as	a	sole	means	to
support	her	goddamn	waste-of-space	brother.	If	that’s	the	case,	that	would	make
her	a	whore	by	definition.

And	I’m	not	marrying	a	fucking	whore.

Sloan	glances	at	the	door	and	then	looks	back	at	me.	She	shakes	her	head,	and	I
swear	she	smiles.	“Goodbye,	Asa.	Enjoy	your	life.”

She	begins	walking	toward	the	front	door.	“I	do	enjoy	my	life,	Sloan.	I	enjoy	it	a
whole	fucking	bunch!”

I	allow	her	to	reach	the	front	door	before	I	walk	after	her.	She’s	not	even	to	the
grass	before	I	have	my	arm	wrapped	around	her	waist,	my	hand	over	her	mouth.
I	turn	her	around	and	walk	her	back	into	the	goddamn	house	she’s	so	ungrateful
for.	I	carry	her	straight	up	to	the	bedroom	and	kick	open	the	door.	I	toss	her	onto
the	bed	and	she	tries	to	scoot	off	and	run	around	me.

How	cute.



I	grab	her	by	 the	hair	and	swing	her	back	 to	 the	bed.	She	screams,	but	 I	put	a
stop	to	 that	with	my	hand.	I	climb	on	top	of	her,	covering	her	mouth	with	one
hand	 and	 holding	 her	wrists	 down	with	 the	 other.	 There’s	 not	much	 I	 can	 do
about	her	legs	as	she	does	her	best	to	kick	her	way	out	from	under	me,	but	I	have
more	strength	in	one	finger	 than	she	does	in	her	entire	body.	It	feels	more	like
she’s	tickling	me	than	attempting	to	hurt	me.

“Listen	up,	Babe,”	 I	whisper,	 staring	down	at	her.	“If	you	 try	 to	 insinuate	 that
you	don’t	love	me,	I’m	going	to	be	really	upset.	Really	fucking	upset.	Because
that	would	mean	you’ve	been	pretending	with	me	since	the	day	you	walked	back
through	 my	 door.	 That	 would	 mean	 you’ve	 been	 faking	 every	 orgasm,	 every
kiss,	every	word	you’ve	ever	spoken	to	me-simply	for	a	monthly	check.	And	if
that	were	true,	that	would	make	you	a	whore,	Sloan.	Do	you	know	what	men	like
me	do	to	whores?”

Her	eyes	are	wide	with	 fear.	Hopefully	 that	means	 I’m	getting	 through	 to	her.
She’s	no	longer	attempting	to	kick	her	way	out	from	under	me,	so	that’s	a	good
sign.

“That	was	a	question,	babe.	Do	you	know	what	men	like	me	do	to	whores?”

A	tear	falls	out	of	her	eye	as	she	shakes	her	head.	I	can	feel	the	breath	from	her
nostrils	slamming	against	my	hand;	she’s	struggling	so	hard	for	more	air.

I	lower	my	mouth	to	her	ear.	“Please	don’t	make	me	show	you.”

We	lay	like	this	for	a	few	more	moments,	making	sure	my	words	are	sinking	in.
I	pull	back	and	look	down	at	her.	Her	expression	hasn’t	changed,	but	now	she’s
crying	 so	 hard	 against	 my	 hand,	 snot	 is	 coming	 from	 her	 nose.	 It’s	 on	 my
fucking	hand	now.	I	pull	it	away	from	her	mouth	and	wipe	it	on	the	bed.	Then	I
grab	the	sleeve	of	my	shirt	and	I	wipe	her	face	clean.

Her	 lips	 are	 quivering.	 I	 don’t	 know	 why	 I’ve	 never	 noticed	 how	 fucking
attractive	that	is.	I	kiss	her	softly,	closing	my	eyes	while	her	lips	tremble	against
mine.	“Do	you	love	me?”	I	carefully	whisper	the	words	against	her	mouth.	“Or
are	you	a	whore?”

A	shaky	breath	passes	her	lips.	“I	love	you,”	she	whispers.	“I’m	sorry.	I	was	just
upset,	Asa.	I	don’t	like	it	when	you	lie	to	me.”



I	press	my	forehead	to	the	side	of	her	head	and	exhale.	In	a	way,	she’s	right.	I
probably	should	have	never	lied	to	her	about	her	brother.	But	if	she	were	in	my
shoes,	she’d	have	done	the	same	thing.

“Don’t	ever	get	angry	like	that	with	me	again,	Sloan.”	I	pull	back	and	brush	her
hair	out	of	her	face.	It’s	sweaty,	and	sticks	to	my	hand.	I	run	my	fingers	through
it,	smoothing	it	out	with	the	rest	of	her	hair.

“I	don’t	like	what	it	does	to	me,”	I	say	quietly.	“What	it	makes	me	want	to	have
to	do	to	you.”

She	nods.	“I	don’t	like	it,	either,”	she	says.

Her	eyes	are	full	of	regret,	but	I	don’t	feel	bad.	It’s	her	own	fault	for	coming	at
me	like	she	did.	At	least	that’s	out	of	the	way,	though.	It	was	becoming	tedious
to	keep	up	with	that	lie	for	so	long,	I	was	starting	to	get	sloppy	with	it.

I	 release	 her	 wrists	 and	 bring	 my	 hand	 to	 her	 face,	 running	 the	 back	 of	 my
knuckles	across	her	cheek.	“Should	we	kiss	and	make	up	now?”

She	nods,	and	when	I	press	my	lips	to	hers,	I	exhale	with	relief.	Because	for	a
split-second	when	she	was	walking	toward	the	front	door,	I	thought	maybe	she
was	serious	about	 leaving.	 I	 thought	maybe	I	would	never	get	 to	 taste	her	 like
this	again.

I’m	relieved	it	was	an	empty	threat.	I	don’t	know	what	I’d	do	if	I	ever	found	out
she	didn’t	actually	love	me.	She’s	the	only	one	who	does.

She	turns	her	head	to	the	side	and	gives	me	access	to	her	neck.	As	I	kiss	my	way
down	her	body,	she	begins	to	relax.

When	 I	 finally	 have	 all	 her	 clothes	 off,	 she	 spreads	 her	 legs	 for	 me.	 I	 press
against	her.	“Do	you	love	me,	Sloan?”

She	nods,	then	says,	“Yes,	Asa.	I	love	you.”

My	tongue	dives	into	her	mouth	at	the	same	time	my	dick	dives	inside	of	her.

Inside	of	her-where	 I’m	 the	only	man	who	has	ever	been.	Where	 I’m	 the	only
man	who’ll	ever	be.



“You’re	mine,	Sloan,”	I	whisper,	fucking	her	just	like	she	likes	to	be	fucked.	She
grips	my	arms	and	squeezes	her	eyes	shut.

She	feels	it	so	deeply,	she	cries	the	whole	time.
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	Sloan
	I	close	my	eyes	and	allow	the	spray	of	water	to	beat	down	on	my	face.

What	was	I	thinking?

Confronting	him	alone?	Not	warning	Carter	what	was	about	 to	go	down?	That
was	really	dumb.

But	in	my	defense,	it’s	hard	to	think	when	you’re	in	a	blind	rage.

After	I	left	my	doctor’s	appointment	this	morning,	I	got	the	call	from	the	social
worker.	 I	 had	 been	 driving	 toward	 campus,	 and	 when	 she	 revealed	 that	 my
brother’s	 care	wasn’t	 private	 pay,	 I	 lost	 it.	Completely	 lost	 it.	 I	 turned	 the	 car
around	and	drove	straight	to	my	brother’s	facility	to	meet	with	her.	By	the	time	I
left,	I	had	never	been	that	angry.

The	only	thing	I	could	think	about	was	Asa	and	how	I	wanted	to	kill	him.	Rage
really	does	blind	you.	When	I	walked	into	the	kitchen	to	confront	him,	I	didn’t
care	that	he	could	hurt	me.	I	just	wanted	to	know	if	it	was	true-if	he’d	somehow
been	sending	me	forged	letters	from	the	government.	I	didn’t	want	to	believe	it,
because	believing	 it	would	mean	he	 is	 certifiably	 insane.	But	 the	only	 type	of
person	who	could	 invent	 a	 lie	 like	 that	 and	keep	 it	up	 for	 two	years	has	 to	be
certifiably	insane.

I	 remember	 the	day	he	brought	over	my	mail	after	we	broke	up	 the	 first	 time.
The	 benefits	 letter	 was	 on	 top.	 After	 I	 read	 the	 letter,	 I	 was	 devastated.	 The
bastard	actually	comforted	me-told	me	if	I	ever	needed	anything,	he’d	help	me	in
a	heartbeat.	He	said,	“That’s	what	you	do	for	 the	people	you	 love,	Sloan.	You
help	them.”

That	 was	 back	 when	 I	 believed	 he	 actually	 loved	 me	 and	 it	 was	 a	 heartfelt
gesture.	Now	I	think	it’s	more	of	a	psychotic	obsession.

I	had	nowhere	else	to	go,	and	thanks	to	what	I	thought	was	about	to	happen	to
Stephen,	 I	 ended	up	being	 forced	 to	 ask	Asa	 for	 help.	 It	was	 a	 last	 resort,	 for
sure.	Hell,	I	even	called	the	number	on	the	form	that	day	to	see	if	I	had	any	other
options.	Now	I	realize	it	was	obviously	a	fake	number	with	one	of	Asa’s	friends



on	the	other	line,	but	I	didn’t	realize	it	at	the	time.

The	hot	water	mixes	with	the	tears	that	are	now	streaking	down	my	cheeks.

How	 could	 I	 have	 fallen	 for	 it	 for	 so	 long?	 All	 the	 pieces	 are	 still	 coming
together,	right	down	to	why	he	only	lets	me	use	his	car	on	Sundays	to	go	visit
Stephen.

The	social	worker	doesn’t	work	on	Sundays.	There	would	be	no	chance	I’d	ever
run	into	her	and	strike	up	a	conversation	about	his	benefits.

I	still	can’t	wrap	my	mind	around	it	and	it’s	been	hours	since	I	found	out.	I	try	to
tell	myself	 it	 took	me	so	 long	 to	 find	out	 the	 truth	because	 I	had	no	 reason	 to
think	he	would	do	something	like	that.	But	I	had	every	reason.

That’s	what	Asa	does.

He’s	a	liar.	A	cheat.	He	sabotages	people.	He	sets	people	up.

I’m	so	angry	with	myself	right	now,	I	scrub	my	body	even	harder,	wanting	to	get
his	smell	off	me.	I’m	scrubbing	my	neck	when	the	shower	curtain	flies	open.	I
gasp	and	move	so	that	my	back	is	against	the	wall	and	I	can	better	fight	him	off
if	it	comes	down	to	that.

Asa	is	standing	in	front	of	me,	completely	dressed	now.	Dark	blue	jeans	and	a
crisp,	white	t-shirt.	It	makes	the	tattoos	on	his	arms	look	brighter-angrier.	But	his
expression	isn’t	angry	right	now.	He	looks	confused.

And	he’s	actually	staring	at	my	face	and	not	my	breasts.

“Do	you	think	it’s	weird	that	no	one	really	comes	over	here	anymore?”	he	asks.

His	thoughts	are	becoming	more	and	more	unpredictable.	I	blow	out	a	breath	and
turn	my	back	to	the	water,	rinsing	the	conditioner	out	of	my	hair.	“I’m	not	sure
what	you	mean,	Asa.”

When	the	conditioner	is	rinsed	from	my	hair,	I	glance	over	at	him.	He’s	staring
down	 at	 the	 tub,	 at	 the	 water	 circling	 the	 drain.	 “There	 used	 to	 be	 so	 many
people	here,	all	day	every	day,	all	night.	Now	it’s	just	 like	four	or	five	people,
unless	I	have	a	party.”



It’s	because	you’re	unpredictable	and	you	fucking	scare	people,	Asa.

“Maybe	they’re	all	just	busy?”

His	eyes	flick	up	to	mine.	They’re	still	full	of	confusion.	A	little	disappointment.
I	don’t	know	a	 lot	about	drugs,	or	what	 it’s	 like	coming	down	 from	 them,	but
paranoia	may	be	a	withdrawal	symptom.	I	hope	so,	because	otherwise,	I’m	not
sure	what	to	make	of	this	version	of	Asa.

“Yeah,”	he	says.	“Maybe	they’re	just	busy.	Or	they	aren’t	and	they	just	want	me
to	think	they	are.	Because	everyone	fucking	pretends	around	here.”

His	words	 are	 harsh,	 but	 his	 voice	 is	 calm,	 still	with	 a	 hint	 of	 confusion.	 I’m
praying	he’s	not	referring	to	Carter	when	he	says	everyone	pretends.

Or	referring	to	me.

I	need	to	warn	Carter.	Something	just	isn’t	right	with	him	today.	I’ve	never	been
scared	 for	my	 life	 like	 I	was	when	Asa	 pulled	me	 back	 inside	 the	 house.	 I’m
tempted	 to	not	 tell	Carter	 about	what	 happened	because	 I	 know	he’ll	 be	upset
that	I	confronted	him	alone.

“We	should	invite	a	few	people	over	for	dinner	tonight.	Will	you	cook?”

I	nod.	“For	how	many	people?”

He	doesn’t	 even	hesitate	with	 the	 answer	 he	 spits	 out.	 “Me,	 you,	 Jon,	Dalton,
Kevin	and	Carter.	I	want	the	food	ready	at	seven	o’clock.	I’ll	text	them	now.”

He	closes	the	shower	curtain.

What	the	hell	is	wrong	with	him?

I	blow	out	a	steady	breath	and	grab	the	washcloth.	I’m	scrubbing	the	heels	of	my
feet	when	he	opens	the	shower	curtain	again.	When	I	look	into	his	eyes,	he’s	still
shockingly	 looking	at	my	face	and	nothing	else.	He	opens	his	mouth,	closes	 it
and	then	pauses	for	two	seconds	before,	“Are	you	mad	at	me,	Sloan?”

Is	that	a	trick	question?



I	fucking	loathe	you,	Asa.

I	gauge	his	expression	and	then	reply	with,	“I’m	not	very	happy	with	you.”

He	sighs,	and	then	nods	like	he	doesn’t	blame	me.	Now	I	really	know	something
is	wrong	with	him.	“I	shouldn’t	have	lied	to	you	about	your	brother’s	benefits.
Sometimes	I	think	I	could	treat	you	better	than	I	do.”

I	swallow	the	lump	in	my	throat.	“Then	why	don’t	you?”

His	eyes	narrow	with	a	 slight	 tilt	 of	his	head,	 like	he’s	 actually	contemplating
my	question.	“I	don’t	know	how.”

He	closes	the	shower	curtain.

The	bathroom	door	slams	shut.

My	arm	clenches	my	stomach,	because	I	 feel	 like	I	might	puke.	Everything	he
does	makes	me	so	nervous	to	be	around	him.	After	that	weird	conversation,	it’s
increased	tenfold.

Thank	God	he’s	inviting	everyone	over	tonight,	because	I	really	don’t	want	to	be
alone	with	him.	I	need	Carter	to	be	here.

I’m	about	to	turn	off	the	water	when	the	bathroom	door	reopens.	Seconds	later,
the	shower	curtain	opens	 from	 the	opposite	end	 this	 time.	My	hand	 freezes	on
the	knob	when	I	hear	him	step	inside	the	shower.

No,	no,	no.	Please	don’t	make	me	have	sex	with	you	again.	I	breathe	in	calmly
through	my	nose,	hoping	he’s	just	waiting	for	his	turn	in	the	shower.

A	 few	 seconds	 pass,	 but	 I	 don’t	 feel	 him	 step	 up	 behind	me.	 He	 doesn’t	 say
anything.	My	heart	is	beating	so	fast,	I	get	lightheaded.

I	straighten	up	and	slowly	turn	around.	His	white	t-shirt	is	soaked	through	and	he
still	has	his	jeans	on.	He’s	leaning	against	the	back	wall	of	the	shower,	barefoot,
staring	down	at	the	tub.

I	wait	a	moment	to	see	what	he	wants.	When	he	fails	to	move	or	speak-he	just
keeps	staring	at	nothing-I	finally	speak	up.



The	fear	cracks	the	sound	of	my	voice	when	I	say,	“What	are	you	doing,	Asa?”

My	question	breaks	him	out	of	his	 trance.	His	eyes	flick	up	to	mine.	He	stares
for	approximately	five	painstakingly	long	seconds,	and	then	he	looks	around	the
shower	and	back	down	at	his	clothes.	He	runs	his	hands	over	them	like	he	has	no
idea	why	they’re	wet.	He	shakes	his	head	and	says,	“I	don’t	fucking	know.”

My	knees	grow	weak	at	his	reaction.	I	don’t	even	turn	off	the	water.	I	step	out	of
the	shower	as	fast	as	I	can	and	grab	a	towel.	I	don’t	even	bother	getting	dressed
before	swinging	open	the	door	to	run	to	the	bedroom.	I	just	need	to	stay	as	far
away	from	him	as	I	can	until	Carter	gets	here	and	I	know	I’ll	be	a	little	safer.

As	soon	as	I	step	out	into	the	hallway,	something	to	my	right	catches	my	eye.	I
look	over	and	see	Jon	about	to	walk	into	the	bedroom	at	the	end	of	the	hall.	His
hand	 is	 on	 the	door	 and	he’s	 staring	 at	me-his	 eyes	 scrolling	down	my	 towel-
covered	body.

When	I	see	the	disgusting	grin	stretch	across	his	face,	I	walk	the	three	feet	to	my
bedroom	door.	“Don’t	even	think	about	it	you	piece	of	fucking	shit.”	I	slam	the
bedroom	door	and	lock	myself	away	from	every	last	one	of	these	crazy	assholes.
I	walk	to	my	phone	and	I	text	Carter.

Sloan:	He’s	losing	his	mind.	Please	show	up	early.

I	delete	the	text	and	wait	for	the	sound	of	the	shower	to	cut	off.

It	doesn’t.

After	I’m	dressed	and	about	to	head	to	the	store,	I	decide	to	check	on	him.	I	open
the	bathroom	door	and	he’s	no	longer	standing.	He’s	sitting	in	the	tub,	still	fully
clothed,	the	water	beating	down	on	him.	His	eyes	are	wide	open	and	the	water	is
running	over	them.

I	grip	the	doorknob	and	take	a	small	step	back.	“I’m	going	to	the	grocery	store,
Asa.	What	do	you	want	me	to	cook	tonight?”

His	head	doesn’t	move,	but	his	eyes	scroll	across	the	bathroom	and	meet	mine.
“Meatloaf.”

I	nod.	“Okay.	You	want	anything	else	while	I’m	there?”



He	 stares	 at	me	 for	 a	 few	 seconds	 and	 then	 he	 smiles.	 “Get	 a	 dessert	 for	 the
celebration.”

Celebration?	My	throat	gets	itchy.	“Okay,”	I	say,	my	voice	weak.	“What	are	we
celebrating?”

His	eyes	leave	mine	and	move	straight	ahead	again.	“You’ll	see.”



	CARTER-38

	Carter

I	 have	 no	 idea	 why	Asa	 invited	 us	 over	 for	 dinner.	We’ve	 been	 at	 his	 house
almost	every	night	lately,	tonight	shouldn’t	be	any	different.	I	was	hoping	Sloan
was	 being	 paranoid	 in	 her	 text	when	 she	 said	 he’s	 losing	 his	mind,	 but	 I’m	 a
little	worried	she’s	spot-on.

I	can	smell	the	food	before	I	even	open	the	front	door.	When	I	walk	inside	and
look	around,	Dalton	is	the	only	one	not	here	yet.	Jon	and	Asa	are	taking	up	both
recliners	and	Kevin	is	on	the	couch.

Asa	 is	 leaning	 forward	with	his	 elbows	on	his	knees,	 remote	 in	hand,	 flipping
through	 news	 channels.	 When	 he	 hears	 the	 door	 close	 behind	 me,	 he	 turns
around.

I	nod	my	head	in	his	direction	and	he	turns	back	to	the	TV.	“Do	you	watch	the
news,	Carter?”

I	glance	toward	the	kitchen	to	see	Sloan	standing	at	the	bar,	wiping	it	down	with
a	rag.	I	can	see	her	from	where	I’m	standing,	but	Asa	can’t.

“Sometimes,”	I	say.

Sloan	cuts	her	eyes	to	mine	and	lifts	a	finger	to	her	hair.	I	run	my	thumb	across
my	bottom	lip.	She	lifts	her	other	hand	to	her	head	and	twirls	three	of	her	fingers
in	 her	 hair.	Then	 five.	Then	 all	 ten.	Then	 she’s	mock-ripping	 at	 her	 hair	with
both	hands,	twirling	it	in	all	directions,	letting	me	know	she’s	going	crazy.

I	want	to	smile	at	her,	but	I	force	myself	to	walk	into	the	living	room	and	take	a
seat	next	to	Kevin.	“Why’d	you	want	to	know	if	I	watch	the	news?”	I	ask	Asa.

He	 flips	 to	 another	 channel.	 “I	 haven’t	 heard	 anything	 about	 my	 father.	 Just
making	sure	he	survived	and	I’m	not	about	to	be	arrested	for	murder.”

He	 says	 it	 so	 nonchalant,	 like	 the	possibility	 of	 being	 arrested	 for	murder	 is	 a
daily	occurrence.	 I	nod,	but	 fail	 to	 tell	him	 that	his	 father	 survived.	He	wasn’t
even	hurt	that	bad,	actually.	The	casino	called	an	ambulance	for	him,	but	other



than	a	broken	nose	and	a	broken	 jaw,	 there	 isn’t	any	serious	damage.	The	guy
didn’t	even	want	to	press	charges.	Dalton	told	me	all	this	after	he	checked	into	it
today.

He	 also	 told	 me	 the	 guy	 was	 an	 addict,	 he	 was	 diagnosed	 as	 a	 paranoid
schizophrenic,	and	he	had	a	shitload	of	other	issues.	I	hate	to	say	it,	I	have	a	little
sympathy	for	Asa	somewhere	deep	down	inside.	There’s	no	telling	what	he	went
through	as	a	child	with	 that	man	as	a	father.	But	sympathy	is	as	far	as	 it	goes.
You	can	sympathize	with	someone	and	still	wish	they	were	dead.

I	keep	 the	 information	about	his	 father’s	condition	 to	myself.	 I	 think	 it’s	good
that	 Asa	 is	 worried	 about	 repercussions.	 It’s	 not	 something	 he	 probably
experiences	very	often.

Asa	 sighs	 after	 flipping	 through	 all	 the	 news	 channels	 twice	 and	 coming	 up
empty.	He	stands	up	and	 throws	 the	 remote	 toward	Jon.	“You	guys	make	sure
and	wash	your	hands.	My	 fiancé	worked	hard	 cooking	 this	 dinner	 and	 I	 don’t
want	any	of	you	fuckers	seated	at	my	table	with	filthy	hands.”	He	heads	to	the
stairs	and	runs	up	to	his	room.	His	bedroom	door	closes,	and	I	glance	at	Kevin,
who	is	staring	at	the	empty	stairs.

“He’s	being	really	fucking	weird,”	Kevin	says.

Jon	begins	flipping	through	the	channels	and	says,	“What’s	new?”

Neither	one	of	them	bothers	going	to	the	kitchen	to	wash	their	hands,	so	I	use	the
opportunity	to	walk	in	there.	Sloan	is	pulling	the	meatloaf	out	of	the	oven	when	I
pass	her.	“Hey,	Sloan,”	I	say	casually.

She	looks	at	me,	but	doesn’t	smile.	She	shoots	me	a	look	that	tells	me	we	need	to
talk.	There’s	just	not	really	a	way	to	do	that	right	now.	I	turn	the	water	on	and
she	walks	the	meatloaf	to	the	counter	next	to	me.	She	sticks	a	knife	between	the
loaf	and	the	pan	and	begins	working	it	loose.

“I	messed	up	today,”	she	whispers.

I	turn	the	water	to	a	lower	pressure	so	I	can	hear	her	better.

“I	found	out	he’s	been	lying	to	me	about	my	brother’s	benefits.	I	confronted	him.
Told	him	I	was	leaving	him.	He	got	really	angry.”



“Sloan,”	I	say	quietly.	Why	the	hell	would	she	do	that?	“Are	you	okay?”

She	shrugs.	“I	am	right	now.	But	something	is	off	with	him,	Carter.	I’m	scared.
He	sat	in	the	shower	with	his	clothes	on	for	half	an	hour.	Then	when	I	got	home
from	the	grocery	store,	I	looked	out	the	window	and	saw	him	sitting	on	a	lounge
chair,	 staring	 at	 the	 pool.	 Then	 he	 just	 started	 slapping	 his	 palm	 against	 his
forehead.	He	did	it	thirty-six	times.	I	counted.”

Jesus	Christ.

She	 glances	 up	 at	me	 and	 I	 hate	 how	 scared	 she	 looks.	 I	 should	 just	 take	 her
now.	Grab	her	hand,	pull	her	outside	while	he’s	upstairs	and	get	her	the	fuck	out
of	here.

“Now	he	keeps	saying	he	has	a	surprise	for	me.	He’s	talking	like	this	dinner	is
some	kind	of	celebration,”	she	whispers.	“I’m	scared	to	find	out	what	it	is	we’re
celebrating.”

Asa’s	footsteps	move	overhead,	like	he’s	about	to	head	downstairs.	Sloan	grabs
the	pan	of	meatloaf	and	walks	it	to	the	table.

The	other	two	guys	must	hear	Asa	heading	downstairs	as	well,	because	they’re	at
the	sink	now,	preparing	to	wash	their	hands	like	he	instructed.

We	 help	 Sloan	 carry	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 food	 to	 the	 table,	 just	 as	 Dalton	 walks
through	the	front	door.	It’s	only	6:55,	but	he	sees	Asa	bounding	down	the	stares
and	he	apologizes	for	being	late.

“You	aren’t	late,”	Asa	says.	“You’re	right	on	time.”

I	take	a	seat,	and	it	ends	up	being	directly	across	from	Asa.	Diagonal	from	Sloan.
It’s	oddly	quiet	as	everyone	passes	around	the	food,	divvying	it	onto	their	plates.
Once	all	the	food	has	been	passed	around	the	table,	Asa	grabs	his	fork	and	says,
“Should	we	say	grace?”

No	one	speaks.	We	all	just	stare	at	him,	wondering	if	he’s	kidding	or	if	someone
needs	to	start	praying	before	he	flips	his	shit.

He	 laughs	 loudly	 and	 says,	 “You	 stupid	 fucks.”	 He	 shoves	 his	 fork	 into	 his
mashed	potatoes	and	swallows	a	bite.



Jon	says,	“This	is	twice	in	a	row	we’ve	had	dinner	here.	What	gives?	Is	this	what
happens	when	you	become	domesticated?”

Asa	narrows	his	eyes	in	Jon’s	direction,	then	washes	his	mashed	potatoes	down
with	his	beer.	“Where’s	Jess	tonight?”

