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Аннотация
Emily Anderson and Reed Alexander are living with pasts they cannot escape. 
Emily moved to New York City seeking a fresh start, intending to focus on her career and to keep a low profile.
Reed returns home to New York City after two years, haunted by the same things that pushed him away years ago. 
When Reed and Emily meet, their connection is undeniable, but Emily keeps her feelings hidden. Falling in love is the last thing on her mind and she knows the danger it may bring not only to her, but to Reed as well. Reed isn�t as reluctant, but he knows that the demons he�s fighting could destroy Emily. 
The harder they try to resist one another, the deeper they fall in love, and the more complicated their lives become. 
In the end, they realize that truly loving someone may mean letting them go� and that�s the hardest part.


The Hardest Part
by
Heather London 

For Ryan, the most amazing husband and best friend a girl could ask for. It is for that reason alone why I honor his request for a disclaimer in this book: He in no way, shape, or form resembles nor was any influence on the creation of the character Jake in this story. You�re welcome, babe. 


1

THE STREET was dark except for a light that flickered in the distance. My eyes had been staring at the flickering light until a strange noise stole my attention. Turning my head, I saw a homeless man bending over a trashcan. He was rummaging through it, picking out glass bottles and aluminum cans, throwing them in a grocery cart. I flinched when I heard the next glass bottle hit the metal basket.
"Here, take this. We don't have much time." Mike's frantic voice was loud in my ear. Still dazed, I glanced up at him and saw he was holding an envelope out for me to take. My eyes stared at the envelope, but I couldn't make myself reach out for it.
"Emily." Mike's voice was soft but firm. "I know this is a lot to take in, but I need you to concentrate. Take the envelope." He enunciated the last few words slowly, carefully.
My hands shook as I reached out for it. "I'm not sure I can do this, Mike." I finally found my voice. "This is crazy. I�I don't know where to go." Once I had the envelope in my grasp, it felt like it weighed a hundred pounds.
"You can do this. This life you've been living, this isn't a life for you. Anywhere is better than here."
I felt the darkness closing in around me. I could feel my throat getting tighter. My breaths were short and quick. If I didn't calm myself down, I was going to have a full-fledged panic attack. My mind was still trying to process what was happening.
The person I trusted most in the world had woken me up in the middle of the night, just thirty minutes ago, telling me to get dressed and be quiet. I didn't question Mike then. I didn't question him when he led me out of the penthouse suite, or when we he led me down the hall to the back stairwell and came out at the back of the casino. I still didn't question him when I saw his car parked at the end of the dark alley, or when we pulled away from the building without an explanation of any kind. It wasn't until we pulled onto the highway and the bright lights of the Vegas strip were behind us that I finally asked what was going on.
"You're getting out of here, Emily. You're going to get as far away from here as possible," he�d told me.
It was only then that it hit me. He was helping me escape. He was helping me get away from Jake. I was too stunned to say anything then, and I was too afraid to say anything now.
"Emily, are you listening to me? We don't have much time." Mike�s voice was louder now, more demanding. I blinked away my thoughts and looked up at him. He stood a good foot and a half taller than me, his gray hair receding almost to the point of baldness. He was old enough to be my father, and truth be told, he was the closest thing I�d ever had to one.
As I stood here now, I felt like a scared little girl�not sure what to do, looking up at him for the answers.
"The bus should take you to the main station downtown. From there, you choose where to go. You choose how to live your life." He frowned and then his face twisted into something else entirely�tortured and sad. He and I both knew this was probably the last time we�d ever see each other.
"There's a passport, social security card, and twenty thousand dollars in the envelope. It should be enough for you to get on your feet and start a new life, one far away from here." His voice cracked on the last couple words. He cleared his throat, trying to cover up his weakness.
"I don't want his money, Mike." I shoved the envelope back out to him to take. I didn't want any part of him near me.
"It's my money, Emily. Money that I've earned and saved. It's mine and I want you to have it."
"It's still a part of him." I shook my head. "And I can't take your money."
"All those years I looked away. Let him treat you like nothing. All those times I should have helped you. I'll never forgive myself for letting him hurt you for so long." He closed his eyes and paused for a moment, his lips forming into a hard, tight line. "Take it. I need you to take it."
I could feel the tears building up inside me, causing my chest to feel heavy, like an anchor was pulling me under. I hugged the envelope close to my chest.
"I'll call you once I get settled somewhere, to let you know I'm okay." The words felt clich�, but it was the only thing I could think to say at the moment.
He swallowed hard as he pulled his shoulders back, making him stand even taller over me. "This is it for you and me, kid. I don't want to know where you end up. I don't want you to call and give him the opportunity to track you down. I just want to know that you're out there, somewhere in the world, out from under his microscope, living life and being happy. It's been too long since I've seen that beautiful smile of yours." His hand brushed lightly across my bruised cheek. I swore I saw tears forming in his eyes. Mike was the toughest man I knew, but he was also sweet and caring. I never understood how he worked for such a monster. "Just promise me something," he said.
"Anything," I breathed.
"Promise me you'll smile a lot."
I nodded as the tears spilled down my cheeks. "I promise."
Deep down, a part of me was terrified and fully expecting Jake to come around the corner and drag me back, like he�d done all the other times I tried to get away from him. However, I was relaxed, knowing Jake was hundreds of miles away in California. He had business there, leaving me in Mike's care. Jake had a lot of men working for him, mainly for his protection, and Mike was his most trusted guy. Jake never would have guessed it would be Mike that would help me finally get away.
In the distance, I could see the bus coming toward us, the headlights casting a dull glow on the pavement in front of us. My heart raced inside my chest, as I knew we only had seconds before I had to leave.
"I'll never be able to thank you enough," I said, sucking in a breath, trying to keep the tears inside.
"You just go out and live a happy life. That will be thanks enough." He looked down at me and then glanced over both of his shoulders, something he would probably be doing for the rest of his life, especially if Jake or any of his other men ever found out what he�d done for me.
"Will you be okay?" I asked.
"Don't worry about me. I can take care of myself." He gave me another smile, one that actually reached his eyes. I stared up at him, trying to burn that memory of him into my brain.
Mike picked up the small duffel bag he�d packed for me and held it out for me to take. "Be safe and take care of yourself."
The brakes on the bus squealed to a stop and the doors opened, but I couldn't move. I knew what getting on that bus meant. It meant that I was free. It meant a fresh start. It meant happiness. It also meant that I was alone. It meant leaving behind all that I'd ever known.
Finally, I took a couple steps forward and then stopped. I dropped the bag at my feet, turned around, and threw my arms around Mike's neck, clinging to him as tightly as I could. I knew what he was risking to help me get away�his own life for mine. He was risking everything.
He wrapped his arms around me, and we stood there in the darkness for a long minute until the bus driver cleared his throat, hinting to me that it was time to go.
"You better go, kid." I could feel Mike pulling away from me.
With tears rolling down my cheeks, I got on the bus and made my way to the farthest seat in the back. By the time I looked out the window, hoping to see Mike one more time, he was gone. I'd never felt so alone in all my life.
The bus lurched forward as my body shook with the sobs escaping me. Deep down, I knew this time was different. This time I really was going to get away.
An older woman sitting in the seat in front of me turned around, and I quickly wiped away my tears. The last thing I wanted to do was draw any attention to myself, more than I already had. She gave me a sympathetic smile, glanced up at my bruised cheek, and then turned back around. I sank down farther in my seat, trying to disappear, wondering if I could really do this�if I could really be on my own and start a new life.
Twenty minutes later, we pulled up to the main station. The bus came to a stop, and I found myself glued to the seat, unable to move. I just knew Jake was out there, waiting for me. The last time I�d tried to run, he told me that no matter where I went, he would always find me and he would kill me if I ever tried to leave him again. I closed my eyes and his face came into view, his dark eyes staring at me, giving me the look of disapproval I knew so well.
The bus driver's voice came over the intercom, startling me out of my daze. A shiver rippled through me as I opened my eyes.
"I'm sorry, miss, but you�re going to have to get off here. You can go inside the station and check the schedule for the next bus."
I glanced around, finding the bus empty. Still clutching the duffel bag and envelope like my life depended on them, I stood up and made my way off the bus and into the station.
The building was empty except for an older man sitting on a bench next to the ticket counter. Bright fluorescent lights shined above me and an older lady sat behind a glass window, staring at me as I approached the counter.
"How can I help you?" the woman asked. I stood there, completely silent, completely terrified, and completely confused. How could she help me?
"I need a ticket," I mumbled.
"Okay, where are you going?"
I swallowed hard, panic filling me. Where was I going? Where could I blend in and disappear? Where did I want to start my new life? Where could I live and keep my promise to Mike? Where could I wake up and smile every day?
"Miss, are you all right?" the lady asked, looking at me with wary eyes.
"When is the next bus out of town?" My voice shook. The fear I'd been trying to keep contained crept its way up my throat, causing my mouth to go dry.
"Well, let's see here." She turned to her computer and scanned the screen. "Looks like there's a bus coming in from Los Angeles in about twenty minutes. It will fuel up and then head back to L.A."
Los Angeles was too close. Jake did a lot of business there. He was there now. I needed something farther away. A lot farther.
"Um, how about something east, like�" My voice drifted and she stared at me while I hesitated. �New York?" It sounded more like I was asking for permission. That was a habit that I would have to try and break.
She raised her eyebrow and cocked her head. "You have any idea how long that trip will take?"
I shook my head. "No."
"At least a few days, and it will have a lot of stops. It's an exhausting ride."
It couldn't be as exhausting as the last couple years of my life. Just knowing that every day I would be getting farther and farther away from here, away from him, it sounded like Heaven to me.
"I'll take a ticket to New York, please." I tried my best to keep my voice from shaking. My mother always wanted to go to New York. She always wanted to be a Broadway singer but never made it off the stages in Vegas.
The woman continued to stare at me like she was waiting for me to change my mind. Finally, she sighed and turned back to her computer. "Okay, if that's what you want."
I glanced around the empty station, still waiting for Jake or one of his men to burst through the front door and drag me back to the misery I was trying to get away from.
"You'll be on the next bus heading to Cedar City, UT. Should be here in an hour. From there, you'll catch the next bus on the schedule," she said, bringing my attention back to her. She pushed a piece of paper through the small opening in the glass, and I grabbed it. "That is the schedule to New York. Like I said, you'll be making a lot of stops over the next few days. That'll be three hundred sixty dollars."
I made a slow turn away from the ticket window and opened the envelope. Large bundles of bills were piled on top of one another. My eyes grew wide. I'd never seen so much money before. Swallowing hard, I pulled out four one hundred-dollar bills from the envelope and slid them under the window.
"Miss, is everything okay? Do you need me to call someone, maybe the police?" she asked, narrowing her eyes on me.
"No, no police. Everything�s fine." I looked her dead in the eyes when I answered her. I wanted her to believe me.
It seemed logical to call the police if I were in trouble. And it would be if the man I was running from didn't have most of the department on his payroll. Jake had so many connections that it was hard to trust anyone� anyone except for Mike. The Terrell family had a reputation in Vegas. You didn't mess with them unless you had a death wish. If they asked for something, you obliged, no questions asked.
The lady handed me a ticket and then I took a seat in the corner of the station, near the window. My body felt heavy, tired. I glanced down at my watch. Three thirty a.m. It was only an hour ago that Mike had woken me up. One hour of being on the run and I was already exhausted. You can do this, I told myself. Just one more hour. One more hour and you�ll be out of this place. One more hour and you�ll be on a bus where no one knows who you are, where you've been, or what you�ve been through. I repeated the words one more hour a few more times in my head.
I had been only twenty-one years old when I fell in love with Jake. Back then, he was charming, sweet, and good-looking. I felt like the luckiest girl alive. It wasn't until his father passed away and he inherited his empire of casinos, wealth, and power that he began to change. It wasn't a sudden change. The change was slow over time and only got really bad after my mother died a couple years ago. That was when he knew he was all I had left in this world. I guessed he felt like he could treat me however he wanted, thinking I would never leave him. Truth be told, he wasn't too far off. I had nowhere else to go.
The next hour went by slowly. My eyes never left the front doors. I was still waiting and expecting Jake to come through them, looking for me. He always seemed to know where I was, like he had eyes and ears everywhere. It just didn't seem possible that I was getting away this easy.
I heard a low rumble of an engine and then saw a bus pull up outside the station. Bus 571 - Cedar City, UT, was posted on the front of it. Only a few more minutes until I would be out of this place. A few more minutes and I would be on a bus heading as far away from here as I could get.
The bus was mostly empty except a few people in the front rows. I made my way to the back, hoping to stretch my legs out and get some sleep. I placed my bag under the seat but kept hold of the envelope, knowing it held my new life.
Letting out a long, deep breath, I rested my back against the window and stretched my legs out on the empty seat next to me. The envelope sat on my lap. I stared at it for a long moment before finding the courage to open it. I sifted around the money, pulling out a social security card and passport. The name Emily Anderson was on the documents, along with my picture�my first name had remained the same. A tiny smile appeared on my lips, knowing I would still be somewhat me. Mike knew that name held special meaning to me. It was my mother's middle name, and he knew I would never want to part with it.
I sat there and stared at my new name, still wondering if I would be strong enough to do this�start over and make a new life�knowing in the back of my mind Jake would always be out there. I knew I was his obsession�his everything�and he would never stop looking for me.

JAKE
AN ANNOYING, high-pitched ringing sound woke me up. Damn phone, I really hated that ringtone. I swung out my arm and patted the nightstand next to me. The reason for calling me so early in the morning better be a fucking good one or I was going to kill the person on the other end of the line.
"What is it?" I growled, pressing the phone against my ear.
"Sorry to call so early, sir, but Emily�" There was a long pause. Just hearing her name and then that long, terrifying silence sent my heart pounding against my chest. "She's gone, sir." Tom's voice came back on the line. He tried to keep his voice even, but I could easily hear the fear in it.
"What?" I asked, throwing the covers off me. I swung my legs around to the floor and jumped out of bed. "What do you mean she's gone?" I was already moving around the hotel room, gathering all my shit and throwing it in my suitcase.
"I don't know the specifics, sir. I just know she's gone. That's all Mike told me."
I gripped the phone in my hands so hard that I could hear the plastic cracking. The dumb bitch was trying to leave me again. I told her the last time that I'd kill her if she tried.
"Where's Mike? I want to talk to him."
"He's not in the penthouse, sir. He's securing the building and checking the casino's surveillance videos. He's also been talking with the security at the hotel to see if anyone saw her leave the building."
I closed my eyes and tried to control my anger. I wanted to reserve that for later when we found her. "I'm on my way home. I want some answers when I get there, and tell Mike I want to know what the fuck he was doing when he was the one I left in charge of taking care of her."
"Yes, sir. I'll tell him, sir."
I hung up and threw the phone against the wall. It burst apart, the pieces scattering across the carpet below. It only took me five minutes to be dressed and downstairs. Rico was waiting for me in the lobby, avoiding eye contact.
"I need a new goddamn phone," I said, storming past him. He followed quickly after me. "Have you heard from Mike?" I asked through clenched teeth.
"No, I haven't spoken to him. Tom says he's been down talking with the hotel security and police. Everyone�s doing what they can to find her, sir, but there's no sign of her on any of the tapes."
"I don't want to hear they're trying. I want to hear they've succeeded. How hard can it be? She's not that smart and she has no money. How far could she have gotten?"
The flight home took forever and the ride from the airport to the hotel took even longer. My eyes were focused on the bright city lights as we drove up the strip, but my mind was moving a mile a minute, trying to figure out where she could've gone. I couldn�t live without her. Even though we�d only been together for a few years, the world didn�t seem right until she came into my life. I tried so hard to be all she ever needed. To give her everything. To make sure she never wanted for anything. I tried so hard, and I know sometimes I messed up. I�m not sure how many times I promised her I would change, that I would get better, but every time I told her that, I would screw up again. She would make me so mad, and I couldn�t control the things I did to her or said to her. There was a rage inside of me that I couldn�t control. But I felt like I had to be that way. It was the only way to be respected and feared in this town. I had to be ruthless and demanding. I had to hold a high standard. If I didn�t, I would be seen as weak, and I couldn�t let that happen.
It�s not that I liked seeing Emily hurt or in pain. It actually killed me on the inside. When I would snap out of my rage and realize what I�d done, I couldn�t stop begging for her forgiveness. I�d promise her it would never happen again. I�d tell her I�d get help, but by the time her tears dried up and she told me she forgave me, those thoughts would vanish until the next time I hurt her.
We pulled up to the hotel. I could see the front of the building was covered with people in uniform. Great, the last fucking thing I wanted was a bunch of cops roaming around, regardless if I owned half of them. I'd be sure to let Mike know how much I appreciated this. I left him in charge. I told him to take care of her. He promised me he wouldn't let her out of his sight. How hard could it be? I was only gone one day.
I took the elevators up to the penthouse level and found the hall swarmed with police. Mike was standing outside the door, talking to Detective Miller. My blood boiled. I hated Miller. He was a straight-laced cop, never one to break the rules, no matter how much I offered to pay him. Mike saw me and started to walk toward me, leaving Miller behind.
"What the fuck happened?" I asked him when he got within a foot of me.
"We're doing everything we can to find her. The cops are treating it as a kidnapping. They're asking lots of questions, wanting to know if you have any enemies. They think she may be used for some type of ransom."
He and I both knew I had a lot of enemies, but my gut told me that's not what happened. This wasn't a kidnapping. I was pretty sure she ran away, as she had tried it a handful of times before. The only question was how did she get away without anyone seeing her? In the times before, she�d always left some clue, a way for me to track her down.
"Tell me what happened," I demanded.
"The last time I checked on her, she was in here asleep," Mike said.
"And what time was that?" I glared at him.
"About midnight."
I shouldered past him and walked into the penthouse, heading toward the bedroom. Mike followed a few steps behind.
"And when did you notice she was missing?" The right side of the bed, the side where Emily slept, was unmade.
"When I came back an hour later, she was gone." I glanced back at him, noticing he refused to meet my eyes. Either he was ashamed that he didn't do the simplest task I asked of him, or he was keeping something from me.
"No one saw her leave?" I asked.
Mike shook his head, still staring into the empty space beside me. A feeling in my gut told me he was lying to me. Could he really be that stupid? He knew what I could do to him.
"Well, she couldn't have just disappeared." I seethed. "She couldn't have avoided every single camera in the building. She's definitely not brave enough to leave on her own. She has nothing, no one." My voice rose with each word.
Mike's jaw clenched and he held his head even higher. "We're still trying to figure it out," he said, looking serious, stoic, and professional, like he always did.
I took a step closer to him, coming within an inch of his face. "What is it that you're not telling me? Did one of your guys help her? Did you help her? You wouldn't have just let her walk out the front of the building, would you?"
He didn't flinch or move a muscle. "Of course not, sir. I'm not sure what happened exactly, but I promise you I'll get to the bottom of it."
Anger erupted inside of me. I slammed my fist through the wall next to his head. Pain radiated all the way up my arm. I looked behind Mike and saw Detective Miller standing there, eying me warily.
Flexing my injured hand, I leaned forward and whispered in Mike's ear, "Find her, Mike. Find her and bring her back to me or I'll kill you and everyone you love."
He didn't even blink an eye. He gave me a single, sharp nod.
I took a few steps back and walked past Miller, into the living room. Exhausted, I fell to the couch and looked around. The room was neat and clean, just like I'd left it. It was only missing one very important piece. The girl I loved more than anything in the world. The girl I would do anything for. I'd given her a new life. I'd given her a home. I'd given her everything.
I gritted my teeth and tried to control my anger, knowing that no matter what, I would find her. She could run. She could try to forget me and hope to move on, but I would never give up on us. I would never stop looking for her.
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EMILY
Two months later...

BEING CHOKED to death had to be one of the most terrifying ways to die. Gasping, trying your hardest to get air into your lungs to no avail was a horrifying feeling. But knowing you'd never take another breath and this was the way you'd die had to be enough to send anyone into a full-on panic.
I didn't know how many times I'd pictured Jake standing over me, his dark eyes boring into mine, both of his hands wrapped firmly around my neck, squeezing down as hard as he could.
When Jake first started to hurt me, the fear, the desperation to breathe again, and the will to live gave me the strength to fight back. However, after a while, when the fighting back only made him angrier, I realized there was nothing I could do but hope that he would let me breathe again. It was his decision if I lived or died. He was in charge because I wasn't strong enough to save myself.
Or that's how I used to think.
Today, it wasn't Jake's hands wrapped around my neck. The man who stood in front of me now didn't have dark eyes full of hate. He didn't smell like musky cologne and cigars. He wasn't calling me a worthless nothing as he squeezed the life out of me, and he wasn't trying to kill me. Nevertheless, the memories of my past and the feeling of not being able to breathe were all too much. I could feel the panic spreading throughout my body.
Bringing up my arms, I pulled and tugged at my attacker�s hands, but he wouldn't budge. I wiggled and jerked, trying to escape, yet his hands remained tight around my neck. I tried to scream, but no sounds left my mouth.
Jake's voice echoed in my head, telling me I was weak. Telling me I was nothing. Telling me I was too pathetic to fight back.
Then something other than fear took over and I snapped. Raising my left foot, I brought it down hard on my attacker's foot. Reeling back my left arm, I punched him in the stomach as hard as I could. He choked and gasped for air, releasing me and giving me an opportunity to get away, but I didn't run. The anger that had been buried deep inside me wouldn't allow it. I brought up the heel of my right hand in a swift movement, shoving it upward and striking him in the nose. He moaned, hunched over in pain, and then fell to the ground.
"Emily!" a man shouted at me. "Emily, stop!"
I froze and blinked hard. Whatever daze I had been in, I snapped out of it when I heard the terror in the man's voice as he called my name.
I looked around and saw a room full of women staring at me, wide-eyed. It was at that moment when I remembered where I was and who was attacking me. Looking down, I saw Chad lying on the floor in front of me, holding his nose, blood all over his shirt. Brandon, my other self-defense instructor, was kneeling next to him.
"Oh my God, Chad." I fell to the ground beside him, realizing what I'd done. "I'm so sorry. I�I thought�"
"Hey, it's okay," he mumbled through his hand covering his nose and mouth. "I'll be fine."
With some help from Brandon, Chad stood and then did something I didn't expect. He laughed. How could he be laughing? I was pretty sure I just broke his nose. My face felt like it was a thousand degrees and getting hotter.
"Damn, girl, you've got some power. Just don't forget to use it when you really need to." Chad laughed again and shook his head before walking away, leaving me standing there with my face as red as the blood on his shirt.
Brandon smiled at me reassuringly and patted me on the back. "Hey, don't worry about it. He'll be fine." He turned away from me to address the class full of women who were all still staring at me like I was some sort of freak. "Great class, ladies. Remember, your attacker only wins when you give up the fight. There's always a way out of every situation."
The women clapped and then we all scattered off the mats. Keeping my head down, I walked back to my towel, using it to wipe away a layer of sweat. I couldn't believe I did that again. That was even worse than the last time. Last time I didn't break my instructor�s nose.
I�d been scared to death to have anyone touch me, especially a man, even if he was trying to show me how to protect myself. In the back of my mind, I knew this was what I�d signed up for. I knew I wasn�t really being hurt or attacked, but the feeling of arms wrapped around me brought back too many memories. In the first few classes, I didn�t fight back. I didn�t use any of the moves I�d been taught. Instead, I screamed, cried, and sank down to my knees� just like I had when Jake would start to hurt me. I�d brought on a lot of attention and was used to the strange stares. But now, going back to that dark place brought out a new feeling inside me. It wasn�t fear taking over and causing me to cower down and wait for it to be over; it was the need and desire to fight back. To protect myself. That had to be a good thing, right?
"Hey, you up for some coffee?" A voice came from behind, startling me.
Swallowing hard, I turned around and found Lexi standing there, smiling apologetically. "Sorry. I should know better than to sneak up on people, especially ones that can put me on the ground in a second." She had really worked up a sweat in class today. Her blond hair was up in a high ponytail on the top of her head and the sweat caused wispy curls to stick to her neck.
"It's fine. Coffee sounds good," I said, throwing my bag over my shoulder.
"Let me just go tell Brandon bye," Lexi said and then made her way across the room to kiss Brandon on the cheek. As I watched her, I couldn't help but smile. I was happy for her�happy she�d taken a risk and given him a chance. He�d been asking her out for weeks now. For the first few weeks, Lexi had come into the class but didn�t participate in any of the exercises. She would sit in the back of the room and watch all the other women. It wasn�t until Brandon paired up the two of us that she finally began to come out of her shell a little. My smile grew as I watched her small frame run across the room. She couldn�t have weighed more than a hundred and ten pounds or been taller than five foot three. To most, she may have looked weak, but I could see something in her, a fire that had maybe once been burned out starting to light again.
Not wanting to be rude, I turned back around toward the small mirror on the wall and pulled my hair up into a tight bun on the top of my head. After wiping away the sweat from my neck and chest, I stared at my reflection. Large brown eyes stared back at me. I almost didn't recognize the girl staring back at me. Not sure why in that moment I thought of her, but I cracked a smile, thinking of my mom.
I had her button nose and full pouty lips. She used to always say I looked like Natalie Wood, that my large brown eyes were going to break a lot of hearts one day. I always thought she was just trying to build my confidence.
My mother loved the role Natalie Wood played in West Side Story�her favorite musical. She would dance around our apartment, sing at the top of her lungs, and grab my arms, twirling me around with her. She was a brilliant dancer and performed on the stages in Vegas. It was a tough career and we were always just scraping by, but it was her passion and she couldn�t imagine doing anything else. Through my innocent childhood eyes, my mother was like a movie star. She would sit in the makeup chair before each show and put on fancy, glittery costumes. I�d just sit there and look up at her, thinking she was the most beautiful woman I�d ever seen. When she got sick, I wasn�t sure how I�d go on without her, and then after she died, the world just didn�t feel right without her in it.
For months, I shut down and closed myself off from everyone. In the beginning, Jake was understanding and sweet, but then things began to change. That�s when things got really bad.

"SO, DO you feel more empowered?" Lexi asked as we pushed open the glass double doors, allowing the chilly fall air to swirl around us.
"Yeah, I think the classes really help," I said as we jogged across the street toward a coffee shop on the corner. "How about you?"
She shrugged as we hit the sidewalk on the other side. "I guess they do help a little. I just don't know how good I'd be if I ever had to use the moves during an actual attack, you know. I'd probably just freeze and shut down like last time."
"That's why we practice." I glanced over at her. My heart ached as I scanned the scars that covered the entire right side of her face, ran down her neck, and finally disappeared under her shirt. I looked away when I realized I was staring. "That's why we do the moves over and over, and if we're ever put in a situation when we need to use them, they'll become instinctual."
Listen to me; I sounded like an instructor. I'd been to so many self-defense classes over the last few months that I probably could've taught one by now.
"Yeah," Lexi said, nodding. "I guess that makes sense."
We ordered two coffees and took a seat in the corner booth near the window. Lexi glanced over her shoulder and gave a small wave to the two men leaning up against a large black suburban. My eyes cut over to the men and then back to her. I�d asked about her two bodyguards one time and she gave me a simple logical answer, stating they were for her protection. Her brother hired them for her, and they made her feel safe. She didn't explain it any further, and I didn't ask any more questions. Lexi was really good about not prying or asking questions about me or my past, so I took it as a hint that she didn't want to talk about hers.
"So is your job getting any better?" Lexi asked. Just hearing the word job made my stomach turn.
When I arrived in New York, I landed a job working for a small event planning firm. I'd found it through a temp agency and the job was only supposed to last a day, but then it turned into two, and now a month later, I was still working there. Only problem was that I was sure that every day I went to work would be my last.
"It's going." I fidgeted in my seat. "I'm still employed."
"That has to be a good thing, though, right?"
"Yeah, I guess it's good, or maybe they just forgot I'm still there." I forced a smile.
"I have a feeling it's a good sign. You must be better than you think." She smiled back at me.
"How are things with you and Brandon?" I asked, trying to shift the focus. Last week Lexi was freaking out because things were beginning to get serious between the two of them. She wasn't sure she was ready to get close to someone yet. Even though I didn't understand the reasoning behind her reluctance or why she was afraid to let someone in, I tried to be sympathetic and understanding.
"It's getting better." She paused, hesitating. "I used to be so good at dating. I never had problems with guys� but now�" She paused again and swallowed hard. "It's hard to believe they could actually like me� for me."
Even though I knew it was rude, I couldn't help it. My eyes moved across the scars on her face again. Sure, I was curious to know what or who caused them or what caused her to be even more skittish than me, but I never asked her about them. I knew what it was like to want to keep things buried. I knew what it was like to keep your past behind you and try like hell to move forward. I knew what it was like to have someone touch you or startle you and feel like your heart was going to burst out of your chest.
Jake's face popped into my head. He was staring at me with those cold, dark eyes that used to send fear rippling throughout my body. His voice was loud in my ears.
Look at you. You're pathetic. No one else will love you the way I love you. No one else will take care of you like I do. You have no one except for me. So the next time you think about leaving me, think about that. Think about being homeless or all alone. And if you do ever leave me again, I'll find you. And I swear, Emily, I'll kill you.
"Emily." Lexi waved her hand in front of my face. "Where did you go just now?"
I blinked away my thoughts and looked over at her. She looked back at me with knowing, sympathetic eyes. "Is everything okay with you?"
"Yeah, I was just thinking about work," I lied.
"Okay, if you're sure you're all right."
"Fine." I took in a deep breath.
"Well, I hate to cut it short, but I guess I better go. Looks like Hercules and the Hulk are getting anxious." She laughed a little, something I�d only seen her do on a few occasions.
I glanced over her shoulder, seeing the two men staring in our direction.
"Do you have plans tomorrow?" she asked as she stood up.
"Um, I don't think so�"
"Maybe we could meet up for dinner or something. It's been nice to get out of the condo lately. I'm enjoying the fresh air."
That was another mystery with Lexi. Apparently, before a couple months ago, she rarely left her apartment. Or that's what the gossip was on the first day she came to class.
"Dinner would be good." I smiled up at her. It was nice to have her as a friend.
"I'll text you tomorrow." She turned to walk away and I watched her as she crossed the street, toward the two men at the suburban. One of the men, the one that always wore black slacks and a black collared shirt, opened the back door for her while the other man, the one who was usually dressed more causal in khakis and a polo shirt, jumped in the driver's seat.
As I watched the suburban drive away, I couldn't help but wonder if I would ever find out what happened to her.

THE NEXT morning my alarm clock rang out, but it didn't wake me; my eyes were already open. In the few months I had been in New York, there were only a few nights when I slept the entire night without waking from a nightmare.
Throwing off the covers, I got up and jumped in the shower, eager to get to work. Actually, the best part of my day was knowing I had a job to go to. I wanted to cherish the feeling as long as I could.
"Morning, Isabel." I smiled at our receptionist as I walked in the front door of our small office. Her jet-black hair was pulled to the right side, braided, and hung over her right shoulder. Her brilliant white teeth stood out against her dark olive skin and striking green eyes. She was not only beautiful and exotic looking, she was also really sweet and my favorite person in the office.
"It is a good morning." She smiled back at me. "Have you heard who's coming in this morning?"
I shook my head. "No, who?"
"Oh, just wait. You'll see." She smiled wider and gave me a wink as I walked past her.
Confused, I made my way back to my office, the one I shared with Christine�the girl who, for some reason, had hated me since the day I started working there. It was only a few days ago that she even spoke to me when I asked her a question. Before, it was like I didn�t even exist. She was a couple years older than me, maybe twenty-five or so. The strangest thing was that we looked so similar she could have been my sister. Our hair color was the same except hers was cut to her shoulders while mine hung closer to the middle of my back. Our builds were similar, although she was a lot more endowed in the chest area than me.
When I walked in, Christine was sitting in her chair facing me as she talked on the phone. She gave me a quick, wry smile before turning around to her computer. Her degree from New York University hung on the wall above her monitor along with many other awards and accomplishments. At least we had separate desks. Christine faced the wall and I faced the door, having a clear view of the lobby and Isabel's desk. I think I got the better deal out of the two spots. I couldn't imagine staring at a wall all day.
When I sat down, I saw a pink stinky note stuck to my monitor.
PLEASE COME SEE ME. � SHARON
Great. This couldn't be good. Sharon was my boss. If she was going to fire me, couldn't she have at least waited until the end of the day? I sighed, my tired eyes suddenly feeling heavier. I had to keep telling myself that whatever happened, I could get through it. In the past few years, I had gotten through worse. I had dug myself out of deeper holes than this. I could find a new job. I would be okay.
Standing up, I prepared myself to face my fate, when something stopped me dead in my tracks. A guy in a fancy suit walked into our office. I couldn't help but stare at him. I'd like to say it was something else that stilled me. Regardless, it was his good looks and how amazingly sexy he looked in that blue pinstriped suit. His sandy-brown hair was styled perfectly and I swear the clothes he wore were made for him. They fit him perfectly.
When he approached Isabel's desk, it looked like she was about to faint right there in front of him. I wondered if this was the mystery guest she spoke of just a few minutes ago.
Isabel leaned forward on her desk, practically drooling as she stared up at the gorgeous man who stood in front of her. The two of them chatted for a few seconds before Isabel picked up the phone and then pointed him toward Sharon's office. He gave her another dazzling smile before making his way down the hall.
I hadn't even realized I was following his every move until Christine said something.
"Don't even think about that one. That guy is T-R-O-U-B-L-E." I tore my eyes away from him to glance over at Christine, who was shaking her head. "I guess all the rumors were true. He is back in town."
"Who is he?"
She looked at me like I was crazy and then laughed. "I forget you're not from the city. That"�she looked toward Sharon's office, where the gorgeous guy disappeared�"is Reed Alexander. He's been gone for a few years now. He had some crazy family stuff go down. I heard he was back, but I didn't believe it, not until right now."
My eyes drifted back to Sharon's closed office door. I guessed I wouldn't be going in there now.
Taking a seat again, I tried not to stare at the door, but I secretly wanted to see him again. When a few minutes passed and the door opened, I quickly looked away.
Keeping my head down, I reached my eyes towards the front desk where I saw Sharon and the gorgeous guy talking. They looked friendly; Sharon was smiling, maybe even drooling a little herself, even though she was twice his age. Then Sharon looked in my direction and her eyes locked with mine. Crap, I was caught staring. Before I could turn away, I saw Sharon pointing to me, causing Reed to turn around and look in my direction, too. I could feel my eyes grow wide and my mouth drop open a little. Sharon raised her hand up and waved at me to come over. Oh God. She couldn't mean me... could she? I gulped loudly and just continued to sit there, frozen, not sure what to do.
"Um, Emily. I think Sharon needs you," Christine's voice snapped me back into reality.
"Uh, yeah, I'll go see what she wants." I stood up and pulled my skirt down, smoothing it out as I made my way towards them.
"Watch out. He's been known to bring girls to their knees with just one look." I could hear Christine laugh the entire way to the front desk. I tried to ignore her, focusing on the gorgeous man, Sharon and Isabel. They all stared at me as I approached.
"Emily, I'd like you to meet Mr. Alexander. Mr. Alexander, this is Emily Anderson."
His hazel eyes stared into mine and I�m not sure I breathed for a few seconds. My eyes roamed across his face, taking in his beautiful features. His lips were full, matching perfectly with his wide, square jaw. A little bit of stubble was on his face, giving his sophisticated suit and refined demeanor a little more roughness.
"Please call me Reed." He smiled as he held out his hand. I could feel the weakness in my knees, just like Christine had said. He was gorgeous and he smelled even better. Pull it together, Emily, act professional for God sakes.
"It's nice to meet you," he continued. I took his hand, feeling warmth radiate through me. He gave me a crazy sexy smile... or maybe it was just a smile that I thought was crazy sexy.
"Nice to meet you, too," I muttered as I stared up into his hazel colored eyes. I felt thankful that the words made it out of my mouth
"Reed is planning a charity event and he would like to hire us to organize it," Sharon said, pulling my attention back to her.
"Really?" I asked, not knowing what else to say. Great, that sounded professional.
"We are so honored to do this for you and your family, Mr. Alexander." Sharon smiled and then looked between the two of us, finally settling her eyes back on Reed. "Well, I'll let you get going. I know you're a busy man. I'll go over a few things with Emily and we'll be in touch."
My stomach twisted. What did she just say? Go over a few things with me?
Sharon and Reed shook hands and then he looked over to me again.
"I look forward to working with you, Emily."
Working with me? Had I just heard him correctly? That's not possible.
He walked away and every girl in the office, including me, followed him until he was out the door.
"Wow, he is so yummy," Isabel swooned when he was finally out of sight.
Sharon looked towards Isabel and laughed. "I have to say that he is a very attractive young man, but Mr. Alexander has just hired this office to put together the Black and White event for him and we need to act professional."
Isabel shrieked. "No way. Are you serious?"
I must have been missing something. What was the Black and White event?
"We all know who Reed Alexander is and how important this event can be for us, so let's not screw this up, okay?" Sharon gave Isabel a pointed look and then turned to me. "Emily, may I see you for a minute?" She started to walk towards her office as I followed close behind her.
"Take a seat," Sharon said, shutting her office door behind me. She sat down at her desk and stared at me for a long moment. "Do you know who Reed Alexander is?" she finally asked.
I shook my head.
"You've never met him before?"
I shook my head again. "No, not until a few minutes ago."
She sat back in her seat, looking puzzled. "I didn't think so. I know you just moved here a few months ago and I believe he's been living in London for the past two years. That just makes this even stranger." She clasped her hands together and laid them on top of her desk. "This morning I got a phone call from Mr. Alexander's assistant. She said that he wanted to come see me this morning to talk about hiring our company for an event. He not only wants to hire us to coordinate the Black and White event this year, but Mr. Alexander specifically requested that you be involved in organizing it."
My stomach dropped. What? Me? He wanted me? But, he didn't even know me.
"He did?" I talked around the lump in my throat. "I'm not really sure what to say." A strange feeling crept up inside me and paranoia oozed its way in. Could Jake have found me? Could he have something to do with this? Was the man in the suit working for him? It sounded ridiculous because I knew if Jake had found me, I'd probably be dead, yet I couldn't help wondering the worst.
"It really doesn't matter. I'm glad he came to our company," Sharon said, breaking into my thoughts. "This is one of the biggest events of the year. Or it was until a couple years ago." Her eyes glazed over and, for a moment, she looked upset, like she was remembering something very disturbing. Shaking her head, as if she were trying to remove a memory from her mind, she continued. "Now, I know this is going to be a lot for you to take on, but you've done such a great job this past month. I think you�ll be just fine. This type of event can overload even the most experienced event coordinator." She paused, hesitating. "So I'd like you and Christine to work on this together."
My stomach turned. Work with Christine? Didn�t she just get through telling me this was the biggest event of the year? I wasn�t sure I was ready for this.
"Are you sure you even want me on this event? I've only had a few small jobs. I'm not certain I'm ready for this."
"Well, Mr. Alexander requested you and I couldn't exactly tell him no. Don't worry about it. I'll be here to help you along the way and so will Christine. We'll hold a meeting first thing tomorrow morning and go over the details."
I nodded and swallowed hard, still feeling uneasy about all of this.
"Don't look so worried, Emily. You should be happy. This could be a great opportunity for you."
"Thank you." The words came out of my mouth sounding more like a question. It was just this morning I thought I might not have a job tomorrow.
"You should thank Mr. Alexander, but I'd wait until we pull this event off first. I think we will all be going full speed until it's over. I've got a ton of phone calls to make. You should be getting the details of the event by tomorrow morning. I'll let you break the news to Christine. Just remember, don't let her push you around. She's a fabulous coordinator, but sometimes she thinks she runs this place." She smiled reassuringly.
I took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Okay, I'll tell her."
Isabel was on the phone when I walked past her desk, her eyes growing wide with curiosity when she saw me. She mouthed, "What was that about?" as I walked by.
Shaking my head, I tried to play down the situation, even though I knew she would be begging me later to tell her what happened.
Christine turned her chair around when I walked into our office. She stared at me, waiting for me to say something, but I said nothing as I made my way over to my desk. I think I was still in shock.
"Okay, so you're not going to say anything?" She waited a few seconds for me to answer. I still remained silent. "What was Reed Alexander doing here?" she asked, annoyed.
"He hired us to coordinate the Black and White event."
Her mouth dropped open. "No way! Holy shit! This event is huge. Sharon must be freaking out."
I nodded. "Yeah, she seemed pretty excited that we got it."
"Uh, yeah, that's because most companies have to fight to get this event. I mean, it's usually a long, drawn-out process that goes through bidding wars and all that. Actually, I didn't think another Black and White event would happen again� I mean, not since what happened to his parents and sister."
"What happened to his parents and sister?" I asked.
"I guess you wouldn't know about that either."
For the first time in months, I actually saw Christine's face soften, like she was remembering something horrible. It was similar to the face Sharon had made. "I think you need to read up on it, just so you're not completely shocked when it�s all over the press. With Reed back in town, and the Black and White event happening again, the press will surely be all over it."
"Okay." I started to turn back around and then stopped. "Oh�" I swallowed hard. "Sharon wanted me to tell you that you and I will be working together on it."
"Working on what together?" The bitchiness and bitter tone in her voice was back.
My shoulders fell. This was going to be miserable. "You know what."
"That's why Sharon wanted to see you? To give you the job?"
"She's giving us the job," I corrected her. "We'll get the details on it tomorrow."
"No way. She's letting you work this? This is bullshit." I couldn't ignore the distaste in her voice when she said you. If I actually thought of Christine as a friend, I probably would've shared with her my shock with this whole thing, but she was far from ever being considered a friend.
I wondered how we were ever going to work together.
"I've been here for two years. Two years of working my butt off for that woman. This event should be mine. Mine alone."
"Let's just try our best to work together, okay? It could be really good for the both of us."
She rolled her eyes at me and then turned to face her computer again.
Great, this was going to be fun.

3

I TOOK a seat at the bar to wait for Lexi. She texted me after lunch, asking if I still wanted to meet her for dinner. With the craziness that had happened at work this morning, I welcomed a distraction.
"What can I get for you?" the bartender asked as he set a napkin down in front of me.
"A glass of Cabernet, please."
He nodded, but then he just stood there, narrowing his eyes as he looked curiously at me.
"You look really familiar," he finally said.
"I've been in once before. My friend lives in the building next door." I pointed toward Lexi's building.
He shook his head. "No, it's from somewhere else." He tapped his finger on his chin. "I know. You work with Christine, don't you?"
Unease filled me. Just the sound of her name gave me a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. "Yes," I answered and tried my hardest to smile.
"Thought so. I stopped by her office a few weeks ago and we met. I guess I didn't make a lasting impression."
Now that he�d said something, he did kind of look familiar.
"I'm Ben, in case you don't remember." He gave me a quick wink and smiled.
"Emily." I smiled apologetically.
"I'll go get you that wine."
He stepped away as I looked around the restaurant, wishing Lexi would hurry up and get here. She was already ten minutes late.
Ben returned a minute later, placing the wine down in front of me.
"So are you meeting someone?" He leaned against the bar, coming only a few inches from my face, way too close for my comfort. I slowly leaned away, hoping I wasn't being too obvious.
"Yeah, my friend, Lexi."
"Oh, okay, just let me know if I can get you anything else." He winked again and then turned his attention toward the customer a few seats down from me.
My fingertips tapped nervously on the wine glass as I prayed for Lexi to get here soon.
"Mr. Alexander, it's so nice to see you again." A man with a deep voice spoke behind me. The name Alexander immediately caught my attention.
Turning around, I saw Mr. Alexander standing there shaking hands with a shorter, gray-haired man at the host stand near the front of the restaurant.
"It's very nice to see you, too, Paul. It's been a long time."
"I'm glad you're back, sir. We've all missed you."
"It's nice to be back in the city."
I knew it was rude to eavesdrop on their conversation, but I couldn't help it. I couldn't even look away from him. Earlier today, when Mr. Alexander had come into the office, I hadn't gotten a great look at him because I couldn't necessarily gawk at him in front of Sharon. Seeing him now, he was very attractive. Okay, if I were being honest, Isabel was right. He was pretty yummy looking. He was dressed more casual than earlier, now wearing dark jeans, a white shirt with a navy-blue sports jacket, and brown boots.
"Are you home for good or just visiting?" the short, gray-haired man asked.
"I'll be here for a while," was all he said.
I was just about to turn around when his eyes caught mine. I couldn't move or look away. He gave me a small smile and a quick nod before turning his attention back to the man in front of him.
"Emily." A cold hand landed on my arm.
I flinched and looked to my right. Lexi was standing there, smiling.
Exhaling loudly, I placed my hand over my heart. "Lexi," I said and swallowed hard. "You really need to stop sneaking up on me like that."
"Sorry, I'm terrible about that," she said and then glanced over her right shoulder, waving and smiling in the direction of none other than Reed Alexander himself. Lexi must�ve been another admirer, although she didn't seem like the type to flirt with a guy so blatantly. I knew how nervous she�d been talking to Brandon for the first time.
"Come on," she said, grabbing my arm and pulling me off the stool. "My brother's here."
She couldn't be talking about Mr. Alexander, could she? No. No way. Lexi's last name was Adams.
I glanced between Lexi and Reed, and my stomach squeezed. The resemblance between the two of them was clear.
"Wait." I stopped, causing her to turn and face me. "Reed Alexander is your brother?"
She nodded and smiled.
"But you're Lexi Adams."
"Yeah, I changed last names. There's an explanation for all of that�after dinner."
I looked back toward Reed and found him staring at me. Then something else began to make sense; it was all perfectly clear.
"It was you?" I looked back to Lexi. "You're the one who requested me for the Black and White event." I didn't phrase it as a question. I knew it was her.
"Yes." She had a guilty look on her face, but there was a wry smile there as well. "Are you mad? Please don't be mad," she pleaded.
Mad? No. Confused? Yes.
"But why?"
She shrugged innocently. "I knew you were stressing out about work. Reed and I have been talking about hosting the charity event again for a few months now. At first, I wasn't sure I was ready for it, but when I finally decided it was time, I wanted you to help organize it."
"Lexi, you didn't have to do that.�
"I wanted to do it. You've been a great friend to me. I wanted to do something to say thank you."
"I wish you would've asked me. I mean, there are much more qualified people who could do a better job." Christine's face popped into my head.
"This charity event was very important to my mother and me." She paused, closing her eyes. "It was very important to my family. I know you're going to be great."
"I don't know what to say," I said.
"Well, right now, just say you're ready to eat because I'm starving. We'll talk more after dinner."
Her eyes turned hopeful when she looked over my shoulder at someone behind me. Turning around, I saw who had made her smile so big�Brandon and Reed were talking near the entrance. Apparently, it was going to be the four of us. Funny, Lexi didn't mention any of this.
"Come on. I don't want to leave them alone together for too long." Lexi began to walk toward them while I followed her. As the two of us approached, the guys ended their conversation and Brandon's eyes met Lexi's as Reed's met mine.
"Emily, it's nice to see you again," Mr. Alexander said, smiling at me.
"Mr. Alexander." I felt my cheeks flush. This was awkward.
"Please call me Reed," he said. I nodded, quickly looking away from him and over to Brandon. This was the first time I�d seen him dressed in anything other than gym clothes. His blond hair was styled and slicked back, making his baby face and dimples on his cheeks stand out even more.
"Hey, Emily, have you been practicing the moves from last night?" Brandon moved around Lexi to give me a quick hug.
Please, please, don't bring up what happened in class yesterday, I pleaded in my head. Not in front of Mr. Alexander� er� Reed.
"Yeah, I think I've got them down." I smiled weakly.
"Chad's still recovering from that blow you gave him. It will be interesting to see who has the guts to partner up with you next week."
I winced, remembering the thrust move to his nose. "I'm really sorry about that."
"Don't be sorry. You did well." He sounded genuine.
I glanced back over to Reed to measure his reaction and noticed he was smiling curiously at me. "Should I be afraid of you?" he asked.
Great. He probably thinks I'm some sort of crazy person.
"Only if you really piss me off." The words flew out of my mouth.
Lexi and Brandon laughed out loud. Reed's eyes flew over to Lexi. The smile he wore faded as a look of peace spread over his face.
"Your table is ready, Mr. Alexander." The man from the host stand, the one that Reed had been talking to earlier, approached our group, breaking up the moment. He had no idea how thankful I was.
"Oh, I need to go pay for my wine," I said, totally having forgotten about it.
"I'll take care of it." Reed moved around me quickly and toward the bar. My eyes followed him. I saw Ben standing there staring at us. I gave him a small wave as I followed behind Lexi.

