Four Score
Lili St. Germain
	Аннотация
	Four Score. Gypsy Brothers - 4. Lili St. Germain
	Prologue
	One
	Two
	Three
	Four
	Five
	Six
	Seven
	Eight
	Nine
	Ten
	Eleven
	Twelve
	Thirteen
	Fourteen
	Fifteen
	Sixteen


Аннотация
Love and hate aren�t all that different.
Two sides of the same coin, the yin and the yang.
Once upon a time, Jason Ross loved me. And now that he knows what I�ve done, I see the love and the hate warring within him.
I see the way he looks at me.
The way he wonders how I could do the things I�ve done.
I hear it in the way he begs me to stop, to leave this life and run away with him.
But there�s only one way I�m leaving LA.
And that�ll be when Dornan and the rest of his sons are dead and buried.
Jase might forgive me for what I�ve done.
But will he forgive me for the crimes I�m yet to commit?
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Gypsy Brothers - 4
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If you prick us, do we not bleed?
If you poison us, do we not die?
And if you wrong us, shall we not revenge?
- William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice


Prologue

I am afraid.
There, I said it.
Terrified, anxious, strung out, waiting for my lies and my past to come crashing down around me.
The thing that terrifies me the most? It isn�t Dornan owning me, or Jase hating me, or even dying.
No, I am not terrified of death. I came close enough to it once that I know it intimately. Death itself is not what terrifies me.
I am afraid that I�ll never feel alive again.
I used to pray, even though I�m not a religious person. I�d lie on the grass in the backyard beside Elliot in Nebraska, and stare up at the millions of bright stars that I�d never been able to see through the smog of L.A. It was beautiful, and it was terrifying.
I used to wish on those shimmering stars that one day, I�d be free. That I�d feel alive again. And the most terrifying thing is that in Dornan�s arms, reliving his grief and his loss as I kissed his tears, was the only place I felt truly vindicated.
It�s so terrifying I can barely even talk about it, but that�s my fear.
That, once Dornan is finally dead, I still won�t feel any different.
That I�ll still be the ghost girl who�s dead inside.
Sometimes that fear is almost too much to bear.

One

�Juliette. Juliette.�
Jase�s mouth on mine, drowning out my little sobs, forcing quiet my sighs. Kissing me like he wants to devour me.
The way he keeps repeating my name. My real name.
Part of me wants to surrender completely, to melt into his arms and stay there forever, but another part of me, screaming inside my head, needs to know how he found out? How the hell did he figure out who I am?
An image of Dornan flashes into my mind and I momentarily cringe. He�s in a coma, so I�m safe for the moment. But I need to know how Jase discovered my secret, and if anyone else in the club knows.
I have to know if I need to disappear, before someone else makes me vanish � permanently.
Jase�s rough fingers skate along my collarbone, as his lips continue to press against mine, greedy and sweet. I�m crying and he�s crying and it�s like all of my dreams and all of my nightmares have been realized in one messy, beautiful moment.
I�m elated. I�m devastated. But mostly, I am afraid.
With shaking hands I manage to push him back so that we are eye to eye. I�m still crying, and his eyes are shining, too. I�m sitting on the concrete, my legs out in front of me. Jase kneels and straddles me.
That�s when I see it, that first spark of anger light up on his face. I see it seep into his relief, probably even before he knows it�s there. His mouth twitches�his lips are still damp from mine�and his smile slowly fades as we continue to stare at each other.
I knew it would come. I was waiting for it, but seeing it there makes me so incredibly sad.
He stands, offering a hand out to me. I take it, my legs aching as he hauls me back to my feet. My ears are ringing from the bomb blast back at his grandfather�s house and I�m dizzy. I step back, letting go of his hand, and lean on the trunk of his car.
�Why didn�t you tell me?� he growls through clenched teeth.
I tear my gaze away from him, looking out to the street beyond the crumbling walls of the hospital parking lot.
�Julz?� he snaps.
I turn my eyes back to him and shrug. �Because you would have made me stop. And I can�t stop until it�s finished.�
�You could die,� he says, his hands balled into fists. �We both could. I thought you were already dead, for Christ�s sake. And you�re here, tempting fate a second time?�
I set my jaw stubbornly. �It�s too late to think about things like that.�
He steps forward, his fingers wrapping around my wrist. �We have to go,� he says. �You need to get away from here before anyone in the club figures out what the hell you�ve done.�
He pulls at my arm but I don�t budge, and that�s when things get really fucking scary.
�No,� I say.
�What?�
�I want to see him,� I say, shrugging his hand away.
He roars in frustration, completely invading my personal space as he presses himself against me, pinning me to the car again. It shouldn�t scare me because this is what I expect. It�s what I deserve � his wrath, his fury � so it shouldn�t scare me, but for some inexplicable reason, it does.
�What is wrong with you?� he hisses. �You want to see him?�
I push at his chest angrily, but he doesn�t budge. If I had heels on, I�d stomp on his foot to get him to back up, but I�m barefoot and covered in a fine film of dust and debris, thanks to Elliot�s bombs in Dornan�s gas tank.
�Back up,� I say. �You don�t get to tell me what to do.�
He just smirks, continuing to hold me. �You haven�t changed a bit,� he bites out, his eyes ablaze. �You�re still as fucking stubborn as you were the day I met you.�
The day I met you. I can�t let my mind go there right now. I just can�t.
�Get off me or my knee gets real intimate with your dick,� I threaten, taking my fingers and squeezing them around his wrists, digging my fingernails in deep enough to draw blood.
He doesn�t even flinch.
�You don�t want to hurt me,� he says. �I can see it on your face, Juliette. You won�t hurt me to get to him.�
�I don�t want to,� I say, continuing to dig my nails into his flesh. �Doesn�t mean I won�t.�
�Juliette!� he barks. �Quit it! Just get in the goddamn car and give up your little vendetta for two seconds!�
I open my mouth to say no, but before I can, movement catches the corner of my eye. I turn my head to the left, where a sea of cars spread out beside the hospital building, and fight the urge to scream.
There�s a guy standing there, watching us.
A guy wearing a leather cut.
A goddamn Gypsy Brother.
Jase steps back quickly as he notices the guy, his fingers firmly around my forearm. I wince as he squeezes hard, and I sincerely hope that it�s a stronghold designed to protect me rather than to imprison me.
�Juliette?� the guy sneers, coming closer. �John Portland�s Juliette? Bullshit. That dead little whore was a blonde.�
I open my mouth before I can even think about denying it. �It�s called hair dye, motherfucker.�
His mouth curls up into an ugly grimace, and he raises his eyebrows in an amused expression. �Oh yeah. Now I recognize you. John�s little bitch. You look pretty fuckin� good for a dead girl.�
My father�s name on his mouth is like blasphemy. Bile rises in my throat and my thoughts begin to race as it becomes very clear that I�m no longer in control of this situation.
He knows. He�s going to kill me.
I don�t have a weapon. I don�t even have fucking shoes. My ears are ringing from the blast, and I�m cold and tired and hungry, and this fucker knows.
�Jimmy,� I address my father�s traitorous friend with so much vitriol, I can practically see it floating in the air between us.
His steel-capped boots crunch on the leaf-littered concrete as he approaches us. Jase has eased away from me, and we stand side by side. I sneak a glance at Jase and am surprised to see him eyeing me smugly.
That worries me. Does he know something that I don�t?
Did he know Jimmy was going to be here?
Whose side is he on, anyway?
�Let me guess,� Jimmy says, his footsteps getting closer. �You�ve got something to do with this little disaster. Dirty bombs in fuel tanks, really? That�s a low blow, killing a man when he�s riding.�
I narrow my eyes, inching closer to Jase. �It�s a low blow killing a man for trying to leave.�
Jimmy laughs, a throaty noise that reverberates around the cavernous parking lot.
�That�s not why he was killed,� Jimmy replies, �and we all know it. You take something that doesn�t belong to you, and you pay the price.�
I roll my eyes. �If you�re talking about Mariana��
�I�m talking about the fucking money,� he spits, only three steps separating us now. �I�m talking about him trying to take Dornan�s son.�
He flicks his gaze over to Jase, a look of distaste evident as he assesses him.
Which is when I act.
I don�t even think. I react to the small window of opportunity I�ve been given. Without tearing my gaze from Jimmy, I wrench my arm free from Jase�s grip and reach my hand into the back of his waistband. I pluck the gun from the space between his warm skin and denim jeans, and raise it to Jimmy�s smug face.
The smug look vanishes from his face, only to be replaced by bitter loathing. I smile cruelly, the gun heavy in my steady hand.
�You always were too slow, Jimmy. That�s why they made you low rank, remember?�
Jibing him about his low status in the club despite his years of service works an absolute charm. I can practically see the steam billowing from his ears.
I place my finger on the trigger of the gun. �Reckon you can close your eyes before I blow your head off?� I ask him, a shit-eating grin plastered on my face. Jimmy�s lip curls up, and he opens his mouth to say something when I�m violently slammed against the car by the one person I thought would back me up.
Fuck.
I haven�t been watching Jase, and that�s my foolish mistake. Before my finger can pull the trigger, he tackles me, one arm around my throat in a headlock, the other hand wrenching the gun from my grip. I hold on as long as I can, but my battle is futile. He�s got sixty pounds or more on me, and he�s much stronger than I am. He forces my wrist back painfully and I open my grip with a frustrated cry, my heart ripped into a million shreds as I realize Jase is not on my side.
He�s against me.
I love him. I fucking love him! And he�s got me pinned over the hood of his car, his hard chest locking me in place as I struggle against his grip.
Fuck.
�Stop struggling,� he commands, and I do. Not because I want to obey him. But because I may as well conserve my energy.
All the fight goes out of me and I let myself go limp. Seemingly satisfied, he lets go of me, steps back and shoves the gun back in his waistband, clicking his fingers at Jimmy. I slowly straighten, my back still resting on the car.
�Give me your gun, Jimbo,� he says. �I gotta take this bitch and get rid of her.�
Jimmy looks at Jase incredulously. �You have a gun.�
Jase gives him a withering look. �It�s registered. Yours isn�t.�
Jimmy looks at Jase for a moment, apparently undecided as he hovers his hand over his shoulder holster.
Jase looks impatient. �Jimmy! I�ll swap you, OK?� He pulls his gun out and shoves it into Jimmy�s hand, clicking his fingers again. �Come on. I�d let you have a go at her, but someone might see. Come with me and I�ll let you fuck her before I shoot her.�
Bitter tears bite at my eyes as those words come out of his mouth. I�ve never felt so betrayed in my entire existence. This isn�t him. This isn�t the boy who risked his own life fighting against his father�s grip as his brothers took turns destroying me.
In this moment, I�ve never felt so devastated. It was all for nothing.
Jimmy�s eyes light up at that as he withdraws his gun and slaps it in Jase�s open palm. �You got yourself a deal,� he says, taking the gun and approaching me. I consider trying to run, but I know from experience that bullets are faster than any feet.
He brings the gun up to my face and uses it to brush my stringy hair aside. Sadness is replaced by pure and utter hatred, and if looks could kill, he�d be on the ground dead right now.
�I know how to go slow,� he says, chuckling. �I�ll fuck you real slow before you get your bullet, little Julie.�
�You haven�t seen your dick in twenty years, Jimmy,� I spit, poking his round belly with the tip of my finger. �But good luck with that.�
Jimmy slaps me across the face with his free hand, hard enough that I taste blood on my tongue.
�Same smart mouth,� he says to both of us. �But she looks totally different. You sure this is John�s girl?�
Jase snorts. �Slut got a makeover.�
I shrink back as Jimmy presses me against the car, his foul breath warm and sour on my face. He snakes his free hand down between my legs and cups it there, squeezing firmly.
�You got real pretty, Julie,� he says, bringing that hand up to squeeze my breast. It�s the one Dornan bit, and I wince.
�And you got real�� I don�t get to finish my sentence, because there�s a deafening blast right in front of me, and suddenly Jimmy isn�t there. I mean, he is, but he�s got a bullet in the side of his head and bits of him have splattered onto my face and arms. As if in slow motion, he topples to the ground, his eyes wide open and a river of dark red blood gushing from his temples. Looks like the bullet went in one side of his head and clean out the other.
Bitter drops of liquid cling to my tongue and I retch painfully. His blood. His blood is in my mouth. I vomit violently beside his body, choking on acidic saliva.
Tastes like shit, but it�s better than his blood, at least.
I turn my head to see Jase talking at me, but I can�t hear him. It�s at that moment I realize I�ve been completely deafened by the blast of the gunshot. I watch his mouth move, as he shakes me and makes animated gestures with his hands.
You�re an excellent actress. His words, from before, come back to me in the night.
A wry smile spreads across my face as I begin to understand what he�s done. Killed a Gypsy Brother. For me. The words escape my mouth before I can stop myself.
�You�re an excellent actor,� I say, barely able to hear myself speak as I sway on my feet.
Jase blinks and stares at me with a look so scathing, it makes my stomach turn.
�Who says I was acting?� he growls, and I only know that�s what he�s saying because I�m watching his lips move.
The smile on my face is still spreading wider as everything goes black and I pass the fuck out.