Jon	shrugs.	“Haven’t	seen	her	in	a	few	days.	I	think	we	broke	up.”

Asa	chuckles,	then	he	looks	at	me.	“Where’s	Tillie?”

I	run	my	thumb	across	my	bottom	lip.	“Working.	She	might	stop	by	tomorrow
night.”

Asa	licks	his	lips,	taking	another	sip	of	his	beer.	“That	would	be	nice,”	he	says.
Then	he	looks	at	Dalton.	“How	come	you’ve	never	brought	a	girl	over?”

Dalton	speaks	with	a	mouthful	of	meatloaf.	“She	lives	in	Nashville.”

Asa	nods,	says,	“What’s	her	name?”

“Steph.	 She’s	 a	 singer.	 She’s	 why	 I	 was	 almost	 late,	 actually.	 She	 signed	 a
recording	 contract	 today	 and	 she	 called	 to	 tell	 me	 about	 it.”	 He	 looks	 proud
when	he	talks	about	her.

It	almost	makes	me	laugh,	because	there	is	no	Steph.	He	just	made	all	that	shit
up	 on	 the	 fly,	 and	 Asa	 swallows	 it	 down	 like	 a	 warm	 glass	 of	 milk.	 “That’s
cool,”	Asa	says.

Asa	likes	Dalton.	I	can	tell	by	the	way	he	looks	at	him-without	any	suspicion	at
all.	Not	like	the	way	he	looks	at	me.

“Something	wrong	with	your	fucking	mouth,	Carter?”

I	glance	at	him	and	raise	my	eyebrow.

“You’re	rubbing	your	goddamn	lip	raw.”

I	didn’t	even	realize	I	was	still	rubbing	my	lip.	I	pull	my	hand	from	my	mouth.
“All	good,”	 I	 say,	 taking	a	bite	of	 the	meatloaf.	The	 last	 thing	 I	want	 to	do	 is
provoke	him.	Not	with	the	way	he’s	been	acting	lately.



Asa	 takes	 another	 bite	 of	 his	meatloaf,	 and	 then	 he	 rests	 his	 hands	 beside	 his
plate.	“So,”	he	says.	“I	have	a	little	surprise.”	He	smiles,	and	then	looks	over	at
Sloan.	I	can	see	the	roll	of	her	throat	when	she	swallows.

“What	is	it?”	she	asks,	cautiously.

Asa	opens	his	mouth	 to	speak,	but	he’s	cut	off	by	a	 loud	banging	on	 the	 front
door.	I	can	see	the	irritation	in	his	eyes	as	he	turns	to	glance	at	the	living	room
door.	A	second	loud	knock	occurs.

He	drops	his	silverware	with	a	loud	clank	onto	the	table	and	looks	around	at	all
of	us.	“Any	of	you	expecting	company?	In	the	middle	of	fucking	dinner?”

No	one	speaks	up.

He	 scoots	 back	 from	 the	 table	 and	 slaps	 his	 napkin	beside	his	 plate.	When	he
turns	 to	walk	 into	 the	 living	 room,	 Sloan	 glances	 across	 the	 table	 at	me.	 She
looks	scared,	but	also	relieved	that	his	big	surprise	was	just	interrupted.	I	turn	to
Dalton	and	he	raises	an	eyebrow.

We	 all	 look	 at	 Asa	 as	 he	 peers	 through	 the	 peephole.	 He	 stares	 for	 several
seconds,	and	then	presses	his	forehead	to	the	door.	“Fuck.”	He	turns	and	rushes
to	the	kitchen,	grabbing	Sloan	by	the	arm	and	pulling	her	up	out	of	her	chair.	He
grips	her	shoulders	and	says,	“Go	up	to	the	room	and	lock	the	door.	Don’t	open
it	whatever	you	do.”

I	scoot	my	chair	back	and	stand	up.	Dalton	does	the	same.	We	both	look	at	each
other	and	then	back	at	Asa.

“Who’s	at	the	door?”	Jon	asks,	pushing	his	chair	back	as	well.	I	don’t	think	any
of	us	have	ever	seen	Asa	this	worried.

Asa	glances	up	the	stairs	and	around	the	room	like	he’s	trying	to	find	a	way	to
escape.	“It’s	the	fucking	FBI,	Jon.	It’s	the	fucking	goddamn	FBI!”

What?

I	immediately	turn	to	Dalton,	but	he	shakes	his	head	to	let	me	know	he’s	just	as
unaware	as	I	am.	I	also	notice	his	fists	clench	at	his	side.	“Shit!”	He	says.



To	Asa,	 I’m	 sure	Dalton’s	 reaction	 is	 expected.	 But	 to	me,	 I	 know	why	 he’s
really	mad.	The	FBI	are	about	to	walk	in	this	house	and	ruin	the	investigation.

More	pounding	against	the	door.

Asa	pulls	his	hands	through	his	hair.	“Fuck!	Fuck!”

I	 see	him	glance	 toward	 the	backdoor.	 I	 can	already	see	him	 trying	 to	plan	an
escape	route.	I	step	forward	to	get	his	attention.

“If	they’re	here	to	arrest	anyone,	they	already	have	the	house	surrounded,	Asa.
They	may	just	be	here	for	questioning	about	your	father.	Just	open	the	door	and
act	normal.	We’ll	all	stay	seated	at	the	table	like	we	have	nothing	to	hide.”

Dalton	nods.	“He’s	right,	Asa.	If	we	all	run,	they’ll	have	reason	to	think	you’re
hiding	something.”

Asa	nods,	but	Jon	shakes	his	head.	“Fuck	that.	We’ve	got	shit	all	over	this	house,
if	we	open	the	door,	it’s	over.	For	all	of	us.”

Asa’s	eyes	are	wide	as	he	tries	to	figure	out	what	to	do.	We	all	look	at	the	front
door	when	the	banging	resumes.

I	can	see	 the	veins	 in	Dalton’s	neck,	and	I	know	he’s	fearing	that	all	 the	work
we’ve	put	in	was	basically	for	nothing.	The	entire	investigation	won’t	mean	shit,
because	it	will	now	be	in	the	hands	of	someone	else.

We’ve	seen	this	happen	a	couple	of	times—an	investigation	being	taken	over	by
a	 higher	 ranking	 force.	But	Dalton	 has	 put	 so	much	 into	 this,	 it’s	 going	 to	 be
impossible	for	him	to	watch	it	go	up	in	flames.

“Go	to	your	room,	Sloan,”	Asa	orders.	“You	don’t	need	to	be	here	when	I	open
that	door.”

Sloan	 glances	 at	 me,	 concern	 in	 her	 eyes.	 She	 wants	 to	 know	 if	 she	 should
follow	Asa’s	orders-if	she	should	leave	the	room.

More	banging.

I	nod	softly	 to	 let	Sloan	know	she	should	do	what	Asa	 is	asking	her	 to	do.	At



least	she’ll	be	out	of	the	way	of	whatever	is	about	to	go	down.

Asa	suddenly	strides	across	the	room	toward	Sloan.	He	gets	in	her	face.	“What
the	fuck	are	you	looking	at	him	for?”	he	yells,	waving	his	hand	in	my	direction.
“What	the	fuck	are	you	looking	at	him	for?”

Oh,	God.	I	start	to	walk	around	the	table,	but	Dalton	grabs	my	arm.	Asa	wraps
his	hand	around	the	back	of	Sloan’s	neck	and	shoves	her	toward	the	stairs.	“Get
the	fuck	up	the	stairs!”

She	doesn’t	look	back	as	she	runs	up	the	stairs.

Asa	is	looking	at	me	now.	Dalton	may	not	be	happy	that	the	FBI	showed	up,	but
I’m	 relieved.	 Chances	 are,	 Asa	 will	 be	 arrested	 for	 whatever	 they’re	 here	 to
confront	him	 for.	Which	means	 I	might	 survive	 tonight,	 because	 the	 look	he’s
giving	me	right	now	is	telling	me	otherwise.

He	knows.	He	can	tell,	based	on	that	one	look	Sloan	gave	me,	that	something	is
going	 on	 between	 us.	 But	 between	 the	 banging	 on	 the	 front	 door	 and	 the
imminent	possibility	 that	he’s	about	 to	be	arrested,	he	 thankfully	puts	 it	on	the
back	burner.

He	points	at	all	four	of	us.	“Sit	the	fuck	down,”	he	says.	“Eat.	I’m	opening	the
goddamn	door.”	We	 all	 take	 our	 seats.	Asa	 rushes	 to	 the	 kitchen	 and	 opens	 a
cabinet,	reaching	to	the	back	of	it.	He	pulls	out	a	gun	and	slides	it	inside	the	back
of	 his	 pants.	As	 he’s	 passing	 the	 table,	 he	 says,	 “If	 I	 find	 out	 any	one	 of	 you
fuckers	 is	responsible	for	 this,	you’re	all	dead.”	Asa	turns	 toward	the	door	and
right	 before	 he	 opens	 it,	 he	 presses	 his	 forehead	 against	 it	 like	 he’s	 saying	 a
quick	 prayer.	 When	 he	 pulls	 it	 open,	 he	 smiles.	 “How	 can	 I	 help	 you
gentlemen?”

I	hear	a	voice	say,	“Asa	Jackson?”

Asa	nods,	but	then	the	door	swings	open	and	several	men	swarm	him,	knocking
him	to	the	ground.

When	Jon	sees	what’s	happening,	he	scrambles	toward	the	backdoor,	just	as	it’s
busted	open	and	three	men	rush	inside.	Jon	is	immediately	subdued	and	thrown
to	the	kitchen	floor.



It	 isn’t	until	 this	moment	 that	 I	 realize	 these	guys	won’t	have	any	clue	Dalton
and	I	are	undercover.	I	don’t	even	have	a	badge	on	me	to	prove	it.	They’ll	just
think	we’re	on	Asa’s	side.

The	next	several	seconds	are	complete	chaos.

More	men	appear	through	the	doorway,	guns	are	pointed	at	our	heads,	we’re	on
our	stomachs,	faces	pressed	to	the	floor,	hands	being	cuffed	behind	our	backs.

I’m	lying	next	to	Dalton	and	before	they	pull	him	to	his	feet,	he	whispers,	“Stay
calm.	Wait	until	you’re	alone	before	saying	anything.”

I	nod,	but	one	of	the	agents	notices	us	communicating.	Dalton	is	jerked	up	by	his
arms.

I	can	hear	Asa	being	read	his	Miranda	rights	as	two	men	jerk	me	up	off	the	floor
by	my	arms.	They’re	barking	orders,	separating	all	of	us	 into	different	parts	of
the	house.	I’m	pulled	into	a	spare	bedroom	off	of	the	kitchen.

All	I	can	think	about	is	Sloan	and	how	freaked	out	she	probably	is	right	now.

The	door	slams	shut	behind	me	and	I’m	thrown	into	a	desk	chair.	There	are	two
men	 in	 the	 room	with	me.	One	 is	 taller	 than	me	with	 dark	 blonde	 hair	 and	 a
beard.	The	other	is	shorter,	stockier.	Red	hair	and	an	even	redder	mustache.	The
red-head	 is	 the	 one	who	 speaks	 first.	 They	 both	 pull	 their	 badges	 out	 of	 their
jacket	 pockets	 and	 flash	 them	 at	 me.	 “I’m	 Agent	 Bowers,”	 he	 says.	 “This	 is
Agent	Thompson.	We’re	going	to	ask	you	a	few	questions	and	we’d	appreciate
your	cooperation.”

I	nod.	Agent	Bowers	walks	closer	to	me	and	says,	“Do	you	live	here?”

I	shake	my	head.	“No.”	I	start	to	tell	them	what	I’m	doing	here	and	that	they’re
making	a	big	fucking	mistake,	but	the	tall	one	interrupts	me	and	says,	“What’s
your	name?”

“Carter,”	 I	 say.	 I	don’t	 say	Luke	yet,	because	 I’m	still	 not	 sure	 if	Asa	 is	 even
being	arrested.	The	last	thing	I	need	is	for	the	fucking	FBI	to	blow	my	cover.

“Carter?”	 agent	 Bowers	 says.	 “You	 just	 have	 one	 name?	 So	 you’re	 like
Madonna?	 Cher?”	 he	 bends	 forward,	 eyeing	 me.	 “What’s	 your	 fucking	 last



name,	smartass?”

I	 twist	my	hands	behind	my	back,	 trying	 to	ease	 the	pressure	cutting	 in	 to	 the
circulation	in	my	wrists.	My	pulse	is	pounding	in	my	temples,	partly	because	of
the	entire	 last	 few	minutes	and	partly	because	 I’m	pissed	 that	 they’re	about	 to
end	everything	and	get	all	the	credit.	Sure,	they	might	be	here	to	arrest	Asa.	And
yes,	I’m	relieved	that	Sloan	is	now	safe.	But	knowing	the	entire	last	few	months
were	for	shit	and	that	I	put	Sloan	in	danger	more	than	once	really	hits	a	nerve.

It	grows	quiet	and	I	can	hear	Asa	yell,	“Fuck	you!”	from	another	room.

Agent	Thompson	kicks	my	 chair,	 bringing	my	 attention	back	 to	 him.	 “What’s
your	last	name,	son?”

Little	 does	 he	 know	 I’m	 aware	 of	 how	 to	 conduct	 a	 proper	 investigation,	 and
these	assholes	have	already	broken	at	least	three	rules.	But	the	FBI,	and	even	the
police,	 aren’t	 really	 known	 to	 follow	 rules	 to	 the	 specifics	 in	 situations	 like
these.	I	know	that	firsthand.

I	open	my	mouth	 to	 respond	 to	 them,	but	 I’m	cut	off	by	 the	 sound	of	Sloan’s
scream	come	from	upstairs.	I	immediately	jump	up,	but	both	of	them	shove	me
back	down	in	the	chair.	“Fucking	arrest	me,	or	let	me	go!”	I	yell.

I	 have	 to	 get	 to	 Sloan.	 She’s	 probably	 scared	 shitless	 right	 now,	 not	 knowing
what	the	hell	is	going	on.	I	need	to	check	on	her	before	I	fucking	lose	it,	but	they
won’t	let	me	out	of	the	room.	“I’m	on	your	side,”	I	say	to	them,	trying	to	keep
my	voice	calm,	when	 I	 just	 feel	 like	screaming	at	 them.	“If	you	 take	 the	cuffs
off,	I’ll	prove	it	and	then	get	back	to	my	fucking	job!”

Detective	 Thompson	 stares	 at	me	 for	 a	moment	 and	 then	 looks	 back	 at	 agent
Bowers	and	laughs.	He	points	at	me.	“You	hear	that?”	he	says.	“He’s	a	cop.”

Agent	Bowers	also	laughs,	and	with	a	heavy	dose	of	sarcasm,	he	says,	“Our	bad.
You’re	free	to	go,”	he	says,	pointing	toward	the	door.

I	could	do	without	the	sarcasm.	I	also	know	I	just	fucked	up	by	breaking	cover,
but	 I’m	 not	 sitting	 in	 here	 for	 another	 minute	 with	 these	 assholes.	 I’ll	 worry
about	dealing	with	Ryan	later.	“You’ll	find	my	badge	taped	to	the	underneath	of
my	passenger	seat.	It’s	the	black	Charger.”



Agent	Thompson’s	 eyes	 narrow	 and	 he	 looks	 at	me	 like	 he	might	 actually	 be
entertaining	the	idea	that	I’m	not	lying.	He	looks	at	agent	Bowers	and	nudges	his
head	toward	the	door,	silently	telling	him	to	go	verify.

I	can	still	hear	Asa	in	another	room,	yelling	back	at	whoever	is	questioning	him.
He’s	 demanding	 a	 lawyer	 now.	 I	 don’t	 think	 that’s	 going	 to	 help	 him	 at	 this
point.

Agent	Thompson	 doesn’t	 ask	me	more	 questions	 once	we’re	 alone.	 I	 take	 the
opportunity	to	bring	up	Sloan.

“There’s	a	girl	in	a	bedroom	upstairs.	Can	you	make	sure	she’s	okay	when	your
partner	returns?”

Agent	 Thompson	 nods.	 “Yeah,	 we	 can	 do	 that.	 Anyone	 else	 in	 the	 house	we
should	be	aware	of?”

I	shake	my	head.	I	already	regret	outing	myself;	the	last	thing	I’m	going	to	do	is
out	Ryan.	He	can	do	that	on	his	own	time	when	he	sees	fit.	He’ll	probably	wait
until	they	have	Asa	in	custody.

I	hate	that	it	wasn’t	our	investigation	that	ended	things	for	Asa,	but	I’m	relieved
it’s	 finally	 coming	 to	 an	 end.	 For	 Sloan’s	 sake.	 Ryan,	 however,	 is	 probably
fuming	right	now.

A	moment	 later,	 the	 bedroom	door	 opens.	 I	 glance	 up	 to	 see	 if	 agent	Bowers
found	the	envelope	that	contains	my	badge.	I	see	the	open	envelope	first,	but	as
soon	 as	 I	 see	 who’s	 holding	 it,	 my	 relief	 turns	 into	 one	 big	 clusterfuck	 of
confusion	and	dread.

What	the	fuck	is	happening?

Asa’s	eyes	meet	mine.

What	the	fuck?

He	looks	down	at	the	envelope	in	his	hands	and	slaps	it	against	his	palm	twice.
He	glances	at	agent	Thompson	and	says,	“I’d	like	some	privacy	with	my	friend,
please.”



Agent	Thompson	nods	and	walks	out	of	the	room.	Before	he’s	out	the	door,	Asa
points	 at	 agent	 Thompson’s	 blue	 FBI	 jacket	 with	 the	 three	 big	 yellow	 letters
emblazoned	 across	 the	 back	 of	 it.	 “It	 looks	 so	 real,	 doesn’t	 it?”	 he	 says.	 He
glances	back	at	me.	“I	bought	them	at	the	costume	store	downtown.”	He	laughs
and	then	closes	the	door.	“The	shady	actors	were	a	little	more	expensive	than	the
jackets.”

No.

Fuck.

Fuck.

No.

I	fell	right	into	that	one.

I	can	taste	the	bile	in	the	back	of	my	throat.	I	can	feel	the	blood	trickling	out	of
my	 wrists	 as	 I	 struggle	 with	 everything	 in	 me	 to	 somehow	 get	 out	 of	 these
handcuffs.

Asa	tosses	the	envelope	containing	my	badge	onto	the	mattress,	then	he	reaches
behind	his	back	and	pulls	his	gun	out	of	his	pants.	He	takes	a	seat	on	the	edge	of
the	bed,	his	mouth	drawn	tight	in	anger.

“How’d	you	like	my	surprise?	Luke.”

I’m	 looking	 straight	 at	 him…suddenly	 aware	 that	 I’ve	 just	 made	 the	 biggest
mistake	of	my	career.	The	biggest	mistake	of	my	life.

And	all	I	can	think	about	is	Sloan.

I	squeeze	my	eyes	shut	and	all	I	see	is	Sloan.
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“Have	you	ever	seen	the	movie	Point	Break?”	I	ask	him.

Luke	is	eyeing	me	hard-his	chest	is	heaving-nostrils	flaring.	I	fucking	love	it.

He	doesn’t	answer	me.	It’s	funny	that	he’s	so	quick	to	open	his	mouth	to	brag
that	 he’s	 a	motherfucking	 cop,	 but	when	 it	 comes	 to	me,	 he	 barely	makes	 an
effort	to	converse.

“I’m	not	referring	to	the	new	piece	of	shit	remake,	Luke.	I’m	talking	about	the
original	 film	with	Keanu	Reeves	and	Patrick	Swayze.	Oh,	 and	what’s	his	 face
from	the	Red	Hot	Chili	Peppers?	The	singer?”

I	 look	 to	Luke	 to	 help	me	 out	with	 the	 guy’s	 name,	 but	 he	 doesn’t.	He’s	 just
staring	me	down.	 I	 don’t	 know	why	 I	keep	waiting	 for	him	 to	 respond.	 I	 lean
back	on	 the	bed	and	I	keep	 talking.	“There’s	a	part	 in	 the	movie	where	Keanu
Reeves	and	his	team	bust	a	drug	house.	But	what	they	don’t	realize	is	that	one	of
the	guys	who	lives	there	is	an	undercover	cop.	And	due	to	their	impatience	and
lack	 of	 planning,	 they	 ruin	 the	 entire	 fucking	 investigation	 for	 the	 poor	 guy.
Months	and	months	of	hard	work.	You	remember	that	part?”

Naturally,	 he	 doesn’t	 reply.	 He	 just	 keeps	 fidgeting	with	 the	 cuffs	 behind	 his
back,	trying	to	free	himself.

“I	was	probably	only	ten	when	I	saw	that	movie	for	the	first	time,	but	I	couldn’t
stop	thinking	about	that	part.	I	obsessed	over	it.	I	always	wondered	what	would
have	 happened	 had	 Keanu’s	 team	 only	 been	 pretending	 to	 be	 the	 FBI.	 I
wondered	 how	 that	 scene	 would	 have	 played	 out	 had	 that	 undercover	 fucker
come	 clean,	 only	 to	 find	 out	 Keanu	 wasn’t	 with	 the	 FBI	 at	 all.	 He	 was	 just
pretending	to	be	in	order	to	weed	him	out.	Talk	about	a	double	plot	twist.”

Carter’s	eyes	glance	to	the	door	like	someone	is	going	to	walk	in	and	rescue	him.
I	hate	to	break	it	to	him,	but	it’s	not	gonna	happen.



“Anyway,”	I	say,	standing	up.	“I	thought	it’d	be	worth	a	shot.	See	if	any	of	you
fuckers	were	really	stupid	enough	to	try	and	betray	me,	and	if	you	were,	maybe
you	were	stupid	enough	to	fall	for	the	double	plot	twist.”	I	tilt	my	head	and	smile
at	him.	“You	must	be	feeling	really	fucking	stupid	right	now.”

His	jaw	twitches.	So	does	mine,	because	I	have	no	idea	how	to	refer	to	him	now
and	it’s	pissing	me	off.	Carter?	Luke?	Dead?

Yes.	I’ll	refer	to	him	as	dead.

“I	mean	really	fucking	stupid,”	I	say,	laughing.	“Why	would	you	be	so	quick	to
reveal	yourself?	I’m	no	cop,	but	I’d	assume	breaking	cover	is	not	something	you
people	take	lightly.”

I	 pace	 the	 room	 several	 times,	 trying	 to	 work	 it	 over	 in	my	 own	mind.	Why
anyone	would	be	in	such	a	hurry	to	get	out	of	a	situation.	It’s	like	it	was	life	or
death	for	him.	If	he	didn’t	hurry	up	and	get	to	someone,	it’d	be	too	late.

I	slowly	sit	back	down	on	the	bed.	“Unless…”	I	glance	over	at	him.	“Unless	you
broke	 cover	 because	 you’re	 the	 kind	of	 guy	who	 lets	 your	 emotions	 rule	 your
actions.	What	do	they	call	those	kinds	of	guys?	I’m	pretty	sure	you	and	I	had	a
conversation	about	this	over	lunch	recently.”	I	glance	up	at	the	ceiling	in	mock-
thought.	“Oh	yeah,”	I	say.	“Pussies.”

He	doesn’t	laugh	at	my	joke.

That’s	probably	good,	because	it	might	have	pissed	me	off	had	he	laughed.

I	glance	over	at	the	door	and	can’t	remember	if	I	locked	it	or	not.	I	stand	up	and
go	check	it,	then	turn	around	and	face	Luke	again.	“But	the	real	question	is,	why
would	you	be	so	emotional	at	a	time	like	that?	When	you	should	be	at	the	top	of
your	 undercover	 game?	What	 could	 have	 been	 at	 the	 forefront	 of	 your	 mind
when	training	and	common	sense	should	have	won	out?”

I	 take	 five	 steps	 toward	 him,	 until	 there	 aren’t	 anymore	 steps	 to	 take.	 He
maintains	 eye	 contact	 the	 entire	 time,	 lifting	 his	 chin	 to	 hold	 his	 stare.	 “Oh.
That’s	right.	You	were	too	worried	about	my	fucking	fiancé	to	do	your	goddamn
job	 right!”	 I	 slam	my	gun	against	 the	 side	of	his	 face.	His	head	 swings	 to	 the
side.	I’m	pretty	sure	that	blow	was	hard	enough	to	knock	a	tooth	or	two	loose,
but	he	acts	like	it	doesn’t	faze	him.	He	makes	eye	contact	with	me	again,	looking



a	little	calmer	than	before	I	even	hit	him.

Motherfucker.

I	hate	 that	I	still	 like	 this	side	of	him.	The	quiet,	 introspective	side	of	him	that
doesn’t	crack	from	fear.	It’s	impressive.

Too	bad	the	only	thing	that	makes	him	crack	under	pressure	is	Sloan.

I	wonder	how	long	he’s	been	brainwashing	her?	Using	her	for	his	investigation?
He’s	probably	been	slowly	turning	her	against	me	since	the	day	they	met.

I	thought	yesterday	was	bad.	I	thought	unleashing	on	my	father	was	the	angriest
I’ve	ever	been.	But	I	was	wrong.	Boy,	was	I	wrong.

Seeing	Sloan	 look	at	him	 for	 instruction	earlier	was	by	 far	 the	 angriest	 I	have
ever	been.	Ever.	I’ve	never	wanted	to	kill	someone	like	I	wanted	to	kill	Carter	in
that	moment.	But	that	would	have	ruined	my	surprise,	so	I	had	to	remain	patient.

I	slowly	lift	my	gun	and	point	it	against	the	side	of	his	head	and	imagine	what
it’ll	be	like	when	I	finally	pull	 the	trigger.	To	watch	his	fucking	brains	splatter
all	over	the	floor.	I	wonder	how	much	damage	it	will	do	to	his	head?	Will	he	still
be	recognizable?	When	I	pull	Sloan	in	here	to	get	one	last	look	at	him,	will	she
be	able	to	tell	it’s	even	him?	Or	would	his	whole	head	explode?

I	force	myself	to	pull	the	gun	away	from	his	head	because	as	curious	as	I	am	to
see	what	it’s	going	to	be	like	when	I	kill	him,	there	are	a	few	questions	I	need
answers	to	before	that	happens.

I	squat	down	in	front	of	him	and	rest	my	arms	on	my	thighs.	“Did	you	fuck	her?”

I	know	in	this	case,	it’s	a	rhetorical	question,	because	he’d	be	stupid	to	answer	it.
But	he	hasn’t	proven	to	be	the	brightest	crayon	in	the	box	today.	“Where	were
you	 when	 you	 fucked	 her	 the	 first	 time?	 In	 my	 house?	 In	 my	 bed?	 Did	 she
come?”