DINNER ALMOST seemed like an interview for Brandon. Reed was questioning him like a father would a boy that was interested in his daughter. Most of the questions were innocent and I would say that Brandon passed with flying colors, but the greatest part was how Lexi beamed the entire dinner. I'd never seen her so happy.
When the dinner was over, Brandon and Reed went to the bar for a drink, while Lexi invited me over to her condo, saying she wanted to talk to me about a few things. In the three months I had known her, she�d never invited me up to her place before now.
"Wow," I said, glancing around her condo. It was easily three times the size of my place. She lived on the twentieth floor, with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Manhattan. "This is nice. Really nice."
"Thanks," she said, stripping off her coat and hanging it in the front closet.
I walked to stand at the edge of the windows, taking in the view. It was beautiful. She came to stand beside me. I noticed she was holding the right side of her face with her hand, trying to cover her scars. It was something I noticed she did when she got uncomfortable or nervous.
"Hey, are you okay?" I asked.
"Yeah." She smiled. "And for the first time in a long time, I actually think that's the truth. Normally, when people ask me that, I just lie and tell them that so they'll leave me alone." She turned around, took a seat on the white couch, and pulled a bright-orange pillow onto her lap. "Do you know what happened to me? Or anything about my family?" She clutched the pillow to her chest as she looked up at me.
I shook my head. "No," I answered, my voice barely above a whisper.
She closed her eyes for a brief moment and then opened them, looking up at me.
"I'd like to tell you about it, if you want, but you're going to have to come over here and sit down first." She smiled softly.
I took a seat in the chair beside the couch and waited for her to begin.
"Well, I figured I owed you an explanation. I don't want you to be mad at me for going behind your back at work. I was really just trying to help you."
I shook my head. "I'm not mad. I'm more confused than anything else."
"There haven't been a lot of people who I've let get close to me over the last couple of years. It's mostly my fault. After the attack, I pushed away my friends and refused to leave my condo. I've tried really hard to get better, and I think I've come a long way, but there are some things that may come out tomorrow after we release a statement to the press about the Black and White event. I want to tell you everything before you read about it in the papers. I'm not sure how interesting it will be since the attack is old news now, but if anything is printed, I'd rather you hear it from me first."
"Okay," I said, not knowing if I was ready to hear what she had to say.
She took in a deep breath and sat back farther into the couch, squeezing the orange pillow even tighter to her chest. "It's been two years. I know it's been forever and it should be easier to talk about, but it's still hard for me."
"You shouldn't feel bad about that. There are no time limits for things like this," I told her softly.
She nodded.
As she began her story, I clasped my hands tightly in my lap.
"Two years ago, my family and I went out to dinner. It was just my parents, Reed, and me. We were out celebrating my first day of my senior year at Columbia. After dinner, Reed went his own way while my parents and I went back home. I was planning on staying with them that night and then driving back to my dorm in the morning." She blinked a few times, almost as if she were trying to rid herself of the images that were starting to play in her head.
"Nothing was out of the ordinary. We pulled into the garage. We were all laughing�it had been a great night. If I could've chosen a last night with my parents, that night would've been it." She smiled for a small moment before continuing, "I remember hearing a strange noise coming from inside the house, but I didn't think much of it. My dad was the first one inside, my mom followed after him, and then me." She closed her eyes tight and swallowed hard.
"Everything after that� I only remember certain things. I remember hearing glass breaking. I remember seeing three men, all dressed in black. I remember gunshots, one after the other, loud popping noises that wouldn't stop, no matter how much I wanted them to. I remember my mother's screams, my screams. And I remember more gunshots. They seemed never ending." She opened her eyes and stared down at the floor, squeezing the pillow even harder against her chest, like her life depended on it.
"The craziest thing is I don't remember the pain, but I knew I�d been shot. I knew because I could see the blood on my clothes. I never saw my father, but my mother was beside me, facing me. Her eyes were frozen open, staring at me. I still can't get that image of her out of my head. I hate them for doing that to her, for ruining the last image of my mother."
My heart was pounding. I took in a large breath, not realizing I�d been holding it the last minute or so. I could see that Lexi was trembling. Moving to the couch to sit beside her, I put my arm around her until she stopped shaking. Even though, deep down, I wanted her to stop telling me, not knowing if I could hear anymore, I just couldn't. For some reason, she trusted me enough to tell me all of this, so I would do my best to sit here, comfort her, and listen.
"The smell of gasoline was so strong." She continued. "All I remember thinking was how bad I wanted to get up, get my parents, and get out of the house. I wanted to scream at my parents and tell them that we needed to run or we were going to die. I wanted to yell that these horrible men were going to kill us if we didn't do something. But I never said a word because I knew the men were still in the house. I could still hear their footsteps walking around us and then I could feel the liquid being poured on me. The smell of gasoline became overwhelming and I'm not sure how I kept myself from vomiting from the stench. I think I knew that my parents were dead and that if the men realized I was still alive, then they would make sure to kill me, too. Then I heard the sirens. I thought we were all going to be okay. I thought that me and my parents may actually get out of this alive." Her eyes closed again and her right hand held the right side of her face, the one that was covered in scars.
"Before I even smelled the smoke, I felt the burning on my skin and in my throat. I could see the flames all around me. That glimmer of hope I had only a few seconds before was gone. There wasn't a doubt in mind that I was about to die. But even in that darkest moment, I was still so thankful. I was thankful that Reed hadn't come home with us. I had actually begged him to come back with us and was actually mad when he said he couldn't because he had too much work to do at the office. God, I'm so thankful he didn't come with us," she choked out and then took in a gasping breath. "He's all I have left. If he had been there�" Her voice trailed off.
I sat there, completely broken, completely stunned, completely drained of any and all emotion. What she had just told me� I couldn't find the words. It was like I had lost my voice, lost all feeling in every part of my body, except my heart. My chest ached so bad that I could barely sit there for another second. I think I would've gotten up and ran out of the room if Lexi hadn't started talking again.
"I took my mom�s maiden name after it all happened. I just wanted to disappear and try to forget, but I couldn't. After taking off a semester of school so the wounds from the fire could heal, I tried to go back, but I only lasted five minutes on campus. The scars on the inside were still there, and the stares and whispers from other people were just too much. I don�t even know why I came back to New York, but I couldn't imagine living anywhere else. This is where I grew up. This is all I know.
�Reed asked me to come to London with him, but I knew he didn't want me to. I knew it was hard for him to see me. He felt guilty for not being there� for not saving me or our parents. It was hard for me to go on living until I knew the monsters who did this to me and who killed my parents were locked up, and even then, I struggled. I wasn�t sure how to go back to normal. Then I realized that life would never be normal again. I just had to find a new normal."
Feelings rushed through me like a raging river. I don't think I've ever felt so much anger, sadness, and complete and utter shock all at once.
"Lexi�" My voice was low, cautious. "That is�I'm�I'm so sorry that happened to you and your family." I wasn't sure what else to say to her.
She sniffed, blinked hard, and then looked at me. "I'm doing better now. I just wanted you to know. This charity event is something my mother and I worked on together every year. My mother was an orphan and this charity was a way for her to raise money and give back to make sure no kid went without." She swallowed hard. "I'm not ready to help in the planning part of it, but it's important that it continues." She exhaled and then took in a long, deep, steady breath. "Wow, that felt really good." Her lips stretched out into a thin line, almost as if she were trying to smile, yet couldn't.
The pain in my chest grew. "I know that must have been hard to talk about," I said finally.
"It wasn't as hard as I thought it was going to be, and talking about it feels even better than I thought it would." She smiled softly.
The front door of her condo opened then. Reed and Brandon were laughing as they walked in. Any sadness that was left on Lexi's face was erased when she saw Brandon. I now understood why it was so difficult for her to trust again, to love again, to feel like she deserved to be loved.
She stood up and I quickly stood beside her. It wasn't easy for me to snap out of the sad fog I was in. What she had told me shook me to the core. As Lexi made her way across the room to Brandon, Reed�s eyes scanned my face; it was as if he knew something was wrong. As if he knew that she had told me everything.
"Are you guys up for a movie?" Lexi asked. "I've got popcorn."
"Um, I should be getting home," I said. "I have work tomorrow, but you guys have fun. I'll just catch a cab." I tried my best to attempt a smile.
"Actually, I should be going, too." Reed echoed my thoughts. My eyes cut to his.
Reed and Brandon shook hands while I walked over to Lexi and wrapped my arms around her for a hug. I squeezed harder than I probably should have; I just wanted to hold her and never let go. She hugged me back, and it took everything inside me to hold in a sob. I would have to save that for later when I was alone. The second I let her go, Reed moved in and wrapped his arms around her.
"I would like it if you kept Peters and Warren close the next few days. With the news of the charity event coming out tomorrow, I'm not certain how crazy things are going to get," Reed said in a low voice.
I assumed those were the names of The Hulk and Hercules�the two men who drove Lexi to and from our self-defense class.
"I will." She agreed. "I actually have extra security with Brandon around, and when Emily's around, you know." She turned to us and smiled.
I returned her smile before following Reed out the door.
"Can I give you a ride home?" he asked as we made our way to the elevators.
"No, I'm fine, but thank you." I could barely look at him. Every time I glanced in his direction, I was reminded of the things Lexi had told me, and it hurt too much. What he and his sister had been through� no one should have to go through something that horrific.
"It's late and it will make me sleep better tonight knowing you got home safely."
How could I resist that?
"Okay." I glanced over at him. "A ride would be nice."
A black SUV sat running in front of the building. Reed opened the back door and I climbed in before he followed after me.
"Brooklyn?" Reed asked.
"Yes, that's right." I wondered how he knew.
"Lexi told me." He smiled gently.
The driver and I exchanged a quick glance in the rearview mirror. "901 Routon Street."
I sat back in the seat and folded my hands into my lap, squeezing harder and harder with each second that passed. My eyes were focused out the window and my nerves grew with the lingering silence. Even though the silence was torture, for the life of me, I couldn�t think of a word to say.
"She told you, didn't she?" Reed finally asked in a gentle voice. I turned to look at him. "She told you about that night." He swallowed deeply, almost as if he were trying to push his emotions back down.
Not knowing what to say and afraid of what emotions were displaying on my face, I turned to look out the window again, watching the city lights blur by us.
"You're the first person she's told," he added.
I turned to him again, not really understanding what he meant by that.
"In two years since it happened � she hasn't spoken to anyone about it?" I asked, confused.
"She's talked to lots of people. The cops, therapists, me� but she hasn't been able to tell anyone the details of what really happened. It was too much for her."
My chest suddenly felt heavy, like I was now sharing this horrible burden with her. I couldn't blame her for not talking about. The things she told me� they were horrific. Then I wondered, why would she tell me? We've only known each other for a few months.
"Earlier tonight, when Lexi laughed out loud," he said, "I haven't heard her laugh like that since before it happened. It felt so good to hear it again."
There was a strange urge for me to reach out and grab his hand. For some reason, I found myself wanting to comfort him. Even though he wasn't there the night of the attack, he had suffered a great loss, too.
"She's been better the last few months. I think I owe a lot of that to you. She started to change once she started that class."
I sat there quietly and listened as he spoke. I didn�t know what I had done to earn Lexi's trust, but I was glad she felt like she had someone to talk to. I was glad I could be that person for her.
"It's one of the reasons I decided to come back to New York." He continued. "Before, it was too difficult to see her. It broke me every time I looked at her. A few months ago, when she called me, she sounded different. She sounded happy. She mentioned the class she was going to and the people she�d met." His eyes drifted to look out the window.
"I'm so sorry for what happened to your family." The words came out of my mouth before I even realized what I was saying. I just felt like I needed to say something.
His eyes glossed over like his mind went somewhere else for a minute. Guilt filled me; I regretted saying anything. I should have just kept my mouth shut and let him talk.
"I've been so closed off the last couple of years. I left her here, all alone. I thought I lost her."
"She's been doing really well." Before I could even think about what I was doing, my hand moved across the leather seat and grabbed his. It felt strong and warm. "You lost your family that night. It's understandable that you ran. I'd run, too." His head turned toward me, but his eyes were drawn down to our joined hands. My eyes quickly followed. I wasn�t sure why I had reached out to touch him. It wasn�t like me to touch someone I barely knew. I just wanted to try and ease some of the pain that he was so clearly feeling. It felt like the right move at the moment, and looking at my hand on top of his, it felt right now, too.
The car pulled to a stop in front of my building and I gently pulled my hand away, instantly missing his warmth.
"Thank you for the ride," I said, looking at him for only a second.
"Thank you for allowing me a much more peaceful night�s sleep." He smiled.
"Goodnight."
"Goodnight, Emily." His voice was sad, distant.
After I was safely inside my apartment, I slammed the door behind me and locked it. I leaned up against the wall, sank down to the floor, and burst into tears. The tears came out in deep, heavy sobs. I hadn't allowed myself to cry since the night I left Vegas. I kept telling myself that crying was weak and I wasn't weak anymore, but the things I heard tonight were just too much.
An hour later, when I finally pulled myself up off the floor, I took a long shower, knowing there was no way I was going to be able to sleep right away. With the stuff Lexi had told me tonight, I wasn't sure I'd sleep at all. Instead, I made myself some tea and then sat on my bed with my laptop open. I swirled the bag of chamomile around in my cup, trying to resist the urge to look up the Alexander family on the computer. Do I really want to know more? Do I need that kind of horror in my life?
The cursor blinked on the search engine over and over until I finally had the courage to type the words, Alexander family, New York City.
Four beautiful faces popped up on my screen. Two of them looked familiar, Reed and Lexi, but even then, they looked different. In this picture, Reed and Lexi were smiling. They were happy. The right side of Lexi's face matched the left, no traces of scars from a fire. Her eyes were brighter and not full of the sadness that was accustomed to her eyes now. Reed's physical features hadn't changed much, but his eyes were colder now, missing something that, more than likely, he would never get back.
I could only look at the picture of the older man and woman for a split second. It hurt too much. Instead, my eyes scanned over the screen and I clicked on the article in the New York Times.

�4

IT WASN'T my alarm clock that woke me up in the morning. It was the feeling of hands being wrapped around my neck, choking me. The harder I fought, the tighter the cold hands squeezed. It was as if I could feel the life being sucked out of me. I fought to open my eyes and when they finally popped opened, there was only darkness. My heart raced and I tried to focus. I tried to remember the moves I'd been taught in my self-defense classes.
"You're dead," Jake's voice rang loudly in my ears; his face finally came into view. He stood over me, his dark, soulless eyes looking down on me. He let go of my neck and I started taking in a few gasping breaths. His arm reared back and I saw his hand coming toward me, hard and fast. I was frozen in place. I couldn't fight back. I was weak and pathetic, just like he had told me so many times before. Just before his hand made contact with my face, my eyes popped open, for real this time.
Gasping for air, I flew up in bed, drenched in sweat. My eyes moved around the room as I desperately tried to prove to myself that I was at my apartment in New York, not in Vegas with Jake. The small, white lamp on my nightstand was glowing, allowing me to see my room clearly. It was still difficult for me to fall asleep in complete darkness. My eyes moved across my room, seeing my clothes from the day before slung across the chair in the corner and my makeup scattered across the dresser in front of me. Jake would�ve never allowed our room to look like this. He was too much of a control freak to let things not be in perfect order. When the realization finally hit me that I was safe and Jake was nowhere in sight, I fell back on my pillow and let out a long, shaky breath. It must have been the articles I read last night.
As I lay there, I stared at the ceiling. My eyes traced every crack and watermark above. It was something I did over the past few months when I couldn't sleep. I tried to forget about my nightmare and about Jake, but then my thoughts drifted to Lexi and her family and then finally how things felt between Reed and me last night. Did I make a mistake in grabbing his hand? Was it too much? It was just a small gesture meant to give him comfort, but there was no doubt I had felt the connection between us. Deep down, I knew whatever I was feeling was wrong. It wasn�t the right time for me to start having feelings like that for someone and especially not for someone like Reed. His life was complicated and way too public.
I knew I was already in too deep to totally back out now. Lexi had told me things that she hadn�t told anyone before. She trusted me.
My mind drifted back to the things I read in the New York Times. I squeezed my eyes shut, knowing it was a mistake to look up their story and an even bigger one to sit there and read about it for over an hour. However, once I got started, I couldn't stop. The stories on the Internet weren't nearly as descriptive as the story that Lexi told me, but the newspapers did speak more about the attackers, something Lexi had failed to mention.
According to the investigators, the attack on the Alexander family wasn't random, but they weren't targeted for any personal reason. They had been chosen because of their success and wealth. The investigators ruled that the motive was robbery and nothing more. If the Alexanders had just returned home a few minutes later, Lexi's parents would probably be alive and Lexi wouldn't have had the scars on her body, or the scars that lay beneath her skin's surface.
There were three attackers, and all of them were career criminals, but in all of their past robberies, they had never committed murder. The detectives believed that was even more reason to deem that the Alexanders just came home a few minutes too soon. After a two-week manhunt, the three men were finally found and arrested.
It made my stomach turn trying to imagine what Lexi had gone through those first couple weeks, knowing the men who killed her parents, and tried to kill her, were still out there.
According to the papers, there were three trials, one for each of the perpetrators. It was reported that the trials were long, graphic, and pure torture for Reed and Lexi, but the both of them sat through all of them, determined to see justice for their parents. All three men were convicted and were now serving life sentences with no chance to see freedom ever again.
After tossing and turning for the rest of the morning, I knew there was no way in hell I was going back to sleep. I got ready for work, eager to get to the office, more determined than ever to make this event amazing for Lexi, and for Reed. I wanted everything to be perfect. I wanted it to be beautiful.

"GOOD MORNING� er, maybe not," Isabel said after taking one look at me when I walked into the office. "Are you okay? You don't look so good."
I was hoping my concealer would cover the black circles and puffiness beneath my eyes, but I guessed I�d failed. Last night, I had cried more than I had in very long time, maybe ever. I supposed it was years and years of buildup, with the things that Lexi had told me finally being the last straw.
"I'm fine," I replied, giving her my best smile.
On the way back to my office, I tried to force my eyes open a little wider.
"What happened to you? You look like crap," Christine greeted me, assessing me from top to bottom as I walked toward my desk.
I expected nothing less from her.
Not feeling like dealing with her this morning, I ignored her and shoved my purse in the top drawer before falling down into my chair.
"Well, good morning to you, too. By the way, Sharon wants us in the conference room in ten. She'll be gone after lunch and she's ready to get this event going ASAP. There's a ton of work to be done and we're already behind. Here." She stood up and held out a piece of paper. "I've already started making a list of things we have to do, and I separated them by day. You should read over it and see if there's anything you�d like to add, but I think I've covered all the bases." She paused, waiting for a reply. My brain wasn't ready to function on full speed quite yet. I needed coffee and lots of it.
"If you're not up to doing this, just tell Sharon. I'm sure she'll let me handle the event by myself. I'm more than capable." Her voice was condescending.
Slowly, bringing my eyes up to meet hers, I gave her my best go-to-hell look. "I'm doing this event. I'll look over the list and add things if I see anything is missing," I snapped.
She huffed and rolled her eyes. Without another word, she sat back down and faced her computer. It wasn't my normal behavior to snap at someone, but with my lack of sleep, the nightmares and all the things I�d read about last night, I knew my nerves would be easily triggered. One thing was for sure; I was doing this event no matter what. I had to.
On the way to the meeting, I poured myself a large cup of coffee. The last thing I wanted to do was go in there not fully alert. Sharon had trusted me enough to give me this event and I didn't want to disappoint her. Most of all, I didn't want to disappoint Lexi or Reed.
By the end of the meeting, I was completely overwhelmed. Actually, that's an understatement. We had so much to do in such a little amount of time that I wasn't sure how we would get it all done. Sharon and Christine seemed calm, cool, and collected, so I tried my hardest to be that way as well.
The list that Christine had created had covered mostly everything, and Sharon split the responsibilities in half. Even then, I was still in way over my head. I tried not to let Sharon, and especially Christine, see how overwhelmed I was. I mean, Christine could probably complete everything on this list and have the event go off without a hitch, no problem. But me? I wasn't so sure.
So the moment the meeting ended, I spent the rest of the day on the Internet and the phone, trying to find out what venue locations were still available since the event was only a month away. An event like this would normally take months to plan, but Reed told Sharon that the date he and Lexi picked was a special one, and Sharon promised him that we would get it done.
Toward the end of the day, I had marked through most of the venues on my list as not available. So far, things were not looking good. Two venues were still available, one of which I think Lexi would love�the New York Botanical Gardens.
When I told Christine it was still available, she started to name off ideas left and right. They all sounded amazing, making me start to dislike her a little less. I knew no matter how much the two of us didn't get along, she wanted this to be just as beautiful as I did.
A little after seven p.m., I was almost ready to call it a day. There were just a few more things I wanted to check off my list before I left. I wasn't the only one working late either. Isabel and Christine were there, too. We were all going to have to pull together if we were going to get this event finished in time. Even though I was excited to be working on it, I was looking forward to getting off work, going home, and heading straight to bed.
Tomorrow I would be more rested and ready to go full speed. For the past few hours, I�d started to feel my eyes getting heavier by the second. It wasn't until Reed walked through the front door that they shot wide open.
I followed his every move from the entrance, my heart racing the entire time. I wondered what he was doing here, but then I figured he was here to see Sharon. Then I remembered she had left the office after lunch. I expected him to turn around and head back out the door fairly quickly when Isabel informed him of that.
Isabel smiled and swooned like she had with him yesterday. Then she did something that totally threw me off, something I wasn't expecting. She looked in my direction and smiled. It wasn't long before Reed followed her gaze and met my eyes as well.
"Uh-oh, you drank the Reed Alexander Kool-Aid. You look like all the other girls, like a deer stuck in headlights." Christine chuckled, apparently watching me watch him. "Don't say I didn't warn you. He has a reputation for breaking girls� hearts� lots of them."
I tore my eyes away, embarrassed that I was caught staring�again. I was hoping to show Christine that I wasn't interested in him, but after a long second, I couldn't help looking back up. Christine could think whatever she wanted.
Isabel pointed down the hall, in our direction, and my heart started to beat more frantically. He was headed back toward our office. Our office!
"Oh shit," Christine said. "He's coming back here."
Even though I was panicking a little myself, I took a small amount of pleasure in seeing Christine squirm.
As he walked toward the office, his eyes remained locked with mine. He stopped in the doorway and Christine jumped out of her chair and hurried over to him, holding out her hand. Only then did his gaze break from mine.
"Mr. Alexander, it's such a pleasure to meet you. I'm Christine Morgan. I'll be coordinating the Black and White event with Emily."
His eyes moved back to me for a quick second, a ghost of a smile appearing on his face. "It's nice to meet you, Christine."
She nodded and giggled.
I was shocked by her reaction. I had to ask myself, Is this really happening? Is Ms. Grouchy having a swoon-worthy moment herself? It was just a few minutes ago that she was giving me the he's-nothing-but-a-playboy-heartbreaker speech.
"I'm actually here to see Emily." His eyes locked with mine again. I think my heart wound up in my throat because I couldn't breathe. He�s here to see me? I knew it wasn't the smartest thing, and I was pretty sure I'd end up with a broken heart one way or the other, but I would be lying if I said I wasn't enjoying this moment. The scowl on Christine's face alone was priceless. Even though he probably just wanted to talk to me about Lexi or the event, it was still worth it.
"Oh." Christine's face fell. I folded my lips inward, hoping to hide my smile.
"Do you have a minute?" Reed asked me.
"Of course." I tried to act professional, especially in front of Christine. I could feel her eyes stabbing me in the back as I walked out of the office.
I led Reed down the hall and into the conference room. "What can I help you with?" I shut the door behind us, trying to keep my voice from wavering.
"So you and Christine are partners?" He leaned back against the conference table and crossed his arms. A warm energy buzzed around the room, causing me to become anxious. It was hard to look him in the eye. The intimate moment we shared last night was still fresh on my mind. Even though we were a few feet from one another, I could still feel the connection between us.
I cleared my throat and tried to remember the question he just asked me. "She has a lot of experience. It's a really big event and she's a great coordinator." I bit my lip to stop my rambling and then took a couple steps forward, gripping the back of a chair, squeezing it as I tried to swallow down the nervousness creeping up my throat.
Without another word, he propelled himself off the table and his eyes started to wander around the room.
"Sharon is gone. Did you need her for something?" I asked, getting more anxious being in here alone with him. My mind was spinning, still trying to figure out what he wanted from me.
He shook his head. "No, we spoke earlier. She told me she was going to be out of the office this afternoon. I actually came here to see you."
Heart hammering against chest, large lump in throat. What can he possibly want with me?
As he walked around, I couldn't help but take him in. He was dressed similar to what he wore last night at dinner: dark-washed jeans, brown boots, and a brown blazer over a white T-shirt that fit him perfectly. I found myself licking my lips. When I finally met his eyes again, I found him looking at me. Heat rushed to my cheeks. He caught me assessing him.
He continued to make his way around the room, stopping at the other end of the table, facing me as he gripped the back of a chair, just like I was gripping mine.
I figured I had about ten seconds before I was going to burst into flames. He didn't just have the power to bring girls to their knees with a smile; hell, he could do it with just a look.
"Is everything okay with Lexi?" I asked, tearing my eyes away from him. I studied my hands and how they gripped the leather chair in front of me. I needed to focus and think about something else besides him. "I tried to call her today, but she didn't answer. Talking about all of that last night must have been hard for her."
"I talked to her this morning," he answered. "She was spending the day with Brandon."
I raised my eyes and looked across the table, watching him watch me.
"Brandon's a good guy. I think he really cares for Lexi," I said, knowing I was just talking to fill the silence.
He nodded. "I could see that last night. It's great to see her happy again."
There was a long pause as we stood there, standing on opposite ends of the conference table, giving each other a stare down. What is this? What is he really doing here?
"Would you join me for dinner?" he asked bluntly, totally catching me off guard and answering my unspoken questions.
His gaze held mine and I tried to find the strength to look away but couldn't.
"I'm not sure that's the best idea," I replied.
"And why is that?" A curious expression crossed his face and then a tiny smile appeared.
My heart skipped a beat and then began to hammer hard against my chest. "Um, I'm not sure Sharon would like it very much. I'm planning the Black and White event, for one thing. I don't think it's very professional." I could give him a hundred other reasons, mainly on how I wasn't interested in getting involved with anyone right now because I�d just got out of a really complicated relationship. That I was trying to keep a low profile so the man I was running from wouldn't find me.
He looked up toward the ceiling, seemingly deep in thought. "What if we called it a business dinner? You can update me on your progress."
I couldn't help wondering why he wanted to go out with me anyway. He could�ve had any girl in New York.
"We just started working on the event this morning. We don't have much to give you yet, but we should have more information early next week. Maybe we can schedule a meeting then," I said, hoping to come off as professional.
He started walking back around the table toward me. "Well, I'm not interested in scheduling a meeting. It's fine if you don't have much to give me yet. I'd love to hear about it anyway."
"Mr. Alexander, I still don't�"
"Please call me Reed, and it's just dinner, Emily. You have to eat, right?" A smile appeared on his face again, showing me how weak I really was for it.
I exhaled loudly, knowing I was going to regret this. "Okay, just dinner."
He was clearly pleased with himself as he made his way toward me. "I'll make the arrangements. I have a car waiting outside now. I can give you a ride."
"Can I meet you there? I'm not sure how it would look if we left together." Am I really doing this? If I was trying to keep Isabel and Christine from seeing us, it couldn't be right. This was a bad decision. Really bad.
"I understand. I'll text you the restaurant." He began to make his way toward the door as I stood there waiting. I wasn�t even sure for what.
"Wait, you don't even have my number." I stopped him as his hand landed on the door handle.
"Sharon gave me your contact information yesterday." He dazzled me with a smile again, then walked out. When he was out of sight, I leaned against the chair, wondering what the hell just happened.
After gathering my thoughts, I walked down the hall and saw Christine leaning against Isabel's desk, both of them watching the front door. I was more than positive they were watching as Reed walked out of it.
Christine spotted me and waved me over. Not knowing why, I obliged.
"What was that about?" she asked, her eyes wide. She and Isabel were practically frothing at the mouth as they waited for an explanation.
I shrugged innocently. "Nothing. Reed just wanted an update on the event."
Christine narrowed her eyes on me, like she knew I was hiding something. "Why didn't he just call?"
I shrugged again. This was all going to blow in up my face, I just knew it.
"Why did he want to talk to you in private, then? We're both working on this event."
"God, seriously, that man is so freaking hot." Isabel leaned her head against her hand and gazed out the door. I was thankful for her distraction.
I could still feel Christine's glare on me as I made my way back to our office. When I got back to my desk and pulled out my purse, I saw that Reed had already texted me.
Palm Restaurant - 8:00 p.m.
I knew it wasn't smart. I knew I shouldn't be feeling this way, but I couldn't help the anticipation and excitement building in my chest, knowing I was going to see him again. There was another part of me that wondered what the hell I was doing. What I was doing was selfish and foolish. I really needed to get my head examined.