Two

For a long time, I drift in and out. My head feels uncomfortably full, like it�s been stuffed with cotton wool, and my ears throb and ring to the beat of my pulse. Everything is either hurting or numb, and I just know the pain is only going to get worse as time goes on.
Something rouses me from my napping and I sit up straight, suddenly alarmed. I�m in Jase�s car, strapped in to the passenger seat. But I�m alone, parked under a dying willow tree that flanks a tiny, run-down gas station. I peer through the passenger window, looking for signs of Jase.
Nothing.
It�s dark, and I�m dying to pee.
Stretching painfully, I unbuckle my belt and shove it off me, opening my door. I can vaguely hear it creak as it opens, which is good, because it must mean I�m starting to get a little bit of hearing back. Hoisting myself out of Jase�s car, I carefully shut the door behind me and hobble past a single line of rusted gasoline pumps to the store entrance.
I�m almost at the door when Jase barrels out, almost knocking me over. At first I think he�s moving really fast until I realize I�m the one moving really slowly, through soupy, muddy air that weighs me down.
�What are you doing out of the car?� he asks, shifting his paper grocery bags to one arm and guiding me with the other. His face is pinched and tired, worried and exhausted. All my fault. Though to be honest, I�m too exhausted to care very much.
I can hear him at least, which is reassuring. It�s faint and tinny, but it�s something.
�I need to pee,� I say.
He looks around us, not a soul to be seen for miles. In the distance, countless headlights pass us by in rapid succession, telling me we must be close to the interstate.
�Stop yelling,� he hisses.
�I�m not yelling,� I say dumbly, standing there with no shoes on, suddenly freezing cold in the crisp fall night.
�Yes, you are,� he says, pressing his hand into the small of my back. When we reach the car, he opens the passenger door and points to the seat. �And you can�t go in there.�
�Why?� I ask, letting him push me back into my seat.
He sighs, using his free hand to reach across me and tilt the rear-view mirror so I can see myself. As my face comes into focus, I inhale sharply.
My face is covered in spattered blood. Like, a lot of it. Curse Jimmy and his goddamn ugly face exploding all over me.
�Fuck me,� I mutter, pushing the mirror away so I can�t see myself anymore. I want to be sick again, and I swallow down a nervous rush of bile.
Jase ignores my swearing and shuts my door, circling round to his side. He climbs into the driver�s seat and throws most of the paper bags into the backseat, keeping only a package of tissues and a bottle of water in his lap. I watch as he unscrews the bottle cap, breaking the seal, and takes a handful of tissues from the plastic packaging. He presses the mouth of the water bottle to the wad of tissues and stretches his arm out of his cracked window, wringing out the excess liquid.
I jerk back as he brings the cold, wet tissues to my face, his touch firm but gentle. He stills for a moment, raising the tissues just off my skin, his face questioning me.
I nod, and he continues. I watch, numb and cold, as the tissues turn red. More tissues. More water. By the time he�s done, he has a messy pile of bright red tissues sitting in his lap and the water is almost gone.
�Here,� he says, the noise of his speech struggling to make it past my ringing ears. �Drink.� I take the water bottle and tip it eagerly, drinking as much and as quickly as I can. It�s at this moment that panic grips me, and I become lucid once more.
What�s he going to do to me? I mean, he killed Jimmy, so I should trust him, right?
I trust him. I�ve always trusted him. But that trust scares the hell out of me. I�d follow him to the depths of hell if he asked me to, and I wouldn�t even ask why.
Bitter love stabs deep in my heart, so hard I almost cry out. I bring a hand to my chest, my breathing suddenly shallow and rapid as I fight to remain in control. I�ve had plenty of panic attacks, usually stuffed in Elliot�s closet whenever I heard a motorcycle or a car backfiring. I haven�t had one in a very long time.
I suppose because, up until now, I�ve been in control. A fragile control that�s now completely shattered. Dornan didn�t die. That reality slams into me like a freight train.
A gun sounds in the distance, or maybe it�s a car backfiring �I�ve never been able to tell the difference. But whatever it is, the deep boom makes its way into my chest and strangles itself around my heart, making it thud wildly.
Jase bags up the bloodied tissues and throws them in the backseat before turning to me. His face twists into concern as he watches me hyperventilate. Suddenly, I need to be out of the car, it�s so stifling. I open the door, tumbling onto the dirty asphalt that marks the edge of the gas station. I hear Jase yell something behind me, but I don�t pay attention. He�s yelling one word, three syllables over and over again, and as my feet beat against the bare pavement I realize he�s yelling my name. Juliette! Juliette!
Like a rabbit being chased, I skitter around the back of the gas station and pause briefly. There�s row upon row of dying corn stalks, a field that desperately needs water the way I need Dornan toes-up in the morgue. As in, if the field doesn�t get water, and Dornan doesn�t die, the corn and I are both completely fucked.
Jase rounds up behind me. �Why are you running?� he asks, panting hard. More banging noises. Heavy. Loud. Gunshots?
I bolt.
Why am I running? I don�t even know. As I plunge between the stalks of corn they reach out and scratch my bare arms. My feet prickle as the dead, coarse husks batter my soft flesh.
He�s still calling me, those three syllables over and over again, making me run faster, making my breaths panicked and gasping.
Ju-li-ette.
Calm down, the rational voice within me says. You�re just having a panic attack. A meltdown. Everything is going to be okay.
Bang.
And the other voice, the fifteen-year-old girl who liked to cram herself into cupboards and underneath beds when loud noises set her off. She�s terrified. She�s chanting too. Dornan didn�t die. Dornan didn�t die.
I want to listen to the rational voice. I do. But the other voice is so much louder. And then there�s Jase. He�s getting farther away, and I sink to the ground, into the dirt and the coarse, jagged strips of corn husk that dig at my flesh. I wrap my knees close to my chest and bury my face in them, so that I can�t see anything, so that I am safe. So I am hidden.
I stay like that for a long time, how long I don�t know. In the end I start to nod off, until a hand clamps onto my shoulder and I jerk awake.
It�s dark as hell huddled between these corn stalks. My scream doesn�t even penetrate their confining breadth. Then, before I can fight, a large hand covers my mouth. Strong arms lace around my torso and lift me up, so that my feet are no longer touching the ground. I kick and buck but tire quickly, my adrenaline stores depleted, my body damaged and spent.
�Calm down,� Jase says, and I can hear him pretty well this time. What the hell is going on with my hearing?
I relax my body, little by little, until I�m sagging in his arms, still airborne. Gently, he lowers me to the ground and spins me in his arms so that my face is at his chest. My face is wet and I can�t figure out why. Am I crying?
No. It�s raining. Little droplets of rain patter down onto my face, the sky crying for me, as Jase tilts my chin with his steady fingers.
�Why did you run?� he asks, his face creased with concern. �You think I�m going to hurt you?�
I shake my head and cringe as another loud bang fires in the darkness, this time closer to us. Jase�s grip tightens on me as I once again panic, and try to move away from him.
�Shots,� I manage to say. �Somebody�s shooting.�
He smiles then, and I can�t imagine what it is about being shot at that makes him so happy. He points to the sky, one arm wrapped around me, and beams.
�Fireworks, Julz,� he says softly, pulling me as close as he can into his arms. �Look.�
I tilt my head far back, so that I�m looking up directly into the inky black night. Another blast jolts me but this time I don�t look away, because suddenly, the sky is lit up with glittering shards of light that look like diamonds falling to the earth.
And just like that, I�m not scared anymore.
* * *
The fireworks finish and Jase leads me back to the car, strapping me into my seat as if I�m a child. I don�t miss the subtle way he flicks the door lock on, meaning I can�t open my door from the inside.
�For your own good,� he says, as he traps me in the car. I don�t answer, my body heavy and cold, my skin damp from the light rain sprinkling outside.
�You should sleep,� he says, his words thick and muffled.
We travel in silence. It is night, and we should be going back to the clubhouse, but instead Jase points his car toward his apartment and drives.
One hand on the wheel, the other clutching mine. I can see him stealing glances at me every few moments. My fingers are crushed in his large hand. It feels almost as if he is clinging tightly to me fearing that if he lets me go, I might float away into the night like I was nothing more than a figment of his imagination. We don�t speak. I stare straight ahead, the tears on my face sometimes glittering in my peripheral vision as we pass under a particularly bright street light.
And then, we are home. His home.
Our refuge.
We make a sorry-looking pair. He�s on autopilot and I�m going into shock, unable to speak or move. I stay rooted to my spot in the passenger seat, my eyes spilling fresh tears, shame and guilt pressing me so heavily it feels like I�m drowning.
The strong girl, the fighter, she�s gone. And in her space is this meek, terrified child whose fate rests in the hands of the boy she used to love.
The boy she still loves.
My door opens and I�m being guided to my feet. Up a flight of stairs. My ears are still ringing. My entire body is shaking. My lips still feel bruised from that earth-shattering kiss Jase gave me, that now seems like it was eons ago, when in fact it was only a few hours ago.
When we reach the first floor, Jase is supporting me, one arm around my waist, as he fishes for the right key to his front door.
Finally inside, I see his couch, and for a moment I think I see my father sitting there, silently observing us. I blink and he�s gone, nothing but a haunted memory from my overactive imagination.
Jase guides me into the bathroom and I catch a glimpse of myself in the bathroom mirror as he turns the shower on, hot and blasting. I am a mess. I have dust and plaster caked in my hair, remnants from the bomb blast that tore open the front of Emilio�s mansion like a knife through butter�only much, much messier. Plus, there are patches of dried, sticky goop in my hair that I just know is my lucky share of Jimmy�s blood and brain matter.
I stare at the floor, because I can�t look at Jase. His eyes roam across my face, and I wonder what he searches for there. Proof? Recognition? Memories?
My ears feel wet and I wonder if they�re bleeding, because I still can�t hear much and the ringing in my head is at fever pitch.
It makes me wonder, if I�m this shell-shocked from the blast of Dornan�s bike, and I was far away, how on earth anyone else survived.
How did Dornan survive?
I mean, I know that Jase shooting Jimmy centimeters from me is probably why I can�t hear. But still. I was shell-shocked from the blast well before Jimmy interrupted us.
�Pants,� Jase says as he tugs on my jeans, kneeling in front of me. He�s looking at me like he�s already said it a few times, but if he did I didn�t hear him. I open my mouth to tell him I�m basically deaf, but I can�t form the words, so I just close my mouth and swallow painfully.
I undo the top button of my jeans and grip his shoulders as he pulls them down, stepping out of them with shaking legs. He rises, trying to catch my eye again, but I turn my head away and watch, mesmerized, as the spray from the shower head blasts against the gleaming white tiles on the wall, puffs of steam rising in their wake.
Something inside me withers and dies as I recall my shower with Dornan in this very room. On my knees, almost suffocating as he rammed his dick down my throat, while the wound he created in my leg pulsed blood from torn stitches onto the tiles below. My fingers unconsciously go to that spot on my leg, the place where he stabbed me so violently, tracing the raised scar tissue in a straight horizontal line across my thigh.
How will Jase ever forgive me?
I�m numb as I let him tug my shirt over my head and toss it in the corner. I just stand mute, unable to speak or cry or process anything.
I notice out of the corner of my eye that he goes completely still for a moment, and I turn back to him, suddenly alarmed. He�s looking at the scars that line my hip, the ones covered in Elliot�s beautiful tattoo, and I gasp when he presses his warm, trembling fingers against my cold flesh.
As soon as I gasp he pulls his hand away, tearing his gaze from me as he puts his hand under the shower spray. He brings his wet hand back to me and takes my arm gently, guiding me under the rushing water with him.
He�s still staring at me intensely. What is he thinking? That if he blinks, I might disappear?
And maybe I will. Maybe I�ll melt straight onto the floor and slide down the drain, gone entirely. Like a ghost.
The vision in my head is unsettling, so I try to bat it away. Which maybe isn�t the best idea, because as soon as I get rid of that thought, I�m reminded of the last time I showered in this bathroom�fresh out of the emergency room after my own poisoned coke almost killed me.
As if the thought of blowing Dornan in here isn�t bad enough, now I�m reminded of something just as bad. This bathroom is full of way too many bad memories.
Jesus. I can�t even process what Jase must think of me.
It suddenly occurs to me that the boy with the sad eyes standing with me, supporting me in the shower as I step listlessly from foot to foot, is still fully dressed as he stands under the water with me.
�Your clothes are all wet,� I croak, or at least it sounds like a faint croak, because I can hardly hear.
Jase smiles sadly, looking down at his saturated black shirt and heavy jeans that must weigh a ton with all the water. �I didn�t want to give you the wrong idea,� he says, and I nod blankly.
The wrong idea? My heart breaks as I realize he�s talking about sex. He didn�t get undressed because he didn�t want me to worry that he wanted sex. Of course, that never even entered my mind. But I think of the last time he saw me, the last time he really saw me before I died, and I have to wonder how many times he�s played that horrid afternoon through his mind over the past six years.
Of course he�d be afraid to touch me. Of course.
My eyes sting, and I remember I�ve still got these stupid blue contact lenses stuck to my eyeballs, probably coated in dust and debris. I�m lucky I don�t have chunks of shrapnel lodged in my eyes. I rinse my fingers under the water and slide a finger over each eye, pinching the thin blue plastic discs away, and flicking them down the drain. He knows who I am, after all. There�s no point hiding it.
He�s been watching me intently, and once I�ve tossed the contact lenses on the floor, he places a gentle hand on my chin.
�Look at me,� he says quietly, and I do. I gaze up at him, my eyes watering, wondering what he sees. What he feels. The moment feels surreal. The steam from the shower, the stark white of the tiles. It makes me think momentarily that I must be a dead girl.
�There you are,� he says. �Are you really here? Are you real?�
�I think so,� I rasp, closing my fingers around his tattooed bicep.
�Your face,� he says. �What happened to it?�
It�s so different I can�t even begin to explain.
�It�s gone,� I reply thickly. �It was the only way I could fool him.�
He studies my face, running his fingertips along my altered cheekbones, my thinner nose, my untouched lips, before coming back to my eyes, the same as they ever were.
�Juliette,� he whispers.
The way he says my name, it hurts. An avalanche of sadness and relief bursts forth from me, and I sob brokenly. He pulls me closer to him, and we stand there in the shower, a tableau of sorrow and regret, as the water washes pieces of plaster and dust from our skin.
If only washing away our sins was so easy.
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The shower comes to an end all too quickly with a burst of cold water, reminding us that the hot water has run out. Slowly, moving like we are wading through quicksand, we towel ourselves off and leave the bathroom. Jase peels a layer of wet clothing off and replaces it with dry versions of the same, then brings me a pair of gray sweat pants and a dark blue T-shirt. He leaves the room and I unstick my wet underwear from my chest and hips, changing into the fresh clothes.
It�s a starkly contrasted mood to the last time I was here, only a few days ago, when he thought I was either an undercover cop or at least screwing one. Elliot. I need to contact him. He�ll be sick out of his mind with worry.
I�m worrying, too. Is Elliot safe? Jase said he was looking into him. He knew Elliot used to be a cop. He knew more about Elliot than about me just a few days ago.
Until that phone call, he had no idea. I wonder who he was speaking to in the parking lot when he figured me out. Wonder what they said to him.
What was the giveaway? How was I exposed? Questions I need to ask Jase, but not yet.
I�m still deathly afraid of the answers.
Tentatively, I leave the safety and dim light of his bedroom for the living room, and beyond that, the kitchen. I smell rich tomato sauce and follow my nose, my stomach suddenly screaming for food. Elliot. Right. I scan the living room, spotting my handbag on the end arm of the sofa.
I move hesitantly, sticking to the walls and the edges of rooms. I�m no longer the one with any power, and the feeling of being so vulnerable and exposed sits uneasily on my skin. I still have that response inside me that says flee, and I quash it down uneasily as though it�s bile rushing up my throat.
I search through the bag hastily. No phone. Damn. Maybe Jase took it. Maybe it�s in the car. I�ve memorized Elliot�s cell number, so I�ve just got to find a landline in this place and get word to him that I�m safe.
�Looking for this?�
I whirl around to see Jase standing in the kitchen doorway, holding my cell phone in one hand and its battery in the other. Great.
�I just killed it,� he says, studying the battery. �Is that going to be a problem?�
I know what he�s asking me. He�s asking me if anyone would be tracking me with the GPS.
I shake my head. Elliot never said anything about tracking my phone. Still, an uneasy feeling settles in the pit of my stomach. He gave me the phone in the first place. For all I know, he�s had a tail on me since the moment he handed over the bright pink iPhone at the warehouse.
�Good,� Jase replies, pocketing the two items and disappearing back into the kitchen.
He�s pulling a plate of lasagna out of the microwave as I tiptoe into the kitchen, my eyes looking downward. He points to the small round table that sits between the breakfast bar and the doors that lead to the balcony.
�Sit.�
His tone is gentle but firm, and I take the seat he�s pulled out for me, scooting closer to the table as he lays the plate in front of me.
He sits across from me, watching expectantly.
�Eat first,� he says, pointing at the plate. �Talk later.�
He waits patiently as I dip my fork tentatively into the sheets of meat-filled pasta and cheese, tasting the first food I�ve eaten in God knows how long. Suddenly I�m shoveling it in as fast as I can, trying to maintain some appearance of decorum but failing miserably. When the plate is clean I let my fork fall on the bare porcelain with a clatter.
Jase is looking at me again with that kind of look that says I don�t know what to do with you.
�Let�s go out to the balcony,� I say, the first real sentence I�ve uttered since he crash-tackled me in the parking lot a few hours ago.
He shrugs, gesturing for me to lead the way. I push my chair back with a squeak and stand, making my way over to the door. I am exhausted, and it takes several goes before I successfully pull the door open.
�You should really lock your doors,� I say softly. �You never know who you�ll find in here.�
He follows me outside and sits across from me, the only noise the rush of the waves crashing below us.
He looks determined as he holds my gaze with those eyes that destroy me every time I see them.
�Start from the beginning,� he says. �Tell me everything.�
It�s not a question. It�s an order.
The fear of him knowing my deepest, darkest sins is outweighed only by the relief I crave: the relief that we will no longer have a wall of secrets and lies separating us.
For once, I don�t hesitate.
I tell him everything.
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I tell him everything that�s happened, from the moment Elliot stole me away from the hospital where Gypsy Brothers were converging to kill me, right up until the moment the bombs went off. I leave out the finer details about Dornan and Elliot, because I can�t bear to upset Jase any more than I already have. Besides, he knows. He�s seen. Willfully having a sexual relationship with Dornan was always going to be the death of any hope between Jase and me.
As I speak, my voice is steady. I don�t cry. I sum everything up very matter-of-factly, as if I�m speaking about somebody else entirely. A stranger.
That poor girl.
When I�m finished, I clear my throat and stand. �I need to call Elliot,� I say to him. �He�ll be going out of his mind with worry.�
Jase�s hand shoots out, surprising me as he clamps his fingers around my arm and drags me back down.
�No,� he says. �We�re not finished yet.�
I sit and stare at the floor. �We�ll never be finished,� I whisper. �Not until he�s dead.�
He scoots his chair closer, his hand clamping around the back of my neck as I watch him try to fight the dueling emotions of rage and affection written clearly over his face. At first the gesture seems almost violent, possessive, but his hand is warm and loose. I lean into his touch, a small reprieve against the fall breeze that chills me as it blows straight in from the ocean.
�You remember last time we were here? Six years ago?�
I nod, enjoying the feeling of his fingers as they rub up and down my neck. A flash of the past comes to me then�Jase and I sitting inside on the couch, holding sweat-slicked hands tightly together as my father and Jase�s surrogate stepmother laid out a plan of escape from the Gypsy Brothers and every awful thing they stood for.
�They didn�t get out,� Jase says solemnly. I let out a quick breath, almost like a sigh but with more force, more emotion.
�I know,� I reply, my eyes suddenly swimming again.
�I�m sorry,� he says. �You probably hoped they got away the same way you did.�
I shrug. �I guess a little part of me always hoped. But I know inside. They didn�t make it.� That last sentence a whisper that I can�t even hear.
�Were you there when he died?� I ask.
Jase�s face fills with sorrow. He lets go of my neck and takes my hand, squeezing it.
�Yes.�
I swallow thickly, closing my eyes as relived horrors dance across my darkened eyelids.
�Did he suffer?�
Another squeeze. He pauses a fraction too long. �No.�
�You�re not a very good liar,� I say brokenly, opening my eyes to look at him.
He sags visibly in his chair, eyes to the floor, shoulders hunched.
�No,� he says sadly, �I�m not.�
* * *
Knocking. Distant and low at first, but quickly ratchets up, until it sounds like someone is pounding on the front door to Jase�s apartment.
Our eyes meet; Jase�s expression mirrors the panic I�m feeling in my chest.
�Did you tell anyone you were here?�
I shake my head, and then I remember the guy at the hospital. �Do you think someone saw you shoot Jimmy?�
Jase�s face blanches, before returning back to the cold, angry exterior I�m so used to. �I doubt it. I�m meant to be at the clubhouse, though, so there�s that.�
I bite my lip, looking toward the door as the knocking stops, just as suddenly as it began.
�Wait here,� Jase says, withdrawing a gun from his waistband and cocking it. I raise my eyebrows as if to say I�m not waiting here, but he waves a hand at me in frustration.
�I mean it!� he hisses. �If I need your help, I�ll ask for it.�
I roll my eyes. �Well, do you at least have a gun for me to protect myself?�
He glances at me, seemingly unsure. �How do I know you won�t shoot me?�
I almost fall off my chair. �It�s ME. If I wanted to shoot you, you�d be fucking dead right now.�
He sighs. �Yeah, good point. There�s a piece under the middle couch cushion. Get it and then stay out here, you hear?�
I almost say yes, Dad, but that�s kind of not cool given our current situation with me screwing his father and all. Instead, I just nod, following him into the house. He goes for the front door while I veer off into the living room, dropping to my knees in front of the couch. I grab the lip of the middle couch cushion, lifting it slightly as I stuff my other hand in. After a few sweeps, my fingers brush against something cold and metallic. I carefully feel for the grip and press my palm around it, careful it isn�t aimed my way. When I pull it out I see it�s a snub-nosed revolver, safety on. I unclick the safety mechanism and open the chamber, relieved to see each space stuffed full with shiny brass-colored bullets. With a flick of my wrist the chamber closes again, engaging against itself so that it�s literally ready to go whenever I pull the trigger.
Although, I hope it won�t come to that. Because if there are Gypsy Brothers at the front door who want us, six bullets aren�t going to get me very far.
I creep back to the balcony as instructed, keeping my ear out for Jase. It�s hard�my hearing is still terrible, with the ringing in my ears still shrill and constant. I half close the sliding door so that I�m alone on the balcony, with nothing but a gun in my hand and a table at my back. I glance uneasily at the balcony edge. It comes up to my navel, but I�m betting if someone shot me in the top half of my body, I�d be thrown straight off onto the asphalt below. It isn�t a settling thought. I opt to crouch.
I�m listening intently for anything coming from the front door � so intently, that I don�t realize someone is descending upon me, literally from above.
A guy dressed entirely in black and sporting a black ski mask over his face flashes before my eyes, landing next to me on the balcony. What the fuck? He goes for the gun in my hands and I panic, screaming as I take aim.
�Don�t shoot!� he hisses, a voice I�d know anywhere. I lower the gun as he peels the ski mask off, his hair wild and his eyes alight with excitement and worry.
�I almost fucking killed you!� I whisper-scream at Elliot, my arms flying as I scold him like a child. I look closer, seeing he�s attached to a thick black ski rope that�s dangling down from the apartment above.
�You abseiled in here?� I ask, impressed.
He unclips himself from the line and surges forward. �Are you okay? Did he hurt you?�
I take a moment to think about that. �Who?� I ask dumbly. �Dornan?�
�Jase,� he hisses, looking toward the door. It�s partially obscured by the hallway, and I wonder if Jase can hear us right now.
�No,� I say emphatically, shaking my head. �He figured it out, El. He knows who I am.�
�You didn�t take him out,� Elliot says, glancing between the line of sight to the front door and me.
I shake my head. �I was never going to.�
He looks disgusted. �He�s going to be the death of you, you know that, right?�
I shrug. �He�s not like them, Elliot.� As I�m speaking, a thought suddenly occurs to me. �How�d you know I was here, anyway?�
He doesn�t answer, but there�s a telling look on his face. My stomach does a flip as a fresh suspicion wedges itself uncomfortably in my mind.
�That phone,� I whisper conspiratorially. �You�ve been tracking me?�
He doesn�t say anything, but his face belies the truth. He has. I don�t know if I feel angry or relieved.
Inside the apartment, there�s a flash of dark clothing, and the front door slams shut.
Elliot jumps into motion, replacing his mask and withdrawing a large pistol from his belt. He takes my elbow and pulls me along, opening the sliding door as quietly as possible. Like he�s trained for this his entire life, he enters the house without a sound, his boots soft on the tiled floor as he tucks me behind him with one arm, his own gun in front of him.
Jase must be in the living room, and I desperately hope that he isn�t with any Gypsy Brothers. Elliot is going to be hard enough to explain to Jase. The front door is closed, but around the corner I can see the living room window is wide open, sending the curtains billowing into the room like crazy, dancing ghosts.
And then, Jase is in front of us, his own gun outstretched. It�s probably a really stupid thing to do, but I act on impulse, jumping between the two of them as some sort of human shield or negotiator.
�Don�t shoot!� I scream at both of them, jumping in front of Elliot, who looks more like Batman right now.
Jase looks pissed. �Get out of the way, Julz,� he says through gritted teeth.
�He�s a friend,� I say desperately, glancing over my shoulder at Elliot. �Elliot, take your fucking mask off so he can see your face.�
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Jase�s hair is still damp, his arm straight as a rod as he holds his aim steady. Neither of them have lowered their weapons, but Elliot has taken his ski mask off, and he looks pissed.
His jaw bunches as he looks from Jase to me, the bitter assumption in his eyes as clear as day. We�re both freshly showered and I�m wearing Jase�s clothes. It doesn�t take a genius to figure out what he thinks we�ve been doing. And it couldn�t be further from the truth.
�Well,� Elliot begins�
�Don�t start,� I say, shaking my head. �Don�t even start.�
Some of the bitterness fades, but he doesn�t lower his gun.
�The cop himself.� Jase sneers over my shoulder as my gaze darts between the two. �Tell me why I shouldn�t shoot you right here where you stand. You�d shoot me dead the first chance you got.�
�Give me your guns,� I say forcefully, holding my palms flat between the two of them. �Or you�re both going to end up shooting through me to get to each other.�
They both seem to think that over as the moments drag by painfully.
�We all have a common interest,� I press. �Making sure Dornan doesn�t hurt anybody else.�
Elliot snickers, slapping his gun into my left palm. He doesn�t let go, though, not until Jase reluctantly does the same.
�I think you�ll find the common interest is you,� Elliot says scathingly, letting me take the gun from his hand. Jase also lets me have his gun and I immediately locate the unloading mechanism for each one, sending two bullet magazines crashing to the floor and rendering the weapons useless. Tossing them onto the couch, I round on the two men who I have loved more than anything else in the world at varying stages in my life. Them, and my father.
Did he suffer?
No.
You�re not a very good liar.
My heart aches.
I pull out my own gun, the only one that�s useful at this point, and gesture for both of them to sit down on the couch.
�Take a seat, boys. We�ve got a lot of catching up to do.�
Jase looks at me incredulously. �You�ve got to be fucking with me, right?�
Elliot mumbles something under his breath.
�Pardon?� I ask him, my nerves fraying and my ears pounding.
He shoots me a shithead smile and repeats loudly, �I said, that�s what it looks like.�
�Looks like what?� I ask, suddenly irritated by the both of them.
�Like you�re fucking with me,� Jase says, looking bored as he takes a seat on the far end of the couch. �I think lover boy is a little jealous.�
�I�m not jealous,� Elliot shoots back, still seemingly reluctant to sit down anywhere near Jase.
�Dude, you are so fucking jealous,� Jase says. �Don�t worry. I haven�t touched her. My dad has, though.� He glares at me and something painful socks me in the chest as I try to put myself in his shoes.
I am so screwed up.
�So,� Jase says, propping his feet on the coffee table. �You�re a cop, huh?�
�Ex-cop,� Elliot bites back, hovering at the opposite end of the couch.
�Right,� Jase sneers, obviously not believing him. �Whatever. What the fuck are you doing in my house?�
Elliot�s fists squeeze tight. �El,� I say softly, a warning and a plea in one.
�I�m making sure you�re not killing my girl.�
Jase laughs bitterly, looking at me. �So he is your boyfriend.�
Irritated, I stare at Elliot. �Ex,� I say forcefully. �He�s my ex-boyfriend.�
�Huh,� Jase replies. �Did he think you were dead for six years, too? Or is that a special hell reserved just for me?�
That pain again, squeezing at my chest like a viper around my cold, dead heart. Oh, Jesus. This is so hard. Jase�s face is full of anger and hurt and I just want to take it all away, but I can�t.
I just seem to make it worse.
�I�m the one who saved her from your fucked-up family,� Elliot interjects forcefully, staring Jase down. Jase rises from his spot on the couch and the two face off, fists curled tight, eyes burning.
�Couldn�t stop her from coming back, though, could you, lover boy?� Jase retorts. They�re rapidly closing the gap between them, pulled together by some magnetic rage that is commanding them to take each other�s heads off.
�Stop!� I scream.
They both look at me like they�ve momentarily forgotten that I�m here.
�Please,� I implore. �Please can we just talk instead of all of this macho crap?�
Jase cocks an eyebrow but takes a step back from Elliot. �You�ve just killed four people, and now you want to sit down and talk?�
�Guy has a point,� Elliot says, rubbing his jaw. �You�re kind of bossy.�
�Extremely bossy,� Jase agrees, taking up his spot on the couch.
�Well,� I say sarcastically, a fake smile plastered onto my face. �Aren�t you two just best friends all of a sudden?�
Elliot laughs bitterly and perches on the other end of the couch, on the arm, as far away as he can get from Jase yet still technically sitting down. I fight the urge to roll my eyes and instead park my butt on the coffee table, my feet resting on the edge of the couch. I�m facing both of them, and this way, I�ll be able to shove myself in between them if another pissing contest gets out of hand. They�re both still clearly on high alert, but at least they aren�t throwing punches. For now.
I bite my lip as I stare at the back of the couch, trying to think of the best tack to take.
�You�re awfully quiet for a girl who wants to talk,� Jase says.
I swivel my gaze to him. �Just trying to find the right words, is all.�
�How�d you know it was her?� Elliot asks Jase suddenly, talking straight past me as if I don�t exist.
�You got a phone call,� I say suddenly, sitting up straighter. �Who was it? Do they know who I am?�
Jase puts his hands out in front of him, clearly annoyed by the barrage of questions. �Whoa. You�ve been dead for six years, and now you�re back fucking my dad, and you�re interrogating me?�
I slump again. He�s right.
�Sorry,� I mutter.
�I had a friend look into some things. Into you, actually,� he says, looking at Elliot. �The trail led to that night at the hospital where Juliette supposedly died.�
Elliot�s eyebrows rise impossibly high. �So, based on that, you figured out who she was? That seems like a pretty fucking big leap.�
Jase�s jaw tightens and he appears to be gathering his thoughts.
�I didn�t mean to look,� he says, his cheeks flushing ever so slightly. He ignores Elliot and instead addresses me directly. �That night when my dad � stabbed you.�
Elliot sucks in a loud breath when Jase says stabbed and I hold my index finger up to him, motioning him to stay silent. He still doesn�t know about that night when Dornan tied me up and stuck his face between my legs before deciding to plunge a knife into my thigh.
Well. He does now.
�You were � hurt,� Jase continues, �and your clothes had blood all over them. I swear, I wasn�t trying to find anything � but I saw your tattoo � and for a second there, I thought I saw what it was hiding.�
Of course. My scars. I�ll never be rid of them.
�It was just a second, you know?� Jase says, his voice close to breaking. �I told myself it was nothing. That I was just imagining things. You were dead! And you don�t look like you. I made myself forget about it. And then when I got that call � I had to look again. I had to know.�
His face is lined with our horrid past. �You�ve been right under my nose this whole time.�
I don�t know how much longer I can hold myself together. I�m cracking, breaking under my deceit. What does he think of me?
God, he must hate me so much for the things I�ve done.
Elliot breaks the thick tension by adding some more of his own.
�She�s been under your nose for a few months. Your father and your brothers? They�ve been under your nose for six fucking years. And you haven�t tried to get away? You haven�t tried to kill any of them? After what they did to her? After what they put inside her?�
Jase�s face pales at the same time that my head whips around, my pleading gaze meeting Elliot�s. �El, don�t,� I say, panic bubbling up into my throat. �Not that.�
Elliot stands. �I held her hand while they fucking raped her all over again!� He�s got tears in his eyes and Jase is staring at us with his mouth open, gasping like a goldfish.
�What is he saying, Julz?� Jase says, his skin suddenly the color of a sack of flour. Drained, devoid of any color, warmth or energy.
�She was fucking pregnant because of what they did!� Elliot yells, pointing at me while he addresses Jase.
Jase chokes a little, his eyes bulging. �Julz, talk to me. I don�t want him telling me this shit. Talk to me.�
I shrug, the weight of the cold gun heavy in my hand. �What do you want me to say?� I ask softly. �He�s not lying. It happened. It doesn�t matter anymore.�
�It doesn�t matter,� Jase mumbles in disbelief, echoing my words. �Of course it matters. I asked you to tell me everything. What else haven�t you told me?�
And now you�re back fucking my dad.
�Nothing,� I say numbly. �I was pregnant, I had an abortion. And then I wasn�t pregnant anymore.�
Jase covers his face with his hands; he�s shaking with rage.
�It was a long time ago,� I say softly. �There�s nothing you could have done about it.�
I watch, fascinated and sick, as Jase reaches for a vase on the coffee table and throws it as hard as he can at the wall, where it shatters into a million tiny pieces that rain down onto the sofa.