He	 folds	 his	 lips	 together,	moistening	 them.	 But	 he	 still	 doesn’t	 respond.	His
silence	 is	 really	starting	 to	get	annoying.	 I	stand	and	walk	 to	 the	door,	double-
checking	that	it’s	locked.	I’m	not	even	sure	why	I	want	it	locked,	the	guys	have
the	 house	 under	 control.	One	 of	 them	was	 ordered	 to	 go	 straight	 upstairs	 and



watch	Sloan.	Four	of	them	are	split	up	between	Jon	and	Kevin,	although	I’m	not
worried	about	either	of	 them.	They’re	 too	 fucking	stupid	 to	be	cops,	but	 I	 like
the	idea	of	letting	them	shit	their	pants	for	another	ten	minutes	or	so.

I’m	still	not	sure	about	Dalton.	But	he’s	in	the	living	room	with	two	guns	to	his
head,	so	I	guess	I’ll	worry	about	him	after	I’m	finished	with	Carter.

“You	want	to	know	what	it	was	like	the	first	time	I	fucked	her?”	I	ask.

Since	 the	second	I	walked	 in	here,	he	finally	responds	 to	one	of	my	questions.
He	 barely	 shakes	 his	 head	 back	 and	 forth,	 twice.	 It’s	 so	 unnoticeable;	 I	 don’t
think	he	even	realizes	he	did	it.	He	must	really	not	want	to	know	what	it	was	like
the	first	time	I	fucked	her.

Well	too	bad,	Carter.	I’m	gonna	tell	you	all	about	it	anyway.

I	sit	on	 the	bed	again,	but	 this	 time	I	sit	all	 the	way	back	until	 I’m	against	 the
headboard.	I	cross	my	feet	and	rest	the	gun	on	my	thigh.	“She	was	eighteen,”	I
tell	him.	“Innocent.	Untouched.	Poor	girl	had	been	taking	care	of	her	brother	for
so	 long	 she	never	even	had	 the	chance	 to	be	a	kid.	To	go	out,	 to	have	 fun,	 to
experience	guys.	Would	you	believe	 it	 if	 I	 told	you	 I’m	 the	 first	guy	 she	ever
kissed?”

He’s	staring	ahead	now,	refusing	to	look	at	me.	I	can	see	the	veins	in	his	neck
bulging.	 I	 smile	 and	 get	 even	 more	 detailed	 with	 my	 story	 because	 I	 like
watching	him	squirm.

“She	wasn’t	inexperienced	because	she	was	shy,	let	me	make	that	clear	up	front.
She	was	inexperienced	because	she	didn’t	trust	easily.	Grew	up	with	a	pathetic
mother,	didn’t	even	know	her	father.	So	when	I	came	into	the	picture,	she	didn’t
know	what	 to	 think.	Didn’t	 have	 any	exes	 to	 compare	me	 to,	 so	 I	 didn’t	 have
anything	to	live	up	to.	Nothing	to	outdo.	I	just	knew	if	I	was	better	to	her	than
her	own	parents	had	ever	been,	she’d	think	she	was	blessed.	And	I	was,	Carter.	I
was	so	fucking	good	to	her.

“Thankfully,	 she	wasn’t	 the	 type	 of	 girl	who	wanted	 to	 take	 things	 slow.	The
first	time	I	took	her	on	a	date,	I	kissed	her	before	we	even	got	to	the	restaurant.
Pushed	her	against	a	brick	wall	 in	some	alley	and	she	 liked	 it	 so	much,	 it	was
like	she	wanted	to	drown	on	my	fucking	saliva.”



Fucking	hell.	My	dick	is	hard	now	just	thinking	about	it.

“I	 had	 been	 to	 that	 particular	 restaurant	 before,	 so	 I	 knew	 the	 perfect	 time	 of
night	to	take	her	so	that	it	wouldn’t	be	crowded.	And	I	knew	the	perfect	table	to
request	so	that	we’d	have	privacy.	She	couldn’t	keep	her	hands	off	me	after	we
sat	down.	It	was	like	I	unleashed	this	need	in	her	that	I	didn’t	even	know	girls
were	capable	of	feeling.	And	it	made	me	want	to	bend	her	over	the	table,	lift	her
dress	up	and	fuck	her	right	on	top	of	the	appetizers.

“I’ll	never	forget	that	dress.	It	was	a	cute	little	white	dress	with	tiny	straps	and
yellow	 flowers	 all	 over	 it.	 It	 felt	 like	 silk	 in	 my	 hands	 and	 I	 couldn’t	 stop
touching	it.	She	wore	these	white	sandals	that	showed	off	her	pink	toes,	and	she
had	slipped	the	shoes	off	at	some	point	during	dinner.	I	fucking	loved	it.	Are	you
a	foot	guy,	Luke?”

He’s	 staring	 at	me	now.	Not	 sure	when	 that	 happened,	 but	 he	doesn’t	 look	 as
calm	as	he	did	right	after	I	hit	him.

I	was	right.	This	is	the	only	subject	that	breaks	him.	I	smile	and	keep	going.

“The	whole	 time	we	ate,	 I	 charmed	her.	Told	her	how	beautiful	 she	was,	how
special	 she	 was.	 How	 what	 she	 was	 doing	 for	 her	 brother	 was	 the	 most
compassionate	 thing	I’d	ever	witnessed.	And	the	whole	 time	I	was	feeding	her
exactly	what	she	needed	to	hear,	my	hand	was	slowly	inching	up	her	thigh.	By
the	time	they	brought	the	dessert	menu,	I	had	already	slipped	my	hand	under	her
panties	.	The	waiter	had	barely	disappeared	when	my	finger	went	inside	of	her.

I	blow	out	a	breath,	trying	to	control	my	pulse.	I	can’t	even	fucking	think	about
it	without	getting	worked	up.	“It’ll	be	difficult	describing	what	happened	next,
because	you	just	had	to	fucking	be	there.	But	I’m	going	to	try.”

I	sit	up	on	the	bed	and	run	the	gun	across	my	cheek.	“Her	pussy…holy	fuck.	It
was	 the	 warmest,	 wettest,	 tightest	 thing	 I’d	 ever	 touched.	 I	 wanted	 to	 crawl
under	 the	 table	 and	 bury	 my	 mouth	 against	 it.	 And	 she	 was	 so	 fucking
responsive.	 I	guess	never	having	been	 touched	by	a	guy	before,	 that’s	natural.
But	 there	was	something	magical…something	spiritual	 that	happened	 inside	of
me	when	the	tips	of	my	fingers	touched	her	perfectly	in-tact	hymen.

“Her	very	first	orgasm	hit	her	in	the	back	of	that	Indian	restaurant	with	the	taste
of	curry	on	her	tongue,	my	hand	up	her	dress,	my	fingers	deep	inside	of	her.	It



was	beautiful.	Fucking	beautiful.”

I	sigh	at	the	memory,	then	laugh	when	I	realize	I	never	even	got	to	the	good	part.

“I	had	to	have	her.	I	needed	to	fuck	through	that	hymen	until	she	bled	all	over
me,	so	I	drove	her	straight	back	to	my	place.	But	of	course	after	we	made	out	for
half	an	hour,	she	asked	me	to	wait.	Said	we	were	moving	too	fast.	But	I	had	to
have	 her,	 Luke.	 I	 couldn’t	 fucking	 breathe.	 So	 I	 cuddled	 with	 her	 for	 two
goddamn	hours.	Waited	until	the	middle	of	the	night,	and	then	I	started	kissing
her.	Touching	her.	Running	my	tongue	up	and	down	her	clit,	working	her	up	in
her	 sleep	 so	 that	when	 she	 finally	 did	wake	 up,	 she’d	 be	 begging	 for	 it.	 And
that’s	exactly	what	happened.	She	woke	up	with	my	head	between	her	legs	and
within	ten	seconds,	she	was	begging	me	for	it.	The	first	night,	Luke.	She	had	just
gone	on	her	first	official	date.	Just	had	her	first	kiss.	Her	first	orgasm.	And	then
like	 the	 miracle	 that	 it	 was,	 I	 was	 easing	 inside	 of	 her,	 watching	 her	 wince,
feeling	her	stretch	around	me.	I	put	my	hand	on	her	stomach	because	I	wanted	to
feel	the	pop	when	I	shoved	inside	of	her.	She	screamed	when	it	happened.	It	was
kind	 of	 unexpected	 for	 her,	 the	 way	 I	 just	 shoved	 inside	 of	 her	 and	 took	 her
while	she	was	still	half	asleep.	I	don’t	 think	she	really	truly	woke	up	until	 that
moment.	And	 then	I	 started	 fucking	her.	Hard.	So	hard,	Luke.	 I	had	never	 felt
like	I	wanted	to	be	a	part	of	someone;	inside	of	someone	with	more	than	just	my
dick.	I	just	kept	thrusting,	because	for	some	reason,	it	didn’t	feel	like	I’d	ever	get
deep	 enough.	The	marks	 left	 by	my	headboard	 against	 the	wall	 are	 still	 there,
actually.	I	might	show	them	to	you	before	I	kill	you.”

I	stand	up	and	rub	a	hand	down	my	face.	“For	two	years	I	still	think	about	that
night.	About	what	it	felt	like	being	the	first	person	inside	of	her.	The	first	person
to	make	her	come.	The	first	person	to	make	her	scream	out	a	name.	And	every
time	 I	 look	 at	 her,	 I	 love	 her	 a	 little	 bit	 more	 knowing	 that	 what	 happened
between	us	will	always	be	sacred.	That	I’ll	get	all	those	firsts	and	all	those	lasts.
That	she	would	never	allow	another	man	to	kiss	her.	To	touch	her.	To	slide	his
dick	inside	of	her	and	fucking	ruin	her	for	me.”

I	calmly	walk	over	 to	Luke	and	squat	 in	 front	of	him	again.	“If	 I	 find	out	you
took	 all	 that	 from	me,	Luke,	 she’ll	 be	worthless	 to	me.	Excuse	me	while	 I	 go
upstairs	 to	 retrieve	 her.	 I	 think	 the	 three	 of	 us	 need	 to	 have	 a	 serious
conversation.”

I	send	two	of	the	fuckers	back	inside	to	keep	an	eye	on	Luke	while	I	run	upstairs



to	retrieve	my	Sloan.



	SLOAN-40

	

Sloan

The	 first	 thing	 I	 did	 after	 running	 upstairs	 to	 my	 bedroom	 was	 run	 to	 my
nightstand	for	my	phone.	It	wasn’t	there.	I	looked	on	the	floor,	the	bed,	under	the
bed.

And	then	I	remember	Asa	running	up	here	right	before	dinner.

The	bastard	hid	my	phone.

As	 soon	as	 I	heard	 the	 shouting	 from	downstairs,	 the	 scuffling,	 the	 crashes…I
ran	 to	my	closet	 to	hide.	Less	 than	 ten	seconds	 later,	 someone	pounded	on	 the
door.	When	I	heard	the	words,	“FBI,	open	up!”	I	was	filled	with	relief.

I	 crawled	out	 of	 the	 closet	 and	 swung	open	 the	door,	 but	 I	 immediately	knew
something	wasn’t	right.	The	agent	shoved	me	into	the	bedroom	and	slammed	the
door	 behind	me,	 pointing	 a	 gun	 at	me.	He	 ordered	me	 on	 the	 bed	 and	 hasn’t
allowed	me	to	move	or	speak	since	he	walked	in.

It’s	 been	 a	 while	 now.	 Too	 long.	 I	 can	 sometimes	 make	 out	 the	 sounds	 of
Dalton’s	voice.	Sometimes	Jon	or	Kevin’s.

But	not	Asa’s.

And	not	Luke’s.

My	 stomach	 coils	 at	 the	 idea	 that	 Asa	 has	 anything	 to	 do	 with	 this.	 But	 it
wouldn’t	 be	 the	 first	 time	he’s	 concocted	 a	 ridiculously	 elaborate	 scheme.	 It’s
becoming	his	forte.

“Am	I	under	arrest?”	I	ask	the	agent.

He	remains	in	front	of	the	door,	but	doesn’t	answer	my	question.

“If	I’m	not	under	arrest,	I’d	like	to	go	downstairs.”



He	shakes	his	head	no.

Fuck	this	guy.

I	stand	up	and	try	to	walk	around	him,	but	he	grabs	my	arm	and	tosses	me	back
toward	 the	 bed.	 That’s	 when	 I	 know	 for	 sure	 something	 isn’t	 right	 with	 this
whole	situation.	I	jump	back	up	and	attempt	it	again.	“Help!”	I	scream,	hoping	to
get	someone	else’s	attention	in	the	house.

He	slaps	his	hand	over	my	mouth	and	shoves	me	against	the	wall.	“I	suggest	you
shut	your	mouth	and	sit	back	down	on	the	bed.”

I	stomp	on	his	foot,	knowing	I’m	just	making	things	worse	for	myself.	But	I’m
tired	 of	 not	 fighting	 back.	 His	 hands	 meet	 my	 shoulders	 and	 he	 shoves	 me
against	the	wall	so	hard	my	head	slams	against	it.	I	wince	and	try	to	pull	a	hand
up	to	my	head,	but	he	grabs	my	wrists	and	shoves	them	at	my	sides.

“You’re	 a	 feisty	 little	 thing,”	 he	 says,	 smiling	 like	 that’s	 something	 that’s
supposed	to	turn	him	on.

Where	the	fuck	did	this	guy	come	from?	The	same	womb	as	Jon?

“Help!”	I	scream	again.

This	 time	he	 shakes	his	head	and	says,	“Don’t	know	how	 to	keep	your	mouth
shut,	do	you?”	He	presses	his	 lips	against	mine	and	I	 fucking	hate	men.	 I	hate
them.	I	hate	them!

My	eyes	are	wide	open	as	I	try	to	keep	my	lips	pressed	together	against	the	force
of	 his	 tongue.	 I’m	 looking	 over	 the	 guy’s	 shoulder,	 struggling	 to	 free	myself
from	him,	when	the	bedroom	door	swings	open.

I’m	both	horrified	and	relieved	to	see	that	it’s	Asa.

What	in	the	hell	is	going	on?

His	 eyes	 scan	 the	 room	 and	 then	 land	 on	 us-on	 the	 guy	 who’s	 still	 trying	 to
penetrate	my	mouth	with	his	tongue.	There’s	a	hand	now	working	its	way	up	my
shirt.	I	realize	what	a	fucked	up	world	I	live	in	when	I	catch	myself	praying	that
Asa	comes	to	my	rescue,	but	also	fearing	for	the	moment	I’m	safe	with	him.



Asa	doesn’t	 even	 take	 two	 seconds	 to	process	what	he’s	 seeing.	His	 eyes	 turn
heated	with	rage.	“I	gave	you	one	fucking	job,	asshole!”	he	yells,	striding	toward
us.	Just	when	the	guy	releases	me	and	begins	 to	spin	around,	Asa	 lifts	his	gun
and	presses	it	to	the	top	of	the	guy’s	head.	“One	fucking	job!”

Ringing.

I	can’t	hear	anything	over	the	ringing	in	my	ears.	The	sting	of	liquid	in	my	eyes
—on	my	face.	I	cover	my	ears	with	my	hands	and	squeeze	my	eyes	shut.

No,	that	did	not	just	happen.

No,	no,	no.

I	hear	the	guy	fall	to	the	floor	and	I	have	to	step	to	the	side	to	get	my	left	foot	out
from	under	him.	“No,	Asa.	No,	no,	no,”	I	repeat,	my	hands	still	over	my	ears,	my
eyes	still	shut.

“He	 probably	 thought	 you	 were	 a	 whore,	 Sloan,”	 he	 says,	 grabbing	 my	 arm.
“Can	you	blame	him?”

Asa	yanks	me	forward	and	I	trip	over	the	guy	on	the	floor.	Asa	doesn’t	let	go	of
my	arm	as	he	drags	me	to	my	feet	and	yanks	me	toward	the	door.

My	 eyes	 are	 still	 closed.	 I	 think	 I	 might	 be	 screaming,	 because	 my	 throat	 is
stinging,	but	I	can’t	tell	if	that’s	me	or	the	ringing	in	my	ears.	I’m	suddenly	lifted
up	into	the	air	and	thrown	over	his	shoulder.

He	carries	me	down	the	stairs	and	the	last	ten	seconds	replays	over	again	in	my
head.

This	is	not	happening.

Seconds	later,	he	lays	me	down	on	a	bed.	I’m	still	too	scared	to	open	my	eyes.
Several	moments	 pass	 and	 I	 can	 feel	my	 chest	 pulling	 for	 air.	 I	 gasp	 between
tears	as	Asa’s	voice	comes	at	me	from	inches	above	me.

“Sloan,	look	at	me.”

I	slowly	open	my	eyes	and	look	up	at	him.	He’s	kneeling	over	me	on	the	bed,



touching	my	 face,	 smoothing	 back	my	 hair.	 There	 are	 specks	 of	 blood	 on	 his
face-across	his	neck.

I	 look	 into	his	eyes	and	his	pupils	have	overtaken	everything.	Two	huge	black
irisis	 stare	 back	 down	 at	me	 and	 it	 sends	 a	 shiver	 over	my	 already	 trembling
body.

“Sloan,”	he	whispers,	still	smoothing	his	hand	over	my	hair.	I	try	to	look	around
the	 room,	but	he	grabs	my	 jaw	and	 forces	my	eyes	back	 to	his.	 “Baby,	 I	have
some	really	bad	news.”

I	don’t	 think	my	heart	can	take	whatever	 it	 is	he’s	about	 to	say.	I’m	afraid	if	I
open	my	mouth	to	respond	to	him,	I’ll	puke.

“I	know	about	you	and	Luke.”

My	heart	crashes	to	a	halt	at	that	name.	I	fight	back	the	flood	of	tears	attempting
to	return.	He	called	him	Luke.

How	does	he	know	his	name	is	Luke?

I	muster	every	ounce	of	strength	I	can	find	and	I	use	it	 to	play	dumb.	“Who	is
Luke?”

His	eyes	scroll	over	my	face.	His	pupils	contract	and	then	expand	again.	A	slow
smile	spreads	across	his	face	and	then	he	presses	his	lips	to	my	forehead.	“That’s
what	I	thought,”	he	whispers,	pulling	away	from	me.	“It’s	not	your	fault,	Sloan.
He	 brainwashed	 you.	 Tried	 to	 turn	 you	 against	 me.	 But	 his	 name	 isn’t	 even
Carter,	baby.	It’s	Luke.	Ask	him	yourself.”	He	slips	his	hand	under	my	back	and
pushes	me	up	until	I’m	sitting	on	the	bed.

I’m	suddenly	face-to-face	with	my	worst	nightmare.

Luke	is	sitting	at	a	desk	chair,	his	hands	cuffed	behind	his	back.	The	agony	on
his	face	speaks	volumes	of	what	he	thinks	about	our	predicament.

No.

Asa	is	watching	me,	waiting	for	my	reaction.	I	try	to	control	it-to	hide	my	fear,
my	heartache,	my	own	agony.	But	knowing	we’re	both	at	the	hands	of	Asa	right



now	leaves	little	strength	for	pretending.

Don’t	react.	Don’t	react.	Don’t	react.

I	repeat	these	words	in	my	head	while	Luke	speaks	the	same	silent	words	to	me
with	his	eyes.

That’s	what	Asa	wants.	A	reaction.	I	do	whatever	I	can	to	not	give	him	the	one
he	 expects.	 He’s	 standing	 now,	 so	 I	 look	 up	 at	 him	 with	 the	 most	 innocent
expression	I’m	capable	of	right	now.	“Asa,	what	are	you	talking	about?	Why	is
Carter	handcuffed?”

He	stares	down	at	me	like	he’s	disappointed.	Like	he	expected	me	to	come	out
and	say	I	knew	Luke	was	undercover,	or	in	the	least,	that	I’m	sleeping	with	him.
He	 smirks.	 “You	 still	 think	 I’m	 stupid,	 Sloan?”	His	 eyes	 slowly	 slide	 over	 to
Luke.	“So	I	guess	it’s	okay	if	I	do	this	then,	huh?”	He	lifts	his	gun	and	strides
toward	him,	just	like	he	did	in	the	second	before	he	shot	the	guy	upstairs.

I	immediately	jump	up,	grab	his	arm	and	scream,	“No!	Asa,	No!”

He	doesn’t	shoot	him.

Instead,	the	hand	that’s	holding	his	gun	swings	around	and	hits	me	so	hard,	I	fly
back	 onto	 the	 bed.	 He	 didn’t	 even	 need	 me	 to	 admit	 what	 was	 happening
between	me	and	Luke.	My	reaction	just	gave	it	away.

He’s	on	top	of	me	now,	gripping	my	wrists,	pressing	his	forehead	to	the	side	of
my	head.	“Sloan,	no,”	he	says,	his	voice	instantly	strained.	“No,	no,	baby.”	He
pulls	back	and	his	eyes	are	full	of	hurt.	“He	was	inside	you?	You	let	him	inside
you?”

I’m	crying	too	hard	to	admit	it.	I’m	crying	too	hard	to	deny	it.

His	 entire	 face	 pulls	 into	 a	 grimace,	 as	 if	 he	 thinks	 this	 is	 the	 absolute	worst
thing	 that	 could	possibly	be	happening	 right	now.	He	 just	 shot	 a	guy	upstairs,
and	he’s	more	upset	that	I	might	have	cheated	on	him?

I	turn	my	head	to	the	side	and	squeeze	my	eyes	shut.

This	is	it.



This	is	how	I’m	going	to	die.

Asa	buries	his	head	in	the	crevice	of	my	neck	and	shoulder	and	mutters,	“I	can’t
remember	if	I	locked	the	door.”

When	he	crawls	off	me,	I	try	to	process	what	he	just	said,	but	it	was	so	random
and	my	pulse	is	racing	too	fast	to	process	thoughts,	I	don’t	even	know	what	to
think.	As	he’s	walking	toward	the	door,	I	turn	my	head	to	find	Luke.	His	hands
are	cuffed	behind	his	back	around	the	desk	chair.	But	he	quickly	stands,	slipping
his	arms	up	and	over	the	back	of	the	chair,	and	then	he	sits	down	again,	this	time
with	 his	 arms	 directly	 behind	 his	 back	 without	 the	 barrier	 of	 the	 chair.	 It	 all
happens	so	fast,	it	takes	me	a	second	to	realize	that	he’s	not	even	cuffed	to	the
chair.

Asa	must	not	realize	this	or	he’d	never	turn	his	back	to	him.

My	eyes	flick	to	the	door	and	Asa	is	locking	it.	My	eyes	flick	back	to	Luke’s	and
he’s	shaking	his	head,	warning	me	to	stay	calm.	He	can’t	bring	his	thumb	to	his
lip,	but	he’s	biting	it,	running	his	teeth	across	it.

I	tug	at	a	strand	of	my	hair,	just	as	Asa	rests	his	back	against	the	bedroom	door.
He	places	his	gun	 flat	 against	his	 cheek	and	 looks	 straight	 at	Luke.	 “I	 already
told	you	about	the	first	time	I	fucked	her,”	he	says.	“It’s	your	turn.”

	



	Asa-41

	

SEVERAL	YEARS	EARLIER

Asa

My	Dad	is	standing	at	the	window,	watching	for	the	men.

He	watches	 for	 them	all	 the	 time.	He	 tells	me	 if	 they	 find	 out	where	we	 live,
they’ll	 shoot	 him.	 Then	 they’ll	 shoot	my	mom	 and	 then	 they’ll	 shoot	me.	He
says	 after	 they	 shoot	 us,	 the	men	 probably	won’t	 even	 tell	 the	 police.	 They’ll
leave	 us	 all	 here	 and	 our	 bodies	 will	 rot	 inside	 this	 house	 and	 the	 mice	 and
roaches	will	eat	them.

“Asa!”	 he	 yells	 from	 the	window,	 pointing	 at	 the	 front	 door.	 “Check	 the	 door
again!”

I	already	checked	it	for	him	two	times,	but	he	never	believes	me	that	it’s	locked.
He	says,	“Check	the	door	again,”	every	time	he	looks	out	the	window.

I	don’t	know	why	some	days	he	 thinks	 the	men	are	coming	for	him	and	some
days	he	doesn’t	care.	I	slide	off	the	couch	and	crawl	to	the	door.	My	legs	work,
so	I	could	walk	to	the	door	just	fine,	but	sometimes	I’m	scared	if	the	men	show
up,	they’ll	shoot	me,	so	I	crawl	when	I	pass	the	big	window.

I	check	the	door.	“It’s	locked.”

My	Daddy	looks	at	me	and	smiles.	“Thank	you,	son.”

I	hate	it	when	he	calls	me	son.	The	only	time	he	calls	me	son	is	when	he’s	scared
of	the	men	who	are	going	to	shoot	him	and	then	my	mom	and	then	me.	When
he’s	scared,	he’s	really	nice	to	me	and	makes	me	help	him	do	things,	like	push
the	 couch	 against	 the	door	 and	unplug	 all	 the	 things	 that	 have	 electricity.	 I’ve
been	helping	him	a	lot	today	and	he	keeps	calling	me	son.	I	like	it	better	when	he
doesn’t	call	me	anything	and	he	just	sits	in	his	chair	all	day.

I	crawl	back	to	the	couch,	but	before	I	make	it	there,	I	feel	my	dad	squeeze	my



arm.	“They’re	here,	Asa!”	he	whispers.	He	pulls	me	to	my	feet	and	says,	“You
have	to	go	hide!”

My	heart	beats	real	fast	inside	my	chest	and	I	nod.

My	dad	is	scared	of	the	men	a	lot,	but	they’ve	never	actually	shown	up	before.	I
look	out	 the	big	window	while	he	pulls	me	across	 the	 living	room,	but	 I	don’t
see	anyone.	I	don’t	see	the	men.

My	dad	 pulls	me	 out	 the	 back	 door	 and	 down	 the	 steps.	He	 kneels	 down	 and
grabs	my	shoulders.	“Asa,	hide	under	the	house	and	stay	there	until	I	come	get
you.”

I	 shake	 my	 head.	 “I	 don’t	 want	 to.”	 It’s	 dark	 under	 there	 and	 once	 I	 saw	 a
scorpion.

“You	don’t	have	a	choice!”	he	whispers	real	loud.	“Don’t	come	out	until	I	come
for	you	or	they’ll	kill	all	of	us!”

He	pushes	me	toward	the	opening	that	leads	under	the	house.	I	fall	to	my	knees
and	my	hands	sink	into	the	mud.	I	don’t	look	behind	me.	I	crawl	as	far	as	I	can
so	the	men	don’t	see	me.

I	pull	my	knees	up	to	my	chest	and	I	try	to	be	quiet	when	I	cry	so	the	men	don’t
hear	me.

***

I	got	really	cold	and	hungry	and	cried	until	the	sun	came	back	up.	But	my	daddy
said	not	to	move,	so	I	didn’t.	I	still	haven’t	moved.	I	hope	he	doesn’t	get	mad,
but	I	peed	on	myself	while	I	was	sleeping.	I	haven’t	peed	on	myself	while	I	was
asleep	 since	 before	 my	 last	 birthday.	 If	 the	 men	 haven’t	 killed	 him	 yet,	 he’s
going	to	be	so	mad	at	me	for	what	happened.