WHEN I arrived at the restaurant and told the hostess whom I was meeting, she informed me that he was already here but had to step out and take a business call. Instead of sitting at the table, I took a seat at the bar to wait for him.
"Well, it must be my lucky week. Twice in one week." Ben, the bartender from last night, was standing in front of me.
"Hi." I smiled nervously. It was just so strange to see him here, in a different restaurant from last night. "You work here, too?"
He laughed. "Yeah, I actually have three jobs. As I'm sure you know, rent in New York is not cheap. I do what I have to." He shrugged. "What about you? How do you afford going out to nice dinners twice in one week? I know Christine makes good money, but I didn't think it was that good."
Unease filled me. Just him mentioning Christine's name sent a shiver through me. The last thing I wanted was for her to find out about this dinner.
"Last night was friends and tonight's a business dinner," I clarified.
"Ah, I see." His eyes rose to something, or someone, behind me. "Mr. Alexander, what can I get for you?"
I could instantly feel his presence behind me.
"I'm fine," he answered. "Emily, I'm sorry to have kept you waiting. Are you ready for dinner?"
Oh no. This is not good. From the look on Ben's face, I feared Christine would know all about this before dinner was over.
"Yes." I gave Ben a smile before turning around to face Reed. As I stood up, Reed's hand landed on the small of my back and stayed there as I followed the hostess to the table. Not wanting Ben to see it and get the wrong impression, I took a few steps away from his reach.
"Is everything okay, Emily?" Reed asked when we were seated.
"I'm fine." I swallowed deeply.
"Well, I'll let you in on a little secret." He smiled playfully. "I'm sure it will help you relax a little, too."
My stomach twisted and my mouth went dry. "What's that?"
"This feels a little strange for me, too."
Um, no, actually that makes me feel worse.
"I knew I wanted to see you again." He continued. "It's just been a while since I�ve asked anyone out to dinner, but you're very important to Lexi and she's very important to me, so in a way, that makes you very important to me, too." He looked at me with a serious expression. "I just wanted to get to know you a little better. That's all."
I relaxed a little. After hearing what Lexi had been through, I guess I could understand his concern for anyone who was close with her. "You're very protective over her, aren't you?" I asked.
"If I answered that honestly, I'd say that was a huge understatement. Lexi's all the family I have left. She means a lot to me."
"She's been doing really well in class. She's stronger than you think. You should come see her in action one night. I think you'd be surprised."
He smiled. "I may do that."
"So where are you from?" he asked. Instantly, I felt my blood run cold. It must have shown on my face because he quickly followed up with, "You don't have to tell me. I was just trying to get to know you."
"I just don't talk about my past very much."
"That's fine. We all have our secrets." He smiled softly and then glanced at the menu.
I spent the rest of dinner going over the ideas that Christine and I had come up with for the event. He seemed excited about the botanical garden idea and agreed that Lexi would love it.
"It sounds like you two have done quite a bit in just one day. I'm impressed."
"Well, we still haven't booked anything yet. Hopefully I'll get some callbacks tomorrow."
The waiter came and placed the bill down on the table. I reached over to grab my wallet.
"My treat, Emily," Reed said. "It's a business dinner after all."
"I prefer to pay for my own dinner."
"Please, I insist." He handed his card to the waiter.
I glanced up to the waiter and handed him my card as well. "Thank you, but I really prefer to pay for my own dinner."
"When Lexi said you were different, she wasn't kidding." He sat back in his chair, examining me.
"Lexi talked about me?" I swallowed hard, wondering what she could've said.
"Just a little." He shrugged, as if it were nothing. "When Lexi told me we should hire you and your company for the event, I wanted to know a little bit about you and make sure you could handle the job. This charity event is very important to me."
"I know it is and we�re working hard to make sure it�s perfect." I assured him.
"I have no doubt it will be." He sat back in his chair with a crazy sexy grin on his face, assessing me while igniting feelings in me that I hadn't felt in years. Feelings that I wasn�t sure I�d ever feel again. I found myself wanting to be close to him, wanting to be touched by him. My stomach clenched and I blew out a deep breath, trying to shake the thoughts of how his hands would feel against my bare skin. It had been years since I�d wanted a man to touch me. Every time Jake would come anywhere near me, my whole body would tighten with fear and disgust.
I couldn�t help but feel a tug-of-war going on inside of me. I loved the way Reed was making me feel, loved that without even knowing it, he was showing me that I could feel this way again. After Jake, I wasn�t sure I�d ever meet someone that could give me those butterfly feelings again. Or that could make my heart beat so hard it felt like it would burst out of my chest. But even though I was happy that I was still capable of feeling those things, I knew that nothing could ever happen between us. That out of all people, he was not the right person to be with.
"Can I give you a ride home?" he asked, snapping me out of my reverie.
I should've told him no. "Sure."
The moment we stepped outside, I saw a car running, waiting on the curb. I took a couple steps from the restaurant and bright flashes came out of nowhere and then they were everywhere. My hands flew up to guard the bright lights from blinding me. With each flash, there were also shouts.
"Emily, are you and Reed Alexander an item?"
"Emily, over here."
"Emily, can you tell us any details on the Black and White event?"
"Emily, look right here."
I felt arms wrap around me, pulling me into something hard and solid. My feet were no longer on the ground. Everything happened so fast I barely had time to process it when I heard Reed's voice loud at my ear.
"I've got you. Just keep your head down." The strong arms wrapped around me tighter as the yelling and flashes continued.
What the hell is going on?
A few more steps and then I felt myself being placed inside the car. Reed climbed in quickly after me.
"Let's go!" Reed yelled at the driver, and then the car lurched forward.
My breaths were coming heavy and fast, as I was trying to figure out what the hell just happened.
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THE CAR sped away from the restaurant as I sat in the backseat trying to catch my breath. Reed was already on his phone, looking over at me with wary eyes.
"Robbins, I need you to meet me at my place." He spoke firmly, keeping his eyes on me, watching carefully. "I just walked out of a restaurant and a swarm of paparazzi and reporters were out there waiting for me and Emily. I thought I was done with this shit." He closed his eyes to hide his frustration. When he opened them back up, he was again looking at me with something new in his eyes�sympathy and pity.
He ended the call and put the phone down before scooting across the seat, coming closer to me, slow and cautious. My face must have said it all. Even I could feel the fear and confusion all over it.
"Are you okay?" he asked.
He was still a few inches away, but he was close enough that I could feel the heat of his body and smell the scent of his cologne. I could still feel his arms around me. I could still smell him on me.
"I'm fine," I mumbled, feeling my heart beating wildly in my chest. I didn�t know if it was still going crazy from what had happened back there, the feeling of his arms around me, or from his close proximity right now. Maybe a mixture of all three.
Quickly, I looked away, not expecting the rush of heat to my cheeks or the pain in my chest. I blew out a large breath and tried to focus on what had just happened: the flashes, the yelling, the pictures, Reed mentioning the paparazzi and reporters. Then it all fell into place and the realization sent my heart into my throat. They were all taking pictures of me. Pictures that could be published in magazines and newspapers. Pictures that could get back to Jake. He could figure out my new name. Where I was living.
"Emily, you don't look so well," Reed said. I turned toward him. He scanned my face, which I was sure was white as a ghost right now.
"Um." I forced down my panic. I didn't want to lose it in front of Reed. I just wanted to go home. "I'm fine." I shook my head and tried to empty the negative thoughts, at least for a few more minutes anyway. Maybe they just wanted pictures of Reed, and I had nothing to worry about. Maybe they didn't get a good picture of me. Maybe Jake wouldn't even see it. Even if they did happen to get a shot, there was a good chance they wouldn't print it. I was a nobody. "I just really need to get home," I said, shifting away from him.
"Are you sure? That had to have freaked you out, considering�" His voice trailed off.
"Considering what?"
He sat back, clearly regretting what he just said.
"Considering what?" I asked again, this time my voice held some annoyance and anger. I didn't want him assuming anything about me.
"Nothing. I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said anything. I just know where you and Lexi met, but she didn't tell me anything. My assumptions are my own."
Of course Lexi didn't tell him anything. She didn't know anything about me.
We stared at each other for a long second before Reed's phone rang, making me jump. He held the phone to his ear, staring at me with the same serious yet regretful expression.
"Peters," he said, never taking his eyes off me. "Yes, I know." He paused and listened. Then he pulled his bottom lip into his mouth and bit down, clearly angry about something. "Dammit. I'll head there now. They were waiting for us outside a restaurant, too. Would you call Robbins and have him meet me at the back of Lexi's building? Yes. Thank you, Peters." He set the phone back down on the seat and let out a long, steady breath, not saying anything for a few seconds.
"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said anything. It's none of my business," he finally said.
"It's fine." I sensed a change in him. The phone call he just received clearly upset him. He wouldn't look me in the eye and he was tapping his fingers nervously against his bouncing leg.
"What was the phone call about?" I asked, knowing it was none of my business. I couldn't help but be curious when he mentioned Lexi's name.
"It's Lexi." His voice broke on her name and he had to clear his throat. "The press swarmed her outside her apartment, asking questions, talking about the attack, saying horrible things. I guess trying to get her talking. It scared the shit out of her and now she won't come out of her bathroom. I'm headed over there after I drop you off."
"Oh my God." I shook my head. "Why can't they just leave her alone? She's been through so much already." My heart ached for her. I couldn't imagine how scared she must have been. "I want to come with you."
His head turned to the side and his eyes locked with mine. "You don't have to, Emily. I can take care of my sister."
"She's my friend. I want to be there for her."
He and the driver exchanged a brief look and then the car pulled into the right lane, turned around, and headed back toward the Upper East Side.
"This is the reason I left the city, the reason I stayed away for so long," he stated, staring out the window. "I left because I wasn't strong enough to deal with what happened. It hurt too much to look at Lexi and know what she�d gone through. To know that I wasn't there to save her and my parents." He raked his hand through his hair and then down his face. "Do you think I'm a horrible person for leaving her all alone?"
My stomach twisted and my heart squeezed. What am I supposed to say to that? It�s difficult to judge someone�s actions unless you�ve been in their shoes, and even then, it�s still pretty difficult. To be honest, if it were me, I probably would�ve run, too.
"Hey." Without thinking about it, I reached out and grabbed his shoulder. I just wanted to do something to comfort him. The pain was clear on his face and in his voice. "She's going to be okay." I consoled him. "She's strong. She'll get through this."
He looked at my hand and then up at me through hooded eyes. By the look on his face, he was feeling what I was feeling�the connection between us. My heart ached as I knew there was something there. I had felt it the last time I�d touched him or when we were within a few feet of one another. Our pasts were so different and yet we were both running from them. Reed was trying to get away from the guilt and agony over what happened to his parents and Lexi. I was running from fear and pain, trying to start over. I wanted to help him. I wanted to do whatever was in my power to erase any pain or guilt he was feeling. But I knew what that meant. In order for him to let me in and tell me his feelings, it meant I had to let him in and tell him everything about myself. But I wasn�t quite ready for that� I wasn�t sure I�d ever be.
Taking my hand away slowly, I sat back in my seat. I knew touching him last night was going too far and here I was doing it again. Even if I wanted to get to know him better, I knew things could never work between us. His life was too public, surrounded by reporters and paparazzi. Those were the last two things I needed in my life. Those two things didn't match up with the low profile I was trying to keep. I was starting to wonder if maybe working the Black and White event was a mistake, too.
"I think I made a mistake," Reed said, stealing my thoughts. "Maybe this event wasn't such a good idea after all. When Lexi called me a couple months ago and told me she was ready to do this again, I thought it could be a good thing. I thought it would help her, but dammit�" He paused, trying to keep his frustration under control. "It's just bringing back old fucking ghosts. What was I thinking when I agreed to this?"
My hand reached out to touch him again, to console him, but I stopped just before it reached him. Instead, I sat there in silence, knowing that touching him again could give him the wrong message. As far as I was concerned, Reed and I were business acquaintances and that�s the way we would stay.
We pulled up to the back of Lexi's building where a tall, broad-shouldered man that I'd never seen before stood beside the door, holding it open for us. He looked similar to Hercules and the Hulk, but this guy was older. He had a head full of salt-and-pepper hair yet still looked like he could take on a man twenty years his junior.
Reed's hand was on the small of my back as we walked toward him. This time, I didn't pull away.
"Thanks for coming so quickly, Robbins," Reed said as we walked toward the elevators.
Robbins nodded and held the elevator door open for us.
Reed kept his hand on the small of my back as we rode up the elevator and until we entered Lexi's condo. I can�t lie and say that I didn�t like his touch. It felt warm, strong, and safe.
When we entered the living room, I saw Brandon pacing the room while Lexi's two bodyguards stood near the window. Reed and Robbins immediately made their way over to them as I made my way over to Brandon.
The guy was a mess. His face had a mix of relief and sadness when he saw me.
"She won't talk to me, Emily," Brandon mumbled as I approached him, looking like he was about to lose it right there in front of me. "I don't know what she's doing in there. I'm going crazy. I'm about to break down the goddamn door."
"Hey, hey, just calm down for a second and tell me what happened," I said. I'd never seen him like this. He was usually the one telling me to calm down�the few times I had lost my cool in class.
His nostrils flared; he looked like he wanted to punch something. "Those asshole reporters cornered us on the way home from dinner. By the time I knew what was going on, they had swarmed her. I couldn't get to her. They were shouting at her, saying horrible things, asking her all sorts of questions�" His voice dropped down to a whisper. "God, Emily. It was awful� the things they said. Peters and Warren finally pushed through them and I was able to get to her, but she wouldn't say a word to me. The second we got back to the condo, she ran into the bathroom and locked the door. I can hear her crying in there and it's killing me."
I pulled him in for a hug and then glanced over to Reed who was looking in our direction. He stared at me for a moment before turning back toward Peters and Warren. Robbins was already heading out of the condo. I wondered where he was going.
"She may talk to you," Brandon said, his voice strained, desperate.
"I'll see what I can do." Pulling away, I gave him a small smile and then made my way over through her bedroom to the closed bathroom door. I knocked lightly but got no response.
"Lexi, it's Emily. Can I come in? I just want to talk." Still nothing, until after a few seconds. Then I heard the lock roll over. I glanced back to Brandon. He closed his eyes and let out a deep breath of relief.
I turned the knob slowly, opening the door. Lexi was sitting on top of the toilet seat. Her knees were close to her chest with her arms wrapped around them. Her face was red and her eyes puffy.
"Hey," I said, cautiously walking toward her.
"Hey," she croaked out and put her head down into her hands. "I don't know what happened. I just flipped out." Her voice broke on the last word.
"Hey, you're allowed to flip out. What they did to you tonight was wrong, Lexi."
She sniffed and wiped her cheeks. "I've been trying so hard. I thought doing this charity event would be good for me, good for Reed and me." She closed her eyes as tears ran down her cheeks. "I wanted to feel close to my mom again, but I'm not sure if it's the right thing anymore."
I knelt down beside her and wrapped my arms around her. I didn�t know what else to do or say to her.
"Brandon must think I'm a freak." She sniffed and shook her head.
"He's worried about you. He cares about you."
She sniffed again. "I know he does. I just don't know what he sees in me. I mean, look at me." She raised her hands, pointed at her scars, and then wrapped her arms tighter around her knees. "I'm so messed up� inside and out." She let out a small whimper before resting her head back on her knees.
"I�m looking and I see you. You're beautiful and sweet. He's lucky to have you. I know how hard that is� to feel worth it� to feel like you're good enough and deserve to be loved. You are, Lexi. You just need to believe it, too."
A soft knock startled us both. Reed stuck his head in and I stood up, knowing what a mess he was and how badly he wanted to make sure his sister was all right. I glanced down at Lexi and she nodded, giving me a small smile of reassurance.
As I walked out the door, Reed grabbed my hand, making my breath catch.
"Thank you." His eyes bored into mine as his thumb caressed the top of my hand. My heart melted at the way he looked at me. It was at that moment that I knew I wanted to get to know this man. The hardest part was that I wasn�t sure if that was the right choice or how I would do it without letting out all of my pain along with it.
"Sure," I whispered.
Brandon was sitting on the bed. He jumped up when he saw me. "How is she?"
"She'll be okay. The cameras and people, it just freaked her out."
"God, Emily. What do I do? She won't talk to me. I want her to let me in, but she keeps shutting me out."
My heart broke for him. He clearly cared for her. However, I knew how hard it was to let anyone in after you'd been hurt so badly. "Just keep doing what you're doing," I assured him. "Be patient, and she'll talk when she's ready. You can't force it."
"I just care about her so much."
"She knows."
The bathroom door opened again. Lexi stood there with Reed close behind her, his hands on her shoulders. Brandon moved slowly toward her, afraid to spook her or make her upset again. Lexi took a couple steps toward him and when she was close enough, she fell into him, wrapping her arms around his waist.
My eyes connected with Reed's and then I turned to walk out of the room, wanting to give Lexi and Brandon some privacy.
"Would you like a ride home?" Reed asked after he closed her bedroom door behind him. "The reporters are still out front and there's still the car waiting for us out back."
"That would be great."
On the way back to my apartment, the two of us sat in silence until Reed's phone rang. I studied his face as he answered. The frustration and worry it held previously had returned. For a moment, I was afraid something was wrong with Lexi again.
He shoved his phone down into his pocket and shook his head.
"What is it?" I asked, my heart thumping hard against my chest. His expression was beginning to scare me.
Out of the corner of his eye, he looked over at me. "That was Robbins. Earlier, I heard the reporters calling your name. I'm not sure how they got it, but when I sent Robbins to check your apartment, he found it covered with reporters. I don�t know how they moved so fast. It didn't take them long to find out who you were or where you lived."
"What?" My stomach clenched and I suddenly felt ill. "They know where I live? They're there right now?"
He nodded. "I'm really sorry, Emily."
I barely heard his words. The press is at my apartment. My apartment! Fear crawled up my spine and my mouth went dry with fear.
"Emily." Reed's concerned voice caused my thoughts to dissolve. "I'm so sorry. I know it's a lot for you to take in."
I stared back at him. For a second, I wanted to scream at him. Tell him he had no idea what this could to do to me. The problems it could cause for me.
"I think I should�" My voice faded because I wasn't sure what to say. I wanted to say that I should go home, but I couldn't go home. Not now. Not when there were reporters there waiting for me.
"You can stay at my place until this blows over." His words caught me off guard, and I looked over at him.
"I can't stay at your place, Reed." Is he crazy? I barely know him. "I'll be fine at a hotel."
"Please, this is my mess. I have two extra bedrooms. It's already late. You can stay there tonight and then we'll figure everything else out tomorrow."
Every part of my brain was telling me no. This was not a good idea. This was just going to get me deeper in this mess.
"Okay," I whispered as the little voice in the back of my head continued to tell me how stupid and careless I was being.
Twenty minutes later, we pulled into an underground garage. The car drove down a few floors to the basement level, finally coming to a stop in front of a small elevator door, away from the main ones near the front of the garage.
Reed got out and then held the car door open for me. The elevator doors opened when we approached and we didn't speak a word once they slid closed. With each second that passed, the more and more I wondered what I was doing in here. Even though I felt a connection to the man standing beside me, I was still in a freaking elevator with a guy I barely knew, heading up to his apartment. And the only reason I was going to his apartment was because my place was covered with reporters and paparazzi. What had my life become in the last few hours?
Even though all of this was going through my head, I was still curious as to what he was thinking. I couldn't even take a guess because my eyes were focused on the doors in front of me, but I swore he was looking over at me. I could feel his eyes on me.
My mind swirled with everything that had happened over the last couple of days, starting when Reed walked into my office. That�s what had started all of this in the first place. The words Christine had said to me rang loud in my ears. Reed was trouble. He had a reputation for breaking girls� hearts. Then I couldn�t help but wonder. What were his intentions for wanting me to stay at his place? Was he just trying to be nice because of what happened tonight? Or was he expecting more? Suddenly, my mouth went dry. What had I gotten myself into?
When the doors opened we stepped into a brightly lit hallway. There was nothing on the plain, white walls, the carpet was a bland neutral color, and only one door was at the very end. Still feeling a little uneasy, I walked down the bland hallway.
"We had to take the freight elevator. Robbins said the reporters were all over the front of the building," Reed explained.
"Oh," was all I could say.
He opened the door and allowed me in first. The room I stepped into was a stark contrast to the hallway I�d just left. The walls were painted a dark grey and beautiful paintings hung on the walls. A long, thin table with two brightly lit lamps sat to our right. Reed immediately emptied his pockets and set everything down in a bowl in between the two lamps. It looked like it was something he did every time he got home. I followed him down the hall and into the foyer where a large round table sat in the middle.
The tall, broad-shouldered man I now knew was Robbins was standing near the kitchen, holding a plastic bag.
"Thank you, Robbins." Reed took the bag from him and handed it to me. "Here are some toiletries. I'll find you something to sleep in, in a minute. I just need to talk to Robbins first."
"Thank you.� I took the bag and glanced over at Robbins, who was staring forward. "Thank you," I said, looking directly at him. This whole situation seemed a little too familiar. As much as it hurt to even think about him, and even though they looked nothing alike, Robbins reminded me of Mike, even though the only thing they had in common was the same stoic expression they wore. I was beginning to wonder if it was a requirement in order to work in security.
"You're welcome, ma'am." He turned to walk across the room, toward the floor-to-ceiling windows.
"Make yourself at home," Reed said to me. He then turned and made his way over to Robbins. Even though I knew it was rude, I stood there and stared at them as they dove into a deep and serious conversation. Reed's eyes met mine for a second, catching my stare. I looked away immediately.
Trying to find a distraction, I turned around in a slow circle, taking in the room. There were two dark-grey couches in the middle of the large living room, facing each other, and a black slate coffee table sat in between them. Besides a few floor lamps and another couple of chairs and an ottoman near the floor-to-ceiling windows, the room was mostly empty.
I stole another quick glance at Reed and Robbins. Their voices were too deep to whisper. I couldn't hear every word, but I picked up on a few things. Their main concern seemed to be Lexi. They also mentioned her two bodyguard�s names, Peters and Warren. My name was mentioned a couple of times and then their conversation ended. Robbins went in one direction and Reed went in another. Where they went, I had no idea. Reed reappeared a few minutes later, coming from a different direction with something in his hands.
"Here." He held it out for me to take. "It's really all I have."
Without even knowing what it was, I took it. "Thank you." I could now see that he was giving me some clothes to sleep in. I held them, along with the plastic bag from Robbins, close to my chest. I didn�t know what else to say.
"Your room is down the hall, second door on your left," he said, breaking the silence between us. "There should be fresh towels in the bathroom. If you need anything else, just let me know."
"Thank you." I smiled softly and then turned to walk down the hall.
I reached the bedroom and slowly pushed the door open. Standing there in the doorway, I looked over the room, wondering with each passing second what the hell I was doing here.
The room held a king-size bed that was covered in a dark-blue comforter with many different pillows ranging in all shapes, sizes, and colors. The far west wall was floor-to-ceiling windows, matching the view from the living room. Nightstands were on either side of the bed and tall lamps with grey shades sat on top. I was more convinced than ever that Reed had hired someone to decorate. Everywhere I looked in his house, it had a woman�s touch.
I walked in and placed the toiletry bag and the clothes he gave me on the bed and then made my way into the bathroom.
The bathroom alone was the size of my bedroom in my apartment. It had all the modern fixtures. The walk-in shower was the largest one I�d ever seen and had multiple showerheads. It looked absolutely amazing right now. A claw-footed tub sat on the far right wall and fresh towels hung over the side.
Stripping off my clothes, I took an extra-long shower, allowing the hot water to dissolve what had happened early this evening. It wasn't just the problems it could potentially cause me that filled my mind. I was more concerned for Lexi. What happened had really freaked her out and it was clear that, two years after the attack, the memories were still fresh and she was still suffering from them.
After drying off, I wrapped the towel around me before picking up the clothes that Reed had given me. I held the shirt out in front of me; it was worn looking. I couldn't help it; I pulled the shirt up to my nose and took in a long, deep breath. The smell was a mixture of him and clean laundry.
After pulling on the flannel pajama pants and rolling them up at the waist so they wouldn't drag on the floor, I combed through my hair and then walked back down the hall and into the kitchen. The place was quiet and dark except for a single light in the corner of the large living room. I craned my neck around the corner and looked around but saw no one. I wondered if Reed had already gone to bed.
"How was the shower?" a deep but soft voice broke the silence. I looked to my right, toward the windows, and saw Reed sitting in an oversized brown leather chair with his elbows on his knees, his head cradled in his hands. A dark, amber liquid sat on the coffee table in front of him. Now, looking at the windows a little more closely, I could see his reflection in them, as well as my own.
I took a few steps forward. "It was fine, thank you."
He tilted his head toward me. The pained look on his face hit me square in the chest, feeling like a wrecking ball had slammed into it.
"Would you like a drink?" he asked.
I shook my head, taking another couple steps forward. "No, I'm okay."
He nodded and then retreated deeper into his chair. I continued to make my way across the large room, finally taking a seat in the chair beside his. I watched as he slowly brought the glass up to his lips, how his lips curled around the edge of the glass. He titled his head back, taking a long drink before lowering the glass back down. After realizing I was staring at him and his lips for far too long, my eyes flew to something else, the rest of him. He was wearing blue-and-green plaid pajama pants with an old grey T-shirt. It was so old I couldn�t read the writing on the front. I fought to tear my eyes away as I curled my legs up to my chest.
"How are you?" I asked, my voice barely above a whisper. Why am I whispering? I waited for his answer even though I was pretty sure I already knew what it was. The pain he wore on his face was evident.
He said nothing for a long moment before finally answering, "You know, the most frustrating part about it all is that I can't stop them. I can't protect my own sister from the people who care more about a damn story than an actual human being. They terrified her today. They said things to her, things that she should never have to deal with or hear ever again." After his rant, he took another long sip from his glass before letting his head fall back against the chair.
My heart ached from seeing him like this. I didn�t know exactly what he was feeling, but I knew he was still struggling with the guilt of what happened to his family. It seemed like all he wanted was to protect his sister, feeling as though he failed in protecting her two years ago, even though there was nothing he could have done.
We sat in silence and stared out the window, watching the city of New York before us. From this view, the normally loud and bustling city actually seemed peaceful.
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THE NEXT morning, I walked into the kitchen to find Reed on the phone. He looked like hell, like he'd been up all night. He was still wearing blue-and-green plaid pajamas pants and the old grey T-shirt I�d seem him in the night before. Last night, when I finally went to bed, he said he was going to turn in soon, too. I was beginning to think that didn't happen.
He turned his head in my direction. He knew I was there, but his eyes never met mine.
"Just let me know when you get settled, okay?" His voice was strained and tired.
He set the phone down on the counter and turned around to refill his coffee cup. "That was Lexi," he finally said. "She sounds better. Brandon's going to take her out of town for the weekend, get her away from all this shit." He sounded annoyed, or maybe it was anger. I didn't know him well enough to know the difference.
"That will be good for her." I was a good ten feet from him, yet I could still feel the energy between us. The connection and desire of wanting to be near him was just as strong as it was yesterday.
When he finally turned to look at me, he didn't just look; he devoured me. His gaze started near my feet as he slowly took me in, finally meeting my eyes. I stood there, knowing what he was doing, letting him do it. My entire body felt like it was on fire from the way his eyes had assaulted me.
"Didn't like the flannel pants?" he asked, his lips curving up into a small smile. I glanced down, seeing my bare legs, as his shirt only hit me mid-thigh. I had taken them off before bed and forgot to put them back on this morning.
"I couldn't sleep with them on." My face felt hot and flushed. I must have looked like an idiot.
He nodded, still wearing the same easy smile. "Would you like some coffee?"
"No, I really should get ready to go. I have to go home to change before work." I turned around, wanting to get out of the kitchen before he could see me flushed. However, his voice stopped me.
"Robbins went by your place during the night and got you a change of clothes."
My whole body went numb. My heart pounded loudly in my ears. Robbins did what?!
When the words actually registered in my head, anger filled me. Robbins had been in my apartment without my permission? I slowly turned back around to face him.
He was staring right at me. "I was going to ask you if it was okay, but when I came into your room early this morning, you looked so peaceful sleeping that I didn't want to disturb you."
I stood there, looking at him, dumbfounded and shocked, not knowing what to say. Does he not realize what an invasion of privacy that is? Robbins had gone to my apartment? Without my permission? Went through my things?
I had no idea what he was expecting me to say, but after a few long seconds, he soon realized I wasn't happy. Maybe it was the death glare I could feel myself giving him, or maybe it was the fact that I hadn't answered him.
"If you're angry, be angry with me," he said. "Robbins was just doing as I asked," he finished, his voice flat, like he really didn't care. He moved around the kitchen without another word and without looking me in the eye. He seemed like a different person than the guy he�d been over the past couple of days. There was coldness to him that I hadn�t seen before now. Had something happened after I�d gone to bed last night? Or was the reality of what happened yesterday starting to catch up to him?
I tried not to focus on his feelings. He didn�t seem to feel bad about sending Robbins into my apartment so I didn�t think I should be worrying about why he was acting so strange. Whether it was for good intentions or not, he had no right to send his bodyguard into my apartment.
Too angry to say anything, I made my way back down the hall. Next to my bedroom door, I saw a familiar bag. My bag. I didn�t know how I missed it when I came out of the bedroom earlier. Picking it up and throwing it on the bed, I pulled out my red cardigan sweater and a pair of black slacks. Anger and embarrassment flooded me. Robbins had been in my bedroom, in my closet.
Ready to get out of there as quickly as possible, I got dressed in a hurry. Reed had crossed a line. Robbins had crossed a line. Invasion of privacy would send anyone into a fit of rage, but with someone like me, it brought it to an entirely new level.
Throwing my bag and purse over my shoulder, I hurried down the hall to the elevators I�d seen last night. The ones I was assuming exited out into the lobby of the building.
"Emily." Reed called my name as I walked right past him without a word. "Emily, I'm sorry. I was just trying to be helpful, but I see now why you�re upset. I had no right to send Robbins to your place." His demeanor had changed from just a few minutes ago. He now sounded remorseful.
It was rude, and maybe even a little childish, but I ignored him. I pushed the button and waited for the elevator doors to open.
He sighed. "Please. Don't leave so upset. I'll give you a ride to work and we can talk on the way."
My chest felt heavy, like if I didn't say something soon, it would explode. I whirled around and asked him, "What would possess you to think it was okay to send Robbins to my apartment? Without my permission? Let him go through my things?" My voice reached a higher-than-normal level.
He sighed again, running his hands through his hair. For a minute, I almost felt bad for raising my voice, but then I just pictured Robbins in my place again and I saw red.
"I'm sorry. I wasn't thinking straight. It was a mistake." His voice was low, cautious.
I turned around to face the elevators again, even angrier than before.
"Would you at least take the freight elevator and go out the rear entrance of the building? If you go out the front, you're going to be bombarded with paparazzi and reporters. Robbins said they're already crowding outside the lobby." He lowered his voice to almost an inaudible level, realizing what a mess this was for me.
Great. Just great.
I turned and stormed down the hall, toward the door we had come in last night.
"Robbins will take you down," he said as I walked away. "Just in case you run into any problems.�
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Robbins walking toward me. No matter what Reed said, I was angry with Robbins, too. No matter if he was following what Reed had told him or not, he should have known better.
Robbins followed me inside the freight elevator. When the doors closed, I clutched my purse to my chest, desperate to get out of there. I couldn�t help but wonder how he got into my apartment? Had he gone in my purse to get my keys? Or was he skilled enough to get in there without needing any? I had a feeling it was the latter.
"I'm sorry, Emily. Next time, I'll make sure to have your permission," Robbins said, his voice clearly regretful.
"There won't be a next time," I said through gritted teeth.
"Yes, ma'am."
The elevator doors opened and I followed Robbins to the rear exit door that opened up to an alley at the back of the building. There were no reporters or paparazzi in either direction.
"Would you like me to follow you to the closest train station or to your office?"
"No, I'll be fine."
"Go this way." He pointed to the right. "Take a left at the end of the alley, and it will take you to Saint Street. There's a train station a couple blocks up."
I put on my sunglasses, pulled the hood of my trench coat over my head, and started down the alley. The vulnerability and fear of what had happened in the past twelve hours hit me harder than I expected it to. The anger I had felt this morning was starting to subside. Now, I was becoming overwhelmed with fear. Fear of what would be printed in the newspapers and magazines this morning. Fear of how this would all change the life I had tried to build here.
By the time I got to my office, I was twenty minutes late. To make matters worse, when I rounded the corner, I saw a mob of reporters standing outside the building.
"You've got to be kidding me," I muttered, leaning against the brick building beside me. I couldn't imagine what was going on in the office right now or how angry Sharon was that there was a mob of people standing outside� probably all asking questions about me. I dug through my purse, pulled out my phone, and dialed. Isabel picked up on the first ring.
"Hey, it's Emily."
"Emily?" she whispered. �What the heck is going on? The front door is swarming with reporters. They're asking all sorts of questions about you."
"I know. I can see it." I peeked around the corner again. "Is there a back door to the building?"
"Um, yeah, we sometimes get deliveries back there."
"Okay, can you go open it? I'll be there in a minute."
Hanging up the phone, I backed up and leaned against the brick building I was hiding behind. What the hell have I gotten myself into? This wasn�t good for anyone, but for me, this could be really, really bad. Not only was I trying to keep a low profile, I was also trying to start a new life. I needed this job. It was just a couple days ago that I started to feel like I was going to have one for a while, but now, I wasn't so sure.
Isabel was at the back door, waiting for me, and luckily, there were no reporters or paparazzi in sight. Once I was safely inside, I removed my glasses and took off the hood.
"Holy shit, Emily. It's madness out there."
"I know." I shook my head.
"Sharon is freaking out."
"Come on," I said. "I need to go talk to her."
I hurried down the hall, finding Sharon standing in the lobby next to Isabel's desk.
When Sharon spotted me, her eyes grew wide. "What the hell is this, Emily?"
Christine was standing behind her. I was surprised she didn't have a huge grin on her face. The next words I expected out of Sharon's mouth were, "You're fired."
Swallowing hard, I just came out and said it. "I'm friends with Lexi Adams. You guys probably know her as Lexi Alexander. And all of this"�I gestured toward the front of the building��is because of the Black and White event. They're digging up the old news and�" I sighed, feeling defeated. "I went out with Reed and Lexi the other night and then with Reed again last night. The press saw me, but I have no idea how they got my name or where I worked."
Sharon's gaze moved from me to Christine, turning into a full-on glare. I wondered why I wasn't getting that look.
"You're friends with Lexi Alexander?" Isabel's mouth hung open.
"Isabel. I'll ask the questions, thank you," Sharon said. "You don't think this would have been valuable information to tell me when I mentioned the Black and White event the other day?" Sharon was looking at me again.
"I had no idea who she was until that night," I countered. "Before that, she was just a friend. I had no idea about her past or who her or her brother was. I didn't even know she was an Alexander. I know now that I should've told you, but I�I guess I was scared. I didn't want you to think I asked for the job."
Sharon looked irritated and I wondered if Christine was finally going to get her wish: me getting fired.
"You and you"�she pointed to me and Christine�"in the conference room, now."
Wishing I could crawl under a rock, I followed Sharon. Christine came up behind me, still not saying a word. Shockingly, she didn't have a huge smile on her face. She actually looked about as terrified as me.
Sharon sat down at the head of the table while Christine and I sat across from one another. We both avoided eye contact with each other, and with Sharon.
"This is a huge shit storm." Sharon rested her forehead against her hands and shook her head. "I'm not sure what we are to do here. I don't know how to do the Black and White event with you so closely tied to it, Emily. Lexi and Reed are not just a huge part of this event, they are the event. Their mother is why it exists. Mrs. Alexander started this event years ago�" Her voice faded and she closed her eyes, clearly saddened and frustrated by the whole situation.
I felt like melting into the chair or the carpet, anywhere but sitting here next to Sharon.
After a few miserable seconds, she sat up in her seat and composed herself. "When Mr. Alexander came to me and offered me this event, I never expected it was going to stir up old news and that my employee was going to be the star of the show, but we will just have to hope for the best and see how it plays out. Hopefully, all the press will die down in a couple days and it won't be much of an issue."
My stomach twisted. In the back of my mind, I was remembering how upset Lexi was last night. I wondered if there would even be an event anymore. Then I wondered if I should even be a part of it. It seemed like this event was going to cause a lot of press, and I wanted to avoid that at all costs. I was convinced, now more than ever, I wasn't the best person for this job.
"Christine, is there something you'd like to tell Emily? Maybe what you told me a few minutes before she came into work." Sharon asked. My eyes moved across the table. Christine was staring at her hands on the table, refusing to meet my eyes.
Finally, after a long moment of silence, she began. "The reporters being here� it's my fault. My friend, Ben, the bartender, recognized you the other night with Lexi and Reed and then saw you again last night with Reed at The Palm. He called me to tell me you were there. I was angry. I thought you were trying to steal the event away from me. After the press released information about the event, the reporters started calling here asking questions. They asked me about the event and I told them you should have all the answers. I told them where you were and your name." She paused and met my eyes. "I'm sorry, Emily, I didn't think it was going to get this crazy. I just wanted� I don't know what I wanted. I was just so angry with you."
Bitch. I didn't say it out loud, but I was thinking it as I glared across the table at her.
"I really am sorry, Emily."
I narrowed my eyes on her. Even though she really did look regretful, I still wasn't buying it.
Isabel poked her head in the conference room, breaking up the tension in the air.
"I'm sorry to interrupt, Sharon, but you have a phone call."
Annoyed, Sharon turned toward her. "Take a message, Isabel. We're in the middle of something."
"Um." Isabel hesitated as she stood in the doorway. "It's Lexi Alexander. She wants to talk about the event."
She was probably calling to tell Sharon the event was off. After the call, Sharon would come back in here and fire me. I might not be the only one getting fired, though. I looked across the table at Christine again.
Sharon stood up and then stared down at the two us. She looked like she was about to have a coronary. "You two, try not to kill each other. We will finish this when I get back."
Isabel and Sharon left the room, leaving the two of us alone.
"I know you don't believe me, but I didn't mean for all of this to happen." Christine glanced up and looked me in the eye. "Really. I knew I made a mistake right after I told them."
"Why did you do it in the first place? What did I do that made you hate me so much?" I couldn't control the anger in my voice.
She sighed and sank down farther into her chair. "I don't hate you." She paused. "It's never been about that. Well, not exactly. It's just that you got this job so easily. I've been here for three years. I have a degree and I still had to start in the receptionist position. I worked my ass off to move up. But you came in, and boom, you're taking over half my office, you're getting accounts that should've gone to me, and you hardly have any experience." She huffed and shook her head.
My shoulders fell. I allowed the built-up tension to flow out of them. As mad as I was, I could see her point. Kind of. I did get this job pretty easily. I actually wondered myself why Sharon had given me a chance.
"I didn't know you felt that way, and I didn't know you worked so hard to get where you are."
Her face softened. "Listen, I know I've been a complete bitch to you and I'm sorry. I'm not usually like this. I guess� I guess I was just jealous of you."
I wanted to laugh. I wanted to tell her she had no reason to be jealous of me. My life was so messed up no one should envy it.
"I'm not going to apologize for getting this job, but I would like us to work together," I said. "It's not very fun hating and being hated by your office partner."
"Yeah, it's exhausting." She rolled her eyes and then a tiny smile appeared on her lips.
I shook my head, but on the inside I was relieved. It seemed like something good was going to come out of this mess. Hopefully, Christine and I could finally work together, if we still had jobs.
Finally, Sharon came back in the room, saying nothing as she sat down. She looked a little more relaxed. "Well," she began, "Lexi would like to follow through with the Black and White event."
The buildup of anxiety in my chest eased a bit. Lexi had seemed so unsure about it last night. Maybe she was even stronger than I thought.
"That's really good news," Christine said, nodding. She looked a little more relieved as well.
Sharon glanced over at Christine, her stressed and bitter face returning. "This isn't over for you. I'm going to have to simmer and think about what to do about the situation you put Emily and the company in. I won't allow the employees here to feel bullied or betrayed by their co-workers. What you did to Emily, it was inexcusable."
Christine cowered down in her chair more and more. I swore if Sharon kept talking, she would be under the table soon.
"I'm so sorry, Sharon. It won't happen again. I don't know what I was thinking. I've already apologized to Emily over and over."
Sharon turned toward me. "She did." I nodded.
"Well, right now, we need to continue with the Black and White event. We only have a few weeks, so we'll need to work double time. Everything else, including this mess, will just have to wait. I'm going to talk to the press and answer all of their questions. Hopefully, they'll get the information they're looking for and leave."
With that, Sharon stood up and we all exited the conference room. Christine and I were halfway back to our office when I turned around and headed toward Sharon's office. There was something I had to do.
Sharon was already sitting at her desk, looking over some paperwork. I knocked lightly on her door and her head shot up. She looked at me over the glasses that sat on the edge of her nose.
"What is it, Emily?"
"Can I talk to you for a minute?"
She nodded and then I hurriedly shut the door.
Before I could say anything, she began. "I'm really sorry about what Christine did. She's a great coordinator and I really can't afford to lose her right now." She shook her head. "I knew she had a bad attitude, but I never thought she would do something like that."
"It's okay. I get it. Kind of. I mean, I know why she did it and it's actually what I wanted to talk to you about. Christine's better at all of this than me." I paused and took a deep breath. "I think she's the better choice to run this event. She'll do a better job."
Sharon cocked her head, confused. "You're giving this event up to Christine? This could be a great opportunity for you."
I swallowed hard, wishing I could explain it to her but knowing I couldn't. For now, I would just do my best to tell her the truth without telling her the whole truth. I just couldn't handle the press and all of the attention the event brought right now. "It's not that I don't want the challenge. I really do, but I also want the best for Lexi, and I think Christine is the best in this situation."
She narrowed her eyes and sat back, assessing me. I felt like she was trying to read between the lines. It was like she knew there was more to my story than what I was telling.
"I'm not sure I can do that. What Christine did� it's not something I take lightly." She continued to stare at me. Maybe she was waiting for me to take it back or something. "I'm not sure how Lexi and Reed will feel about this. They specifically wanted you."
It would be hard to tell Lexi, but out of all people, she would understand. Reed, I wasn�t so sure about, yet after this morning, I really didn't care what he thought. "Lexi will understand. She's leaving town for a few days to get away from the press, but I'll tell her when she gets back."
She sat there, contemplating what I�d just said to her. "Okay. If you're sure about this, I'll give it to Christine, but I still want you involved. I still think it's a great learning opportunity for you."
"Of course. I want to be involved." And that was the truth. I still wanted to make sure this event was perfect for Reed and Lexi.
"I'm headed out to talk to the press in a few minutes. I'll tell them Christine is lead coordinator and all questions will be directed towards her from now on. Are you sure this is what you want?"
"I'm sure." I nodded.
"Well, okay, but I think you should tell Christine. Right now, I'm still so mad at that girl I could�" She pursed her lips as her voice trailed off.
"I'll tell her." I stood up and took a few steps toward the door.
On the way back to my office, I stopped by Isabel's desk. She was flipping through a magazine.
"Hey, Emily, look. Here you are." She turned the magazine toward me. It was the pictures of me from last night. "Well, it's kind of you. You can't really tell."
My racing heart began to slow down. There were no clear shots of my face. My hands or Reed's hands were in the way of the shots� every single one of them.
Isabel took the magazine back. "It would be kind of cool to have a picture with Reed Alexander, especially one with his arms around you. At least, I know I would love it. Too bad, huh?"
"Yeah, too bad."
A smile of relief spread across my face.
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"WHY ARE you working so late?" Christine asked me.
I glanced over at her and shrugged.
"Are you still nervous about the reporters and paparazzi? Sharon said they scattered after she talked to them."
Yeah, but what if they were lurking outside, waiting to get a photo of me? I couldn't take that chance. After last night, I felt like I�d caught a break.
"Weren�t you wearing that coat yesterday?" Christine asked, causing my previous thought to dissolve.
I glanced back, examining the trench coat hanging on the back of my chair. "Yes."
"Here, let's switch. Give me your coat, sunglasses, and scarf. Our hair color is similar. If they�re out there, it may just throw them off for a while. I'll go out the front door and lead them down the street. You can go out back and hopefully you won't have to deal with them again.�
I sat there and contemplated her plan. I wondered if she was just being nice to me because I told her she was now the lead coordinator for the Black and White event, or maybe she really did feel bad for giving me away to the reporters last night. She had apologized to me all day, annoyingly so.
I unwrapped my scarf and handed her my jacket and sunglasses. She put them on and surprisingly, she did kind of look like me, but I always thought we looked similar. I just didn�t know it would come in handy. She could at least maybe fool the reporters for a while anyway, if there were any of them out there. She handed me her bright-red pea coat and sunglasses.
"This should all blow over by Monday. You'll be old news once something crazier happens this weekend." She gave me a wry smile.
Great. So worst case, I just had to spend the weekend holed up in my apartment?
We shut down our computers and then Christine headed toward the front door while I headed toward the back.
"Thanks," I said as we parted ways.
"Sure." She smiled.
Christine's plan worked well. I was able to get home and up to my apartment without any issues. As far as I could tell, there weren't any reporters or paparazzi lingering out in front of my apartment, but just to be safe, I had planned to stay in it for the most part, not wanting to take any risks.

IT WAS now Sunday afternoon. I thought my eyes would leap out of my head if I watched one more minute of TV, so when my phone rang, I ran to answer it, not even caring who was on the other end of the line.
It was Lexi. I wondered if she was back from her trip early. Maybe she would want to meet for some coffee. I was eager to get out for some fresh air.
"Hi, Emily."
"Hey, Lexi, how's everything going?"
"It's okay." The concern in her voice was clear.
"Are you sure?"
"Um, yeah. I just wanted to call and check on you. I heard about the reporters at your office. I'm so sorry."
"Don't worry about it." I pulled back the curtains and looked down at the sidewalk. No reporters in sight. "I think I'm old news already."
"That's good." She sounded strange, different. Usually, Lexi�s voice was upbeat and joyful, or it had been so for the past couple of months, since her and Brandon had been dating.
"Hey, are you sure you're all right?" I asked.
"There is something bothering me, but I don't want to worry you or get you involved."
"It's okay. You can tell me."
She hesitated for a moment. "I haven't heard from Reed. He won't answer my calls. Have you heard from him?"
"Um, no, not since a couple days ago." Not since I left his place, angry. My heart pounded just thinking about it� or maybe it was because I was thinking of him.
She was silent for a moment and then she let out a long breath. "I've been trying to call him, but his phone goes straight to voice mail. His office said he took Friday off work, and Robbins is acting really weird. He won't tell me anything."
I could feel a worried itch begin in my stomach, leaving a dull ache.
"Can you do me a favor?" she asked after a second of silence. The dull ache turned into something more.
"Um." I hesitated. "Sure," I finally choked out, wondering where the response came from.
"Brandon and I are going to come home early because I have a feeling something isn't right with Reed� but we won't be home until late tomorrow, and I was going to see�" Her voice faded into a long silence.
"What is it, Lexi?" I asked. Deep in my gut, I feared what she was about to ask me.
"It's just� it's too much to ask of you."
My chest exhaled the air it was holding. "Lexi, what is it?"
"Would you�" She paused again. "Would you mind going to his place and checking on him? I'm starting to freak out a little."
I sat there for a moment, wondering how to tell her no in the most polite way. Instead, the word, "Okay," popped out of my mouth. My chest constricted. What did I just agree to? Or maybe I didn't really agree to do anything. All I said was okay.
Before I could retract anything, Lexi's voice came back on the line, much more hopeful this time. "Really? You wouldn't mind? I would be so appreciative. It would make me feel so much better."
Great. How am I supposed to say no to that now?
I couldn't lie. In the back of my mind, I was worried about him, too. Deep down, I guess I wanted to make sure he was okay as much as I wanted to ease my friend�s mind.
"I'll call you as soon as I find something out," I promised.
"Thank you, thank you!" she said before we said our good-byes.
I grabbed my purse and took the back exit, just in case there were any lingering reporters. After walking a couple of blocks over, I hailed a cab. I only knew the general vicinity of Reed's building. We had driven there at night and had pulled into the garage. I never saw the front of the building, but I did remember the streets I took to the train station the other morning.
On the way over, I fought the urge to call him. It didn't seem appropriate to just show up at his place unannounced. So, not wanting this to be any more awkward than it would be already, I pulled out my phone and dialed. Just like Lexi said, the call went straight to voice mail.
When we passed the alley I had walked down the other day, I instructed the cab driver to take a right at the next street. As we pulled up to the front of the building, I was relieved to see no reporters or paparazzi. Still, just to be safe, I put on my sunglasses and tucked my hair into the scarf around my neck. We pulled to a stop and the valet opened my door.
Once inside the lobby, I walked over to the security desk. The guy sitting there was my age, maybe even a couple years older. His nametag read Samuel.
"Hi, I'm here to see Reed Alexander."
He smiled back at me. "May I have your name, please?"
"Emily Anderson."
He smiled again and checked something on his computer. "I'm sorry, ma'am, but he doesn't have you on his guest list. I'll have to call him."
"Oh, okay." Great, a lot of good that's going to do me. His phone goes straight to voice mail.
As he tried to call him, I stood there, not sure what I would do when he told me he wouldn't answer. Now that I was here, I was eager to find out if he was okay. Actually, the desire to make sure he was okay was growing by the second.
"I'm sorry, Ms. Anderson, but he's not answering."
"Will you call Mr. Robbins?" I bit my lip. Reed had always called him Robbins. I hoped that was his last name.
Samuel sat there, hesitating for a moment, and then finally picked up the phone.
He continued to stare at me while it rang and then looked away, I guess when Robbins answered.
"I have a Ms. Emily Anderson down here. She says she's a friend of Mr. Alexander's, but I don't have her on the guest list."
My heart was beating wildly as I stood there waiting.
"I'll do that. Yes, sir. Thank you." He put the phone down and looked at me.
"Mr. Robbins cleared you to go upstairs. He asked me to add you to the guest list."
"Thank you," I said, following him toward the elevators.
When the doors slid shut, I leaned against the back wall and took in a few long, deep breaths. I had no idea what I was doing here or what I was going to say to him. I was sure Reed was going to wonder the same. The last time we saw each other was when I gave him the silent treatment and then yelled at him. That was after he gave me a place to stay, toiletries, and clothes to sleep in. How could I have been so rude? Oh yeah, I remember. He sent his security guard into my apartment without my permission.
When the elevator doors opened again, Robbins was waiting for me.
"Emily." He said my name in his deep, stern voice. I smiled at him. Things had been a little awkward the last time we saw each other, too.
"Thank you for letting me up," I said, stepping into the foyer. "I'm here to check on Reed. Lexi is worried about him."
"I assumed that was the reason. Lexi's been calling non-stop, but Mr. Alexander instructed me not to say anything to her. He doesn't want to worry her."
Worry her? "Is everything okay?"
He closed his eyes and shook his head. "Not really. I've seen him like this a couple times, but it's been a while."
"Where is he?" Fear crept up my spine. From the look on Robbins's face, he must have been in pretty bad shape.
"In his room." Robbins pointed behind me. Turning around, I saw the hallway he was pointing toward. "He's not going to like that you're here."
"Are you going to get into trouble for letting me in?" I wasn�t sure of the relationship between Reed and Robbins, but I knew the consequences if one of Jake�s men disobeyed him. I didn�t want to be responsible or have anything to do with Robbins getting in trouble.
"He told me to leave him alone and asked me not to tell Lexi anything when she called, but he didn't say anything about you." I wondered why he trusted me enough to let me up here; he barely knew me.
I turned in the direction Robbins had pointed, finding myself in a long hallway. All of the doors were open, except for a single door that was closed at the end of the hall. When I approached it, I stood there for a minute or so before I finally got the courage to knock lightly. I waited� and waited.
The longer I stood there, the more I felt like I was going to be sick and the more I wondered what I was doing there. Of course I wanted to know he was okay and I wanted to do this for Lexi, but it just felt strange standing outside his bedroom door. What if someone else was in there? I�m sure Robbins would�ve warned me about that, right? What if he wasn�t dressed? Or if he was in the shower?
There was no sound from behind the door so I knocked again, this time a little harder. Still nothing. Suddenly, it became clear he wasn't coming to the door and he wasn't going to invite me in. If I wanted to see that he was okay, I was going to have to just go in on my own. Turning the knob gently, I braced myself, not sure of what I was about to see.
What I saw was nothing as I expected. The room was empty. The bed was perfectly made, covered in decorative pillows, just like the guest bed I�d stayed in a few nights ago. The rest of the room was immaculate, too. A large walnut dresser sat on the wall next to me. It was empty on top except a small stack of books, almost like they were there for decoration, not for actually reading. The atmosphere in the room gave me an eerie feeling. It was if nothing personal of his were in here. No clothes. No pictures. Nothing but furniture. The most shocking thing was that the room was freezing. I shivered, crossing my arms over my chest.
I wondered if Robbins had been wrong. Maybe Reed wasn't even here.
My eyes drifted across the room and I finally saw the reason for the coldness. The sliding glass door to the balcony was open, white curtains whirling around as the cold air blew through.
"Reed?" I called his name, taking a few steps farther into the bedroom. There was no answer, so I took a couple more steps, this time closer to the open balcony doors. Reed couldn't have been in here long with how cold it was.
"Reed, it's Emily. I just came over to make sure you were okay." I felt like an idiot standing there talking to an empty room. Now, more than ever, I felt awkward for being here, standing in his bedroom no less.
The room was eerily quiet. There was no response. I realized it just wasn't the cold that was making my body shiver uncontrollably�something didn't feel right. Robbins said he was in here, but I couldn�t imagine someone wanting to stay in this room with how cold it was in here.
I made it across the large room to the balcony doors, and my mouth dropped open. I gasped.
There Reed was, curled up on a long couch, wearing jeans and a white T-shirt. Nothing else. It had to have been forty-five degrees outside.
Running over to him, I dropped to my knees beside the couch and gave him light shake. His skin was freezing. How long had he been like this? Why had Robbins not checked on him?
"Reed, can you hear me?" I glanced around, seeing a half-empty bottle of scotch on the table in front of him. Had he been out here all night?
"Reed, it's Emily. Reed, wake up." I spoke a little louder this time.
There was still no response. I shook him again. Still nothing. I shook him harder and he finally moaned.
"Jesus, Reed. What are you doing out here?"
He didn't respond but moaned louder. At least I knew he was alive. I tried to pull him up, but it was clear he was too heavy for me to move on my own. I ran back out into the hallway and called for Robbins. There must have been terror in my voice because he came flying around the corner.
"I need help," I told him, running back to Reed with Robbins following closely after me.
He didn't say a word or panic when he saw Reed passed out on the couch outside. It made me wonder if he�d seen him this bad before.
"We need to get him warm. Can you help me bring him in the bathroom?"
He nodded and then, in one effortless movement, pulled Reed up into a sitting position before bringing him up to standing. I situated myself the best I could on the other side of him, brought his right arm around my shoulder, and placed both of my hands on his chest, trying to hold him steady, yet Robbins was doing most of the work.
As we carried him toward the bathroom, soft moans came out of him and his head bobbed from side to side. Eventually, it fell down toward his chest. Every few seconds, I would glance up and see his eyes flutter open, but then he would close them again.
We placed him in the bathtub. Robbins held him up while I turned on the warm water and began to fill up the tub. Turning back around, I helped Robbins take off his shirt and pants, leaving only his boxers, and lower him into the tub. Much to my surprise, he didn't wake when the warm water began to pool up around him.
"Should we call an ambulance?"
Robbins had been staring at Reed. When I spoke, he then looked at me. "No. He wouldn't want to draw any more attention to himself right now. It would only make matters worse. It may be hard to believe, but I've seen him worse. He'll be fine."
My heart squeezed. Worse? I've never seen anyone this drunk before in my life. Even living in Vegas, I�d seen many drunk people, but never completely incoherent.
"Can you take it from here?" Robbins asked. When I glanced up at him, he was looking away from me and away from Reed.
"Um, yeah, I think I've got it," I said around the large lump in my throat. I wasn�t sure why Robbins was in such a hurry to get out of here, but I couldn�t help but think it had something to do with seeing him like this in the past. The lump felt like it was growing larger each second. I had so many emotions going on inside me right now. I was confused, scared, nervous, sad, and angry. I didn't know quite what to feel. I just wanted him to wake up. I wanted him to be okay.
Robbins exited the bathroom, leaving me alone with Reed. I let the water fill up until it covered most of his chest. Then I sat there, trying to think of what I was going to say to Lexi. I had to call, and soon. I knew how worried she was earlier, but now, I knew she would be even more so.

A FEW hours passed before Reed even moved. Then it was another few minutes before he opened his eyes and leaned forward a little. I had drained the water from the tub a while ago and packed blankets in around him.
When he finally began to look around, it took him a few seconds to spot me.
�Emily?� he asked, his voice hoarse.
�How are you feeling?� I swallowed hard. I was nervous at how he would react to seeing me there. He had clearly given Robbins orders to stay away and to not tell Lexi what was going on. He couldn�t be happy to see me there right now.
He leaned his head back against the tub and groaned. �Not so good.�
�Yeah, I bet not.�
�What are you doing here?� His voice was curious, but not angry.
�Lexi called me earlier. She was worried about you and asked me to stop by.�
�Oh, man.� He shook his head and winced. �Have you called her yet? Does she know anything?�
�No.� I didn�t want to call Lexi and tell her I found her brother passed out drunk on his balcony.
�Good. I�ll call her in a little while. I don�t want her knowing about this, okay?� His right eye cracked open, and he glanced over at me.
�She�s coming home from her trip early, probably tomorrow,� I told him. �She�s going to find out one way or the other.�
He sighed and shook his head again. �I�ll talk to her. She needs to stay away for a few more days. The reporters left my place last night, but Peters and Warren said they�re still lingering over at hers.� He opened both eyes slightly and looked at me. �How about you? How are you?�
Is he really asking me that right now?
�I�m fine. I�m more concerned for you right now.�
�Why? I�m fine. Great. Perfect.� He smiled but still looked tired.
�Really? Because you look like shit,� I commented dryly.
He laughed and then moaned again, grabbing his head. �Some aspirin would work wonders right now.�
�Let me go see what I can find.� I got up and left him alone in the bathroom, hoping he didn�t stumble if he attempted to move out of the tub.
As I made my way into the kitchen, I saw Robbins standing at the living room windows, gazing out at the city with a solemn expression. I had barely spoken a few words to the man, but my heart hurt looking at him. He looked upset, alone, and lost. I wondered what was going through his head right now but knew it wasn�t appropriate of me to ask him. �Reed�s awake,� I said, making my presence known.
�That�s good.� Robbins nodded his head, continuing to stare out the window. He didn�t move from the time it took me to go into the kitchen, find the aspirin, and come back. He looked like a man that didn�t want to be disturbed.
When I went back into Reed�s bathroom, I found the tub empty. Reed then came out from his closet in a fresh pair of jeans and a T-shirt in his hands, chest exposed. My eyes ran up the length of it, finally meeting his eyes. He was already looking at me.
�Here.� I held the bottle of aspirin out for him before looking down, embarrassed that he caught me staring.
He pulled the shirt over his head and then took the bottle.
�What happened out there?� I jerked my head toward the balcony.
�It doesn�t happen all the time. Actually, I think I�ve only been that drunk a couple times in my life. Last night and�and then a couple years ago.� He threw a couple aspirins in his mouth and swallowed. �I don�t even remember most of last night, but I remember being out on the balcony.�
�You could have been hurt, or worse. You could have frozen out there overnight.�
�Now you�re just being dramatic.� His voice was condescending as he rolled his eyes.
�You were freezing and drunk and you could�ve�� My voice was stern.
�I�m fine.� He cut me off, his voice flat. He narrowed his eyes on me before turning around to splash some water on his face.
Why is he giving me attitude? I�m just trying to help him.
�I�m glad you�re okay, but I think I�ll be going now. Just call Lexi. She�s been a nervous wreck.� I didn�t regret coming over and I was glad he was okay, but it was clearly time for me to go.
He sighed as he ran a towel down his face. �Wait, Emily. I�m sorry. I shouldn�t be taking it out on you. I�m just mad at myself, okay?�
�It�s fine. Just call Lexi.� I turned around and grabbed my purse, but before I could step out of the bathroom, he grabbed my arm.
�Wait, don�t go. I was just being an ass. Please, just stay for a while.�
My eyes focused on his hand on my arm. My whole body tensed. I could feel my body wanting to react, wanting to use the moves I�d learned in my self-defense classes. It took me a minute to remember I wasn�t being attacked and Reed wasn�t trying to hurt me.
He let go, sensing something in me. �Emily, I�m so sorry.� He swallowed hard. �I shouldn�t have done that. I wasn�t going to hurt you.�
Swallowing hard, I shook my head. �Don�t worry about it.�
�Just don�t go, please. Let me make you some breakfast,� he said.
�Reed, I can�t. I have to get going.�
�Please. Just breakfast.�
�It�s noon.� I looked up at him.
�Then I�ll make you some lunch.� He grinned coyly.
I felt that familiar ache in my chest, the one I got whenever I was around him, creep its way up, making it hard to say no.
�Only if you call your sister first.� I pulled out my cell phone and handed it to him.