Elliot and I both jump at the same time as the vase impacts the wall, but Jase is oblivious. He�s so upset. He�s shaking. Violently. He looks like The Incredible Hulk right before he hulks out, and I hope he doesn�t keep hulk-smashing everything in sight.
I turn so I can keep one eye on Jase and one eye on El.
�You didn�t have to bring that up,� I mutter, my tone like a sulky child. �That was low, Elliot.�
�Shut up,� Elliot says loudly, and I�m taken aback. I don�t think he�s ever told me to shut up. �This isn�t a fucking joke, Juliette. You want him on your side? Fine. But that�s his father. His brothers. You�d better make damn sure you convince him how much they deserve to suffer. You think he�s on your side? Who�s to say he isn�t about to call them right now and tell them the truth?�
Jase seems to grow taller, his entire body tightly coiled and ready to strike. �Who the fuck do you think you are?� he yells, storming Elliot. Elliot holds his ground so that the two face off, centimeters separating their contorted faces. I take a step back, overwhelmed by the two men in front of me. It�s frightening how much they both mean to me. And all they want to do is destroy each other.
That damn pain again, crushing my heart with its vice-like grip. I can�t bear it much more. For a moment I wish I didn�t feel anything for them, because it would be easier that way�but then I really, truly would have nobody on the planet. I�d be completely alone.
They�re both yelling, a tense exchange, and that familiar ring starts in my ears again. Just make it stop. I�m so tired.
A hand clamps onto my shoulders, Elliot�s hand, and he shakes me slightly as he points to Jase. �You can�t trust these people! They tried to kill you, Julz!�
I stare daggers at Elliot and open my mouth to reply, but Jase gets in first.
�I tried to save her,� he growls, his index finger jabbing into Elliot�s chest. �You weren�t there. What do you know?�
Elliot sneers, looking from Jase to me. �He�s Dornan�s son,� he spits, knocking Jase�s hand away from his chest with a swipe of his own hand.
Jase roars, tackling Elliot to the ground, where the two grapple and fight to overpower each other. Jase straddles Elliot and punches him square in the nose, and Elliot responds by somehow reaching up and getting Jase in some sort of reverse headlock that I can�t quite figure out. They�re pretty evenly matched in height, strength, technique�and anger.
And love for me, I realize sadly.
�You�ve got Dornan�s blood in your veins,� Elliot taunts Jase, as the two grapple. Elliot lands a punch on Jase�s cheek, and Jase follows that up with a swift chop to Elliot�s throat that leaves him gasping and choking for air.
�Stop,� I plead, standing over the two of them as Elliot again manages to overpower Jase momentarily, sitting on his chest and giving him another hit to the face. Jase�s face is cut and bleeding, which only spurs Elliot further.
�Elliot!� I scream, grabbing at his arms as he continues to pummel Jase, who by now is starting to slow. Elliot�s hits are becoming sloppy and unfocused, his only aim to make Jase�s face look like hamburger meat.
I take a step back and charge forward, all of my weight focused on my hands. I lunge for Elliot, aiming to knock him off Jase or at least get in between the two before he beats him to death.
It works, even though I�m probably half his weight and size. Determination and gravity work in my favor, and soon I�m straddling him. I hit my knee on the side of the glass coffee table as we both fall awkwardly between the sofa and the table, and it makes my eyes water.
Oh well. At least my face doesn�t look like a scalpel attacked it.
I�m kind of surprised, to be honest, that Elliot overpowered Jase. I always imagined it�d be the other way around. That El would be too nice and would hold back his full strength in a fight like that. Obviously not. He gave everything for me back then and he�s just given it all again here, tonight.
He sits up, clearly displeased, a hand curled tightly around each of my arms as he tosses me sideways off him and onto the couch. He staggers to his feet, just in time for both of us to hear the deafening click of a gun being cocked. Fuck.
Jase stands before us, his arm shaking, his face almost unrecognizable. One eye is swollen half shut, there�s blood coming from his nose, and the entire left side of his face is littered with cuts and swelling.
Oh yeah, and that shaking arm leads to a hand, holding a gun. The gun I was in charge of. Double fuck.
�Get up,� Jase commands, and Elliot rises to his feet swiftly, keeping his hands in full view.
�Really? You�re pointing that at my dick?� Elliot�s voice is still taunting and bitter, even when he�s in danger of being shot.
�Put the gun down,� I say to Jase, wriggling to the edge of the couch, where I stand, planting myself firmly between the two again. Jase ignores my request, instead aiming over my shoulder, at Elliot�s head.
�Jason!� I yell, trying to make eye contact with him. He remains steadfastly locked on Elliot�s forehead, the two shooting each other daggers so poisonous, that if looks could kill they�d both be dead already.
�Don�t aim at his head!� I yell, the words coming out wrong. Jase sneers, blood smeared across his teeth. A horrible shiver passes from the top of my spine to the soles of my feet as an image of Dornan biting my breast and drawing blood swims in my vision.
�If you move out of the way, I�ll point it back at his dick,� Jase offers sarcastically. �Your call.�
I stay put.
Jase shakes his head. �You don�t come into my house and tell me whose son I am. I�m NOTHING like that motherfucker.�
�What I want to know is why haven�t you killed him yet?� Elliot�s acting like he has the upper hand, when he�s the one who�s about to get his brains painted all over the wall behind him. Jase�s expression drops when he hears Elliot�s question.
�It�s none of your business,� he says through clenched teeth. �Who the fuck do you think you are?�
�I�m the guy who saved the girl. The girl who would have died if it was left up to you,� Elliot spits, and I feel like I�ve been punched.
�Elliot!� I yell, rounding on him.
�Get out of my house,� Jase says, deathly calm. Too calm. �I won�t tell you again.�
Elliot throws a disgusted glance at Jase. �His brothers were waiting in the hospital corridor to murder you, Juliette. Don�t you remember?�
�Of course I remember!� I snap, tears filling my eyes. A rock forms in my throat that hurts to talk around.
�We need to leave,� Elliot says, taking my wrist. To the surprise of all three of us, I snatch it away. �Julz!�
I shake my head. �I�m not leaving, El. I�m sorry.�
The shock on his face is outweighed by the hurt. His cocky sneer falls away, replaced by a look of absolute heartbreak that makes me wish for the sneer again.
�Julz,� he pleads, gentler this time. His eyes wide, imploring me. I sob as he draws me close to him, tilting my chin so I�m looking up into his stricken face. �Don�t do this. Don�t go back to this life you fought so hard to flee.�
Love fights a bloody duel within my heart, and I�m torn between darkness and light, the pain a real and living thing. I shake my head, rising onto my tiptoes to brush my lips against Elliot�s smooth, but battered cheek. Then I push him away, even as the places he was touching me burn without his contact. Even as I know that he might not forgive me for this.
�Go,� I say, motioning to the front door.
He doesn�t move.
�Go!� I yell, more forcefully this time. I�ve broken his heart for real this time, I can tell. His eyes tell me everything: his sorrow, his pain, his rage. All there for me to behold.
Finally, he seems to come to a snap decision. He pushes past me, stopping briefly to grab his unloaded revolver and magazine from the coffee table. He shoves both into his pocket and then corners Jase, who doesn�t seem to mind being cornered, since he�s the one with the gun that works.
�I�m watching you,� he says menacingly, one finger pointed at Jase�s bloodied face.
Jase grins. �I�ve already been watching you,� he replies. �Next time you come into my house, you�re a dead man.�
Elliot storms out, slamming the door behind him for good measure. As soon as he�s gone, I start to panic.
Oh my God. What have I done? I just sent him away after everything we�ve been through? What kind of horrible, selfish bitch does that make me? He saved my life. He gave up his life and his career so that I�d be safe, and he came here tonight thinking that I was in danger � and all I did was hurt him even more and send him away?
It�s not right. It�s beyond wrong. I rush to the kitchen and grab my iPhone in one hand, the battery in the other, trying to stick the battery back in so I can call El and make sure he�s all right. I briefly consider following him, but I also can�t leave Jase here alone, his face completely messed up and with the weight of my secrets weighing upon him.
Torn between these two men. Six years, and nothing has changed, except now they both know I�m alive instead of one thinking I�m dead.
I�m fumbling with the stupid phone when I hear Jase behind me. I turn to face him, dropping the phone and rushing to him as he sways on his feet.
I wonder how long it�s been since he slept. Since he ate. He�s always asking about me, worrying about me eating and resting and if I�m hurt, and I just keep taking and taking without giving anything back. I loathe myself for it.
�Six years,� he says sadly, his dark brown eyes glassy and bloodshot, one half concealed by a swollen eyelid. �Why didn�t you tell me? Why didn�t you call me?�
I don�t have an answer, except the one I carry with me everywhere. My answer to everything.
�I was afraid.�
He shrugs me off and hauls himself over to the refrigerator, yanking the freezer door open. He takes something out and kicks the door with his black boot. As it swings shut I glimpse a bag of peas in one of his hands, a bottle of vodka in the other.
I continue watching as he takes two steps and leans his back against the counter, sliding down to end up in a sitting position on the floor below the sink. I tilt my head, unable to take my eyes away from him, when I spy the roll of paper towels on the counter.
Yes. I should clean his face up. He�d do that for me. He�s done it for me plenty of times.
I step over and grab the roll of paper towels, stopping in front of where Jase is sitting, blocking me from the sink. I lean across the bench, wetting a thick wad of paper napkin, and then drop to my haunches beside him.
He�s not really paying attention to me, with the bag of peas obscuring his vision in one eye, and the other firmly planted on the vodka in his hand. So when I press the cold, wet towel to his cheek, he jerks back, dropping the peas into his lap.
�Sorry,� I whisper. He eyes me warily before nodding, closing his eyes and leaning his head back against the cabinet door.
I take his nod and stillness as an invitation to continue, so I gently dab the blood from his face. Some of it has dried already, and I have to hold the towel in place until it dissipates. The thin material quickly becomes soaked in various shades of red, and I have to get fresh supplies several times before I�m finished.
Finally, I sit back on my heels, satisfied that I�ve done as much as I can. I notice Jase�s dark grey shirt, spattered down the front with his own blood, and probably Elliot�s as well. I reach out again with the last paper towel, intending to blot the blood from his shirt, when Jase�s hand shoots out and wraps around my wrist.
Our eyes meet, and I shiver involuntarily. His hand is like ice. Then I remember he�s been holding frozen peas to his face, and his freezing cold skin makes sense.
�He was going to kill me,� Jase says, referring to Elliot.
I shake my head. �He wasn�t.�
�He can�t come back here. Ever.�
I nod. �I�m sorry. I didn�t know he was going to be here.�
Jase raises his eyebrows. �Well, how the hell did he know you were here?�
I point reluctantly at my phone. �GPS.�
Jase�s eyebrows practically hit the roof. He puts the bottle down and gets to his feet, grabbing the phone.
He smashes it against the hard edge of the bench, sending pieces of glass and plastic everywhere. Great. First the vase, now the phone? We�re going to be stepping on glass for the next week.
If he even wants me to stay here, that is.
Jase slumps back to the ground, apparently not bothered about the mess, and resumes swigging from his vodka bottle. I stare into space, wondering what comes next.
I�m too tired to cry. Too shocked by Elliot�s sudden arrival and subsequent departure. My thoughts are whirling.
I�ve never been a smoker, and not much of a drinker, but if someone offered me a cigarette and a bottle of wine right now, I�d light up and suck that cancer stick in between drinking straight from the bottle. Then I remember sucking Dornan�s dick while he blew smoke down at me, and suddenly that craving vanishes.
Alcohol would be most welcome right now, though.
Jase seems to read my mind; well, kind of. He holds the vodka bottle in front of my face and waves it half-heartedly. Nice.
�I need ice if I�m drinking vodka,� I say, and sidestep the broken glass to the freezer. I grab two glasses and fill them with ice, returning to sit next to Jase on the floor.
He fills both glasses straight away and pushes one in front of me, where I watch the condensation form beads and then run down the sides of the frosted glass. Beside me, Jase�s ice clinks as he drains his glass in one mouthful.
I turn my head so that I can see him, my ear resting against the kitchen cabinet, as he pours a second drink.
�You shouldn�t write yourself off,� I say, pleased at only a small amount of ringing in my ears. �Someone else might abseil into your balcony.�
Jase gives me a sidelong glance, swishing the ice cubes around in his glass so they clink against the sides. �Why, got another boyfriend tracking your cell phone GPS?�
I roll my eyes. �Ex-boyfriend. And no. No more.�
Jase appears to be in deep thought for a while before he speaks next. Watching him, the way his mouth sometimes twitches when he�s in deep thought and the lines that appear and disappear on his forehead, I�m suddenly mesmerized by his presence. Finally. I�m here with him. Not as Sammi. But just as me. Just as us.
Whatever fucked-up �us� that may be.
Suddenly, I feel very, very lucky, and very, very happy to be alive. The feeling cuts deep into my chest, physical pain that makes me tremble. I haven�t felt lucky to be alive in such a long time.
I�ve just been existing for six years. This � this is so much better.
Jase glances at me again as he finishes the second drink and slaps it down on the floor between us. He doesn�t move to get a third.
�He really faked your death, huh?�
I nod.
�Left his job � packed up his life, and moved to Shitsville to keep you safe?�
I nod again. �Yep.�
�What did he ask in return?� Jase�s question has a dangerous edge to it.
�What?�
Jase scoops up my untouched drink and gulps it down in three seconds flat, slamming it back onto the floor.
�What was the payoff for him? What�d you have to do?�
I sit up straight, frowning. �Nothing.�
He�s talking about our relationship. I clear my throat. �Look,� I say. �I pestered him for a very long time before he�d even be in the same room alone with me. It�s not what you think. I loved him.�
Jase snorts. �Falling in love with your captor, huh?�
I bristle angrily. �He�s a good man. He gave up everything for me. His career. His future. His safety. Everything. And you know how I repaid him? I waited until he went to work at his shitty job he got to support us, and I tried to gas myself in his fucking garage.� Tears of rage and humiliation burn my eyes and slip onto my cheeks where I swat them away. Jase�s face has changed from annoyed to churlish, and he tries to take my hand, his thumb rubbing the slightly raised flesh at my wrist. He�s never noticed it before, but now he pulls it closer and studies the scar tissue that marked yet another unsuccessful suicide attempt made many years ago.
�I didn�t realize,� he says. �I�m sorry.�
I take my hand away and wipe my cheeks, pulling my knees up, and hugging them to my chest.
�You don�t need to be sorry for anything,� I mumble, shaking my head. �Just don�t talk about him like that, okay? If not for him, I really would be dead.�
�Well,� Jase says, his entire demeanor gentler and more cautious as he continues to glance at my wrists. �I suppose I should be thanking him, then.�
I smile sadly.
�I mean, I won�t thank him,� Jase adds quickly. �That fucker wants to kill me. But for you. That was a good thing he did.�
�Yeah,� I say sheepishly. �Well, he knows how I feel�� I catch my faux pas � �felt about you. It�s the reason he broke up with me.�
Jase�s eyes light up at that, his eyebrows practically touching the ceiling above us. �He broke up with you because of me?�
�I kept calling out your name in bed,� I explain. Jase laughs a low, throaty sound that makes me blush as I realize what I�ve just said. �Not like that.�
Jase is still laughing and choking on a mouthful of vodka at the same time. �Are you sure?� he manages in between laughing and coughing.
I roll my eyes. �Nightmares, Jason. Not the other thing.�
His smile vanishes and he straightens again, any bit of humor or lightness completely wiped from his face. Idiot! I fervently wish I hadn�t said what I said.
�Aw, fuck,� he says, frowning again. �I�m sorry.�
�Stop saying sorry,� I admonish him with a small smile, trying to diffuse the tension that�s once again settled on us like a pillow held forcefully to the face. �You have nothing to be sorry for.�
Only me, and my lies on top of more lies.
He doesn�t seem convinced. �I do.�
I shake my head. �No, you don�t. You almost got killed by your own family trying to save me. There�s no shame in that.�
There it is again. We�ve been dancing around that day, that day when I almost died, that afternoon of horror and pain.
�I should have fought harder,� he said, his shoulders slumping. �I go over it in my head all the time, you know. I could have taken the gun and shot him. I could have gotten us out somehow.�
I place a steady hand on his knee. He�s wearing thick denim jeans, but I can still feel the warmth of his skin radiating underneath.
�There was nothing either of us could have done differently.� It�s taken me years and many breakdowns to realize that neither of us were to blame for what Dornan orchestrated that day. I�ll forever regret that I couldn�t somehow save my father and the woman he loved, but I forgave myself for being powerless in the wake of our collective destruction around the same time that the doctor was sucking the remnants of a product of rape from my womb.
I�m momentarily transported back to the past, to the moment the mask was lifted from my face a little under six years ago, the moment the doctor smiled underneath her surgical mask and told me it was done. I�d been emptied of their sins, painfully absolved, but it was still many years before I�d been filled again with the hope of my vengeance against them.
So when Jase clamps his grip on my hand and squeezes tightly, it�s almost as if I�m falling, tumbling back into the present to sit beside him, my hand at his knee, an angry film covering each of his eyes.
�I should have killed them all the first chance I got,� he says, his face twisted into a mask of rage and pain.
I lean forward, placing my hand on his hot cheek, and when he doesn�t recoil, I smile.
�There�s still time,� I whisper softly, to the first boy I ever loved.