I	can	hear	them	walking	around	inside	the	house.	I	don’t	know	if	they	killed	my
Dad.	My	Mom	was	 in	 the	bedroom	where	 she	 stays	most	of	 the	 time,	 so	 they
might	have	even	killed	her,	too,	if	they	found	her.

But	 they	didn’t	kill	me,	because	 I	did	exactly	what	my	dad	said.	 I	 stayed	here
and	I’m	not	moving	until	he	comes	for	me.



Or	until	the	men	are	gone.

***

I	got	really	cold	and	hungry	and	cried	until	the	sun	went	down	again.	But	I	still
didn’t	 move.	 My	 daddy	 said	 not	 to,	 so	 I	 didn’t.	 But	 my	 legs	 don’t	 feel	 like
they’re	 a	 part	 of	my	 body	 anymore.	My	 eyes	 keep	 closing.	 I’m	 not	 so	 thirsty
anymore	because	there	was	a	little	water	coming	out	of	a	pipe	next	to	me	and	I
put	my	mouth	on	it	and	drank	some	of	it.

I	think	the	men	killed	my	mom	and	dad,	because	it’s	real	quiet	in	my	house	now.
I	haven’t	heard	the	men	walk	around	since	the	sun	came	up,	so	maybe	they	left.

I	know	my	dad	said	not	to	move,	but	if	my	dad	were	still	alive,	he	would	have
been	back	to	get	me.

But	he	never	came	back.

I	crawl	out	from	under	the	house.	It’s	real	dark	out	now,	so	that	means	I’ve	been
under	 the	house	for	more	 than	an	entire	day	now.	I	don’t	 think	the	men	would
kill	my	mom	and	dad	and	then	stay	at	our	house	for	more	than	a	whole	day,	so	I
think	that	means	they’re	probably	gone	now	and	it’s	safe	for	me	to	go	inside.

When	I	try	to	stand	up,	I	fall	back	down.	My	legs	are	tingly	and	my	fingers	hurt.
I	crawl	up	the	back	stairs	and	that’s	when	I	realize	my	clothes	have	mud	all	over
them.	I’m	scared	to	get	the	floor	dirty.	I	try	to	wipe	some	of	it	on	the	rug,	but	I
just	keep	spreading	it	around	on	my	clothes.

I	grab	the	door	handle	and	pull	myself	up.	I	still	can’t	feel	my	legs	very	well,	but
they’re	working	now.	When	I	open	the	door	and	walk	into	the	house,	I	can	see
my	father’s	dead	body.	It’s	in	the	recliner	in	the	living	room.

I	hold	my	breath.	I’ve	never	seen	a	dead	body	before	and	I	really	don’t	want	to
see	 one	 now,	 but	 I	 know	 I	 have	 to	make	 sure	 it’s	my	 dad	 and	 not	 the	men.	 I
tiptoe	into	the	living	room	and	I’m	so	scared,	it	feels	like	my	heart	is	beating	in
my	neck.

When	I	 reach	his	chair,	 I	 take	a	deep	breath	and	 then	step	around	 it	 to	 look	at
him.	 I’m	 a	 little	 surprised	 to	 see	 that	 dead	 people	 don’t	 really	 look	 all	 that
different	from	the	people	who	are	still	alive.



I	thought	he’d	have	blood	all	over	him,	or	be	a	different	color-like	a	ghost.	But
he	still	looks	the	same.

I	 lift	my	finger	 to	 touch	his	cheek.	 I	heard	dead	people	are	colder	 than	people
who	are	alive,	so	I	press	the	tip	of	my	finger	into	his	cheek	to	see	what	his	skin
feels	like.

His	 hand	 goes	 around	my	 wrist	 and	 he	 squeezes	 it.	 His	 eye	 pop	 open	 and	 it
scares	me	so	bad,	I	scream.

My	dad’s	eyes	are	real	mean	when	he	looks	down	at	my	clothes.	“Where	the	hell
have	you	been,	boy?	You’re	filthy!”

I	thought	he	was	dead.

He’s	not	dead.

“Under	the	house	where	you	told	me	to	go	yesterday.	You	said	you’d	come	get
me.”

He	 squeezes	 my	 wrist	 real	 tight	 and	 he	 leans	 forward	 and	 says,	 “Don’t	 ever
fucking	wake	me	 up	 from	 a	 nap	 again,	 you	 little	 bastard!	 Now	 go	 get	 in	 the
shower,	you	smell	like	a	goddamn	sewer!”

He	pushes	me	away	from	him.	I	step	back,	still	confused	how	he’s	alive.

I	thought	the	men	came.	I	thought	they	killed	him.

He	squeezes	the	back	of	my	neck	and	shoves	me	until	I	stumble	out	of	the	living
room.	He	said	he	would	come	get	me,	but	I	don’t	 think	he	even	remembered	I
was	under	the	house.

I	can	feel	my	eyes	start	to	get	warm,	so	I	run	out	of	the	living	room.	I	can’t	cry	in
front	of	my	dad	or	he’ll	get	really	mad.

I	walk	down	the	hallway	toward	the	bathroom	,	but	really	all	I	want	to	do	is	eat
something.	My	 stomach	 has	 never	 been	 this	 hungry	 before.	When	 I	 pass	 the
bedroom	where	my	mom	stays	most	of	the	day,	her	door	is	open.	She’s	asleep	in
her	bed,	so	I	walk	inside	her	bedroom	to	ask	her	if	I	can	have	something	to	eat.	I
shake	her	 and	 try	 to	wake	her	 up,	 but	 she	 just	 groans	 and	 rolls	 over.	 “Let	me



sleep,	Asa,”	she	says.

I	don’t	like	how	much	she	sleeps.	She	says	she	can’t	sleep	very	well	on	her	own,
so	she	takes	lots	of	pills	that	help	her	sleep	better.	She	says	the	white	ones	are	for
the	nighttime,	but	she	takes	them	when	the	sun	is	up	sometimes.	I’ve	seen	her	do
it.

She	has	some	yellow	ones,	but	she	says	those	are	her	special	pills.	She	says	she
saves	those	for	the	days	when	she	wants	to	go	somewhere	else	in	her	mind.

I	look	at	her	bottle	of	pills	and	I	wonder	if	she	would	notice	if	I	stole	one	of	the
yellow	ones.	Because	I	want	to	go	somewhere	else	in	my	mind.	I	don’t	want	my
mind	to	be	inside	this	house	anymore.

I	pick	up	her	bottle	of	yellow	pills	and	I	try	and	try,	but	I	can’t	get	them	open.
I’m	not	 very	good	 at	 reading	because	 I’m	only	 in	 the	 first	 grade,	 but	 I	 finally
figure	out	that	the	lid	says	I	have	to	push	down	and	then	twist	it	open.

When	I	do	 that,	 it	opens	 this	 time.	 I	 look	at	my	mom	but	she’s	still	 facing	 the
other	way.	I	hurry	up	and	take	one	of	her	yellow	pills	and	I	put	it	in	my	mouth
and	chew	it.	My	face	crinkles	up	because	it’s	the	grossest	thing	I’ve	ever	eaten.
It’s	real	bitter	and	makes	my	mouth	dry.	I	take	a	drink	of	my	mom’s	water	so	I
can	wash	it	down.

I	hope	she’s	right.	I	hope	this	pill	takes	me	somewhere	else	in	my	mind,	because
I’m	getting	really	tired	of	being	in	this	family.

I	put	the	lid	back	on	the	bottle	and	I	sneak	out	of	my	mom’s	room.	By	the	time	I
get	to	the	bathroom	to	take	a	shower,	my	legs	already	feel	like	they	aren’t	mine
again.

So	do	my	arms.	My	arms	feel	like	they’re	floating	in	the	air.

I	look	in	the	mirror	after	I	turn	the	water	in	the	shower	on,	because	it	feels	like
my	hair	is	growing.	It	doesn’t	look	longer,	though.	It	looks	the	same.	But	I	can
feel	it	growing.

My	toes	start	to	tingle	just	like	my	legs.	I	feel	like	I’m	about	to	fall	down,	so	I
hurry	up	and	sit	down	in	the	bathtub.	I	forget	to	take	my	clothes	off,	but	that’s
okay	because	my	clothes	are	really	dirty.	I	think	my	clothes	need	the	water,	too.



I	wonder	how	long	I	was	under	the	house	for.	I	probably	missed	a	day	of	school.
I	don’t	really	like	school	 that	much,	but	I	really	wanted	to	go	today	so	I	could
see	what	Brady’s	mom	packed	him	for	lunch.

Brady	sits	next	to	me	at	the	lunch	table	and	he	brings	a	lunch	box	every	day.	One
time	his	mom	packed	him	a	piece	of	coconut	cake.	He	doesn’t	like	coconut	cake,
so	he	told	me	I	could	have	it.	It	was	so	good.	I	went	home	and	told	my	mom	how
good	it	was,	but	she	still	hasn’t	bought	me	coconut	cake.

Sometimes	Brady’s	mom	writes	notes	and	puts	them	inside	of	his	lunchbox.	He
reads	them	all	to	us	and	he	laughs	because	he	thinks	they’re	dumb.	I	never	laugh,
though.	I	don’t	think	the	notes	are	dumb.

One	time	I	saw	one	of	the	notes	he	threw	in	the	trash	and	I	picked	it	up.	It	said,
“Dear	Brady.	I	love	you!	Have	a	great	day	at	school!”

I	tore	the	top	of	the	note	off	that	had	Brady’s	name	on	it	and	I	kept	it.	I	pretended
my	mother	wrote	it	for	me	and	sometimes	I	would	read	it.	But	that	was	a	long
time	ago	and	I	lost	the	note	recently.	That’s	why	I	wanted	to	go	to	school	today
because	if	Brady	had	another	note	from	his	mom,	I	wanted	to	steal	it	and	pretend
it	was	for	me	again.

I	wonder	how	it	would	feel	to	have	someone	say	those	words	to	me.

I	love	you!

No	one	has	ever	said	that	to	me.

I	 feel	 dizzy.	 It	 feels	 like	my	 head	 is	 floating	 on	 the	 ceiling	 and	my	 eyes	 are
looking	down	at	my	body,	sitting	in	the	bathtub.	I	wonder	if	this	is	why	my	mom
likes	the	yellow	pills?	Because	it	makes	her	feel	like	the	important	parts	of	her
are	floating	high	in	the	air	where	no	one	can	reach	her?

I	 close	my	 eyes	 and	whisper,	 “I	 love	 you,”	 to	 no	 one	while	 I	 float	 in	 the	 air.
Someday	 I’ll	 find	 someone	and	 I’ll	make	 them	 like	me	enough	 to	want	 to	 say
those	words	to	me.	I	want	it	to	be	a	girl.	A	pretty	girl.	One	my	dad	doesn’t	think
is	a	whore.

That	would	be	nice.	Maybe	she’ll	love	me	enough	to	make	me	coconut	cake.	I
really	like	coconut	cake.



If	I	ever	find	a	girl	who	says	those	words	to	me	and	makes	me	coconut	cake,	I’ll
keep	 her.	 I	won’t	 throw	 her	 away	 like	Brady	 throws	 away	 the	 notes	 from	 his
mom.

I’ll	 keep	her	 forever	 and	 I’ll	 never	 let	 her	 leave	me.	 I’ll	make	her	 tell	me	 she
loves	me	every	single	day.

“I	love	you,	Asa,”	she’ll	promise	me.	“I’ll	never	leave	you.”

	



	ASA-42

	

Asa

I’ve	never	killed	anyone	before.	Not	until	just	a	few	minutes	ago	when	I	shot	the
guy	upstairs	for	trying	to	take	what	wasn’t	his.

I’m	still	not	sure	how	I	feel.

I	 should	 probably	 be	 worried,	 because	 murder	 comes	 with	 repercussions.	 I
should	also	be	pissed,	because	as	soon	as	 I	 shot	 the	guy	and	pulled	Sloan	 into
this	room,	the	rest	of	those	fuckers	I	hired	scrambled	like	eggs.

I	guess	they’re	scared	I’ll	shoot	them,	too.

I	suppose	I	am	a	little	worried	about	the	repercussions	and	all	that	shit.	Normally
when	a	gun	is	fired,	someone	calls	the	cops.	Which	means	they’re	probably	on
their	way	here	right	now,	thanks	to	a	nosey	goddamn	neighbor.

And	 I’m	 referring	 to	 the	 real	 cops.	Not	 this	poor	excuse	 sitting	 in	 front	of	me
right	now.

I’m	disappointed	this	isn’t	going	down	how	I	had	planned.	I	shoot	one	guy	out	of
self-defense	and	the	rest	of	them	just	give	up	on	their	fucking	duties	and	scram?
That	means	Jon,	Kevin	and	Dalton	are	no	longer	being	detained	by	them.	Which
means	at	least	one	of	them	is	about	to	come	beating	on	this	door,	wondering	why
the	fuck	I	set	them	all	up	like	I	did.

Which	means…I’m	kind	of	 in	 a	bind	 right	now.	 I’m	 running	out	of	options.	 I
think	 the	only	option	 I	 really	have	 left	 is	 to	 shoot	Luke	 in	his	goddamn	 smug
face	and	get	Sloan	out	of	here	while	 I	still	can.	Sure,	she’s	going	 to	be	a	 little
traumatized.	But	we	could	go	to	therapy	or	something	whenever	we	get	settled
again.	She’s	going	to	need	it	after	being	brainwashed	like	she	was.

It’s	kind	of	sad	that	I’m	only	left	with	one	option	and	I	only	have	a	minute	or	so
to	follow	through	with	 it,	because	I	 really	wanted	 to	hear	Luke	 tell	me	what	 it
was	like	when	he	fucked	Sloan.



Not	because	I	would	have	been	turned	on	by	it.	I’m	not	fucking	morbid.

I	wanted	to	hear	it,	because	I	need	the	vision.	I	need	to	know	what	he	said	to	her
to	make	her	fall	for	it.	I	need	to	know	if	he	had	to	talk	her	into	it	like	I	did.	I	need
to	know	if	she	made	the	same	noises	that	she	sometimes	makes	when	she’s	with
me.	 I	want	 to	know	what	position	he	fucked	her	 in.	Was	he	on	 top?	Was	she?
Was	he	behind	her?

I	just	need	to	know	so	I	can	make	sure	I	don’t	do	or	say	any	of	the	things	he	said
to	her	when	I	make	love	to	her	in	the	future.	I	need	to	make	sure	I	never	fuck	her
in	the	same	positions	he	fucked	her	in.

But	now	I’m	out	of	goddamn	time,	because	someone	is	beating	on	the	door	and
Luke	still	hasn’t	opened	his	mouth.

“Asa!”

It’s	Dalton.

I’m	 still	 not	 sure	 what	 to	 think	 about	 Dalton.	 I	 really	 like	 him.	 He’s	 coke,
everybody	 likes	 coke.	But	 everyone	 knows	 cocaine	 is	 one	 of	 the	most	widely
impersonated	drugs	there	is.	A	whole	hell	of	a	lot	of	imposters.	Dealers	selling
crushed	up	 aspirin	on	 street-corners	 to	half-dead	crack-addicts	who	can’t	 even
tell	the	difference.

Dalton	 may	 not	 even	 be	 cocaine.	 He’s	 probably	 a	 bottle	 of	 fucking	 Advil,
crushed	up	and	poured	into	a	baggie.

“Asa,	open	the	door!”	Dalton	yells.

I	reach	behind	me	and	make	sure	the	door	is	locked.	“Where	did	everyone	go?”	I
yell	to	Dalton.	“It’s	quiet	out	there!”

“Open	the	door	so	we	can	talk.”	He’s	right	on	the	other	side	of	the	door	now.

I	 laugh	 and	 repeat	 myself.	 “Where	 is	 everyone,	 Dalton?	 Where	 are	 Jon	 and
Kevin?”

“They	left.	They	got	paranoid	and	left.”



Of	course	they	did.	Fucking	best	friends	for	life.	Assholes.

I	look	over	at	Sloan.	She’s	sitting	at	the	head	of	the	bed,	her	knees	pulled	up	to
her	chest.	She’s	watching	me,	wide-eyed.

Luke	 is	 watching	 me,	 too.	 It	 doesn’t	 matter	 where	 I’m	 standing	 or	 what	 I’m
doing,	his	eyes	are	always	fucking	on	me.	Have	been	since	 the	day	I	met	him.
The	day	Dalton	introduced	me	to	him.

I	tilt	my	head	until	my	mouth	is	close	to	the	crack	in	the	door.	“Why	are	you	still
here,	Dalton?	Waiting	on	your	backup	to	arrive?”

Dalton	 isn’t	 so	 quick	 to	 respond	 this	 time.	 After	 a	 pause,	 he	 says,	 “I’m	 here
because	my	friend	is	in	there.	If	you	let	him	go,	we’ll	leave.”

I	 can’t	 believe	 I	 fucking	 fell	 for	 this.	Months	 of	 practically	 living	 with	 these
fuckers	and	all	they	were	here	to	do	is	destroy	me.

Kind	of	feels	like	my	childhood	all	over	again.

At	least	Sloan	loves	me.

At	least.

I	drag	my	eyes	across	the	room	until	they	land	on	her.	“Remember	when	I	was	in
the	 shower	 earlier	 and	 you	 asked	 me	 if	 I	 wanted	 anything	 from	 the	 grocery
store?”

She	nods,	but	barely.

“I	told	you	I	wanted	a	dessert	for	the	celebration.	Did	you	get	one?”

She	nods	again.	“Your	favorite,”	she	whispers.

“Coconut	cake?”

She	nods.

See?	She	fucking	loves	me.

“Dalton,”	I	say,	demanding	his	attention.	Not	that	it	ever	left	me.



I	should	probably	move	over.	He’s	right	on	the	other	side	of	this	door.	Wouldn’t
put	it	past	the	fucker	to	shoot	me	through	it.

I	step	against	the	wall	and	reach	down	to	make	sure	the	door	is	locked.	“Do	me	a
favor,	will	you?	Bring	us	the	coconut	cake.”

Again,	 Dalton	 pauses	 for	 a	moment	 before	 responding.	 “You	want	 cake?”	 he
says,	confused.	“You	fucking	want	cake?”

Why	does	that	sound	so	ridiculous?

“Yes,	I	want	cake!	Bring	us	the	fucking	coconut	cake,	asshole!”

I	hear	Dalton’s	footsteps	fade	as	he	walks	into	the	kitchen.	Luke	is	staring	at	me
like	I’ve	lost	my	mind.

“You	got	a	problem?”

He	shakes	his	head	and	opens	his	mouth	to	speak.	Finally.

“There’s	medication	that	can	help	you,	Asa,”	he	says.

Medication?

“What	the	fuck	are	you	talking	about?”

Luke	 glances	 at	 Sloan	 and	 then	 back	 at	me.	 I	 hate	 it	when	 he	 looks	 at	 her.	 It
makes	me	want	to	rip	his	fucking	eyes	out	and	swallow	them	like	my	mother’s
yellow	pills.

“You’ve	checked	the	lock	on	the	door	fifteen	times	in	the	last	five	minutes,”	he
says.	“That	isn’t	normal	behavior.	But	it	can	be	controlled.	Just	like	your	father’s
behavior	could	have	been	controlled.”

This	 is	where	 I	 cut	 the	 fucker	 off.	 “Talk	 about	my	 father	 again,	 Luke.	 I	 dare
you.”

His	eyes	meet	the	gun	that’s	pointed	straight	at	him	now,	but	for	some	reason,	he
still	doesn’t	shut	the	fuck	up.

“Did	you	know	he	was	diagnosed	with	paranoid	schizophrenia	when	he	was	only



twenty-seven?	I	read	it	in	his	file.	He	never	took	his	meds,	Asa,	not	even	once.
The	 things	going	on	 inside	your	head-they	can	stop.	 It	can	all	 stop.	You	don’t
have	to	be	like	him.”

I	stride	across	the	room	and	press	the	fucking	gun	to	his	head.	“I’m	not	like	him!
I’m	nothing	like	him!”

Before	I	pull	the	trigger,	Dalton	beats	on	the	door.

“How	am	I	supposed	to	give	you	the	cake?”	Dalton	yells.

Fuck.	Good	question.

I	start	to	walk	to	the	door,	but	the	anticipation	of	coconut	cake	is	ripped	from	me
when	I	hear	sirens.	The	sound	is	far	off-maybe	four	or	five	streets	over.

I	 still	have	 time.	 If	 there	was	a	 fucking	window	 in	 this	bedroom,	 I	 could	grab
Sloan,	shoot	Luke	and	be	out	the	window	and	to	the	car	before	they	get	here.

But	motherfucking	Dalton	is	standing	in	my	way.

If	 he’s	 standing	 at	 the	 door	 holding	 a	 cake,	 that	means	 he’s	 probably	 right…
about…there.

I	 aim	my	 gun	 and	 as	 soon	 as	 I	 fire	 it,	 something	 hard	meets	my	 back.	 I	 fall
forward,	my	knees	hit	the	floor	and	the	gun	flies	out	of	my	hands.	I	look	behind
me	and	Luke	is	standing	over	me,	pulling	his	leg	back	to	kick	me	in	the	face.	I
roll	to	the	side	and	swipe	my	leg	across	the	floor,	knocking	him	off	balance.	He
lands	on	his	back.

He	immediately	starts	trying	to	pull	his	legs	through	his	arms	so	his	hands	will
be	cuffed	in	front	of	him	rather	than	behind	him.	I	sit	up	and	reach	for	my	gun,
but	Sloan	jumps	off	the	bed	and	lunges	across	the	floor.	Our	hands	reach	the	gun
at	 the	same	time,	but	mine	are	more	experienced	and	know	where	to	grab	it	 to
get	the	better	grip.	Her	hands	fumble	around	mine	until	she’s	aware	that	the	gun
is	 firmly	 planted	 back	 in	 my	 hand.	 I	 shove	 her	 away	 from	 me,	 back	 in	 the
goddamn	corner.

She	hits	the	wall	and	scoots	as	far	away	from	me	as	she	can.	By	the	time	I	get
the	gun	pointed	at	Luke,	the	fucker	somehow	got	his	hands	around	to	his	front.



He’s	 pulling	 himself	 to	 his	 feet,	 so	 I	 stay	 a	 step	 ahead	 and	 pull	 the	 fucking
trigger.	I	watch	as	the	flesh	of	his	thigh	explodes	into	tiny	pieces.

Fuck,	that	looks	like	it	hurt.

He’s	on	his	knees.

His	 back	 slams	 against	 the	wall.	He’s	wincing,	 pressing	 his	 hands	 against	 his
wound.	Dalton	is	beating	on	the	door	now.	“Asa,	open	the	fucking	door	or	I’m
shooting	it	open!	Three…two…”

“If	you	open	that	door,	they’re	both	dead!”	I	yell.

Dalton	never	makes	it	to	one.

I	 look	 at	 Sloan	 and	 she’s	 huddled	 against	 the	wall,	 hands	 over	 her	 ears,	 tears
pouring	out	of	her	eyes.	She’s	staring	at	Luke,	looking	like	she’s	about	to	flip	the
fuck	out.	I	need	to	get	her	out	of	here	before	she	does.	But	the	sirens	are	closer
now.	More	than	likely	on	this	street.

Fuck.

Think,	Asa.	Think.

I	smack	my	gun	against	my	forehead	three	times.	I	can’t	lose	her.	I	can’t.	If	I’m
arrested,	I	won’t	be	able	to	protect	her.	I	won’t	be	able	to	touch	her.	She’ll	fall
for	someone	else’s	lies.	Maybe	even	Luke’s	again.

She’s	the	only	person	who	has	ever	loved	me.	I	can’t	lose	her.	I	can’t.

I	crawl	over	to	her	and	try	to	grab	her	hands,	but	she	keeps	pulling	away	from
me.	I	have	to	point	the	damn	gun	at	her	head	just	to	get	her	to	be	still.	I	press	my
forehead	to	the	side	of	her	head.	“Tell	me	you	love	me,	Sloan.”	She’s	shaking	so
hard,	she	can’t	even	speak.	“Please,	baby.	I	need	to	hear	you	say	it.”

She	tries	three	times	to	get	her	voice	to	work,	but	she	keeps	stuttering.	Her	lips
are	trembling	harder	than	I’ve	ever	seen.	She	finally	gets	out	one	sentence.	“Let
Luke	go	and	I’ll	say	it.”

I	 squeeze	 my	 hand	 around	 the	 gun.	 I	 wrap	 my	 other	 hand	 in	 her	 hair	 and



squeeze.	She’s	trying	to	fucking	negotiate	for	him?

I	blow	out	a	steady	breath	through	my	nostrils.	My	jaw	is	wound	up	too	tight	to
let	any	air	 through	my	mouth.	When	I	calm	myself	enough	to	speak,	I	grit	my
teeth	and	whisper,	“You	love	me,	right?	You	don’t	love	him.	You	love	me.”

I	pull	back	and	meet	her	petrified	eyes.	She	lifts	her	chin	and	says,	“I’ll	answer
that	after	you	let	him	go.	He	needs	a	doctor,	Asa.”

A	doctor?	He	doesn’t	need	a	doctor.	He	needs	a	mother	fucking	miracle.

“I	don’t	need	you	to	answer	that,”	I	say	to	her.	“I	have	a	feeling	if	I	kill	him,	I’ll
be	able	to	tell	if	you	love	him	based	on	your	reaction.”

Her	 eyes	 widen	 and	 she	 immediately	 begins	 shaking	 her	 head.	 “I	 don’t,”	 she
blurts	 out.	 “Please	don’t	 kill	 him,	 it’ll	make	 things	worse	 for	 you.	 I	 love	you,
Asa.	Please	don’t	kill	anyone	else.”

I’m	staring	right	at	her,	looking	back	and	forth	between	her	eyes.	It’s	hard	to	see
any	truth	there,	because	all	I	see	is	the	concern	she	has	for	Luke	written	across
her	face.	“Don’t	worry,	Sloan.	He’s	probably	wearing	a	bullet-proof	vest.”

I	turn	my	head	and	lift	my	gun,	aiming	it	straight	at	Luke’s	chest.	I	fire	the	shot.
Luke’s	whole	body	jerks	against	 the	wall.	His	hands	go	to	his	chest	 just	as	the
blood	 begins	 pouring	 through	 his	 fingers.	 He	 immediately	 falls	 limp	 onto	 his
side.

“Oh.	My	bad.	I	was	wrong.”

Sloan	is	screaming.	Screaming	his	fucking	name,	screaming	no,	screaming	what
have	you	done,	screaming	his	name	again,	screaming,	screaming,	screaming.

	

She’s	fucking	screaming.

She	has	fucking	tears.

For	him.



I	grab	her	by	the	goddamn	arms	and	pick	her	up,	dropping	her	back	down	on	the
bed.	I	straddle	her	while	she	covers	her	head	and	screams	even	louder,	the	tears
flooding	down	her	face.