"I GUESS Robbins left." I looked around the apartment, taking my eyes away from Reed making me a sandwich.
"Yeah, I guess so." He sounded defeated and maybe even a little ashamed.
"He was pretty worried about you earlier."
Reed swallowed hard. "I'm sure he was. I'll have to apologize to him later."
"Has he worked for you long?"
"As long as I can remember. He was a part of my dad's security team, so I've known him since I was just a kid. Actually, there aren't too many memories I have without him." He got a distant look on his face before continuing. "He really cares about me and Lexi. He took what happened a couple years ago really hard. He was supposed to be with us that night at dinner, but he had been sick with the flu and my dad gave him the night off. He puts a lot of blame on himself for the attack. He feels somewhat responsible."
My heart ached for Robbins. "That's awful, but he has to know that wasn't his fault."
"Yeah, I think he knows that now. It took him a year before he would even speak to me, though. I hired Peters and Warren for Lexi, but I only wanted Robbins. He was the only person I trusted."
"I'm glad he finally came around."
He nodded and smiled. "Me, too. He's been working with me again for the past year, but I still see the guilt he suffers. I think it helps seeing me and Lexi doing well, and happy. So last night probably was tough on him. I'm sure I wasn�t very nice to him. I kind of remember telling him to get out of my room and leave me alone. God, I was such an ass." He shook his head and swallowed hard, clearly regretful.
"I'm sure he'll understand."
"Yeah. We'll see." He placed a plate down in front of me.
"Thank you."
"No, thank you. I don't know what I would've done if you hadn't come over. Even though it was quite embarrassing, I'm glad you're here." He came to sit beside me.
We finished our lunch and then sat there at the kitchen bar, talking about the event, his work, and his time in London. I never knew exactly what he did and for some reason, I didn't feel it was appropriate to ask before. However, since I had found him drunk and passed out on his balcony, I felt like I could pretty much ask anything I wanted now.
I found out that Reed was actually an investment banker, but when the attack happened on his family, he decided to take over his dad's company, which was the largest real estate investment firm in New York. The London office was fairly new when Reed took over and he really just used it as an excuse to get out of New York. He never once asked a question about my personal life. If he did ask anything about me, it was mainly centered on work.
"I hope you didn't have anything you had to get done today," Reed said when there was finally a break in our conversation. "You just wasted the entire day on me."
"I wouldn't call it wasted." I smiled. "But I really should be going. I have work in the morning."
"Would you like to stay for dinner? I know the best Chinese in town."
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REED AND I had moved to the couch after dinner, talking for hours, mostly about random things like what movies we liked, our favorite foods, and memories of growing up. I enjoyed hearing about the memories with his parents and Lexi. Strangely, I even talked about my mom, telling him about all the times I sat backstage while she dressed for her shows in Vegas. He didn't ask me any questions; he just allowed me to talk openly. I was surprised with how easily the words came out. It had been years since I spoke about my mother.
Tonight, not only was I seeing a side of myself I hadn't seen in a while, I was also seeing a totally different side of Reed Alexander. He wasn't the destroyed man who still felt guilt over his parents� deaths and the attack on his sister. He wasn't the successful real estate investor that the city of New York knew him to be. He wasn�t the playboy/heartbreaker Christine had made him out to be. After a few hours of talking, it seemed like he was just a normal guy. He had normal likes and desires. He wanted normal things. He wanted to settle down and have a family.
Our conversation drifted to the topic of music. Instead of telling me his favorite band or singer, he made his way across the room and pulled a CD off the shelf. That�s when things took a drastic, much more serious turn.
"How about some Sinatra?" He turned back around to measure my reaction.
"Sure." I nodded and smiled.
He turned back and popped the CD into the stereo. "When I was younger, my mother used to play his music all day and night," he said, grabbing the remote and setting the music to play. "I have a lot of good memories with this music. I don�t think there was a bigger Sinatra fan than her, and now, I guess I am, too."
He walked back toward me, but he didn't sit back down beside me. Instead, he stood in front of me and held out his hand. "Would you like to dance?"
I wasn�t expecting that. My heart hammered as I looked up at his face and then back to his hand just a few inches away. Those feelings I had tried to keep bottled up, the feelings just being in his presence ignited in me, flared up again. I wanted to reach up and grab his hand, but I hesitated, not sure what that kind of contact would lead to.
"It's just a dance, Emily, but you can tell me no if you don't want to."
One simple word. No.
As much as I wanted to say it, knowing it would keep things simple between us, I felt my resolve slipping. I felt myself wanting to be close to him. I felt myself wanting to be touched by him. Even though I knew I would be treading in dangerous waters, I was still a woman. I still had needs. I still wanted to be touched and loved.
Looking at his hand again, I placed mine in his. He slowly pulled me up and wrapped his arms around my waist, eying me cautiously with every move he made.
"Is this okay?" he asked when his hands rested on the small of my back.
"Yes," I breathed out. His touch felt scorching, even against my shirt, awakening the embers inside me that had been buried as long as I could remember.
"And this?" he asked, pulling me toward him. My breasts pushed against his chest.
I nodded again, swallowing hard. My hands trembled as they slowly ran up his arms, finally locking around his neck.
"Believe me. I won't try anything without asking you first. I've been told by Brandon to watch myself around you."
I shook my head. "I think you're fine. I usually don't go around breaking people's noses."
The left side of his mouth tugged upward. I returned his smile as he pulled me closer, watching me closely, waiting for me to give him any signal that this wasn't okay.
Being this close to a man felt foreign to me. It had been a long time since I'd been touched by another man, besides Jake, and even longer since I actually wanted one to. With Jake, I cringed every time he would touch me. I would squeeze my eyes shut and just hope whatever he wanted to do to me would be over quick. But with Reed, right now, I wanted to get even closer. I never wanted the dance to end.
Our dance was sweet and innocent. My racing heart started to relax. I rested my head on his shoulder as we swayed to the music. It wasn't until he kissed the top of my head and ran his lips across my forehead that I knew this innocent dance was going to be so much more.
I pulled back slowly and he looked down on me.
"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have done that." His voice was soft but husky.
"It's okay." I talked around the lump in my throat as I fought back tears. I wasn�t sure why I was flooded with the feeling like I wanted to cry, but at that moment, it was overwhelming. Maybe they were happy tears. Happy that I wanted to be touched again, happy that I liked being touched again. The current song was ending and I wondered what it would be like when we finally broke apart. Right now, I felt warm and safe in his arms. I wasn't ready for that feeling to end.
"Would you like to keep dancing?" he asked, almost if he were reading my thoughts.
"Yes," I answered quickly. I wanted to be in his arms all night.
By the time the third song ended, I knew us breaking apart was inevitable, but I wasn't quite ready to let him go. He finally began to pull away from me. I could already feel the coldness where his arms were before. Our eyes locked together and my gaze dropped to his lips.
"I really want to kiss you right now." His voice was so low I barely heard him. My eyes shot back up to meet his. It wasn't a question. He wasn't asking for my permission.
He bent down, breathing softly, almost touching my lips. I could see the struggle in his eyes as he frantically searched mine. He was clearly waiting for me to pull back, but I wasn't going anywhere. Right now, I was living in the moment. I wasn't thinking of the problems this could cause for me. I wanted this. I wanted him.
My eyes dropped to his mouth again and I reached up to press my lips to his.
He brought his hands up and stroked my cheeks. Our kiss was the sweetest and most tender I'd ever had, but so full of emotion. My hunger for him grew inside me and I felt like I couldn't get enough of him. He tasted amazing, and I wanted more. The kiss grew deeper as my hands ran up his back and I pressed him harder against me.
His hands moved down my ribs to rest on my hips and he pressed more into me. Still keeping a firm grip, he backed me up slowly until my legs hit the couch. He eased me down on the couch before pulling back, his breaths shallow and fast. His body hovered over mine and I could see a struggle in his eyes. He wasn't sure if I really wanted this. Hell, I wasn't sure if I really wanted this. I mean, I wanted it; I just wasn't sure if I was ready for it. My mind was telling me no, but every other part of my body was screaming yes.
"This doesn't have to happen tonight, Emily." He searched my eyes, his face serious. "We can take things slow. I don't want to push you to do anything you don't want to do."
I closed my eyes for a moment, searching my mind for what I really wanted. My breaths were coming quick and ragged. The only thing I could think of was how much I wanted him, how much I wanted him to continue what he was doing.
Before I knew what I was saying, the words were already coming out of my mouth. "I want you. I want this."
He pressed his lips back to mine and words came through each kiss.
"Just tell me when to stop," he breathed. "I don't want you to feel pressured into any of this."
His words only made me hungrier for him. I ran my hands down his back, feeling every defined line. I pulled him closer, pressing him harder against me, letting my body do what it wanted, trying not to think too much about what I was doing. I lifted my hips to meet his, hinting at what I wanted.
My mind was racing with what I was doing and I tried to push away the thoughts. I didn't want to think. I wanted to keep going. I just wanted to be in this moment and think of nothing else.
Then, in the next second, I wanted to stop. I struggled with what I was getting myself into. Then my mind switched again. I wanted to keep doing what we were doing. I even wanted to go further.
Instead of thinking anymore, I just allowed my body to do what it wanted. I would deal with everything else later.
His lips broke from mine and then they were everywhere�my jaw, my neck, my collarbone. I gripped his hair and whimpered softly each time his lips touched my skin. Suddenly, he stopped and I was certain my heart did, too.
"Are you sure this is what you want?" he asked again, searching my eyes. "Talk to me, Emily."
"I don't want to talk," I said, looking at him. I brought my left leg up, wrapping it around his waist.
Without another word, he lifted me and I wrapped both legs around his waist as we moved down the hall. If I wanted to stop, now was the time.
By the time we got back to his bedroom, I knew I wouldn't be able to stop myself. There wasn't any part of me that was ready to stop. He laid me down on his bed and stared at me, taking me in, devouring me from top to bottom. I bit my lip as the fire burned in his eyes. He climbed on top of me and hovered there for a moment before he brought his lips back to mine.
I gripped the edge of his shirt before slipping my hands beneath it, running my finger up his back and pulling his shirt up with me. Breaking our kiss for just a second, he pulled it over his head. I took in the beauty of him for just a moment before I felt the weight of him on me again.
His hands moved slowly down my neck and across my chest. When he reached under my shirt, I trembled and then felt him freeze above me. I deepened our kiss and let out a whimper, letting him know this was okay, that I wanted this. As my nails raked across his back again, he released a soft moan and pressed himself harder against me.
He shifted his weight and then his hands went from under my shirt to gripping my thigh. I could feel his hardness between my legs. He squeezed down and I let out a suggestive moan. I wanted his hands on me, on my skin. I felt myself pulsing for him. I wasn't sure how much longer I could control myself.
"I haven't been with anyone in years," he said as he kissed my neck. "If you don't want this, please tell me to stop now."
"Don't stop. Please," I begged, "don't stop."
He took my pleading as a sign. I felt my shirt come up and over my head in one swift movement. Then his lips smashed against mine. This kiss was different. This kiss held more passion than the others. I felt him tremble beneath my touch, and his hands shook as they moved down to unbutton my pants. Not able to stop myself, I reached and fumbled to unbutton his. Before I knew it, we were taking turns stripping off one another's clothes until we were completely naked.
His eyes ran down the length of me, and while he was devouring my naked body, I was doing the same to his. He lifted me gently and pushed me farther onto the bed before coming back down on top of me.
"You're beautiful," he said before pressing his lips back to mine.

MY EYES opened and I squinted at the bright light spilling in through the windows. Rolling onto my back, I stretched my legs, instantly feeling the soreness between them. It was at that moment that the night before came rushing back.
I remembered Reed's right hand holding my hands above my head as his left hand moved down my neck to my chest, down my stomach, and then finally between my legs. The cry that came from my mouth as he slipped his fingers inside me. His fingers moving in and out while he kissed me deeply and slowly. The moment he finally slipped inside me.
Me gripping his shoulders as he thrust inside me again and again. The moans coming out of me. The groans coming out of him. His hands moving down my body, gripping and squeezing in all the right places at all the right times. My back arching, my legs wrapping around his back. The electricity I could feel flowing between the two of us.
The images hit me like a wrecking ball. I felt my face and whole body flush. A tightness seized my chest. It wasn�t that I regretted what happened last night, yet I did have an oh-no-what-have-I-done moment. It would have been so much easier to accept the actions of last night if I had woken up from a drunken stupor, but no, the only thing to blame was my physical need to be with him and be touched by him. I knew that once we had gotten started, there was no stopping.
Turning my head gently, I saw Reed next to me, wrapped up in a sheet and sleeping peacefully. By the sound of his breathing, it was clear he was in a deep slumber. His face was serene and blissful, making me feel even more horrible for regretting what happened between us.
Turning away, I squeezed my eyes tight as an overwhelming feeling of guilt and regret flooded through me.
Last night had been amazing. I asked for it. I think I might have even begged for it. I wanted it. I enjoyed it. But, deep down, I knew it shouldn't have happened. Things were just going to be complicated between us, and I wasn't sure how or if we could ever just be friends now.
I peeked over at Reed again, remembering what he told me last night. He had told me that he hadn�t been with anyone in years. I wasn�t sure what to think of that exactly. Christine had made it sound like he was a ladies� man, but maybe that was years ago. Maybe he had changed.
Pulling the covers back slowly, I sat up in bed, still continuing to check to make sure Reed wasn�t disturbed. When I got into the bathroom, I gently closed the door, threw my head in my hands, and squeezed my eyes tight. What had I done? The guilt rushed over me more and more with each passing second.
I wasn't confident I could face him when he woke up. Last night was going to change things between us. Sex always did. Will he think what happened between us was a mistake? Do I think it was a mistake? Will he act differently toward me now? What about Lexi? How will she feel about me sleeping with her brother? I doubt she had this in mind when she asked me to check on him.
Shaking my head, I emptied it of those thoughts. I couldn't deal with this right now. I had to get ready. I couldn't face him. I couldn't be here when he woke up. I had to go to work.
As quietly as possibly, I made my way around his room and gathered my clothes. When I was dressed, I debated on whether or not to leave a note. After deciding against it, not sure of what to say, I slipped into the elevator and caught a cab home.
The entire drive home, I knew what I�d done was wrong. I should've stayed until he woke up. I should've faced him. I, at least, should've left him a note.
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I HADN'T heard from Reed since I'd left his place this morning. I didn�t know what was going through my head when I left without saying good-bye to him. Oh wait, yes I do. What happened last night was a mistake� Or at least that was what I kept telling myself all day. It was a mistake and it would never happen again.
I wasn�t sure how many times I said those words to myself throughout the day, starting when I walked out of his place this morning. It made it easier to walk out and it made it easier to deal with the guilt I was feeling now. Somewhere, deep inside me, even though I didn't want to admit it, I actually didn't regret what happened between us. I wanted to be with him again, and I think above all else, that scared me most of all.
There was hope that Reed would be the stronger one. I hoped he would regret what happened between us and keep his distance from me to ensure it wouldn't happen again. Despite that hope, I couldn't help picturing his confused face when he woke up this morning and saw my side of the bed empty. Thinking of him in pain or sad caused my stomach to turn. Then I thought about the other possibility�the possibility that he was angry with me. The two of us had spent a great night together and then after what happened between us, I left without saying good-bye. If I were being honest, I'd be mad at me, too.
Since I had gotten to work, I�d kept my head down and had only taken a short lunch break to call Lexi. I wanted to tell her about stepping away from the Black and White event. The sooner, the better.
It wasn't easy to say, but I explained to her that I would still be involved, just that Christine would be in charge of most of the planning and she or Sharon would be the ones to talk to the press if they had any questions about the event.
Before I called her, I had the conversation all laid out in my head, but when I got her on the phone, I rambled on and on. She stopped me halfway through.
"Emily, you can stop now. I totally understand. It's a lot to take on and I get it. I gave you more than you can handle."
That made me feel terrible and pathetic. "I'll still be involved." I reminded her. "I will still be here to make sure everything goes well."
"It's going to be great. I know it."
Her words replayed over in my head, and with each passing second, I felt worse. I felt like I�d let her down.
Sharon and Isabel left work eventually, leaving Christine and me alone at the office. With the Black and White event fast approaching, we'd both be working long hours to make sure it was done right. Normally, this situation would have made me a little uneasy, but ever since last week, things had been better between us. She was actually being nice to me.
A couple more hours went by, and as hard as I tried to concentrate on my work, Reed continued to occupy my mind. Memories from last night played over in my head and a sick feeling remained in my gut. I knew I would have to see him again one day, probably sooner than later, and I dreaded that moment.
"I think I'm going to head out and start back up in the morning," Christine said through a yawn as she bent over and picked up her purse. "I've got the caterer booked, but we need to go over the menus they sent us and get one prepared. Oh, and we need to try and make the decision on the band tomorrow. I'm still surprised there were so many bands available last minute. I really like the jazz band. I think it will be classy. What do you think?" She finished her rambling and looked up at me.
I smiled at her. "I think Lexi would like that." It was all coming together pretty nicely. I was grateful that Christine had everything under control. It made me feel a lot better about my decision. The most important thing was to make this event perfect for Lexi and Reed.
She returned my smile and stood up. I was so used to her glare that her smile still threw me off.
"I hope she likes it." She sighed and then narrowed her eyes on me, not in a negative way like she had in the past; it was more of a concerned or curious look. "Hey, is everything okay with you? You seem a little distracted today."
Either I really was acting strange or she was very observant. "I'm fine," I lied. There was no way I was going to let her know what was really bothering me. "I just really want this event to be great. I think it's just my nerves."
"Do you really doubt me that much?" She laughed. "This event is going to be awesome. How about we call it quits for the night and let's go grab a drink? It looks like you could use one. I know I could."
"Um�" I hesitated. Getting a drink did sound pretty good, but I was exhausted since I didn't get much sleep last night. I felt my face flush and body tingle just thinking about it. "Thanks, but I think I'm going to finish up a few more things here, then head home."
"Well, I'm going to take off, then. Maybe catch up on my shows that have been recorded for weeks now. You gonna be okay here by yourself?" she asked. I still wasn't used to her niceness and concern for my wellbeing.
I nodded. "I'll be fine, thanks."
She smiled and slung her purse over her shoulder. "Okay, see you tomorrow."
As she walked down the hall, I heard her keys jingle, the front door close, and then the pop of the lock. Not even a full minute passed before I heard the front door open again and then footsteps making their way back to the office.
"What'd you forget?" I asked, not even bothering to turn around.
There was no answer, just silence. Then�
"Do you want to tell me why you gave up doing the Black and White event?" His deep voice broke the quiet, and my heart stilled.
A shiver rippled through me as I turned around. I found Reed standing at my office door, staring at me.
"How did you get in?" My voiced shook and my hands trembled as I stared up at him.
He softly jerked his head toward the door. "Christine let me in. I've been waiting for you to get off work so we could talk, but you never came out."
Swallowing down my guilt, shame, and nervousness, I sat back farther in my seat and let out a long breath. It was still too difficult to look him in the eyes, so I stared at my hands in my lap. I didn�t know how much time passed, but it was torturous, every single second I sat and he stood there in silence. I wasn�t sure if he was waiting for me to say something or not. After searching my mind for something to say, I kept coming up blank.
Finally, I got up the courage and glanced up at him through my eyelashes, finding him staring at me still. More embarrassment and remorse flooded me, and the look on his face nearly broke me. It was clear he wanted answers, but he wasn't sure how to ask the questions, or even what questions to ask. And truthfully, even if he did, I didn�t know what I would say to him. It wasn�t that I regretted what happened between us. I just knew it couldn't happen again.
"Reed." I licked my lips and took in a deep breath. "I'm sorry for walking out on you this morning." I cringed as the words came out of my mouth. I knew what I�d done was terrible, but as I actually said the words, it made me feel even worse�something I didn't think was possible. He didn't say anything in response. I think he was waiting for more of an explanation. "It's not something I've done before." I continued to ramble, hating the silence between us. "It's just my life� It's complicated right now. I don't need any distractions." The words fell out of my mouth and it was only then when I actually heard them. I�d just called him a distraction.
Biting my lip, I cursed under my breath. I dared to glance up at him again. He was still looking at me, but his expression had changed. He was clearly hurt by the words I just said. I wished I could give him a better explanation, but the only thing that would make sense would be the truth, and I wasn't quite ready to tell him that yet.
After a long moment, he nodded his head slowly, finally ending the silence and speaking. "You can save me the it's-not-you-it's-me speech. You don't owe me an explanation. I just wanted to come tell you what happened between us this weekend shouldn't affect your work." His tone was stern, cold, and distant. "You don't have to give up the Black and White event. It's important to Lexi and she wanted you to be a part of it. If you think this weekend was a mistake, we can leave it at that and it won't ever happen again."
My heart squeezed when I heard the word "mistake" come out of his mouth. I wasn't expecting his words to hurt so much. The strange thing was that it took him saying the word for me to realize I didn't feel like this weekend or what happened between us was a mistake, but I didn't tell him that. I knew I had to remain strong. I couldn't let anything like that happen again and that meant distancing myself from Reed as much as possible.
"Reed, the reason I gave the Black and White event to Christine has nothing to do with what happened between us this weekend. I talked to Sharon about giving it to Christine last week, before this weekend even happened. It's more about my life and how complicated it is. The press and pictures, it's just too much for me right now." I paused for a moment before continuing. "I called Lexi earlier and told her. I wanted her to hear it from me."
He nodded again. "I know. She's the one who called to tell me."
"Christine has more experience." I continued to explain. "She'll do a better job. I'll still be involved with some of the things."
"But Lexi wanted you to do this." His voice was clipped, serious. I started to wonder if he felt like I was really letting Lexi down or if his ego got wounded when he woke up and found me missing this morning.
"Lexi understands," I said, keeping my tone smooth. I didn't want to hurt him more than he already was.
He looked at me with a serious expression. "It's more than that, isn't it? There's something you're not telling me. I've seen fear in someone's eyes, Emily. I've seen my sister shudder at the sounds of a car door slamming because it sounded like a gunshot. I've seen her completely shut down at the smell of a match or seeing a flame in a fire. I've seen fear in her eyes, Emily, and I see it in yours, too. Just tell me the truth."
My whole body felt limp. I couldn't breathe even though I was pretty sure my mouth was hanging open. I was shocked at his presumption. "You don't know what you're talking about. I'm fine," I mumbled.
"Really? Is that why you trembled last night when I touched you?" He took a small step inside my office. "Even when you said it was okay, you looked like you were scared to death. I'm wondering now if I'm the one who made a mistake. Did I push you to do something you weren't ready for? If I did, I'm sorry. I wanted you and I thought you wanted me, too."
The look on his face broke my heart. He honestly thought he'd hurt me. "I told you. It's nothing you did wrong. It's me. My life is just a little complicated right now.� I paused and closed my eyes. �Reed, I enjoyed last night. More than I can tell you. It was amazing, thrilling, and scary all at the same time. I�m just working through a few things right now and there are things in my past that I just� I need some space."
His forehead creased. "But that's just it. You're not leaving it in the past. You won't allow yourself to get close to anyone because of your past, because you're afraid of something. I don't know what you went through, but I saw Lexi do the same thing you're doing. She shut down. She pushed away anyone who tried to love her and help her. You're letting your past dictate your future." He stopped and bit down on his bottom lip, almost as if he were trying to keep from saying something. Maybe something he'd regret later.
The words he spoke were true. My past was dictating my future. Maybe the demons I thought I had buried weren't buried at all. Maybe they were still there, sitting on the surface, keeping me from moving on with my life. Jake would be thrilled to know he was still controlling me.
Reed had no idea what I'd been through, what I was running from and what Jake would do to me if he found me, what he would do to the people I cared about.
"I told myself I wasn't going to do this," he said, bringing me out of my reverie. "I wasn't going to come here and try to change your mind. If you don't want to have anything to do with me, that's fine, but do one thing for me. Don't shut Lexi out. You're one of the first people she's let close these last few years. If it'll make it easier, I'll only deal with Sharon and Christine from now on. You and I don't even have to see each other."
The lump in my throat was big and getting bigger with each passing second. "I just need some space right now."
He met my eyes again. For a long moment, we just stared at one another before he finally said, "Okay, if that's how you feel, I understand."
The way he stared at me caused my chest to ache. The time we shared together this weekend had been amazing. I knew I was pushing him away. Maybe he was right; maybe that's what I was trying to do. Maybe I didn't want to let anyone close because I was afraid of getting hurt again.
There was also a part of me that wanted so badly to say something. To tell him I was sorry. To tell him why I really had to do this. To tell him the truth about everything. I didn't, though. I knew the best thing right now was to try and make a clean break.
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THE NEXT week was miserable. I had a feeling that tonight would be even more so. I�d done everything in my power to avoid thinking about Reed, including talking to Lexi. I knew it was rude to ignore her phone calls and not return her texts, but I was afraid she would see right through me. She would know something was wrong and eventually find out something happened between Reed and me. I just couldn't face that right now.
Tonight was our self-defense class and I knew I would have to face her. I'd thought about skipping it a few times, but these classes were the only thing that gave me a sense of power and hope.
"Hey, there you are." Lexi jogged over to me as I entered the room. "I've been trying to get ahold of you all week."
I turned away from her as I pulled out my towel and water bottle. "Yeah, I'm really sorry. I've just been busy with work." I felt horrible lying to her, but I couldn't tell her the truth. "The Black and White event is coming along really well, though."
From the way her face fell, it was almost like she knew I was lying to her.
"Oh, well, that's good to hear." She frowned. "Well, I guess I'll see you later." Without another word, she turned away from me and took her position on the mat.
Nice, Emily. It was clear I'd hurt her feelings. I should've stopped her. I should've apologized, but I didn't. I knew this was the best for everyone. My eyes moved toward the other side of the room where Brandon and Chad entered.
"Okay, class. Let's get ready to start." Brandon clapped his hands together. "We've got a few new students so we'll be going over some basics before learning some new moves today."
Chad walked past me as he made his way to the front of the room. I winced when I saw his face was still bruised.
"So, ladies, what is the first step in not being a victim?" Chad asked.
"Prevention," a few of the seasoned students answered.
"That's right. For all of you new students, we need to not only know how to protect ourselves in case of an attack, but we also need to learn how to prevent one from happening in the first place. Attackers love to prey on the weak. They are always hunting for vulnerable targets."
Attackers. Prey. Weak. Vulnerable. Those words caused Jake�s taunts to come rushing back. I tried to push the image of his face out of my mind; nevertheless, his voice was too loud in my head.
You're weak. You're nothing without me. Why must you always defy me? I've given you everything you've ever wanted. Do you have any idea what I've sacrificed for you? I could have any girl I wanted, but I chose you. I hate that you make me so angry. It's your fault I get like this. I hate that you make me hurt you, but it's only because I love you so much.
My stomach twisted. I forced him out of my head. Jake didn't love me. I didn't make him hurt me. Back then, I was too weak and pathetic to know any different. Back then, I allowed him to do it. Not anymore, never again.
�When the confrontation begins, you may only have a few opportunities to fight them off before they can gain complete control over you." Brandon was talking now, and I tried to give all of my focus to him. "You must do whatever you can in order to get away in the first few seconds, before your attacker hurts you or gains control. So it's important that you aim for the body parts that can do the most damage: eyes, nose, ears, neck, groin, and legs. What do we say, ladies?"
"Maximize damage," the class answered.
"That's right. Now, can I get a volunteer to come up here and show our new students a few basic moves?"
Everyone glanced at their neighbor, but no one stood up.
"How about you, Emily?" Chad asked, looking directly at me.
No. He has to be joking.
"Come on up here and show these ladies what you've got." He smiled and looked out to the class. "See this, ladies." He pointed to his nose and eye area. "Emily did this to me. She totally kicked my ass and I'm not even sure I could've stopped her if I tried."
The room erupted in laughter and a tiny smile broke my lips. It was good to know Chad didn't have any hard feelings toward me.
"Come on up, Emily. Let's show these ladies how it's done."
Standing up, I made my way to the front of the room as the women clapped, cheering me on.
Chad and I stood facing each other while Brandon walked us through some basic moves that we demonstrated for the class. Most of the moves used the hands, pinpointing the most sensitive areas: eyes, nose, ears, and neck. After a few minutes of me demonstrating the moves on Chad, Brandon asked the rest of the class to stand up and practice with us, all while yelling, "No," and, "Stop."
It took a while for some of the ladies to get into the moves and to yell out loud, but eventually the room was full of loud voices.
"So we just practiced some moves using our hands that went over the most sensitive body parts. Now let's go over our body's most powerful built-in weapons and how to use them to our advantage." Brandon motioned to me and Chad to take our positions again. "The knees, elbows, and your head are going to be your most valuable tools when defending yourself against an attacker.
�Let's say you're walking home from dinner one night and someone comes up from behind you. What do you do first?"
Brandon glanced at me. I turned around and took position. I felt Chad come up behind me and wrap his arms around my chest, leaving my arms free. Even though I knew this wasn't real and that Chad wouldn't hurt me, my whole body prickled with panic. I wasn�t sure what I was most afraid of� the feeling of being trapped or wondering if I would lose control again.
"Scream for help," one woman shouted from the back of the room.
�That�s right,� Brandon agreed. �Get as loud as you can. Hopefully, that will scare the attacker off, but if it doesn�t, what do you do next?�
�Fight back,� a young woman in the front row answered.
�Correct. Don�t let the attacker think you�re weak. He may have picked you because you were alone and he thought you would be an easy target, but fighting back will show him you�re not. Now, Emily is in a bad spot here. She can�t see her attacker and she�s been grabbed from behind. What can she do besides scream for help? What body parts can she still use?�
�Her elbows,� I heard someone shout. Instinctively, I raised my left elbow in a fast, sharp movement toward Chad�s head but only came within a few inches of touching him. Then I did the same with my right.
�She can stomp on his foot or head-butt him,� another woman shouted.
I raised my foot and brought it down softly onto Chad�s foot. Then I flung my head back in a swift motion. Chad loosened his grip, and I pried his hands apart. Once I was free from his grasp, I gave him a pretend elbow to the ribs. He then pretended to stumble back in pain and the women clapped.
�Great job, Emily. See, ladies, she�s been here a few months and see what she�s learned. Now everyone stand up and let�s practice a few of these moves. Chad and I will walk around and give you each an opportunity to show us what you�ve got.�
As I made my way back to my spot on the mats, something to the right caught my eye. Turning my head, I saw Reed standing in the entrance of the gym, leaning against the wall, watching me.
�He came here to support me.� Lexi was standing beside me, waving at Reed like a small child. God, she is so innocent and sweet. �He had a meeting on this side of town and wanted to see what I could do.� It made me feel even more horrible for ignoring her all week.
I stole another quick glance at Reed before turning back to Lexi. �Hey, do you still want to go get coffee after class?� I asked.
�Sure.� She beamed.
Throughout the rest of the class, I tried not to look in Reed�s direction, although I could still see him out of the corner of my eye. When the class ended and I made my way back across the room, my resistance dropped and I looked toward the entrance. Reed was gone.
�Are you sure you�re up for coffee?� Lexi was beside me. �I�ll understand if you�re too busy.�
�No. Coffee sounds great, actually.� No matter what was going on with me, I couldn�t be mean to the girl standing beside me anymore.

"I WANT to thank you again for checking on Reed," Lexi said as we sat down at our usual corner table.
Remembering our night together, my heart hammered and heat rushed to my cheeks. Then my stomach twisted as I recalled our not so nice conversation in my office. The look on Reed's face�the sadness and confusion in his eyes�made me feel horrible every time I pictured them.
I cleared my throat, hoping to get the images of out my head. "It was no problem. I was just glad he was okay."
"Yeah, I'm starting to believe he's keeping something from me, though. He's been acting really strange ever since that night. He zones out on me when I'm talking to him, like he's distracted or something�s bothering him. Kind of like you are right now."
She was just as observant as her brother.
"I'm sorry. This week has been busy, but we're making really good progress on the event." I smiled apologetically. "I've been really distracted. It has nothing to do with you."
She smiled and nodded, but I still felt like she wasn't convinced. "It's funny. That's almost the exact excuse Reed gave me. He gave me the it's-not-you-it's-me speech, too. If I remember correctly, he used his work as an excuse as well." She paused. "Listen, I know now that I should've asked you about the Black and White event instead of going behind your back. I really had no idea it was going to cause such a media frenzy. I'm sorry if I moved too fast and freaked you out."
I took a sip of my latte and fidgeted with the plastic lid. "You were trying to do something nice. You don't have to apologize. I appreciated it. Besides, I'm old news now. The reporters and paparazzi aren't even bothering me anymore. Now that they know I'm not in charge of the event, they've moved on to bigger and better stories."
"Well, I just don't want you to be mad at me. I like us being friends." She gave me a sincere expression, which made me want to kick my own ass for ever hurting her. "It's hard to make friends with my past and especially if they know what happened to me�" Her voice trickled off into a low whisper.
"I was actually nervous that you would be mad at me over all of this."
"No, I get it. It was a lot to ask, but I'm happy you'll still be involved in it. I was actually hoping you would do something else for me� or with me."
"What's that?" With how I�d treated her all week, I�d pretty much do anything she asked me to right now.
"Help me find a dress." She gave me a pleading look. "It's something that my mom and I would do together. Reed offered to take me, but he usually only shows up at the end, once I've found a dress."
My confused expression must have said it all.
"My mom and I would shop for our dresses, and once we found them, my dad and Reed would come and give us their approval. It sounds silly, but it was just something we started." She shrugged. "Then we usually all went out to dinner." Her eyes glossed over, and I knew where her memories were taking her. My heart broke for her. This was just one more memory that reminded Lexi of what she lost.
"I would love to go dress shopping with you," I said, hoping to cause the bad memories to dissolve.
Her eyes grew bright instantly. "Thank you, thank you! I promise not to drag you around to every store in New York." Her excitement was contagious.
Some innocent and distracting shopping actually sounded like fun. "How about we start this weekend? With the event only a few weeks away, I don't want to wait until the last minute."
"This weekend sounds great."

I SAT on the chair outside the dressing room. Lexi had come by my apartment early this morning and we'd been on a mad dress hunt ever since. We had been to a few stores but hadn't found anything yet.
"What do you think about this one?" Lexi stepped out of the dressing room. She was wearing a long-sleeved, full-length black ball gown that came up high on her neckline. It was simple and elegant, but I didn't think it did her figure any justice. It was something I pictured on a woman twice her age. I knew she was trying to be conservative and she was probably a little uncomfortable with the scars on her neck and chest.
"It's beautiful, but I really like the red one." I had picked it out, and Lexi refused it right away, but I�d still convinced her to try it on. She was dreading it.
"Really? I'm not so sure." She turned to look in the mirror, smoothing out the black dress. I could tell she didn't like it. "That red one is a little too revealing, don't you think? This one covers a little more."
"It does, but I think you should try the red one on next."
Her eyes were guarded as she looked at my reflection in the mirror.
"I'll try it on if you try on that navy-blue one." She smiled at me.
"I'm not buying a dress, Lexi. This shopping trip is for you."
"You're going to need a dress for the event." She was arguing with my reflection before finally turning around to face me. "I think it will look beautiful on you. Blue is definitely your color."
"It's sweet of you, but that dress probably costs more than I make in a month."
"Just try it." She clasped her hands, pleading.
"Fine," I said, getting up. "I'll try it on just so you will try on the red one."
Pleased with herself, she turned around and headed into the dressing room while I went to get the navy-blue dress Lexi had picked out for me.
The silk dress was beautiful. I held it out at arm�s length before carrying it back to the dressing room. Before trying it on, I glanced at the price tag and nearly fell over. Twenty-three hundred dollars.
When I exited the dressing room, I found Lexi standing in front of the mirror, fidgeting with the sleeves on the red dress. They hung off her shoulders, revealing the majority of the scars on her chest. Despite that, the dress looked amazing on her. She had a slim, petite figure and it fit her like a glove.
She saw me as I approached the tall mirrors and turned around to face me. "Oh my God, Emily, you look beautiful."
"Me? Look at you. Lexi that dress is beautiful. Red is definitely the way to go."
"I do like the color." She turned back around to face the mirrors. "But I'm not so sure about the neckline. Her left hand ran across the scars on her chest as sadness overtook her eyes. I stood beside her and placed my hands on both of her shoulders, forcing her to look at herself in the mirror and not allowing her to turn away.
"You look absolutely stunning in that dress, Lexi."
Her eyes ran up and down the length of it a few times before I saw a tiny smile break on her lips. "It is really pretty, isn't it? What do you think�? A simple pearl necklace?"
"I think that would be perfect," a deep voice spoke up behind us. Lexi and I both looked over to Reed's reflection in the mirror. While Lexi smiled, I couldn't force myself to crack one. Things had been uncomfortable between Reed and me over the past week or so, and that was putting it mildly.
"Every year, you and Mom would go to half the stores in New York, but you would always end up in this store and find the perfect dress." Reed stepped forward and handed Lexi a box.
"What's this?" she asked, furrowing her brow. "Reed, is that what I think it is?"
He nodded. "She would've wanted you to wear it."
Lexi shook her head as she stared down at the box. "I don't think I can."
"Here, let me help you." He took the box from her and pulled out a pearl necklace. Lexi held up her hair as Reed wrapped it around her neck and fastened it.
We all stared at Lexi's reflection. I had to try my hardest to hold back the tears. She looked so pretty, but that wasn't the thing that brought actual tears to my eyes. It was the fact that I think for the first time since I'd met her, she was seeing herself the same way, too.
"You look just like Mom right now," Reed said as tears spilled down Lexi's face. She turned around and hugged him, and seeing their embrace almost brought tears to my eyes. Wanting to give them some space, I walked back toward the dressing room. I changed back into my clothes and handed the beautiful navy gown back to the sales lady. There was no way I could afford it, not even if I ate Ramen noodles for a month.
Lexi was still getting changed and Reed was nowhere to be seen. For all I knew, he had already left. I browsed around the store, admiring all of the beautiful gowns while waiting on Lexi. My stomach was still twisted in knots from seeing Reed and the awkwardness between us. I cursed myself a hundred times in the dressing room for ever getting physically involved with him.
"How have you been?" Reed asked. I turned around and found him just a few feet from me. Where did he come from? Lexi's red dress hung over his shoulder and he was wearing a ghost of a smile. God, it was a sexy smile. What that smile did to my heart and other parts of me was difficult to put into words.
"I've been good." I tried to keep my voice even, but I was pretty sure the crack in my voice was obvious. Those were the first words I had spoken to him since the night he stopped by my office� after the same morning I walked out on him. "How are things with you?" The casual questions that were being asked were ones you would only ask an acquaintance, and it felt strange. I felt like we were more than that. Or maybe it was, deep down, I wished we were more than that.
"I've been trying to keep busy and my mind off things. I'm leaving for London tomorrow and I'll be there for a few days, so that should keep me occupied."
I nodded.
"But don't worry. I'll be back in time for the Black and White event." He gave me another smile. My eyes seemed to have a mind of their own. I couldn't control them as they drew down to his mouth and that dazzling, sexy smile.
Oh, man, what is he trying to do to me? That smile was even sexier than the one from a minute ago. My heart sped up to a rapid beat. From the look on his face, he knew exactly what he was doing to me.
"Are you guys hungry?" Lexi asked, snapping me out of my locked stare on her brother�s lips.
"I'm starving, actually," Reed answered, still looking at me and still smiling.
"Um, I think I'm going to pass on dinner," I said, finally looking away from him and over to Lexi.
"No, you can't. I owe you dinner. It's the least I can do after all the torturous dress shopping I put you through today."
"It wasn't torture. It was actually a lot of fun." And that was the truth. Today had been great.
"Please come to dinner," Lexi begged me. "Reed will be a third wheel with just Brandon and me."
I gave a sideways glance to Reed. The smile on his face had disappeared. "It's just dinner, Emily, but if you don't want to go, I can have Robbins take you home," he said, his face serious, his hazel eyes searing into me.
I wasn�t sure how long the two of us stood there staring at one another. It was only when Lexi cleared her throat that I finally snapped out of his spell.
"So are we ready to go?" she asked with a cheesy grin on her face.
I didn't even have a chance to respond before Reed and Lexi started to walk out of the store. Still in somewhat of a trance, I quietly followed them out.

WE WALKED out of the restaurant with Brandon leading the group. Lexi followed him, then me, and finally Reed.
"So Brandon's going to walk me home. Reed, do you mind giving Emily a ride?" She gave me a small grin and then a wink. What was that for? Does she know what happened between us or is she wanting something to happen between us?
I started to speak up, but Reed cut me off before I could get any words out. "Of course."
Reed gave Lexi a hug and then shook hands with Brandon before I hugged them both good-bye. There was no point in arguing and telling Reed I could find my own way home, especially in front of Lexi. She would insist on making sure I got home safely, and from past experience, I knew Reed would, too.
Besides, there wasn't anything wrong with getting a ride from a friend, right? I knew if I wanted to remain friends with Lexi, then I couldn't allow what happened between Reed and me to get between us. I was going to have to get used to being around him. Lexi and Reed were close and, from what I could tell, they always would be. They really only had each other.
A black suburban was sitting a few feet away from us. Reed opened the back door and I climbed in.
"Did you enjoy dinner?" Reed asked when the car started moving.
"Yes, it was nice. Thank you." Reed insisted on paying for everyone's dinner tonight.
"It was nice of you to go with Lexi today. I wasn't sure she was going to get through the day, and she probably wouldn't have without you."
"I'm glad I went. I actually had a lot of fun."
"But you didn't find a dress you liked?" he asked.
"Not really."
He nodded and then turned to look out the window. The tension in the air was thick and it, along with the growing lump in my throat, made it difficult to swallow.
I was beginning to think that being friends with Reed wasn't going to be easy� not when he was making my body feel like it was on fire with just one look. Not when I spent the entire dinner trying not to think about the night we shared last weekend. Now, sitting beside him, close enough to touch, it was pure torture. My body ached to touch him, to be touched by him. I didn't know how I would make it through the drive to my apartment.
When we pulled onto my street, I scooted closer to the door, ready to jump out of the car the moment it stopped. The last few seconds were the worst. My chest was getting tighter and I knew I needed fresh air, quick.
Finally, the car came to a stop and I pushed my door open, welcoming the cold air. Taking in a deep breath, feeling the air hit my lungs, I was able to snap myself back into the present moment, not lost in the fantasizing reverie.
After catching my breath, I turned around to tell Reed goodnight but found the backseat empty.
"I was going to walk you to your door." He was behind me, his voice soft and deep. Why did he have to be so sweet and charming?
Turning back around, I looked up at him through my eyelashes and then quickly looked away and started toward my apartment. The quicker I could get inside, the better.
We approached my door, where I put the key in my lock and then stopped. Leaving the key where it was, I turned around to face him, leaning against the door for support. "Reed, I want us to be friends. I want us to be able to hang out and not have this awkwardness between us." I�m not sure why, but at that moment, I felt like that needed to be said. I wanted him to know where I stood. Even though deep down, I was crying out that I wanted more, I knew that being friends was the only option.
"You call it awkwardness but I think it�s something else.� He tried to hide his smile but failed. �Is this what you really want? Friends?" He pulled me against him, taking me by surprise. As he studied my face, I felt the intensity of his gaze. I couldn't find my voice. It was lost somewhere inside me, along with all the other feelings that were swirling deep down inside me�the feelings I�d been fighting the entire dinner and ride home. Being this close to him, it was hard to concentrate on anything except for how his body felt against mine.
I felt my eyes drifting downward to his lips. I only stared at them for a split second before raising them again to meet his gaze.
"Emily, I've tried to give you your space this week. I've been patient, hoping you would realize you feel the same way I feel about you. I don't want to just be friends with you, but if that's how you feel�" His voice drifted as he searched my eyes. I wasn't sure what he was expecting or hoping to see. I also wasn't sure what my eyes were telling him right now. "I just want to know how you really feel."
"I-I don't know� not right now at least," I mumbled, glancing to his lips again. Eyes, Emily. Look at his eyes. Damn, that didn't help me much either. Instantly, I was aware of how dangerous our closeness was to each other. I could feel my resolve slipping again. He bent down and softly brushed his lips against mine. My eyes closed and a small moan escaped my lips as they parted. Damn, this wasn't going to end well.
"Tell me what you want," he whispered softly. "If you just want us to be friends, I'll respect that. I just want to hear you say the words."
"Reed." I breathed, almost telling him I wanted him�right here, right now�but I was able to come to my senses. Forcing my eyes open, I gently pushed him away from me. "I can't do this. Not right now."
His eyebrows furrowed. I wanted to pull his lips back to mine, anything to erase that look of pain on his face.
"I don't know what I want right now." I continued to gather myself.
"So just friends for now, then?" he asked.
I nodded. "For now. It may not be the answer you want to hear, but it's the best answer I can give."
"So you need more time and I need to be more patient?" he asked. The pain he wore vanished and a tiny smile appeared on his lips, causing the ache in my heart to ease a little. "Or maybe I should be more persistent?"
My heart squeezed at his words. Did I want him to be more persistent? Or did I want him to honor my request and give me some space to figure out what I really wanted? My mind seemed to be torn on that decision as well.
His smile grew and he leaned in and kissed my forehead briefly. "Goodnight, Emily."
Then he turned to walk away from me.

