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Part One

“ATTENTION ALL PASSENGERS OF ight1 324o 1T amp,ml 
,esmks pmys uTrw Cmu 1T hm1s 5.oB dTmwngbh Cgee 
”shgb ktTw1euB“ 

HjmeeserAmtB I”Tr1 1gpsB“ f rb,erhhsn pu ,tTbs 
cwTp 1ts ?Tpprbg1u ?tmwhgbh k1m1gTbl ?m,,sn 
pu Cm1sw ”T11es mbn ktrcisn pu ”Tmwngbh ,mkk 
rbnsw pu mwp mk pu k?wssb eg1 Cg1t m ?meeB 

HjseeTv“ f mbkCswsnl 1tsb ,gb?tsn 1ts nsWg?s 
”s1Cssb pu ?tgb mbn ktTrenswB 

HKseel Jgbkesul“ ’regs kmgnB Hf1Dk ”ssb mb tTrwB Ygn 
uTr 1tgby m”Tr1 g1v“ 
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LYNESSA LAYNE

Hats Tbeu 1tgbh f ?mb 1tgby m”Tr1 gk hs11gbh Tb 
1tgk ,embsl“ f pr11swsnB

HfDp kswgTrkl“ kts kmgnB HPTr mkysn cTw mb tTrw 1T 
1tgby g1 TWswl f hmWs uTr mb tTrwB“

f hemb?sn m1 1ts Cmee ?eT?yB HOb 1ts nT1l bT1 m 
ks?Tbn 1T k,mwsl stv“

Hf nTbD1 tmWs mbu k,mws ks?TbnkB -esmksB“
f wr””sn pu eg,k 1Ths1tsw mbn ktTWsn pu Cm1sw 

”T11es gb1T m kgns ,T?ys1 Tb pu ”m?y,m?yB Hf nrb…
bTl ’resk !B“ 

H5Tps TbE Please ?TpsE zeg;m tmk k1ws, 1twTm1S 
kts ?mbD1  m11sbnB Nts ?mb ”mwseu k,smyBH ’regs 
,esmnsn tsw ?mks Ctges f tmec…egk1sbsn 1T r,nm1sk 
m”Tr1 ight1 nsemuk mbn mwwgWmek mbn Cm1?tsn pu 
,embs ?wss, 1TCmwn 1ts hm1sB

Hf tm1s tsmwgbh ktsDk kg?yB“ f mnArk1sn 1ts ”m?y…
,m?y Tb pu ktTrensw mbn ,tTbs gb1T pu ,mepl 
k1s,,gbh ?eTksw 1T 1ts CgbnTCB 

Hfk 1tm1 m uskv“ ’regs mkysnB HPTrDws 1ts ,swcs?1 
kr”k1g1r1s cTw tsw wTesB YT f wsmeeu bssn 1T ”sh m 
”sk1gsv“

H)g?sB ’regsl mp f 1ts ygeeswv“ 
I kpmee ?tgen hmk,snB f hwgbbsn mk f 1rwbsn pu 

”m?y Tb 1ts ”Tu mbn kgns…k1s,,sn m pmb ,emugbh 
Tb tgk ,tTbsB
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KILLER KISS

Hf ?mbD1 1see uTr 1tm1B“ ’regs ,T,,sn tsw hrpB 
HzWsb 1ts ygeesw nTskbD1 ybTC 1tsuDws 1ts ygeeswB 
atm1Dk 1ts CtTes ?Tb?s,1 Tc m prwnsw puk1swu 
ngbbswB“

HPTrDWs eTk1 uTrw pgbnB PTr kswgTrkeu Cmb1 ps 
1T nwmh gb k1wmght1 Tcc pu ight1 mbn ,emu zeg;mDk 
wTes Ctsb f tmWsbD1 sWsb kssb m k?wg,1v Iq fDp bT1 
m ,swcTwpgbh mw1k pmATw Tw sWsb minorB dq YgnbD1 
kts kmu tsw ?tmwm?1sw pmysk…Tr1 gb m ?Tm1 ?eTks1 
Cg1t m 1T1me k1wmbhswv I k1wmbhsw CtTl ”u 1ts Cmul 
pght1 ”s 1ts ygeesw gc fDp bT1v“

Hf1Dk cTw m hTTn ?mrksE“ kts k,Tys TWsw pu wsm…
kTbgbhB HJgbkesul fDWs k,sb1 1ts CtTes kspsk1sw 
,r11gbh 1tgk 1Ths1tswE atgk gk gp,Tw1mb1 cTw 1ts 
nwmpm ns,mw1psb1E f sWsb kbmhhsn m kT?gmeg1s 
CtT nTbm1sn egys 1sb hwmbnE“

HKtm1Dk gb g1 cTw 1ts kT?gmeg1sv“
HPTr mky 1TT pmbu xrsk1gTbkB“
HPTr  nTbD1  mbkCsw  sbTrhtl“  f  xrg,,snl  ”r1 

hwgbbsn 1T puksec Cg1t tsw rbmprksn sM,wskkgTb 
gb pu pgbnB

Nts ?esmwsn tsw 1twTm1B Hzeg;m 1tgbyk tsDk ,mugbh 
1T pmys…Tr1 Cg1t kTps tT1 ?Teeshs ?tg?yB Ngb?s 
uTrDws m bT1TwgTrk ”g1?t Tb ?mp,rk uTr pght1 
bssn kTpsTbs CtTDk ,mugbhB I cmWTw cTw m cmWTwB“
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HjmE“ f ?m?yesn 1TT eTrn ”u pgk1mysB HPTr bssn 
1T trktE jmWs uTr kssb 1tgk kT?gmeg1sv“

H)TB“
Hjmk zeg;mv fk 1tm1 Ctu ktsDk krnnsbeu kg?yv“
Nts ,T,,sn m ”r””esB HPTrDee tmWs 1T mky tsw 

Ctsb uTr ?mee 1T ?ts?y Tb tsw tsme1t mbn 1tmby 
tsw cTw 1tgk rbsM,s?1sn T,,Tw1rbg1uB ats nTbTw 
,wscswwsn ?TbUnsb1gmeg1uB js Cgee ”s k,Tw1gbh m 
wsn tmbnysw?tgscl Tw Ctm1sWsw 1tTks ”wsmk1 ,T?y…
s1 ns?Twm1gTbk mwsB“

HPTr psmb m ,T?ys1 kxrmwsv“ f mkysnl rbm”es 1T 
Uht1 m Cwu hwgbB 

HNrwsl“ kts kmgnl ,T,,sn mbT1tsw ”r””esB 
HKtm1 gc tsDk hwTkkv“ f mkysnB HKtm1 nT f hs1 cTw 

1mygbh Tbs cTw 1ts 1smpv“ 
Nts k?TccsnB HKtm1 gc tsDk tT1 mbn uTr pss1 

the one ”s?mrks Tc psv PTrDee sbn r, pmwwgsn 1T 
m kT?gmeg1s mbn uTr ?mb cTwsWsw 1see uTrw kbT””u 
cwgsbnk 1tm1 f gb1wTnr?sn uTrB“

f pgk1mysbeu emrhtsn 1TT eTrn mhmgb mbn m,TeT…
hg;sn 1T 1tTks mwTrbn psB HKtm1 gc f Ark1 ,ws1sbn 
f pmns…Tr1 Cg1t 1tgk hruv IwsbD1 Cs mee pmkysn 
r, mbuCmuv jTC Cgee mbuTbs ybTC gc CsDWs ”ssb 
ygkkgbh Cg1tTr1 rk 1seegbh 1tspv“
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HJgbkesul uTr ybTC 1ts pmky ,Teg?u gkbD1 gb sc…
cs?1 tswsB ats Wsbrs gk gb m tT1se bsM1 1T 1ts 
mgw,Tw1B Ntr11es mbn sWswu1tgbhB PTr ?mb ?tmbhs 
Ctsb uTr mwwgWsB“

H5tmbhs gb1T Ctm1v“ f kbm,,sn pu UbhswkB Hf 
esc1 pu im,,sw nwskk gb pu hwsm1 hwmbnpT1tswDk 
1wrbyB Kgktsn uTr kmgn kTps1tgbh kTTbswB“

HNpmw1…mkkB fDp bT1 mkygbh uTr 1T ”s m im,,swB“ 
H)mtl Ark1 1T im, hrpk Cg1t m k1wmbhsw nrwgbh m 

,mbnspg?B )T ”ghhgsB“
Nts kghtsnB H-esmksB f ybTC g1Dk m trhs mkyB“
f nwT,,sn mee kmw?mkpB H’regsl f Cmk kr,,Tksn 

1T mwwgWs gb amp,m 1tgk pTwbgbhB Lu ight1 Cmk 
”rp,snl mbn pu cm1tsw wsk?tsnresn tgk CtTes 
nmu 1T ,g?y ps r, Ctsb f mwwgWsB fc f ?mee tgp 
cTw us1 another ?tmbhs gb ,embkl tsDee hs1 ,gkkul 
sk,s?gmeeu gc f ngWrehs 1ts wTes uTrDws ”shhgbh ps 
1T ,emuB YTbD1 m?1Twk 1u,g?meeu tmWs rbnswk1rngsk 
cTw kg1rm1gTbk egys 1tgkv“ 

ats nTTwk 1T 1ts hm1s iTTnsn Cg1t sMtmrk1sn 
,mkksbhswk ns,mw1gbh 1ts ,embsB f ?TrenbD1 Cmg1 1T 
”TmwnE zWswuTbs meCmuk eTTysn kT hwrp,ul ”r1 f 
eTWsn iugbhB Kseel sM?s,1 cTw bTCB 

HGhtB  FgbsB“  ’regs  kghtsnB  HPTr esmWs ps bT 
?tTg?s ”r1 1T ?TbcskkB atsws gk bT rbnswk1rnul 

5



LYNESSA LAYNE

”s?mrks f ?meesn uTrw ,mwsb1k mbn gbWg1sn 1tsp 
1T nTbm1sB atsu Csws 1twgeesn 1T ATgb mbn WTerb…
1sswsn uTrB PTrw nmn Cmb1sn g1 1T ”s m krw,wgksB 
PTrw pT1tswDk ”wgbhgbh uTr m nwskk kts kmuk gk 
,swcs?1B“

HKTCB“ f ,mrksn 1T m”kTw” 1tgk gbkmbg1uB HLu nmn 
ybTCk m”Tr1 1ts ygkkgbhv“ 

HLst ! bT1 sMm?1eu ! ts ybTCk uTrDWs ygkksn m 
hru ”scTwsl wght1v Rgysl ts CTbD1 pmys m 1tgbh Tc 
g1v“ 

f ,wm?1g?meeu kmC tsw ?wgbhs gb pu pgbn Ctges f 
pgwwTwsn 1ts gpmhsB HYsUbs thing,H f ATysnB )TC f 
CTwwgsn gc f ?TrenbD1 pmys 1tgk ight1l pu ,mwsb1k 
CTren pgkk Tr1 Tb 1ts krw,wgks cmpgeu nm1s 1tsuDn 
,embbsnB f 1Ten ’regs mk pr?tB

HRgys uTr meCmuk kmul es1 1ts ?tg,k cmee Ctsws 
1tsu pmuv“ kts mkysnl m eg11es rb?sw1mgbB HKtsb 
mws uTr embngbhv“

Hfb m”Tr1 mb tTrwl“ f hwrp”esnl krnnsbeu mk 
?wm””u mk 1tTks ATk1egbh pu ”m?y,m?y Tb 1tsgw Cmu 
1T ”mhhmhs ?emgpB -swcTwpgbh Cg1t As1 emh ktTren 
”s gb1swsk1gbhB