“Why	are	you	fucking	screaming,	Sloan?	WHY?!”

I	 can	 hear	 my	 father’s	 voice	 repeating	 whore,	 whore,	 whore.	 I	 smack	 my
forehead	to	get	it	to	stop.

Stop,	stop,	stop.

She	doesn’t	love	him.	She	loves	me.	Forever.

“You	 don’t	 love	 him,	 Sloan,”	 I	 say,	my	 face	 twisting	 in	 pain.	 “You	 don’t,	 he
brainwashed	you.”	I	grab	her	cheeks	and	press	my	lips	 to	hers.	She’s	 trying	to
pull	away	from	me,	trying	to	fight	me.

“Yes	I	do!”	she	screams.	“I	love	him,	I	hate	you,	I	love	him,	I	fucking	hate	you!”

She’s	 going	 to	 regret	 this.	 She’s	 going	 to	 regret	 this	 more	 than	 she’s	 ever
regretted	 anything	 in	 her	whole	 fucking	worthless	 life.	 If	 she	 thinks	 she’s	 sad
now	watching	that	bastard	die,	wait	until	she	sees	me	die.

She	 barely	 knew	 the	 guy.	 She’s	 loved	 me	 for	 two	 fucking	 years!	 My	 death
would	fucking	devastate	her.	She’ll	be	crying	so	hard,	she	won’t	have	enough	air
to	say	she	hates	anyone.

Whore,	whore	whore.

I	 smack	my	 hand	 against	my	 forehead	 again	 and	 then	 I	 press	my	 forehead	 to
hers.	She’s	no	longer	screaming	now.	She’s	just	sobbing	uncontrollably.

“You’re	going	to	regret	this,	Sloan.	You	think	you’re	crying	hard	now?	When	I
die,	it’ll	fucking	kill	you.	It.	Will.	Fucking.	Kill.	You.”

She	shakes	her	head	back	and	forth,	sobbing	through	her	words.	“It’s	too	late	to
kill	me,	Asa.	You	killed	me	a	long	fucking	time	ago.”

She’s	delusional.



She’s	goddamn	delusional.

I	 laugh,	 knowing	 how	much	 this	 is	 going	 to	 upset	 her.	 I	 laugh,	 knowing	 how
much	she’s	going	to	regret	everything	she	just	said	to	me.	I	wish	I	could	be	here
to	see	it	when	she	finally	realizes	how	much	I	mean	to	her.	How	much	I’ve	done
for	her.	What	her	life	will	be	like	without	me.

I	press	my	mouth	against	her	trembling	lips.

I	press	the	gun	to	the	side	of	my	head	and	I	pull	the	fucking-



	LUKE-43

	

Luke

You	know	what	they	say	dying	feels	like?

No.	You	don’t	know	what	they	say,	because	no	one	says	it.	The	people	who	die
aren’t	around	to	tell	us	what	it	felt	like	when	it	happened.	The	people	who	lived
never	died	to	begin	with,	so	they’re	unable	to	describe	it.

But	I’m	in	it.	So	let	me	tell	you	about	it	while	I	still	can.

There’s	a	moment-a	split	second	right	before	you	close	your	eyes	for	the	very
last	time-when	you	can	actually	feel	yourself	embracing	death.

You	can	feel	your	heart	as	it	begins	to	slow	down,	preparing	to	come	to	a	halt.

You	can	feel	your	brain	shutting	off,	the	circuits	slamming	shut	like	doors.

You	can	feel	your	eyes	closing-no	matter	how	fucking	hard	you	try	to	keep	them
open.	And	you	realize	that	whatever	you’re	looking	at	in	the	moment	you	close
your	eyes-that’s	the	last	thing	you’re	ever	going	to	see.

I	see	Sloan.	She’s	all	I	see.

I	see	her	screaming.

I	see	Asa	pick	her	up	and	throw	her	on	the	bed.

I	see	her	trying	to	fight	him	off.

I	see	her	giving	up.

That’s	why	I	refuse	to	close	my	eyes.

I	look	down	at	the	blood	pouring	from	my	chest-the	life	seeping	out	of	me	and
onto	the	floor.	I’ve	made	enough	mistakes	that	caused	Sloan	to	be	in	the	position
she’s	in	right	now.	I	refuse	to	die	without	correcting	a	few	of	them.



It	takes	everything	in	me-but	I	stretch	my	arms	out	until	I’m	able	to	reach	the
gun	at	my	ankle.	There’s	blood	all	over	my	hands,	so	I	struggle	getting	a	grip	on
it,	but	finally	manage.	I	may	not	be	the	best	at	my	profession	in	a	lot	of	areas,
but	I	have	one	hell	of	an	aim.

Right	when	I	lift	my	gun,	Asa	points	his	gun	at	himself.

No	fucking	way	is	he	getting	off	that	easy.

I	refuse	to	close	my	eyes	as	I	wrap	my	finger	around	the	trigger	and	squeeze,
watching	as	the	bullet	penetrates	his	wrist,	sending	his	gun	several	feet	across
the	room.

I	refuse	to	close	my	eyes	when	the	sound	of	three	more	shots	penetrate	my	ears,
this	time	coming	from	the	direction	of	the	bedroom	door.

I	refuse	to	close	my	eyes	as	I	watch	Ryan	kick	open	the	door	and	rush	in,
followed	by	several	other	men.

I	refuse	to	close	my	eyes	until	Asa	is	on	the	floor-several	feet	away	from	Sloan-
being	handcuffed.

I	refuse	to	close	my	eyes	until	they	meet	Sloan’s.

She’s	off	the	bed,	across	the	room,	on	her	knees,	pressing	her	hands	to	my	chest,
doing	everything	she	can	to	keep	the	rest	of	the	life	from	seeping	out	of	me.

I	don’t	even	have	enough	energy	left	to	tell	her	it’s	too	late.

I	close	my	eyes	for	the	last	time.

But	it’s	okay,	because	she’s	all	I	see.

She’s	the	last	thing	I’ll	ever	see.



Sloan-44

	Sloan

This	feeling	is	nothing	new	to	me.	I’ve	experienced	living	through	the	death	of
someone	I’ve	loved	before.	Horrendous,	heart-wrenching,	soul-crushing	death.

It	was	one	month	before	I	turned	thirteen.

I	had	twin	brothers,	Stephen	and	Drew.	From	early	on	I	basically	became	their
caretaker.	Both	my	brothers	had	a	lot	of	medical	issues,	but	my	mother	used	to
leave	 all	 hours	 of	 the	 night,	 regardless	 of	 their	 needs.	 She	 would	 go	 through
spurts	where	she	could	be	the	mother	she	needed	to	be.	She’d	get	them	to	their
doctor’s	visits	for	the	medications	they	needed	in	order	to	convince	the	state	she
was	a	decent	mother.	But	then	she’d	leave	the	majority	of	their	everyday	care	up
to	me	while	she	went	out	and	partied	or	did	whatever	it	was	she	did	until	early
hours	in	the	morning.

The	 night	Drew	 died,	my	 brothers	were	 in	my	 care.	 I	 can’t	 remember	 all	 the
details	 because	 I	 try	 not	 to	 think	 about	 that	 night	 too	 much,	 but	 I	 remember
hearing	him	fall	in	his	bedroom.	He	had	seizures	frequently,	and	I	knew	he	had
more	than	likely	just	had	a	seizure,	so	I	ran	to	his	room	to	check	on	him.

When	I	opened	the	door,	he	was	on	the	floor,	his	whole	body	jerking	from	the
seizure.	I	dropped	to	my	knees	and	held	him	as	still	as	I	could,	but	since	he	had
turned	ten,	it	became	increasingly	difficult	for	me	to	help	him	due	to	the	fact	that
he	 and	Stephen	were	 already	 bigger	 than	me.	 I	 did	my	 best,	 holding	 his	 head
until	it	was	over.

It	wasn’t	until	the	seizure	had	stopped	completely	that	I	noticed	the	blood.	It	was
all	over	my	hands	and	on	my	clothes.	I	started	to	panic	when	I	saw	the	gash	on
the	side	of	his	head.	Blood	was	everywhere.

When	 he	 had	 fallen	 from	 the	 seizure	 he	 hit	 his	 head	 on	 the	 door	 hinge	 going
down.	We	didn’t	have	a	phone,	so	I	was	forced	to	leave	him	alone	in	the	room
while	I	ran	to	a	neighbor’s	house	and	called	911.

By	 the	 time	 I	 returned,	he	was	no	 longer	breathing.	 I’m	not	 sure	he	ever	 took
another	breath	after	the	moment	I	had	left	him.	I	wasn’t	aware	at	the	time	that	he



had	died	from	the	blow	to	his	head,	but	I	realize	now	that	he	had	probably	died
before	I	even	dialed	911.

I	changed	after	that	night.	Before	that	moment,	I	still	held	on	to	a	little	hope	for
my	life.	I	knew	that	no	one	could	be	cursed	as	a	child	with	such	awful	parents,
only	 to	 then	go	on	 to	have	 an	equally	 awful	 adolescence	and	adulthood.	Until
that	point,	I	thought	maybe	everyone’s	life	had	an	equal	balance	of	good	and	bad
and	 the	only	difference	was	 that	 the	good	and	bad	 luck	was	dispersed	 to	 each
person	differently	 at	 different	 points	 in	 their	 lives.	 I	 had	hope	 that	 all	my	bad
luck	had	been	dispersed	early	on	in	my	life	and	that	things	would	only	get	easier.

But	that	night	changed	my	way	of	thinking.

Drew	could	have	 fallen	anywhere	 in	 that	bedroom	other	 than	where	he	did.	 In
fact,	the	doctor	said	the	location	of	his	injury	was	so	unfortunate,	he	could	have
fallen	a	mere	six	centimeters	to	the	left	or	right	and	he	would	have	been	fine.

Six	centimeters.	That’s	all	that	separated	Drew	from	life.

The	impact	to	his	temple	killed	him	almost	instantly.

I	 obsessed	 over	 that	 six	 centimeters	 for	 months.	 Long	 after	 my	 mother	 had
stopped	pretending	to	grieve	his	death.

I	obsessed	over	it,	because	I	knew	that	if	he	had	fallen	six	centimeters	to	the	left
or	right,	his	survival	would	have	been	referred	to	as	a	“miracle.”

But	 what	 happened	 to	 Drew	 was	 the	 opposite	 of	 a	 miracle.	 It	 was	 a	 tragic
accident.

A	tragic	accident	that	made	me	lose	my	belief	in	miracles	altogether.	By	the	time
I	was	thirteen,	anything	labeled	a	“miracle”	pissed	me	the	hell	off.

That’s	one	of	the	main	reasons	why	I	never	partook	much	in	social	media.	The
amount	 of	 “miracles”	 seen	 in	 my	 Facebook	 newsfeed	 would	 make	 my	 eyes
practically	roll	out	of	my	head.	So	many	people	“cured”	of	cancer,	thanks	to	the
prayers	of	all	their	Facebook	friends.	“It’s	benign!	Hallelujah!	God	is	so	good	to
me!”

There	were	so	many	times	I	wanted	to	reach	through	my	laptop	screen	and	grab



those	 people	 by	 the	 shoulders	 and	 scream,	 “Hey!	 Guess	 what?	 You	 aren’t
special!”

Lots	of	people	die	 from	cancer.	Where	was	 their	miracle?	Did	 their	Facebook
friends	not	pray	enough?	Why	did	their	chemotherapy	not	work?	Because	they
didn’t	post	enough	public	prayer	requests	on	social	media?	Why	didn’t	they	get
their	 miracle?	 Does	 God	 think	 less	 of	 their	 lives	 than	 those	 whose	 lives	 he
spares?

No.

Sometimes	 cancer	 is	 cured…sometimes	 it	 isn’t.	 Sometimes	 people	 hit	 their
heads	and	die,	most	of	the	time	they	hit	 their	heads	and	survive.	And	any	time
you	 hear	 of	 a	 person	 beating	 the	 odds…that’s	 all	 they’re	 doing.	 Beating	 the
odds.

Because	people	never	really	think	about	how,	in	order	to	beat	the	odds,	a	lot	of
unfortunate	 deaths	 have	 to	 occur	 for	 that	 particular	 survival	 to	 be	 considered
“out	of	the	norm.”

Maybe	Drew’s	death	hardened	me	to	the	idea	of	miracles,	but	in	my	mind,	you
either	survive	or	you	don’t.	The	journey	from	breath	to	death	has	nothing	to	do
with	miracles,	how	much	you	pray,	coincidences	or	divine	intervention.

Sometimes	a	person’s	journey	from	breath	to	death	isn’t	always	part	of	a	master
plan.	Sometimes	the	only	thing	that	separates	your	last	breath	from	your	death	is
a	mere	six	centimeters.

That’s	 why-when	 the	 doctor	 walked	 into	 the	 waiting	 room	 to	 update	 me	 on
Luke’s	condition-I	had	to	sit	down	when	he	said,	“If	the	bullet	had	made	impact
just	 six	 centimeters	 to	 the	 left	 or	 right	 of	where	 it	 did,	Luke	would	 have	 died
instantly.	Now	all	we	can	do	is	pray	for	a	miracle.”

I	failed	to	tell	the	doctor	that	I	don’t	believe	in	miracles.

Luke	is	either	going	to	survive…or	he’s	not.

***

“You	should	go	grab	some	coffee,”	Ryan	says.	“Stretch	your	legs.”



Luke	came	out	of	surgery	over	eight	hours	ago.	He	lost	a	lot	of	blood	and	had	to
have	a	transfusion,	and	I’ve	refused	to	leave	his	side	since.

I	shake	my	head.	“I’m	not	leaving	until	he	wakes	up.”

Ryan	sighs,	but	he	knows	there’s	no	talking	me	out	of	my	decision.	He	walks	to
the	door,	“I’ll	bring	you	a	coffee,	then.”

I	watch	as	he	exits	 the	 room.	He’s	been	at	 this	hospital	 the	entire	 time	I	have,
even	 though	 I	 know	 there	 are	 probably	 job-related	 things	 he	 should	 be	 doing
right	now.	Giving	statements	about	what	happened	last	night.	Taking	statements.
Dealing	with	a	murder,	an	arrest,	an	attempted	murder.

I	 never	 saw	 them	 take	 Asa	 out	 of	 the	 bedroom	 last	 night	 because	 I	 was	 too
worried	 about	Luke	 to	 care	what	happened	 to	him.	But	 I	 could	hear	him.	The
whole	 time	 I	 was	 pressing	 my	 hands	 against	 Luke’s	 chest,	 waiting	 on	 the
paramedics	 to	 arrive,	 Asa	 was	 behind	 me	 yelling,	 “Let	 him	 die,	 Sloan!	 He
doesn’t	love	you!	I	love	you!	I	do!”

I	never	turned	around	to	acknowledge	him	or	his	words.	I	continued	to	try	and
help	Luke	while	they	pulled	Asa	out	of	the	bedroom.	The	last	thing	I	heard	him
say	was,	“It’s	my	fucking	cake!	Let	me	take	my	fucking	coconut	cake!”

I	 don’t	 know	what’s	 going	 to	 happen	next	with	Asa.	 I’m	certain	 there	will	 be
some	sort	of	trial,	but	I	honestly	don’t	want	to	testify.	I’m	afraid	if	I	testify,	he’ll
get	off	easier	than	he	should.	Because	I	would	have	to	be	honest.	I’d	have	to	tell
them	about	all	the	things	I’ve	witnessed	in	his	behavior;	specifically	the	drastic
changes	in	recent	weeks.	It’s	obvious	to	everyone	who	knows	him	that	he’s	more
than	 likely	 developing	 symptoms	 of	 schizophrenia-the	 same	 hereditary	 illness
his	father	had.	But	if	that’s	the	case,	he’ll	more	than	likely	be	sentenced	to	a	high
security	mental	health	facility	than	a	prison.

And	even	though	I	do	want	him	to	get	help	for	whatever	is	going	on	with	him,	I
also	want	him	to	pay.	I	want	him	to	pay	for	every	single	thing	he’s	ever	done	and
I	 want	 him	 to	 pay	 forever.	 In	 a	 prison.	 Where	 he’ll	 rot	 with	 men	 who	 are
probably	twice	as	evil	than	he	could	ever	dream	of	being.

Some	might	call	that	bitter.	I	just	call	it	karma.

I	grip	the	arms	of	my	chair	and	whisper	to	no	one.	“I’m	done	thinking	about	you,



Asa	Jackson.”

And	I	am.	He’s	taken	up	way	too	much	of	my	life	already	and	now	I	just	want	to
focus	on	the	future.	On	Stephen.	On	Luke.

There	are	tubes	and	wires	and	IV’s	hooked	up	to	him,	but	I’m	somehow	still	able
to	find	an	area	on	his	bed	where	I	can	fit	if	I	curl	up	just	right.	I	crawl	onto	the
bed	with	him	and	 I	wrap	my	arm	over	him,	 lay	my	head	on	his	 shoulder,	 and
close	my	eyes.

Several	minutes	later,	Ryan’s	voice	pulls	me	out	of	my	slumber.

“Coffee.”

I	open	my	eyes	and	he’s	sitting	on	the	chair	by	the	bed,	holding	a	coffee	out	to
me.	It’s	probably	the	fifth	cup	I’ve	had	since	Luke	came	out	of	surgery,	but	I’m
pretty	sure	I’m	good	for	about	a	million	more	if	it	takes	that	long.

Ryan	sits	back	in	his	chair	and	takes	a	sip	of	his	coffee,	then	grips	it	with	both
hands	and	leans	forward.

“Did	he	ever	tell	you	how	we	met?”	Ryan	asks.

I	shake	my	head.

I	can	see	a	nostalgic	smile	being	to	play	on	Ryan’s	lips.	“We	were	assigned	a	job
together	 a	while	back.	He	broke	cover	 the	 second	night	we	were	 there,”	Ryan
says,	shaking	his	head.	“I	was	so	angry	at	him,	but	I	knew	why	he	did	it.	I	can’t
go	into	all	the	details,	but	if	he	wouldn’t	have	outed	himself	when	he	did,	a	kid
would	 have	 lost	 his	 life.	 Luke	 couldn’t	 have	 lived	 with	 himself	 if	 that	 had
happened.	I	knew	in	that	moment	that	he	had	the	worst	kind	of	heart	for	this	job.
But	as	pissed	as	I	was	at	him,	I	respected	the	hell	out	of	him	for	what	he	did.	He
cared	more	about	the	life	of	a	kid	he	didn’t	even	know	than	he	did	about	his	own
career.	And	that’s	not	a	flaw,	Sloan.	That’s	a	character	trait.	Pretty	sure	they	call
it	compassion,”	he	says	with	a	wink.

Ryan’s	 story	makes	me	 smile	 for	 the	 first	 time	 in	 forever.	 “That’s	 the	 sexiest
thing	about	him,”	I	whisper.	“His	compassion.”

He	shrugs.	“I	don’t	know…he’s	got	a	great	ass.”



I	 laugh.	 I	 wouldn’t	 really	 know-Luke	 was	 sitting	 down	 when	 I	 had	 my	 only
chance	to	see	it.

I	put	my	coffee	on	the	bedside	table	and	then	lean	in	and	give	Luke	a	peck	on	the
mouth.	 I’ve	made	 sure	 to	kiss	him	every	 chance	 I	 get,	 just	 in	 case	 I	 don’t	 get
many	more	chances.

When	I	pull	my	 lips	 from	his	and	start	 to	 rest	my	head	on	his	pillow,	 I	hear	a
quiet	noise	come	from	his	throat.	Ryan	leaps	out	of	his	chair	at	the	same	moment
I	lift	my	head	back	up.

“Did	he	just	make	a	noise?”	Ryan	asks,	his	voice	full	of	disbelief.

“I	think	so,”	I	whisper.

Ryan	waves	his	arm	toward	Luke.	“Kiss	him	again!	I	think	it	woke	him	up!”

I	do.	I	kiss	him	lightly	on	the	lips	again	and	there’s	no	mistaking	the	noise	Luke
makes	this	time.	He’s	definitely	waking	up.

We	both	stare	at	him	for	a	moment	while	his	eyelids	flutter	open	and	then	shut,
several	times.	“Luke?	Can	you	hear	me?”	Ryan	asks.

Luke	finally	forces	his	eyes	open,	but	he	doesn’t	look	directly	at	Ryan.	Instead,
his	eyes	move	painfully	around	the	room	until	he’s	looking	down	at	me,	curled
up	at	his	side.	He	stares	for	a	moment,	and	then	with	a	weak	voice	he	whispers,
“Kaleidoscope	belt	buckles	see	leprechauns	when	the	fog	drops	it	like	it’s	hot.”

Tears	immediately	form	in	my	eyes	and	I	have	to	choke	back	my	cry.

“Oh,	God,”	Ryan	says.	“He’s	not	making	any	sense.	This	isn’t	good.	I’ll	go	get
the	doctor.”	He	runs	out	of	the	room	before	I	can	tell	him	that	Luke	is	perfectly
fine.

I	lift	my	hand	to	Luke’s	face	and	touch	his	lips.	I	whisper,	“Depressed	baguettes
linger	on	the	playground	eating	bowls	of	cereal	until	 the	slugs	wilt.”	My	voice
cracks	with	my	relief-with	my	happiness-with	my	gratefulness.	My	lips	meet	his,
and	 even	 though	 I	 know	 this	 isn’t	 good	 for	 him	 and	 he’s	 probably	 in	 a	 lot	 of
pain,	I	hug	him	wherever	I	can	and	kiss	him	in	all	the	places	I	can	reach	on	his
face	and	neck.	 I	wrap	myself	 around	him,	 careful	 to	keep	my	arms	and	hands



away	 from	 his	 injuries.	 I	 lay	 quietly	 with	 him	 while	 the	 tears	 roll	 down	 my
cheeks.

“Sloan,”	 he	 says,	 his	 voice	 gravelly.	 “I	 can’t	 remember	what	 happened	 after	 I
fucked	everything	up.	Did	you	end	up	saving	me?”

I	laugh	and	lift	up	on	my	elbow.	“Not	really,”	I	say	quietly.	“You	shot	Asa’s	gun
out	of	his	hand	and	then	I	ran	over	to	you	and	put	pressure	on	your	wound	until
the	paramedics	got	there.	I’d	say	it	was	a	mutual	save.”

He	tries	to	force	a	smile.	“I	told	you	I	wasn’t	very	good	at	my	job,”	he	says.

I	 smile	 in	whole-hearted	 agreement.	 “It’s	 not	 too	 late	 to	 quit,	 you	 know.	You
could	go	back	to	school	and	become	a	Spanish	teacher.”

He	winces	with	his	laugh.	“That’s	not	a	bad	idea,	Sloan.”

He	struggles	to	lean	forward	in	order	to	kiss	me,	but	it	takes	everything	in	him.
He’s	only	six	centimeters	away.

A	mere	six	centimeters	between	breath	and	life.

When	I	close	that	six-centimeter	gap	and	kiss	him,	I	know	I’m	closing	a	chapter.
A	really	dark	chapter	that	I’ve	been	waiting	more	than	two	years	to	end.

And	this	kiss	is	just	the	beginning	of	a	whole	new	book.	A	book	where	maybe
miracles	aren’t	that	far-fetched.

	



	Asa-45

I	sit	up	straight	and	open	my	eyes.

Not	that	I	was	sleeping.	No	one	could	sleep	in	this	goddamn	place.

I	breathe	 in	 through	my	nose	and	out	my	mouth,	wondering	why	 it’s	 just	now
hitting	me.

She	didn’t	say	harder.

She	fucking	said	Carter!

“Fucking	whore!”

BWB	Editing



	

EPILOGUE

Sloan

I	tap	lightly	on	the	door	to	his	hospital	room,	but	no	one	responds.	When	I	push
it	 open	 and	 peek	 inside,	 Luke	 is	 asleep.	 The	 volume	 to	 the	 TV	 is	 low,	 but
audible.	 I	 glance	 over	 to	 the	 couch	 and	 Ryan	 is	 lying	 on	 his	 side,	 a	 ball	 cap
covering	his	eyes.	He’s	asleep,	too.

I	 hold	 the	 door	while	 it	 closes,	 not	wanting	 to	wake	 either	 of	 them,	 but	Ryan
hears	 me	 and	 sits	 up	 on	 the	 couch.	 He	 stretches	 his	 arms	 over	 his	 head	 and
yawns,	then	stands	up.

“Hey,”	he	says	“You	gonna	be	here	a	while?”

I	nod.	“I’ll	probably	stay	here	tonight,”	I	whisper.	“You	go	get	some	rest.”

He	glances	over	at	Luke	again	and	says,	“The	doctor	came	by	earlier.	Says	he’ll
get	to	go	home	tomorrow,	but	he’ll	need	someone	to	stay	with	him	for	a	while.
He’s	on	strict	bed	rest.	I	would	offer,	but	I’m	sure	he’d	rather	you	do	it.”

I	 set	my	purse	down	on	 the	couch.	“It’s	 fine.	 I	can	stay	with	him	 if	he’s	okay
with	it.”

“I’m	perfectly	okay	with	that,”	Luke	says	from	his	bed.	I	glance	in	his	direction
and	he’s	smiling	at	me	lazily.

Ryan	 laughs	 and	 says,	 “I’ll	 stop	 by	 in	 the	 morning	 after	 my	 meeting	 with
Young.”

Luke	nods	and	then	motions	for	me.	“Come	here.”

I	walk	 toward	 him	 as	Ryan	 leaves	 the	 room.	 Just	 like	 every	 other	 time	 I	 visit
him,	he	scoots	over	and	makes	room	for	me	to	lay	with	him.



I	 wrap	 my	 leg	 over	 his	 and	 my	 arm	 over	 his	 chest,	 resting	 my	 head	 on	 his
shoulder.

“How’s	your	brother?”	he	asks.

“Good,”	I	say.	“Really	good.	You’ll	have	to	go	with	me	soon	if	you’re	up	for	it.
He	kept	 looking	up	at	 the	door	 like	you	were	going	 to	show	up,	so	 I	know	he
was	disappointed	that	you	weren’t	with	me.”

I	 feel	 the	 light	 laughter	 in	Luke’s	chest.	 “I	 tried	 to	 sneak	out	and	go	with	you
today,	but	someone	is	being	overprotective.”

I	 shake	my	head.	 “You	got	 shot	 in	 the	 chest,	Luke.	You	 almost	 died.	 I’m	not
taking	any	chances.”	I	 lift	my	head	from	his	shoulder	and	rest	my	head	on	my
hand.	“Speaking	of	 taking	chances,	what	exactly	did	the	doctor	say	about	your
release	tomorrow?	Bed	rest?	No	strenuous	activity?”

He	runs	a	hand	 through	my	hair	and	smiles	at	me.	“What	 if	 I	 told	you	he	said
plenty	of	bed	rest	and	strenuous	activity?”

“I’d	call	you	a	liar.”