JAKE
I SAT alone in the living room of the dark penthouse. I�d pulled all the curtains closed, not wanting to see the bright lights of the city tonight. Not wanting to see anything for that matter. All I wanted was to sit here and drink until I passed out. It was the only way I�d been able to sleep the past few weeks.
After taking another long sip of bourbon, I set the glass down on the end table next to me and closed my eyes. Even though I didn�t want to think of her, she was all I saw. My heart ached as I thought about how long it had been since I�d seen her face. Since I�d smelled her sweet scent. Since I�d felt the control and peace I had when she was around.
Ever since Emily�s been gone, my whole world has been turned upside down. I wasn�t the person I was before. I couldn�t think, sleep or eat. I hadn�t been myself or been able to do my job. I looked like a complete fool in front of my men. They came to me, wanting answers or for me to give them some sort of direction, but I didn�t have anything to say to them. She occupied all my thoughts. I was completely lost without her.
When I first found out she was missing, I was furious. I was furious at myself for letting her out of my sight. I was furious at Mike for letting her get away. I was furious at her for wanting to leave me. Now, after I had time to think about it, I knew the mistakes I made with her. I knew I told her that I would change, that I would get better. I knew I lied.
The only thing that kept me sane was the thought of seeing her again, knowing that I would see her again. I wasn�t sure how long it would take or what I would have to do, but the day would come when I saw her face again.
Still, after all the pain and worry, and as much as I wanted her back, I was still not sure I could forgive her completely. I wasn�t sure I could bring her back to Vegas and not punish her for what she did. She needed to know the pain she put me through. She needed to know about the embarrassment she caused me with my men. The late nights. The wondering where she was. The worry. The heartache. She needed to know that she couldn�t do this to me again. And after I showed her and made her see, I would promise to never to hurt her ever again, and I would keep that promise... or I would try my hardest to keep it.
A knock on my office door caused my thoughts to dissolve. I opened my eyes as the door opened. The light from the hallway spilled into the dark living room. Without even turning to look, I knew who it was. He�d been avoiding me the past few weeks, but I�d asked Rico to tell him to come see me.
As much as I didn�t want to believe it, I thought Mike knew more than what he was telling me. Much more. For the past few weeks, I had most of my men looking for Emily, but there was only one I really trusted in finding her. The same man who was supposed to be watching her that night... the same one who let her get away. Mike had skills. He had training. That�s why he was the most trusted man on my security team. That�s why I trusted him with my life. He knew this building well. He could get in and out of it without anyone seeing him... and get someone else out of it as well. Everything just pointed to him. It made too much sense. He had to have been the one who helped her get away. I know over the past couple years that he and Emily had grown close. Maybe he chose her over me.
�Rico said you wanted to see me.� Mike�s voice was flat, distant.
�Do you have any news for me?� I asked, not turning to meet his eyes. It was still too hard to look at him without wanting to kill him. Even though I had my own ideas on what happened that night, I still didn�t want to believe it was true. I didn�t want to believe my oldest friend, my most trusted confidant, would betray me like that.
�No, there haven�t been any new developments. The private detective I hired hasn�t found anything yet. So far, we�ve come up with a lot of dead ends.�
I nodded, but still didn�t turn in his direction. The feeling in my gut, the feeling that I knew he was somehow involved with Emily�s disappearance, was still with me, but now, it was even stronger. My suspicion seemed to grow every time I saw him. Gritting my teeth, I kept my thoughts to myself. Before I did anything to him, I wanted to know for sure.
�Is there anything else you need from me before I head out?� he asked and I finally turned to look at him. He stood in the doorway and I could barely see his face through the darkness, but I could see right through his distant demeanor. Our relationship had been strained for the past year or so, but it had only gotten worse over the last few weeks, or since Emily�s been gone.
�No, I don�t think so.�
Without another word, the door closed and the room became completely dark again.
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EMILY
I FELT restless and got little to no sleep for the rest of the weekend. Every time I closed my eyes, I pictured Reed. I pictured kissing him. I pictured him kissing me. I pictured him moving against me. I pictured his hands on me, my hands on him. The only way to make images stop would be to open my eyes, so I ended up watching a lot of TV, doing lots of laundry and cleaning�anything to get my mind off him.
When Monday morning came, I was excited to get to work. I knew with the event only a couple weeks away now, things were going to be really busy. I was excited about that, knowing it would help keep my mind off Reed.
Christine was already sitting at her desk when I got back to our office. She looked like crap, and that was putting it nicely. She had on no makeup, her hair was in a messy bun held up by two pens, and she was wearing black leggings and an oversized sweater. This was very non-Christine. Usually, her hair was curled, her makeup was perfect, and she dressed like she just stepped out a magazine.
"Hey, are you feeling okay?" I asked her as I pulled off my coat and slung it across my chair.
"Yeah." She turned to smile at me. "I'm great actually. I feel so much better about this event. I spent all weekend up here, going over everything and making sure we had everything covered, and for the things we still need to do. I made a list." She handed me a piece of paper�make that papers.
"You worked all weekend?" I glanced from the list to her face.
"Yep. I mean, I went home to eat, sleep, and shower, but for the most part, I was up here. I don't mind. I love this stuff and I want it to be perfect."
As I stood there looking at the girl in front of me, realizing she had sacrificed her entire weekend, it made me wonder how I ever hated her. Then I remembered�she was a total bitch to me for no reason. For the past couple of weeks, though, she had been great and more than anything, she was working her ass off to make this event great. That reason alone was enough for me to forgive all the crap she had done to me.
"So what should I start with?" I asked.
"You take page one and two. I'll start on the rest. They're really just small things, probably things we've already done, but I just want to make sure."
"Will do." I smiled and ripped the first two pages off and handed the rest back to her.
I got busy working my way down the list, and before I knew it, it was already lunchtime. Good news, I�d only thought about Reed maybe a hundred times during the last few hours. Bad news, it wasn't going to be as easy as I thought to get him out of my head.
Isabel poked her head into our office. She had a huge smile on her face, looking really excited. "You have a delivery, Emily." Her voice matched the expression on her face, high with excitement.
"Did you have something delivered to me for the event?" I looked over to Christine.
She shook her head. "No, I usually just address the packages to the company."
My heart started beating rapidly and I wasn't even sure why. In the darkest corner of my mind, I always thought of Jake at times like this. I could see him sending me something, letting me know in a subtle way that he had found me.
Following Isabel into the front lobby area, I saw a familiar woman. She was the sales lady working at the dress store that Lexi and I had visited this weekend.
"Hi, are you Emily Anderson?" she asked, smiling at me.
"Yes, that's me."
My whole body buzzed as she handed me the long, navy-blue dress that I had tried on, hung inside a clear garment bag. For a long moment, I just stared at it in her hands. Finally, I reached out and grabbed it.
"What is this?" Of course I knew what it was�it was a dress. I just wasn't sure why this lady was standing here and why she had just handed me a twenty-three-hundred-dollar dress.
"Mr. Alexander wanted me to deliver it to you personally. He also asked me to give you this." She handed me a card. I took it, feeling as though my legs were about to give out beneath me.
"Thank you?" It came out sounding more like a question, but again, I was at a loss for what to say.
After the woman left, I turned around to find both Christine and Isabel staring at me.
"What was that all about?" Christine asked, mouth gaping.
"Um, I think Reed Alexander just bought Emily a gorgeous gown and had it delivered to her work. Wow, that is so romantic. Do you have any idea how lucky you are?" Isabel asked, looking at me all dreamy, like she was witnessing some fairytale play out in front of her.
Swallowing hard, I looked at the dress and envelope in my hand, still not believing this was happening. Didn't I tell him I needed some time, more space? Yes, I am pretty sure I made that clear. Then I remembered the small grin he had on his face when he said those words� What was it? Something about being more persistent?
"I'm going to go hang this up." I walked past them and started making my way back to the office. I could hear them whispering the entire way.
After hanging the dress on the back of my door, I sat in my chair and slowly opened the envelope. I pulled out a single card with the initials R.M.A. printed on the top.
You looked gorgeous in this dress. It would be a shame not to see you in it again. - Reed
My throat felt tight as I stared at his words. He had bought me the dress and had it delivered to my work. What part of this is giving me space? I said I needed that, right? I asked myself again.
Glancing up, I looked at the dress hanging from the door and couldn't control the smile that spread across my face. I really did love the dress. It was beautiful and I felt beautiful in it. Then, the smile dropped from my face as quickly as it appeared. The dress was too much. I couldn't accept it. I would have to return it or give it back to Reed so he could return it.
"So that was some gift." Christine walked back into our office.
"Yeah." I shoved the card and envelope into my purse.
"Is there something going on between the two of you?"
I shook my head an excessive amount of times. Way to be obvious, Emily. "No, there's nothing." I cleared my throat. "I went with Lexi to look for a dress this past weekend and tried this one on for fun. He saw me in it and bought it for me."
She nodded, eyeing me curiously. "It's okay if you're seeing him, Emily. Sharon wouldn't care unless it interfered with the event. I can keep a secret, if you want."
"Thanks, but really, there's nothing going on."
"Whatever you say." She shrugged, turning around to face her computer again.

AFTER WORK, I met up with Lexi. She had texted me earlier, asking if I wanted to meet up for coffee. I assumed she knew about the dress, and I was curious if she had anything to do with Reed buying it. I was sure he would've asked her what she thought about it at least.
"Reed told me he bought it for you, but only after he did it. Once he's made up his mind, he's a very difficult man to reason with. He's just trying to be nice, Emily. You're reading too much into it."
Reading too much into it? It was a twenty-three hundred dollar dress. "It just doesn't feel right."
"Can I ask you something?" Lexi asked when I sat there staring at the table for a long minute.
I nodded.
She bit her lip, hesitating. "Did something happen between the two of you?"
An ache hit my chest and I swallowed hard. "Why? Did he say something?"
"Well, he asks about you sometimes, and when I told him I was going dress shopping, he wanted to know if you would be there. Then, the other day, he asked me a really awkward question."
"What's that?" I was pretty sure my heart was in my throat.
"He asked if you were seeing anyone."
My mouth dropped open. What kind of question was that? Of course I wasn't seeing anyone. Would he really think I would�ve slept with him if I was seeing someone else?
"Something did happen between the two of you, didn't it?" she asked. My eyes closed. This was such a mess�a mess I created. The last thing I wanted to do was make this a big deal. I didn't want what happened between Reed and me to interfere with my and Lexi's friendship.
"When you and Brandon went out of town, when you asked me to check on him, we spent a night together," I confessed.
It sounded like she choked or something and then her eyes grew wide while my entire face fell. I felt bad for keeping it from her for so long.
"You actually spent the night at his place?"
Does she really want me to spell it out for her? I wasn�t sure how much clearer I could be.
I nodded as I closed my eyes again.
"Okay, so from the look on your face, this was a bad thing."
I nodded again, opening my eyes. "It's just complicated. It wasn't all bad. It just shouldn't have happened."
"Oh no, this is all my fault. I shouldn't have asked you to go over there."
"No, no, it wasn't your fault. We both had a weak moment and it was a mistake."
"Does Reed think it was a mistake?" she asked, her voice cautious.
I swallowed hard. How am I supposed to answer that? "I'm pretty sure I'm the only one who thinks it was a mistake. Or at least I'm the one who doesn't want it to happen again anyway."
"Why didn't you tell me? Or why didn't Reed tell me?"
I shrugged. "I didn't want it to come between our friendship. It was just that one time and it won't happen again. I promise."
She shook her head. "I knew something was up when you two were acting weird the other day at the dress shop and then the way you two were trying to avoid staring at each other at dinner that night. Brandon thought I was crazy, but I know my brother, and I know when he sees something he wants."
My stomach dropped to the floor.
"Don't get me wrong, I wouldn't mind if the two of you wanted to get together, but I totally respect whatever you want to do. And I just want you to know, Reed is a good guy. He's changed a lot in the past few years. Yes, he used to have this reputation as a womanizer, but that was when he was in college. He just wasn't ready to settle down with one girl. It was all in innocent fun. I don't think any girl got her heart broken. I actually don't think he's had a girlfriend of any kind in a couple years now."
I remembered him whispering something like that to me that night. He told me he hadn't been with anyone in years. I wasn't exactly sure what to think of that, and the last thing I wanted to do was hurt him. Neither Lexi nor Reed knew what kind of demons I was running from. Allowing anyone to come close to me could be dangerous if Jake ever found me. Jake knew he could hurt me by hurting the people I cared about. Back in Vegas, when I actually had friends, he would threaten to hurt them if I did anything stupid. Mainly if I tried to get away from him again. Eventually, over time, he slowly pushed away all the friends I had anyway.
"It's not going to happen again." My voice was firm. "I've told him that." Well, I told him I needed some space. It's kind of the same thing, right?
"I just want you to be happy, and I want you to know that I'm here if you need me."
I smiled. "Thanks."
"So what do you think you're going to do about the dress?"
"Definitely returning it," I answered. "I just don't feel right about keeping it."
Her shoulders and face fell all at once. "But you looked beautiful in that dress, Emily. What's the harm in keeping it?"
"Um, a lot, actually. It's kind of leading him on, don't you think?"
She shook her head. "It's just going to hurt his feelings if you give it back. I know my brother pretty well, and I can safely say that he doesn't expect anything in return. I think he's really just trying to be nice."
"It doesn't feel right, Lexi."
"Do what you want, but I think it would be a pity to let a beautiful dress go to waste." She shrugged.
The uneasiness in my stomach worsened.

TWO WEEKS later, the dress was still hanging behind my office door. It was probably not a smart thing to leave a twenty-three-hundred-dollar dress out in the open, but I couldn't bring myself to take it home. I felt like if I brought it home, then I was accepting his gift. But I guess not returning it was accepting it in a way, too, right?
I hadn't spoken to Reed in those two weeks either. I didn�t know what to say to him. Should I have called him and said thank you for the dress? I probably would've if I thought I was actually going to keep it, but every day for the past couple of weeks, I had told myself that the dress was going back. It had to go back.
However, with every day that passed, the event got closer and closer and my life at work got more and more hectic. I couldn't be sure, but I secretly thought that Christine was trying to keep me so busy that I couldn't return the dress. She only asked me a few times what I was planning to do after work, and every day I told her I was going to return the dress. Then, she would insist I couldn't leave that day until way after the store was closed. It took me almost two weeks to catch on to what she was doing.
Tonight was the Black and White event and I was now out of time. Tonight I would have to wear the dress or I wouldn't have anything else to wear.
Sharon and Christine had headed over to the event hall a couple of hours ago, while Isabel and I were heading over soon.
"Hey, are you just about ready?" Isabel asked, leaning against my office door. Her eyes grew wide when she got a good look at me. "Emily, you're not even dressed yet."
"Yeah, I know. I just have to print these programs. Christine and Sharon called me and said they can't find their copies anywhere. I'll be about fifteen more minutes."
"We're going to be late if we don't leave here soon. It's already seven p.m."
"I know, I know. I just need a few more minutes. I don't know where those programs went. I handed them to Christine as she walked out the door." I had to reprint and refold the programs again. I was folding them as fast as I could.
I glanced up and saw that Isabel was fully dressed, her hair and makeup perfect. I was barely going to have enough time to get dressed, let alone do anything to my face or hair.
Isabel sighed and came to stand beside me. "Let me finish these. Please go get dressed. I don't want us to be late."
"Oh my gosh, you're the best. Thank you." I smiled over at her and then hurried to grab my dress from behind the door. I ran to the bathroom; it only took me a few minutes to slip into the dress. I took another minute to touch up my makeup and then ran a brush quickly through my hair. It would just have to be good enough.
I half walked, half ran back to my office, slipping on my high heels when I was only a few feet away.
"I'm ready, Isabel."
When I walked into my office, I nearly hit the ceiling. Reed was leaning against my desk, facing me.
"Jesus, Reed," I gasped, holding my chest. I took a couple steps back. "You scared me." I stood there and took him in while my heart pounded.
He looked amazing dressed in his tuxedo. His hair was slicked back and there was a small amount of stubble on his face. I'd never seen him look so sexy. It had been weeks since we had seen each other and I forgot how gorgeous he was.
"Sorry if I scared you. Isabel caught me on her way out and said it was okay if I waited in here for you." With each word he spoke, his eyes moved up another inch of my body, starting at my feet and working his way up to meet my eyes. I tried to ignore the way his eyes were devouring me.
"Isabel left?" I asked, my heart pounding harder against my chest. I wasn�t sure if it was pounding from the way he was looking at me�like he wanted to take me right there�or the fact that Isabel had left me and we were now alone.
He nodded, still wearing the same easy smile. "Yeah, she had a handful of papers and said that she needed to get them to the event or something. She was in a real hurry to get out of here."
No way. She really left me? The car service Sharon ordered was supposed to be for the both of us.
"Is there something I can help you with?" I asked, making my way over to my desk to get my purse.
"Sharon told me to stop by. She said I needed to finish up the paperwork and pay the remaining balance on the account. She told me to come by around seven."
What? Why would she tell him that? "Sharon's gone. She's been gone for hours."
My stomach clenched when I realized what was going on. They planned this. They all planned this. Isabel, Christine, and Sharon set me up.
"I'm sorry. I don't know why she told you that." I cleared my throat. "But let me go see if your folder is on her desk. I'm sure I can finish everything up for you."
When I got to Sharon's office, I closed the door and leaned against the wall, trying to get myself under control. Why does he have to be so good-looking, smell so good, and be so sweet? This would all have been so much easier if he wasn't all of those things.
By the time I returned to my office, the event was starting in under an hour. Reed was in the same place I had left him, leaning against my desk, looking sexier than ever. I let out a large breath as I took a seat at my desk.
"So there are only a few places I need you to sign, then a check for the balance."
He leaned over and signed the few documents I had just handed him and then he handed me a check. There were no words spoken between us, and I couldn't help but stare at him while he wasn't looking.
"Well, I think that's everything," I said, gathering the paperwork and forming it into a neat pile. A part of me was ready to get this over with, but another part of me wished that I could prolong it a little longer, or even forever. After the event tonight, I wasn't sure how much I would see of him.
"I do have one more request," he said. I glanced up at him through my eyelashes and saw him smiling at me. I�ll miss that smile, too.
"What's that?" One more second with him was better than nothing.
"Be my date for the Black and White event." His words caused my entire body to rush with heat. Instantly, my heart was hammering against my chest again. I swallowed deeply and looked down at my desk. A few silent seconds passed before I lifted my eyes to meet his again. My breath caught in my throat when I saw the smile had dropped from his face, replaced with the serious expression it now held.
"I can't be your date, Reed." Inside, I was screaming yes, but my conscience knew better and the words were out of my mouth before I could even think straight.
"And why is that?" he asked, his forehead creasing.
Is he serious? There were so many reasons I couldn't be his date, but the most obvious reason was that I was working tonight. "Well, I'm not really a guest tonight. I'm working and I don't think Sharon would like it."
"What if I told you that I already cleared it with Sharon? She's fine with you coming as my date."
He asked Sharon?
"Reed, I can't." His eyes focused on mine, but I quickly looked away. Work wasn't the only reason I couldn't go with him. I had decided that I just wanted us to be friends� or at least that was what I'd been trying to tell myself over the last few weeks. There was also the fact that a lot of reporters were going to be there tonight, ready to take pictures. Tonight, the main focus would be on Reed and Lexi, and I didn't think showing up with him would be the best thing for me. I was already going to have to try my hardest to stay far away from the cameras.
"Okay, I understand. I'm pushing too hard. How about a dance, then?" he asked. I glanced over at him again. My chest began to rise and fall as my breathing got quicker, remembering our last dance and knowing where that led. "Just one." He clarified. I could see that he was trying to keep his smile contained.
Thinking of being in his arms caused my entire body to react. I ached to feel him again. "A dance would be nice." I nodded.
"Good." His smile finally slipped through and grew larger by the second. "Would you let me give you a ride?"
I knew I didn't have much of a choice, knowing Isabel had left with the car I was supposed to ride in. I would personally have to thank all the ladies at my office for what they'd done to me tonight� or for what they were trying to do.
"A ride would be nice. Thank you."
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THE CAR pulled up outside the venue. I could already see the large groups of reporters waiting to take our picture the moment we stepped out of the car. It looked like a movie premiere. There were beautiful people everywhere. Camera flashes were going off every second. Everyone was smiling, laughing, and posing for the pictures. This event was bigger than I ever imagined.
"I think I'll let you go in first." I looked away from the window and over to Reed.
He nodded. "I understand. The pictures and press can be a lot, especially if you're not used to it."
I swallowed and glanced back outside.
"I can have Robbins take you around to the side entrance," he offered. "You should be able to avoid the press that way."
"That would be great." I sighed, starting to feel a little more relaxed now.
"I'll see you inside, then?" He grabbed my hand and squeezed it.
Before turning back around, I erased the panic from my face and smiled. I didn't want him to worry and ruin his night. "Yeah, I'll see you in there."
The moment the door opened, people started to shout Reed's name and the camera flashes were going full speed. The car finally pulled forward and stopped on the other side of the building.
"This will lead you in through the kitchen." Robbins voice came from the front of the car. "When you find the main hallway, take a right and it will lead you to the large event hall."
"Thank you," I said, opening the car door.
By the time I got into the event hall, the room was crowded, the band was playing, and people were smiling and laughing everywhere. I stood there for a moment and glanced around the room. It was the first time I�d seen everything put together. The tables were covered with black tablecloths, and large, extravagant flower arrangements sat in the center of each one. The lighting in the room was dim and set the mood. Beautiful music bounced off the walls and my eyes roamed around the room, seeing the band playing on the center stage. Everything was just� perfect. My eyes moved around the room again, and it made my heart full to see that everyone looked like they were having a good time. I hoped Reed and Lexi loved it.
Walking around the room, I spotted Lexi talking to a group of older women, with Brandon by her side. She seemed happy and looked beautiful in her red dress. As my eyes continued to sweep the room, I saw Reed just a few feet away from me. He was smiling, talking to a large cluster of people, seemingly enjoying himself. Standing there, I stared at him for a minute. I probably would've stood there staring at him all night, but Christine walked up beside me.
"He looks really hot tonight, huh?"
I gave her a sideways glance and smiled.
"Come on. You can stop drooling for a few minutes. Sharon wants all of us together." She grabbed my hand and began to pull me to the other side of the room.
"Emily, there you are." Sharon smiled at me as we approached. "We were beginning to worry about you. Lucky us, we found the missing programs just a few minutes after we got here." She had a guilty but pleased look on her face. Actually, Christine and Isabel did, too. I knew it. They were all in on getting Reed and me to come here together.
Sharon raised her glass of champagne. "Well, ladies, you've all done a wonderful job. I couldn't be more pleased or impressed with how everything turned out tonight. Thank you for all the hard work." We all toasted to a job well done. It really was beautiful. The best part of it all was that it looked like Lexi and Reed loved it, too.
While taking a sip of champagne, my eyes locked with Reed's over the top of my glass. He was making his way toward us. I licked my lips and swallowed quickly.
"Ladies." He smiled at everyone as he approached us. "I just wanted to tell you how happy I am with what you�ve done. Everything turned out beautifully. I haven't seen my sister cry happy tears in a very long time, and I owe it to you all." He raised his glass of champagne to us.
"Well, we are just so pleased you like it, Mr. Alexander. It was a pleasure," Sharon said, smiling. Isabel was staring at him in a dreamy state, pretty much how she always stared at him when he was in front of her. Christine was grinning, but she wasn't staring just at Reed; she was looking between Reed and me, her mischievous smile growing by the second.
"Now, if you ladies wouldn't mind, I would like to ask Emily to dance with me, if you can part with her for a moment." Reed's words turned my attention back to him.
I was pretty sure my whole body just caught fire, or at least my face. It felt hot as I glanced at Reed before my eyes moved to Isabel, Christine, and finally Sharon. They were all smiling and staring at me now. Sharon gave me a wink.
Before I set my glass of champagne back down, I took another drink, probably longer than I should have. When I finally set it down, Reed held his hand out for me to take.
"You look absolutely amazing." His eyes ran down the length of me as we began to move to the music.
"Thank you. And thank you for the dress. I should have said that a few weeks ago." I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment. "I'm sorry it took so long to tell you."
"I'm just glad you decided to keep it. I was afraid you would return it."
"I thought about it." I licked my lips and raised my eyes to meet his.
"Well, I'm glad you didn't." He smiled.
We were quiet for the next few minutes. The longer I was wrapped up in his arms, the harder it was to deny how amazing it felt to be with him again. I knew now that no matter how much I had tried to tell myself this wasn't what I wanted, it was just a lie. I wanted to be with him. I just wasn't sure if I should.
"Should I just come out and say it?" he leaned down and whispered, coming within an inch from my face. Our lips were practically touching.
I tried to keep my breathing at a normal level. "Say what?" My voice sounded husky, unfamiliar, even to me.
"Tell you that I want you. That I want to be with you. That it's been miserable these past few weeks without you." He paused, his eyes boring into mine. "Have you even been thinking of us? What you want? If you want to be with me? Or do you still need more time? I'll wait if you do. All you have to do is say the words." His grip around my waist tightened, pulling me closer to him.
As hard as I tried, I couldn't keep myself calm. My breath came out shaky as I tried to find the words. What was I supposed to say? How would I tell him that I wanted to be with him but couldn't? Could I tell him that I'd been missing him over the past few weeks, too? That all I'd ever wanted was to love someone and be loved? Deep down, I knew this was what I wanted. I wanted to be with him. I wanted to allow my heart to love someone again, to open up and trust him.
However, there was another part of me that knew the dangers of falling in love again and it wasn't just getting my heart broken. I felt like I could handle that sort of pain. I was more concerned with the thought of Reed getting hurt if Jake ever found me. What if I had to leave New York? What if I had to change my name again and start over? Would I be strong enough to leave him behind if it came down to it?
"Can we go somewhere to talk?" he asked, pulling me away from my thoughts.
"Right now?" I asked, noticing that we�d stopped dancing. We were standing in the middle of the dance floor, staring at one another while other couples danced around us.
"I think we can step out for a few minutes." He glanced from my eyes down to my lips. "No one will miss us."
Glancing around, I saw that everyone around us was busy in their own world.
I nodded and then he took me by the hand, leading me off the dance floor and down a hall that finally emptied onto a patio.
"Wow, it's beautiful out here," I exclaimed, leaning against a pillar and glancing up at the lights that were hanging from the trees; they casted a bright glow on the garden below. I could still hear the jazz band from inside.
Wrapping my arms across my chest, I rubbed my bare arms. It was beautiful out here, but cold. Before I even had a chance to turn around and face him, Reed was wrapping his jacket around my shoulder.
"Thank you." I turned my head and smiled up at him. The smile dropped from my face almost immediately. His face held nothing even resembling a smile. Actually, the seriousness of his face caused my heart to pound and my stomach to squeeze.
"I have to ask you a few questions. Some things I just have to know."
My heart hammered even harder. Closing my eyes, I leaned back against the pillar and wrapped his jacket around me tighter. I was afraid of what was about to come out of his mouth. He took a couple steps closer to me. Instead of turning away from him, I turned into him, feeling his arms wrap around my waist.
"What happened to you?" he asked, and I cringed at his words. "What happened that made you so afraid and closed off? That made you feel like you couldn't trust someone or not allow yourself to be loved by someone?"
My face was buried in his chest and I was thankful for that. The tears that stung my eyes were just moments from spilling over.
"I can't talk about it." I shook my head. "I don't want to talk about it."
"I want you to know that you can tell me anything. I'll try my best to understand." His voice was soft and sweet. "I'm a patient man, but I don't want to wait around for you if you don't want to be with me." He paused for a moment and I held my breath, wondering what I was going to say in response. "Will you answer me something?" he asked before I had a chance to respond.
I closed my eyes, knowing that if I saw his eyes, I would never be able to tell him I didn't want him. "Yes." I swallowed.
"Do you want to be with me?"
"Yes." The word leaked out as if I had no control. I couldn't deny what I really wanted, regardless if I was looking him in the eyes or not.
He lifted my chin until my eyes met his. "Do you trust me?"
I nodded, feeling the tears building from my chest.
A smile slowly appeared on his lips. "Then I'm not going anywhere," he said, bending down and placing his lips on mine for a soft, quick kiss. "That's all I wanted to know. Everything else can wait."
His lips hovered over mine until I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him closer to me, causing his lips to connect with mine. His body pushed against mine and I was pressed harder into the pillar. He pulled back to look at me, his hand brushing my cheek. The heat of his skin against mine seemed to radiate through me, causing my whole body to tingle.
I pulled him back down to me as he brought his arms more securely around my waist, pulling me toward him. My chest pressed firmly against his. I made a noise at the sensation when his lips parted and his tongue touched mine. That sound caused him to clutch me even tighter to him, coaxing even more sounds to come out of me.
My mind was focused on the ways his lips were moving against mine and the firm grip he had on me, but somewhere in my blissful and totally lost-in-him mind, I knew we were moving. After only a few steps, we stopped and I heard the click of a door opening. I kept my eyes shut. Not wanting or caring where we were going.
We began to move again. He was slowly pushing me forward. After a few more steps, we came to another stop. This time, I opened my eyes and saw that Reed was reaching behind me, trying to open another door, but it was locked. When his eyes opened, they connected with mine. Our breaths were both coming out fast and ragged. I glanced over his shoulder and saw another closed door. Pulling him with me, I walked across the hall to try the other door. This time, it opened.
I walked into the room, pulling him with me. I could now see it was an empty office with a couple bookshelves and a nice, large desk. A window on the far right wall looked out over the garden we�d just been standing near. There was a low glow in the room from the lights that hung in the trees above the garden.
When I glanced back at Reed, I saw him staring at me. Passion and desire filled his eyes. He ran his hands down my ribs to my hips and then effortlessly picked me up, gripping my upper thighs. He walked me over to the desk, sat me down, and slid me to the edge of it before standing between my open legs.
He removed his jacket from around my shoulders and laid it flat on the desk behind me. Without even thinking of the consequences or caring if someone walked in on us, I pulled his shirt from his pants. I moved back up the top, starting to remove the bow tie, and then worked my way down each button.
I didn�t know what I was doing exactly; my mind seemed to shut off at the moment. All logic and doubt vanished. There was only one thing I wanted right now. I would have to deal with the consequences of my decision later.
When his shirt was finally open, I ran my hands along the length of his chest before moving to undo his pants. The entire time I had been undressing him, Reed hadn't spoken a word� until now that was.
His hands wrapped around mine. "Emily, maybe we shouldn't do this. The last time we did this, it didn't end well. Maybe we should wait."
I didn't want to wait. I couldn't wait another second. I wanted him. I needed him.
He glanced down at me. I saw the desire he still had in his eyes. I knew he wanted me, too. He was just the stronger one between us to question what we were doing. Even though his hands still rested on mine, I continued to try to get into his pants. The struggle in his eyes was clear, but then, almost in an instant, the struggle left his eyes and a passion-filled hunger replaced it.
His lips came down roughly on mine, his weight pushing me down to lie on the desk. I raised my left leg and wrapped it around his waist, pressing him harder into me. The long slit up the left side of my dress caused the silk fabric to fall away from my skin. I sighed and closed my eyes when his hand caressed my skin, realizing now how much I missed his touch.
Suddenly, his hands were demanding and busy, moving everywhere. He scrunched up my dress and removed my underwear, leaving me fully exposed from the waist down. I wasn�t sure if it was from the cold draft in the office or the way his eyes raked down my body, but I shivered until he came back on top of me, covering me with warmth as his mouth explored my neck and chest.
"Reed�" I moaned into his ear. I didn�t know how much longer I could wait for him. I'd beg for it if I had to.
His kisses trailed back up my neck, hungrier than before. When he reached my mouth, I moaned again as I felt his tongue against my own. His hands gripped my thighs and squeezed down, causing an intense cry to escape my lips.
"Reed� please," I moaned. This time it came out sounding more like begging.
In a few swift movements, he removed the rest of his clothes and then pushed himself into me. I gasped at the rough entrance as I raised my hips to meet his. Each time he rocked into me, he plunged harder and deeper. He let out a moan of his own when I wrapped my legs around his back, allowing him even deeper inside of me.
During those last few moments, my back arched off the desk and my breathing quickened as I felt pure ecstasy run through me. Reed stilled over me, breathing heavy. I wrapped my arms around him; his whole body was shaking.
As I lay there, the reality of what we�d just done hit me. I didn't have any regrets or guilt like last time. I knew he was what I wanted. I wouldn't deny myself any longer. Too much time had passed, and I was ready to try to love again. To allow myself to be loved.
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"I FEEL like I could sleep for a week." Christine yawned as she laid her head down on her desk.
I laughed. "Me, too, but it was beautiful. Reed and Lexi loved it. You should be proud. You did a great job."
"We did a great job," she corrected me. "You aren't so bad after all." She gave me a smile.
"Yeah, you're not so bad yourself." And she really wasn't. I felt like over the past month, the two of us could almost be considered friends. It was a nice change from her looking at me like she wanted to claw my eyes out all the time.
"How about a drink to celebrate? After the press coverage we got, we are going to be swamped with customers. I think our lives are about to get crazy."
"Can I take a rain check? I promised Lexi I would go to her place and help her pack." Lexi was going to spend the week at Brandon's family's house in New Jersey, something she was really nervous about.
"Sure, but I'll hold you to it." She stood up and slung her purse over her shoulder. "Well, I guess I have a date with my TV and then my bed� again."
After she left, I finished a few things at the office and then headed over to Lexi's. When she opened the door, she had a panicked look on her face.
"I have nothing to wear." She turned around and stomped back to her room. "I bought new outfits for this week, but nothing looks right. What are you supposed to wear to meet your boyfriend�s parents? What am I going to do, Emily?" She looked at me with pure fear in her eyes.
"First, you need to relax." I couldn't help but laugh at her.
"It's not funny. I'm pretty sure I'm starting to fall in love with Brandon and I just want his family to like me," she said as she fell back on her bed. "If they don't like me, then it will never work."
Shaking my head, I climbed up on her bed and sat beside her, wondering why she couldn't see how amazing she was. I wondered why she didn't see herself like everyone else saw her, as a beautiful person, inside and out.
"If Brandon is introducing you to his family, then he must have the same feelings about you, don't you think?"
She nodded.
"See, you just need to relax. If Brandon feels that strongly about you, then his family will, too. They are going to love you," I said, hoping to boost her confidence.
"I hope so. Brandon is the first guy I've dated in a long time and I just don't want to screw this up, you know. He's different from any guy I've ever dated and�" She stopped short and sat up. "Sorry, you probably think I'm being crazy and annoying."
"No. You being nervous is pretty normal, I think. This is a big step for you guys. I think it would be strange if you weren't so nervous. It shows how much you care about him."
"Thanks for being here. I don�t know how well this conversation would've gone with Reed. Oh, and speaking of, I almost forgot. I know you're not one to read the papers or magazines, and to be honest, they are mostly garbage, but this I think you need to see."
She hopped off the bed, walked across the room, and picked up a magazine off her dresser. I hadn't even seen it yet, but my heart was already racing. This wasn't going to be good.
"I think they ran it in every major magazine. Most of the time, I hate the pictures they take and I think it's such an invasion of privacy, but these pictures are actually really cute. I'm not sure I've ever seen you smile like this before." Lexi held the magazine out for me to see.
My heart hammered even faster the second I got a good look at it. No. Please tell me this isn't happening. My mind raced. I didn't even remember anyone taking pictures. Could I have been that distracted with Reed or was the photographer just that good?
I pulled the magazine from her grasp and stared at the numerous pictures of Reed and me. There was a close-up of us looking at one another, smiling. Another of us kissing against the column outside. One of us in an embrace inside the small room right before we� Oh God, please tell me they don't have pictures of that. An entire page dedicated just to us. Oh no. No. No. No. No. No. This is bad. Really, really bad.
Before, when the paparazzi and reporters had taken pictures of me outside the restaurant, my face had been blocked out for the most part, but now, it was in clear view.
"This one is definitely a framer." Lexi pointed to the one of Reed and me smiling and gazing into each other�s eyes. "At least you got one good thing out of all of this horrible press." She kept talking, but the loud ringing in my ears drowned her out. My eyes moved to the heading below the pictures�the one in large, bold lettering.
REED ALEXANDER OFF THE MARKET! EMILY ANDERSON HAS HIS HEART!
The moment I saw it, it felt like my chest had been hit with a sledge hammer. My stomach twisted into something horrible. I stared at the images of Reed and me again, more specifically the close-up that was captured the moment right after we kissed outside.
I'd been so stupid and too relaxed, thinking I could live a normal life. Thinking I could actually have a real relationship with him. Eventually, things like this would get back to Jake. He'd come find me.
"Emily, what's wrong? You look like you�re going to be sick."
She had no idea how sick I wanted to be. Swallowing hard, I tried to push down the fear I could feel rising in my throat. I had to get out of here. I wasn't sure where I would go or what I would do, but I knew I couldn't stay here. I would have to run again. Can I do that? Can I leave New York and start over? Can I really run again? Do I really want to leave the life that I've created? Do I want to leave Lexi? Reed? No, but I have to go. If there was the smallest chance that Jake would see these pictures, then I had to leave. He would kill me for sure, but not only that; he would kill everyone I had come to care about. He would do it to punish me.
"Emily." Lexi shook me gently. "You're starting to scare me."
"I have to go," I finally said, shoving the magazine back into her hands.
"Wait." Lexi reached out to stop me, but I hurried past her, walking as fast as I could toward the front door.
The faster I got back to my apartment, packed a few clothes and left New York, the better. It was the only way. My mind was still spinning with all of the possibilities that could happen. What if he�s already here in New York? The pictures had been published for a few days. What if he�s waiting for me right now?
When I reached the elevators at the end of the hall, Lexi caught up to me. "Geez, Emily, what is it?"
My breaths were coming fast and heavy. "It's�I have to go, okay? Those pictures�" I gestured to the magazine that was still in her hands. "It's just� I thought if I was careful that it would be okay, but it's too dangerous." The words slipped from my mouth before I could stop them. Her face shifted into a look of horror. Damn, I shouldn't have said anything. "Listen, Lexi, it's not a big deal. I just can't deal with all of this right now."
"Are you in some kind of trouble?" she asked, her face full of concern.
The last thing I wanted to do was burden her with my problems. It was the last thing she needed in her life.
"It's nothing I can't take care of myself." I forced a smile. "Really, I'm fine. I just need to be by myself for a little while." It was clear she didn't believe me, but I kept the smile on my face, hoping to eventually fool her. "I'll call you later, okay?" I said as the elevator doors opened.
As the doors slid closed, I refused to meet her gaze. I knew the tears were building up inside me and I knew it was only a matter of time before they erupted. Once the doors opened into the lobby, I ran out and grabbed the first cab I saw.
I was home for only a few minutes, sitting on my bed, wondering what to do, when there was a soft knock on my front door. Fear and panic hit me. It felt like someone had poured ice-cold water down my back.
Then a little voice entered my head, telling me that I was stronger than this. That I didn't have to be afraid. I could do this. I could protect myself. I had promised myself that I wouldn�t allow Jake to rule my life anymore.
Wiping my eyes and taking a deep breath, I made my way to the front door, bracing myself for what I was about to see. My heart relaxed a little when I saw Lexi standing there.
"Hi," she said when I opened the door. Her face was full of concern and confusion.
"Hey." I felt the heat hit my cheeks. I felt horrible for running out on her like I did. I couldn't imagine what she was thinking. "Would you like to come in?" I asked, opening the door farther.
She walked in and looked around my apartment. It felt weird for her to be here. No one had ever been inside my apartment. "This place fits you." She looked at me and smiled. "It's simple, clean and quiet. Just like you. I like it." Simple was right. My apartment held a couch, coffee table, and a small table with an even smaller TV on top.
"You didn't have to come, Lexi. I told you I was fine, and I am. The pictures just freaked me out a little."
She nodded. "I get it. I will understand if you don't want to tell me, but the look of fear in your eyes a few minutes ago, I know that look." She paused and swallowed hard. "It's hard to hide your feelings from someone who's experienced the same type of fear as you. I'm not sure what happened to you, Emily, but I know fear when I see it." She continued to walk around my apartment, glancing at the few things I had decorated it with. She made her way over to the couch and then looked at me. "May I sit?"
I nodded. "Sure."
She sat down and then said, "A few months after the attack, I didn't allow anyone to see me, not even Reed. I was ashamed of what happened. In my head, I felt it was my fault in some way. I felt guilty for not stopping it from happening. Foolish, right? I mean, who was I? I was just a twenty-one-year-old girl. How was I supposed to stop three men with guns? I was scared. I was in pain. I felt ugly on the inside and out. I told everyone that I just wanted to be alone. I locked myself in my condo and didn't leave. If it weren't for Reed hiring people to bring me food and clean my condo, I would have probably died up there.
�I thought if someone saw me, they were just going to look at me with pity in their eyes. They were just going to stare at my scars and see me as a victim. I hated that, so I pushed people away. I thought I could live alone, be by myself, and get through whatever I was going through. I thought time would heal everything and one day I would wake up and be normal again." She shook her head.
"I just want you to know that you can talk to me. You know that, right? I'll understand better than you think, whatever it is. And you can talk to Reed, too. He cares for you, Emily. We want to be there for you. It took me a long time to trust Brandon enough to let him in, but when I did, it helped so much."
I could feel the tears building in my chest. I wished more than anything I could tell her, tell Reed, but it was more than just getting over the fear of letting them know my secrets. My secrets could put them in danger and I couldn't do that to them.
"You've been a good friend to me. I just want to be one for you, too," she said, standing up and taking a few steps toward me. I wasn't sure how much longer I could hold the tears away.
"It's better for you if you stay away from me," I told her. "I don't want you to get involved� You've already been hurt enough for one lifetime."
Her face fell. "Emily, you're really freaking me out. I want to help you. Let me help you."
"You can't. You don't know what he's capable of. You don't know what he can do�what he's done." I�d kept it all in for so long and I couldn�t control it any longer. The words just spilled out of me.
"So you're running from someone?"
I nodded softly.
"Emily, you can't live in constant fear like that." She took another step closer to me. "Believe me. I know what that can do to a person."
My whole body started to shake. My heart was beating wildly. Can I tell her? Is it selfish of me to involve her? Will it put her in danger?
"Why don't you come sit with me on the couch and talk about it? We'll see how it goes."
I made my way over to the couch and then she took a seat beside me.
Taking in a deep breath, I closed my eyes and started from the beginning. "His name is Jake Terrell. We were together for three years. The first year we were together, we were great, everything was perfect, but then he started to change. He became this person I didn't know anymore. He became controlling, violent. It was small things at first, but over time, things got worse, way worse. He wouldn't let me go anywhere without him or one of his men." I stopped and took in another breath, wondering how much to tell her.
"He hit you." She didn't ask it as a question. I opened my eyes and nodded. Tears spilled over and rolled down my cheeks.
"I tried to get away from him, but he knows people. There was always someone watching. I could never get far enough away before he would find me and drag me back."
"Emily"�she grabbed my hand�"that's awful. I wished you would've told me this sooner. It must have been horrible to have kept this inside." Then it must have hit her. "Oh no, if he sees those pictures, he'll know where you are and�" Her voice trailed off and her eyes grew wide. "Emily, you need to tell the police."
I shook my head. "No. It won't help. They won't do anything but put a restraining order on him. And, believe me, that won't keep him away. If Jake finds out where I am, he'll come, no matter what."
"Then you have to get out of here."
I stood up and paced the living room. "I've been going over it in my head. There's a chance he won't even see the pictures. There's a chance nothing will happen. I like it here in New York. I�ve built a life here. I have you and Reed. I don�t want to leave."
"But there's also a chance that he will see it," she countered. "I don't want anything to happen to you. You have to do something."
"I'm not sure what to do. I'm still thinking about it."
"Come stay with me," she blurted out. "At least for a few days."
I stopped pacing and faced her. "I can't put you in danger, Lexi, and I'm not as weak as I was a few months ago. That's why I took those classes. I wanted to learn how to defend myself. I never want to be a victim again."
"We'll get Peters, Warren, and Robbins. We'll have Reed get a few more of his security team. Everything will be fine."
"No. I don't want to tell Reed yet."
She looked at me like I was crazy. "I don't like this, Emily. You need to tell someone."
"I am. I'm telling you."
She gave me a look. A look like she didn't want to be the only person to know my secret. I knew the burden I�d just given her, but I just wasn't ready to tell anyone else� especially Reed. To be honest, I didn't even want to tell Lexi. It just kind of came out.
"Promise me you won�t tell Reed," I said.
She shook her head and her eyes grew wide. "How am I supposed to do that? I'm not sure I can do that. This is serious. What if something happens to you? I'll never forgive myself. Reed will never forgive me."
"Promise me," I said again.
"You can tell him. He really cares about you. The night of the Black and White event was the first time I'd seen him so happy in years. You make him happy. He can help protect you."
I closed my eyes and pressed my lips together. This was going to be complicated. Way more than I ever expected. Way more than I ever wanted. My life and my problems were now bleeding into Lexi's life, and worst of all, I was asking her to keep this to herself.
"Please, just promise." I opened my eyes, pleading with her.
A torn expression covered her face. I knew it was wrong of me to ask her to keep something like this from him, but I wanted to tell him myself, when I was ready.
"I don't like it, but it's not my secret to tell. I'll keep it to myself as long as you stay with me for a few days and as long as you promise to tell him everything soon."
I nodded. "I will. I'll tell him. I just need some time to sort this out and figure out what I'm going to do."
"You can�t leave town without telling me."
"I don�t think I can keep running but if I do leave, I promise to tell you first."
She took in a deep breath. "So you'll stay with me for a few days. I won't take no for an answer."
Then I remembered her plans with Brandon. "But Lexi, your plans for this week. There's no way I'm going to let you cancel them."
She shook her head like she didn't want to hear any of my excuses. "It's not an option. Brandon will understand and it will give me a little while longer to prepare to meet his family. I'm way too nervous about it anyway."
"That's not fair."
"Well, it wouldn't be fair of me to just leave you here when you really need me."
She was almost too sweet for her own good. By the look on her face, I knew there was nothing I could say to change her mind.
I walked over to her and hugged her tight. I had to admit it felt so nice to finally tell someone the truth, and I was glad it was her.
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JAKE
I SAT in my office chair, looking out across the city lights of Vegas, when there was a loud knock at my door. Glancing over, I saw Rico's head poke through.
"Hey, boss, you got a minute? I think there's something you should see."
"What is it?" I asked, annoyed. He knew I didn't like to be bothered, especially at night.
Rico came in and shut the door behind him. I guess he didn't pick up on my tone. I really wasn't in the mood for visitors. I hadn't been in the mood for anything really the past few months.
"This better be good." My voice came out sounding more like a growl.
"I gotta show you something. Something you�re not gonna like, but something I know you're gonna want to see."
I glared up at him as he placed a magazine down on my desk.
Picking it up, my eyes glanced at the cover. I was even more confused when I saw it was some stupid woman magazine. What the hell is this?
"Turn to page eighteen and tell me if that pretty brunette looks familiar to you," Rico said. I could hear the seriousness in his voice and from the look on his face, I knew he was trying to tell me something important.
Tearing through the pages, I finally came to a stop on page eighteen. My eyes went right to the photo Rico was talking about. It was as if the picture popped off the page and reached into my heart, squeezed it, and ripped it out of my chest. Those deep-brown eyes stared back at me, and it felt like my insides were being twisted in knots.
Emily.
She was alive, and from the look of this picture, she even looked happy. She looked happier than I'd see her in years. Am I seeing this right? My eyes moved over to the man standing beside her, the one who was holding her in a loving embrace. It seemed as though she had moved on from more than just her life here in Vegas. She'd moved on from me, too.
For a split second, I felt a sudden injection of happiness and relief knowing she was alive and safe. Now, those feelings were replaced with anger and hate. The blood was pumping fast through my veins, and I could feel my anger growing by the second. It was only Rico's voice that stopped the emotions from taking complete control over me.
"Gina saw it last night. She told me she saw a picture that looked like Emily. At first, I didn't believe her, but when she showed me the picture, there was no mistaking. I knew that was our Emily�" He cleared his throat. "I mean, your Emily. The picture�s a few weeks old. It was taken at a party in New York City."
My eyes moved from the picture to the caption below it.
REED ALEXANDER OFF THE MARKET! EMILY ANDERSON HAS HIS HEART!
She ran away from me, changed her name, and found a new guy all in the span of a few months. You've got to be kidding me. I'll kill her!
My fist came down hard on the table. "She thinks she can just pick up and start a new life? She thinks she can forget about me that easily?" I shouted, crumbling up the magazine and throwing it across the room. "New York! She's been in goddamn New York?!"
There was no stopping my anger now. Rising up out of the chair, I leaned against my desk, trying to calm myself down so I could wrap my head around this and figure out what to do next. I couldn�t let her get away with this. She�d made a fool out of me. I�d make her pay for this.
"How do you want to handle it, boss?" Rico asked, taking a few steps back toward the door, away from me.
I turned around to face the window and squeezed my hands into fists. My breathing was slow and deep. Instead of doing what I really wanted, like picking up the chair and hauling it through the window, I tried to remain calm and focused. I thought about what I wanted, besides the fact that I wanted to find Emily and show her the pain I'd been in the last few months. The sleepless nights I'd experienced without her. The anger, the worry, the sadness.
"Find out whatever you can about her new life," I said through gritted teeth. "Where she's working, who her friends are, where she's living." I clenched my fists even tighter. "And most importantly, find out as much as you can about Reed Alexander."
Without saying a word, Rico left the room. I closed my eyes and spent the rest of the night sitting in my office chair, staring out the window, wondering what Emily was doing right now, wondering what she was thinking at this very moment, and wondering how she would react when the two of us came face to face again.
For the past few months, all I'd wanted was to find her and bring her home. I exhausted all efforts, and after about a month ago, I had nowhere left to go. Emily didn't have any family left after her mother died. She had no one except for me. I was her family. I was her provider. I was her everything. After all I'd done for her, she left me for a new city, a new life, and a new guy. Things between us weren't perfect, and I knew I had anger problems, but I had promised her that I was getting help. I promised her that things would get better.
Hours passed before Rico came back into my office. He sat down in the chair in front of my desk with a small stack of papers. "Sorry it took me so long, boss. The private detective was having trouble finding information on Emily. I'll tell you now, there's not much, mainly the basics."
"Just tell me what you've got." The anticipation that was rolling around inside me, mixed with all the other emotions, was making me sick to my stomach.
"Well, she's been working at an event company. They put together parties, weddings, things like that. She lives in a small apartment in Brooklyn, and well, that's about all, really."
I narrowed my eyes on him. "And what about Reed Alexander?"
"Well, he's a little different. All you have to do is search his name on the Internet and you find out all sorts of information on the guy. He works in real estate development. He's successful. He owns a lot of properties in New York and a few in London. Oh, and his parents were murdered a couple years ago. His sister, Lexi, was injured, but she survived. Pretty messed up, though. I have pictures." He glanced down at his papers and shuffled them around.
"I don't want to see any more pictures." He stopped and looked back up at me. "Let me see what you've got on Reed Alexander."
He handed me the small stack and I slowly went through the information. "So it says here that he took over his dad's company and has been living in London for the past couple years, but he recently moved back to New York."
"Yeah, that's right," Rico said.
"Well, let's find something that interests Mr. Alexander and we'll pay him a visit. Then, we'll go check on my girl and see if she's missed me."