HI11sb1gTb mee ,mkksbhswk Tc ight1 324o 1T amp…
,ml Cs m,TeThg;s cTw smwegsw Csm1tsw nsemukB Ks 
Cgee bTC ”shgb ”TmwngbhB Fgwk1 ?emkk ,mkksbhswkl 
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,esmks ,wTp,1eu egbs r, m1 hm1s 5.o Cg1t uTrw 
”Tmwngbh ,mkksk wsmnul ”rkgbskk ?emkk !B“ ats m1…
1sbnmb1k ?wmppsn tmk1u gbk1wr?1gTbk 1twTrht m 
eTrnk,smysw prcisn ”u 1tsgw pmkykB

H—T11m hTl ’reskB“ LTws 1tmb Uwk1 ?emkk wrktsn 
1T ”TmwnB HatsuDws wrktgbh ?Tm?t m”Tmwn Tb 1ts 
tssek Tc ”rkgbskk ?emkk 1T pmys r, cTw smwegsw 
nsemukB fDee ”s 1tsws Cg1t eg,k1g?y TbB“ 

Nts kxrsmesn Cg1t nseght1 mbn emgn Tr1 1ts ns…
1mgek cmk1sw 1tmb f cTeeTCsnB 

H’reskB asM1 ps 1ts gbcTB Lu ks?1gTbDk ”sgbh 
?meesnB“ f ngk?Tbbs?1sn mbn k?rwwgsn gb1T 1ts egbsB 
ats pmb ,emugbh Tb tgk ,tTbs nmktsn gb egbs 
”stgbn ps Ctges f tmbnsn pu ”Tmwngbh ,mkk 1T 
1ts m11sbnmb1B

H—TTn sWsbgbhl JgbkesuB“ Nts kpgesn mc1sw wsmn…
gbh pu ,mkk mbn gnsb1gU?m1gTbB HKgee uTr ,ree uTrw 
cm?s ?TWswgbh nTCb cTw m ks?Tbnv“ f cTeeTCsn tsw 
gbk1wr?1gTbkB Nts ,emusn pm1?t hmps Cg1t pu 
csm1rwskl bTnnsnl 1tsb k?mbbsn pu ,mkkB I wsn 
eght1 imktsn gbk1smn Tc hwssbB 

H)Tl bTl bTl“ f CtgbsnB H-esmksl fDWs mewsmnu ”ssb 
”rp,sn Tb?sl mbn f tmWs ,embkB“

Hés,em?s uTrw pmky TWsw uTrw pTr1t mbn bTksl 
,esmksl LgkkB f m,TeThg;sB Nsspk uTrw k1mbn…”u 
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1g?ys1 Cmk ”rp,sn cTw m cmpgeu 1wmWsegbh 1Ths1tswB 
Ks tmWs 1twss ”rkgbskk ?emkk 1g?ys1k mWmgem”es gc 
uTrDn egys 1T r,hwmnsl T1tswCgks uTr Cgee bssn 1T 
Cmg1 cTw 1ts bsM1 mWmgem”es ight1B“

f ktTTy pu tsmnl ws,em?sn pu cm?s ?TWswgbh mbn 
1TTy pu 1g?ys1 cwTp tswB Nts sM1sbnsn mbT1tsw 
tTeeTC m,TeThu mc1sw f mkysn Ctu 1tsu ngnbD1 csse 
1ts bssn 1T ,mhs ps mtsmn Tc 1gps kT f ?Tren 
mnArk1 pu ,embkB

Hf1Dk UbsB“ Not .neJ f tsmnsn cTw 1ts ?Tb?gswhs 
1T  wskTeWs  1ts  ,wT”espB  zght1  tTrwk  gb  I1…
emb1m jmw1kUsen…’m?ykTb fb1swbm1gTbme Igw,Tw1 
bTC cwmusn pu bswWskB fc fDn wsb1sn m ?mw Ctsb fDn 
embnsn tsws smwegswl fDn mewsmnu ”s gb amp,mB 

f  kem,,sn 1ts  1g?ys1  Tb  1ts  ?Trb1swB  ’regsDk 
,tTbs Csb1 k1wmght1 1T WTg?spmge Ctsb f ?meesnB 
)T1 hTTnB H’reskl uTrDws hTbbm tmWs 1T ?mee kTps…
Tbs seks 1T ”s 1ts prwnswgbh pmys…Tr1 xrssb 
cTw uTrw ngbbswB IaR ”rp,sn ps againB fDp bsWsw 
iugbh k1mbnDH

HaCT  ”rkgbskk  ?emkk  1g?ys1k  gppsngm1seul 
,esmksv“ I pmbDk k1swb WTg?s pmns ps Arp, mkgnsB 
ats Tbs CtTDn ,emusn Cg1t tgk ,tTbs smwegswB

HfDp kT kTwwul“ f 1Ten tgp mbn hwm””sn pu fY Tcc 
1ts ?Trb1swB js ngnbD1 eTTy 1ts 1u,s 1T sb1sw1mgb 
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cTTek Tw nsemuk 1T tgk k?tsnresB Iee ”rkgbskkB f 
prp”esn 1T ’regsDk WTg?spmge mk ts k,Tys 1T 1ts 
”TTygbh mhsb1B 

Hjmbh r,l“ ts 1Ten psB f ngn Ctm1 ts kmgn Tr1 
Tc gp,rekgWs wsk,s?1B fbk1smn Tc mb sM,embm1gTb 
cTw Ctu tsDn ?r1 gb egbsl ts tmbnsn ps m 1g?ys1 
mbn Twnswsn ps 1T trwwuB H5Tps bTCl Cs tmWsbD1 
pr?t 1gpsB“ js hsk1rwsn mwTrbn Trw sp,1u hm1sB 
ém1tsw 1tmb mwhrsl f ktTWsn 1ts ”Tmwngbh ,mkk 
m1 1ts m11sbnmb1B Nts hwss1sn ps mhmgbl mkysn 
ps 1T ktTC pu cm?s cTw mbT1tsw gnsb1gU?m1gTb 
?ts?yl 1Ten ps 1T ,wTp,1eu ws,em?s 1ts ?TWswgbh 
mbn Cgktsn ps m CTbnswcre ight1 mk gc ktsDn bT1 
yg?ysn ps 1T 1ts ?rw” pgbr1sk mhTB ats pmbDk 
tmbn Csb1 1T 1ts kpmee Tc pu ”m?y 1T wrkt ps 
1twTrht 1ts nsksw1sn As1 Cmu kgb?s f Cmk k1gee 
?TbcrksnB 

Hjgl  JgbkesuB  YTbD1  ,mbg?B  f  hT1  uTrw  bmps 
cwTp 1ts ,mkk mbn gnsb1gU?m1gTb uTr tmn Tb 1ts 
?Trb1swB IekTl g1 kTrbnsn mk 1tTrht uTr bssnsn 
mb meg”g cTw 1tgk sWsbgbhB“ jgk susk kpgesn nTCb m1 
psB zee’, thatws Ihat f get yor airing mb upsiness in 
cpuliSJ

Hf ?mbD1 ,mu cTw 1tgk 1g?ys1l“ f k1mppswsnB
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Hf nTbD1 Cmb1 uTr 1Tl bTw mp f mkygbh uTr 1TB zWsw 
tsmw Tc m hTTn nssnv“ ts mkysnB

HOtl hTktl 1tm1Dk xrg1s 1ts hTTn nssnB atmby 
uTr kT pr?tE“ 

HPTrDws Cse?TpsB ats bsM1 ight1 1T amp,m gk Tb 
1ts T,,Tkg1s kgns Tc 1ts mgw,Tw1 gb 1tgw1u pgbr1skB 
I1emb1m gk m bght1pmws 1T ?wTkk Cg1tTr1 pTws 1tmb 
mb tTrwB fk 1tm1 Ctm1 tm,,sbsn 1T uTrw Twghgbme 
ight1 1Tnmuv“ 

Hf Cmk Wgkg1gbh cmpgeu gb asbbskkssl mbn 1tsuDn 
”Trht1 pu 1g?ys1kB f ngnbD1 wsmeg;s pu ws1rwbgbh 
ight1 Cmk m k1mbn…”u wm1s rb1ge g1 Cmk 1TT em1sB“

HPTr cwTp asbbskkssv f nTbD1 tsmw 1tm1 ,mw1g?…
remw 1Cmbh gb uTrw WTg?sB“

H)TB f egWs gb amp,mB PTrv“ f mkysn ”r1 hT1 ?r1 
Tcc Ctsb 1ts ight1 m11sbnmb1k hwss1sn rk egys Cs 
Csws m ?Tr,esB Lu gbk1gb?1 Cmk 1T ”ssegbs cTw 1ts 
emk1 wTCk Tb 1ts mgw,embsB Lu bsC cwgsbn 1rhhsn 
pu ”m?y,m?y 1T k1T, ps Ark1 1CT wTCk mc1sw Uwk1 
?emkkB ats ,sT,es ”stgbn Trw ?rw1mgb eTrbhsn gb 
erMrwu esm1tswl 1CT 1T m wTC gbk1smn Tc 1twss 
pgbgm1rws ksm1k ?wmp,sn 1Ths1tswB 

HKTren uTr egys 1ts CgbnTCv“ 1ts pmb mkysnB 
HLmu f k1TC uTrw ybm,km?yv“ 
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HN…krwsl 1tmby uTrB“ f nTr”es…?ts?ysn pu ,mkk 
Ctges ktwrhhgbh Tr1 Tc 1ts k1wm,kB Hatgk gk pu 
ksm1v“ f ,Tgb1sn mbn eTTysn TWsw pu ktTrensw mk 
1ts 1mee pmb ?eTksn 1ts TWswtsmn ?Tp,mw1psb1 
Cg1t Trw 1tgbhk gbkgnsB !hort cerson uonpsY 

I ”mengbh ”egp, Tc m pmb gb 1ts ksm1 bsM1 1T 
pgbs trccsn ”stgbn tgk pmky mbn cThhsn tgk cm?s 
ktgsenB

HfDp kTwwul“ f 1Ten tgpB
ats pmb CtTDn ,mgn cTw pu wgns ?esmwsn tgk 

1twTm1B HFTwhgWs 1ts gb?TbWsbgsb?sl kgwB KTren 
1tsws ”s mbu wsmkTb Cs ?TrenbD1 kCm, ksm1k kT f 
pmu kg1 Cg1t pu Cgcsv“ 

Lu ?tssyk Ueesn Cg1t ”eTTn m1 1ts gb1gpm?u Tc 
1ts 1g1es Ctsb f Cmk Tbeu 1Csb1u…1twss…usmwk…TenB 
ats tsc1u pmb hemwsn m1 psB f ”g1 pu eg, mbn 
k1mwsn m1 1ts iTTw Ctges ts ktTWsn Tr1 Tc tgk ksm1l 
mbbTumb?s Tb cree ngk,emuB 

Hf mkkrws uTr 1tgk gk pTws cTw uTrw ?TpcTw1 1tmb 
pu TCb ,esmkrwsl“ pu ?Tp,mbgTb sM,emgbsnB HNts 
hs1k ,embs…kg?y kTps1gpskB LgkkE“ js imhhsn 1ts 
m11sbnmb1B HKTren uTr ”s kT ygbn mk 1T ”wgbh sM1wm 
”mwc ”mhk gb ?mks Tc spswhsb?uv“ 