Six

The roles reverse sharply�Jase is completely fucked, both physically and mentally. He hasn�t moved from his spot on the floor in hours. About an hour ago, I found a frozen pizza and shoved it into the oven, guessing it was cooked when the cheese started to bubble furiously on top. I gave it to him, and he ate it mechanically, until it was all gone. Then he resumed his listless staring into space.
Which brings us to now.
I�m lost. Up until now, I�ve always had a plan. A destination. People to fuck and people to kill. But now? I�m wandering around Jason�s apartment like a lost soul� wondering if I should go, or if I should stay. Finally, I decide to busy myself with cleaning up the glass from the vase and cell phone.
Three thoughts on repeat in my mind.
Dornan�s in a coma.
I just kicked Elliot out.
I think Jase hates me.
I crouch in front of Jase, who�s polished off half the bottle of vodka and all of the pizza I left for him. He�s still staring into space.
�Hey,� I say gently. �Earth to Jase? What�s going on in there?�
I�ve never seen him like this, and it�s freaking me out. Because I know I�m responsible for turning his life into a living hell. At least, today I�m responsible. Dornan brought him into hell with the rest of us the moment he killed Jase�s mother all those years ago.
He raises his watery brown eyes to meet my gaze and I have to force myself not to flinch underneath the weight of his stare. His jaw is clenched so hard I�m surprised his teeth haven�t started cracking. His fingers are curled around the neck of the vodka bottle like it�s a life raft and he�s afloat in an icy sea.
�What�s going on in here?� he echoes, tapping the side of his head. �You really don�t want to know.�
Probably not.
I kneel in front of him and rest one hand on his bended knee. �You should still tell me.�
He smirks, an expression I never want to see on his face. It makes him look like his father, which is a comparison I never, ever need to be reminded of. But he can�t help who his father is any more than I could help who my father was. Born into treachery, raised among darkness so vile, so toxic, our souls are unlike any others.
He might have escaped the first seventeen years of his life in blissful ignorance of the Gypsy Brothers� life, but I�m pretty sure he�s all caught up and then some.
�I�m thinking about you and my father,� he says, and my heart sinks. �I�m thinking about all those times you were�� he struggles to get the next part out, �� with him, and it makes me want to kill you both.� He reaches up his spare hand and places it on my cheek. I don�t dare move, frozen to the spot, as he lets his hand trail down ever so gently to rest around my throat. He doesn�t squeeze, just lets it rest there as a not-so-subtle gesture.
�Let me guess,� I say, blood roaring in my ears as anger joins the shame already blanketing my being. Anger that we were ever put in this situation by our fucked-up families and the club that controlled us all. �You want to strangle me? Go ahead. I probably deserve it. Just promise me you�ll kill him as soon as you�re done with me.�
He drops the attitude and his hand from my throat; my skin burns where his hand rested, craving his touch once more. Which is all kinds of screwed up. But still. I�d much rather a threatening hand on my throat from Jase over a violently possessive lust-grip from his father.
Dornan. Why won�t you just die, motherfucker?
�I�ll never be done with you,� Jase mumbles, taking a fresh swig of vodka and grimacing as it no doubt burns his throat. �Even when you were dead, I wasn�t done with you. You haunted me for six fucking years. I�m still not sure you�re really here.�
I reach out my arm and trace the black circle under his uninjured eye. �When�s the last time you slept?� I ask, echoing the question he asked me a few days ago.
He shrugs.
�At least get off that floor and come sit on the sofa. I cleaned the glass off it.�
I stand and offer him my hand, which he takes, getting to his feet. He keeps ahold of his bottle of vodka but quickly drops my hand, reverting back into his own little universe. I frown, biting my lip.
�Do you want me to go?� I ask. There�s no malice in my tone, no hurt. If he needs his space, I�ll happily give it to him. There are a thousand fleabag motels in the greater Los Angeles area where I could hide out while I wait for Dornan to either wake up, or die.
God, I want him to die so badly.
Jase shakes his head. �No. Stay.� He doesn�t look at me, but his words are forceful enough that I believe he�s being genuine. I can forgive the dude for not being able to deal with all the shit I�ve stirred up in a very short time.
I wait in the hallway as he wanders around, robotically closing windows. At the wall just inside the front door, he punches a code into a small keypad, and a red light flashes. I remember the security system from when I used to come here before.
I remember a lot of things about before.
Memories of days long gone, of innocence and first love, curl around my mind like tendrils, whispering softly, making me hurt. Part of me wants to get lost inside them for a while, but as Jase slams the remaining window shut and stalks into the living room, I�m jolted back to the present.
I follow cautiously, unsure if my presence is wanted. I hover awkwardly as Jase kicks back onto the end of the sofa that has a chaise extension. He crosses his legs and stares at his bottle of vodka, forlorn. A vibrating sound buzzes from his jeans pocket and he pulls out his phone, closing one eye to read it.
His face falls.
�What?� I ask quietly.
He throws the phone down on the sofa beside him. �Someone found Jimmy.�
Jimmy. Of course. In the commotion of everything, I�d almost forgotten the dead man whose blood had covered me from head to toe only hours ago.
�Dead?�
He looks at me like I�m an idiot. �Yes, dead. That�s generally what happens when you blow someone�s brains out.�
I almost say, That�s generally what happens when your motorcycle blows up, too, but I bite that back. It�s not helpful right now.
I think about Jimmy, and it bothers me. At first, I�m not sure why, but then I realize � It was the casual, instinctive way that Jase placed his gun to Jimmy�s temple and pulled the trigger. No hesitation.
�Why�d you need Jimmy�s gun?� I ask suddenly. It�s not the question I really want to ask, but it, too, has been bothering me. Why did we have all that fanfare with the guns and Jimmy being offered a ringside seat to the Juliette rape and murder show? Why didn�t Jase just use his own gun? I mean, the likelihood of his gun�of Dornan�s gun�being registered is almost zero. They�re bikers, not members of the NRA. Now that my brain is functioning again, all of these questions are burning a hole in my brain, but it�s the unspoken questions that hurt even more.
Why did you wait six years, and never do a damn thing to hurt your father?
Why didn�t you kill him?
Why is your body covered in Gypsy Brothers tattoos? In family patches and club insignia?
Why are you even here?
I can kill a man and watch him die, but I can�t ask these questions. Not now. I�m too afraid of what the answers might be. So, instead, I stick with the safer question.
Why�d you need Jimmy�s gun?
Jase eyes me for a moment before responding. �Dornan�s gun was damaged when his motorcycle blew up beneath him. I doubted it would fire. Imagine if I�d tried to shoot Jimmy with a gun that didn�t work.�
My stomach roils at that image. Yes. Imagine indeed.
�Imagine what they�d do to you and to me.�
�You�re smart,� I say, feeling stupid that the thought didn�t occur to me in the parking lot. I was careless, and if it weren�t for Jase�s quick thinking and excellent acting, we�d probably both be dead.
I�d definitely be dead.
�I�m a details guy,� Jase says, leaning his head back and closing his eyes for a moment. I take a deep breath and sit on the other end of the couch, my thoughts troubling me greatly.
Why is he still here?
Elliot�s words come back to haunt me, a stab in the gut. I told him to go. I�m a horrible person.
He�s Dornan�s son. His blood runs through his veins.
I steal a glance at Jase, and my troubled mood turns into a barely muffled laugh as I see that he�s fast asleep, passed out sitting up against the couch, one hand still wrapped firmly around the neck of the vodka bottle.
I can�t be mad at him now. He�s adorable when he sleeps. I push those disturbing questions away. They�ll still be there in the morning for me to ask.
I stand and tiptoe over to where Jase is lying, gently unfurling his fingers from the vodka bottle. I return it to the fridge, and then pad silently into his bedroom. I grab the duvet from his bed and carry it to the living room, lightly covering Jase with it. He�s out cold, and for a moment I just watch him sleep, the lines on his face gone in sleep.
He looks younger when he�s sleeping.
He looks like the Jase I left behind six years ago.
Blinking back tears, I head back to his bedroom. My entire body is tired and aching, and I figure I may as well get some sleep while Jase is unconscious.
I crawl under the sheets, hugging a pillow close to me. It smells like Jase. Earthy, like fresh dirt and sandalwood with a hint of something spicy. It�s delicious. That�s the last thing I think of before I shut my eyes, and sleep drags me down.

Seven

Pain and darkness. Terror and despair.
My nightmare holds me under and pins me down. It leaves marks in me like a shark�s sharp teeth, even as I thrash in damp sheets, struggling to wake up.
It�s nothing new. My mother once told me that I used to have night terrors when I was a baby. That I would call out in my sleep, eyes awake but blank, and she would have to hold me up to the lights and shake me awake.
But when I was younger, my dreams were fluid, innocent, ever-changing. I might have looked panicked, but I always woke up and was fine. Whatever haunted me in my sleep never followed me through to my waking.
Not anymore.
Something completely disturbing, something that I have pushed away into the darkest recesses of my mind continues to trouble me as I lie panting, twisted in thin sheets, goose bumps and sweat lining my exposed skin.
I didn�t have a single nightmare the entire time I slept beside Dornan Ross.
All those weeks, the months I had lain beneath him as he drove himself inside me, enough to make me shatter. Then, afterward, the way he would lay a possessive arm over me, so that I couldn�t move away, pinned to the bed as his sticky fluid seeped from me and turned cold beneath us.
I slept like a baby every single night.
It disturbed me greatly, so greatly that I didn�t think about it, forced myself to turn off, but suddenly I�m reminded of those nights, and now I know why I wasn�t scared.
I wasn�t scared because I knew where he was. And I knew, that as long as I was with him, and he believed my lies, that I was safe. Not safe in the traditional sense�this was the man who beat me, who stabbed me for talking out of turn, who fucked me senseless, and choked me until I saw stars more than once.
But I knew where he was. And I knew he was under my spell. And I was feeding off his pain and grief like an addict, getting hit after hit as his sons fell like dominoes, victims of my treachery.
Now, I don�t know what�s going to happen. If he�s going to wake up. If he�s going to figure me out before I deliver his final death sentence.
If it�s going to be him that dies, or me.
If Jase really forgives me, or if he�s going to grow to hate me so much that maybe he�ll pull the trigger himself.
Tonight�s nightmare is a classic. I�m riding in the back of the car, on the way to my death six years ago. Dornan is in the driver�s seat, Maxi in the passenger seat, and Chad sits next to me, a smug smirk on his demented face. I try to open the car door, but there�s no handle. I bang on the window and suddenly, all three men turn and stare at me, but they don�t have faces. Only rotted flesh and shriveled white blobs where their eyes should be. Chad stares at me with unseeing white eyes and underneath a fat worm burrows out, making a hole in his cheek. Suddenly the car is covered in writhing maggots as Chad slides closer, caging me against the door with his arms.
I scream, and as I do, the maggots make a beeline for my mouth, crawling from everywhere to make their home inside me.
I need to get out of the car. I�m not dead like them. I�m not dead! As Chad grins and leans down so our eyes are inches apart, he laughs and brushes a maggot-infested hand across my cheek.
�What, Julie?� he asks, his breath smelling of decay and death. �You think you can escape us because we�re dead? You�ll never be free. You belong to us.�
He comes closer, pressing his dead lips to mine, forcing his tongue into my mouth. I scream as my throat fills with writhing maggots, desperate for their next meal.
�Juliette!� Rough hands are shaking me. I swat blindly in front of me, still half-trapped in my disgusting nightmare.
�Julz, it�s me.� The hands leave me and suddenly the room is bathed in light, making me wince painfully at the sudden brightness.
Jase stands just inside the door to his bedroom, one hand still on the light switch. He�s wearing black boxer shorts and nothing else, despite the cold night. His hair is all mussed up and his eyes are puffed from sleep. The swelling seems to have gone down a lot on the eye that Elliot punched, but I can see a cluster of broken blood vessels in his eyes, making a tiny spider web of bright red threads.
�You sounded like were being murdered,� he says. �Nearly gave me a fucking heart attack.�
I rub my bleary eyes, looking at the digital radio clock on the nightstand. One a.m. I�d barely even gotten to sleep when that nightmare took hold. Damn. I need sleep so badly right now, and even with Dornan in a coma, I can�t rest.
�Oh,� I reply. �What was I saying?�
�Nothing,� he says quickly. �Just general screaming.�
�Oh. Sorry.�
He hovers at the edge of the bed, still half asleep by the look of it.
�Well, try to get some sleep,� he says stiffly, switching off the light as he turns to leave.
�Wait,� I say, a little more desperation in my voice than I would have liked.
He turns ever so slowly, a look on his face that could be a frown or amusement. I can�t decide which. My eyes adjust to the dark and with the sliver of moonlight coming in from the window above the bed I can just make out his features.
He stands there awkwardly, looking around the room, looking anywhere but at me.
�Can you � stay for a minute?� Suddenly, I don�t want to be alone. Anything but being alone with the memory of his dead brother shoving his tongue down my throat.
He must see the fear on my face, even in the darkness, because his awkwardness disappears. �That bad, huh?�
I nod. �Yeah. Pretty bad.�
�Okaaaaay,� he says, perching on the edge of the bed. �Shove over.� I stare at him stupidly for a moment, until he gestures to the bed. �I�m lying down, Julz. It�s one in the morning and I�m tired as all fuck. Shove.�
I wriggle out of the way a little too eagerly, tucking myself back under the sheets on the far side of the double bed. Jase swings his legs onto the bed and turns onto his side, propping himself up on one elbow as he surveys me.
�I have nightmares sometimes,� he says quietly, his brown eyes dark and troubled in the night.
That slams into me like a sucker punch to the gut, almost making me double over in pain. My dear boy. Fate really dealt us a screwed-up hand when it chose our fathers. I might have loved mine more than almost anything in this world, but he still chose this life that took everything from our family. And Dornan � well.
He killed your mother. Why haven�t you tried to kill him?
I�m too afraid to ask him, and puncture the comfortable stillness that surrounds us. Right now, in this moment, I need him to be here with me, and asking the hard questions would no doubt destroy this fleeting peace we�ve found in the dark night.
I swallow thickly. �You do?�
He nods. �Always about the same thing.�
I squeeze my eyes shut as he continues to speak.
�It�s probably not what you think,� he says softly. �It�s not about that. It�s about afterward.�
�Afterward?� I ask hesitantly.
�Yeah,� he says, speaking slowly and deliberately, as though he�s agonizing over every word. �I�m at your funeral, and the coffin is being lowered into the ground, and as it is, I can hear you screaming my name.�
�Oh yeah?� I ask, the lump in my throat like a painful throb.
�It makes sense now, I guess,� he says, his hand brushing against my stomach. �Shit,� he says. �Where�s your hand?�
I reach in front of me and our hands find each other in the dark. His hand is warm and much larger than mine, and it brings me more comfort than I can say when he squeezes it gently around mine. The most platonic of gestures, but in this moment, it makes me feel so incredibly loved and safe.
�Keep going,� I prompt him. �Why does it make sense?�
�Oh,� he says. �Well, it makes sense that I�d be dreaming about you being buried alive. You were never dead.�
I sigh. �I�m sorry you had to go through that. I�m so sorry.�
I see the outline of his shoulders shrug up and down in the darkness. His hand is warm around mine, and I hold on tight, not willing to let him go just yet.
�It is what it is.�
Neither of us says anything for a while.
�Tell me,� he says finally. �What do you dream about? Is it what happened that afternoon? Or something else?�
Sometimes I dream about you.
�Sometimes it�s about that,� I say with difficulty. My throat feels like sandpaper. �But most of the time it�s abstract, you know? A loop of images that other people would probably find normal.�
My voice breaks on the word normal, and I choke a little getting it back under control.
�It�s okay,� he says quickly. �You don�t have to say any more.�
�I�m fine,� I say, swallowing the proverbial rock in my throat. �I can handle it. Compartmentalizing, baby.�
�I don�t believe you.�
The conversation skips a beat as I drown deeper in our collective sorrow. Our grief.
�I think about you all the time,� I whisper, surprising myself with my frank confession. �I could never forget you. Do you believe that?�
�Yeah,� he says, and I can hear the emotion waver in his voice.
�Why?� I ask. �You have no reason to trust me after the things I�ve done. Why believe me?�
�Because,� he says, and I�m so close to breaking down I can taste the salt of my tears before they�re even spilled. �Because, when you were screaming just now, you weren�t just screaming.�
I knew it.
His voice cracks under the burden of our past. �You were calling for me, Julz. Over and over again. For a minute I thought it was my nightmare, until I realized I�d woken up and you were still yelling for me.�
The dam bursts. I�m crying. �It was always you,� I say, my breath hitching as I drag in a sobbing breath. �It�s always been you.�
Before I can change my mind, I shift closer, closing the space between us. I nestle my face into the space under his chin, our bodies pressed tightly together side by side, and I don�t let go.
For six years, I�ve wanted him to hold me like this. To hold me and stroke my hair and tell me that it�s going to be okay. The words are slightly different, but that�s all right. It�s everything I�ve ever wanted, right here and now.
�Can you forgive me?� I whisper desperately in between my tears.
�I already have,� he says. �Damn it, Julz, you could burn the whole world down and I�d still forgive you.�

Eight

The darkness becomes a comfort instead of a foe, and within that darkness I cling to Jase.
He doesn�t hate me. My dear boy doesn�t hate me like I feared he would. Somehow, it makes the pain inside me worse. Worse because of everything I�ve put him through. Grieving a dead girl for six years. Finding out I�m alive. Realizing the awful things I�ve done. And still finding within himself the strength and compassion to forgive me.
Before I�m really aware of what I�m doing, I press my lips to his neck, a light, innocent kiss that could be strictly platonic.
But my feelings for him are far from platonic.
His body stills as I kiss him, but he doesn�t stop me. Tenderly, cautiously, I kiss him again, on his cheek this time. He doesn�t push me away, but his fingers tighten ever so slightly around my waist.
My eyes have adjusted to the darkness well enough to see that his eyes are shut, so I take my chance and plant a kiss right on his delicious mouth. At first, it�s just my lips barely touched to his. After a few seconds, he responds greedily, opening his mouth, allowing our tongues to touch.
When they touch, it�s almost like a jolt of electricity buzzes between us.
And any hope of us breaking apart vanishes completely.
�Julz,� Jase moans into my mouth as his fingers tighten around my hips. I run my hands over every exposed piece of his flesh, the only thing separating us a thin T-shirt and sweatpants on me, and a pair of boxer shorts on him.
The feel of his mouth on mine, then lower as his hungry kisses dip to my neck and collarbone, is divine. It�s beyond divine�it is something I�ve been yearning for since the moment we lost each other in the most violent and tragic of ways. It�s almost like we�re back in my bedroom that horrid day reliving the moments we lost.
The moments that were stolen from us.
I groan involuntarily as Jase pushes my T-shirt up, exposing my nipple to the cool night air. He takes it into his mouth, swirling his tongue around the tender flesh before sucking gently, his growing hardness pressing into my thigh. He does the same thing to my other nipple, and as his teeth brush the spot where Dornan�s teeth punctured my flesh, my entire body freezes and I yelp loudly.
Jase pulls back, my body immediately missing his touch.
�Wait�� I say, just as he flicks on the bedside lamp. Before I can pull my shirt down to cover my breast, he�s staring at the purplish teeth marks.
He looks from the bite marks to my eyes, questions and urgency in his hooded eyes. �He did this to you?�
I tug at my T-shirt, but Jase�s hand is holding onto the hem, keeping my breast exposed. �Answer me, Juliette.�
Angered, I twist away, pulling my shirt back down. �Who else would do it?� I say, suddenly furious with him. He gives up the shirt wrestle and instead reaches for my thighs, yanking my left leg up and gripping it tightly.
I follow his gaze to land upon the jagged white scar on my thigh, the scar Dornan created when he plunged his knife into my flesh, another scar that irreparably marks me as his.
I stare at the ceiling, blinking hot tears of anger and shame from my eyes. I don�t fight. I let him study my thigh, and when he pushes my T-shirt up to study my midsection of tattooed cross-scars, I speak.
�Got what you wanted?� I ask bitterly, embarrassed to be so exposed in front of him.
He continues to stare at my tattoos, almost dream-like, his eyes clouded and far away.
�No,� he says. �That�s not what I wanted. Is this it? Where else has he scarred you, Julz?�
His voice isn�t angry anymore. It�s gentle and horrified, and it washes away my own rage.
�It�s not the scars on my skin that hurt,� I whisper. �It�s the ones inside my mind.�
Right then, he looks sadder than I�ve ever seen him.
�I should go,� he mutters.
�No!� I protest. �I�m sorry, okay? I can�t help what�s already happened, Jase. I can only try to make sure the right things happen now.�
He stands by the edge of the bed, apparently undecided, and I claw anxiously at anything I can say that might make him stay.
�I wish things were different,� I whisper to him, hearing the tears in my voice. �I�m sorry.�
�Yeah,� he says, his eyes clouded over again.
And then he leaves me alone.
He heads into the bathroom and immediately I hear the shower start. Maybe he needs a cold shower.
I sure do.
I lie there for a few minutes staring at the ceiling. I�m saddened and frustrated. Saddened by his sudden change of heart, his brisk departure.
Frustrated because my entire body is alight, ready for his touch, his caress, and now he�s left me alone.
Finally, I decide to hell with it. I�m not finished with him. We can�t leave things on that note.
The bathroom door is slightly ajar, and I push it open, steam immediately greeting me.
I can see his outline in the shower as he stands under the stream of water, tiny droplets hitting his skin at every angle.
Brazenly, and without giving myself any time to chicken out, I lift my T-shirt over my head and toss it in the corner. Jase sees the sudden movement and turns to face me as I shimmy out of my borrowed sweatpants, leaving them on the floor. I pull the glass door to the shower open and step inside, happy that the water is warm, not cold.
�What are you doing?� Jase asks, seemingly unimpressed.
I shrug. �I don�t think we�re finished yet.�
He laughs dryly. �Oh yes, we�re finished,� he says, turning to the side and grabbing a bar of soap from the caddy.
I tilt my head to the side, gesturing to his rock-hard erection.
�You�re lying,� I say.
He turns away, running soap over his hair and rubbing at it angrily. �I can�t look at you without thinking about what you did with him,� he says bitterly, and my stomach twists painfully.
�Jase�� I plead.
�Everywhere I look!� He cuts me off. �This bathroom, the clubhouse. Everywhere! I can�t think of anything else when I look at you, Juliette!�
I hang my head, the warm water soothing and scalding all at once.
�I did what I had to do,� I say vehemently. �You would have done the same thing if you were me. I didn�t know he�d take such a shining to me, for shit�s sake. I wanted a job at the burlesque club, that�s all.�
He slams his palm against the tiles so hard, it seems like the whole glass shower cubicle shakes.
Right. Guess that was the wrong thing to say.
�What do you want from me?� I ask, setting my jaw. �Do you want me to leave?�
Unexpectedly, he cages me with his arms, pushing me back against the cold tiles. Every brush of his skin on mine, and his eyes on me, sends a thrill down my spine and evokes a delicious wetness between my legs.
�No,� Jase growls. �What I want is to throw you up against this wall and erase any trace of him ever touching you. What I want is for you to be mine, and mine only.�
My breathing quickens as he says that. His eyes are bright, wild almost, but I�m not afraid of him.
�So do it,� I whisper.
He hesitates, his hands loosely around my waist, his hard cock pressing into my stomach.
I know why he�s hesitating. The past that lies between us.
Let her go!
�I want this,� I say to him. �I want this more than I have ever wanted anything in my life. I want to be with you, Jason. I�m not leaving you again. Ever.�
My words seem to move something inside him. His hesitation disappears, replaced by a look of pure lust. He makes a deep noise in his throat as he presses my hips with his palms, driving me back again so I�m pressed harder against the wall. The combination of hot water running over my front and the cold tiles at my back is thrilling; there�s a slight draft coming in from the window and my skin springs to life in a million tiny bumps. Jase�s lips crash against mine as we desperately seek to reclaim what should have always been ours.
�Julz �� he moans into my mouth, his hand leaving my hip and trailing lower. He traces a line with his index finger down my thigh and back up, where he swipes it along my slit.
�You�re so wet,� he whispers, pressing a finger inside me. I clutch at his hard arms as he strokes his finger in and out, moaning when he hits that sweet spot inside.
�Jesus, Jase,� I whisper, moving my hand down and gripping his thick cock. I start stroking him back and forth, slow at first, then faster. His breathing quickens and he stops kissing me, staring at me with hooded eyes.
�That,� he murmurs, watching me stroke his length, �feels so good.� He closes his eyes for a moment, tipping his head back as he pants, and while he isn�t looking I figure I might as well do what I�ve wanted to do since I saw him naked in the shower. I sink to my knees, open my mouth, and close my mouth around the head of his cock.
As soon as I wrap my lips around his shaft his eyes snap open.
�Ohhhhh,� he says, as I suck and lick. �Jesus, if you keep going like that I�m not going to last.�
I smile up at him and let him bounce out of my mouth, because the last thing I want is for this to be over when it�s only just begun. Jase responds immediately, dragging me up to my feet and pressing me against the wall again. He holds my hips firmly and kisses a deliciously warm trail down my neck.
�Wrap your legs around me,� he says, lifting me effortlessly so my legs are spread around him, my ankles locked together.
He holds me with one hand as he guides his cock with the other, rubbing it in shallow circles against my clit until I�m thrusting my hips forward in frustration.
�Jase,� I whimper, not wanting to wait a second longer, and mercifully, I don�t. He surges forward, thrusting into me in one long movement that makes my eyes roll back in my head as I dig my nails into his back. �Oh, fuck!� I moan, as he slowly pulls out of me, only the tip of him remaining inside me. Then he thrusts again, just as quick and hard as the first time, and I begin to feel a wave of orgasm build inside me.
He notices too, because he thrusts harder, watching my face intently. �Come for me, Julz,� he whispers, and I do. I hold my breath as I reach that shattering crest, my core clenching tightly around his shaft as I come. He thrusts harder, deeper with each stroke, until I�m crying out his name, a loud scream that he covers with his mouth.
I see white and stars, stilling as my orgasm tears through every fiber of me. He tightens his fingers around my hips and takes over, lifting me up and slamming me back down onto him as my core clenches around him and I continue to cry into the night.
I collapse onto him, my head resting loosely on his shoulder, desperately needing a reprieve before we continue.
�Jesus fucking Christ,� he says, stroking my tangled hair. �That looked intense.�
�Is this okay?� he asks, as he begins to drive into me again. I thrust my hips forward, drawing him deeper inside me, and he smiles devilishly.
�It�s better than okay,� I moan, grabbing his hips and pulling him into me so hard, it�s almost violent. �It�s everything I�ve ever wanted.�
My voice wavers as I say that. Jase cups my face in his hand, the other at my waist as he continues to thrust.
�I never stopped loving you,� he murmurs in my ear.
If I say any more, I�m going to cry, and I don�t want to cry right now.
�Stop trying to make me cry and just fuck me,� I whisper heatedly.
As soon as I say that, he stops and pulls out of me, hovering at my entrance like the cruelest tease. I try to pull him back but he resists me effortlessly.
�This is not fucking,� he says plainly. �I�m not fucking you.�
My eyes ask the question, what do you mean, and he doesn�t leave me hanging. He inches inside me again, deliciously slow, methodically and precise. I moan and press my fingers into his flesh.
It has been so many years, but he fills me with himself so that I am finally complete again.
So that I am loved.
�I�m making love to you, Juliette,� he murmurs.
And he�s right.