EMILY
WHEN I first saw the magazine with my picture in it, I thought my days were numbered. I couldn't tell you how many times I looked over my shoulder, expecting to see Jake there, but it had been weeks since the Black and White event and so far nothing had happened. Absolutely nothing.
After a week of staying with Lexi and no sign of Jake, I realized that I had to stop being afraid. I had to stop letting him control my life. There was a good chance that he hadn't seen the pictures. If he had, he would have found me already. So, from now on, I would just have to be more careful.
I moved back to my place. At first, Lexi was reluctant to let me go. She said she would only let me leave if I took Peters and Warren with me. I told her I needed to do this alone. I needed to prove to myself that I could do it. She was confused and frustrated, but then, just like I knew she would, she understood. She knew what it was like to want to get on with your life�to force yourself to be brave and find yourself again.
She wasn't happy that I hadn't told Reed the truth yet. I promised her I would, but now I'd been back home for a couple weeks, and I still hadn't followed through with that promise.
It wasn�t that I wanted to keep it from him. Things had been so great between us lately. Reed and I officially became a couple. With the event done and over with, it was almost like we were a normal couple, doing normal couple things. I didn't want to ruin that with the dark cloud of my past.
My phone rang, pulling me out of my reverie. I had been lying in bed for hours, but I didn't think I slept much at all. Even though I had been back at my apartment for a while now, I still had trouble sleeping. It was going to take a while for me to feel safe again.
Reaching my hand over to my nightstand, I grabbed my phone and smiled when I saw Reed's face pop up on my screen.
"Good morning." Just knowing I was going to hear his voice soon put me at ease.
"Actually, it's good afternoon here," he said. "Did I wake you?"
"No, I've been up for a while." I sat up and scooted back to lean against the headboard. "How's London?"
He groaned. "I've been in more business meetings than I can count. I'm tired and ready to come home. I miss you."
I smiled. I missed him, too. "Only a couple more days, right?" I rubbed my eyes and threw the covers off. Coffee. I needed coffee.
"So what did you do last night?" he asked.
I didn't miss how he ignored my question. Maybe he was going to have to stay for a few more extra days. That would be disappointing. I was really looking forward to seeing him. Before he had left for London, we had grown close. Our relationship had gotten better, stronger.
"I went out with Christine." I leaned against the sink and filled the carafe full of water. "We just went out for dinner. I was home in bed by eleven." However, I don't think I slept for more than a couple of hours all night. I didn't tell him that, though.
"And what are your plans for this evening?" he asked.
Probably sulking because I�m missing you. Reed and I had made a habit of having sleepovers during the week. Mostly me over at his place. It was the only time I would sleep well through the night.
"I'm not sure yet." I pressed start on the coffee pot and then walked over to the window to pull back the curtains. Blue skies and sunshine. "It's a beautiful day. I may go take a walk in Central Park later or something, but other than that, I�m not sure."
"It's rainy and overcast here." He groaned loudly again. "I'm so ready to come home. I really wish I could see you tonight."
"Well, that may be difficult since you're halfway across the world." I laughed, wishing more than anything I could be there with him or he here with me. I didn't want to wait one more day. I was already missing him like crazy.
"That could easily be changed, you know. All you have to do is say yes when I invite you to come with me."
I laughed again. "I have this thing called a job. I'm not sure Sharon would like it if I just took off on a week-long trip, especially when you didn't give me much notice." I closed my eyes, trying to picture his face�his lips, his eyes�and his arms around me. I wanted to be lying next to him more than he knew. Being with him made me feel safe�safer than I had felt in years.
"I miss you," he said, his voice soft. "If I was able to come home early, would you do something for me?"
I wedged my phone against my shoulder and tied back the curtains. His voice was teasing and deliciously cute.
"And what would that be?"
"Well, I could come up with a few things, but I have one in particular in mind."
A huge smile spread across my face as I moved to sit on the couch behind me, staring out the window. My thoughts went from happy and thinking of Reed to pain-numbing fear when I noticed a dark car parked across the street. Reed was talking, but I didn't understand anything he said. I focused on the car, an eerie feeling crawling up my spine, causing a sharp pain in my chest. It's just a black car, Emily. Don't freak out. Even if it looked like a car that Jake usually took when he was on his business trips, it was New York City. There were a lot of black sedan town cars. I'd seen plenty of those cars around the city. Why was I worrying about it so much now? I knew why. I knew that it could be him inside of it right now.
"Are you still there?" Reed's concerned voice snapped me out of my trance. Still unable to concentrate on what he just said or anything else for that matter, I moved toward the window and eyed the car more closely. "Emily, are you there?"
"Yeah, sorry. I'm here." My eyes focused on the vehicle. I saw the back door open and a tall woman get out. My heart relaxed and I blew out a long, steady breath and then fell back to the couch.
"Is everything okay with you?" Reed asked.
"I'm so sorry. You have my full attention."
"You know that navy-blue dress you have?"
"Yeah." I smiled, remembering the dress that Reed had bought for me and then had delivered to my office.
"Will you wear it tonight?"
My heart fluttered. "Tonight? Are you coming back?" I should have been embarrassed with how hopeful my voice sounded, but I didn't care. I was desperate to see him.
He laughed at my eagerness. "A pretty big investor called and wants an appointment with me this afternoon in New York. He�s interested in one of my new projects and I don't want to miss it. I'm leaving London in a couple of hours. I'll head straight from the airport to the office and then come home. I'll set us some dinner reservations for around seven. Will that work for you?"
"Yes." I bit my lip and smiled again.
"Will you stay with me this weekend?"
"Yes." My smile grew wider.
"I'll let Sebastian at the security desk know you're coming and have him give you a key. It would be nice to see you when I got home."
"I'll be there."
"I really have to go now. I've got a ton of stuff to do before my flight and I don't want to miss it. I have a really hot date with a beautiful woman that I don't want to be late for."
Even after I hung up the phone, I still wasn�t able to wash the smile off my face. I had never been to Reed's place alone. I got up from the couch and glanced out the window again. Even though I knew it was nothing to worry about and the black car was now gone, the strange feeling in my gut was still there. I tried to shake the negative thoughts from my head. Reed was coming home early and we were spending the weekend together. There was only room for happy thoughts right now.
After getting ready, I grabbed a banana, eager to get started with the day before heading over to Reed's place. I now had a new itinerary. Instead of walking in Central Park, I wanted to get my nails and toes done.
Pulling on my wool coat, I headed out the door with a little more of a bounce in my step and a smile I was sure would be on my face all day.

JAKE
I BLINKED a few times, trying to force my eyes to focus. Force them to make sure I was seeing the truth. Each time I opened them, there she was. My love. My girl. My Emily.
My breath caught. My chest ached. My fists clenched into tight balls as I tried to fight my anger and get control of my emotions. It took everything inside of me not to jump out of the car right now, drag her inside with me, and take her back to Vegas. However, I knew I couldn't do that. Not here. Not like this. No, I wanted our reunion to be special.
"What's the plan?" Rico asked, looking at me in the rearview mirror.
I couldn't answer him. I couldn't think straight. These past few months, all I'd wanted was to know she was okay, to beg her to come back to me, but now, seeing her like this, all I wanted to do was show her the pain and heartache she'd caused me. To punish her for leaving me. To show her how much I love her.
Even though it had only been a few months since I'd seen her, she looked different. I couldn't say what the major difference was, only that there was one. She was smiling. I hadn't seen her smile like that in a long while. Maybe it was her eyes, too; they seemed brighter. I used to make her smile like that. Her eyes used to sparkle like that when she would look at me. I wasn�t sure where we went so wrong, but I would spend the rest of my life trying to get her to smile at me like that again.
I couldn't help but wonder who was making her smile like that. If I had to guess, there was probably only one person who could be making her smile that beautifully. The man I had an appointment with this afternoon.
"Let's go," I said, keeping my eyes focused on Emily. I didn't want her to see me or suspect anything. The car moved slowly down the street. I only pulled my eyes away when she was out of sight.

"HELLO. HOW may I help you?" A petite blond woman smiled as we walked into the lobby. Rico followed me inside but stood off to the side as I walked to the front desk.
"I have an appointment with Reed Alexander." I smiled at her as she smiled back sweetly.
"Okay, and your name?" She glanced down at the calendar on the desk.
"Mike Brewster," I said. It seemed fitting to give Mike's name since he was the one who helped her get away from me. Also, I wasn't sure if Emily had told anyone about me, especially Reed Alexander. It wasn't Emily's style to open herself up to people like that, but I figured it was better to be safe than sorry. It wasn�t really my style to have to pretend to be someone else. I was Jake Terrell. However, in this situation, I had a plan and I wanted it to work out perfectly.
"Oh yes, Mr. Brewster, here you are." She looked back up at me through her eyelashes. "Mr. Alexander should be in any moment now. You can have a seat in our lobby or I can show you back to his office." She looked over my shoulder at Rico, who was standing still as a statue. Looking a little uneasy, her gaze met mine again.
"I'll wait in his office, thank you, but my business partner will wait here."
"Of course. May I get you something to drink? Maybe water or coffee?"
"Some water will be nice, thank you."
She led me down the hall and then inside the corner office. There was a large conference table on one side of the office and she gestured me toward it and then left, telling me she would be right back with my water. Instead of sitting, I walked over to the window and admired the view. His office was on the top floor, overlooking the Hudson River. It was nice, but I still preferred my view of the Vegas strip.
"Here you are." The blond woman set down a glass of water. "It's a nice view, isn't it?"
"Very nice, and thank you for the water."
She nodded and then walked out, leaving me alone again. Slowly, I made my way around his office, stopping only when I saw a picture sitting on his desk. My heart almost stopped. I picked up the picture of Reed and Emily. It wasn't one that I had seen before. In this one, she was giving him a kiss on his cheek and he was smiling. It caused an awful pain in my chest, so I set it back down and glanced back out the window. How am I going to keep from killing him right now?
A few minutes later, the man I had been waiting to meet walked into his office.
"I'm sorry to have kept you, Mr. Brewster." The man who was kissing my girl in the magazine photo walked toward me and held out his hand. It took all of my control not to beat him to a pulp in that moment. The pain in my chest worsened when the image of their embrace�him kissing her�entered my head.
"Mr. Alexander, it's nice to meet you." We shook hands and I squeezed his a little harder than usual, but I couldn't seem to control it.
"Please call me Reed, and the pleasure is all mine. I've just arrived back in town from London so you'll have to excuse me if I seem a little out of it. I only slept a few hours on the plane."
Forcing it, I smiled at him. "No problem at all. I've just been here a few minutes and was admiring your office. Great view from up here." I stared out the window again.
"Yes, it is. So from what you told my assistant, it seems like you've done a lot of research on me and my company."
Rico made the appointment and did a little research. I did no research whatsoever. I didn't want to spend a minute reading about the guy who was making moves on my girl. He told me a few key points, but other than that, I'd be winging this meeting. It wasn't about his business anyway. I just wanted to get a chance to meet the guy before I killed him.
"Take a seat and let's talk business." Reed pointed toward the seat in front of his desk.
I sat in the chair in front of his desk and tried not to stare at the picture he had next to his phone, although I could still see it clearly. I could clearly see Emily's lips on this asshole�s cheek. My insides twisted and I fought the bile that rose in my throat.
Over the next thirty minutes, I entertained the fact that I was interested in one of Reed's properties. He was overall very polite and informative, seemingly believing that I was really an investor, but he really had no reason to think otherwise. In reality, I couldn't give two shits about it. I spent most of the time thinking of how I was going to kill him. Slowly, I had finally decided. Our conversation came to a close and I reluctantly glanced at the picture again. I guess I wanted to torture myself.
"Is that your girl?" I asked, pointing to the picture. I couldn't even look at Emily. My eyes were glued to the man that was with my girl. The same man who was sitting in front of me.
"Yes, it is," he said, a large smile spreading across his face. I couldn't believe I wasn't wiping that smile off his face right now.
Taking in a deep breath through my nose, I forced down my temper. "She's beautiful, Mr. Alexander. You're a lucky, lucky man."
"That I am. Now if you don't mind, and if you don't have any more questions for me, I'm taking that beautiful woman out for dinner tonight and I don't want to be late."
I clenched my jaw and forced out a fake smile before standing up.
"Well, it all sounds very interesting, Mr. Alexander. I'll have to take a few hours to discuss it with my business partners. May I call you with my answer this evening?"
He nodded. "Of course. That would be fine."
"Have a nice dinner and hang on tight to the girl you have. Girls like that don't come around very often."
"She's very special, and believe me, I don't plan on letting her go."
The pain in my chest felt like someone was sticking a hot branding iron directly on it.
Turning around, I headed toward the door. I couldn't get out of there fast enough.
"How'd it go, boss?" Rico asked when we were back in the car.
"Just as planned." I glanced out the window. "It won't be long now."
It was just a few minutes after our appointment ended that Reed walked out the front of the building. Rico had done some more digging and found that Reed only lived a few blocks from his office.
Before long, we were parked on the sidewalk across the street from his building. Reed went upstairs and twenty minutes passed before he came back downstairs. This time he wasn't alone. Emily was there. His arms were wrapped around her waist and she was pressed up against him, like she was trying to keep warm. Her long, brown hair was blowing in the wind. He ran his hands through it as he kissed her softly on the lips. It felt like a knife had been stuck in my gut and twisted around.
Rico cleared his throat, and I drew my eyes away from them to his eyes in the rearview mirror. "What do you have planned, boss? This is kind of weird. It doesn't seem like you. You're a little too cool and relaxed. It's kind of making me nervous."
"I have a plan." I seethed. "I'm trying to keep my cool so I don't ruin the surprise. I don't want any interruptions tonight."
My eyes floated back over to them as they entered a black suburban and drove away.
"Follow them," I said, never taking my eyes off the car.
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EMILY
WE HAD just sat down for dinner when Reed's phone rang. He sighed and glanced back at me, giving me an apologetic smile.
"I'm sorry, but I have to take this. It's the investor I met with this afternoon. Will you be okay for a minute? I'll be quick."
"It's fine." I smiled. I hadn't expected to see him for a few more days, so I could part with him for a few minutes. "I'll order us an appetizer and some wine."
"Sounds good." He bent down and kissed the top of my head. "I'll be back soon."
My eyes followed after him until he was out of sight. It was in that moment that it hit me. Really hit me. I was starting to fall for him. I wasn't sure if it was love yet, but I was pretty sure he felt the same. This feeling was different from what I ever felt with Jake, even in our early years. This was more real. It was nothing like the love Jake had for me, or thought he had for me. His sick and twisted love wasn�t love at all. It was all about control.
My cell phone rang, causing my thoughts to dissolve. Reaching down into my purse, I frantically tried to end the annoying ringing sound. I pulled it out and silenced it before I even saw who was calling. After putting it on vibrate, I was about to drop it back into my purse when the screen lit up and it vibrated in my hand. A strange number that I didn't recognize popped up on the screen.
It must have been something for work, but whatever it was, it was going to have to wait. When I ended the call, it began to vibrate again, almost immediately. Even though it was probably for work and it was a Saturday night, I figured it must have been important. I was handling my own clients now and Christine did tell me they could call me morning, noon, and night.
"Emily Anderson," I answered. The restaurant was fairly loud so I pressed the phone hard against my ear.
"And here I thought you were ignoring me," a dark yet familiar voice spoke. In a matter of seconds, it felt like the room dropped twenty degrees. My body went rigid and every hair on the back of my neck stood on end. Blood rushed to my ears, causing a ringing sound, and fear pressed on my chest, making it difficult to breathe.
It was Jake. He had found me.
"I have to say, Emily. You are even more beautiful than I remember. You look simply stunning, but I've always said blue was your color."
My stomach turned and I tried to find a breath. He was here. In the restaurant. Close.
I was too scared to speak, breathe, or move. A tiny voice in the back of my head told me to get up and run, to get out of there while I still had the chance, but I knew I couldn't leave without Reed.
My head remained still, but my eyes stretched right and left, sweeping the room. People were happily enjoying their meals. As my eyes moved around, I couldn't spot Reed or Jake.
"All these months I've been looking for you. All these months I've been missing you. I've yearned for the moment when I would be able to touch you again." He spoke in a low, quiet tone, and to most, it would be described as sweet, but I knew better. I could hear the underlying anger in it as well.
My mind went to a dark place, remembering all the scariest moments in the last few years of my life. This was definitely the scariest of them all. I knew the consequences of running away from him. I knew what he would do to me when he got me alone. He would kill me.
"I can't tell you how hard it is right now to be so close and not be able to touch you, to feel your soft skin against my own. It's killing me inside." His voice was still too soft, sweet.
A small whimper finally escaped me and I tried to choke back the tears but failed. They spilled down my cheeks and I quickly wiped them away.
"Don't cry, Emily. Tears have never looked good on you." The softness in his voice had disappeared. Now, all I could hear was pure anger, and I didn't miss the way he pronounced my name with disgust.
There was silence now, but I knew he was still there. I could hear him breathing. I could also hear the noise of the restaurant through the phone. I knew he was near me, maybe behind me. My mind continued to spin with what to do next. Wondering how I was going to get out of here alive and how I was going to get Reed out of here alive. So many things ran through my head�run, scream for help�but I did nothing. I was frozen in my seat.
"I know what you're thinking," he said, his voice rough and bitter as ever, "but don't think too much or you may end up getting yourself killed, or even worse. The guy you've been spending so much time with could get a bullet in his head."
It felt like a heavy weight slammed into my chest. I closed my eyes tight to keep the tears contained as another whimper escaped my lips.
"I can't tell you how much it has hurt me to see you two together. The way he looks at you, the way he touches you�it's been torture. The pain I've been through the last few months doesn't compare to seeing you with another man. I've been trying to think of a way to explain it to you, to explain to you the pain I've experienced, but I think it would just be easier to show you later, when we're alone."
"Jake, please," I finally whispered. My pleading words were met with an onslaught of tears that I could no longer hold back.
He growled into the phone, aggravated. I could picture what his face looked like right now. His dark, cold eyes would look like pure evil. "Your voice, it's so sweet, Emily. I've missed it, but you are in no position to make demands. You will listen to me if you want your boyfriend to walk out of here alive, do you understand? Believe me. You don't want him to have the same fate as Mike."
Mike? Oh God, what happened to Mike?
"Please, Jake, I'll do anything. Just leave him alone." I sniffed, knowing his threat was real. I would do anything if it meant sparing Reed's life, or anyone else's that I cared about.
"I was hoping you would say that. Now, you need to listen to me very carefully so you don't cause a scene. Get up slowly and make your way to the rear exit door, next to the bathrooms. I'll meet you there in two minutes." He paused for a moment. "And don't even think about running or I'll have Rico pull the trigger that's aimed at your boyfriend�s head right now." The line went dead and I gasped, taking in a much needed breath.
I slowly lowered my phone to the table, trying to remain calm as I swallowed my tears. Reed's life depended on me getting out of here quietly without making a scene. I stood up and walked to the rear exit door as he instructed. Every part of me fought the urge to look around the restaurant, hoping to make eye contact with Reed. I wasn't sure what I would do if and when I saw him. Maybe it was just that I wanted to get one last look at him. I wasn't sure what Jake had planned for me, but I could be sure that I'd never see Reed again after tonight.
Not wanting to make Jake even angrier, I kept my head forward and trained on the bright-red exit sign I could see at the end of the hall in front of me. If Jake said Rico had a gun aimed at Reed's head, there wasn't a doubt in my mind that it was true and he would kill him if I gave him even the smallest reason. And maybe even if I didn't. My stomach twisted and my heart ached thinking of Reed getting hurt.
If anything happened to him, it would be my fault. I was selfish in wanting him. I was selfish for putting him in this situation. I was selfish for not telling him the truth. Maybe if I had just told him everything from the beginning, we wouldn�t be in this situation and Reed would be okay.
It was hard to imagine the anger that Jake had felt when he saw the two of us together like he said. Honestly, I was surprised we were both still alive.
As I made my last few steps toward the door, I allowed a few tears to fall, knowing I would never see Reed again. That one thought hurt more than anything I had ever been through with Jake.
When I pushed the door open, I entered a dark alley and saw two familiar faces standing under a streetlamp at the end of it. Jason and Eric, two of Jake's men, stood there staring in my direction. They never even made eye contact with me. I was assuming they knew my fate and it was too difficult for them to face me, or maybe they just didn't care at all. It didn't surprise me too much; I was used to them looking the other way.
Up until about a year ago, all of Jake's men turned the other way. No one was stupid enough to stand up to him. They knew the consequences if they did. I never knew of Jake killing anyone, but I knew there were men on his team that left one day and never returned. I can only imagine what happened to them. I thought his men would always turn the other way�that is until one day when Mike intervened.
Jake's hand was just a few inches from making contact with my face when Mike grabbed his wrist, stopping him. I remembered cowering in the corner, thinking I was about to witness Jake kill Mike.
They had stared at one another for a moment before Mike said, "I think that's enough."
Jake narrowed his eyes on him. I thought for sure that Mike was a dead man in just a matter of seconds. Surprisingly, Jake just stormed out of the room.
Mike helped me to my feet. �He�s not going to hurt you again. I�ve seen too much of it and I can�t take it anymore.�
�Mike, you shouldn�t have done that. He won�t let you get away with it. He�ll kill you.�
�Don�t you worry about me. I�ll be fine. It�s you we have to worry about.�
Even though I was thankful, I never understood why Jake let Mike live to see another day.
Now snapped back to the present, I stopped when I came within a few feet of Jason and Eric. I wasn�t sure why I stopped or what I was waiting for. I was expecting them to take me by the arm and shove me into the car that was running and waiting behind them. Then, my eyes were drawn to a third person who appeared out of the shadows. Jake.
Thump. Thump. Thump. My heart beat wildly and I fought the urge to run, but I didn't want to do anything to put Reed's life at risk.
Jake took a couple steps toward me and I could see through the darkness that he was holding a phone up to his ear.
"I've got her, Rico. You can kill him now, but do it quietly."
"No!" I shouted, lunging toward him. "I did what you asked. Let him go! Please! I'll do whatever you want!"
Jake shoved the phone back into his pocket and grabbed me by the arm. "Maybe now you will feel an ounce of the pain I've been through the last few months. Now you'll know what it feels like to have your heart ripped out of your chest."
"No! No! Please, I'll come with you. I won't ever leave you again. I promise. Please, just don't hurt him!" My voice was hoarse, strained. My knees gave out from under me and I felt myself falling to the ground. Jake jerked me back up and started dragging me toward the car. Jason held the backdoor open while Eric jogged quickly toward the driver�s side.
This was it. He was going to drive me somewhere and kill me. Then, all of a sudden, like a light switch, the strangest thing happened. I went numb. I found myself not even caring enough about my own safety to scream for help, run away, or fight back. Just knowing what had happened to Reed, I went completely numb. I felt nothing. Maybe it was my body�s way of trying to protect itself from the pain, or maybe it was just straight-out denial and shock.
Jake shoved me in the backseat and my head hit the window on the other side, snapping me out of my numbness. A powerful sob escaped me and I covered my mouth as Jake crawled in beside me. My stomach turned; I felt like I was going to be sick. Jake had found me. Reed had been killed. I wanted to scream. I wanted to run. I wanted to get as far away from Jake as possible.
As hard as I tried, I couldn't get the image of Reed's face out of my head. Then my thoughts turned to Lexi. She had already been through so much, lost everyone she'd loved, and now Reed� I wasn't sure she would recover when she found out what happened to him. Once she found out I was responsible, there was a good chance she would never forgive me either.
Not able to hold it back, another agonizing cry left my mouth.
"I swear to God, Emily, keep your mouth shut or I'll send Rico to kill your friend Lexi and her muscle-headed boyfriend, too."
He knew about everyone I�d gotten close to here in New York. I shouldn�t be surprised. I expected nothing less.
I swallowed my tears and took in a deep, shaky breath. I knew what he was capable of and I believed he would kill everyone I cared about.
The seconds passed as I sat there in silence, trying to go back to that numb place. Trying to forget about everything� Lexi, Brandon, Reed. I tried to push all of their faces out of my head. After a few long, torturous minutes, I could feel myself shutting down, starting to become hollow and empty.
At least, for the last few months, I tasted what life was supposed to be, what really caring for someone felt like, and what it felt like to be cared for. Now, in just a matter of seconds, Jake had taken it all away.
The guilt I was feeling made it easy to go to that dark and lonely place. If I had just kept to myself, not allowed anyone close to me, then no one would've gotten hurt. I was a curse. It took a few minutes of me repeating this over and over in my head before the nothingness began to eat away at me. I could feel myself drifting farther into a dark hole, faster with each second that passed. The pain that I felt in my chest right now�all over my body�I almost wished for Jake to kill me. Anything would be better than this torture.
"Do you have nothing to say to me?" Jake asked as I felt the car come to a stop. For a split second, the thought of opening the car door and trying to run entered my mind. Then I pictured Lexi's face and the thought immediately vanished. There was nothing I would do to put her life in danger, too. The car began to move again. I didn't even wonder where we were going. I didn't care.
"Well?" he asked, his tone harsh, bitter.
I didn't respond or look in his direction. My eyes were focused out the window, staring at the people laughing across the street, the couple walking and holding hands, the father and son hanging Christmas lights.
"You are such an ungrateful little bitch. All I've done for you, everything I've given you, and then you leave me. You put me through all this pain, and now, after I spent months searching for you, you say nothing to me."
Is he serious? Normally when he would speak to me like this, I would cower down and brace for the punishment. I would sit still and hope that whatever he wanted to do to me would be quick. Now, with everything that had happened, I felt anger. Deep-rooted, built-up hatred began to course through my veins.
This asshole, in his twisted head, actually thinks he deserves love? He thinks he deserves gratitude? He actually thinks he deserves thanks and appreciation for the way he's treated me? In the past, I knew Jake suffered from some very dark demons. I knew that he couldn't be all there in his mind, because what kind of person would treat another human being like he treated me? After hearing him talk to me just now, I knew he was more evil than I ever imagined.
Turning my head toward him and looking him directly in the eyes, I told him what I wanted to tell him every day for the past few years. "I hate you. I hated every minute of the three years of my life that I spent with you. My stomach actually felt ill every time you touched me, when you kissed me, when you told me you loved me. There was a small moment in time when I thought I loved you, but that was before I knew what kind of monster you really are. That's when I was weak and naive. That's when I didn't know what it was truly like to actually love someone. There's nothing you could ever do or say that will make me care for you or think of you as any more than a weak, cowardly, and pathetic piece of scum." I could feel my bottom lip quiver when I stopped speaking, but it wasn't from fear. It was from anger.
I wanted to hurt him. I wanted him to pay for what he'd done to me. To Mike. To Reed. As I sat there and looked into his cold, dark eyes, I wanted nothing more than to squeeze the life out of them.
"Look at you." He smiled, which only increased the anger inside me. "You've gotten brave, but don't forget what I could do to you and your friends. I could've killed you days ago. I could have killed you hours ago. I could kill you right now if I wanted to. So watch what you say to me."
My eyes narrowed and I tried to mimic the cold stare he was giving me. "You can't hurt me any more than I'm hurting right now. I don't care what you do to me." I wasn't sure how, but my voice came out steady and strong.
He glared at me, pursing his lips, trying to hold back his anger.
"Don't fight it. If you're going to kill me, do it," I said even louder this time. I had already come to terms with my fate. I probably wouldn't live to see another day, but one thing was for sure; I wasn't going to go down without a fight.
"Oh, I plan on it. You just wait. Have patience, my sweet Emily. Just you wait." He sat back in his seat, looking forward.