Lu susk ”rhhsnB I1 1tgk 1gps gb tgk1Twul CmkbD1 
1tm1 mygb 1T kmugbh uomu gb mb mgw,embsv ats m1…
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1sbnmb1 bTnnsn gb hwTkk memwp mbn 1rwbsn Tb tsw 
tsseB

ats tsmWu pmb wg,,sn tgk mwpk ”m?y egys fDn 
mewsmnu WTpg1sn mbn tmn kTps Tb pu ktgw1l 1tsb 
kmby hwm1screeu nTCb gb1T 1ts T,,Tkg1s mgkes ksm1B 

HPTr 1wugbh 1T hs1 ps ”TT1sn cwTp mbT1tsw 
ight1v“ f tgkksn rbnsw pu ”wsm1tB ats tmbnkTps 
pmb ?tr?yesn 1T tgpksec mk f 1TTy pu k,T1B js 
seshmb1eu kpTT1tsn tgk ”em;sw mbn 1TTy 1ts ksm1 
”skgns psB

HPTrw ”g?yswgbh mbn hemws pmys Trw wsem1gTb…
ktg, pTws ”segsWm”esS nTbD1 uTr 1tgbyv“ ts kmgn 
bsmw  pu  smwB  Fer11swk  Ueesn  pu  ”seeu  cTw  1ts 
”wgscsk1 pTpsb1B 

f kpgesn rbnsw pu pmkyB Hats Cmu uTrw pmky 
cThk uTrw hemkksk wsmeeu tg1k 1tm1 pmwwgsn pmb 
eTTy tTpsB“

js bTnnsn mbn ?tr?yesnB Hf tm1s 1tsks pmkykB“ 
js ,reesn tgk hemkksk 1T ?esmb 1ts k1smp Cg1t tgk 
1gsB

HKtu bT1  Csmw  ?Tb1m?1kv“  f  mkysnB  Ktsb f 
eTTysn gb1T tgk hwssb suskl f ?TrenDWs kCTwb f kmC 
1ts mepTk1 gbWgkg”es wgp Tc ?Tb1m?1 esbkskB KsgwnE 

ats ight1 m11sbnmb1 ws1rwbsn Cg1t 1ts ”mwc 
”mhk mbn m hgbhsw mes cTw mnnsn psmkrwsB Gbm”es 
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1T wskgk1 m ws1rwb nghl f eTTysn m1 pu ,ws1sbn 
trk”mbn mbn kmgnl HjTbsul f ybTC uTr tm1s 1ts 
pmkykl ”r1 uTr ?mbD1 kss m 1tgbh Cg1tTr1 uTrw 
hemkkskB -esmksl ,r1 1tsp ”m?y TbB f nTbD1 Cmb1 
uTr 1T m??gnsb1meeu k,gee pu kTnmB“

js imwsn tgk  suskD us,l  ?Tb1m?1 esbk wgpk 
mwTrbn tgk gwgkskD mbn ws1rwbsn 1ts ”em?y wgpk 
1T tgk cm?sl 1tsb wsm?tsn m?wTkk psB Hjswsl nmw…
egbhB Jss, 1ts ktmns T,sbB PTr ybTC 1tm1 meCmuk 
tse,kB“ 

HICl uTrDws kT 1tTrht1crel“ f kmgnl Hmbn 1tm1Dk 
Ctm1 f eTWs m”Tr1 uTrB“ f cTrht1 m kpges m1 1ts Cmu 
tgk susk eg1 mbn tTC 1ts ight1 m11sbnmb1 Cmwpsn 
1TCmwn rkB Ktsb kts esc1l pu mCs wrktsn Tr1 
Tb m ,esmksn kght mk f ,em?sn pu nwgby gb1T m 
?r,…tTenswl ”r?yesn…r, mbn 1TTy gb 1ts ,wgWm1s 
k?wssb Cg1t ?Tp,egpsb1mwu smw”rnkB 

I ngbbsw psbr 1r?ysn gb1T 1ts ksm1 ”m?y meTbh 
Cg1t m k?tsnres Tc mWmgem”es pTWgskB Ib m11sbnmb1 
,reesn 1ts ?m”gb nTTw ?eTksn mbn ksmesn rk gbkgnsB 
ats k?wssbk ”scTws rk imktsnB I WgnsT Tc 1ts 
,wT?snrwsk mbn sMg1 k1wm1shgsk ,emusnB f k1ws1?tsn 
pu ,s1g1s cwmps 1T wsegkt 1ts eshg1 cTT1 k,m?s mbn 
1ts m”geg1u 1T ws?egbsB f Cgktsn 1tgk ight1 Csws 
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eTbhsw 1T gbnrehs gb 1tgk erMrwuB f pmwWsesn m1 1ts 
esWse Tc kswWg?s Trw 1gbu ks?1gTb mewsmnu ws?sgWsnB

HPTrw wsWswgs gk ktTCgbhB“ ats pmbDk cree m1…
1sb1gTb embnsn Tb pu cm?sB HKTren f 1wmWse 1tgk 
Cmu Cg1tTr1 pu Cgcs ”sgbh m??rk1Tpsn 1T kr?t 
m??TppTnm1gTbv“

Lu sus”wTC mw?tsnB HKTren uTr wsmeeu pmwwu 
kTpsTbs kT rbhwm1screv“

js trppsn mbn eTTysn m1 tgk wTume ngbbsw 
psbrB f bT1g?sn m ,em1gbrp ”mbn Tb tgk esc1 wgbh 
Ubhswl 1gbu TbuM k1Tbs ”skgns mb mps1tuk1B 

HaTr?tEl“  ts  kmgnB  H-swtm,k  1tgk  gk  Ctu Cs 
seT,sn nrwgbh m nwrbysb igbhB PTr CswsbD1 pu 
1u,sl ”r1 uTr pmns ps wsmeg;s pu 1u,s CmkbD1 
wght1B“

f wTeesn pu susk mbn ,reesn pu TCb psbrB Hfk 
1tm1 tTC uTr ps1 uTrw wsme Cgcsv f nTr”1 ktsDn ”s 
,esmksn Cg1t uTrw igw1gbh Cg1t psB“

HfDp bT1 pmwwgsnl“ ts kmgn xrgs1eu Cg1t m eTTy 
mwTrbn rkl kT ts ngnbD1 wrgb Trw m?1B

HKtm1Dk Cg1t 1ts wgbhv“ f ,Tgb1snB
HKTren uTr ”segsWs ps gc f kmgn f Cmk ?Tppg11sn 

1T kTpsTbs fDp bT1 us1 Cg1tv atgk gk pu ns1swwsb1 
1T mbuTbs CtT ktTCk mb gb1swsk1B“
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Lu pTr1t nwT,,snl 1tTrht ts ?TrenbD1 kssB 
H)T CmuB f nTbD1 ”segsWs uTrB“ 

Hf kCsmw g1B“ jgk susk wspmgbsn UMsnB 
HRgys m ,wTpgks wgbh kg1rm1gTbv“
HOc kTw1kl uskl 1tTrht eskk cTw wseghgTrk ?Tb…

Wg?1gTb mbn pTws cTw ,swkTbme ngk?g,egbsB Ktsb 
f pmys r, pu pgbnl g1Dk ks1l mbn fDp ks1 Tb Tbs 
CTpmbB“

atgk 1gps f ngnbD1 csghb pu mCsB Hatm1 gk 1ts 
kCss1sk1 1tgbhB Iws uTr nm1gbh tswv“

HfDn eTWs 1Tl ”r1 egcs mk g1 gk nTsk bT1 ,swpg1 kr?t 
erMrwuB f tT,s 1T nT kT gb 1ts cr1rwsB fDp CTwygbh 
1TCmwn 1tm1 hTmeB“

HjTen TbB“ f esmbsn mhmgbk1 1ts CgbnTC 1T kss 
tgp ”s11swB ats ,embs ”r?ysn mk 1ts 1rh ,rktsn 
rk gb wsWswksB HPTrDws bT1 nm1gbh tswl ”r1 uTrDws 
?Tppg11sn 1T tswv fk kts ?Tppg11sn 1T uTrl 1TTv“

HNttB“ js eTTysn mwTrbn mhmgb mbn eTCswsn tgk 
tmbnl kT fDn eTCsw pu WTg?sB HPTrDee hgWs rk mCmuB 
zWsw tsmw Tc rbwsxrg1sn eTWsv“

f mepTk1 ?tTysn Tb pu TCb emrhtB H?op rbws…
xrg1snMH f ,reesn pu pmky nTCb 1T hgWs tgp m 
,ssy m1 pu ktT?yB H)TC f ybTC uTrDws ,reegbh pu 
eshB“ 

HfDp 1seegbh 1ts 1wr1tB jTbsk1B“ 
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HNmu f ”segsWs uTrB jTC ?Tren kts bT1 ws1rwb 
uTrw eTWs Ctsbl iy uTrDws 1seegbh 1ts 1wr1tl ktsDn 
”s 1ts er?ygsk1 hgwev“

HOtl uTr 1tgby ktsDk er?yul nT uTrv fDp im1…
1swsnB“ jgk kpges Cmk ktuB Lgbs Cmk mnTwgbhB fc 
ts CTws tgk 5emwy Jsb1 hemkksk cTw m,,smwmb?skl 
f kmC CtuB atsu mnnsn m kTc1bskk 1T tgk Uwp 
nspsmbTwB Hats 1CT Tc rk tmWs k,sb1 m eg11es TWsw 
UWs pgbr1sk 1Ths1tsw 1Tbght1l Ctg?t gk m”Tr1 Uc…
1ssb pgbr1sk eskk 1tmb f k,sb1 Cg1t tsw Ctsb f csee 
mkk TWsw 1g1B“

Rmrht1sw ”rwk1 1twTrht pu pmky m1 tgk gngTpB 
fDn bsWsw tsmwn mb Ipswg?mb kmu 1tm1 ”scTwsB f kmgn 
kTB js eTTysn m1 tgk 1wmu 1m”esB

HfDp m cmb Tc dwg1gkt 1sesWgkgTbB NTps1gpsk 1tsgw 
Wswbm?remw ”essnk gb1T pu k,ss?tl“ ts kmgnB js ngn 
tmWs m ,mw1g?remw ,wT,wgs1u gb tgk seT?r1gTbB Lmns 
ksbksB jgk Ubhswk ig?ysn ”skgns tgk 1sp,esB HFrb 
cm?1l f sWsb 1tgby Cg1t m dwg1gkt m??sb1l“ ts kmgn 
Cg1t m dwg1gkt m??sb1B 

Hfp,wskkgWs gp,wskkgTbl“ f kmgn Cg1t m dwg1gkt 
m??sb1 Tc pu TCbB 

HIk gk uTrwkE“    
HNTB“ f ?esmwsn 1ts ,emu m??sb1B HPTr k,sb1 1Csb…

1u pgbr1sk Cg1t tsw ”scTws uTr csee mkk TWsw 1g1 
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mbn 1tsb Ctm1 tm,,sbsnv aTT ”mn 1tsu nTbD1 
tmWs ,T,?Twb 1T hT Cg1t 1tgk rbcTengbh nwmpmB“

HFTw ”rkgbskk ?emkkl 1tsu nTB Ktsb Cs Ubgkt 
1mMggbhl fDee wsxrsk1 kTps cTw uTrB“

HICl uTr wsmeeu mws 1tTrht1creE“ f Ctgbsn gb mb…
gpm1gTb egys m kgeeu hgweB js Cmk crb 1T pmys kpgesl 
sWsb gc mee f ?Tren kss Cmk 1ts ?wgbyegbh Tc tgk susk 
mbn eg11es ,rcck Tc k1smp m1 1ts ”T11Tpk Tc tgk cmys 
hemkkskB 