He	makes	a	face.	“Four	to	six	weeks,”	he	says.	“Doctor	says	my	heart	needs	to
take	it	easy.	Do	you	know	how	difficult	that’s	gonna	be	with	you	taking	care	of
me?”

I	run	my	fingers	over	his	chest,	feeling	the	bandages	beneath	his	hospital	gown.
“Four	to	six	weeks	is	nothing	when	we	have	forever.”

He	 laughs	 a	 little.	 “Easy	 for	 you	 to	 say.	 Guys	 think	 about	 sex	 every	 seven
seconds.”

“That’s	a	myth,”	I	tell	him.	“I	learned	in	biological	science	that	it’s	actually	only
34	times	a	day.”

Luke	 stares	 at	me	 for	 a	 few	 quiet	 seconds	 and	 then	 says,	 “That’s	 still	 almost
1,000	times	in	the	next	four	weeks	I’ll	have	to	refrain	myself.”

I	 shake	my	 head	with	 a	 smile.	 “I’ll	 try	 to	make	 it	 easy	 on	 you,	 then.	 I	won’t
shower	or	brush	my	hair	or	put	on	makeup	for	the	next	month.”



“That	won’t	help,”	he	says.	“Might	even	make	it	worse.”

I	lower	my	head	and	press	my	lips	to	his	neck.	“If	it’s	too	hard	on	you,	we	can
hire	a	male	nurse	to	take	care	of	you	instead	of	me,”	I	tease.

Luke	tightens	his	arm	around	me	and	yawns.	“No	one	is	taking	care	of	me	but
you,”	he	whispers.

I	can	hear	the	pain	meds	kicking	in	by	the	sound	of	his	voice,	so	I	don’t	respond
to	him.	We	lay	there	for	a	while,	until	I’m	almost	certain	he’s	asleep.	But	then	he
says,	“Sloan?	Where	are	you	staying?”

I	was	waiting	for	this	question.	He’s	been	here	in	the	hospital	for	two	weeks	now
and	 every	 time	 he	 starts	 to	 bring	 up	my	 living	 situation,	 I	 tell	 him	we’ll	 talk
about	it	later.

I	have	a	feeling	he’s	not	going	to	let	me	redirect	the	conversation	this	time.

“In	a	hotel.”

He	instantly	stiffens,	reaching	to	my	chin	to	lift	my	face	to	his.	“Are	you	kidding
me?”

I	shrug.	“It’s	fine,	Luke.	I’ll	find	an	apartment	soon.”

“Which	hotel?”

“The	one	on	Stratton.”

His	jaw	hardens.	“You’re	checking	out	today.	You	shouldn’t	be	there	alone,	it’s
not	 a	 safe	 neighborhood.”	He	 tries	 to	 adjust	 himself	 to	where	 he’s	 sitting	 up,
lifting	the	head	of	the	bed	several	inches.	“Why	have	you	not	told	me	this?”

I	flick	my	hand	at	him.	“You	almost	died,	Luke.	The	 last	 thing	you	need	right
now	is	to	stress	over	my	situation	more	than	you	already	have.”

He	drops	his	head	back	 to	his	pillow,	raking	his	hands	over	his	 face.	He	 locks
eyes	with	me.	“You’ll	stay	with	me.	I	need	the	help,	anyway.	There’s	no	point	in
you	paying	for	a	hotel.”



“I’m	not	moving	in	with	you.	I’ll	come	take	care	of	you	for	however	long	you
need	me	to,	but	we	barely	know	each	other.	That’s	too	much,	too	soon.”

He	lowers	his	chin	and	stares	at	me,	hard.	“You’re	staying	with	me,	Sloan.	I’m
not	asking	you	to	make	it	permanent.	But	until	I’m	recovered	and	you	have	your
own	apartment,	you	aren’t	going	back	to	that	hotel.”

It	 really	 is	 a	 scary	 hotel,	 but	 it’s	 all	 I	 could	 afford.	After	Asa	was	 arrested,	 I
grabbed	my	hidden	stash	and	a	few	items	of	clothing	and	haven’t	stepped	foot
back	inside	that	house.

I	nod.	“Two	weeks,	tops.	Then	I’ll	have	my	own	place.”

He	sighs,	relieved	that	I’m	not	arguing.	But	I	honestly	have	no	idea	how	I’ll	be
able	to	afford	an	apartment	in	two	weeks.	I’ll	have	to	find	a	job	and	a	car.	I	had
to	borrow	Luke’s	car	to	visit	Stephen	today,	but	I	can’t	keep	doing	that.

I	feel	Luke’s	hand	slide	through	my	hair	and	wrap	around	the	nape	of	my	neck.
When	our	 eyes	meet,	 there’s	 a	 softness	 in	his	 that	wasn’t	 there	 a	 few	 seconds
ago.	“Stop	overthinking	it,”	he	says	quietly.	“You	aren’t	in	this	alone	anymore,
Sloan.	Okay?”

I	release	a	sigh.	“Okay,”	I	whisper.

It’s	the	first	time	in	my	life	I	feel	like	my	burdens	aren’t	all	mine.	I’ve	never	met
anyone	who	brings	more	relief	to	my	life	than	they	do	stress.	Until	Luke.

Love	shouldn’t	feel	like	added	weight.	It	should	make	you	feel	as	light	as	air.

Asa	made	everything	in	my	life	heavy.

Luke	makes	me	feel	like	I’m	floating.

I	 guess	 that’s	 the	 difference	 in	 being	 loved	 the	 right	way	 and	 the	wrong	way.
You	either	feel	tethered	to	an	anchor…or	you	feel	like	you’re	flying.

***

“You	need	anything	else?”	I	ask	him.



It’s	the	first	time	I’ve	ever	been	to	Luke’s	house,	and	I	was	shocked	to	see	that
it’s	very	normal.	A	home	in	a	neighborhood	about	an	hour	or	so	from	where	I
lived	with	Asa.	It’s	even	closer	to	my	brother’s	facility.

Luke	says	he	rents	the	house,	he	doesn’t	own	it.	He	never	knows	what	his	jobs
are	going	to	be,	so	he	hasn’t	been	ready	to	commit	to	a	mortgage	yet.

“I’m	fine,”	he	says.	“Stop	worrying.	I’ll	let	you	know	if	I	need	anything,	okay?”

I	nod.	 I	glance	around	his	bedroom,	not	 really	knowing	what	 I	 should	do	with
myself.	He	probably	wants	some	sleep.	It	just	feels	weird	with	this	not	being	my
house.

“You	want	 to	 crawl	 in	 bed	with	me	 and	watch	 a	movie?”	 he	 asks,	 lifting	 the
blanket.

“That	sounds	like	heaven.”

I	crawl	 into	bed	with	him	and	snuggle	up	 to	him	 just	 like	 I	did	at	 the	hospital
every	day.	He	turns	on	the	TV	and	begins	flipping	through	the	channels.	After	a
minute	or	so,	he	says,	“Thank	you,	Sloan.”

I	glance	up	at	him.	“For	what?”

His	eyes	scroll	over	my	face,	slowly.	“For	everything,”	he	whispers.	“For	taking
care	 of	 me.	 For	 being	 as	 strong	 as	 you	 are,	 despite	 everything	 you’ve	 been
through.”

I	know	the	doctor	said	no	strenuous	activity,	but	I	doubt	the	doctor	knew	Luke
could	 say	 such	 appealing	 things.	 I	 press	my	 lips	 to	 his,	 because	 it	 feels	 hella
good	being	thanked.	And	complimented.	Heck,	just	having	someone	be	nice	to
me	is	so	new,	it	makes	me	melt	every	time	he	opens	his	mouth.

His	hand	comes	around	to	the	back	of	my	head	and	he	kisses	me	harder.

This	isn’t	good.	Luke	is	right.	Four	weeks	of	this	and	we’re	expected	to	refrain?
Jesus	Christ.	We’re	screwed.

But	then	we’re	spared	by	a	loud	knock	on	the	door.



“I’ll	get	it,”	he	says,	pulling	back	the	covers.	I	yank	the	covers	back	over	him.

“No	you	won’t.	You’ll	rest.	I’ll	get	the	door.”

He	grabs	my	hand	as	I’m	sliding	off	the	bed.	“Check	the	peephole	first,”	he	says.
“If	it’s	Ryan,	he’ll	scratch	his	neck	to	let	you	know	it’s	safe	to	open	the	door.	If
he	doesn’t	scratch	his	neck,	do	not	open	that	door.”

I	 pause,	 wondering	 why	 their	 silent	 codes	 are	 even	 necessary.	 I	 don’t	 ask,
though.	This	undercover	shit	is	going	to	take	some	getting	used	to.	I	hope	Luke
was	serious	when	he	said	he	was	switching	professions.

When	 I	 reach	 the	 front	 door	 and	 check	 the	 peephole,	 sure	 enough,	 Ryan	 is
scratching	at	his	neck.	But	there’s	someone	else	with	him.	A	girl.

“There’s	a	girl	with	him!”	I	whisper	loudly	as	I	run	back	into	Luke’s	bedroom.

“Long	blond	hair?”	he	asks.

I	nod.

“That’s	fine,	it’s	just	Tillie.”

Tillie.	Great.

I	go	back	to	the	living	room	and	enter	the	passcode	to	the	alarm,	then	open	the
door.

“Hey,”	Ryan	says,	making	his	way	inside,	followed	by	Tillie.	She	smiles	at	me,
but	I’m	already	intimidated	by	her.	She’s	a	few	inches	taller	than	me,	decked	out
in	 sleek	 black	 pants	 and	 a	 tucked	 in	white-collared	 shirt.	 She	 has	 the	 top	 two
buttons	open,	revealing	a	shiny	silver	braided	necklace.	I’ve	never	seen	simple
look	this	good.

“Tillie,	this	is	Sloan.	Sloan,	Tillie.”

She	reaches	out	to	shake	my	hand	and	it	almost	hurts,	she	has	such	a	good	grip.	I
can’t	help	but	think	about	the	fact	that	she’s	made	out	with	Luke.	Even	if	it	was
just	for	work,	it	still	makes	my	stomach	feel	weird	knowing	this	fact	about	them.
I	don’t	let	it	bother	me	too	much	though.	I	get	it.



As	if	she	can	read	my	mind,	she	says,	“I’m	sorry	about	making	out	with	Luke	in
your	 house.	 It	 was	 necessary,	 but	 will	 never	 happen	 again.	 Believe	 me.	 It’s
almost	 as	 bad	 as	when	 I	 had	 to	 kiss	 this	 one	 for	 show,”	 she	 says,	 pointing	 at
Ryan.

Ryan	 rolls	his	 eyes.	 “Tillie,	Tillie,	Tillie,”	he	 says.	 “That	was	over	 a	year	 ago
and	you	still	can’t	stop	thinking	about	my	tongue	in	your	mouth.”

She	nods.	“Nightmares	are	hard	to	overcome.”

I	laugh.	I	instantly	like	her.	I	close	the	door	behind	me	and	point	to	the	bedroom.
“He’s	in	his	room,”	I	tell	them	both.

Ryan	glances	 toward	 the	 room	and	 then	back	 at	me.	There’s	 something	 in	his
expression	that	concerns	me,	but	he’s	trying	to	hide	it	with	a	forced	smile.	“You
mind	if	we	talk	to	Luke	alone?”	he	asks.

I	cross	my	arm	over	my	stomach	and	grab	my	other	arm.	I	look	back	and	forth
between	him	and	Tillie.	“Does	it	have	to	do	with	Asa?”

I	can	see	Tillie	 look	briefly	 in	Ryan’s	direction,	her	eyes	 revealing	 that	Asa	 is
exactly	what	they	intend	to	talk	to	Luke	about.

“I	want	to	know,”	I	say	to	them.	“If	you	don’t	let	me	hear	what	you’re	going	to
tell	him,	I’ll	eavesdrop	at	the	door.”

Ryan	doesn’t	laugh.	His	lips	tighten	together	and	he	just	nods.	“Fair	enough,”	he
says.

They	both	turn	to	walk	into	Luke’s	bedroom	and	I’m	forced	to	inhale	a	calming
breath.

This	doesn’t	look	good.

***

Luke

I	can	see	Tillie	and	Ryan	making	their	way	into	my	bedroom,	but	my	eyes	are	on
Sloan.	She’s	standing	in	the	living	room	with	her	eyes	closed,	looking	like	she’s



about	to	be	sick.

“What’d	you	say	to	her?”	I	ask	Ryan.

Right	when	I	ask	him	that	question,	she	blows	out	a	rush	of	air,	opens	her	eyes,
stands	up	straight	and	walks	toward	my	bedroom.

Ryan	shakes	his	head.	“Nothing.	She’s	 insisting	on	being	 in	here	 for	what	 I’m
about	to	tell	you.”

Sloan	 is	 in	 the	 bedroom	now,	 leaning	 against	 the	 door,	watching	 as	Ryan	 and
Tillie	make	their	way	around	the	room	to	the	couch.	The	last	thing	I	want	is	for
Sloan	 to	be	 involved.	 If	 I	 could	have	my	way,	 she’d	never	have	 to	hear	Asa’s
name	again.	But	 I	 know	we’ve	got	 a	 long	 road	ahead	of	us	 and	a	 lot	 of	 court
hearings.	Possibly	even	testimonies	on	stand.	So	until	Asa	is	convicted	and	put
away	 for	 good,	 I	 know	 I’m	 not	 going	 to	 be	 able	 to	 protect	 her	 from	 all	 of	 it.
Instead,	I	pat	the	spot	beside	me	on	the	bed	and	encourage	her	to	come	sit	with
me.

She	 does.	 Once	 she’s	 settled	 next	 to	 me	 and	 we’re	 both	 propped	 against	 the
headboard,	I	look	at	Ryan.	“What	is	it	you	don’t	want	to	tell	me?”

He	 shakes	 his	 head	 and	 leans	 forward,	 clasping	 his	 hands	 in	 front	 of	 him.	 “I
don’t	 even	know	where	 to	 start,”	 he	 says,	 his	 eyes	meeting	mine.	 “I	met	with
Young	today.”

“And?”	I	ask.

“It	wasn’t	good,”	Ryan	says.	“I	don’t	even	know	how	to	sugar	coat	this,	so	I’m
just	going	to	explain	it	in	a	way	you’ll	both	understand.”

Sloan’s	hand	wraps	around	mine	and	 I	can	already	 feel	her	 shaking.	 I	 squeeze
her	 hand	 for	 reassurance.	 Ryan	 tends	 to	 overdramatize	 situations;	 I	 just	 wish
Sloan	knew	that	so	she	wouldn’t	be	this	worried.

“Asa	is	claiming	he	shot	the	guy	in	his	bedroom	out	of	self-defense.”

Sloan	scoffs.	“It	wasn’t	self-defense!”	she	says.	“I	was	there!”

Ryan	nods	 softly.	 “Not	 in	defense	of	 himself,”	Ryan	 says.	 “He	 claims	he	was



defending	you.	That	he	heard	you	screaming	for	help,	and	when	he	walked	into
his	room,	the	guy	was	attacking	you	and	he	was	holding	a	gun.	He	claims	he	had
no	other	choice	but	to	stop	him	before	he	killed	you.”

Sloan	is	shaking	her	head.	“It	wasn’t…”	she	looks	at	me.	“Luke,	he	didn’t	have
to	kill	him.”

I	knew	Asa	was	going	to	pull	this	shit.	I	wrap	my	arm	around	Sloan	and	refocus
my	attention	on	Ryan.	“What	does	this	mean	exactly?”	I	ask.	“When	it	goes	to
trial,	his	defense	won’t	stand	up	to	Sloan’s	testimony?”

Ryan	blows	out	a	quick	breath.	“That’s	what	we’re	hoping,”	he	says.	“If	it	goes
to	trial.”

“If?”	Sloan	says,	voicing	my	exact	thought.

Tillie	speaks	up	 this	 time.	“The	 thing	 is…”	she	says.	“It’s	a	solid	case	of	self-
defense.	The	guy	was	holding	an	unauthorized	weapon.	Sloan	was	screaming	for
help.	He	was	 attacking	 her.	Even	with	 her	 testimony,	Asa’s	 defense	 holds	 up.
And	 the	 gun	 he	 used	 was	 a	 legal	 firearm,	 registered	 in	 his	 name.	 Unlike	 the
victim.	Also,	Asa	is	claiming	to	have	no	knowledge	of	who	the	men	were	who
broke	 into	 the	home.	And	 the	police	haven’t	 located	any	of	 the	men	who	fled.
Only	the	victim,	who,	so	far,	has	no	ties	to	Asa	that	we	can	prove.”

I	rake	my	hands	down	my	face.	I	can	hear	Sloan’s	breaths	speed	up	as	she	begins
to	realize	what	Ryan	and	Tillie	are	telling	us.

“But	what	 about	 the	 three	 of	 us?”	 I	 ask	Ryan.	 “It’s	 our	word	 against	 his.	We
know	he	orchestrated	that	entire	thing.	He	admitted	to	it	out	loud.”

Ryan	nods.	“He	admitted	it	to	you,	Luke,”	he	says.	“I	never	heard	him	say	it,	so	I
won’t	be	able	to	 testify	against	him.	I	wasn’t	 in	 the	room	with	the	two	of	you.
And…”	Ryan	pauses.

Tillie	leans	forward	and	says,	“He’s	claiming	the	two	of	you	set	him	up.”

I	sit	up	straight.	“Are	you	fucking	kidding	me?	What	jury	is	going	to	believe	that
shit?”

This	 is	 ridiculous.	 They’re	 in	 here	 saying	 absurd	 shit	 and	 upsetting	 Sloan.	 I



shouldn’t	have	let	Ryan	talk	to	me	about	this	in	front	of	her.

“I	know	this	sounds	crazy,”	Ryan	says.	“We	all	know	how	guilty	he	is.	But	to	a
jury…how	 do	 you	 think	 it’s	 going	 to	 look	 that	 Asa’s	 fiancé	 was	 knowingly
sleeping	with	the	undercover	cop	who	was	trying	to	have	him	arrested?	How	do
you	think	it’s	going	to	look	to	a	jury	when	it’s	Asa’s	fiancé	and	that	undercover
cop’s	word	against	his?”

Sloan’s	 hand	 slips	 from	mine	 and	 she	 covers	 her	 face.	My	 chest	 is	 starting	 to
ache	with	all	of	this.

“You	knew	I	was	pursuing	her,	Ryan.	If	I	knew	it	would	jeopardize	the	case…”	I
was	about	to	say	I	wouldn’t	have	done	it,	but	I	shut	my	mouth.	Because	I	would
have	done	it.	I	did	do	it.	I	pursued	her,	no	matter	the	consequences,	and	now	it’s
putting	us	in	a	huge	fucking	bind.

“Depending	 on	 the	 judge,”	Tillie	 says,	 “he	might	 throw	 the	 case	 out	 before	 it
even	 goes	 to	 trial.	 Most	 cases	 of	 self-defense	 are	 ruled	 justified	 homicide	 if
there’s	a	witness	to	corroborate	the	defendant’s	story.”

“There’s	no	one	to	corroborate	his	story,	though”	I	say.

Both	Ryan	and	Tillie	look	at	Sloan.	Ryan	nudges	his	head	at	her.	“Sloan’s	story
will	most	likely	corroborate	his	claim	of	self-defense.”

“How?”	Sloan	says,	flabbergasted.

Ryan	stands	up	and	walks	around	the	bed,	leaning	against	the	wall	nearest	Sloan.

“Was	the	victim	attacking	you?”	he	asks.

Sloan	nods.

“Was	he	holding	a	gun?”

Sloan	nods	again.

“Was	he	impersonating	an	officer?”

Another	nod.



“Did	you	scream	for	help?”

She	 doesn’t	 nod	 this	 time.	 A	 tear	 just	 pours	 down	 her	 cheek.	 “Twice,”	 she
whispers.

“And	how	did	you	feel	when	Asa	walked	into	the	room?”	Ryan	asks.	“A	jury	is
going	to	ask	you	these	questions	under	oath.”

A	sob	breaks	from	her	chest.	“Relieved,”	she	whispers	through	tears.	“Terrified.
And	relieved.”

Ryan	nods.	“That’s	enough	to	back	up	his	claims,	Sloan.	He	rescued	you	from
an	attacker.	That’s	hardly	murder	in	the	eyes	of	a	jury,	no	matter	how	evil	we	all
know	he	is.	His	whole	character	isn’t	what	will	be	on	trial.	Only	that	one	action.”

“But…”	 Sloan	 wipes	 tears	 from	 her	 eyes.	 “He	 didn’t	 have	 to	 shoot	 him.	 He
could	have	stopped	him	without	killing	him.”

Ryan	nods	in	agreement.	“I	know	he	could	have.	We	all	do.	But	the	jury	won’t
know	Asa	 like	we	do.	And	 they’ll	put	you	up	on	 the	stand	and	 tear	you	apart,
Sloan.	They’ll	make	Asa	look	like	the	victim,	because	you’re	his	fiancé.	Yet	you
were	knowingly	having	an	affair	with	the	undercover	cop	who	was	developing	a
case	 against	 him.	 That	 will	 lend	 sympathy	 to	 Asa’s	 case	 and	 your	 testimony
against	Asa	will	lose	any	and	all	credibility	in	the	eyes	of	the	jury.”

“But,”	 she	 stands	up,	wiping	at	her	 eyes.	 “What	 about	your	 case	 against	Asa?
Won’t	 that	 back	 up	my	 claims?	Won’t	 that	 have	 any	 bearing	 on	 the	 potential
murder	charge?”

Ryan’s	 eyes	meet	mine.	He	 releases	 a	 rush	 of	 air	 and	 then	walks	 back	 to	 the
couch.	“That’s	another	reason	why	we’re	here,”	he	says.	“Young	doesn’t	want	to
move	forward	with	any	charges	 in	our	 investigation.	None	of	our	 reports	were
complete	because	our	investigation	was	still	ongoing.	Young	is	afraid	if	we	press
charges	 and	 this	 goes	 to	 trial,	 the	 department	 will	 be	 ripped	 to	 shreds	 in	 the
press.	 It	doesn’t	 look	good	that	one	of	our	cops	was	 involved	 in	an	affair	with
our	main	subject’s	fiancé.	The	fact	that	we	broke	cover	to	fake	agents.	They’re
afraid	the	chances	of	Asa	actually	being	charged	with	anything	are	far	less	than
the	chances	of	us	 ruining	 the	department’s	 reputation.	Young	 is	 requesting	 the
case	be	closed	and	no	charges	be	filed.	He	says	it’s	not	worth	the	risk.”



“Oh	my	God,”	Sloan	says,	taking	a	seat	on	the	bed.	She	drops	her	elbows	to	her
knees	and	holds	her	head	in	her	hands.	“This	is	all	my	fault,”	she	whispers.

I	reach	over	and	pull	her	hand	to	mine.	“Sloan,	it’s	not	your	fault.	It’s	my	fault.	I
was	the	one	on	duty.”	I	look	up	at	Ryan.	“What	about	the	fact	that	he	tried	to	kill
me?	He	shot	me	in	the	chest	and	that	wasn’t	self-defense.	He’ll	be	charged	with
that,	right?”

I	can	see	the	roll	of	Ryan’s	throat	as	he	swallows.

“You	have	to	be	fucking	kidding	me,”	I	whisper,	dropping	my	head	against	the
headboard.

“He’s	claiming	self-defense	in	 that	case,	 too,”	Ryan	says.	“You	both	shot	each
other.	Sloan	was	the	only	witness	in	the	room.	I	can	only	testify	to	what	I	heard
from	outside	the	door.”

“He	almost	killed	me,	Ryan!”

Ryan	and	Tillie	both	glance	at	each	other.	Tillie	clears	her	throat	and	then	says,
“The	 thing	 is,	Luke…with	 the	shit	 storm	of	 that	whole	day,	 if	 the	DA	charges
him	with	 anything,	 chances	 are,	 you’ll	 be	 charged,	 too.	And	you’ll	 both	go	 to
trial.”

“I’ll	be	charged?	What	the	fuck	will	I	be	charged	with?”

“It	 depends	 on	 the	 judge.	 Felony	 assault…attempted	murder.	And	without	 the
department	 taking	 the	 case	 to	 court…it	will	 look	 like	 you	 and	Asa	 just	 had	 a
standoff	in	a	bedroom.	The	result	of	a	love	triangle	gone	wrong.”

I	can	hear	Sloan	crying	now.

I	can’t	even	force	another	question;	my	mind	is	going	 in	all	 fucking	directions
now.	“So	you’re	telling	me	that	not	only	does	this	sick	fucker	have	a	chance	at
getting	away	with	everything	he	did…I’m	looking	at	facing	charges?”

Ryan	nods,	slowly.	“Unless…we	work	out	some	sort	of	a	plea	deal.	His	lawyers
are	 pushing	 for	 it.	They	want	 us	 to	 agree	 to	 drop	 the	 charges	 in	 exchange	 for
information	on	Jon	and	Kevin	and	a	few	other	people	in	the	investigation.	Like	I
said,	 Luke.	 It	 all	 depends	 on	 the	 judge.	 And	 the	District	 Attorney,	 of	 course.



That’s	 a	 good	 thing,	 because	 the	 DA	 likes	 you.	 I	 don’t	 see	 him	 pushing	 for
anything	when	it	comes	to	charges	against	you,	but	if	we	push	for	charges	to	be
brought	against	Asa,	his	 lawyers	are	going	 to	push	back.	So	you	need	 to	 think
about	that	long	and	hard.”

I	can’t	even	believe	what	I’m	hearing	right	now.

“What	 about	 everything	 else	he’s	done?”	Sloan	asks.	 “All	 the	 times	he	 forced
himself	on	me?	Can	I	not	press	charges	against	him	for	that?”

Tillie	 nods.	 “You	 can,	 but	what	 exactly	 are	 you	 claiming?	Rape?	Did	 he	 rape
you?”

Sloan	glances	at	me,	 then	back	at	Tillie.	She	shrugs.	“I	don’t	even	know,”	she
says	quietly.	“There	were	several	times	I…I	was	terrified	he	would	hurt	me	so…
I	just	let	him.”

Tillie	stands	up	and	walks	over	to	the	bed,	sitting	next	to	Sloan.	“Did	you	ever
tell	him	no?	Did	you	ever	ask	him	to	stop	and	he	refused?”

Sloan	pauses	in	thought,	and	then	shakes	her	head.	“No,	I	was	too	scared	to	say
no.	I	pretended	I	was	okay	with	it	every	time.”

Tillie	 tilts	 her	 head	 in	 sympathy	 and	 squeezes	 Sloan’s	 hand.	 “I’m	 afraid	 that
won’t	hold	up	in	court,”	she	says.	“All	he	has	to	do	is	claim	he	wasn’t	aware	that
you	 didn’t	 want	 to	 have	 sex	 with	 him.	 If	 the	 accused	 is	 never	 told	 no	 and
assumes	you’re	willing	based	on	your	actions…”

Sloan’s	 head	 falls	 back	 into	 her	 hands.	 Then	 she	 just	 leans	 toward	 me	 and
collapses	against	my	chest.	I	wrap	my	arms	around	her	and	press	my	lips	to	her
head.