16

EMILY
"THIS IS what you've been living in?" Jake glanced around my apartment in disgust. The more he looked around, the more confusion spread across his face.
For the life of me, I couldn't imagine why he wanted to come here. I thought we'd be on the first plane back to Vegas. The place where he knew he had power. The place where he knew people and he could get rid of me or do whatever he wanted to do to me.
"I just had to see inside this place. I wanted to see where you've been living," he said, running his hands along the kitchen counter. "You'd rather live like this, in this shithole, than with me?" He looked at me, shaking his head like I was from another planet. Like he honestly couldn't understand why I ever left him. It was difficult to believe he could be that stupid. He knew he was a monster. He had apologized to me before, many times, but then he would just hurt me again�most of the time, worse than the last.
I wasn�t sure what came over me, but I felt a power grow inside me. I glared at him. "I'd rather live in the gutters with the rats than with you ever again."
His eyes grew dark as he narrowed them on me. "You've got a smart mouth, Emily. See what happens when I don't keep you in line?" He took a couple steps toward me and I took one backward, keeping the distance between us.
"Stay away from me." My voice matched my composure, steady and strong. On the inside, I was terrified. I knew he was about to hurt me or maybe even kill me. I hoped I would have the strength to save myself. The last few months, this was what I�d been preparing myself for, and I was about to put myself to the ultimate test.
My thoughts quickly drifted to Lexi. My chest shook and I almost let out a sob. I could only imagine what her reaction would be when she found out what happened to Reed. It was all my fault. I had brought this danger into their lives. They unknowingly sacrificed so much for me. So many people had. Mike gave his life for me� and Reed. I couldn't even think of him right now. I should've told him the truth from the beginning. I should've listened to Lexi when she told me to tell him. Maybe this wouldn't have happened. Maybe Reed would still be alive.
I blinked away those thoughts. The only image that continued to pop into my head was Lexi's. I wished I could be there with her when she found out. I wished I could tell her I was sorry. She lost the only person she had left. Then I wondered� Do I deserve to live when Mike and Reed didn't? Should I even put up a fight?
I could feel the battle going on inside me as Jake continued to pick me apart with his eyes, probably thinking of all the things he would do to me. Playing out in his head how he would hurt me and show me the pain he'd been feeling the past few months. I knew at any moment I could just shutdown, giving him an easier kill, but I didn't want him to see that he broke me again. I didn't want to give him that satisfaction.
"Do you have any idea how long I've waited for this moment? How much I've missed you? How much I cried for you?" His face focused on me and then it softened, but I was too smart to fall for it. I was used to his mood swings. He could attempt to be sweet and loving one second and cruel the very next. "Do you know how much pain I've been in since the day you left? I know sometimes I don't show it very well, but I love you, Emily. I love you very much. Sometimes, I just�" He hesitated. "I just don't know how to show it."
"You hurt me." I glared at him. "Every day I lived with you, I lived in fear. Every day I was with you, I hated you more and more. How could I not want to get away from you?" The words tumbled out of my mouth before I could stop them, but deep down, I wanted him to know how I felt about him.
With every word I spoke, he got even angrier. His attempt at being sweet and loving was long gone. Maybe I was trying to provoke him. Maybe I was ready to get this over with, whether I was truly prepared for it or not.
"I gave you everything." He seethed. "Everything you've ever wanted. I loved you. I would have done anything for you." His voice rose with each word.
I shook my head. "You don't know what love is. You don't love me. What you think is love, it isn't. It's not the kind of love I want, anyway. I know what love is now� what it can be."
"Is that the kind of love Reed gave you?" His jaw tightened.
Just the sound of his name sent shockwaves of pain rippling through me. I tried to control my tears, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of seeing me cry.
"What did it feel like losing him?" he asked, taking another step toward me. "Did it feel like your whole life had been ripped away from you? Like your heart had been torn out of your chest?"
As hard as I tried, I couldn't control them; tears rolled down my cheeks as I pictured his face. If I was going to die in the next few minutes, the last thing I wanted to be thinking of was him.
"It makes me wish he were really dead, so you would hurt as much as I've hurt."
My breath caught. Something in my brain clicked and I became focused on the words he just said. I choked back my tears and my heart pounded in my chest. "What are you talking about? He's not�" My voice drifted off quietly. I couldn't even say the words.
An evil and satisfying grin spread across his face. "I had to say something that would get you out of the restaurant quietly. Rico distracted Reed while I called you. The last thing I wanted was to cause a scene and prolong our reunion. I knew as long as you thought your lover was in danger, you'd do whatever I asked. And look, I was right."
Reed is okay? I blinked away my tears, feeling a sense of relief rush over me. Just a few minutes ago, I didn't care if I lived or died. Now, I would do anything to get out of here. I would do anything to see him again. To make sure he was okay.
His dark eyes glared down on me. "Believe me. The day will come when I kill him. Watching him with you, with his hands all over you� I wanted to tear him apart, but tonight, he was just a simple distraction to convince you to leave quietly."
He took another step toward me. We were now just a few feet apart. I took another step back, even though I knew I was backing myself into a corner.
"Stay away from me," I said, feeling my survival instincts begin to kick in, hoping I remembered the moves I learned and could actually use them.
He laughed and shook his head. "Look at you. You're actually thinking about fighting back. Did Mike teach you how to be brave? Did Mike coach you on what to do if this little plan of running away from me didn't work out?"
I felt like the wind had been knocked out of me. Taking in a shaky breath, I asked a question that I already felt like I knew the answer to. "Where is Mike?" If Jake knew that Mike helped me, then I was pretty sure he was dead. However, I wanted to keep him talking. I wanted another minute to get together a plan to make it out of here alive.
He leaned toward me. "You mean the guy that I trusted more than anything? The guy that I trusted with my life?" The muscles in his jaw tightened. "Well, you will be sad to know that Mike is no longer with us."
I gasped, even though I knew his fate before I asked the question. "You had him killed?"
Anger flashed in his eyes. "No, I didn't have him killed, Emily. I did it myself. I shot him in the back, the same spot where I felt he had stabbed me. The son of a bitch betrayed me." His voice grew louder and his eyes grew even darker. I couldn't remember a time when I saw so much hate in them. "He took away the one thing that meant the most to me. He helped you leave me."
"No." Tears pooled in my eyes. Mike died because he saved me. He died for me. "You crazy�" I choked on my tears and deep, heavy sobs poured out of me.
He took another step closer. "In the beginning, I knew something was strange about you getting away so easily. I spent hours, days, weeks, searching for you. Wondering how you did it. Wondering how a girl with nothing, with no one, could just disappear. Then, as hard as it was to believe, I started to suspect Mike had something to do with it. He was acting strange and doing whatever he could to avoid me. The past few months, he began pulling away, but he was my oldest and closest friend. He was like a father to me. I just couldn't believe he would do something like that. He knew how much I loved you." He gritted his teeth and his fists balled at his sides. "But the more I questioned him on that night, the more his story changed, and I knew. I knew he was keeping something from me." He paused, taking in a deep breath as he took another step toward me.
I backed up, hitting the wall behind me. One more step from him and he would be within a foot of me. "He's lucky I didn't kill everyone he ever loved. He has a sister in New Mexico. A dad in Texas. He's lucky I allowed them to live."
"You're a crazy son of a bitch. Don't you hear yourself? How twisted and sick you are?" I said between tears. I had never spoken to him like that before.
Those words sent him into a fit of rage. He lunged forward and grabbed a fistful of my hair and pulled down, exposing my neck. He squeezed it firmly, clenching it tight, cutting off my air supply.
"Mike would still be here if you hadn't left me," he spit out in anger. "He would still be alive. So the way I see it, it's you that killed him. And don't think I don't know all about your life here in New York City, too. I know everyone you've been in contact with. Don't doubt I will hurt them if you don't come home with me quietly. It would be a shame to see your friend Lexi go through any more pain. The poor girl's been through enough, don't you think?"
My body shook as the tears flowed out of me. He squeezed down harder, and I tried to breathe but couldn't find the air. A part of me was ready to let go, let him do whatever he wanted to me, if I knew it would save the people I cared about, but I didn't trust him. Killing me wouldn't be enough for him. He wouldn't allow my friends to live. I pictured him picking them all off one by one. The only way to save them was to get out of here and warn them.
My vision began to grow hazy and I knew it was just a matter of seconds before I passed out. If I passed out, I knew there was a good chance I would never wake up. I didn't want to die. I didn't want to give him that power over me. I was stronger now than I was a few months ago. I had worked hard to prepare for this moment, but as I stood there, feeling the same fear I had felt in the past, my mind went completely blank. I couldn't remember a single thing from any of my self-defense classes.
My eyes closed and I could feel myself drifting into the darkness. Just before I completely blacked out, Mike's face popped into my head. The smile he wore the last time I saw him flashed into my mind. Mike died because he wanted me to live. He knew the danger he was putting himself in, but he did it anyways, so I could have a better life. He risked everything for me.
I could feel Jake's hands squeeze down tighter and an overwhelming sense of anger I'd never felt before filled me. My eyes flew open. I brought my knee up in a swift movement and made contact with his groin. Immediately, Jake released me as he hunched over in pain. I gasped for air and fell back against the wall behind me.
"You dumb bitch. You're going to pay for that." He stumbled back a few more steps and moaned loudly.
Once I caught my breath, I took a couple steps forward and struck him once in the nose with a sharp, quick thrust, following it up with an elbow to his chin and finally a kick into his ribs. He doubled over, stumbling a few steps, and then collapsed to the ground, gasping for a breath. I knew all he had to do was find his voice and call for Jason and Eric. They would burst through the door and I would be dead in seconds.
Adrenaline shot through me as I looked around the room, looking for a way to get out. Running toward the front door, I looked out the peephole and saw Eric and Jason standing off to the side. Another loud groan came from behind me and I whipped around to see that Jake was finding his balance again. He was looking me dead in the eye with more hate than I'd ever seen in him before.
"I'm going to enjoy what I'm about to do to you." He seethed.
Sprinting to the bathroom, I slammed the door behind me and locked it. I glanced up, seeing the tiny window above the toilet, knowing there was only a small chance I would actually fit through it. I would have to try or I would die. I had a feeling I would be dead in a few minutes either way.
The banging and kicking on the door started, and I knew he would have the door kicked in soon. Standing on the toilet, I pushed open the window, took a step onto the top of the toilet and reached for the fire escape about a foot away.
"Open this door, Emily. I'm going to get in there one way or the other," he yelled. Then the kicking began again.
I looked back to see the door giving way and knew I only had seconds before it was open. The window was too small to fit my shoulders through, but maybe if I could stretch my arms out forward, it would buy me a couple of inches on either side. I reached forward, trying to grab hold of the fire escape in front of me, hoping to pull myself through, but I couldn't reach.
Jake had almost won his attack on the door; I could hear the wood splitting. I reached farther, feeling my muscles stretch to their limits. I screamed out in pain and frustration. The tips of my fingers barely brushed the metal of the ladder, but it still wasn�t enough to grip it.
Another kick and I heard a loud crack. I glanced back and saw Jake�s hand moving toward the lock on the door. A surge of fear ran through me and I pushed harder, reaching farther than I thought possible. Finally, I was able to grab the metal with one hand and then the other. Pulling with everything I had inside me, I felt my body move toward the ladder just as the door flew open.
"You think you can get away from me again?" Jake grabbed my legs and began to pull me back inside, causing one of my hands to slip off the bar. I kicked my legs and screamed as loud as I could, hoping someone would hear me and come help.
Jake gripped my legs and pulled me back harder. I held on tightly with my left hand, still reaching to grip it again with my right. My entire body screamed out in pain as I felt the tug of war going on inside me, like I was being torn in two.
Ignoring the pain, I continued to kick, hoping to get him off me. I continued to reach to get a better hold on the ladder. With my next kick, I felt one of my legs spring free from his grasp. I glanced back, coiled my leg back as far as it would go, hoping to gain as much force as possible, and then let it go, hitting him directly in the face. He stumbled back against the wall, yelling and screaming for Jason and Eric. It was now or never. I had to get away. Reaching again, I grabbed the bar with both hands and pulled myself through the small opening. Our eyes met for just a moment before I took off down the fire escape.
The next few seconds were a blur as the blood coursed through my veins. I flew down the ladder and jumped off the railing before it even reached the bottom. I knew every second counted. At any moment, Jake and his men would be coming around the corner and I wouldn�t be able to fight them all off. I hit the ground with a thud and felt the jarring impact move up my legs and spread into my back. I stumbled forward and ran as fast as I could. The streets were empty, dark. Running as fast as I could, I scanned for anyone to help me, for a cab. I would've settled for any sign of human life at that point. Yet there was no one.
Every few seconds, I looked over my shoulder, expecting to see the three of them chasing after me. Deep down, I was thankful that they weren't back there, but I couldn't help wondering where they were. I glanced back again; the street was empty. There was no way he would give up that easily.
I took a left at the next street and saw my saving grace� a cab parked on the opposite side of the street. But I had no money. I didn�t even know where my purse was or if I even took it out of the restaurant.
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THE CAB pulled up to the main entrance of Reed's building.
�I�ll be right back with your money.� I ran inside and the moment I locked eyes with Samuel, his eyes grew wide and he clumsily grabbed the phone in front of him.
"She's here, sir. Yes, of course." He slammed the phone down as I approached his desk, completely out of breath.
"Mr. Alexander has been so worried about you," he said. "Is everything all right? You don't look so well." His voice was soft and sweet; it sounded like Heaven.
�Can I borrow a few dollars to pay the cab?� My voice was strained and I was still out of breath. I�m sure I looked like a complete weirdo, but I didn�t care. I was alive. Reed was alive. That�s all that mattered right now.
Samuel immediately dug into his wallet and handed me a twenty.
After paying the cab, I came back in and leaned up against the counter for support. The emotions from the last hour proved to be too much for me. I got a glimpse of myself in the mirror hanging behind his desk. My hair was a ratted mess. Red marks were evident around my throat and black streaks ran down my face from smeared mascara. I looked like a freak show.
A small whimper crawled up my throat, but I forced it back down. I had nothing to cry about.
Still, a shiver ran through me as I remembered the complete and utter fear when I realized Jake had found me. The absolute heartbreak thinking that Reed was dead. All the blame I had put on myself. The terror when Jake had me in his grasp, and the few seconds when I didn't fight back. I thought I had fallen back to my old self�the weak and pathetic person who wasn't strong or brave enough to fight back to save herself.
"Let me help you, Miss Anderson." Samuel hurried around his desk, grabbed me around the waist, and helped me to the elevators, holding them open for me until I was safely inside. I practically collapsed once the doors closed. I leaned my head against the wall, trying not to let myself lose it now.
I needed to get Reed and get him out of here. Jake had been watching us together; he told me that. If he wasn't running after me, he must have had a plan, and I feared he would be coming here next. He knew where I would go and there wasn't a doubt in my mind that he would be coming after both of us now.
When the doors opened, Reed stood in his lobby, pacing back and forth. When he glanced over at me, the worry and pain his face held melted into something even worse: horror.
"Emily," he breathed out, wrapping his arms around me. "God, what happened to you? I've been climbing the walls here."
"I'm sorry." Tears were spilling out everywhere now, even though I tried hard to push them away. "I'm sorry," I choked out again. "I'm so glad you're okay. You're really okay." I looked at him through my teary, blurred vision.
"Emily, what's going on? What happened to you?" I was pressed against him, holding him tight, but he pried me away and held me at arm�s length. "God, Emily, what happened to you?" he asked again, clearly shocked by my appearance.
"I'm fine. I'm just glad you're okay."
"You're not making any sense. Why wouldn't I be okay? You have to start talking to me. You have to tell me what's going on?"
Wiping away my tears, I pulled myself together. I knew I had only a few minutes to explain everything and then we had to get out of here. Jake could already be on his way or even worse, he could already be here, waiting for us outside.
"When you took the call at the restaurant, I got a phone call." I paused, hesitating. I wasn't sure where to even start explaining. Taking his hand, I led him to the couch and sat down.
"Reed, there are so many things I haven't told you� about my past, why I came to New York. You just have to trust me and listen because we don't have much time."
"Don't have much time? What the hell is going on, Emily?" He jumped off the couch and began to pace the living room, back and forth, while running his hands through his hair.
"Do you trust me?" I asked.
"What kind of question is that? Of course I trust you."
"Then please sit down. I'll try to explain it to you."
He sat down beside me again.
"I was in a relationship before I came to New York, with a man named Jake Terrell. It was a pretty bad one. I had a friend that helped me get away from him. He gave me money. He gave me a new last name. He put me on a bus and told me to start a new life. I came here and for the past few months, I've been trying to live a normal life and forget about my old one. But he's found me. He's here. He was at the restaurant tonight. He's been watching me and watching you. He�" I paused, trying to compose myself. "Earlier at the restaurant, he told me he would kill you if I didn't leave with him." The last few words that came out of my mouth were nothing more than a mumble. "Then, after he had me, he had me think that he killed you anyway. I thought you were dead, Reed. I thought he killed you because of me."
My emotions began to spiral out of control. My head fell into my hands as I waited for Reed to say something.
"Hey," he finally said, wrapping his arms around me. "Emily, you're shaking."
"I'm just so glad you're okay," I said softly.
"I'm fine. You�re fine. You're here now. I've got you."
I shook my head. "I've been so stupid."
"Why didn't you tell me before? I could've helped you. I could've kept you safe."
"I'm sorry. I just wanted to forget about him. I thought it was dangerous for you. I was stupid.�
He squeezed me tighter. "It's all going to be okay. Let me call Robbins. I'll have him come back over. I've had him out looking for you. I came back here to wait for you, hoping you'd come back. Don't worry. We'll get Peters and Warren and a few more men and then we'll call the police. It's all going to be okay."
He was trying so hard to be optimistic, but he didn't know what Jake was capable of. Jake would stop at nothing now. He wouldn't stop until I was dead.
"It's not okay," I said. "It will never be okay." I looked up at him. "You don't understand. He will never stop. He will always be out there. I got away from him once, but now he's just going to be even angrier. He'll kill me now for sure, and you and Lexi and everyone else I care about. I know it. He'll never stop until I'm dead. We have to get out of here. We have to call Lexi. We have to warn her about him." I couldn�t stop my rambling.
He pulled away from me and held my shoulders, forcing me to face him. "Listen to me, Emily. He won't hurt you again. I won't let him. I promise."
I took in a big breath and blew it out shakily. More than anything, I wanted to believe that. I wanted to believe I was safe, that Reed was safe, but right now, I knew this wasn't a time for thinking those happy thoughts. It wasn't a time for tears either. I knew Jake was still out there and I had to get Reed out of here. I had to call Lexi and warn her.
"We have to get out of here." I stood up, the fear giving me the energy I needed. "He's been watching us the past few days. He'll come here looking for us. We have to get out of here," I repeated, my voice pleading. To Reed, I probably sounded like a crazy person. He may have even thought I was overreacting, but I was ready to get down on my knees and beg him if I needed to. I just wanted him as far away from Jake as possible.
"Hey, hey, calm down. We'll go� If that's what you need right now, then we'll go."
"Okay." I nodded, exhaling another trembling breath.
We were walking toward the elevators when Reed's phone rang, making me jump. He squeezed me tighter against him and answered.
"I have her, Robbins. She's here with me." He paused and a wave of pain crossed his face as he looked down at me. "Really?" He was silent for a long moment. "We're going to need to get out of town. I'm going to need to borrow your car. Okay, we'll be down soon."
He hung up, glanced down at me, and swallowed hard. "Robbins went by your place. He said it was a wreck, like there was quite a struggle." His thumb lightly grazed my cheek. "We really should get you checked out. You could be hurt."
Tear stung my eyes. "I'm fine. I just want to get out of here."
He frowned. "Whatever you need."
We entered the lobby on the main floor, where Robbins was standing at the front door, waiting for us. Samuel eyed us warily but didn't ask any questions.
We approached Robbins and he handed Reed a set of keys.
"Thank you. I'll call you once we get somewhere and explain everything," Reed said, grabbing my hand.
Robbins scanned my face before he quickly turned away. In that moment, Robbins reminded me of Mike. They didn't resemble one another in their appearance, but I thought it was more of the kindness in their eyes. Mike had the kindest, sweetest eyes, and thanks to me, he was gone. My eyes closed and I tried to erase the image of him lying dead with a bullet in his back.
"Let's go." Reed's words finally caused the image to dissolve.
Taking Robbins�s car was about as good of a plan as we could get. The headlights on his silver SUV lit up the dim parking garage. I felt a little safer when we were inside, but still the feeling that Jake was out there, lurking, never left me.
We pulled out of the garage and into the dark alley behind the building. I didn�t know where we were going, but as long as we were leaving the city, away from Jake, I didn't care. Before I could even remind him, Reed was already on the phone with Peters and Warren. Reed gave them an address for a place in Long Island. I wasn't sure where it was, but I trusted it was safe. He asked that Lexi and Brandon be brought there and that he would explain everything when they arrived.
"How are you feeling?" Reed asked when he put the phone back down, his voice cautious as he looked over at me.
I turned to him, finally feeling a little relief knowing that we got away and both of us were still alive�and that Lexi and Brandon would soon be safe, too. There were so many nights I woke up from nightmares that Jake had found me and killed me slowly. Tonight, I�d fought back and won, but I knew if I ever gave him another chance, I might not be so lucky.
"Better now." I nodded.
"Do you want to talk about what happened back at your apartment? You don't have to if you're not ready."
"I'll tell you everything when we get settled, okay? I just need a few minutes."
He nodded and grabbed my hand, squeezing it tight.
"Everything is going to be okay, Emily. We'll figure this out."
"I know." I let my head fall to the side as I glanced over at him.
Deep down, I could feel the guilt building inside me, knowing I was putting him in danger. I should have just left New York alone.
He brought my hand up to his lips and kissed it softly. "I'm sorry you've been going through this all alone. I had no idea." His voice was strained and it killed me inside. "Tonight, when I couldn't find you, I was going crazy. And to know you were being hurt and the thought that something worse could've happened to you� I just can't even imagine." He brushed his lips against the back of my hand. "God, Emily, I wasn't sure what to think. I don't know if I've ever been so scared."
"I'm sorry." I wasn't sure what else to say.
We pulled onto the highway, the city lights of New York beginning to fade behind us. Leaning my head back against the seat, I stared out the window, struggling with what had happened tonight, still trying to come to grips with the realization that Jake was here. He had found me and tried to kill me. I had escaped. I had gotten away.
My mind drifted into a daze and my eyes became fixed on the darkness outside. Once we left the city behind, we turned off onto a dark two-lane highway, only a few cars passing us on the other side. Reed and I were silent for most of the drive. I wasn�t sure what was going through his head, and right now, I didn't think I had the strength to find out. The more time passed, the more I could feel myself relaxing. Maybe things would be all right.
I was lost in a state of hopefulness, my fear starting to subside, when headlights came into view in the side mirror, distracting me. I watched the small, white circles get larger and closer, brighter and brighter. It wasn't until I realized how fast they were coming up on us that I realized something wasn't right. I sat up and looked to Reed, who was already eying the car in the rearview mirror.
"It's him, isn't it?" he asked.
Turning around, I glanced out the back window. I heard the rev of the engine first before I felt the car rumble to life beneath me. A sick, helpless feeling came over me. I turned back around and glanced at the speedometer, which now read ninety miles per hour.
Reed's face was expressionless as he drove with both hands on the wheel. I glanced back and saw that the car wasn�t only keeping up with us, but it was gaining on us.
"Shit," I breathed out.
"I told you I wasn't going to let him hurt you again and I meant it." Reed's voice was firm.
"This is crazy, Reed." My voice was shaky, and my stomach twisted when I glanced back at the speedometer and saw the car was now going over one hundred miles per hour.
Swallowing hard, I sat forward in my seat with my eyes glued to the side mirror. The car following us was directly behind us now. Then, in the next second, the car was gone. The move was so sudden that I hardly had time to realize what happened. I turned to look out the left side and saw the car speed up beside us. The two cars were now side by side, both of us going more than a hundred miles per hour.
"What are we going to do?" I screamed in panic.
"Please, Emily, just sit back and�"
Reed's voice was cut off by a loud crunch and a sudden force that threw my head against the window. I groaned in pain.
"Emily!" Reed shouted. "Emily, are you okay?" Reed asked. I could barely hear him over the ringing in my ears. Before I could answer him, another jolt sent my head right back into the window, and this time, I heard a crack. I wasn't sure if the cracking sound was my head or the window.
"The crazy son of a bitch is trying to run us off the road!" The panic in Reed's voice sent my heart into an uncontrollable, thundering beat. Reed was in danger again and it was because of me. If something happened to him, I would never forgive myself.
I rubbed my hand across the side of my head and winced when I hit the sensitive spot. The sticky wetness on my fingers told me I was bleeding.
The car jerked forward and the engine screeched as it was being pushed to its limit. I glanced over and saw the other car easily speed up next to us again.
"The asshole isn't going to give up, is he?" Reed shouted.
No, he'll never give up.
Another jolt hit us even harder this time, and I could feel the car move off the road and hit the gravel and dirt to the side.
Jake wouldn't stop until I was dead.
"Reed," I said, grabbing his hand. "I'm so sorry for getting you into this." I wasn't sure why I chose that moment to apologize, but I wanted to say it before it was too late. "I'm sorry."
"Emily, don't talk like�"
The next jolt hit us so hard that Reed couldn't keep control of the car. We drifted off the road and onto the gravel again. Reed jerked the car back onto the road, but at our high rate of speed, the car spun out of control and then everything after that happened so fast, it came in short, blurry flashes.
The car flew off the road and started to roll.
Flashes of the headlights hitting the trees and ground came in fast, sharp movements.
Sounds of crunching metal.
Glass bursting.
It didn't happen in slow motion. It actually happened so fast that I could hardly wrap my head around it.
Then, in what seemed like just a few seconds, everything was still. Everything was silent. Everything was black.
I wasn�t sure how long I was lost inside the darkness. There was no sense of time whatsoever. There was no sense of anything. I wasn�t sure how long I was lying there in that state of nothingness.
Sirens.
Shrill, ear-piercing ringing filled my ears and broke the silence in my mind, causing the darkness to fade away. My eyes opened; small white dots filled my vision. I tried to move my legs but couldn't. I shifted my right hand and felt a stabbing pain crawl up my arm and spread into my shoulder. Gritting my teeth, I moved my hand again and gripped the soft ground beneath it. Grass. My hand was gripping grass. Then it hit me. I was on the ground, not in the car. I could see the red-and-blue flashes in the distance, dancing along the trees above me. I now knew the small white dots that filled my vision were stars.
Fighting through the pain, I slowly lifted my head and saw a large, dark object about twenty feet in front of me. I focused on it, finally seeing that it was the car turned upside down.
"Reed." His name came out of my mouth, but it was no louder than a whisper. I sucked in a deep breath, hoping to find the strength to speak louder, but the only thing that came to me was a deep pain in my stomach.
"Reed." I pushed my voice out and then moaned as my head fell back toward the ground. The sirens were getting louder, closer. Car doors opened and slammed shut. Voices filled my ears. Strangers surrounded me.
The darkness blurred out their faces. A bright light flashed into my eyes and then I felt hands touching my head, my ribs, my legs, and my arms. I winced every time they hit a sensitive spot, which felt like every spot they touched.
"Can you tell me your name?" a man asked me.
Emily Fitzroy. Emily Anderson, the voice in my head answered, but the two names never left my lips. I couldn't find the strength to speak.
"Where are you hurting?" he asked.
Everywhere.
"Can you tell me what happened?"
Jake. It was Jake, the voice inside me screamed.
So many questions and I couldn't find the voice to answer any of them aloud. The only thing I wanted to do was see Reed. I wanted to see him and make sure he was okay. I felt myself being lifted onto something stiff but soft, and then I felt myself moving, like I was being carried. My eyes moved frantically, trying to find Reed, hoping to see that he was okay.
When I finally saw him, or a part of him, it seemed like all the pain I was experiencing moved to one single spot on my body�my chest. Reed's body was still dangling from the seatbelt in the upside-down car.
"Reed!" I shouted, finally finding my voice. I tried to sit up and reach out for him but found myself restrained.
"Ma'am, please lie down. You need to relax. We're taking good care of your friend. We need to make sure you're okay."
A sharp pain in my stomach caused me to wince and a throbbing in my head began. I could feel that something wasn't right with me. I kept my eyes focused on the car and watched as the paramedics and firefighters worked to get Reed out. My vision started to tunnel and I could feel the darkness closing in on me. I forced my eyes open, determined to make sure Reed was okay. He had to be okay.
I let my head fall to the side and watched as they pulled Reed's body out of the car and placed him on a gurney. My eyes fluttered. I could feel myself getting weaker. The darkness was coming soon. I wouldn't be able to fight it much longer.
Another sharp pain in my chest took my breath away and the throbbing in my head worsened. The voices of the paramedics filtered in and out. My eyes felt heavy, but I followed Reed until he was put in the ambulance, out of my sight. Tears spilled out of the corners of my eyes.
Please just let him be okay. Please.
His face was the last thing I saw before the darkness pulled me under.

JAKE
I WATCHED as the car swerved off the road. The red taillights grew fainter as the car flipped and bounced down the embankment.
Rico pulled the car over as my eyes remained focused on the car until it came to a halt in an upside down position.
�What do you want to do, boss?� Rico asked breathlessly from the front seat. I couldn�t think of what to do. I wasn�t sure what I wanted to do.
�We should probably get out of here pretty quick, boss, or someone may see us.� I could hear the uneasiness in his voice. Even though, I knew what he said was true, I wasn�t ready to leave yet.
There was a good chance Emily was gone�dead�and I was still struggling with how I felt about that. There was a pull deep inside of me, wanting me to get out of the car, run down there and make sure she was all right. Then there was another part of me that didn�t care if she was dead. I was pretty sure I wanted her dead anyway. I would�ve killed her with my bare hands if she hadn�t gotten away from me earlier tonight.
She had betrayed me. She had left me and started a new life. She had caused me more pain than I�d ever felt in my life. I wanted to hurt her. I wanted her to feel pain. But now, as I stared down at the wreckage, I didn�t know if that was how I felt anymore. The past few months without her had been horrible. There were so many times when I didn�t want to go on anymore without her, but I always had the hope that I�d get her back one day. Now, if she was dead, I�d never get her back.
�We�ve gotta go, now,� Rico�s voice interrupted my thoughts again. �A car�s coming up behind us. He�s gonna see the wreck down there and call the cops.�
I didn�t respond, but I felt the car pull forward. My eyes stayed focused on the wreckage until it was out of sight.
We went back to our hotel in the city and I didn�t sleep a wink that night. Rico was on edge the entire drive back to New York and told me, I don�t know how many times, that we needed to get back to Vegas. After about an hour of trying to get me to respond, and me just ignoring him, he finally stopped. I just couldn�t think about leaving New York. Not like this. My whole purpose of coming here was to get Emily. It just didn�t seem right to leave without her.
My mind continued to flash back to the accident and I couldn�t help but wonder if she was dead or alive. When I gave Rico the order to run the car off the road, I was so angry with her that I wanted her dead. But now, I wish I could take it all back. I may have just killed the love of my life. The thought of her lying dead in a morgue somewhere made me sick to my stomach.
The next morning Rico scanned all the newspapers and news stations but found nothing about the accident. I thought for sure since Reed Alexander was such a big name in New York there would be something about the wreck.
�I did what you told me to do, boss. You aren�t upset with me are you?� Rico�s voice was low, cautious.
I raised my eyes to meet his. He was sitting in the corner of our hotel room and it was easy to see the fear on his face. He may have been the one that ran the car off the road and killed my girl, but I gave the order. If he hadn�t done it, I would have seen it as him disobeying me and probably killed him myself.
I shook my head. �It was my call. My decision.�
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REED
THE HOSPITAL could be eerily quiet at night. With the silence, you become even more sensitive to the sounds of the machines, the whispers and footsteps from the nurses, and the quiet stillness in between. Each beep from the machines was even more painful than the ones before it. Each second that passed and Emily's eyes remained closed, I got more nervous that she would never open them again. With the guilt that had been building up in my chest over the last few days, I thought at any moment it would explode.
It was only a few minutes before the accident when I had promised Emily that I would protect her from ever getting hurt again. Now, as I stared at her, I knew I had failed her. I had lied. I wasn't able to stop him.
I would never forgive myself if she didn't wake up from this. Hell, even if she did wake up, I would still never forgive myself for letting this happen to her. Taking her hand in mine, I closed my eyes and begged her to open hers. It was something I'd done since I woke up in the hospital a few days ago and found out what happened.
I didn't remember much of the accident, and the memories leading up to it were a little fuzzy. After a while, I remembered what Emily had told me. I remembered our dinner and how she disappeared after I got a phone call. I remembered her finally arriving at my place with her hair disheveled, her eyes red and swollen, and marks around her neck.
I pushed the memories from my mind, leaning forward and kissing her hand. My ribs screamed out in pain and I winced, taking in a sharp breath.
The doctors told me it was amazing that I survived the wreck. That either of us had. I had four broken ribs, a fractured left shoulder, and a concussion, but other than those injuries, I should heal up pretty nicely. The doctors told me that Emily was actually conscious when the paramedics got to her, but she didn't tell anyone what happened. The only thing she seemed to care about was making sure I was okay. That only made me feel worse. The doctors told me she had some swelling in her brain and was in a coma. She had two broken ribs, a dislocated hip, and broken ankle. They told me they wouldn�t be able to assess the long-term damage until she woke up. My whole body was still sore from the accident, but it was nothing compared to the pain I was feeling when they described her injuries to me.
The cops had questioned me the moment I woke up, wanting to get all the information they could before I forgot anything. I told them everything I remembered. I told them about Jake Terrell. I told them everything Emily had told me that night. About how she had been running from him. I explained to them how the crazy son of a bitch chased us and ran us off the road. That before that, he had terrorized Emily, and she came over to my place, totally hysterical, scared for her life.
Closing my eyes, I tried to forget the terror in Emily's eyes from that night. Though, truthfully, I would settle for seeing that fear again if she would just open her eyes.
Squeezing Emily's hand, I wished for her beautiful smile. I wished that she would wake up and be okay. I also wished that I would find the son of a bitch that did this to her and make him pay.
Tears stung my eyes. The harder I tried to keep them buried, the pain in my chest worsened.
The door to the room opened and a nurse came in, one that I'd seen a few times before. I think her name was Kim. She was actually my favorite out of all the nurses. I wondered if she would tell me to go back to my room. I wasn't supposed to be in here this late, but I just couldn't stay away any longer.
"Hi, Reed. How's our patient doing?" she asked.
I wiped my eyes in case any tears had escaped as she walked over to the other side of the bed and added a bag of clear liquid, then adjusted the IV in Emily's hand.
"She's�" I hesitated, fighting back the lump rising in my throat. "I'm not sure. I just want her to open her eyes." My thumb moved over Emily's hand as I stared at her peaceful face.
"I know," she said, bringing a cart up to the side of the bed. "She's going to open her eyes. We just need to give her body some time to heal first. The doctor isn't going to like you being in here, you know. You need your rest, too." She gave me a pointed look and then her face softened.
I leaned in closer and wrapped both of my hands around hers. "When she opens her eyes, I want to be the first thing she sees."
"Okay, I think I can keep quiet, but I need to check on her and it would be helpful if you back up for just a minute while I check on your baby."
Your baby.
My baby.
Our baby.
The word baby still sounded foreign to me. It had been three days since the doctors told me Emily was pregnant, but I still hadn't gotten over the shock of the word yet.
I pushed my chair back, just enough for the nurse to do her job. My eyes followed the nurse's every movement and then they moved over to the monitor and I watched the screen come alive. I sat there and watched in both amazement and shock. This was all still sinking in. I wasn�t even sure Emily knew herself. The doctors said she was about six weeks pregnant and as far as they could tell, the baby was fine.
"Everything seems to be going great." The nurse smiled over at me.
The tightness in my chest eased a bit, yet I still couldn't shake the possibility that I could lose her, lose the baby. I was scared to death of being without her for another second.
My cell phone buzzed in the chair next to me. I leaned over to grab it, expecting it to be Lexi. She had been calling non-stop. She was in the hospital when I woke up and never left my side. I sent her home last night to get some rest.
When I glanced at my screen, I saw the call wasn't from Lexi. It was Robbins.
"I'll watch over her if you need to take that," the nurse said, glancing over at me.
I gave her a small nod and stood up. "Thank you." I leaned over and kissed Emily's forehead. "I'll be just a minute," I promised her.
My ribs ached and it hurt to stand, so I leaned against the wall on the other side of the hall.
"Robbins, talk to me. Tell me you found the son of a bitch." I winced. It hurt to breathe, let alone talk.
"I'm sorry, but we don't have much information. He hasn't returned to his residence in Las Vegas and we don't have any leads on where he's staying here in New York, if he's even still here."
The fucking coward. How can he just disappear? How can he not own up to what he did?
I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth, feeling the need to punch something to release the anger growing inside of me. I wanted him to pay for hurting Emily. I wanted him to pay for hurting our baby. I also wanted to keep him from ever hurting her again. This time, I wouldn't fail her. This time, I would keep my promise.
"I don't care what you have to do, Robbins, find him." I ended the call, took a deep breath and then headed back into the room. I didn't want to be away from her any longer than I had to be.
As I was making my way back across the hall, I heard Lexi's voice at the nurses� station. She was trying to talk them into letting her come back and visit even though it was still thirty minutes until visiting hours started. Is it really almost eight in the morning? I didn't think I slept more than a few minutes during the night. I didn't want to miss it if Emily woke up.
Leaning against the wall, I peeked my head around the corner and saw Lexi standing there. The nurse turned in my direction and Lexi followed her gaze.
"Reed," she practically yelled. "What are you doing out of bed?" She looked like our mother as she stomped toward me. I knew I was about to get a lecture. "You should be resting. Do your doctors know you're down here?"
I sighed. "I couldn't be away from her. I came down here to check on her in the middle of the night and couldn't make myself leave."
Her face fell. "How is she doing?" she asked, wrapping her arm around me, helping support my left side, the one I didn't even realize I was holding.
Before turning around, I glanced toward the nurses� station, and she gave us a wave of approval. The last thing I wanted was to be rude to the nurses. They were the ones that allowed me to come down here. I didn't want that to stop.
"Her condition hasn't changed." I took in a deep breath as we turned to make our way back down the hall toward her room. "She still hasn't opened her eyes."
"I'm so sorry, Reed. How's the baby? Have they said anything?"
"The nurse just checked her out. As far as she can tell, everything is fine."

EMILY
VOICES. BEEPING. Constant beeping. My eyes fluttered opened for just a second and then closed.
Forcing them open again, I looked at my surroundings, not recognizing anything I saw. As hard as I tried to keep them open, they fell closed again. Where am I?
The voices. The voices were getting louder. I knew those voices. How do I know those voices? My mind felt cloudy, confused. My body felt weak and sore. My eyes were tired and heavy. So heavy. I couldn't find the strength to open my eyes again.
"Okay, Emily. Everything looks good with you and your baby." A woman's sweet voice filled my ears.
Baby. Did she just say baby? Is she talking to me? She couldn't be talking to me. I don't have a baby. What is happening? Who is this woman? Where am I? There were so many questions that I wanted to ask. I wanted to demand answers, but I couldn't open my mouth to speak.
Open your eyes. Open your eyes. I repeated those three words over and over in my head a few times, hoping I would find the strength to open them, but they wouldn't budge.
More voices filled my ears, but they sounded more distant.
"I'm glad she's doing okay, but I'm a little concerned for you. You don't look so well."
That voice. I knew that voice. Lexi.
"I'm not leaving her. I want to be here when she wakes up. She has to know I'm here."
I knew that voice, too. Reed. He was okay. Reed was okay.
"She knows, Reed. She has to know."
"When the nurse is done checking on her and the baby, you should go see her. I think the more people she knows are here, the better."
Wait� did he just say, baby?
"I still can't believe she's pregnant. Why didn't she tell me?" Lexi asked.
What the hell is going on? Why are they talking about a baby and being pregnant? Am I hallucinating? Is this even real? Maybe I�m dreaming.
"There's a chance she had no idea. The doctors think she's about six weeks along," Reed answered.
Oh God. I have to be dreaming. There's just no way. I can�t be pregnant.
Open your eyes, Emily. Open your damn eyes so you can get some answers!
"This is just crazy. She's lying in a hospital bed right now and the asshole that did this to her is still out there." Lexi sounded mad. I didn�t think I'd ever heard her so angry before.
Images of Jake entered my mind, and then flashes from the night of the accident played over in my head.
Why can't I open my eyes? Why can't I speak?
As hard as I tried to push the images from that night far away, they came rushing back. Jake's face. His cold, dark eyes. Him in my apartment, choking me. Me fighting him off. Crawling through the window. Going to Reed's place. Seeing that he was still alive. Getting in the car, trying to escape. Jake chasing us in the car, trying to run us off the road. The accident. The image of Reed being pulled from the wreckage. The thought of Reed being dead again.
My heart raced. The beeping got louder, faster. I could feel myself drifting back into the darkness. I could feel it closing in around me.

REED
LEXI AND I were leaning against the door, waiting for the nurse to finish up her work. She had been so nice and patient with me, allowing me to stay in the room earlier, that I figured I could do the same and let her do her job in peace. It wasn't until I heard a loud, solid beeping noise that my heart shot up into my throat. When the nurse came rushing out of the room and screamed for a code blue, that was when I felt like I could actually pass out.
Nurses and doctors rushed toward us before I even had time to wrap my head around what was going on. I tried to push my way through, but a couple doctors told us we had to go in the waiting area. We weren't allowed in the room.
Those next few hours were some of the longest of my life. The only other time I felt that kind of fear was when I found out about my parents and when I learned that Lexi was badly injured and hanging on by a thread. Then, I was faced with losing my sister after I�d just lost my parents. Now, I was faced with losing the woman I loved and possibly my child.
"Have the doctors given you an update?" Lexi asked, handing me a cup of coffee. I shook my head, taking a sip.
"Not since earlier. There hasn't been much change in the last couple of hours. Her vitals are back to normal again and she's remained stable, but they still won't let me back there to see her."
She grabbed my hand. "I know it's tough. We just have to be patient and wait for her to wake up."
I swallowed hard, forcing the rising lump back down.
"The doctors said everything is back on track, right? And the baby is still doing well. We have to be thankful for that."
I smiled at her optimism. Then, not even a second later, the smile dropped from my face. Deep down, I knew there was a chance that Emily might never open her eyes again. I didn�t want to even think that was a possibility, but I knew it was true. I couldn�t lose her without ever telling her how I really felt about her. Even though our relationship had been great the past few weeks, I could still tell that Emily was reluctant to let me in completely. I had a feeling the secrets of her past she had been keeping from me was a huge reason why. Now, I was mad at myself for not telling her how I felt, for not telling her that I loved her.
"She's going to get through this, Reed. After all she's been through in her life, she's proven one thing above all else: she's a fighter."
I nodded and kissed her hand softly. "Yeah, I know."
"Do you want to take a break? Maybe go get some dinner or something? I'll stay to wait for an update." She looked at me with pity in her eyes.
"No. I don't want to leave her."
"Well, I'll go get some sandwiches, then. You need to eat."
"Thanks, Lexi, that would be great."
Lexi left the waiting room and I was alone again. Well, alone with a room full of strangers, all waiting to hear news on their loved ones.
The hours passed slowly and I fought to stay awake. Lexi had brought me another cup of coffee when she brought me the sandwich, but it didn't do me any good. I needed sleep. I hadn't slept much the night before, too scared that if I closed my eyes, then I would miss it when she woke up, even if it was for just a second. I wanted to be awake for her. I wanted to tell her how sorry I was for letting him hurt her again.

JAKE
WE HAD been laying low in New York for a few days. Rico wanted to go back to Las Vegas right away, but I couldn�t make myself leave the city. I couldn�t explain it, not even to myself, but I wasn�t ready to leave until I�d found out whether Emily lived or died.
Rico had been trying like hell to find out information about the accident and if there were any survivors, but it had been difficult. We didn�t have the connections here in New York that we did in Vegas. Finally, after a few days and hearing nothing, we left to go home.
Deep down, I knew that Emily was alive and I knew that when things cooled down, I�d come for her again. I�d beg her for her forgiveness and ask her to come back with me. If she didn�t oblige, well, I�d force her. Over time, she would forgive me and learn to love me again.
�It feels good to be home, boss.� Rico stretched out his legs and propped them up on the coffee table in the living room of the penthouse.
Normally, I�d give him a death stare and demand he take his feet off my table, but I didn�t have the strength or desire to open my mouth. Truth be told, it did feel good to be home. It felt good to be back in my city, where I had power and control. I just wished Emily was here with us, too. It killed me not knowing if she was dead or alive. I was hoping some of my guys in Vegas could find something out for me.
I was sitting across from Rico on the couch, staring down at the floor, lost in my own thoughts.
�You gonna be okay, boss? You haven�t said much since... you know, and you don�t look so good.�
Slowly, my eyes drew upward until I met his. �I�m fine. I just want to know if she�s alive or dead. Do what you can to find something out. I have to know.� My voice was lifeless.
He swung his feet off the table and they hit the floor with a loud thud. �You got it. I already have a couple of the guys looking into it. Let me go check to see what they�ve found out.�
As he stood up, there was a loud pounding at the door.
Rico gave me a sideways glance before answering it. I let out a low growl when I heard the voice of Officer Miller float down the hallway. He was, without a doubt, the person I hated the most in Vegas. He was one of the only cops who couldn�t be bought.
�Get out of the way, Rico. I know he�s in there. I saw him come in the building.�
�Yeah, he�s here, but that doesn�t mean you�re gonna get in here to see him.�
I heard a scuffle, coupled with a few loud grunting noises, and then Rico shouted, �Hey, you can�t come in here without a warrant.�
A few seconds later, I saw Miller enter the living room. When our eyes met, he grinned at me.
�You know, Jake. I�ve been working for the Las Vegas Police Department for five years now and ever since I started, I�ve wanted the opportunity to take you down. I just didn�t think it would be this easy.� His smile grew, and Rico finally appeared behind him, along with a handful of other cops.
�What are you talking about, Miller? I�m not in the mood for visitors.� I could feel my upper lip pull upward in disgust. I really hated this guy. My eyes glanced at the officer standing behind him. I knew most of them. Most of them were on my payroll and yet, they were all avoiding eye contact with me. Fucking cowards.
Miller chuckled and took a few steps forward. �Oh, you don�t have a choice this time, Jake. I need to know where you�ve been the last few days. We�re investigating a case in New York City, and lo and behold, your name was mentioned as the prime suspect in the case. Looks like you�ve finally slipped up and I�ve gotta tell you, I�m going to enjoy taking you in. Maybe more than I should.�
Glaring, I focused my eyes on Miller. Who did this guy think he was? Did he really think he could talk to me like that and get away with it?
�I have no idea what you�re talking about,� I growled. �I don�t know anyone in New York and I haven�t left Vegas for weeks. You can ask my staff here at the casino and my men, they�ll all vouch for me.�
Now it was me who was grinning. I�d covered my bases before I left Vegas. I�d used an alias name when traveling. I used a private plane, and I had plenty of alibis already set in place. They could look anywhere they wanted, but they wouldn�t be able to tie me to this.
�Well, let�s start with your staff, Jake. We�ll see how many people you�ve paid off and see if one of them will crack.� Miller smirked before he and his officers left the room.
Rico followed them out before coming back into the living room.
�Holy shit, boss. They moved fast. If they know your name, then that means....� His voice trailed off.
�It means my girl�s alive or that she told someone about me,� I finished the sentence for him.

REED
MY PHONE vibrated and I pulled it out of my pocket. It was Robbins calling.
"I'll stay. You go take that," Lexi said, glancing up from the book she was reading.
When I stood up, I instantly felt the soreness in my shoulder and in my ribs.
Taking just a few steps away from where I was sitting, I answered, "Tell me you found him." I didn't even bother saying hello. My patience was all run out, and I was too eager to hear what he had to say to me.
Holding my breath, I waited for his reply. I wasn't sure how much longer I could stand knowing that asshole was out there living while Emily was lying in a hospital bed.
"We did," he said finally, and I sighed loudly. "Mr. Terrell returned to his casino in Las Vegas just a few minutes ago. The cops showed up not long after him, and they have been inside with him ever since. What do you want me to do?"
What do I want you to do? I wanted him to kill him. I never wanted to give him the chance of hurting her again. I didn't want him to breathe another breath. I wanted him to pay. I wanted him to feel the pain that she'd had to feel.
Squeezing my eyes tight, I knew I couldn't have all of those things, not right now at least. "Keep me updated. Let me know when the cops leave. They better leave with him in cuffs."
The day went by without any change. It wasn't until the next morning that they allowed me to see her again. She looked the same but had a few more wires hooked up to her. The doctor made a few more rounds during the day but didn't have anything new to say. We were still waiting for her to wake up. I wanted to scream at him and ask him what the fuck that meant, but I knew it wasn't right to take my anger out on him. The only person that deserved my rage was Jake. I was getting anxious because I still hadn't heard back from Robbins. I was expecting a phone call that he had been arrested. That we were finally getting some justice.
"Mr. Alexander." A younger nurse, one that I hadn't seen before, poked her head into the room. "There are a couple of detectives out here to see you."
My heart pounded. The first thought was that they got him. They arrested Jake. Eager to hear the news, I made my way to the door and only half stepped out. I didn't want to leave Emily alone.
"Mr. Alexander, my name is Detective Palmer and this is my partner, Detective Wallace. We questioned you a few days ago."
"Yes, I remember."
"Well, we have a few more questions for you, if you have a moment."
"I already told you everything I know."
"Yes, well, we have some new information and we'd like to discuss it with you. It should only take a few minutes."
Turning my head, I glanced back and looked at Emily. My heart ached seeing her lying there motionless.
"I'm not leaving her right now." I looked back toward the detectives. "You'll have to wait until my sister gets here. She's on her way in now."
They nodded. "We can wait. The hospital has reserved a room for us to talk in. It's down on the second level, room 208. Just head down there when you can."

19

REED
I SAT in a small, simple room with three black, metal chairs and a matching metal table. It looked as though the detectives had taken over an unused office in the hospital, turning it into their interview room. There were no pictures on the walls, making it feel even more unwelcoming. My right knee was bouncing up and down as I waited for the detectives to come in. The nurses down the hall told me they had gone to get some coffee and would be right back.
The longer I waited, the more frustrated and angry I got, knowing that Emily could wake up at any second and I wouldn't be there. As much as I wanted to say screw it and go back to her, I wanted to hear what the detectives had to say. They told me they had new information and I fully expected them to tell me that Jake had been arrested. I wanted to know what the hell was going on. Why it was taking so long. Why they didn't have the asshole locked up yet.
If the detectives didn't do their job and he walked, he'd just come after her again, and this time, she might not be as lucky. I had already made a decision that there wouldn't be a next time. I wouldn't give him the chance to come for her again.
The door opened and Detective Palmer, along with his partner, Detective Wallace, walked into the room. They were both older men. Detective Palmer looked healthy and still had a headful of brown hair, with only the tips of his sideburns showing grey. Detective Wallace, on the other hand, was overweight with grey hair. They were both dressed in fancy suits and both wore serious expressions on their faces.
Detective Palmer set a cup of coffee down in front of me. "Earlier it looked like you could have used one of these," he said. I glanced at the coffee, not saying a word. These guys were still the enemy in my eyes. They hadn't arrested the bastard yet. "How are you feeling?" he asked.
"I've been better." My voice was short, clipped.
Detective Palmer nodded as he opened up a notepad. "Well, I just have a few more questions about the night of the accident. Can you go over what you remember with me?"
Is he frickin� joking? "I've already gone over it with you. I told you everything a few days ago." My heart started to beat hard in my chest. This is what they wanted? For me to go over the same crap again? This is a waste of my time.
"We like to question the victims the moment they wake up so the information is fresh, but we also like to wait a few days and then question again, just in case the victim remembers something new. It helps to fill in the holes if there are any."
Holes? What the hell is he talking about? I told them everything�everything that I remembered. There hadn't been any new revelations on my end. As I sat there and looked at the detectives, I wondered if they had a few new revelations of their own, ones they were keeping from me.
"I don't remember anything new." My voice was flat, uninterested. Now that I knew this was going to be a waste of time, I just wanted to get back to Emily.
"Just tell us what you remember again. You may be surprised," Detective Wallace spoke up.
My glare moved from Detective Palmer to the man sitting beside him.
Everything from that night was still a blur, but I went ahead and told them everything again.
Detective Palmer flipped a few pages and looked up at me. "So Emily had been running from this guy, Jake Terrell, for a few months. Is that right? And she used to live in Las Vegas before coming to New York?"
"Yeah, that's right. Emily didn't get a chance to explain everything to me before the accident, but Lexi can tell you more. Emily told her some other stuff. I thought you interviewed Lexi, too? Didn't she tell you what she knew?"
"Yes, we did interview Lexi," he said. "We're just trying to get the story straight."
Get the story straight? What is he getting at?
"And you and Emily are together� a couple?" Detective Wallace asked.
I didn't like his tone. My eyes narrowed on him. He was making me feel like I was the perpetrator.
"Yes, we are together," I answered sternly.
"And you've been together for a few months now? And your sister and Emily met at a self-defense class?" It started to feel like he was insinuating that either Lexi or I was lying or keeping something from him.
"If you have something to say to me, say it. I won't sit here and let you treat me like I'm the criminal when the asshole that did this to us is still out there."
Both detectives looked up at me, surprised at my words. I wasn't in the mood to deal with this.
"Well, here's the thing," Detective Palmer said. "I've spoken to the police in Las Vegas. They finished interviewing Jake Terrell, and he was confused and shocked by our allegations. He has five people that all say he has been in Las Vegas at his casino the days of the accident and afterward. They said there was no way he could have been in New York. We've checked the flight logs for all the major airlines and didn't see his name on any of them. We're in the process of checking private flights, but that information will take a little longer to get back. Right now, we�re stuck in a difficult spot until we can talk to Emily and get her account of the events. So we only have you and your sister saying that you think it was Jake, based on what Emily told you. Neither of you saw him personally, so you can see where we have a problem."
So the new information is that Jake Terrell has an alibi and he will be set free? You've got to be fucking kidding me.
Detective Palmer flipped open a manila folder with a picture paper-clipped to the inside front cover. Leaning forward, I realized I recognized the man in the picture. It was the investor I had a meeting with in my office. The one I had met with after I returned from London. Mike Brewster.
"Wait," I said, stopping him from closing the folder. "Why do you have Mike Brewster's picture in there?"
"Mike Brewster?" The detective cocked his head, confused. "That's Jake Terrell." He pointed to the photo.
All blood had drained from my face and every muscle in my body tightened. I met the son of a bitch. He�d been in my office.
"He was here." I slapped my palm on the picture. "He was here in New York, in my office. He came to see me a few days ago. The crazy�" My voice faded as I tried to remember the day. What he had said. What he had done. "He said his name was Mike Brewster. He picked up a picture of me and Emily. He made a comment on how I shouldn't let her go. That I should hang on to her or something like that. The son of a bitch was in my office!" I yelled at them.
"Are you sure this is the man you saw?" Detective Palmer held up the picture.
"Positive." I stared at his face.
"Is there anyone else at your office that can account for what you're telling us?" Detective Wallace asked.
"Yes, my assistant, Shelly. She'll tell you."
"Okay. We'll try to get her questioned as soon as possible, but the most important person we need to talk to is Emily. Unfortunately, without her side of it all, it's going to be hard to take him in. He's just got too many witnesses to back up his alibi. It's going to be your word against his."
"You're going to let him get away with this? He was here in New York. He tried to kill Emily. He tried to kill us by driving us off the road!" By the time I got to the last word, I had risen from my seat and was screaming, leaning over the table. I felt like Jake was going to get away with it. He was going to get away with trying to kill us! If Lexi hadn't burst through the door at that moment, I might have hit one of the detectives out of anger.
"Reed!" she screamed at me.
I whirled around, breathing hard and gripping my side. My ribs were screaming at me.
Lexi stood in the doorway, a little out of breath herself. "Emily� she's awake."
Without another word or thought, I pushed past her and ran down the hall toward the elevators, ignoring the pain radiating through my body. I didn't care about anything else right now, just getting to see her.
By the time the elevator doors finally opened, Lexi and the two detectives had caught up with me. I was the only person who sprinted down the hall once the elevator doors opened onto her floor, though. My elation of knowing I was going to see her soon crashed when I saw that two uniformed officers stood guard in front of her door, blocking my way in.
"I'm sorry, no one is allowed in the room," said the one on the left that looked like a wide receiver.
"What do you mean? Move. I want to see her. Now." I felt the anger pouring out of me. I hardly recognized my own voice. It had been a couple years since I'd felt this kind of anger. It happened the last time someone I loved was taken from me.
"I'm sorry, sir, but you'll have to wait. The detectives will not allow anyone to see her until she's been questioned."
"She just woke up from a goddamn coma. You couldn't have given her a few minutes? Maybe let her see that she has people here that care about her so she doesn't think she's here alone?" I spat out.
"Reed." Lexi came up beside me and grabbed my arm. The two officers moved out of the way as they let the two detectives through. "Reed, come on. Come sit with me," Lexi pleaded.
"I'm sorry, Reed." Detective Palmer gave me a pitied glance. "You can see her as soon as we're done questioning her."
I could feel my muscles tense and, if it hadn't been for Lexi's hand on my arm, I might have lost control. Finally, I relaxed a little, letting Lexi drag me across the hall toward the waiting room.
It wasn't until we approached the waiting room doors that I was strong enough to tear my eyes away from her door. My heart was breaking knowing that she was in there and didn't know I was here�although she probably heard me screaming at the officers blocking her door. It killed me to know that she woke up without me.
"Did you get a chance to talk to her?" I asked as we pushed through the waiting room doors.
Lexi shook her head. "I was there when she started waking up, but then the doctors came in and the nurses pushed me out before I could let her know. I wanted to stay with her, but when I saw the police officers, I came to get you."
Brandon came up from behind me. "What happened? I go to the restroom and when I come back, it's like all hell�s broken loose."
"Emily woke up." Lexi wrapped her arm through his. "But they won't let us in there. They're questioning her."
"That's bullshit." He looked at me and I gave him an agreeing nod. I just wasn't in the mood to talk.
My phone buzzed and I pulled it out of my pocket. Robbins. Lexi and Brandon sat down and I moved a few feet away before I answered.
"Robbins, talk to me."
"Well, Reed, it doesn't look good. The last of the cops just left the premises. They don't have Mr. Terrell in custody. I haven't seen him again since he entered the building." There was a long silence. I could feel my anger building. I wasn't sure what I was going to do to control it. This just didn't seem possible. How can this be happening?
"Dammit! He's going to get away with it!" I yelled, causing the entire waiting room to look in my direction. Lexi's eyes fell when my gaze met hers. Brandon's arm wrapped around her and squeezed her tighter. I was thankful for him being there. A couple years ago, I swore on my life that I would protect Lexi from ever getting hurt again. From ever being scared again. Now, it seemed like I was the one scaring her and Brandon was there to comfort her.
Turning away from her gaze, I cursed a few times under my breath and then walked toward the doors leading outside. I wanted to speak freely without upsetting my sister or the entire waiting room again.
"The detective just questioned me again. They told me that the son of a bitch has an alibi� five witnesses actually," I said through clenched teeth. "They're going to let him walk."
I heard what sounded like a low growl on the other end of the line. "So we're going to have to be patient and let the cops do their job. Is that what you're telling me?" I hadn't heard Robbins speak in such an angry tone in years. Usually, he was the calm and cool one.
"I'm not sure what else to do right now." Well, except kill him myself.
"I'll stay here and make sure he doesn't leave Vegas," he said and then paused for a moment before asking, "How's Emily?" My heart clenched at the sound of her name.
"She's awake now, but I haven't been able to see her. The cops are questioning her and�" And I'm not sure how to tell her that Jake is going to get away again. That I broke my promise and I can't protect her.
"Is there anything you�d like for me to do? Anything you need?" Robbins asked.
I pinched the bridge of my nose, frustrated more than I'd ever been in my life. When the attack happened to my parents and Lexi, at least I got justice. At least the monsters who did it were locked up behind bars. At least they would never be free to hurt anyone again. Jake, though, after he spent years hurting Emily and tried to kill us a few nights ago, he got to walk free?
I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to keep what I really wanted deep inside. I didn't want to say the words, but they came out anyway. "I want the son of a bitch dead, Robbins. I want him gone so he can't hurt her again�her or our baby. I want you to kill him." My anger was controlling the words coming out of my mouth. I didn't even recognize what I was saying until after the words were spoken.
"Reed, are you sure that's what you want? You know I can make that happen, but you need to be sure. It's not something I can take back."
I sat there for a long moment, breathing in and out, staring across the parking lot, watching a mother and daughter sitting on a bench. As I stared at them, I wondered if that was what I really wanted. Is having Jake dead the only thing that will give me peace? Give Emily peace? Will it give her comfort to know the man who has terrorized her for the past few years is dead? Will it protect her and our baby? Will the asshole try to hurt her again? Will he terrorize her and force her to live in fear for the rest of her life? Or do I just want to clear my conscience, wanting to prove to myself that I can protect her because I had failed at protecting Lexi and my parents?
It became clear to me then. "No, Robbins, I don't want you to kill him." I paused, closing my eyes tight before opening them again. "I want to do it."