Hf mkysn tsw Tr1 mbn kts kmgn bTB“
Ihmgbl pu AmC nwT,,sn ”stgbn pu pmkyB HKtm1 

gk 1ts pm11sw Cg1t tswv Ktu Cmk1s uTrw 1gps 
Csmwgbh  1tm1  wgbh  cTw  kTpsTbs CtT wsAs?1sn 
uTrv“

js ktwrhhsnB Hats 1gpgbh Cmk TccB Ks ngnbD1 
pss1 rbnsw 1ts pTk1 bm1rwme Tc ?gw?rpk1mb?skB f 
Cmk wsmeeu ?erpku Cg1t pu CTwnkB“

Lu tmbnk ?r,,sn m1 pu ?tsk1B Hdr1 uTrDws egys 
m tT1 nTwyB jT1 nTwyk mws kr,,Tksn 1T ”s ?erpku 
Cg1t 1tsgw CTwnkB f1Dk ,mw1 Tc uTrw ?tmwpB“

jgk tsmn 1ge1sn Ctges tgk InmpDk m,,es ”T””sn 
1twTrht m ”mktcre emrhtB HItl 1tmby uTrl f hrskkv 
)g?s 1T ybTC uTr 1tgby fDp tT1 mbn nTwyuB fDee 1mys 
g1B“ js ,reesn tgk hemkksk mbn Cg,sn 1ts k1smp Cg1t 
tgk 1gs mhmgbB HfDWs kssb tsw m csC 1gpsk kgb?s Trw 
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gbg1gme pss1gbhB Ob?sl f sWsb ”Trht1 tsw ?Tccssl 
”r1 kts ngnbD1 kssp 1T ws?mee psB atm1l mbn f ngnbD1 
TCb r, 1T ”sgbh 1ts ”ruswB f tmWsbD1 k,Tysb 1T tsw 
gb m eg11es TWsw m usmwB“

HPTr Ark1 kgesb1eu Cm1?t 1ts CTwen hT ”u Cg1t 
tsw  gb  g1v“  f  ?TrenbD1  tse,  kem,,gbh  tgk  mwpB 
HKTpsb mwsbD1 pgbn wsmnswkE PTrDws kmWgbh uTrw…
ksec cTw kTpsTbs CtT nTskbD1 sWsb ybTC uTr eTWs 
tswv GhtE PTrDws ygeegbh psl NpmeekE Ktu nTbD1 uTr 
1wu mhmgbv“

HPTr 1tgby f ktTrenv fDn ,wT”m”eu cmge pgkswm”eu 
mhmgbB f tmWsbD1 gp,wTWsn gb 1ts hwm?s ns,mw1…
psb1l sk,s?gmeeu Ctsws ktsDk ?Tb?swbsnB zWswu 
1gps f kss tswl f tmWs m tmwn 1gps ”wsm1tgbhB FTw 
bTCl f ”emps 1ts pmkykl ”r1 Ctm1 tm,,sbk Ctsb 
1tsu ?Tps Tcc mbn fDp esc1 Cgns T,sb Cg1t 1ts 
1wr1t Tb ngk,emuv“

HKsws uTr Csmwgbh m pmky Ctsb uTr ps1 tswv“
HJgbn TcB“
Hamys g1 TccB“
HIbn hs1 rk ”TT1sn cwTp 1tgk ight1v KsDn tmWs 

1T hs1 m tT1se TWswbght1B“
f 1kysn m1 tgk ,emuB HfDp kswgTrkB“
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Hfb mee kgb?swg1ul“ ts kmgnl Hmk f 1Ten uTrl egcs 
nTskbD1 ,swpg1 ps 1T rbpmky puksec Tw tmWs m 
wsem1gTbktg, wght1 bTCB“

Hatsb uTr bssn m egcs ?tmbhsl  ”rnB  Rs1 ps 
hrskkl emCuswv aTT nsng?m1sn 1T uTrw ?mwsswv“

ats ,geT1 ?mps TWsw 1ts gb1sw?Tp Cg1t mb m,Te…
Thu cTw 1ts ?wTCnsn wrbCmu mbn 1tsgw sccTw1 1T 
?Tpprbg?m1s Cg1t mgw 1wmcU? ?Tb1wTe cTw mb sk1g…
pm1s Tb ns,mw1rwsB 

H)T1 m emCuswl“ pu bsC cwgsbn kmgnl H”r1 f ybTC 
sbTrht emC 1T yss, puksec Tr1 Tc 1wTr”esB“ 

HzbTrht 1tm1 Cs ?mb hs1 mb mbbrepsb1 mc1sw Cs 
embnv“ f 1smksnB Hf ?mbD1 ”s Cg1t m pmb CtTDk gb eTWs 
Cg1t mbT1tsw CTpmbB“

HfDn Tccsw uTr uTrw cwssnTpl nmwegbhl ”r1 emC 
k1m1sk  uTr mws  gbseghg”es  cTw  mb mbbrepsb1  gc 
uTrDWs ?Tbkrppm1sn 1ts wsem1gTbktg,B“

f  emrhtsn 1TT eTrn m1 1tm1 TbsB  H)g?sB  jTC 
xrg?yeu uTrw ?Tppg1psb1 CmbskB fDp bT1 ,mw1 Tc 
1ts Lges jght ?er”l kgwB PTr ktTren xrg1 uTrw AT” gc 
g1Dk 1mygbh uTr mCmu cwTp tswB“

HfDWs 1tTrht1 Tc T,sbgbh ngmeTh 1T mkkskk tsw 
cssegbhk Ctges f k1gee tmWs pu AT”l ”r1 pu CTwy gk 
?Tp,eg?m1snB f1Dk bT1 1ts kTw1 Tc AT” uTr tmWs mk m 
pmwwgsn pmbB“
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HOTt emem !B“ f wr””sn pu ,mepk 1Ths1tswB HRgys 
m k,uv“ xab ekclain the yade glasses an… SontaSts 
H Ias his hair trplb the Solor oy Iet san…M 'is 
ebeuroIs Iere almost ulaSd HJ

js emrhtsn cree mbn tsmw1u mbn 1TTy pu tmbn 
egys m trk”mbn CTrenB ats tT1 nTwy tsen pu Ub…
hswk gb tgk r,Tb tgk T,sb 1wmu 1m”es mk 1ts ight1 
m11sbnmb1 nsegWswsn hemkksk Tc ?tmp,mhbsB js 
,Teg1seu m??s,1sn ”r1 mkysn gc ts ?Tren tmWs m 
5m,1mgb mbn 5Tys mk CseeB Lu tsmw1 ir11swsn 1T 
pu 1twTm1B

HfDp kTwwul kgwB Ks nTbD1 tmWs 5m,1mgb LTwhmbl 
”r1 Cs nT tmWs dm?mwngB Kgee 1tm1 ”s m??s,1m”esv“

f ?tsCsn pu eg, ”sbsm1t pu pmkyB 5m,1mgb 
LTwhmb ,mgb1sn pspTwgsk Tc 1ts ksMu ,gwm1s fDn 
ps1 mc1sw 1ts —mk,mwgeem csk1gWme emk1 usmwB f ktTren 
?r1 1tgk tT1 nTwy kTps kem?y ”s?mrks f ybsC 1TT 
Csee Ctm1 Cmb1gbh kTpsTbs uTrDn ps1 Tb?s Cmk 
egysB 

Ktsws 1tgk hru Cmk ktu mbn ?r1sl 1tm1 Tbs tmn 
”ssb nTpgbsswgbh mbn dwg1gkt Cg1t k1Twpu hwmu 
susk mbn m hwg, 1tm1 ?Tren pmys uTr hT egp,l kT 
tsDn tmWs 1T tTen uTr egys m jmwesxrgb ?TWswB f 
bsmweu ktrnnswsn gb pu ksm1 ws?meegbh 1ts ksbkm…
1gTbk tsDn gbcrksn Ark1 1Tr?tgbh pu Cmgk1B
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Hdm?mwng gk Ubsl“ pu cwgsbn kmgnB
HIbn cTw uTrw Cgcsv“ jsw tmbn hsk1rwsn 1TCmwn 

psB f kbm,,sn Tr1 Tc pu nmunwsmpk Tc mbT1tsw 
pmb egys 1ts ?tsm1gbh k,Trks f CmkbD1B 

Hatgk gk sM?seesb1l“ f kmgnB Hatmby uTrB“ 
Hfc g1 CTrenbD1 ”s 1TT pr?t 1wTr”esl pght1 Cs 

tmWs m ”mh Tc ,T,?Twb m1 uTrw smwegsk1 ?TbWs…
bgsb?sv“ ts mkysnB Ktsb kts esc1l f nwsC pu pmky 
nTCb 1T 1tmby tgp cTw 1ts ,T,?Twb ”scTws f gb…
nrehsn gb 1ts nseg?gTrk me?TtTel mee Cg1t Tbs tmbn 
”s?mrks ts tmnbD1 wsesmksn pu T1tsw us1B Hf ?mbD1 
”segsWs Cs hs1 ?tmp,mhbsB Lpp ! 1tgk gk ,ws11u 
hTTnE“

HfDp hemn uTr egys g1B PTr pmu tmWs pgbs Ctsb 
uTrDWs Ubgktsn uTrw TCbB“

HjmE )T1 gc f Cmb1 1T Cmey k1wmght1 Ctsb Cs 
embnB“

js esmbsn cTwCmwn 1T kss Tr1kgns 1ts CgbnTCB 
Ks ktmwsn 1ts WgsC Tc bgbs T1tsw ,embsk Cmg1gbh 
1T ns,mw1 mtsmn Tc TrwkB ats kyu Cmk nmwyl mbn 
mee 1ts wrbCmu eght1k heTCsn ”sbsm1t 1ts imktgbh 
eght1k Tb 1ts ,embskD CgbhkB

H’rnhgbh ”u 1tm1 egbsl fDn kmu uTr tmWs 1gps cTw 
m CtTes ”T11esB jT,s uTrw ,embk CTbD1 ”s wrgbsnB“
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HNmps 1T uTrB“ f eTTysn TWsw pu ktTrenswl m”Tr1 
1CT gb?tsk cwTp tgk cm?sl mbn kCmeeTCsnB Hf 1tgby 
uTr ktTren pmys m pTWs Ctges uTr k1gee tmWs uTrw 
AT”B ds ”wmWsB 5Trwmhs gk tmwn 1T Ubn gb psb 1tsks 
nmukB PTrDee k1mbn Tr1 mbn ktsDee bsWsw cTwhs1 uTrB 
awrk1 psB“

HOtv“ ts mkysnl tgk kTc1 susk k1rnugbh Ctm1 
ts ?Tren Tc pu cm?s rbnsw 1ts ?TWswgbh mbn 1ts 
eght1k 1tm1  Csb1 ngp gb 1ts ?m”gbB  ats ,embs 
pTWsn mbn Cs bsmweu ”rp,sn pmkykB

HI11sb1gTb ,mkksbhswkl“ 1ts ,geT1Dk ?wm?yeu WTg?s 
kmgnB HKsDWs Ark1 ws?sgWsn ,swpgkkgTb 1T pTWs 1T 
1ts cwTb1 Tc 1ts egbs mbn Cgee 1mys ight1 tsws gb 
m”Tr1 cTrw pgbr1skB -esmks cmk1sb uTrw ksm1”se1kB 
Feght1 m11sbnmb1k ,ws,mws cTw ns,mw1rwsB“
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 Part Two

KINSLEY AND I SAT back in our seats as the plane’s 
gravitational force pressed us against the leather. 
She squeezed my hand holding hers. I relished 
every second of lightning striking twice for us. 
Just over a year ago, I’d crossed paths with a 
scorned ginger crying herself into a Gt on the 
night of Basparilla. xecause of her, I was late to 
the festival and the hit I’d had to eTecute. 

bhis evening, the private plane I chartered for 
dirty work had a mechanical issue, so I -ooked 
a lastFminute ?ight on the Grst airline heading 
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-ack to bampa. Higures I’d -e in disguise yet 
again, -ut what a wonderful opportunity to speak 
to the woman who, -y her own deGnition, was 
lucky to have my love‘ bonight, I was the lucky 
one and she never the wiser. 