“I’m	sorry,”	Tillie	says.	“There	were	several	things	that	could	have	been	handled
differently	to	prepare	for	a	solid	case	against	him.	Several	things	that	prevent	us
from	pursuing	Asa	like	we	wish	we	could.”

“You	mean	several	things	I	messed	up,”	I	interject.

Ryan	stands.	“Don’t	be	so	hard	on	yourself,	Luke.	I	encouraged	several	of	those
mistakes.	 Sometimes	 cases	 are	 cut	 and	 dry.	 Sometimes	we	 get	 everything	we



need	before	 the	 end	of	 an	 investigation.	Unfortunately,	 this	 isn’t	 one	of	 those.
This	one	was	messy	from	beginning	to	end,	and	there	isn’t	much	we	can	work
with	at	this	point.	They	found	nothing	in	his	house	after	Jon	and	Kevin	cleared
out	 with	 whatever	 would	 enable	 us	 to	 file	 charges.	 All	 they	 found	was	 some
unexplained	 cash	 and	 a	 stash	 of	 prescription	 pills.	 It’s	 not	 enough	 to	 go	 after
him-not	 with	 the	 way	 Asa	 and	 his	 lawyers	 are	 going	 to	 fire	 back	 at	 us.
Sometimes	it’s	just	not	worth	the	fight.”

I	 feel	Sloan	 tense	 against	me.	She	 lifts	 up	 and	glares	 at	Ryan.	 “Not	worth	 the
fight?”	she	says.	“He	murdered	someone!	And	he	would	have	killed	Luke	 if	 it
weren’t	 for	six	 fucking	centimeters!	Now	you’re	saying	he’ll	 likely	walk	 free?
He’s	going	 to	be	 able	 to	 find	me?	To	 find	Luke?	Because	he’s	 not	 giving	up,
Ryan!	He	won’t	give	up	until	Luke	is	dead	and	you	know	that!”

“Sloan,”	I	say,	pulling	her	back	to	me.	“Stop.	We	don’t	know	that	he	won’t	be
convicted	of	anything	yet.	Try	to	calm	down.”

She	 cries	 against	my	 chest	 and	 I	 hold	 her	while	Ryan	 stares	 down	 at	 her,	 the
regret	 and	 sympathy	 evident	 in	 his	 expression.	He	 just	 nods	 slightly	 and	 says,
“I’m	sorry,	Sloan.	I	really	am.”	He	looks	at	me	and	his	eyes	are	saying	the	same
thing	to	me.	I	nod,	letting	him	know	I	understand.	This	isn’t	Ryan’s	fault.	This
isn’t	anyone’s	fault	but	my	own.

Ryan	and	Tillie	both	walk	toward	the	door.	I	pull	Sloan	against	me	and	hold	her,
trying	 to	 ease	her	 fears.	But	 her	whole	body	 is	wrecked	with	 tremors.	 I	 never
knew	just	how	scared	she	was	of	Asa	until	this	moment.

I	press	a	kiss	 to	 the	side	of	her	head	and	I	whisper,	“It’ll	be	okay,	Sloan.	You
aren’t	alone	this	time.	I’m	here	and	I	won’t	let	him	hurt	you.	I	swear.”

I	hold	her	until	she	falls	asleep	in	my	arms	from	pure	exhaustion.

***

ASA

“Do	you	have	any	questions?”	my	lawyer	asks.

His	name	 is	Paul.	Same	as	my	 father.	 I	 almost	 refused	him	when	 I	 found	 that
out,	but	he’s	got	the	best	reputation	in	the	state.	I	won’t	hold	it	against	him	that



he	shares	a	name	with	the	person	I	hate	the	second	most	in	this	world.

Luke	is	the	first.

“No,”	 I	 say.	 “We	walk	 into	 the	 courtroom,	 I	 plead	 self-defense	 and	 the	 judge
decides	whether	or	not	it	goes	to	trial.”

Paul	nods.	“That’s	right.”

I	stand	up,	the	cuffs	digging	in	to	my	wrists.	I	hate	that	Sloan	is	going	to	see	me
with	these	on.	It’s	a	little	emasculating	and	I	hate	for	her	to	see	me	in	any	other
light	than	she	always	has.	At	least	they	let	me	wear	a	suit	today	and	I	don’t	have
to	walk	in	with	that	ridiculous	standard-issue	orange	jumpsuit	on.	Orange	is	not
my	color	and	I	know	for	a	fact	that	this	suit	is	Sloan’s	favorite.

“Let’s	do	this,”	I	say	to	Paul.	“Piece	of	fucking	cake.”

Paul	nods	quickly	and	stands.	I	can	tell	he	doesn’t	like	my	confidence.	He	hasn’t
liked	 it	 since	 the	 moment	 we	 met.	 I’m	 also	 not	 sure	 that	 he	 likes	 me,	 but	 I
couldn’t	give	two	fucks	what	he	thinks	of	me.	As	long	as	he	clears	me	of	these
charges,	he’ll	be	my	favorite	person	in	the	world.

Well…second	favorite.	So	far,	Sloan	is	still	in	the	top	spot.

Sure,	she’s	done	a	lot	of	fucking	shit	to	piss	me	off,	but	I	know	it	was	all	thanks
to	Luke	and	the	lies	he	told	her.	I’m	sure	she’s	spent	enough	time	with	him	now
and	enough	time	apart	from	me	to	be	coming	to	her	senses.

I	follow	Paul	out	of	the	room,	quickly	flanked	by	four	guards.	Two	in	front	and
two	behind	me.	A	fifth	guard	opens	the	door	to	the	courtroom	and	as	soon	as	we
file	through	the	door,	I	scan	the	crowd	for	her.

I	see	him	first.	The	cocky	fucking	bastard,	sitting	second	row,	next	 to	his	 little
bitch-friend	Dalton.	Or	Ryan.	Whatever	the	fuck	his	name	is.

Sloan	isn’t	sitting	next	to	him,	though.	She’s	sitting	in	the	far	corner	on	the	back
row	by	herself.	I	smile	at	her,	but	she	glances	away	as	soon	as	her	eyes	land	on
mine.

There’s	one	of	 two	reasons	why	she	 isn’t	 sitting	with	Luke.	She	either	 figured



out	his	bullshit	by	now	and	wants	nothing	to	do	with	him.	Or	they	were	advised
not	to	sit	together	in	the	courtroom,	thanks	to	their	little	indiscretion	behind	my
fucking	back.

I’ll	go	with	the	former.

I	 take	my	 seat	 but	 I	 keep	my	 eyes	 locked	with	 Sloan’s.	Doing	 so	means	 I’m
turned	sideways	in	my	chair,	not	facing	where	the	judge	will	sit.	But	that’s	fine.
I’m	not	looking	away	from	her	until	she	makes	eye	contact	with	me	again.

“All	rise	for	the	honorable	Judge	Issac,”	a	guard	says.

I	 rise,	but	 I	don’t	 stop	 staring	at	Sloan.	 I	 can	hear	doors	open	and	steps	being
taken,	but	I’m	not	going	to	fucking	look	at	that	man	until	she	makes	eye	contact
with	me.	She’s	wearing	a	new	dress.	A	black	one.	It	looks	like	she’s	going	to	a
fucking	 funeral.	 Her	 hair	 is	 pulled	 back	 and	 up	 in	 a	 twist.	 She	 looks
sophisticated.	Fucking	sexy	as	hell.	My	dick	twitches	in	my	pants	and	I	wish	I
could	ask	for	a	bathroom	break	and	take	her	to	a	hallway	and	pull	her	dress	up
around	her	waist	and	press	my	fucking	face	between	her	legs.

I	miss	 the	way	she	smells.	 I	miss	how	soft	her	 thighs	are	against	my	cheeks.	 I
miss	the	way	her	whole	body	tightens	up	when	I	shove	my	dick	inside	of	her.

“You	may	be	seated.”

I	sit.

Fucking	hell,	it’s	hot	in	here.

I	hear	the	judge	start	talking	at	the	same	time	Paul	slides	me	a	piece	of	paper.	I
glance	down	at	it	long	enough	to	read	it.

“You	need	to	face	forward	out	of	respect	for	the	judge.”

I	laugh	under	my	breath	and	grab	the	pen.

“Fuck	 the	 judge	and	 fuck	you,	Paul,”	 I	write.	 I	 slide	 the	note	back	 to	him	and
return	my	eyes	to	Sloan.

She’s	looking	at	me	now.	Her	eyes	are	locked	with	mine	and	her	lips	are	pressed



together	real	tight	like	she’s	nervous.	I	like	that.	I	love	it,	actually.	She’s	feeling
something	while	she	looks	at	me	and	I	can	tell	she	isn’t	thinking	about	Luke	at
all	right	now.

“I	love	you,”	I	mouth.

Sloan’s	 eyes	 drop	 to	my	mouth	 and	 I	 smile	 at	 her.	 Then	 that	 stupid	 fuck-that
ridiculous	fuckface	motherfucking	stupid	fuck-stands	up	and	walks	 to	 the	back
of	the	courtroom,	right	to	where	she’s	seated.	He	makes	his	way	down	the	aisle
until	he	plants	himself	 right	next	 to	her.	He	wraps	his	arm	around	my	fucking
fiancé	and	she	squeezes	her	eyes	shut	and	buries	her	face	against	his	shoulder,
like	 she’s	 relieved	 he	moved	 to	 be	 next	 to	 her.	My	 eyes	meet	 his-the	 fucking
motherfucking	 fuckface	brainwashing	 fuck-and	he	 leans	 forward,	 blocking	my
view	of	her.	He	stares	at	me,	hard,	like	he’s	threatening	me	to	turn	around.

I	want	to	kill	him.	For	a	few	seconds,	I	try	and	think	of	ways	I	can	do	that.

Grab	the	security	guards	gun	and	shoot	him.

Run	to	the	back	of	the	courtroom	and	break	his	fucking	neck.

Grab	the	pen	that	I	just	wrote	Paul	the	note	with	and	shove	it	right	in	his	carotid
artery.

But	I	don’t.	I	refrain,	because	I’m	pretty	sure	this	case	is	going	to	go	in	my	favor
and	I’ll	be	out	on	bail	until	the	next	hearing.

His	murder	can	wait.

It	needs	to	be	planned	out	with	more	precision	and	preferably	without	the	eyes	of
a	judge	on	me.

I	 decide	 to	 turn	 around.	 Not	 because	 Luke	 threatens	 me	 to	 do	 so	 with	 that
fucking	 look	 in	 his	 eyes-but	 because	 I	 need	 to	 convince	 this	 judge	 that	 he’s
making	the	right	decision	when	he	throws	this	case	out	due	to	self-defense.

I	try	to	follow	along	as	both	lawyers	stand	up	and	speak.	I	try	to	follow	along	as
the	 judge	 responds	 to	 each	 of	 them.	 I	 smile	when	 the	 judge	 looks	 at	me.	But
inside,	 my	 blood	 is	 boiling.	 Knowing	 Luke	 is	 back	 there,	 sitting	 next	 to	 her,
holding	her.	That	means	she’s	probably	been	with	him	at	night	while	I’m	forced



to	 fuck	my	own	hand,	 alone	 in	my	 jail	 cell.	 It	 also	means	he’s	 probably	been
inside	her.	His	 fingers,	his	dick,	his	 fucking	 tongue.	Tasting	and	 taking	what’s
mine.	What	was	supposed	to	be	only	mine.

My	pulse	is	raging	when	the	judge’s	gavel	comes	down.	“This	court	session	is
adjourned.”

I	breathe	in	slowly	through	my	nose.	I	release	it	when	I	look	at	Paul.	“What	the
fuck	just	happened?”

He	makes	a	face	like	I’m	supposed	to	keep	my	voice	low.	My	eyes	flick	to	the
back	 of	 the	 room	when	 I	 hear	 Sloan’s	 cry.	Luke	 is	 helping	 her	 stand,	 but	 her
arms	are	around	him	and	she’s	crying.	Sobbing.

She’s	upset.	That	can’t	be	good	news	for	me.	She’s	upset	for	me.

“Is	this	going	to	trial?”	I	ask	Paul.	“You	said	this	wasn’t	going	to	fucking	trial!”

Paul	shakes	his	skinny	little	head.	“The	judge	decided	not	to	take	it	to	trail,”	Paul
says.	“Which	means	your	claims	of	self	defense	were	upheld.	You’ll	have	to	go
back	to	your	cell,	but	only	until	I	can	bail	you	out	on	the	other	charges	pending
against	you.	It	may	be	four	or	five	hours,	but	I’ll	come	get	you	once	your	bail	is
posted.”

I	glance	back	at	Sloan,	watching	as	Luke	helps	her	out	of	the	courtroom.	Why	is
she	crying,	then?	If	the	charges	against	me	were	dismissed,	why	is	she	crying?

“How	 long	 do	 you	 think	 it	 takes	 someone	 to	 recover	 from	 being	 completely
fucking	brainwashed?”	I	ask	Paul.

I	glance	back	at	him	and	he	shrugs.	“What	are	you	talking	about,	Asa?”

“Like	how	much	 therapy	do	you	 think	a	person	will	need	 in	order	 to	get	over
being	brainwashed?	A	few	weeks?	Months?	More	than	a	year?”

Paul	 stares	 at	me	 a	moment	 and	 then	 shakes	 his	 head.	 “I’ll	 see	 you	 in	 a	 few
hours,	Asa.”

He	stands,	so	I	stand.	The	same	four	guards	escort	me	out	of	the	courtroom.



I	should	probably	be	fucking	ecstatic	that	this	case	just	got	thrown	out.	The	next
one	should	be	even	easier,	because	Paul	says	Luke’s	department	 isn’t	pressing
charges.	So	as	long	as	I	cut	a	plea	deal,	undergo	some	psychiatric	treatment	and
give	them	the	information	they	want	on	Jon	and	Kevin,	I	more	than	likely	won’t
be	charged	with	shooting	Luke	in	the	fucking	chest.

That	says	a	lot	about	our	court	system.	I	fucking	come	within	six	centimeters	of
killing	a	guy	in	cold	blood,	and	I	walk	free	because	I	tattle	and	claim	a	mental
illness?

I	fucking	love	the	USA.

It	almost	feels	like	all	my	efforts	have	gone	to	waste,	though.	Since	the	moment
I	 started	 growing	 suspicious	 that	 someone	was	 brainwashing	 Sloan,	 I’ve	 been
concocting	this	elaborate	scheme	and	I’m	not	even	really	getting	credit	for	it.	I
had	to	deny	having	anything	to	do	with	the	fake	raid,	which	was	really	hard	for
my	ego.	I’m	fucking	proud	of	that	and	I	want	to	brag	to	the	world	that	I	pulled	it
off	flawlessly.

Not	 to	 mention	 the	 fucking	 schizophrenia	 shit.	 Shower	 with	 your	 clothes	 on,
check	 the	 lock	 on	 a	 door	 a	 few	 times	 and	 people	 think	 you’re	 losing	 your
fucking	mind.	I	had	to	do	it,	though.	I	know	myself	and	I	knew	if	I	found	out	my
suspicions	were	 true	 and	 Sloan	was	 fucking	 someone	 else,	 that	 I	would	more
than	likely	lose	my	shit	and	murder	the	guy.	I	can’t	very	well	murder	someone
and	 run	 the	 risk	of	 being	 tried	 as	 a	mentally	 competent	 adult.	 I	 had	 to	 have	 a
back-up	plan	so	I	wouldn’t	rot	in	fucking	prison	like	my	father	did	most	of	his
life.

Maybe	 it	 wasn’t	 a	 complete	 waste.	 I	 at	 least	 have	 the	 “schizophrenia”	 to	 fall
back	on	if	I	ever	need	it.	Which	I	probably	will	eventually,	because	Luke	is	still
breathing.

When	I	make	it	back	to	my	cell,	I	fall	down	onto	the	bed	as	the	bars	clank	shut
behind	me.	I	can’t	help	but	smile.

This	whole	thing	is	turning	out	so	beautiful.	Sloan	will	take	some	time	to	come
around	again,	but	I	know	she	will.	Especially	once	Luke	is	out	of	the	picture	for
good.	I’ll	have	to	somehow	look	past	the	fact	that	Luke	has	been	inside	her.	I	can
fuck	him	out	of	her,	 though.	I’ll	 just	have	to	fuck	her	a	whole	goddamn	bunch
and	in	every	position	until	I	no	longer	think	about	him	when	I	look	at	her.



“What	are	you	so	fucking	happy	about?”	a	voice	says.

I	turn	my	head	and	look	at	my	cellmate.	I	can’t	remember	his	name.	He’s	asked
me	about	a	million	questions	since	I	was	thrown	in	this	cell	with	him,	but	this	is
the	first	time	I	actually	answer	him.

“I’m	about	 to	be	 a	 free	man,”	 I	 tell	 him,	 staring	up	 at	 the	 ceiling	with	 a	huge
goddamn	 fucking	 smile	 on	my	 face.	 “Which	means	 I	 finally	 get	 to	marry	my
fiancé.	In	a	real	wedding.	With	a	three-tier	coconut	cake.”

I	can’t	help	but	laugh,	just	thinking	about	it.

I’m	coming	for	you,	Sloan.	Whether	you	think	you	want	me	to	or	not.

You	promised	to	love	me.

Forever.

And	you	fucking	will.

The	End



Epilogue	for	the	epilogue
You	guys	didn't	really	think	I	would	do	that	to	you,	did	you?	



Happy	4/20!

SLOAN

I	bring	the	cup	of	coffee	to	my	mouth.	My	hands	are	shaking	so	bad,	it
makes	tiny	little	black	waves	of	coffee	crash	against	the	sides	of	my	cup.

I	glance	over	at	the	clock	on	the	far	wall.	Three	in	the	morning.

It’s	been	two	days	since	Asa’s	case	was	thrown	out.	He	was	bailed	out
that	afternoon.	Luke	and	I	were	sent	to	this	apartment	in	the	city	for
protection	until	the	next	hearing.

It’s	a	nice	apartment,	but	when	I’m	too	scared	to	step	outside	or	even
look	out	the	window,	it	feels	more	like	a	prison.	Luke	has	assured	me
over	and	over	that	there’s	no	way	Asa	will	find	us	here.	But	what	Luke
probably	doesn’t	understand	is	that	even	if	Asa	is	locked	up	in	prison	the
rest	of	his	life,	I’ll	still	constantly	be	looking	over	my	shoulder.	If	it	isn’t
Asa	himself	that	could	hurt	me	or	Luke,	I	wouldn’t	put	it	past	him	to	hire
someone	else	to	do	it.

I	turn	my	head	when	I	hear	the	bedroom	door	open.	Luke	walks	out,
rubbing	the	sleep	out	of	his	eyes.	He’s	wearing	black	jogging	pants	that
hang	off	his	hips	and	no	shirt.	The	bandages	from	his	wound	cover	most
of	his	chest.	He’s	barefoot,	shuffling	across	the	hard	wood	floor	toward
me.

He	reaches	the	back	of	the	couch	and	I	lean	my	head	back	and	look	up
at	him.	He	leans	forward	and	kisses	my	forehead	upside	down.	“You
okay?”

I	shrug.	“I	can’t	sleep.	Again.”

His	eyes	are	sympathetic	and	he	lifts	a	hand,	brushing	my	hair	off	my
forehead.	“Sloan,”	he	says	quietly.	“You	don’t	have	to	worry	here.	He
can’t	find	us.	We’re	safe	until	his	next	trial,	I	promise.”



I	nod	again,	but	his	words	do	little	to	comfort	me.	I’ll	never	trust	Asa,	no
matter	how	safe	I	should	feel.

He	walks	around	the	couch	and	sits	down,	pulling	me	onto	his	lap	until
I’m	straddling	him.	He	wraps	his	hands	around	my	lower	back	and	says,
“What	can	I	do	to	help	you	sleep?”

I	smile.	I	like	his	distraction	methods.	“It’s	only	been	two	weeks	since	you
were	released.	You	have	two	more	to	go.”

His	hands	cup	my	ass	beneath	his	oversized	t-shirt	I’m	wearing.	He
slides	his	fingers	beneath	the	edges	of	my	panties,	sending	chills	over
me	and	forcing	Asa	out	of	my	head	for	a	few	seconds.	“I	wasn’t	thinking
about	sex	with	you,”	he	says.	“I	was	thinking	more	along	the	lines	of	what
I	could	do	for	you.”

One	of	his	hands	slides	around	to	my	stomach	and	then	up	to	my	breast.
His	thumb	brushes	my	nipple	at	the	same	time	his	tongue	slides	across
my	lips.	He	kisses	me,	deep,	then	pulls	back	just	as	I	start	to	grow	dizzy.

“I’ll	be	careful,”	he	says.	“My	hands	and	mouth	will	do	all	the	work,	but	I’ll
make	sure	the	rest	of	me	takes	it	easy.	Okay?”

I	know	I	should	encourage	his	recovery,	but	every	time	he	touches	me,	it
calms	me	down.	Makes	me	less	nervous.

I	need	that	right	now.

“Okay,”	I	whisper.

He	smiles	and	then	pulls	off	my	shirt.	His	mouth	covers	my	right	breast,
and	after	giving	that	one	attention,	he	moves	to	my	left.	Then	he	pushes
me	until	my	back	is	against	the	couch	and	he’s	hovering	over	me.	His	lips
drag	across	my	mouth,	my	neck,	my	breasts.	His	breath	warms	up	every
part	of	me	while	his	hand	works	it’s	way	inside	my	panties.

He	adjusts	me	until	I	have	one	leg	lifted	over	the	back	of	the	couch	and
one	leg	on	the	floor.	He	rests	his	lips	against	mine	and	whispers,	“Watch
me.”



I	open	my	eyes,	just	as	his	fingers	slip	inside	me.	I	moan,	struggling	to
keep	my	eyes	open,	but	he	likes	the	eye	contact.

I	like	it,	too.	It’s	new	for	me.

In	the	past,	with	Asa,	I’ve	always	kept	my	eyes	shut	tight	because	I	never
wanted	to	look	at	him.

With	Luke,	I’m	scared	I’ll	miss	something.	I	don’t	want	to	miss	the	way	he
looks	at	me,	the	way	he	responds	to	my	noises.	I	love	the	eye	contact.

He	presses	his	thumb	against	me	while	his	fingers	remain	inside	of	me
and	we	only	have	to	keep	eye	contact	for	no	more	than	thirty	seconds,
because	that’s	all	it	takes	for	his	touch	to	completely	send	me	over	the
edge.	As	soon	as	I	start	shaking	beneath	him,	he	claims	my	mouth	with
his,	swallowing	his	name	as	it	flows	from	my	lips.	He	kisses	me	until	it’s
over,	and	then	lowers	himself	until	he’s	pressed	against	me.	I	can	feel
him	bulging	through	his	sweatpants	and	it	creates	another	need	in	me.

“I	think	I’m	better,”	he	says,	moving	his	hips	against	me.	“I’m	pretty	sure
it’s	safe	to	be	inside	you	now.”

His	voice	is	gravelly—needy—and	it	would	be	so	easy	just	to	push	down
his	sweatpants	and	let	him	fill	me.	But	I	would	feel	terrible	if	something
bad	happened	because	we	were	too	impatient	to	wait	the	recommended
time.	His	heart	may	not	be	strong	enough	for	that	yet.

“How	about	we	compromise?”	I	whisper.	“One	more	week	and	then	we’ll
take	it	really	slow.”

Luke	groans	against	my	neck,	but	pulls	back.	“One	more	week,”	he
agrees.	“But	then	be	prepared	for	multiple	times	a	day.	I	have	a	lot	of
catching	up	to	do.”	I	laugh	as	he	sidles	up	to	my	side,	pulling	me	against
him.	I’m	facing	him,	my	hands	on	his	chest.	I	trace	my	fingers	around	his
bandage.

“I	wonder	what	your	scar	will	look	like,”	I	whisper.

His	hand	meets	my	hair	and	he	runs	his	fingers	through	it,	down	my



back,	over	my	arm.	“I	don’t	know,”	he	says.	“I	just	hope	you	kiss	it	a	lot.”

I	laugh.	“Don’t	worry,	once	we’re	in	the	clear,	you’re	gonna	have	a	hard
time	keeping	my	mouth	off	you.	I	like	your	body	too	much.”	I	look	up	at
him.	“Is	that	shallow?	That	I	like	looking	at	you	with	your	shirt	off?”

He	shakes	his	head	with	a	grin.	“Nah.	The	first	thing	that	attracted	me	to
you	was	your	ass.”

“I	thought	it	was	the	drool	on	my	chin	when	you	woke	me	up	in	class	that
first	day.”

He	nods.	“Yeah.	You’re	right.	It	was	definitely	the	slobber.”

I	laugh.	I	love	that	he’s	able	to	make	me	laugh	at	a	time	like	this.	Our	lips
meet	and	we	kiss	for	a	solid	five	minutes.	Until	he	starts	to	press	into	me
again.	I	feel	terrible	that	he’s	being	tortured	so	much,	but	there’s	no	way
I’m	allowing	him	to	go	against	doctors	orders.	I	need	him	to	be	as	healthy
as	he	can	as	soon	as	he	can.	I	push	him	away	and	try	to	change	the
subject	to	something	that	will	help	him	recover.

“Do	you	think	you’ll	get	to	see	your	mother	soon?”	I	ask	him.

He	talks	about	his	mother	a	lot.	I	hate	that	we’re	in	hiding	right	now,
because	that	means	he	can’t	see	her	until	the	next	hearing	is	over	and
Asa	is	hopefully	behind	bars	again.

Of	course,	there’s	a	chance	he’ll	walk	free	again.	But	we	don’t	talk	about
that	possibility.

“We’ll	see	her	when	this	is	all	over.	She’s	going	to	love	you	for	me.”

I	smile,	wondering	what	that’s	like	to	have	a	mother	who	loves	you.	I	start
to	think	about	my	only	family-Stephen-and	then	my	smile	fades.

Luke	notices,	because	he	runs	the	backs	of	his	fingers	over	my	cheek.
“What’s	wrong?”

I	try	to	shake	away	his	concern.	“Just	thinking	about	Stephen,”	I	say.



“Hoping	he’s	safe	during	all	this.”

Luke’s	hand	finds	mine	and	he	slides	his	fingers	through	it.	“He’s	safe,
Sloan.	He	has	twenty-four	hour	security.	You	don’t	have	to	worry	about
him,	I	made	sure	of	it.”

I	hate	that	Asa	has	put	us	in	this	situation.	A	situation	where	I	can’t	even
see	my	brother.	Luke	can’t	even	see	his	mother.	We	can’t	leave	this
apartment.	And	we	have	to	have	security	for	anyone	we	love.

It	isn’t	right.