JAKE
THE COPS had been crawling all over the place for days now, but just as I knew all along, they had nothing on me. It had been fun to watch Miller squirm. He thought he had me, but I was always a few steps ahead of him. When I saw him yesterday, I could see the desperation and frustration all over his face. I knew it was just fueling the fire and probably driving him to find some evidence on me even more, but I couldn�t help but smile when I saw him. He had it out for me for years. He treated me like I was a nobody in this town when I actually owned this place. So out of all of this bullshit I had to put up with the last few days, it had been one silver lining.
The best part of yesterday was Rico telling me he had news of Emily. Through his connections he had found out she was alive. He couldn�t get all the details of her condition, but just knowing that she was alive was good enough for me. So even with the cops still sniffing around lately, today was still a good day. Today I got a renewed hope in getting Emily back.
For the first time in days, my heart relaxed a little. I just needed to wait a little while to let the cops trail run cold and then I could make my move. I wanted to give Emily some time to cool down as well. She was undoubtedly still angry with me. I would just have to explain to her why I did what I did. She would understand when I told her how much I loved her and that I only did what I did because I thought she was leaving me for another man. Then I would do what I should�ve done days ago. I would kill Reed Alexander. I would kill for what he�d done to me and Emily.
So tonight, I would sleep soundly knowing she was still here on this earth, knowing there was still a chance for us to try again.
I was in the bedroom, just about to call it a night when I heard the front door open. Rico knew better than to walk in unannounced. The guy was loyal, but he wasn�t very smart.
�Dammit, Rico. What is it?� I said darkly as I stomped back into the living room.
When my eyes met the man who was standing ten feet in front of me, I couldn�t believe it. My stomach tightened and I tried to convince myself that I was hallucinating. The days of no sleep and drinking myself into a stupor must have finally caught up with me. There was no way this guy was standing in front of me. He wasn�t supposed to be here. He was supposed to be dead.
�Surprised to see me?� The man smiled and fear ripped through every inch of my body.
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REED
ABOUT AN hour later, Kim, the nurse that had been so nice to me, came into the waiting room. Her eyes locked with mine and she gave me a small smile, gesturing me over. I jumped out of my seat and practically ran to her, eager to hear any news she had to tell me.
"The cops have finished their questioning." Her smile grew. "She's asking for you, but the doctor only wants one visitor at a time right now."
I let out a large breath. She�s asking for me. That�s something. God, right now, that is everything.
Lexi and Brandon were beside me, and Lexi reached out to touch my arm. "Tell her we're here and that we're thinking of her."
I nodded, gave her a big hug, and then followed Kim down the hall. I wanted to run past her, run right to Emily's room, but I walked as calmly as I could beside her.
Detective Palmer and his partner were standing across the hall from Emily's room and didn't even look in my direction as I approached. They both wore stone-cold faces and only seemed to be interested in what the other one was saying. As much as I wanted to stop and quiz them, ask them if they were going to get the bastard, knowing that Emily gave them the same story I did and probably even more information, all I really wanted to do was see Emily.
The two police officers, who had stopped me before, stepped aside and let me through. I gathered a breath, bracing myself against the door. I was scared and anxious but most of all, hopeful. I just wanted to see that she was okay.
Emily was lying in bed with her eyes closed, looking like she had the past few days. She looked peaceful as she breathed softly. My eyes roamed over her face. I saw no change. It felt like someone had punched me in the stomach. My chest ached. So many things went through my mind. Why aren't her eyes open? Am I too late? Has she fallen asleep? Has she fallen back into a coma? The only thing I wanted was to hear her voice. To see her eyes open. To see her smile. However, there was nothing.
I stood in front of her bed, just staring at her, not able to move another muscle toward her. Dammit, I missed it. She woke up and I missed it. Does she even know I�m here? Or did she think I abandoned her?
Just as I was about to run out of the room and question the nurses, Emily's eyes fluttered open. She was looking right at me. I gasped for air, like I hadn't taken a breath since the last time I'd seen her eyes staring back at me. It was hard to hold back my emotions. A part of me was certain I'd never see them again.
"Reed." Her voice was soft, hoarse.
My eyes fell closed for just a moment to savor the sound of her voice. "God, it's so good to hear your voice and to see you with your eyes open. I've been�" I choked on the words, feeling my emotions burn in my chest. I cleared my throat, hoping to keep them from coming out completely. "I've been so worried about you."
"I'm sorry," she whispered. "I'm sorry you got involved in this. I should've told you. It's all my fault. I should've told you everything. I was just scared and I didn't want anyone involved. I thought I was protecting you. I'm so, so sorry for not telling you about him and about my past."
Making my way around to the side of her bed, I grabbed her hand in mine. I leaned close to her and said, "Don't apologize. What happened was not your fault. I'm just glad you're okay."
"I feel so stupid. I was such an idiot. I thought I could start a new life. I thought I could get away. It was selfish and dumb, and it almost got you killed, Reed. I would've never forgiven myself if anything happened to you because of me."
Her lips folded inward and her eyes closed, as if she were trying to hold in the tears. It killed me to see her so upset. The last thing she should feel right now was shame or guilt. Emily was a victim and she was acting like she had control over what happened.
"Open your eyes and look at me." I tried to keep my voice soft. She did as I asked, tears rolling out of the corners of her eyes. "You don't need to apologize or feel guilty for what happened. It wasn't your fault. None of it."
She nodded and then closed her eyes again. As I sat there, I wondered if she knew about the baby. Had the doctors told her yet? With all that had happened, they might have thought it best to wait before saying anything. She had only been awake for a couple minutes before the detectives bombarded her with questions.
"I told the cops everything," she said, reopening her eyes. "I told them it was Jake who did this to us. I told them what he tried to do to me before I got to your place, about how I barely got away. I told them everything about the last few years and how I had tried to get help in Vegas but couldn't." Her voice cracked and then she finally broke into tears.
Crawling on the bed and trying not to hurt her or mess with her IVs, I did the only thing I could think to do. I wrapped my arms tightly around her and told her over and over it was going to be okay. I told her I was sorry for not protecting her. That I was sorry he hurt her again. My mouth opened to say something about the baby, but I didn't because I wasn't sure she was ready to hear that yet. Instead, I promised her I would do everything in my power to make sure Jake paid for what he did and that I would die before I let anything like this happen to her again.
She didn't say anything in return. She just cried as I held her tight until she fell asleep in my arms. I wasn�t sure how much time passed, but it must have been hours because the sky outside her window grew dark. No one interrupted us, and I cherished every second I had with her. In that moment, when I had her in my arms, I was finally convinced that she was going to be okay.
Kim came in around nine p.m., giving me a soft smile. She had a few new bags of clear liquid that she hooked up to the IV.
"You've worked a long day," I said, keeping my voice low. She had been here since early this morning. I was thankful she was still here.
"Yeah," she whispered and smiled. "You haven't gotten rid of me quite yet. This will be my last rotation for tonight, though."
Carefully, I sat up in bed, hoping not to wake Emily. "Does she know about the baby?" I spoke so softly that I wasn't sure she heard me, but she finally nodded and the smile dropped from her face.
"The doctor told her after she woke up, but I don't think she believed them. She was clearly in shock over it and then the detectives came in and started questioning her. I'm not sure she really even processed it."
It killed me to know that I wasn't in here with her when she found out. I should've been in here with her.
"The detectives are still out there waiting for you," Kim said, jerking her head toward the hallway. "Why don't you go out and talk to them while I'm in here. I'll come get you if she wakes up."
I nodded. "Thank you."
When I exited the room, the detectives were standing across the hall almost like they were bodyguards hired to protect her. If they really wanted to protect her, they should have been hunting down the piece of shit that did this to her.
"Mr. Alexander, do you have a moment?" Detective Palmer asked.
"We can talk right here. I'm not leaving her again." My voice was firm. I had about all I could handle of these two.
Detective Palmer nodded his head once and then glanced over to Detective Wallace.
"Emily told us what happened," Detective Wallace said. "We know what Jake has done to her over the years and what he did to the two of you a few nights ago. It's not that we didn't believe you, but you have to understand that we were just doing our jobs and we had to cover all the bases, especially with someone like Jake Terrell, who clearly lives by his own rules. When those people gave us an ironclad alibi for him, our hands were tied." He sighed and paused for a few seconds. The demeanor in the air around us had changed. Something didn't feel right and the look on their faces already had my heart hammering.
"Once we were done questioning Emily, we sent a team to pick Jake up in Vegas, but�" He paused, hesitating again. "When they got to the casino and up to the penthouse suite, he was gone. His men, the few we could find, say they don't know where he went. We have his men in custody and are questioning them now, but there's still no sign of Terrell."
"So you let him get away? That's what you're telling me? You let him get away with attempted murder and now he's probably out there planning his next attack on her. I told you two, dammit," I said, grinding my teeth together. "I told you it was him. Why couldn't you just have picked him up and held him. He knew exactly what he was doing the entire time. He played you and now he's free to hurt her again."
They shared a frustrated look. "We're really sorry. We were just trying to do our jobs the best we know how. We now realize it was a mistake. We underestimated him," Detective Palmer admitted.
They were clearly holding back something else.
Finally, Detective Palmer spoke up. "There was some significant information that we just found out about. It was out of our jurisdiction, and we didn't know the information even existed until a few hours ago." He stopped and cleared his throat. "Apparently, the FBI has been building a case against Mr. Terrell for the past six months. One of Jake's men has been aiding the FBI in trying to bring him down. I'm not sure they were aware of what was happening in New York either, until yesterday."
The story just kept getting better. "And the FBI, they don't know where he is either?" I asked through clenched teeth, not wanting to believe what they were telling me. They now had all the information they needed, yet they let him get away, and now he was out there somewhere, probably planning his revenge right now.
Detective Palmer shook his head. "We spoke to an agent with the FBI. They told us that they had lost track of him earlier this week� probably when he skipped town and came to New York. After he returned to Vegas, they had a team of agents watching the building, but they're not sure how he slipped by."
Seriously? Does anyone know how to do their jobs? How is it that this guy slipped by the FBI?
"But rest assured that we'll get him, Mr. Alexander," Detective Wallace said. "There's a widespread manhunt going on now. He'll turn up eventually."
My whole body shook with anger. Empty promises. That was all they seemed to be giving me.
Squeezing my eyes shut, I tried to keep my cool. "The man that's working with the FBI, may I speak to him?" I asked. It was at least something. I wanted as much information as I could about Jake and his men. Truthfully, I couldn't help but be suspicious about the guy. Maybe he wasn't working with the FBI and trying to bring Jake down. Maybe Jake knew he was being watched and sent him to the FBI to see what they knew. Maybe the FBI was being fooled. Either way, I just wanted five minutes alone with him.
"I'm sorry, Mr. Alexander, but the FBI isn't releasing the information about the informant. We don't even have his name. Since he is closely tied to the case, they are keeping him out of the picture until Mr. Terrell is apprehended."
My hands squeezed into tight fists. Dead ends. Everywhere I look, there's a damn dead end. I could feel my emotions stirring up inside me, and I tried to keep it contained, knowing that losing it right here with them wasn�t going to do me any favors. However, it was hard to keep my feelings for the two detectives buried. I was positive they could easily be seen on my face.
If they had just listened to me days ago, Jake would be in custody, but no, they didn�t listen and they let him escape. They let him get away with attempted murder and gave him the opportunity to do it again.
�Detective Wallace and myself are heading to Las Vegas tomorrow. We�re going to start our own investigation and see if we can find out any more information from the FBI. We�ll have Emily under protective surveillance until he�s found,� Detective Palmer offered.
I pinched the bridge of my nose. �I don�t want Emily to know that Jake got away, not for now at least. She already has so much to worry about. Let�s just wait to tell her, maybe by then we will have found him. The son of a bitch is going to come for her. He�s not going to stop until she�s dead. If anything happens to her. If I even see him come within a mile of her�� I stopped myself, knowing I couldn�t threaten to kill the asshole in front of two detectives. I couldn�t tell them what I wanted to do to him.
�Two men will be by her door at all times until he�s found. Only doctors and nurses will be allowed to come in and out.�
�What about me?� I asked, my eyes squinting into a glare.
�You and Lexi have also been cleared,� Detective Palmer said.

WHEN I got back into Emily�s room, she was awake, and her bed was raised into a sitting position.
Both Emily and Kim looked at me. Emily�s eyes met mine as she smiled softly before quickly turning away.
�Well, I�m going to get out of here and let you two visit. Just make sure you get some rest tonight.� Kim gave Emily a pointed look.
�I will.� Emily nodded and stole another quick glance at me.
The nurse left and then I took my seat beside her bed again.
�Is everything okay?� Emily asked. �You look like something�s bothering you.�
�I�m fine. The detectives just wanted to clear up a few things up.�
�Have they� found him yet?� she asked.
My chest ached, knowing I was going to have to lie to her.
�They�re working on it,� was all I said. It wasn�t a complete lie, but I couldn�t bring myself to tell her that Jake had gotten away and was nowhere to be found.
She pulled in her bottom lip and bit down. The fear in her eyes was evident.
�Hey, nothing�s going to happen. There are going to be officers here at all times, guarding your room, and I�m not going anywhere. You don�t need to worry about him.�
She nodded as she leaned her head back against the bed. �I know about the baby, Reed. I�I can�t believe it. I don�t know how it happened. I mean, I know how it happened, but it wasn�t supposed to happen, not like this.� She stared at the ceiling, refusing to meet my eyes. �I didn�t believe it when the doctors told me earlier. When I just woke up, I figured it must have been a dream, but then I asked the nurse and she said it is true. It�s crazy. What if something would�ve happened to the baby in the accident? I would have been responsible.�
�Nothing happened.� I grabbed her hand. �You�re okay. The baby�s okay. We�re going to be okay.�
�What are we going to do?� she asked, her voice breaking. She still refused to meet my eyes. It killed me not to know what she was thinking. The last thing I wanted was for her to feel embarrassed, remorseful, or guilty.
Taking her chin softly in my hands, I forced her to look at me. �We�re going to make sure you get better. That�s the most important thing right now. Don�t worry about anything else. We�re going to be okay. Everything will be okay.�
She still didn�t look convinced.
�Emily, over the last few days, I�ve had so much time to think. It killed me to know that you may never wake up and never know how much I care about you. I love you, Emily. I will do whatever I can to protect you. I promise. It�s all going to be okay.�
Her eyes grew glossy. I didn�t mean to make her cry. I just wanted her to know the truth. I�ve come too close to losing her to not tell her everything when I had the chance.
�I love you, too.� She smiled and took in a deep breath. I wrapped my arms around her and we held each other for a long minute. When I finally let go, her head rested back onto the bed and her eyes remained closed. I wasn�t sure what she was thinking of exactly, but I didn�t want her thinking about Jake or worrying about anything. I needed to get her mind off it.
�Lexi�s here, but the doctors are only allowing one person in at a time. Would you like me to send her in?�
�Yes.� Her eyes opened and grew bright. �I would love that.�
While Lexi visited with Emily and hopefully took her mind off Jake for a while, I called Robbins to see if he had an update for me. I also wanted to fill him in on what Detective Palmer and Detective Wallace told me about one of Jake�s men being an FBI informant. I didn�t know if Robbins could find out the man�s name, but I wanted to try everything I could to get in touch with him.
Robbins had been sitting in front of the casino for hours and there was still no sign of Jake anywhere. There had been police coming in and out of the casino all day, but other than that, it was quiet. He was going to call around to a few people in the FBI to see if he could pull some strings and get me a name. I knew it was a long shot, but I was feeling desperate. Each second that passed and Jake remained free, I grew more afraid that he was getting farther and farther away from being caught or, even scarier, he was getting closer to coming for Emily again.
I kept Brandon company in the waiting room until Lexi came back out. He had been a great friend to Emily and an even better boyfriend to Lexi. She was lucky to have him. I was lucky to have him, too. I wasn�t sure what I would�ve done if I had to watch out for both Lexi and Emily right now. It made it easier to leave Lexi, knowing she had someone to stay with her at a time like this.
�She looks good,� Lexi said when she came back. �It�s so good to see her awake and talking.�
�Yeah, it�s a huge relief.� I stood up and pulled her in for a tight hug. �Why don�t you and Brandon head home and get some sleep? I�m going to stay with her tonight.�
�Can I get you anything before I leave? I don�t think you�ve eaten today.�
I shook my head. �I�m fine. I�ll get something later.� My stomach was such a mess nothing sounded good anyway.
When I returned to Emily�s room, she was asleep. The moment the door closed, her eyes fluttered open.
�I�m sorry I woke you. Close your eyes. You need your rest.�
She closed her eyes again and smiled. �It was really good to see Lexi.�
It wasn�t long before she was asleep again.

EMILY
"WAIT JUST a second and I'll come help you," Reed said. He jogged around the car, but by the time he got to me, I was already walking toward the trunk to get my things. The valet was back there as well, pulling out my boxes of stuff and a couple of suitcases. I knew Reed was trying to be nice, but I�d been doted on the last few weeks in the hospital, and I was ready for a little bit of my independence back.
"You were supposed to wait for me." He smiled, wrapping his arms around my waist.
"If I can't get out of the car by myself, I'm in worse shape than I thought." I grabbed my purse before the valet could put it on the cart with my other things. After three weeks in the hospital, being poked, prodded, and cared for many times over, I was ready to do as much as I could on my own, or as much as Reed and Lexi would allow me to do anyway. It did feel nice to have so many people care about me�I couldn�t deny that�but I had been so independent for most of my life that I was ready to have a little bit of that back, too.
"Come on, let them take care of it. I want to get you upstairs." Reed gently pulled me toward the front door. "I have a surprise for you."
I gave him a sideways glance. "What kind of surprise?" He�d already done so much for me. I couldn�t think of what else there was left for him to do.
We walked into the condo. Everything looked the same as always, except for a few minor changes. A picture I had purchased when I first moved to New York was hanging on the wall near the kitchen, and a plant I had in my living room was sitting next the small couch that had been in my apartment. The couch looked out of place among Reed's nicer furniture.
"What is all of this?" I asked, looking over at him.
"I want you to live with me. We can call it temporary, see how it goes, and then make a decision from there."
We had discussed moving in together at the hospital, but I wasn't sure that was what I wanted. Well, more than anything, I was nervous it wasn't what Reed really wanted. I thought he was just scared because Jake was still out there or that he felt some sort of obligation to take care of me.
"Reed, I�I'm not sure. I mean, are you sure this is what you want?"
He turned me around and pulled me close to his chest, forcing me to look at him. "I want you here. I want you here because I care about you. I want you here because I love you. I want you with me. You're reading way too much into it, just like you were doing at the hospital. I don't want you here out of guilt or so I can control you. I want you so I can help keep you safe. But I only want you here if you want to be here. If you're not ready for this, I can have your things back in your apartment this afternoon."
I glanced around his place again. I did feel safe here. I felt safe with Reed. I liked being with him. I couldn't deny the fact that Jake still being out there was in the back of my mind. Even though it had been weeks since anyone had seen him, he hadn't been found, so I could only assume he was just waiting for the right time to come for me again. I knew that now, more than ever, he wanted his revenge. He wanted me to pay, and it was only a matter of time before he came for me again.
Reed planted a soft kiss on my forehead, bringing my attention back to him. "Hey, I don't want to pressure you into anything. If it's too much, then we'll bring your stuff back and I'll just hire more security for your place, maybe an entire army." He smiled. "I'm really just trying to do the best for you and the baby."
"I know you are." I sighed and bit my lip. "Okay, we'll see how it goes."
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EMILY
ONE MONTH passed and then two; still there was no sign of Jake. We all tried to go back to our normal lives as much as possible, but we were all still on edge, waiting. It wasn�t that I wanted Jake to finally come out of the shadows; I just didn't like knowing that he was still in them. I knew Jake was waiting for everything to calm down. He was waiting for the cops and FBI to stop trailing him and then he would reappear when I least expected it. There was no doubt in my mind that he had it all planned out.
Robbins had been spending a lot of time traveling back and forth from New York to Las Vegas, looking for Jake or anyone that had seen him in the last couple of months. With his absence, Reed hired a few more security guards. Peters and Warren were assigned for my personal protection. They were with me to and from work and any other time I went outside of the condo. Two more men were hired for the outside of the building and another two for inside the condo.
Lexi got an entire new team assigned to her and her building as well. With the threats from Jake and knowing that he would hurt the people I cared about just to hurt me, we were all being extra careful. I wished I could've said it was a bit much, but I never underestimated Jake and now, neither did Reed. If Jake wanted me, then he would do whatever it took to get to me. Another ten security guards might not have been enough.
This week was going to be a little more miserable than usual. Reed was leaving for London and, as much as I didn't want him to go, I knew it was important for him to continue living his life. He was already hesitant to leave me, but to make matters worse, Peters had spotted a suspicious vehicle following us home yesterday after work. It put everyone on edge, even more than we had been in the last few weeks.
When Reed found out about the mysterious car, he told me he was canceling his trip. I begged him not to. He shouldn't have to change his life. Doing so just made me feel even guiltier about the monster I had brought into their lives.
"I don't like this, Emily," he had said as he hugged me good-bye this morning. "I really don't think I should go."
"It will be fine," I assured him. I really didn't have any plans to leave the condo anyway. I was going to work from home today and tomorrow. The business meeting in London was an important one; I didn't want him missing it.
He sighed and ran his hand down his tired face, frustrated. No one had slept well the past few weeks either. "I'm going to regret this. I'm going to get on the plane and be a nervous wreck until I get back here and see that you're okay."
I had shook my head. "No, you won't. You'll be fine. Now go before you miss your flight."
The moment the elevator doors closed and he was gone, I stood there, questioning why I begged him to go at all. I already wanted him back.
Over the next couple of days, I kept my word, working from home, mostly following up with potential new clients and booking a few venues for the months ahead.
Last night, I overheard Peters and Warren talking about the mysterious car. I tried not to listen, but when they mentioned they�d seen it again that afternoon, lurking out in front of the building, I couldn't not listen. This time they had managed to get the license plate number and found out that the car had been rented about a week ago. The mystery just grew from there.
The car rental company said they couldn't release who the car had been rented to or when it was due back. From the sound of it, there was a good chance it was Jake, or that he had something to do with it. There was also a good chance that there was no connection at all. New York City was a big place. I'm sure there are a lot of people who want to rent a car and remain anonymous, right?
Even though I knew Peters and Warren were going to be extra cautious and probably wouldn't like it, I was in desperate need to get out of the condo. Lexi even came over and helped me talk them into it. At first, even she was reluctant to take me out of the condo, but after a lot of coaxing and maybe even a little begging on my end, she agreed as long as Peters, Warren, and a couple of the new security guys came with us. I didn't care if we took the entire New York Police Department with us. I just wanted to take a short walk in Central Park� I would've even settled for a walk around the block.
"Hey, do you need to sit down? You don�t look so good," Lexi said, giving me a wide-eyed glance. "Or maybe you just need some water. I'll go get you some water." She turned and started toward a street vendor on the corner. I grabbed her arm before she could take two steps away. I was only four months pregnant and barely showing, but I still got winded from walking just a few feet. I think most of my exhaustion came from being in a hospital bed for weeks and not moving. Now that my body was finally starting to heal, I needed to get it back in shape.
"No, I'm fine. I just need a few minutes." I sat down on the park bench to take a rest and let my head fall back, soaking up the early spring sun�s rays on my face.
"Reed is going to be so angry with me. I shouldn't have taken you out."
I looked over at her and saw the worry on her face. My eyes then moved to Peters and Warren, who were just a few feet away from us on our left, and then the two other security guards a few feet away on the right.
"I'm fine, Lexi. I just got a little tired. And Reed won't kill you. He should thank you. I don't think I would have survived staying indoors one more day. I needed to get out and smell some fresh air. I needed to feel the sun." I forced a smile, hoping to convince her that everything was going to be okay.
Lexi had changed so much in the past couple months. She was no longer a shy, damaged victim. She was stronger now, more confident. A lot of that came from her relationship with Brandon. Things between them were going well and they were even talking about moving in together.
"How are you feeling now?" Lexi asked me after only thirty seconds passed.
"Much better." I couldn't help but laugh. "See, I just needed to take a little rest."
She looked at me with the same nervousness as before. "You still don't have much color. Maybe you need to eat something."
"Yeah, I am pretty hungry," I agreed, standing back up. Some lunch actually sounded really good. I'd been craving a pizza from a place down the street.
"Okay, we can go grab a quick bite to eat and then we'll head back to the condo. Reed will never forgive me if something happens while he's in London."
I shook my head and gave her a playful eye roll before we started to walk again.
During lunch, as our bodyguards stood about ten feet from us, I told Lexi about this baby store I wanted to check out. It was selfish, but I just needed to get another few minutes outside the condo walls. I knew she wouldn't be able to resist. The baby wasn't even born yet and he or she already had a room full of toys and clothes. Every time Lexi came over to Reed's place, she came bearing gifts�clothes, shoes, toys and diapers.
"What do you say? Want to go check it out?" I asked.
She gave me a sideways glance and then smiled. "You're good. You know I can't say no to shopping for my future niece or nephew." She glanced over at Peters and Warren. "They, on the other hand, are going to be tough to convince. Look at the veins on their foreheads. I think they're about to explode. Poor guys. We should probably give them the rest of the day off after we get back to the condo. I don't think I've ever seen them look so nervous."
"I'm surprised they let us out in the first place and without much of an argument, either. How did you do it?" I lowered my voice.
She bit down on her lip and then smiled innocently. "Well, I may have told them a little white lie."
My eyes grew wide. "What did you do?"
"Well, I knew how desperate you were to get out of the house. When I asked them to come out with us, they asked if Reed knew about our little outing. I told them that I had just gotten off the phone with him and he said it was okay as long as they accompanied us."
My mouth hung open. "Lexi, I didn't know you had it in you."
She laughed. "Me either. I think that's why they believed me so easily. I do feel bad, though. I mean, look at them." We both glanced in their direction. The veins on their foreheads were about to explode and their eyes were constantly moving around, searching the perimeter. They really did look nervous.
"Maybe we should go back, then," I said.
"How far away is this baby store?" she asked, smiling.
"It's kind of on the way home, only a block or two out of the way."
"I think we can stop for just a few minutes." Her smile grew as she stood up.
"Should we tell them?" I glanced toward Peters and Warren again.
"Not yet. We'll tell them on the way."

WE WERE on our way back from the baby store and only a few blocks from the condo. As much as I had enjoyed our little outing today, I was looking forward to getting home and taking off my shoes.
Everything had been going so well, everything until that moment. I was enjoying the last few minutes of sunshine on my face when Lexi�s arm wrapped around mine and tightened. The painful squeeze she was giving me let me know that something wasn�t right.
�Can you walk any faster, Emily, without exhausting yourself?� Warren asked, coming to stand on my left.
�Um, yeah, I think so.� My heart hammered in my chest. I still wasn�t sure what was happening. Then I saw it.
The black car that had been lingering out in front of the building. The same one that was following us home a few days ago. God, how can I be so stupid?
�Okay, we�re only a few blocks from the condo. Let�s try to get there as quickly as possible.� Peters�s panic-filled voice was loud in my ears.
We all picked up our pace, my racing heart starting to relax only when we entered the elevators and headed up toward the condo.
Peters was on his phone, talking to the police officers outside the building, giving them a make, model, and the license plate number of the car.
The elevator doors opened and we walked into the foyer of the condo. My whole body tensed when I saw Reed. He was home. What is he doing home? He wasn�t supposed to be here until tomorrow. As happy as I was to see him, I knew he was going to be upset. I told him that I would let him know if we planned to leave the condo, but I didn�t want him to worry.
When he turned to face us, I swear he had tears in his eyes. He didn�t look angry like I thought he would; he looked worried. Then his face changed to relief when he saw us.
�Hi.� I put down my purse and walked over to him. He didn�t say anything, just raked his hands through his hair.
�I�m sorry, Reed. She really wanted to get out for a little while and get some fresh air. We took Peters and Warren, and two others,� Lexi said.
I was too nervous to look at Peters and Warren. They now knew that Lexi had lied to them.
�I begged her to take me out. I was going crazy in here,� I defended her. The last thing I wanted was for Reed to be angry at Lexi. I knew why he wanted me to stay here.
Glancing at Lexi, he smiled and nodded softly. �It�s okay. I�m not angry.� He then looked over at me and asked, �Can I talk to you for a minute?�
Swallowing hard, I followed him into the master bedroom. I didn�t like the look on his face. Something wasn�t right. Fear ran through me and I felt a sharp pain in my chest.
�How are you feeling?� he asked when we took a seat on the bed.
�I�m okay.�
He pulled me into his arms and held me tight, like he never thought he was going to see me again.
�I know you were worried, but I just couldn�t stay in here another day, Reed. It�s been months and we haven�t heard from Jake.� A small, frustrated cry came out of me. �If I continue to live like this, he wins. He rules my life. I swore to myself that I wouldn�t let him do that to me anymore. I know it�s just not about me anymore, but how long am I supposed to live like this� forever?� Another small whimper escaped me. I wasn�t sure where all of my emotions were coming from.
�Emily.� He pulled back and ran his hands through my hair, finally tucking it behind my ears before cupping the sides of my face. �It�s all going to be okay. Everything is going to be okay. He�ll never hurt you again.�
My heart began to beat so hard in my chest, it actually caused pain. Goose bumps popped up and spread quickly over my skin. I knew Reed wouldn�t say that to me unless� unless Jake was gone, for good�unless he was dead.
�Are you sure? How do you know?�
�I got the call from Detective Palmer this morning. I jumped on the first flight home. I wanted to tell you in person.�
�But how? How do you know for sure?� In order for me to believe it, I had to hear everything, even though I wasn�t sure I wanted to.
�They are coming by later to tell us everything. He wouldn�t give me the details over the phone, and I thought we should hear it together.�
I nodded, still in shock over what he just told me. My thoughts now went to the car we saw just a few minutes ago. Is someone really following us? Or is it just all in our heads?
Suddenly, I felt a sharp pain in my stomach. Wincing, I grabbed the side of my belly and folded over.
�Emily.� Reed dropped down to his knees in front of me. �What�s wrong?
�It�s nothing. I�m okay,� I muttered. Another stabbing pain hit me. I winced again, knowing in the back of my mind that it was something. I�d never felt pain like this before.
�We�re going to the hospital.� He turned and shouted for Lexi. A few seconds later, she came flying in the room.
�Oh no.� Her eyes grew wide when she saw me. �What happened?�
�We need to get her to the hospital.�
�Okay, I�ll pull the car up out front.�
�Hurry, Lexi.�
I wanted to tell them to calm down, but I couldn�t talk. The pain was too much.
�Tell me what I need to do,� Reed said.
�Help me up.� I finally found my voice and began to push myself up off the bed. Reed grabbed hold of my left arm and then guided me toward the elevators. Warren was standing near them, holding it open for us.
�Peter and Lexi are bringing the car around out front.� Warren grabbed my right side and helped prop me up while Reed stayed on my right. Just when I thought the sharp pain had subsided, another one hit me, harder this time.
I moaned again and hunched over. What�s happening?

I WASN'T sure how long I'd been asleep. The hospital room was dark except for the small lamp in the corner, so I knew it must have been late. I glanced at the clock on the table beside me; it was eleven twenty-two p.m. We had checked into the hospital around three. I�d been sleeping a lot longer than I thought.
After a lot of tests, the doctor determined that the baby was fine. The mixture of stress from seeing the car following us and hearing the news of Jake must have been too much for me. So besides staying in the hospital overnight, I just needed some rest. I was sure that both Reed and Lexi would be making sure of that over the next few months. And now that Jake was not in the picture anymore, we would all be able to relax a little more.
My eyes focused on the empty chair in front of me, the one Reed had been sitting in before I fell asleep. Maybe he had gone to get some fresh air. After the doctors checked me out and determined I was okay, Detective Wallace and Detective Palmer came into the room and filled us in on the news of Jake. Just thinking of him sent my heart into a full on sprint.
Even though my body felt rested from the long nap, I was still tired. The doctor said rest would be the best thing for both me and the baby right now. Unable to get comfortable, I rolled over to my other side, hoping to find a more relaxing position.
I gasped as my eyes immediately zeroed in on the person standing in the corner. My eyes grew wide and my heart leapt into my throat. The person that was standing in front of me wasn't supposed to be here. He was supposed to be dead.
"Surprised to see me?" he asked, a tiny smile breaking across his lips. I'd missed that smile.
"Mike? Is that really you?"
"In the flesh."
"But� I thought you were�" My voice faded. I couldn't even say the words.
He chuckled softly. "Not yet."
"But Jake�" I hated even mentioning his name.
I pushed myself up into a sitting position, wanting to believe that this was really happening. Mike was alive. He was safe. The past few months, there wasn't a day that had gone by when I hadn't thought about him. He had risked everything to help me get away. He was the reason I was alive today.
"We really shouldn't be talking about all of this right now." He took a few steps forward, out of the shadows. "You need your rest. I have strict orders from your Reed that you are to remain stress free. I just really wanted to see you. I wanted to make sure you were okay."
Mike and Reed have met? When? What all have I missed?
"Do you know about Jake?" I asked, talking around the lump in my throat.
He nodded and his eyes dropped away from mine. "Yeah, I know all about it. It's all over, kid. He won't hurt you again." The way he avoided looking me in the eyes and the sound of his voice made me feel like he knew more than he was telling me.
"Do you know� what happened?� My voice was shaky. �The detectives didn't have much to tell us, other than he was dead. They wouldn�t give us all the details other than he was found in the desert on the outskirts of Vegas. They did say it was an execution style killing...� a shiver rippled through me just imagining it, �...and he was found�in a shallow grave."
He continued to stare at the ground in a complete daze.
"Are you okay, Mike?� I could tell something was seriously bothering him. �Whatever it is, you can tell me."
"All I want you to know right now is that he's gone. He'll never hurt you again."
From the way he was continuing to avoid looking at me, I knew it could have been Mike that put Jake in that grave.
"He told me that he�he killed you." I stumbled over the words. My body trembled as I remembered the anger and hate in Jake's eyes when he had said it.
Slowly, Mike lifted his head and sighed. "I tried so hard to do it the right way. I tried to keep you out of it so you wouldn't get hurt. I really wanted a good life for you, Emily. I wanted you to start over and not have to deal with any of this."
"What are you talking about?"
He took a seat in the chair beside my bed. "About a year ago, I started working with the FBI. The day before I put you on the bus out of Vegas, I made a deal with them. I agreed to help them take down Jake if they agreed to leave you out of it. I didn't want you to be dragged through anything else. You had already been through so much." He ran his hands down his face. He looked more tired and stressed out than I'd ever seen him.
"I wasn't sure the plan we had was going to work. Jake had been known to get out of things like this before. He had people everywhere, even more than I thought. So no matter what, I wanted to do whatever I had to do to keep you safe. The safest place was out of Vegas, away from Jake and away from me."
My head was spinning. Mike was working with the FBI? He had made a deal? When Reed told me that one of Jake's men was working with the FBI, I couldn't believe it, especially not Mike. I thought he was dead.
"You did all of that for me?"
His face softened and he held his head up high. "I spent most of my life working for the Terrell family. They were my life, my family, and I would have done anything for them, even died for them. I actually thought that's the way I would go out, taking a bullet for one of them. But when you came into Jake's life, you became a part of my family, too. After watching him treat you the way he did for so long, I knew I had to make a choice. I realized that Jake had to be stopped. He wasn�t the same man I used to know. He was nothing like his father. His father had morals, respect, and integrity. Jake was all about greed and power, and he was getting worse every day. I knew he was going to kill you if I didn't do something to stop him."
He sighed as he sat back in his seat. "It wasn't long before Jake knew that I helped you get away. When he confronted me about it, I told him he was crazy, that he didn't know what he was talking about. The deal I had made with the FBI� I needed to stay close to him. As much as it pained me to do so, I had to try and keep his trust. After a while, though, I was tired of lying, tired of letting him feel like he had that control over me. So when he confronted me again, I told him the truth. I told him I put you on a bus and that he would never see you again, that he would never touch you again. I knew the moment I told him I was either a dead man or I was going to have to kill him. Then he did something I never expected. He told me that he forgave me. He told me we could get past it." Mike stopped talking and shook his head. "But when I turned around to leave, he shot me, twice in the back. Believing him was the dumbest thing I've ever done."
I took in a shaky breath. I couldn't speak. I was at a loss for words.
"If I hadn't listened to the FBI and wore a bullet-proof vest," he continued, swallowing hard, "I wouldn't be sitting here talking to you right now."
"It was you, wasn't it?" My eyes stung with tears, knowing what he had done. What he felt like he had to do.
"After Jake thought he killed me, the FBI kept me in protective custody. They wouldn't allow me to make contact with anyone in fear of Jake finding out that I was alive and that the FBI was on to him. I'd been in hiding for a couple months when I heard a couple of agents talking about your case. About how Jake was wanted for attempted murder. It killed me to know that after all I had done, he had still found you. That he had hurt you again. So the next day, I left protective custody. I couldn't sit back and wait to get the news that he had finally killed you�I would've never forgiven myself�so I did the only thing I could do. I had to stop him and I did, for good this time." His face was serious, stoic, just like most of my memories of him.
"I wanted to come tell you. I wanted to tell you that you didn't have to live in fear anymore, but when the FBI found me, they placed me under surveillance and wouldn't allow me to make contact with you� not until a few days ago anyway... when they found his body. Then, when I finally had the chance to see you, I couldn't do it. I wasn't sure if that's what you needed or even wanted. All I wanted was to see that you were happy, and for the past few days, I saw that you were. You looked happy.�
So it had been Mike in the mysterious car following us.
When Mike finally stopped talking again, I blinked a few times, absorbing what he�d just told me.
It was over. Everything. My nightmare. My fear. My worry.

Epilogue

I WAS never the girl to dream about her wedding day. I never wanted to wear a big, poofy white dress. I never pictured my groom standing at an altar, waiting for me. I never imagined myself being walked down the aisle on the arm of my father. It never occurred to me to dream like that because, well, I never thought it would happen like that for me. A big reason for that was I had never found the right person, the person I wanted to spend the rest of my life with� not until now at least.
Lexi had dreamed about her wedding day. She knew what colors her bridesmaids would wear. She knew where she wanted to get married and on what day. Since her parents couldn't be there, she wanted to honor them by getting married on their wedding anniversary. She already had the dress of her dreams designed in her head� and it was the big, poofy princess dress. She had dreamed of walking down the aisle on the arm of her father. That was the saddest part about all of this. The one dream that no matter what we did, it would never come true. However, Reed was there to take his place.
Right now, as I glanced up at her, my heart ached. The girl standing in front of me had been through so much, yet she was still the strongest and sweetest person I knew. I wished I could make all of her dreams come true.
"How do I look?" Lexi twirled around, smiling.
"Absolutely beautiful. You look like a princess." I blotted my eyes with a tissue, soaking up all the tears. I took in a few deep breaths, trying not to totally lose it right here in the dress store.
"I feel beautiful." She beamed.
Right after I�d gotten myself under control, the sales lady came over and placed a veil on her head. Then I burst into tears all over again. I had been a blubbering mess the past few months, not to mention I felt as big as a house. I only had one more month until my due date.
"If you don't stop crying, I'm going to start." Lexi looked at my reflection in the mirror. She was still smiling, but I could see the tears forming in her eyes.
"Okay, okay. I'm sorry. I just can't help it." I sighed. "I can't wait until Reed sees you." I exhaled loudly, determined to get myself under control before he got there. It was Lexi's last dress fitting and she wanted him to see it before the wedding in a couple of days. I think she was hoping to avoid any tears on her big day. I'd already told her I couldn't make any promises and I was sure that Reed wouldn't be able to either. I mean, I was already losing it here in the store.
The sales lady turned to me and smiled. "Are you almost ready for your fitting?"
Even though I had been dreading this all week, I nodded and gave her a tiny smile. I'd had nightmares that the dress wouldn't fit me and I would not only be mortified, but I would ruin Lexi's big day. Not to mention, I felt like the dark-purple color Lexi had picked out for me made me look like a giant eggplant.
"It's in the dressing room when you're ready." She turned to leave. Then Lexi and I were alone again.
My eyes ran over her, starting at the veil on top of her head, all the way down to the bottom of the dress. I couldn't get over how beautiful she looked.
The wedding would be a small event, yet it was going to be a beautiful one. Christine and Sharon had coordinated it and let me peek at a few things, but for the most part, I was kept out of the loop. Christine wanted it to be a surprise for all of us.
I tried to get up off the chair, wanting to give Lexi a hug, but my large belly made it difficult. Lexi saw me and stepped over to help me.
"You are the cutest pregnant woman I've ever seen." She laughed.
I playfully glared up at her. "I don't feel cute."
"Well, you are, and you're going to look even cuter in your dress. You have to try it on, you know."
"I know," I said. "I just wanted to see you in yours first."
"Okay, well, now you've seen me. Come on, let's go. Reed's going to be here soon and I want him to see both of us all dressed up."
I waddled my way over to the dressing room and shut the door. My purple dress, which really looked more like a large purple sheet, was hanging there in front of me.
Gathering up my courage, I took off my clothes and stepped into the dress, fully prepared to have a huge mental breakdown when it wouldn't fit or zip up all the way. Much to my surprise, it fit like a glove. I breathed a sigh of relief and walked back out to the large mirrors where Lexi was standing.
Reed was already there, standing beside her, telling her how beautiful she looked. I was pretty sure I could see tears forming in his eyes. He caught a glimpse of me in the mirror and our eyes locked.
When I smiled, he turned around to face me and Lexi did, too.
"Oh, Emily, you look so beautiful."
Yeah. Right. But I kept the smile on my face.
"You do look beautiful." Reed's smile matched Lexi's. I decided to twirl around to give them both the full view.

"THE WEDDING was absolutely beautiful." I smiled as I felt him stir beneath me. "Lexi looked happier than I've ever seen her."
"Yeah, she really is happy.� Reed sighed and pulled me closer. "So what do you think about us walking down the aisle one day?" he asked, causing my heart to leap into my throat, like it did all the other times he asked me anything on that subject.
He started hinting about us getting married a few months ago, but I'd tried my hardest to avoid the subject. I knew I wanted to marry Reed Alexander one day. One day when I wasn't nine months pregnant. Over the past few months, especially after I decided to let go of my apartment and move into the condo on a more permanent basis, I knew it was a discussion that would happen sooner or later. I mean, we were having a child together and we loved and cared for each other. It was inevitable, but I�d been doing a really good job of sidetracking the questions every time he would ask them.
"Where are you going to run now?" He secured his arm a little tighter around my back. "I think you may have to actually answer me this time." I could hear the smile in his voice. His free hand moved up my arm, to my neck and landed on my chin, tilting it up until my eyes met his.
"Do you not have an answer for me yet?" He smiled smugly. "Don't you think it's about time we started talking about this seriously?"
I wasn't sure what to say. I knew it was time, yet I wasn't sure why I was so nervous about talking about it. Maybe because I was afraid. Sometimes I felt like Reed was too good to be true. That one day I would wake up from this dream and my happy, little bubble would pop.
At that moment, I felt a strong ache in my stomach. Biting my lip, I closed my eyes and waited for it to pass. I'd been having these pains the last couple of days. I chalked it up to standing so much and working non-stop for the wedding.
Then another wave of pain came and I wondered if it was time. Opening my eyes back up, I found Reed staring at me.
"Everything okay?"
I nodded. "Yeah, I think it's time."
"Really?� He sounded excited, happy. �You never want to talk about getting married."
I shook my head. "No. I mean, I think it's time." I gestured down to my stomach.
His eyes grew wide. I couldn't hold my smile back now. He looked so cute terrified. "Like time, time? Time for the baby?"
"Yeah, I think so," I said, keeping my voice calm. Reed looked like he was about to go into panic mode.
"Okay." He hopped out of bed. "Just remain calm. Everything is going to be all right."
My smile grew wider. I was calm. He, on the other hand, not so much. It wasn't very often I saw him not under control. Usually, he exuded calm.
"You stay here, and I'll call for the car and bring our stuff down. We have bags packed, right?" He was already pacing the room.
I nodded and sat up in bed. This was going to be interesting.
"Are you okay? Are you in any kind of pain?" he asked, coming toward me. His face suddenly changed from panic to worry.
"I'm fine." I smiled. "Everything is perfect."

THE END
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