She was quiet as the plane clim-ed in altitude. 
I looked out the window with her at the cloud 
cover. “er hand squeezed harder when we hit 
tur-ulence. “er other held an empty champagne 
?ute she”d pinned to her chest. 

!It’s  normal  when  traveling  through  storm 
clouds,j I said. !bhey’re clim-ing high enough to 
?y over the danger rather than through it.j bhe 
pilot echoed as much a second later while warnF
ing the ca-in to keep our seat-elts fastened.

!I hate tur-ulence,j she said. “er arms nearly 
?ew around my neck when the plane dropped. 
bhe passengers cried out while I quietly held her 
through the neTt Gve minutes of -umper cars. 
!bhe wings are -ouncingDj She gripped my tie, I 
think -y mistake, unless she wanted to choke me 
this time around, although so far, I was doing a 
-etter Wo- speaking to her than last time.

!bhat’s normal. bhey’re made to ?eT with the 
wind. It’s all going to -e okay.j I patted her rigid 
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-ack and ran my nails up and down her cotton 
teeFshirt. !Ko you know what I think‘j 

!Ohat‘j she asked, her speech muf?ed against 
my chest. Yinsley’s sloppy -un tickled my nose as 
her hair moved with our plane.

!I think I’m the luckiest man in that airport. Af 
the lottery of passengers to -e seated with, I’ve 
won.j

“er grip on my tie eased as her face crept from 
hiding to peer into my eyes. !:ou kind of cheatF
ed -y -uying me this seat, -ut I think that’s the 
sweetest compliment. bhank you.j

Lfter minutes of smooth air, she -raved a look 
out at what I lovedR the stars a-ove a carpet of 
clouds. &ightning ?ashed -elow us. “er Gngers 
tightened on my forearm, -ut gradually she reF
laTed until Gnally sitting -ack in her seat.

bhe pilot came over the intercom. !Lttention 
passengers, we’ve reached a cruising altitude of 
thirtyFsiTFthousand feet. &ooks like smooth skies 
for the remainder of our trip to bampa. Hor those 
not familiar with the destination, you may Gnd 
some C…C on the white sand of Nlearwater xeach 
E.j bhe pilot droned on a-out bampa’s various 
tourist destinations that made -lending in so 
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easy. Aur ?ight attendant returned with a -ag of 
freshly popped popcorn.

Yinsley’s eyes crinkled and met mine. Anything 
you want, love, especially if you look at me with 
those eyes. xefore I fell into an accidental staring 
contest, I opened the -ag for her and said, !I’ve 
indulged you in my drama. Mow that we have popF
corn, indulge me in yours. Ohat was this murder 
I overheard you talking a-out on the phone‘j

!Ah, that‘j She waved her hand and gra--ed a 
piece of popcorn, slid the -ite under her mask. 
!éver heard of a murder mystery dinner‘ Py 
friend, Julie, is a drama maWor. She put this event 
together to raise money for the department. I 
didn’t plan to go, -ut -asically guests dress up like 
whatever theme is chosen and we try solving a 
crime using clues and actors she’s planted into 
the setting of a real dinner. She swears not even 
the killer knows they’re the killer.j 

!Intriguing,j I told her. !Sounds fun to me, then 
again I enWoy any opportunity to cosplay. :ou 
didn’t seem too Wazzed a-out going.j

!Jazzed‘j she asked. !Nareful, your age is showF
ing.j 

!xurnDj 
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!:our drink, sir. Lnd a reGll on champagne. I’m 
sorry a-out the delay and earlier tur-ulence.j bhe 
attendant handed me the drink I’d ordered to 
Wog Yinsley’s memory. She looked -eyond me to 
Yinsley, passed her the fresh ?ute. !I hope you’re 
feeling okay.j

I tugged my mask to my chin and tipped the 
liquor and cola to my lips to keep from laughing 
at Yinsley’s conGrmation of feeling Gne now. Oe 
watched her leave. 

Yinsley ripped her mask down like she could 
wait no longer. She drained half her glass -eF
fore saying, !I have to kiss a stranger.j “er face 
so-ered. !Py father is going. If I can even make 
myself kiss this guy, how will I sell it with him 
there‘ Julie wants passion to sell an intrinsic part 
of the plot. I’m horri-le at faking. bhere’s no way.j 

I worked my hand, swirling my drink.
!“ow scary,j I said like a smartFass. !Ko you 

think daddy’s going to -eat him up -ecause you 
kissed the man‘j 

“er hand slapped my arm while she laughed 
and said, !I’m not kidding. I care what he thinks 
of me.j
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!I’d -e less concerned a-out your father and 
more concerned for yourself. :ou are an adult I 
hope, otherwise I’m going to have to trade seats 
with that guy again to keep myself from -eing 
arrested for marrying a minor and providing her 
alcohol.j

She chortled and took a sip from her ?ute. !I 
thought you knew your law. Kepending on where 
we got married, you’d -ecome my guardian and I 
could legally drink with your consent -ut thank 
goodness I’m twentyFthree and you’re in the 
clear.j

!Pake it your -usiness to know a lot a-out 
alcohol, do you‘j 

!I’m a -artender. If you’d have -othered getting 
to know me -efore marriage, you’d have known 
how low you were slumming.j

bhis -loody woman. She was too easy to think 
of as my wife. !I’m a pathetic clich—.j 

!Lre you wealthy‘ xecause that would also 
make me a clich— for marrying a hot dork for his 
money.j

I imagined taking her to the lavatory for a honF
eymoon when I nodded.
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She nodded with me. !So is this hotFshot donor 
I’m supposed to makeFout with. bhat’s a lot of 
pressure.j She Glled me in on her friend claimF
ing this -loke was paying to makeFout with a 
hot college girl. !Ohat if she’s right‘j Yinsley 
asked. !Ohat if he’s so gross he’s willing to doF
nate tenFthousand dollars to get someone to kiss 
him‘ I told her I could pretend. :ou know‘ Pay-e 
smack my lips to look like they were kissed‘ Pess 
up his hair and mine‘j

I’d love nothing more than to dig my hands into 
her hair and snap the elastic holding her -un in 
place. 

!;retending isn’t a -ad idea given your hesiF
tance.j I lifted her mask -ack over her lips like 
I’d done so for the ?ight attendant when really, I 
couldn’t handle the pictures she painted. !CeGlls 
for -oth of us, please‘j I asked the ?ight attenF
dant, then turned -ack to her covered mouth. 
!If this man@assuming it’s a man@is a wretched 
kisser you don’t want to wound him with your 
disgust.j 

“er  eyes  -ulged  with  such  animation,  I 
laughed. 
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!See there‘  bhat  won’t  do.  :ou’ll  have  him 
storming out of the place in a tiff and there goes 
your friend’s money.j

!bhis is a -ad idea. :ou’re right. If I don’t go 
through with this, she might lose her donation.j

I raised my eye-rows. !bhat’s a lot of money ridF
ing on your a-ility to kiss. Biven your attachment 
to your daddy, I take it you’ve not kissed many 
men. bhis is a dangerous predicament you’ve gotF
ten yourself into.j

!Lsshole,j she whispered playfully. There’s my 
girl. !I’ve kissed a handful of guys and none of 
them ever complained a-out anything other than 
not passing Bo. I’ll take that as a good sign that 
they liked the way I kissed, thank you.j

!Ar they wanted to -ypass the -ad part to get 
to the good part.j

She slapped my arm and told me to -ehave. 
!Ohat if he’s got a long tongue, or too much spit‘ 
Cich guys don’t do well with honesty. bhey’re 
egocentric -ecause no one tells them the truth.j

!Is that so‘ Oe’ve esta-lishing that I’m wealthy. 
Koes that mean my peers lie while I gain fulGllF
ment from their in?ation‘j 
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“er  whole  face  fell.  She  cursed  under  her 
-reath. 

!Nalm yourself, I’m only playing, darling. :our 
fears are legitimate. I’d dread -eing in your shoes, 
-ut what if this poor guy dreads the same a-out 
you‘ bhat’s a pretty penny to pay for a makeFout 
session with a girl who might not -e hot at all 
or who can’t kiss well. Ohat if you don’t even 
realize your tongue is too long, or your mouth 
produces too much saliva‘ bhese masks we’re 
wearing -reed -ad -reath and you’ve -een mariF
nating all day.j

She slapped a hand over her mask and -egged 
with her eyes to know if her -reath was -ad. I 
laughed for the umpteenth time in a row. xy far, 
the most I’d laughed in a great while.

!I hadn’t thought of that E.j she whispered, 
afraid.

bhe  reGlls  came.  bhe  attendant  appeared 
alarmed -y Yinsley’s eTpression. 

!She’s Gne,j I assured her. Yinsley peered unF
seeingly at her drink, de?ated. !Nonsider this, 
Yinsley. If you pretend and refuse to kiss your 
partner, he could -ecome one of two thingsR reF
lieved he doesn’t have to fake it with you, or disF
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appointed -ecause you turned out to -e such a 
child a-out it, afraid of the -ig -ad man. bricky 
decision to make.  Ohich is  the worse of  the 
evils‘j 

Lmazing someone so pretty could -e made to 
feel so inadequate. Should I rescue her? Revive her 
 re? 

!:ou know, if you needed a nonF-iased third 
party to give an honest critique, we haven’t landF
ed for our annulment yet. I’m still married to you 
for thirty more minutes.j

!“aDj “er eyes lit and crinkled. !Mice try. bhere 
is a chance my partner could -ecome so infatuF
ated with kissing me that his hands roam where 
they shouldn’t and no longer for the sake of the 
role, -ut -ecause he’s an awful pervert. bhat leads 
to stalkers, then Kad’s pulling the shotgun. It 
could -ecome a -lood-ath. ;ro-a-ly -est to avoid 
the entire situation.j She turned and snapped up 
the package of ear-uds after a selfFsatisGed sip 
of her drink. 

Mow, that’s the girl who’d stolen my sanity withF
out any idea. Ls she found the movie she wanted 
on the touch screen, I tamed my mileFhigh deF
sires and sipped my fresh xacardi and Noke. 
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Ohen we disem-arked, Yinsley added polite 
space -etween us without appearing like we 
hadn”t -een together. Oe walked in companionF
a-le silence until she tossed a small wave, a shy, 
!thanks again,j then slinked -etween a group of 
women into the lavatory. Py pace didn’t falter. 

bhe heavyset man who’d traded seats with me 
hitched a ride on a cart. Ls he passed -y, he 
grunted his conGrmed suspicion. I smiled to myF
self. If he knew the real relationship I had with 
Yinsley “ayes, he’d have ordered his own popF
corn and leaned forward in his chair to hear 
more. 

Ance in -aggage claim, I parked myself -efore 
the carousel praying my -ag made the trip with 
me. bhough I couldn”t wait to change out of this 
disguise, I’d Wust paid thirteenFhundred dollars in 
upgraded tickets to have a single hour with her 
all to myselfA a few more hours in the name of 
-orrowed time with the girl I loved wouldn’t hurt.