Nine

I�ve dreamed of this moment for over six years. A reality where Jase and I could be together again. In my imagination, this was perfection. This was the culmination of years of longing and loss, of patience and distance and blood. I thought I�d be relieved. I thought I�d be absolved, that we�d live happily ever after, the end.
And now that it�s here, I don�t feel any of those things. I don�t feel relieved, or content, or absolved of my sins.
I�m just afraid.
Afraid of so many, many things.
I feel completely powerless. I don�t know what�s going on with Jase, my only lifeline to the club�my only lifeline at all, for that matter. Over the three days that pass after the bomb blast, he comes and goes from the apartment several times, never really telling me what�s going on. Each time he leaves, I can tell he�s reluctant to be away from me, which is both a comfort and a worry. Is he reluctant to let me out of his sight because he misses me?
Or does he want to keep tabs on me because he doesn�t trust me?
I suspect both are equally true.
And really, he�s justified in his suspicion. I can�t help myself. The first chance I get�the morning after we first sleep together again�I wait until Jase leaves the apartment. As I listen to the roar of his bike fade into the distance, I hurry to the bathroom, a fresh pair of blue contact lenses in my eyes in a matter of seconds. A quick shower to wash any trace of our night together away, a change of outfit from the suitcase Jase thoughtfully grabbed from the clubhouse for me, and suddenly I am Sammi once again.
I take his car keys, slam the door shut behind me, and drive to the private hospital where I know Dornan�s been transferred.
I want to see his pain. I want to see just how close to death I brought him.
When I arrive at the hospital, I enter the large foyer and immediately recognize Dornan�s wife talking on her phone in the corner. I duck behind a large potted fern, praying she hasn�t seen me. Sure enough, she appears oblivious, ending her call and returning to the elevators nearby. I watch as she punches the button to go up, and wait patiently as she steps into the elevator. The doors close quietly behind her. Above the doors, the numbers count upwards, pausing for a moment on five. Level five�that�s got to be it. A large board says that the ICU is on level five, which makes sense. I snicker to myself as I imagine Dornan hooked up to machines and breathing tubes.
Whatever damage he�s sustained? I hope it fucking hurts.
I jog to the stairwell, trying to stay out of sight. I don�t really care if any Gypsy Brothers see me�after all, I am the obsessive club whore who never leaves his side unless I have to. But I don�t exactly want Dornan�s bitch of a wife to see me and start a smack down.
Five flights of stairs later, I�m panting so hard, my chest is wheezing. I used to be so fit, I think to myself as I catch my breath in the stairwell. With sex my only exercise of late, it�s no wonder I�m woefully out of breath.
I let a few moments pass before I steel myself. I�m nervous, my stomach in knots, and I�m not entirely sure why.
Jase. Jimmy. There are two reasons right there. I wonder if anyone suspects me of anything yet.
I enter the hospital corridor, plastering a look on my face that�s aiming for concerned girlfriend.
I glance down at what I�m wearing, pleased that I had something Sammi-worthy to wear. A black T-shirt that clings in all the right places and dips to show off my cleavage, paired with dark denim jeans and plain ballet flats. It�s not as whorey as normal, but it�ll have to do.
Thank goodness Jase thought to grab my suitcase from the clubhouse. I don�t think turning up in his sweatpants would really work.
As soon as I step into the corridor, I know which room is Dornan�s. Halfway up the long hall is a doorway flanked by three Gypsy Brothers, who look ridiculously out of place in a hospital. At the same time, they look like you wouldn�t want to mess with them. Which I suppose is the whole point.
I hang around just outside the stairwell, waiting for one of them to notice me. Sure enough, within about three seconds, the shortest of the three heavily tattooed guys makes a beeline for me, his bald head shining under the artificial light.
I smile gratefully as he approaches me. �Hi.�
He smirks. �What are you doin� here, darlin? Prez is still out cold.�
I nod, squeezing a tear out for effect. �I don�t know what to do,� I say desperately. �I�m so worried about him.�
The dude thinks on something for a moment and then glances at the room he�s just come from.
�Look,� he says. �It�s meant to be family only.�
�I know,� I say dejectedly. �I just�if he wakes up � I don�t want him to think I wasn�t here, worried about him, you know? But I don�t want to upset his family.� I put my hands to my face, acting upset. �Can you help me?�
I bat my fucking eyelashes for all I�m worth, and the guy buys it. Men are idiots sometimes. In this case, it�s to his detriment.
�Stay here, doll. I�ll let you know when his old lady leaves.�
I smile gratefully, watching him as he heads back to the room to stand sentry with the other two bikers. They�re all about Dornan�s age�all would have been in the club with my father when he died.
Traitorous bastards, the lot of them. If it were up to me, if I had the energy and the resources, they�d all be dead as well.
My patience pays off. About thirty minutes later, I see Dornan�s wife head back to the elevator and disappear inside. Moments after that, Baldy crooks a finger, beckoning me.
He gestures for me to enter the room, but as I pass him, he lays a hand on my shoulder. It takes everything within me not to throw it off and punch him in the face.
�He�s messed up pretty bad,� he says to me in a loud whisper. �You sure you wanna go in?�
I nod. I�m fucking gagging to see what�s become of him.
�Okay,� the guy says, taking his hand back. �Don�t say you weren�t warned.�
I nod, squeezing past him and entering the private room. Even here, in a coma, Dornan�s been afforded every luxury: a private suite that overlooks the Hollywood Hills and a band of merry men to guard him from further attack.
I should�ve brought some kind of poison with me and finished off the job. Silly me for not thinking ahead.
I approach the bed at the far end of the large room quietly and with caution. I don�t know what to expect, only that it�s bad.
As I get closer, my eyes take in every detail of the horrors that have marred Dornan�s face, neck, arms, and hands. I assume the rest of him is similarly injured, but I�m not about to lift the sheets and find out. Not yet, anyway.
A few more steps and I�m close enough to reach out and take his hand, gently avoiding the deep cuts that litter his skin and the drip tube that�s embedded in the top of his hand.
I can�t help it. A satisfied smile spreads across my face as I see the damage the shrapnel from Elliot�s crudely fashioned bombs have wreaked upon the man I want to destroy. It�s not as good as if he were dead, but it�s pretty fucking great.
He�s hooked up to a morphine drip, the same kind as the one I had when I woke up from death six years ago. They�re impossible to overdose, which is unfortunate, with only a measured amount delivered intravenously every fifteen minutes.
Well, if I can�t kill him, I�ll make sure he feels every goddamn thing that�s happening to him. That works for me, too. I locate the needle underneath his skin and push back on it firmly, just enough that it stays underneath his skin, but out of his vein. With any luck, he�ll not only be in pain from the morphine not reaching his bloodstream, but the fluid will also collect under his skin, causing more discomfort.
I lift the sheets back and tuck him hand underneath, patting the blankets back over.
Before I leave, I plant a lingering kiss on his bruised lips.
Karma�s a fucking bitch sometimes.

Ten

�Why?� Jase asks me.
It�s late. He just walked in the front door of his apartment, hours after I got back from the hospital. I�ve been sitting at the counter, waiting for him to get back, knowing he�s probably going to be pissed.
�Why what?� I respond to his question, making him frown.
�You know what I mean,� Jase growls. �Why�d you go to the fucking hospital today?�
I shrug, avoiding his eyes. �I wanted to see the bastard laid up in a coma.�
Jase snorts, shaking his head. �Nice move on his hand, too. Really subtle.�
I actually laugh, which is totally inappropriate given the serious look Jase is leveling at me.
�Oh, come on,� I say to him. �He deserves every bit of pain I can give him.�
�Of course he does,� Jase says angrily. �But Julz�you�re getting a bit fucking careless. A bit fucking obvious.�
My face falls as I realize he�s right.
�Jesus,� I whisper. �That was pretty stupid, huh?�
Jase spreads his hands out, a gesture of surrender. �Yeah, well,� he says. �You�re lucky I was there a few hours later and took the goddamn blame for it.�
I hang my head. �Thanks,� I mumble.
He does something totally unexpected then. He comes over, smiles devilishly, and pulls me from my stool into a massive bear hug, squeezing the breath out of me.
�Whoa,� I say when he releases his grip. �What was that for?�
He brushes a stray hair from my face, a cheeky glint in his eye. �You�re crazy, you know that? You�ve got no fear.�
Something about those words stab into my chest painfully. �Believe me, I�ve got plenty of fear,� I reply glumly.
�Are you still afraid of heights?� Jase asks.
�Why?� I ask slowly. �Want to take me base jumping or something?�
�Not quite,� he says. �Remember when we used to go up on the Ferris wheel?�
�Yeah,� I say, flashing back to when we were teenage sweethearts at Santa Monica Pier.
�Grab a jacket,� he says.
I frown, looking at the digital clock display mounted on the front of the oven. �It�s almost ten at night,� I protest.
Jase shrugs. �There�s got to be some upside to being a Gypsy Brother, right?�
Sure enough, the security guard in charge of looking over the Pier waves us in without hesitation. I�m still reeling from the abrupt change of mood Jase showed when he got home, and I�m afraid to say, a little suspicious that there�s something he isn�t telling me.
�I thought you�d be angry with me,� I whisper as Jase hurries me along the wooden pier.
He stops, and I almost collide with him as I continue striding. He turns and catches me by my shoulders, steadying me.
�I�m not angry with you,� he says, squeezing my hands in his. �I�m scared out of my fucking mind for you. For both of us.�
�Everything will be fine,� I whisper, but a little voice inside of me is screaming for attention. Demanding answers to those questions that keep plaguing me.
Why are you still here?
Why didn�t you kill them years ago?
I block them out, because who knows how much time we have left together? I don�t really want to ask those questions of him, because I don�t know if I can bear the answers.
I don�t know what answers would satisfy me, anyway.
He gives me a weird look, takes one of my hands, and continues dragging me along. A moment later, he�s lifting me up into one of the passenger cabins before clambering in himself.
�It�s not going anywhere,� I point out.
Jase shrugs, wrapping his arm around my shoulders as we sit side by side in the darkness of the empty pier, the only noise the waves crashing onto the sand below us.
I can�t help it. I have to ask.
�What � happened to you afterward?� I ask him in a voice barely above a whisper. After I died.
He immediately stiffens, his arm around me rigid. �Nothing,� he says quickly.
�Jase,� I press. �You can trust me.�
He sighs. �It�s not about trust, Julz.�
�Well, what then?� I ask.
He relaxes his arm again, and I can tell it�s taking every ounce of self-control he possesses to act casually when something is burning him inside.
�Jase,� I say plainly. �Why didn�t you leave?�
He rips his arm away from me so quickly I don�t know how to react. My mouth falls open as I watch his forced casual manner shift into rage.
�Nobody saved me,� he says bitterly. �Nobody whisked me away into the night and faked my death. So, yeah. I had to save myself. Or die trying.�
�What does that even mean?� I ask him, suddenly cold without his arm around me. �Jase, I�m not trying to be a bitch. I�m just trying to understand.�
He balls his fists up angrily and stands, leaping out of the stationary passenger cabin. �I don�t give a fuck if you understand or not,� he seethes, dumbfounding me. �There are some things that we don�t talk about.�
�Jase�� I try to say �
�Do you want me to ask you what it�s like to fuck my father?� he demands. Holy shit, he�s really worked up. I�m so stunned I can�t even be offended by his question.
�What do you think happened, Juliette?� he asks me, like I�m the stupidest person in the entire world, and it takes everything within me not to cry. �Don�t you think I would have left the first chance I got? That I would have killed every one of them for what they did to you?�
My heart sinks as I imagine what he must have suffered through as he watched them defile me, and after I died.
�I�m sorry,� I say desperately. He kicks at the ground, refusing to look at me.
�Yeah, so am I,� he says.
�Do you want to talk about it?� I blurt out, immediately regretting my choice of words.
�No,� he says bitterly. �I don�t want to talk about it. Ever.�
The spontaneous Ferris wheel trip ruined, we walk home in pensive silence, Jase charging along as I scurry behind him, taking two hurried steps to his every one. Once we�re inside the apartment he goes straight to his bedroom and closes the door in my face, leaving me alone in the hallway.
Alone with my morbid curiosity. What the hell happened to him after I died? I�ve never thought about the details, always too wrapped up in my own despair. Fuck. I can�t believe I�ve been so blind to the pain he�s carrying inside like a grenade, ready to explode at any second. I never stopped long enough to imagine his loss. His fear.
Nobody saved me.
His words tear at my heart.
Nobody saved him.
I wait fifteen agonizing minutes before I knock on his door gently. When I don�t get a �fuck off,� I open the door slowly and look around. Jase is lying in the middle of his bed, arms tucked behind his head, staring at the ceiling. He glances in my direction before resuming his ceiling stare-off contest.
I decide to go for the straight-on approach, jumping on the bed and straddling Jase�s hips before he can push me away. He meets my gaze, clearly unimpressed.
�I�m sorry,� I say quietly. �It came out wrong. I didn�t mean it like that.�
I press my palms to his chest and am surprised when he grabs my wrists and yanks them hard, causing me to topple forward so that my chest meets his.
�Yeah, you did,� he says quietly. �I�d ask the same question if I were you.�
I don�t say anything, just chew on my lip as we survey each other warily.
�I can�t go there,� he says, his face etched with the pain of his past. �I�ll just say this. Three years I went without seeing sunlight. Three years, and I was convinced I was better off dead with you every single day. �
Three years without sunlight? My mind spins at what he�s inferring.
�You mean��
�You saw Emilio�s place,� Jase says with difficulty. �You didn�t see what�s underneath it.�
My imagination fills in the blanks. �They kept you locked up in a basement for three years? What the hell did they do with you for three whole years?� I whisper, as tears prick at my eyes.
His eyes cloud over with pain.
�Forget it,� I say quickly. �Don�t answer that.�
He looks relieved. But I�m far from it. I�m sick over what those three years might have entailed, and how the worst event of my life had lasted a few days in comparison.
�Shit, Jase,� I say, wrapping my arms around his neck as I bury my face in the warm spot between his ear and shoulder. �I�m so sorry.�
He doesn�t answer me, but in my head his words go round like a Ferris wheel that never stops. Nobody rescued me �

Eleven

We fall asleep like that, tightly wound around each other, and when we wake in the morning, I realize I haven�t had a nightmare. It�s a comforting thought, and one that makes me realize how important Jase�s presence in my life really is.
I love him so much, sometimes it�s almost too painful to bear.
Because if I lose him again � I don�t think I�d survive it.
I don�t think I�d want to.
He�s still asleep, so I turn over and wriggle back until my ass is pressed against him, intending to snooze for a while longer while he spoons me. But my movement must wake him, because pretty soon I can feel his morning glory pressed hard into one butt cheek as his hands lazily roam across the rest of my body.
�Did I wake you?� I whisper.
�No,� he replies, pressing his erection into me.
I smile, reaching down and pushing my hand past the waistband of his boxer shorts to grip his hardness. �Do you want me to leave you alone so you can go back to sleep?�
�God, no,� he groans, moving his hips so that his cock slides up and down in my grip.
I tug at my panties with my free hand, kicking them off when they get to my ankles. Jase responds eagerly, pushing my hand away and pressing me onto my stomach.
�Is this okay?� he asks, and a little part of me dies inside.
I hate that he feels like he has to ask me every time we touch, but I know exactly why. After what he�s seen, he�ll probably need to ask until the end of time.
�It will be in a moment,� I say lightly, raising my ass to rub against the tip of his shaft. He breathes loudly, using his hands to spread my ass apart, and a moment later I feel him nudging at my entrance.
�God, you�re so wet,� he says, sliding the head of his cock over my wet pussy. I groan and try to press back. �Quit teasing me,� I complain.
He laughs, pushing inside me in one tight, quick stroke. I moan loudly as I feel myself clench around him. He slides in and out, faster and faster until the only noise is our labored breathing and the sound of skin hitting skin.
Afterward, we lay together, legs entwined as we catch our breath.
�Shit,� Jase says. �I didn�t wear a condom. Either time.�
�It�s fine,� I say, playing with his hand absently. �I�m on the pill.�
I wait for him to ask more questions. To ask me horrible things like whether his father wore a condom all those times, but thankfully, he doesn�t.
It�s fragile, this peace of ours, but while it lasts?
It�s fucking perfect.
While Jase makes us breakfast, I bite the proverbial bullet and call Elliot. I�m nervous, so nervous my hands are shaking as I dial the number to the tattoo studio from the landline. I still haven�t picked up a new phone after Jase smashed mine in a fit of rage. Elliot answers on the third ring, and I smile as I hear his voice.
�El,� I say, my smile so wide he can probably hear it. �It�s Julz.�
There�s a pause, and I hear him clear his throat. �Hey.� His tone is guarded, standoffish, and I scramble to fill the awkward silence.
The words are tumbling out of my mouth before I even know what I�m saying. �I just wanted to call and tell you I�m sorry about the other night.� My heart is thudding painfully in my chest, and I�m hyper-aware of Jase�s proximity as he flips eggs in the kitchen.
�Uh-huh.�
�I shouldn�t have made you leave. I�m sorry, Elliot.� I suck at apologies. They always come out awkward and stilted.
�Yeah, well,� he says. �I did kind of break in and interrupt you, so it�s not all your fault.�
�You were just trying to make sure I was okay,� I say quickly, relieved that he�s talking and that he doesn�t seem too mad at me.
�How�s loverboy?� Elliot asks, chuckling. �Hope his pretty face isn�t too messed up.�
I roll my eyes, hearing the obvious pleasure in his voice over smashing Jase�s face in. �You should see the other guy,� I joke.
There�s a brief silence, and while I�m thinking of how to fill it, Elliot does it for me.
�You sound � happy,� he says, and he sounds anything but. Which kills me.
�I am,� I say falteringly. �At least, I think I am. I will be. Once I take Dornan and his other sons out. Then I can finally be free.�
I hear Elliot clearing his throat.
�You made me happy too, you know,� I say quietly. �Do you know?�
More throat clearing. �Yeah,� he replies. �I just went and fucked it all up, though.�
I chuckle, but there�s no humor in the sound. It�s like a cross between a dry-heave and a sob. �I fucked it all up, El. But that�s lovely of you to take the blame.�
�Any time.�
�I have to go,� I say softly,
�I�ll always be here for you, you know that, right?� His breathing is heavy. His words weighed down with everything.
�Yeah,� I whisper. �Always.�
�But, Julz,� he continues, his tone making my breath hitch. �I need you to not call me for a little while, okay? Unless you�re in trouble, or something, but otherwise, just � I need some space, okay?�
I swallow thickly. Don�t cry. �Okay,� I whisper, and then the line goes dead.