I	hate	Asa	Jackson.	I	hate	that	I	ever	met	him.

“I	want	Asa	to	pay,	Luke,”	I	whisper,	staring	at	his	chest.	I	can’t	look	him
in	the	eyes	when	I’m	full	of	this	much	hatred.	“I	want	him	to	suffer	in	the
worst	possible	way.	And	that	makes	me	feel	like	such	a	terrible	person.”

His	lips	meet	my	forehead,	soft	and	gentle.	“He	deserves	to	go	to	prison
for	the	rest	of	his	life,	Sloan.	You	shouldn’t	feel	guilty	for	wanting	that.”

I	pull	back	and	make	eye	contact	with	him.	“No,	not	that	kind	of	revenge.
Prison	wouldn’t	affect	him	like	it	would	most	people.	I	want	him	to	really
hurt.	I	want	him	to	see	how	much	I	love	you.	I	want	him	to	be	forced	to
realize	that	I	love	you	and	would	pick	you	over	him.	It	would	cut	him	to	his
core.”

Contemplation	flashes	in	Luke’s	eyes	as	he	stares	down	at	me.	“If	that
makes	you	a	bad	person,	then	we’re	both	evil.	Because	I	would	give
anything	for	him	to	have	to	suffer	like	that.”

It’s	twisted,	but	his	words	make	me	smile.	I	guess	when	you’re	pushed
far	enough,	revenge	becomes	the	only	thing	that	could	help	you	move
on.	That’s	not	healthy.	I	know	that	and	I’m	sure	Luke	knows	that.	But
knowing	the	difference	between	right	and	wrong	doesn’t	change	the	way
you	feel.	It	just	makes	you	feel	guiltier	that	you	feel	that	way.

I	tuck	myself	into	him	and	press	my	head	against	his	chest.	“Sometimes,”
I	whisper.	“I	have	these	terrible	thoughts…”



I	stop	speaking,	because	I’m	not	sure	I	should	even	say	it	out	loud.

Luke’s	lips	meet	the	top	of	my	head,	his	hand	wraps	around	the	nape	of
my	neck	and	he	says,	“Tell	me,	Sloan.”

“You’ll	think	bad	of	me.”

“I	could	never.”

I	close	my	eyes,	not	knowing	what	Luke	will	think	of	my	confession.	But	it
feels	good	just	getting	it	out-letting	someone	else	know	how	much	hatred
I’m	harboring.	“Sometimes…I	wish	that	just	once,	Asa	would	have	to
watch	you	fuck	me.	It’s	the	only	thing	that	would	kill	what’s	left	of	his	soul.
I	sometimes	wish	he	could	be	forced	to	watch	you	take	what	he	thinks
belongs	to	him…”

Luke	doesn’t	respond	for	a	long	time.	I	start	to	grow	embarrassed	that	I
admitted	that	out	loud.	I	don’t	want	him	to	think	I	have	this	fantasy	that
involves	Asa	watching	us	for	pleasure.	It’s	far	from	that.	With	everything
Asa	has	put	me	through,	I	know	that	this	would	hurt	him	more	than
anything.	That’s	all	that	fantasy	is-a	way	for	me	to	get	the	ultimate
revenge	on	him.

“Sloan,”	Luke	finally	says.	“He	did	a	lot	to	you	that	you	didn’t	deserve.	So
much	more	than	anyone	should	ever	have	to	endure.	It’s	perfectly	normal
for	you	to	want	him	to	suffer.	Don’t	ever	feel	guilty	about	that.	Ever.”

I	sigh	with	relief	at	his	words.	He	hugs	me	even	tighter.	“What	would	be
your	ultimate	revenge?”

Luke	laughs	a	little.	“My	only	revenge	would	be	watching	you	get	your
ultimate	revenge.	I	just	want	to	see	you	vindicated.	Justified.	So	I	want
whatever	it	is	that	would	get	you	that.”

I	love	him.	I	really	do.	So	damn	much.	I	pull	my	face	away	from	his	chest
and	say,	“I	love	you,	Luke.”

He	cups	my	face	and	says,	“I	love	you	too,	baby.”	And	then	he	kisses
me.



But	then	he	stops.

Banging.

Loud	banging	on	the	center	of	the	apartment	door.	I	immediately	feel	the
terror,	the	chills	all	over	my	skin,	the	shaking	return	to	my	hands.

Luke	is	standing	now.	I	don’t	even	know	when	he	jumped	off	the	couch.
He	throws	me	my	t-shirt	and	motions	for	me	to	put	it	on.	He’s	across	the
living	room,	grabbing	his	gun	off	the	counter.

More	banging	on	the	door.

He	motions	for	me	to	stand	up	and	come	stand	by	him.	I	do.

“Who	knows	we’re	here?”	I	ask	him.

“Just	Ryan,”	he	says,	walking	to	the	front	door.	I	follow	him.	He	leans
forward	and	looks	through	the	peephole.	He	pulls	back	and	presses	his
back	to	the	wall	by	the	door.

“It’s	Ryan,”	he	whispers.

I	blow	out	a	deep,	pent	up	breath.	“Thank	God,”	I	whisper.

Luke	doesn’t	move.	His	gun	is	still	drawn	and	his	eyes	are	boring	into
mine.

“What’s	wrong?”	I	whisper.

Luke	inhales	a	quick	breath,	then	releases	it.	“He’s	not	scratching	his
neck.”

***

LUKE

Sloan’s	whole	face	drops.	She	knows	mine	and	Ryan’s	non-verbal	signal
for	when	everything	is	safe.	And	she	realizes	now	that	everything	is	not
safe.



I	glance	out	the	peephole	again,	hoping	I	just	missed	the	signal.	But	he’s
still	not	scratching	his	neck.	And	it’s	four	o’clock	in	the	morning.	Why
would	he	be	here?

“Open	the	door,	Luke,”	Ryan	says.	“I	know	you’re	in	there.”

Ryan	is	looking	straight	into	the	peephole.	But	I	know	him	well	enough	to
know	that	he’s	hoping	I	don’t	open	the	door.

If	Asa	is	behind	this,	why	would	Ryan	lead	him	here?

I	look	out	the	peephole	again	and	I	can	see	Ryan	looking	to	his	left,	like
he’s	listening	to	someone	give	him	orders.	Ryan	inhales,	then	stares	at
the	door	again.	“He	took	Tillie.	If	you	don’t	open	the	door,	he’ll	let	them
kill	her.	He’s	the	only	one	who	knows	where	she	is.”

“Fuck,”	I	whisper,	dropping	my	head	against	the	wall.	“Fuck.”

I	can’t	believe	Ryan	would	put	Sloan	in	this	situation.	I	can’t	believe	he
would	bring	him	here.	There	has	to	be	something	else	to	this.	Ryan
would	put	his	own	life	in	danger	before	he	would	risk	anyone	else’s.

I	glance	over	at	Sloan	and	tears	are	pouring	down	her	cheeks.	Her	eyes
are	wide	with	fear.

I	look	out	the	door	again,	just	as	Asa	walks	into	the	frame,	pointing	a	gun
against	Ryan’s	head.	“Don’t	forget	to	tell	him	who	else	I	have,”	Asa	says,
loud	enough	for	me	to	hear	him	through	the	door.

Ryan	closes	his	eyes	regretfully.	“Luke,”	he	says.	“He	has	someone
parked	outside	my	little	sister’s	house.	I’m	sorry,	Luke.	I’m	so	sorry.”

I	close	my	eyes.	Ryan’s	little	sister	is	the	one	thing	he	would	protect	more
than	anyone	in	this	world.	It	makes	sense	now.	And	the	fact	that	Asa	was
smart	enough	to	pull	that	off	makes	me	scared	for	Sloan’s	life.	I	reach	for
my	phone	to	dial	9-1-1.

“If	you	call	the	police	and	have	me	arrested,	they’re	both	dead,”	Asa



says.	“Tillie.	Ryan’s	sister.	And	Ryan.	My	guys	have	strict	orders.	I’m
giving	you	three	seconds	to	open	this	door.”

Sloan	is	crying	hard	now,	shaking	her	head,	begging	me	not	to	open	the
door.	I	take	two	steps	until	I’m	standing	right	in	front	of	her.	I	brush	my
thumb	across	my	bottom	lip	and	whisper,	“I’m	so	sorry,	Sloan.”

Then	I	grab	her	arm	and	pull	her	to	me,	press	the	gun	against	the	side	of
her	head,	and	open	the	door.

Asa	looks	at	Sloan	first.	Then	his	eyes	meet	the	gun	I’m	holding	to	her
head.	“Son	of	a	bitch,”	he	says.

I	back	us	both	into	the	living	room	as	Asa	makes	his	way	inside,	holding
the	gun	to	Ryan’s	head.	“Looks	like	we	have	a	predicament.”

I	shrug.	“Not	really.	What	you	have	of	mine	is	disposable.	What	I	have	of
yours	is	not.”

Sloan	is	shaking	so	hard	against	me,	and	it	fucking	kills	me	that	I’m	doing
this	to	her.	But	she	knows	she’s	the	only	bargaining	tool	we	have	to	work
with.	He	would	never	want	her	dead,	so	I	hope	she	realizes	that	this	may
be	our	only	way	out	of	this.

It’s	a	risk,	but	we’re	out	of	options.

Asa’s	eyes	are	hard	on	mine.	“Let	her	go,	Luke.	I’ll	release	Ryan,	Sloan
and	I	will	leave,	and	things	can	go	back	to	how	they’re	supposed	to	be.”

I’ll	never	push	her	into	Asa’s	arms.	Ever.	Even	if	he	has	to	kill	me	first.

“Asa,”	I	say,	backing	her	away	from	him.	“Do	you	remember	the	last	time
we	were	locked	up	in	a	room	together?	You	were	very	curious	about	the
details	of	my	first	time	with	Sloan.”

His	Adam’s	apple	rolls	down	his	throat.

“You	still	interested	in	hearing	about	it?”



Asa	cocks	his	gun	in	a	threatening	gesture,	pushing	it	beneath	Ryan’s
chin,	forcing	his	head	up.

I	do	the	same	to	Sloan.	It	makes	her	cry	even	harder.

“The	first	time	I	kissed	her	was	in	your	bedroom,”	I	say.	“Right	next	to
your	bed.”

“Shut	your	fucking	filthy	mouth,	Luke,”	Asa	yells.	“I’ll	blow	his	fucking
brains	out	all	over	this	apartment.”

I	nod.	“If	you	do	that,	you’ll	see	exactly	what	Sloan	looks	like	on	the
inside.”

He	winces.	I’m	getting	to	him.

“You	think	I	care	if	she	dies?”	I	say.	“There	are	a	million	more	girls	just
like	her,	Asa.	She	doesn’t	mean	shit	to	me.	She	got	me	closer	to	you	and
that’s	all	I	ever	cared	about.	She’s	a	white-trash	cunt	who	used	you	for
your	money.	Do	you	really	think	I	would	take	a	girl	like	that	home	to	my
mother?”

Asa	lowers	his	head	until	his	eyes	are	narrowed	in	my	direction.	“You
think	I	believe	that?	Nice	try,	Luke.	But	I	know	you	want	to	keep	her	all	to
yourself	or	you	wouldn’t	fucking	be	here	with	her.	Now	tell	me	what	it’ll
take	for	you	to	give	her	to	me.	Alive.”

“I	can’t	do	that	yet,	Asa.	You’re	right,	I	don’t	want	to	give	her	up.	I’ve	only
been	able	to	fuck	her	once.	She	owes	me	a	good	fuck	or	two.”

Asa	pops	his	neck.	That	really	got	to	him.	I	can	see	his	focus	changing
more	to	me	and	less	on	Ryan.	I	push	him	a	little	further.

“You	want	to	know	what	it	was	like	the	first	time	I	fucked	her?”

Asa	shakes	his	head.	“Not	particularly.	What	I’d	like	is	to	not	have	to
fucking	kill	you	or	your	partner.	What	I’d	like	is	for	you	to	hand	me	Sloan
so	we	can	move	on	with	our	lives.”



“You	were	passed	out	in	your	bed	upstairs,”	I	tell	him.	I	press	my	cheek
against	Sloan’s,	rubbing	my	face	against	her.	I	can	feel	her	tears	and	my
fucking	heart	is	regretting	every	second	of	putting	her	through	this,	but	I
have	no	other	choice.

“Sloan	had	just	gotten	out	of	the	pool,”	I	say	to	him.	“Her	bra	and	panties
were	soaking	wet.	Nipples	were	hard	as	fucking	rocks.	You	know	what
she	did,	Asa?”

He	doesn’t	respond,	so	I	continue.

“She	walked	right	up	to	me,	pressed	those	hard	nipples	against	my	chest,
and	then	she	called	me	out	on	my	bullshit.	Said	she	knew	I	was
undercover.	She	threatened	to	tell	you.	So	I	did	what	any	guy	would	do	in
that	situation.	I	pulled	her	to	the	side	of	the	house,	shoved	her	against	the
wall,	and	kissed	her	to	shut	her	up.”	I	force	a	smile.	“She	loved	it,	Asa.
Moaned	so	loud	I	was	afraid	she	might	wake	you	up.	Then	she	wrapped
her	legs	around	me,	letting	me	know	how	much	she	wanted	it.	I	carried
her	to	my	car	and	she	straddled	my	lap.	She	slid	right	over	my	dick	and
fucked	me	in	the	backseat	of	my	car	while	you	slept	upstairs.	She	fucked
me,	Asa.	She	didn’t	fuck	Carter.	She	fucked	Luke.	The	cop.	She	fucked
me,	knowing	I	was	there	to	bring	you	down.”	I	push	Sloan	forward	a	step,
getting	just	a	little	bit	closer	to	Asa,	digging	that	knife	in	a	little	bit	deeper.
“How	does	that	make	you	feel?	Knowing	it	turned	her	on	more	to	know
that	I	was	an	undercover	cop	building	a	case	against	you	than	it	did	when
she	thought	I	was	just	another	dealer	like	you?”

Asa’s	nostrils	are	flaring.	He’s	staring	at	Sloan,	hatred	in	his	eyes.	“Is	that
true,	baby?”	he	says,	his	voice	laced	with	fear	for	her	answer.	Sloan	is
right.	She’s	the	only	thing	that	can	break	him.	“Did	you	know	he	was	a
cop	when	you	fucked	him?”

Sloan	is	staring	at	Asa,	her	fear	forcing	her	chest	to	heave	up	and	down.
She	nods.	“It’s	true,	Asa,”	she	whispers.	“And	it	was	the	best	fucking
orgasm	of	my	life.”

There’s	a	split	second	when	I	can	actually	see	her	words	breaking	his
heart.	Cracking	his	entire	soul	right	down	the	middle.	His	eyebrows	draw



apart	and	he	blows	out	a	quick	breath,	refusing	to	believe	the	words	she
just	spoke	to	him.

That	split	second	is	all	it	takes	to	aim	my	gun	in	his	direction.	I	pull	the
trigger,	hitting	him	in	the	arm	that’s	holding	the	gun.

The	second	the	bullet	makes	contact,	Ryan	breaks	free	and	grabs	Asa’s
gun,	shooting	him	once	in	each	leg	and	once	in	the	other	arm.

Sloan	is	wrapped	around	me,	one	of	my	arms	is	holding	her	tight	while
the	other	is	aiming	straight	at	Asa’s	head.	My	finger	is	around	the	trigger
and	it’s	taking	everything	in	me	not	to	shoot	him.	To	end	his	fucking
worthless	life	for	good.

Ryan	can	see	it	on	my	face.	“Don’t	do	it,	Luke,”	he	says.

Asa	falls	to	the	floor	and	Ryan	is	on	top	of	him,	cuffing	his	arms	behind
his	back.	“Where’s	Tillie?”	Ryan	demands.

Asa	makes	eye	contact	with	him.	He	has	four	bullet	wounds	in	his	body-
none	of	them	necessarily	life-threatening-but	he	has	a	solemn	look	on	his
face,	like	he	can’t	even	feel	the	physical	pain.

“Fuck	if	I	know,”	he	says.

Ryan	reaches	back	and	smashes	the	barrel	of	his	gun	across	Asa’s	face.
Blood	splatters	on	the	wall.	He	grabs	Asa’s	phone	out	of	his	pocket	and
says,	“You’re	going	to	call	them	off!	Right	now!	You’re	going	to	free	Tillie
and	my	sister,	you	piece	of	fucking	shit!”

Asa	is	staring	up	at	him,	laughing.	“Your	sister	was	a	lucky	guess,”	he
says.	“Found	her	online.	Looked	up	her	address.	I	don’t	even	have
people	at	her	house,	you	gullible	piece	of	shit.”

Ryan	stares	at	him	long	and	hard.	He	pulls	his	phone	out	and	dials	a
number.

“Are	you	okay?”



He	pauses.	Then,	“Tillie,	are	you	fucking	okay?	This	isn’t	a	joke!	Where
are	you?”

Ryan	closes	his	eyes	and	then	in	a	split	second,	his	gun	smashes
against	Asa’s	head	again.	“You	pathetic	fuck!”

He	hangs	up	the	phone	and	calls	his	sister.	“Hey,”	he	says.	“I’m	sending
police	to	your	house.	Don’t	freak	out,	I	just	need	to	make	sure	you’re
okay.”

When	he	hangs	up	the	phone,	he	looks	at	me.	He	shakes	his	head.	“I’m
sorry,	Luke,”	he	says.	“There	was	no	way	I	knew	if	he	was	lying	or	not.	I
couldn’t	take	any	chances.”

“I	would	have	done	the	same	thing.”

Ryan	makes	sure	Asa’s	cuffs	are	secured	to	the	mantle	and	then	walks
toward	the	door.	“I’ll	call	the	station	and	have	this	sorry	fucker	picked	up.
I’ll	be	downstairs.	Keep	your	gun	on	him	until	they	come	get	him.”

As	soon	as	the	door	is	shut,	I	pull	Sloan	to	me,	squeezing	her.	“I’m	sorry.
I’m	sorry	I	did	that.	I’m	sorry	I	put	a	gun	to	your	head	and	said	those
things.”

She	lifts	up	on	her	toes	and	kisses	me.	“You	saved	my	life,	Luke.	Don’t
apologize,	I	knew	what	you	were	doing.”

“Get	the	fuck	off	her,”	Asa	grumbles.

We	both	glance	over	at	him.	He’s	handcuffed	to	the	mantle,	his	jeans
covering	in	the	blood	that’s	coming	from	his	legs.	But	he	still	doesn’t
seem	to	care	that	he’s	been	shot	four	times.	He’s	staring	at	Sloan,	rage
in	his	eyes.

All	I	can	think	about	is	Sloan	and	how	relieved	I	am	that	this	fucker	is
definitely	going	to	prison	now.

She’ll	feel	safer,	at	least.



But	she	still	won’t	feel	vindicated.

***

ASA

Stupid	cock-fuck.	His	hands	are	on	her,	his	lips	in	her	hair.	My	stomach
feels	like	someone	went	after	it	from	the	inside	with	a	fucking	machete.
Every	time	he	touches	her,	I	can	taste	vomit.

“Get	your	hands	off	her,”	I	whisper.

Sloan’s	eyes	meet	mine	and	she	slides	in	front	of	Luke,	presses	her	back
to	his	chest.	She	pulls	his	arms	around	her	waist.	“I	don’t	want	his	hands
off	me,”	she	whispers.	“He	makes	me	feel	things,	Asa.	Things	you	never
could.”

She	lifts	her	shirt	and	slips	one	of	his	hands	inside	it.

What	the	fuck	is	she	doing?

My	breathing	is	getting	real	fucking	hard	to	control	right	now.	I’ve	never
hated	something	this	much.	If	it	took	me	going	to	church	just	so	I	could
believe	in	a	hell	Luke	would	rot	in,	I’d	never	miss	a	fucking	service.

Luke’s	eyes	are	locked	with	mine	as	he	lowers	his	mouth	to	her	neck.	I
can	see	his	hand	moving	inside	her	shirt,	straight	up	to	her	breast.	He
squeezes	her	breast	and	I	fucking	gag.

“Sloan,”	I	say,	my	voice	desperate.	“Baby,	stop.	Stop	letting	him	touch
you	like	that,	you	don’t	like	it.”

I’m	yanking	my	wrists	so	hard,	attempting	to	break	this	fucking	mantle,
they	start	to	bleed	from	the	cuffs	cutting	into	my	skin.

She	leans	her	head	back	until	it’s	resting	on	Luke’s	shoulder,	but	she’s
still	staring	down	at	me.	“Remember	the	first	time	we	had	sex,	Asa?	The
night	you	took	my	virginity?”



I	shake	my	head,	wanting	her	to	shut	up.	That	was	special.	Luke	doesn’t
need	to	hear	about	that	from	her,	it’s	mine.	That	night	is	mine	to	share.
Good	girls	don’t	talk	like	she’s	talking	right	now.

His	other	hand	presses	flat	against	her	stomach	and	begins	slowly	sliding
down.	She	moans	right	in	front	of	me.

Fucking	sick	fuck.

“I	told	you	I	wasn’t	ready,”	she	says	to	me.	“But	when	I	woke	up,	you
were	on	top	of	me.”

I	shake	my	head.	“Stop,	Sloan.	Don’t	talk	like	this	to	me,	baby.	You	don’t
mean	it.”

“Every	time	I	think	about	that	night,	I	throw	up	bile,”	she	whispers.	“It
fucking	burns	my	throat	every	time	I	think	about	how	you	took	something
so	special	from	me	and	treated	it	like	it	was	yours	to	do	with	as	you
pleased.”

My	eyes	watch	Luke’s	hand	as	it	disappears	inside	Sloan’s	panties.

I	feel	stuff	on	my	face.	Wet	shit.	Tears.	I’m	gonna	fucking	kill	him	so
slowly	until	he	begs	me	to	take	his	life.

“The	day	I	found	out	you	lied	about	Stephen’s	care?”	she	says,	moaning
in	between	sentences.	“I	was	so	scared	of	you,	I	let	you	have	sex	with
me	that	night.	And	I	cried	the	entire	time	because	it	was	the	last	place	I
wanted	to	be.	You	were	the	last	person	in	the	world	I	wanted	touching
me.”

She	begins	to	stiffen	beneath	Luke’s	hand.

Her	arm	goes	up	behind	her	and	she	snakes	it	around	his	neck.	“I	hate
you,	Asa.	I	hate	you	so	fucking	much.”

She	spins	around	and	leans	against	the	couch,	pulling	Luke	to	her.	She
lets	him	kiss	her	while	his	hand	is	still	inside	of	her.



I	can’t	fucking	watch.

I	turn	my	head.

“Open	your	eyes,	Asa,”	Luke	says.

“Fuck	you.”

I	hear	him	march	across	the	floor	and	then	I	feel	him	grab	my	hair.	He
bashes	my	head	into	the	mantle	behind	me	and	holds	it	there	until	I	look
up	at	him.

“You’ll	fucking	watch	or	I’ll	staple	your	goddamn	eyes	open,”	he	says.

He	walks	back	over	to	Sloan	and	pulls	her	panties	down	to	her	ankles.
She	kicks	them	off.

I	would	turn	away,	but	I	still	don’t	believe	she’ll	do	it.	There’s	no	fucking
way	she	would	do	this	to	me.	She	doesn’t	have	it	in	her.

Luke	lifts	her	shirt	until	her	breast	is	exposed,	then	he	covers	it	with	his
mouth.

Oh,	God

She	won’t	do	it.

She	won’t	let	him	inside	her.

She	would	never	do	that	to	me.

Sloan	grabs	his	hair	with	both	hands	and	says,	“Fuck	me,	Luke.	Fuck
what’s	yours	now.”

I	can’t	breathe.

She	reaches	in	his	pants.

Puts	him	inside	of	her.



God.	No.

“Luke,”	she	breathes.

No.

Baby,	no.

My	chest	hurts.

Fuck.

Fuck.

No.

“God,	Luke.	Yes.	Yes.”

No,	no,	no.

I’m	dragging	in	breaths,	trying	to	find	enough	to	beg	her	to	stop,	but	I
can’t	fucking	speak.

I	bash	my	head	against	the	mantle	behind	me.

Once.

Make	her	stop.

Twice.

Make	him	stop.

“Oh,	God,”	she	says.	Her	eyes	meet	mine.	“I	didn’t	know	it	could	feel	this
good.”

Three	times.

Four	times.



The	physical	pain	doesn’t	even	come	close	to	what	she’s	doing	to	me.

She	wraps	her	arms	around	his	neck.	“I	love	you,	Luke,”	she	lies	to	him.

Her	teeth	meet	his	shoulder	when	he	says,	“I	love	you	too,	baby.”

I	bash	my	head	again	for	the	fifth	time.

Sixth	time.

She	says,	“I’ll	love	you	forever,	Luke.	Only	you.”

And	then	she	fucking	rips	my	heart	out	of	my	chest.	She	throws	her	head
back	and	moans.	Her	whole	body	shakes	like	I’ve	never	seen	it.

I	want	to	die.

I	hear	him	groaning.	Groaning	against	her	neck,	buried	inside	of	her,	not
even	using	a	fucking	condom.	He’s	tainting	her.	Ruining	her.

I	want	to	fucking	die.

I	close	my	eyes	so	I	don’t	have	to	see	the	aftermath.	“Kill	me,”	I	whisper.
“Just	fucking	kill	me.”

I	hear	sirens.

Fucking	goddamit!	The	last	thing	I	want	to	do	is	live	with	these	visions	in
a	fucking	prison.

I	open	my	eyes	and	they’re	finished.	Sloan	is	pulling	her	panties	back	on.
“Fucking	whore,”	I	say	to	her.	“You	fucking	whore,	just	kill	me.”

Sloan	presses	her	lips	to	Luke	one	more	time,	and	then	she	stands	up
straight,	walking	toward	me.	She	bends	down	in	front	of	me.	I	would
reach	out	and	strangle	her,	but	I’m	fairly	certain	I’ve	lost	too	much	blood
to	even	lift	my	arms	now.

“No	one	is	going	to	kill	you,	Asa.	For	the	rest	of	your	life,	every	time	you
close	your	eyes	in	that	prison	cell,	I	want	you	to	see	me.	With	Luke.



Being	fucked	by	Luke.	Marrying	Luke.	Having	Luke’s	babies.”

She	leans	in	closer	until	I	can	smell	the	sex	on	her.	She’s	whispering
when	she	looks	me	dead	in	the	eyes	and	says,	“And	every	year	on	April
20th,	my	beautiful	family	will	be	celebrating	your	birthday	with	a	big,
huge,	delicious	coconut	cake,	you	sorry	fucking	bastard.”

She	stands	up	and	grabs	Luke’s	hand.	He	wraps	his	arm	around	her	and
holds	her	while	the	door	swings	open.

Guns	are	drawn.

Pointed	at	me.

But	all	I	see	is	Sloan.

The	whore	is	fucking	smiling,	and	it’s	all	I	see.

***

The	end.

For	real	this	time.
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