Yinsley came off the escalator removing her 
mask Wust as I spotted my -ag. I removed my 
mask, too, and hoisted the heavy suitcase from 
the others. Ohen I pulled the handle to wheel the 
luggage, I caught her eyes on me.
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She looked down too late and -lushed. Ohen 
she -raved another look at me, I dug into my 
pocket and wiggled a little something -efore 
tossing the -reath spray her way. She lunged to 
catch my offering and frowned when she read the 
la-el. 

I -lew a kiss, smiled, and mouthed, good luck, 
-efore walking out of the airport with plans to 
press my tuT and -uy a ticket to her friend’s mysF
tery dinner as the only true killer in attendance.
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Part Three

CHAMPAGNE FIZZLED IN MY ute� as I speculated who 
in this ballroom committed murder. If anyone 
suspected me, I’d yet to notice, though my effort 
to remember the few lines Julie had given me 
when I was dressing likely made me appear ner-
vous. I mingled, eavesdropping on others’ con-
versations. My foot fanned the trail of my dress 
back where the purple satin belonged. 

Stupid gown. 
Yards away, my mother lifted her chin, so I’d lift 

mine, then discreetly motioned I keep the slit in 

35



LYNESSA LAYNE

my dress from showing too much thigh. I shook 
my head, tempted to allow the eye-full for her 
audacity in bringing such attire and forcing me to 
walk on pins and needles with stilettos so thin! 

She cheated in her high heels by holding my 
father’s arm in his tux and basked in beauty queen 
bliss as she joated about the room like thanking 
Wudges for crowning her. Ohile everyone dressed 
in formal elegance, Mom toyed with a cockiness 
far beyond her normal demeanor. Hmm … char-
acter trait for Julie or was she the murderer?

I sipped from my jute, feeling a little more 
mature about kissing even a gross guy if I’d had 
enough to drink. My free Angers sorted numer-
ous photos of the victim and the crime scene 
scattered across a central table. zther atten-
dees carried notepads with pens, questioning 
witnesses and writing every detail. ;fter taking 
orders at the bar for years, I’d long since dumped 
the pad and memoriDed verbal and social cuesR 
probably didn’t help my case. …idn’t make my 
mother look innocent either. 

“ather than take notes or ask questions, she 
worked the room as if my father and I cooped her 
up in our home rather than exhausted ourselves 
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with her social events. Hold on E had Mom played 
a role in the actual event-planning?

If so, my make-out partner better be hot!
”Cvening, darling.H 
I ripped around Wust as something velvet soft 

dragged across my bare shoulders. Thampagne 
burned my nostrils as I snorted by mistake. ”Koly 
shit.H I choked and beat my chest to clear my 
clogged airway. 

Bhe hot dork from my jight looked me straight 
in the eyes without a polite look away, watch-
ing and waiting for me to Anish, a different air 
about him here when we weren’t sitting. ;t last, 
I cleared my throat. My cheeks felt as red as the 
little rose boutonniere he handed me. Kot dork 
looked more like Tlark ?ent meets James Gond. 
Maybe he was a spy because he carried no notes, 
either, but snagged a champagne jute from a 
nearby tray and seamlessly stole my glass from 
my Angers, replacing the empty with his new 
offering. 

Ke leaned in and kissed my cheek while his 
Angertips whispered against my waist. My heart 
snared in my ears, and I inhaled his spicy fra-
grance like seasoning for the yummy meal he was 
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sure to be were I the type to snack on whatever I 
wanted whenever I’d like a taste. Bhe girl he wore 
that ring for had no idea what she was missing 
out on. 

”Sir, are you mocking me or stalking me‘H I 
asked as he straightened to his full height. Maybe 
I had a type E he was tall like the pirate.

”My wife didn’t stick around long enough to 
obtain an annulment, so I made a few calls and 
tracked her down.H

I covered a giggle with the back of the hand 
holding his rose. ”;w, does that make you sad‘ 
zf course, if your heart belongs to another worth 
wearing a ring for, does that make me the other 
woman‘H

”;w, does that make you sad‘H he mocked. 
”Gurn.H I grinned, glad to be without a mask as 

well as to see his face. 
”In truth, this dinner sounded fun and I’m dying 

to see who you have to kiss nearly more than 
who the murderer is.H Ke shifted behind me to 
give others access to the photos at the table. 
”“each for the photo at the back and hand it over, 
please‘H
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I swallowed and did as he said. I’d not felt such 
a rush since my pirate had grabbed my waist with 
my breakdown and sternly ordered me not to put 
my faith in boys but to choose a man. 

Bhis man took the photo and asked another 
woman to pass the magnifying glass beside her. 
Kolding the photo up to the light, he turned away 
from the group and looked through the magnify-
ing glass, then grunted and said, ”Just as I sus-
pected.H 

Bhe group stopped looking at the other photos 
and salivated for a turn with the one he had. 

Ke laid the evidence back on the table, dis-
creetly reached for my hand and guided us from 
the horde. ”I hope you don’t mind if I ask you a 
few questions‘ Standard procedure. You under-
stand.H

Yeah, maybe the pirate had awakened dormant 
desires last year and now I was a hot mess for 
a real man over guys my age. Bhe corners of 
my lips twitched, and I marveled at his diversion 
as no one paid us mind when they busied mass 
speculating. 

”Po right ahead,H I told him. 
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”Bhe hair they found at the scene was long. 
You’re the only one wearing a hat.H

I nearly snorted again. My Qhat’ was nothing 
more than a Wewel-encrusted miniature bowler 
hat on an alligator clip. ; sarcastic, yet charming 
nod to the days of yore. Bhe rest of my hair was 
pinned into intricate braids with curls peeking 
out of the fray.

”If I killed her, are you going to tell‘H I simpered, 
casting my eyes up to his casting suspicion on 
me.

”If you did, will you be so easy to catch as this‘H
”…id she piss you off‘H I asked him. ”Make too 

many demands of a married man‘H I quirked my 
eyebrows with mirthful danger, playing now as 
the wife in our pretend marriage. ”You’re the only 
one not taking notes. I Agured the note found in 
her possession might match your penmanship.H

”Impossible. Kow could I be the killer when I 
only showed up on a whim‘ I don’t have to take 
notes. Nhotographic memory. I’ve already memo-
riDed you. You’re her therapist. Bell me, my lover 
must have spoken of me for you to suspect she 
was making demands. Ohat did she say‘H
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”Smooth.H  I  snickered.  ”You  know  that’s  a 
breach of doctor-patient conAdentiality. I cannot 
discuss it.H

;nother man approached. My stomach dipped. 
Was this the man I’d have to kiss? My companion 
shook hands with him, and I could tell he won-
dered the same. 

”Interesting seeing the two of you in the same 
conversation.EH Bhe suspicious gent took in our 
proximity.

”Ohy’s that‘H my friend asked. 
”Bhe evidence clearly points to an affair be-

tween her lover and her therapist. Uuite the tan-
gled web of intrigue you all have going.H

”zh, but, sir, this man was having an affair with 
someone else. I was merely treating his wife for 
depression after her discovering his inAdelity. 
éaturally, I wanted to see him in my ofAce. Goth 
of them, to try and mend their relationship. Sure, 
we had a few solo sessions. znly because I sensed 
he needed pointers pertaining to her.H

”If you’ll not disclose the truth because of doc-
tor-patient conAdentiality, I will,H my friend said. 
”Bhe truth is, I never had a lover. Bhat woman 
was delusional, chasing me about the city, caus-
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ing issues with my wife after coming onto me at 
every turn. Kow could I not look suspicious when 
she framed me to be‘ Ohat my therapist isn’t 
saying is that my wife and I were separating. I’m 
celibate.H 

I accidentally laughed, then cleared my throat, 
looking instead to the bubbles in his champagne 
jute rather than the man questioning us. 

”:h, huh ... I’m onto you both.H ;h! ; detective! 
”Mark my words, I’ll bring you in before tonight’s 
over. Goth of you.H 

”Bhe  plot  thickens,H  I  murmured  when  he 
walked away with his eyes on us. ”Bwo criminals 
in one murder mystery dinner‘ Is such a thing 
done‘H 

”Ke evidently thought so,H my companion ob-
served. 

;s  the  evening wore on,  I  worried that  I’d 
missed my window. 

”Ohat if I’ve confused my partner in crime 
by chilling with you‘H I peered up at the suave 
charmer who was now anything but a hot dork. 
Sure, I could’ve asked his name, but I didn’t want 
to because I  might fall  into temptation from 
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cravings the pirate had started inside me. ”Oe 
shouldn’t be here together,H I added. 

”Kow could I stay away‘ I was honest. I never 
touched her. I’m celibate.H

”Including your wife‘H I grinned.
”Ohy do you think she’s so desperate‘ She 

doesn’t do it for me. Cven now she’s watching 
you and wondering what it is about you that she 
cannot compare with. See‘H 

”Kuh‘H I looked around.
”zver my shoulder. I feel her eyes like a knife.” 

Kis eyes jared on the word like a cheesy clue. 
My smile erupted. I looked to the joor because 
there weren’t any women behind him. ”;nd ... if 
you don’t tell E I won’t.H ; photograph with red 
strands of hair and evidence markers appeared in 
my eye-line. 

”Koly crap. …oes that mean I’m the killer‘” I 
whispered. Ke tucked the photo away and his 
Angers brushed mine still clutching the rose. 

”Toat closet, Ave minutes. If you don’t show, I’ll 
reveal you for the killer you are.H

Ohen he left, I tingled with wonder and bewil-
derment. Ke couldn’t be my make-out partner. 
Ohat should I do‘ Nretending with him was far 
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too easy. Bhe information for my character had 
said that my lover would be at table Ave sporting 
a red handkerchief. Bhere were two men at table 
Ave wearing red pocket squares, a third donning 
a red ascot. If I’d told my new friend about that, 
would he have worn one Wust to screw with me‘ 
Seemed he was turning this whole mystery din-
ner into a thicker plot. Oherever Julie was, I’d bet 
she was panicking behind the scenes. 

;t the evidence table, my parents argued over 
one of the photos. I seiDed the moment to fade 
out of the ballroom and trot toward the coat 
room. Kow predictable and clich—. 

; hand shot from somewhere at my side and 
yanked me before I reached the closet. ;nother 
hand came over my mouth to stije my scream. 
”Shh. Shhhh. It’s me. Oho wants a corny tryst in 
a coat closet‘H

I smiled against his hand as my eyes adWust-
ed to the darkness in the  janitor’s  closet. My 
heart thundered in my ears. I should have smelled 
chemicals and cleaning products. I smelled him 
and reality blurred as he lowered his hand from 
my lips to my hip. ”Ohat about the actors‘ My 
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rich make-out partner‘ Oon’t we throw off the 
plan‘H

”Ohere’s the fun in making everything so easy‘ 
Gesides, without evidence, who says we had any-
thing to do with it‘ …id you kill her‘H he tested. 
Kis features were a shadow hovering so close I 
could touch his aura if I wanted. I wanted to very 
much. 

”…id you‘H
”If I were a killer, would it matter‘H Kis mouth 

was closer than I expected as he dipped his head. 
I gasped, and he ran his nose against mine. 

”éo, it wouldn’t,H I breathed like a twisted con-
fession. 