Twelve

Limbo.
A place un-christened souls inhabit. Trapped. Yearning as they roam empty corridors, always reaching for the sunlight but never quite touching it.
A quiet calm. An anxious wait. A refuge from a storm that threatens to wreak havoc and destroy everything in its wake.
Our limbo is temporary, and we indulge in it. What choice do we have? The starkness of our future lays heavy and invisible between us, like the souls of the broken children we left behind that fateful day. Our innocent selves�gone but not forgotten�still screaming for mercy in the recesses of our minds.
For the first few nights of our brief time together, we begin the night alone, but dream after dream assaults me. Reminding me of Dornan, the way he tasted as he came inside my mouth, or the droplets of blood that spread like fire as they soaked the sheets below us more than once.
It�s okay, though, because Jase is always there, and after a few nights, we decide to stop pretending and just sleep in the same bed all night.
And when we do? I don�t wake up in a pool of tears and sweat, haunted by zombified versions of the men I�ve killed and the man I�m yet to kill. I sleep soundly and wake gently, a welcome reprieve from years of horrific nights spent trying not to fall back into an endless loop of nightmares.
For a few glorious days, life is beautiful.
But that�s the thing about this life. Remember when I said, nothing good ever lasts?
Well, it�s true.
One call, eight days after the explosions, shatters our fragile peace.
Because Dornan is awake.

Thirteen

I�m sitting on the balcony, feet propped up on the wall in front of me, looking out to the ocean. There�s no wind this afternoon, and the water is like glass. It�s breathtaking, and it somehow calms me just being able to see it. People standing on long boards, paddling in the bay. Surfers on the shore, their boards forgotten since there are no waves. Children are building sandcastles on the shore, and in the distance, I can see the Ferris wheel turning on the pier.
So much life in front of me, people living normal, unencumbered existences. People without prices on their heads.
People who didn�t have to die to get away from the life they were born into.
I want to be one of those people, but as I listen to Jase speaking on his cell phone in the kitchen, I�m reminded yet again of the horrific existence we share. The cold reality of our families and their sins.
�Already?� Jase asks whoever�s on the phone. �He was in a friggin� coma two days ago.� A pause. �Whatever. So, he�s at the clubhouse now?�
A spike of dread stabs into my stomach, and I look at the ground. I can�t be staring at that beautiful Ferris wheel, or the innocent children on the beach while I think about Dornan.
�Yeah, I�ll be there,� Jase says. I hear him toss something down on the bench, and assume it�s his phone.
I rise and enter the kitchen, almost colliding with him. We eye each other awkwardly as the waves of reality begin to crash against our thinly constructed wall of denial and hope.
�He�s awake,� Jase says grimly.
�Already?� I ask dully.
�Yesterday, actually,� Jase says. The bitterness in his voice is like poison. �I have to go to Va Va Voom to see him.�
I�m already grabbing my purse, but when I look back at Jase, he�s horrified.
�What?� I ask, alarmed.
He points at my purse. �What are you doing?�
I look down, expecting to see a spider or something on my purse, but there�s nothing.
�I�m coming with you.�
Jase�s face twists with anger. �You. Are. Not. Coming,� he growls.
I raise my eyebrows. �He�ll be expecting Sammi. If I�m not there, he�ll kill me.�
Jase shakes his head. �He�ll kill you anyway. What the hell is wrong with you?�
�There�s a lot wrong with me,� I snap impatiently. �I think we�ve established that.�
�I�m not letting you go anywhere near him, Juliette.�
I shake my head. �Jason. What did you think was going to happen? Did you think I�d just forget about it all because we had sex a couple times?�
My tone is nastier than I�d intended, but I�m livid. What did he think, that I�d abandon my vengeance so casually?
Jase bites his lip, and the next words come out with difficulty. �I fucking love you, Juliette.�
I smile despite the tension. �I fucking love you, too. But my love for you doesn�t change my hate for him.�
Jase looks dangerously close to throwing me over his shoulder and locking me in his bedroom until he can talk me into staying away from Dornan. But I won�t let him. I refuse to give up my vendetta against the Ross brothers and their demon father.
The score�s only at four. And until it�s at seven? Love will have to wait.
�You think this is funny?� Jase demands loudly. �I went to your fucking funeral. You can never forget something like that! And now you�re going to walk back in there, and expect that he�s not going to figure you out soon? He�ll kill you for real this time.�
I struggle to stay calm. �Maybe he will.� I shrug. �It�s been a risk all along, but you know what? He hasn�t found me out yet, Jason.�
�So,� Jase says bitterly. �You�re saying that your need to make him pay is more important than what we have?�
�It�s not just about me,� I counter. �Or you. Or us. It�s about my father! It�s about Mariana! They died trying to save us from this life, and we owe it to them to do everything we can to destroy that man.�
Jase�s eyes burn into me; the sadness and reluctance to let me go is almost too much to stand. I feel like I can�t breathe, especially when he puts his hands on my shoulders and begs me. �Not like this,� he says feverishly. �Please, Julz, not like this.�
It�s probably the wrong reaction, but his begging makes me so angry, I could scream. How dare he try to use what we have against me? How dare he try to stop me from claiming vengeance against the man who destroyed us all?
I see red, and regrettably, I go for the sucker punch. �He killed your mother and left her in a bathtub full of blood for you to find. You�re his son, and he did that to you?� My voice threatens to break. It�s so high and shrill. �What do you think he did to them?! I know they suffered. I know it more than I know anything.� I clutch at my chest as I think of my father and what he must have endured at the end. �He made them suffer, and now I�m going to make him suffer.�
Jase�s face is drawn, fixed, decided. �Juliette,� he warns, �If you walk out that door��
�If I walk out that door, what?� I interrupt. �What are you gonna do, huh? Nothing, just like you did nothing for six years.� I�m nasty, and I can�t help it. �Don�t worry. Leave it up to Julz. I�ll clean up the mess that you never could.�
I yank the door open and slam it shut behind me, the loud noise and violent gesture extremely satisfying.
I�ve got Jase�s car keys in my hand, and as I stalk to his car and yank open the door, anger bubbles in my veins.
Anger, and the sweet taste of impending revenge.

Fourteen

I get to the burlesque club a few minutes later, parking a few streets away in case Dornan sees me driving Jase�s car and asks me to explain. I jog the few blocks to the club, wanting to get there before Jase rides up on his Harley and intercepts me.
The front doors are unlocked; the place deserted at ten fifteen on a Tuesday morning. I wander in slowly. The darkened stage pulls old memories to the surface where they claw fresh wounds.
Crushing weight.
Leather.
A pair of black eyes that gleamed at us from the floor of the club. Emilio. He�d watched it all, barely blinked as his grandsons had taken their turns breaking me apart. First Chad, then Maxi, then the rest. As one would rape me, two more would pin my arms, and the others would hold Jase as he yelled and fought.
Then, one word spoken by Dornan�s father.
�Enough.�
Emilio ordered everyone out of the room but Dornan. Jase had been knocked out when he broke free momentarily and kicked Chad hard enough in the kneecap to cause it to dislocate.
Which left me, sitting naked with my wrists and ankles tied to a chair. My broken nose was making a weird scraping sound as I breathed past crushed bone and blood. It was cold, and I trembled violently as my exposed flesh rose in goose bumps to meet the frigid air.
Dornan made a show of removing his gun and knife from his holsters, placing them on a small table near where I sat. The camera was still going, or at least I assumed it was with the red light blinking every few seconds. By this stage, I�d been here for a few hours and had long since forgotten my modesty. My legs were cramping as I sat in a pool of my own blood, and I could no longer feel my arms.
I�d moved through the stages of grief swiftly as the Ross brothers had taken from me what wasn�t theirs. Firstly shock and denial, but that had been quashed as Chad had pressed painfully inside of me, eradicating any possibility that the horrors they promised were just threats. Secondly anger, and that�s where I still hovered, bleeding and furious as Dornan stood in front of me, his face poker-blank.
�Tell me, Julie,� he said, and I cringed as he used the nickname only my mother used. �Where�s the money?�
I shook my head. �I already told you, I don�t know!�
My breathing quickened, terrified as I watched him unbuckle his belt. I wanted to squeeze my eyes shut, but I daren�t look away in case I missed my own death.
�What are you doing?� I asked, panicking. No more. I couldn�t handle any more. Not again. Not him.
Dornan moved like a panther stalking its prey, every move measured and silent as he drew the belt from its loops and held it in front of him. It was black, leather, with a skull-shaped clasp.
�You know,� Dornan said, as he doubled the belt over and held it in both hands, �I was the first to hold you when you were born, Julie. All screaming and covered in blood.� He smiled darkly, standing in front of me.
Before I could flinch, he brought the belt down on my left leg, the leather burning as it bit into my bare flesh.
I screamed.
�It�s kind of like now,� he continued, playing with the belt in his hands. �Your daddy wasn�t there in time to see you be born, and he�s going to miss your death, too.�
He raised his arm and this time, I braced myself.
Not that it helped.
He brought the belt down on my other leg, and I screamed again. I screamed so loud that my throat felt like it would crack in two.
�Where�s the money, Julie?�
I started to cry, then. Hung my head and sobbed. Because I didn�t know the answer, and he wasn�t going to stop until I gave him something.
�My father will kill you for what you�ve done,� I cried, lunging at him against my ropes.
Dornan tilted his head to the side, an odd expression on his face. He chuckled mirthlessly, the sound hollow and bitter.
�Not if I kill him first, baby girl.� He bit his lip, letting the belt fall to his side.
Emilio cleared his throat, reminding us both that he was still in the darkness below the stage, sitting in his chair, his black eyes shining like orbs.
A flicker of annoyance registered on Dornan�s face as he turned his attention to his father.
�The belt isn�t working,� Emilio rasped, his Italian accent thick but understandable. �Maybe you need something a little more convincing?�
Dornan looked at the ground, then back at me. His mask slipped for just a fraction of a second, and I saw my chance. His tiny sliver of hesitation gleamed like a beacon of hope.
�Dornan,� I begged, �Please. You don�t have to do this.�
Dornan ignored my pleas as he untucked his shirt and began undoing the buttons. My stomach roiled as he shrugged the shirt off and laid it over the table next to his gun and knife.
�I swear, I don�t know anything,� I said desperately.
I had well and truly moved from anger to bargaining as he began to untie my ankles.
�You�re supposed to protect me!� I screamed. �You�re family!�
His face twisted into anger as he undid the final rope and wrapped his hands around my throat, pulling me to my feet. I tried to bear weight on my legs as I struggled against his grip, and failed miserably. I couldn�t even feel my legs, let alone stand unassisted.
�You�re supposed to be my family,� he growled as he throttled me painfully. �Remember?� He took one hand from my neck and drew it across his bare skin, reciting the words tattooed over the bottom of his ribcage. �Il sangue � sacro. Famiglia � sacra!� Blood is sacred. Family is sacred.
His indifference morphed into rage as he threw me on the ground. I cried out as I landed on hard wood planks, my skull and my elbows taking the brunt of the impact.
�Don�t ever talk to me about family,� Dornan spat as he stood over me. �You were going to steal my son from me.�
�He hates you,� I rasped, my own anger bubbling up inside me.
He stopped for a second, glanced at Emilio, then back to me. �I hated my father once, too,� he said, unbuttoning his jeans. �I got over it.�
What happened next was so brutal, so devastating, that even now, I can�t form words to describe it.
Blood is sacred. Family is sacred.
But clearly, we weren�t family anymore.
* * *
I�d moved into the final stage of grief, acceptance, as my vision clouded over and those white spots burst into shimmering stars, promising me peace, whispering sweet nothings in my ear that the pain would soon be over.
I accepted death, let it wash over me, and as a brilliant white light focused above me hours later, I smiled, believing I was finally going to wherever it was souls went after passing on.
Something sharp jabbed into my arm, and a gloved hand came into my vision as it tilted the bright light slightly.
Shit. I wasn�t going toward the white light. I started to hear again, panicked voices that yelled for blood transfusions and oxygen, and I realized I wasn�t dying.
I was being brought back to life.
I had ceased breathing; the only sound in my universe the intermittent roar and fade of my heart pumping erratically as it skipped to its irregular, fading beat. Someone shouted for paddles, and I thought it amazing that I could still hear snatches of voices even though my lungs no longer drew breath.
I had a choice to melt back into that acceptance of death, to succumb, and I won�t lie, it was so very tempting. I let myself sink further, the same fall you experience when you succumb to sleep, but I knew I wouldn�t be waking from this.
I screamed inside my mind as hot electricity bit at my chest and rushed through my body, forcing my heart to try and beat, but I resisted its saving grace, refusing to surface from my own demise. If my arms would work, I�d push them all away and demand that they let me die in peace.
I had accepted this. I was ready. I was ready to die.
And then a face appeared in my mind.
Jase. My dear boy.
I loved him. If there was even the slightest chance he was still alive, I had to hold on, for him.
I suddenly had to live.
Another shock, worse than the first, sparked something primal inside of me: a hope that burned like wildfire, and an anger that simmered like poison in my veins.
�She�s back,� a voice said, closer this time.
I opened my mouth and gasped for breath, pulling precious air into my lungs as pain spread through my body.
From the brink of death, I was born again�naked, bloody, and screaming as the cold reality of my survival overwhelmed me.
As I vowed to make Dornan and his sons pay for their sins.

Fifteen

I blink, shaking my head, and hear movement upstairs.
Dornan.
I adjust my white sundress and make my way quietly up the stairs. As I hit the last stair, I hear the creak of a chair from the office. I knock gently on the door and it swings open.
Showtime. I�m woefully prepared for this, but I suck in a breath and give it my all. I haven�t come this far just to drop my game in the final stretch.
Dornan�s sitting behind his desk, his laptop open in front of him. He�s staring intently at it, but presses a button shifting his focus to me when I enter the room.
�Sammi,� he breathes.
�Are you okay?� I ask hesitantly, hovering on the other side of his desk. I�m stalling. After making love to Jase, I can�t bear the thought of Dornan�s touch on my skin.
He rises from his chair, his ability to walk around apparently undisturbed. I marvel at the fact.
�You can walk,� I say, surprised. �I can�t believe it. After what happened?�
Luckiest bastard alive. That blast should have killed him.
�Come here, you little cunt,� he says, his teeth gritted together in a grotesque sort of grimace. It�s made worse by the healing scars that litter every piece of his exposed flesh.
�Whoa,� I reply lightly, surprised. �You kiss your mother with that mouth?�
Dornan smiles, baring his teeth, and my world crashes down around me as I hear the door slam behind me, locked with a key from the outside.
He turns his laptop around so that I can see the video he�s watching, and my heart sinks as my knees threaten to buckle underneath me.
As I realize what it is I�m seeing.
Surveillance footage of a girl. A girl in a garage, wearing nothing but a thin nightgown, her movements quick and efficient as she places crudely fashioned bombs into the gas tanks of her enemy�s motorcycles. My heart rushes up into my mouth as I continue to watch the screen, completely engrossed. As the girl turns, the camera catches her face in the infrared light, and I see her trepidation.
Her excitement.
What a stupid girl.
I take a step back, hitting the door with my ass as he answers my question.
Do you kiss your mother with that mouth?
�No,� he says, coming around the desk at me, �but I kissed your mother with it plenty of times.� He smirks as he delivers the final word in his sentence.
�Juliette.�

Sixteen

Every day for six years, I used to pray that I would find my way back to the boy I loved.
Until finally, one day, I did.
But that�s the funny thing about life. Nothing good ever lasts, not for me, anyway. You think you�re the one with the power, at least I did, but then I got careless. One tiny mistake, and now I am powerless to stop what comes next.
People think money equals power, but all the money in my bank account, the dirty notes laundered clean that my father left for me, are useless.
Money does not equal power. Power is held by the one with the knife in his hand, tracing shallow cuts into your skin.
Power is held by the one who owns you.
I had power once.
Now, I have nothing.
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