More than my heart pounded as every area I 
denied came alive and gravitated until his arms 
wrapped my waist. Bhe rose fell from my palm to 
the joor as his Angers traveled up to my exposed 
shoulder blades. My hands found his cheeks and 
navigated up to his hair as I let him seal the cen-
timeters that separated us. Kot lips, no excess 
saliva, the stroke of his very perfect tongue coax-
ing mine into bad behavior E I moaned. Ohen he 
did, too, his mouth moved from my lips down my 
Waw like he’d been longing to do so all along. Ke 
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nudged my chin with his nose, so I’d allow him 
access to my throat. 

”zhhh .EH
If this were scripted, would I feel less convicted 

for enjoying this so much?
”Null harder,H he urged as I dug my nails into 

his hair. I did as he said, but found I pushed his 
head so that his mouth kept traveling down to 
my collarbones. Ke kissed across them like he 
was pleased with their structure, and I felt drunkR 
heavy, rubbery, limp with longing to the point 
that he had to hold me tighter. ”You’re so beauti-
ful, ?insley.H

”So are you. So much hotter than a dork.H
”…o you know who I am‘H he asked.
”Nlease, don’t tell me! Bhis can’t happen again, 

and you have that ring on for her. I’m so bad for 
kissing you, but I can’t help it.H

”You’re so good at it, I can’t help indulging in 
being touched after waiting for so long for some-
one who doesn’t want me.H

”zh,  trust  me,  she’ll  want  you,H  I  managed 
through huffs between more kisses. 
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”I don’t want them to And us.H Kis confession 
enthralled me. I didn’t want them to either, nor 
did I want to admit how I wanted so much more. 

”You’re a great actor,H I mumbled Wust before his 
mouth sealed mine shut for another deep dive.

”;m I‘ ;re you‘H he breathed between pulls 
from my lips as we adWusted angle after sinful 
angle of enWoyment I hated myself for. I’d never 
felt like falling into bed with a total stranger in my 
life. I’d never kissed a stranger or hidden inside 
of a Wanitor’s closet to do so. I wasn’t a bad girl. I 
was nearly a virgin, and yet I felt like a full-grown 
woman in the arms of the man holding me the 
way the pirate had held me. 

I knocked his glasses to the joor. Bhe clip hold-
ing my curls fell, then the braids I’d wrapped 
around my crown dropped to my back as his 
hands unraveled this carefully crafted facade. ”I 
have to know how long your hair is,H he whis-
pered.

”éo!H I  shoved him back. Ke gasped like I’d 
slapped him. ”Is that what you’re doing‘ Investi-
gating me‘ Kow do I know you’re not a cop Wust 
using me‘H
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Kis hand slapped over my swollen lips when 
we heard the clacking of heels in the corridor 
Wust outside our hiding place. Bhe scripted actors 
headed for the coat closet. My tongue danced all 
over the palm silencing me to make him remove 
his Angers, but his other hand wrapped around 
my waist and yanked me against his Arm torso. 
Oh, my gosh, yes, I loved being grabbed! I was a 
twisted woman with no other explanation!

”Kow do I know you’re not seducing me to gain 
answers‘H he asked. ”You assume I want to see 
your hair for the case, but perhaps your mistake 
is thinking I don’t have a real interest in you.H Kis 
voice was a low decibel that reverberated to the 
core of my belly.

”You aren’t allowed to be interested in me out-
side of this place. I love someone and so do you.H 
I knew the pirate was who I wanted, and this 
man reminded me of why to the point of longing 
beyond lust. I missed that damn pirate like a sock 
losing a match. éothing else At or looked quite 
right. Bhis man had that same something. Bhat’s 
all this was. Kad to be!

”Is that why you kiss me like you shouldn’t‘H 
Kis lips graDed mine slow and disciplined, as if 
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I’d been the only one diDDy with desire moments 
ago.

”Is that why you kiss me like you really are a 
married man enWoying this for every second you 
can‘” I growled and nipped one of his lips be-
tween my teeth hard enough to give pain without 
blood. 

Ke cursed and returned the favor.
I gasped. ”Kow dare you!H
”Kow dare you! I’m not allowed to be interested 

in anyone outside of this place, not because I’m 
married. Gecause I’m dangerous.H 

Dangerous? Was this part of his character or 
real? 

Cxcitement mingled with trepidation in the pit 
of my stomach. 

Boo late I realiDed all my hair hung loose cas-
cading down my back. Kis Angers teased the ten-
drils apart like he had any right to do so. 

”Ohat the hell‘H I demanded loud enough that 
we’d be heard, then pushed at his chest. “ather 
than give the space I’d  forced,  he seiDed my 
mouth with his  to  silence me,  and when his 
tongue met mine, I kissed him back knowing that 
this was how we should be caughtL red-handed, 
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heat-of-passion, anger, desire, oh gosh he tasted 
good! I held him tight for every dwindling second 
I’d never get back. Bonight was amaDing and I’d 
never forget him!

Gottles crashed to the ground. Kis Angers dug 
into my hair with one greedy hand while the oth-
er molded to my back and kneaded my jesh like 
a sweet massage so contrary to his lips locked on 
mine like a lion pinning his prey to the death. 

My nails dug into his scalp to punish him for 
his unacceptable behavior, for unleashing desires 
too soon, for belonging to someone else and mak-
ing me miss the man I’d put in the past with 
my aching heart after we’d parted! éow, those 
emotions were back worse than before! Kis fault! 

Bhe door ripped open.
”You!H said the man with the red ascot. ”I’ve 

searched everywhere and here I And you in the 
arms of another man!H Well, hell. Was this dude 
waiting in the coat closet? Insults spit from his 
mouth featuring yellowing teeth and a graying 
mustache while my killer kisser felt the joor for 
his glasses, then allowed me to huddle in his 
arms. 
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Had Julie lost her mind? This nasty guy looked 
my dad’s age! Kis scorned anger didn’t appear 
contrived. I couldn’t help cuddling closer to the 
man protecting me when the detective at the 
socialite’s  side  grabbed his  arm to  keep him 
in check. Oe shared eye-contact. zn with the 
show! 

“emembering my part and needing to redeem 
myself somehow, I shoved the man in my grip 
away and slapped him across the face as if I’d 
kissed him against my willR hard enough to leave 
a handprint and the sting in his memory. 

Kis hand Ared to his cheek, and he pretended 
for the crowd well enough, but his eyes gleamed 
like someone memoriDing the details in my face 
while he relished the pain in his. 

Bhe ultimate triumph spread through his lips at 
ruining my disguise. Ke pointed at me and lifted 
my hair clip off the joor. ”It was Miss Scarlett in 
the Wanitor’s closet with a poisoned hair pin!H 

”Ohat‘!H I gaped in shock I didn’t feign. 
Bhe angry lover’s lips dropped open, revealing 

a white, plaque-coated tongue I was sooo grateful 
I’d hadn’t tangled with. 
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Bhe  detective  shouted  that  my  part-
ner-in-crime prove his accusation. Ke seiDed me 
by my elbowF which I hateF as we followed 
my make-out man into the ballroom. Ke went to 
the table with the evidence and produced two 
photos, one being the shot he’d stolen. I smirked 
at his disheveled hair and tux, lips smeared and 
colored in my lipstick, glasses a mite crooked. 
Bhe hot dork was back. Bhe red rose boutonniere 
peeked from his breast pocket once more, a few 
petals askew. If that was how he looked, I was 
likely as hot a mess on the outside as he’d turned 
my insides!

”–ong red hair.H My kisser pointed. ”;nd a single 
purple feather Wust like the ones beneath the Wew-
els on her clip. Symptoms of poison in the victim. 
She’s wearing the murder weapon in plain sight!H

”You framed her when you stole her!H ascot 
man accused. I cringed at the joor and side-eyed 
the hot guy. Ke didn’t bat an eye, Wust stared con-
Adently at the snubbed snob.

My father laughed and walked into the space 
between them, his cool gaDe darting from Tlark 
?ent to the socialite. ”éo one can steal what nev-
er belonged to you,H he said cryptically. My body 
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tensed at the private threat. Make-out man’s eyes 
jared, a gorgeous smile splitting his suave indif-
ference. Bhe crowd made a collective Qoooh’ at the 
blow dealt to an ego too huge to stay any longer. 
;scot man stalked out of the ballroom. My father 
clapped slow and loud, grabbing the audience’s 
attention once more like he held all the cards. 
Ke returned his attention to the disheveled dev-
il. ”Oearing the murder weapon, you say‘ Nray 
tell, where did Miss Scarlett get the purple clip 
she’s wearing tonight‘” …addy produced a photo 
Julie had taken of us before showtime. Gefore 
Mom removed her clip and insisted I needed a 
little something in my hair. ”Is it possible she was 
framed by none other than her older sister‘H 

Bum. Bum. Bum. 
Kow had I missed this‘
Bhe crowd gasped and looked at my mother. 

I beamed when she released her long, curly red 
hair. She walked with the grace of a model to 
the middle of the silent crowd. Ker unwavering 
attention settled on my accuser. Oithout turn-
ing, she reached over to twist a lock of my hair 
around her Anger. I blushed, knowing, in addition 
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to everyone else, my parents saw how hot the 
tryst with the wrong man had been.

”Sir, do you know the difference between her 
hair and mine‘H Mom asked him, her glare in-
specting him like he’d stolen her favorite Wewelry.

Ke  stood  in  wait,  undaunted,  obviously 
unashamed of stealing the show and mussing my 
appearance.

”Bhe hair in the photo has natural spiral curl to 
it. Ker hair is wavy because it was braided. ;ny 
woman knows a curl from a wave, so you’ve Wust 
played like a man in a woman’s game.H

;nother collective Qoooh’ sounded through the 
room.

”Bramed  by  my  own  sister‘H  I  cupped  my 
swollenCguiltyClips, needing this to end.

;t the detective’s behest, fake police escorted 
my mother from the ballroom. My father collect-
ed the priDe. In an alcove, Julie’s hands jailed 
where she stood with a small group of other 
drama students questioning how they’d ruined 
the real murder plot they’d created. I heard her 
saying, ”I told you that you’d make a mistake if 
you didn’t outline everything and lay the right 
clues. Gecause of your inability to follow instruc-
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tions, ?insley kissed the wrong guy and the donor 
withdrew his donation! Bhank goodness we had 
anonymous donation at the last minute or else 
we’d be a laughingstock!H

Hmm … he’d owned up to being rich. Was this his 
way of saying my kiss was worth paying for? 

Smiling to myself, I walked slowly down the 
hall, this time without a hand reaching out to 
yank me into a closet. I did, however, And the 
red rose boutonniere sitting Wust outside of the 
Wanitor’s closet like a memento. I lifted the jower 
and headed for the outdoor balcony overlooking 
Bampa Gay. 

Bhough I expected him to come from the shad-
ows, I knew he wouldn’t. Bhe pirate, however, 
did Alter through my mind with a renewed ache 
more acute than ever before. I hoped the hot dork 
would speak to the one he waited for and that 
she’d give him another chance to prove what an 
amaDing person he really was. I also prayed my 
pirate would come back into my life when the 
time was right. 

; longing sigh escaped my still-injamed lips as 
I plucked the rose playing, he loves me, he loves 
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me not. I tossed the petals into the ocean like a 
wishing well, the last petal landing on he loves me. 

If only ….
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1 │♂ - Don't Close Your 
Eyes

One Year Prior

MURDER WAS NEVER MY intended occupation.
Twenty-seven stories below, the Jose Gaspar-

illa anchored in the center of the glittering wa-
ter of Tampa Bay. Through a scope, I searched 
scores of smaller boats dotted around the ma-
jestic pirate ship until spotting the bright yellow 
cigarette boat dubbed The Banana Hamick. 

I  scribbled precise grid points onto a small 
notepad, shook my head. 

This idiot can’t spell hammock, yet stole two 
million worth in cocaine?

The  take,  disguised  as  cheesy  gold  coins, 
brimmed from an open treasure chest at his feet 
where he stood waving to the crowds gathered 
onshore. 

 I rolled my eyes and collapsed the scope. 
Too easy. Where was the challenge, adrenaline, 

thrill of the hunt? Why hire me to kill this arro-
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gant prat when a Dade City meth head would do 
the deed for a fraction of the price? 

As I locked my of“ce, a lone janitor paused his 
vacuuming. 

!Wow”M he gushed. !Great costume, Kr. Eing. 
Ynjoy wooing the wenches at Gasparilla. Hou’ll 
have a hard time keeping them away.M

 !Thanks.M I chuckled. !But I plan on enjoying 
the festival from the safety of a parade Soat.M And 
sharp shooting from a crow’s nest. I boarded the 
elevator. !There’s a bucket of beads calling my 
name. Cheers, mate.M 

xe waved as the doors closed. I leaned against 
the wall and “shed a Bowie knife from my coat 
to check my eyeliner in the shine. Coal smudged 
beneath my “nger when the elevator halted only 
“ve Soors down. 

!What the?M Ky words died as the doors divided 
on leather pants, round hips, corset, cleavage, 
slender throat, parted lips. The knife fell to my 
side while my mouth dried and fell open. 

!Whoa”M  Nhe  backed  away.  Beautiful  green 
eyes, clouded with smeared mascara, widened. !I 
didn’t eOpect anyone else.M Nhe shook her head, 
top hat “rmly in place. !I’ll catch the neOt one.M 
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!Uonsense, I don’t mind sharing,M I said, swal-
lowed.

!That’s okay,M she said, !I’d rather be alone. 
Thank you.M 

 The doors closed, but I shoved the blade be-
tween them, sliced them apart.

!Fh, no”M xer palm shot out while she stumbled 
back. !Uo” Uo, thank you” Hou go”M

!Wait. It’s not what it looks like”M 
!Hou leave, or I’ll call the cops”M
!Uo, love, I didn’t mean to use the bloody knife 

to open the lift” Gah” I mean elevator”M After living 
in the Lnited Eingdom, certain words still slipped 
out.

 xigh-heeled boots dashed behind the vacant 
reception desk. !I mean it”M she yelled. Pingers 
fumbled with the phone until the receiver clat-
tered off the edge. !Fh, shit”M Nhe sprinted down 
the hallway, tested of“ce doors like a bimbo in a 
B-movie. The cell phone in her hand made little 
sense considering the phone she’d left dangling 
from the desk.

 !zook, I’m leaving”M I pressed the elevator but-
ton for the neOt Soor down. !Hou have nothing to 
fear”M I sheathed the knife. —athetic girl. I ought 
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to shake some sense into her” Nhow her how to 
escape a killer rather than cornering herself” 

 I shouldn’t have gone after her. I didn’t allow 
her to know I was, but no way I’d risk a police 
report bearing my description when I had a tar-
get to paint. The hell if I’d forego tonight’s bounty 
when I relished ridding the world of that stupid 
criminal, retrieving the drugs and taking his boat 
as a bonus.

YOiting the elevator, I jogged back upstairs into 
the reception area. I padded across the lobby to 
re-cradle the screeching phone receiver. In the 
silence a woman’s voice drifted as a distant echo. 
The lavatory” 

 Ff“ce  doors  were  locked  tight.  Darkness 
showed beneath sets of closed vertical blinds 
subtly shifting with the blowing air conditioning. 

 Yvery whispered step closer to her amped up 
an adrenaline rush so eOhilarating, I refused to 
heed the voice of reason shouting at me to See 
as if I were prey.

Ky ear pressed to the door of the ladies’ room. 
Fverhead, a Sorescent light twitched. The bu…… 
miOed with the young woman’s voice leaching 
through the wood.
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!Daddy,  somethingq!  Nhe  strangled  a  sob. 
Mqawful happened at the festival”M Nob. !Uate, he, 
well Q gosh Q I have no idea where to begin or 
what to do”M Whiny, s‘ueaky, hoarse cry. I jerked 
away from the wretched pitch before braving the 
door with my ear again. Throat clearing. NnifSing. 
Ntronger tone. !zook, I’m okay. Ymotional, but 
okay. Ky phone is dying. If you can’t reach me, 
don’t freak out. I might stop at a friend’s place 
before I come home. Wanted you to know. zove 
you.M

The beep of disconnection echoed off the tile 
walls. Lnable to see her, I assumed the smack af-
terward was her phone against the granite coun-
tertop. 

!Ntupid, Einsley” Ntupid” Ntupid” Ntupid”M Nhe 
shouted as if her voice might shatter the mirror. 
I cursed under my breath. 

Nilence. NnifSes. zower tone. 
Einsley Q. 
I  pressed  harder  to  hear  her,  hoping  she 

wouldn’t scream again. Nhe released a heavy eO-
hale. !Fkay, Eins. Ruit being a coward. Call the 
cops. zet them deal with those creeps and the 
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psycho with the knife, then go home. Uo one will 
know it was you. Totally anonymous.M Nhit. Cops?

Anger scorched my gut as I clutched the door 
handle. Was I the psycho with the knife? I hadn’t 
done anything” 

 Nhe blew her nose, snifSed again. I lost my 
give-a-damn and strode to the lift. 

 zet the foolish girl report a pirate in a build-
ing” The police had thousands to sort through 
tonight. Nhe wasn’t the daft fool, I was in thinking 
her fear mattered. Ncrew taking the stairs. I had 
nothing to hide”

I pounded the call button, pulled my pocket 
watch and cursed about how long the damn thing 
took to travel back upstairs. The halves of my 
watch snapped shut in my “st at the sound of her 
gasp.

!Hou said you were leaving,M she said.
!And you said I  was a psycho with a knife. 

Therefore, we are both liars.M The lift arrived with 
a ping. I kept my back to her as I boarded, then 
turned with a scowl on my face to inspire some-
thing real for her to fear. !I came to check on you, 
however, I now “nd it best to leave you to your 
assumptions. Good evening.M And good riddance. 
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Lnder  my  unconcealed  disdain,  her  eyes 
dimmed with shame. They weren’t a mess any-
more, but her nose was pink. The color bled into 
her cheeks. 

!Hou followed me?M Dumb ‘uestion. 
!Did you need to go downstairs then? Because 

I do.M I stabbed the Zdoor close’ button.
 What the hell? I jerked when the girl rushed in-

side just before the doors sealed. Nhe reached for 
the panel of numbers. Without thought, I threw 
my arm out to block her. 

Nhe yanked back. !What the hell?M
!Hour makeup was a mess before I startled you.M
!What?M 
!Hour eyes.M I gestured with one hand, pocketed 

the other. !Hou “Oed them, but your mascara was 
all over your face. Before I came along. Wasn’t 
me you needed to call the cops about. What hap-
pened tonight?M

Nhe stared, her only movement a swallow and 
an artery jumping at her throat. Nhe’d stopped 
breathing.  Neveral  red  splotches  painted her 
chest and neck that had nothing to do with em-
barrassment.

!—lease answer the ‘uestion.M
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xer chest fell with a harsh eOhale of all that 
trapped air. !Uo. It’s none of your business. Why 
are you carrying a knife like that in a place like 
this?M

Ky head angled. Was that all she could think of? 
Ky knife? 

!—erhaps this should be the business of the one 
carrying the knife. Hou see, love.M Ky hand rested 
on my costume. !In case you couldn’t tell, I’m also 
attending a festival and plan on protecting myself 
while I’m there.M

!Hou use Kace to protect yourself at a festival, 
not a machete.M

The space “lled with my uneOpected laughter. 
!—epper spray? Is that what you used to fend 
off the bloke who left those “ngerprints on your 
arm?M

 Nhe gasped and slapped her palm over the 
eOact spot. A pink glow eOpanded up her temples. 
Ky jaw clenched and lifted while I stood straight 
to look down on her.

!Who hurt you?M
xer ga…e collected worry as she studied our 

con“nes with the dawning of a cornered creature 
cursing her stupidity.
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 !It’s not like that,M she argued.
!Then what is it like?M I all but growled. The thief 

in the Banana xamick may not be tonight’s only 
target.

!I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t even know 
you.M

Determined, she reached around me for the 
button. Again, I prevented her by stepping be-
tween her and the column altogether.

!Lgh” Come on”M she pleaded.
!xey. If someone did something, I’d rather take 

care of it than not. Hou’re safe with me, but don’t 
protect some asshole.M

Nhe narrowed her eyes with a mute implication 
that I was the asshole for the moment. A brave 
sign she was willing to test my word.

!Uothing happened. Uot in the manner you’re 
thinking.M

!Vight.M I clenched my jaw as I held “rm. !We’re 
not moving until you elaborate.M

Nhe drilled a scowl through my skull like her 
problem was hers alone. I stalled, allowed silence 
to eOpand the interrogation. Nhe caved in less 
than a minute. !Pine. Ky boyfriend stood me up. 
I put on this stupid out“t because he loves Gas-
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parilla. We arranged to meet three hours ago. I 
waited for two-and-a-half past that and admit-
ted defeat.M

!xow did you end up here?M
!Good grief,M she spat. !Hou want my life story, 

too? Ky father works here. No, you see, I was 
running to Daddy because my boyfriend hurt my 
wittle feelings. xappy now? I guess I should apol-
ogi…e for wounding your precious pride.M

Fn an aggravated whistle, I hammered the but-
ton for the car park, then balled my sweaty hands 
inside the deep pockets of my pirate coat. If she 
were going to a different Soor, she could press 
her own button for grating against mine.

!I’m sorry.M Nhe deSated.
!No, pout about it.M
 !xey, you asked” I told you I didn’t want to talk 

about it.M Nhe peeked at the red indicator, then 
pressed the neOt Soor. !I don’t need your trash.M 
Neconds later, she jumped off like I was diseased. 
The doors closed, and I let them. I didn’t need her 
garbage either. What did that little wench even 
matter? zeave her be” But I couldn’t. Uor could 
I de“ne why I shattered the silence on a slew of 
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curses and stabbed a button three Soors further 
down. 

 The moment the doors cracked, I darted into 
the stairwell.  Vacing heels  clacked down the 
stairs. The concrete echoed with her hoarse sobs. 
I let the heavy metal door slam. Nhe cursed as I 
heard her turn to jog the other way.

 !Come on” It’s only me”M I shouted up through 
the space where the railing wound around each 
level.  The clattering paused. Nhe leaned over 
from two Soors above.

 !Fh, and that’s supposed to make me feel bet-
ter?M she shouted. !zeave me alone.M

 !Heah? And leave you at the mercy of a pervert 
lurking in dark places like these?M I snapped back.

!Hou mean like you?M she asked.
!I mean like the wanker you’re covering for” 

Blast”M I leapt out of the way as she spit. xer 
saliva missed me and continued down the “fteen 
remaining Sights. A moment later, a steel door 
slammed. Uo more footsteps. xell no” Uow it was 
personal.

I ripped the eOit open and stormed to the el-
evator, mashed the button. The Soor indicator 
ticked down. Fnce the doors split, I half-eOpect-
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ed her not to be inside, but there she stood, hands 
curled around the bar against the back wall. xer 
glare bla…ed with anger, but there Sashed some-
thing challenging. Kine mirrored the sentiment.

!I didn’t deserve that.M I gave her my back while 
I pressed for the garage once more. !Any of it.M

!The hell  you didn’t,M  she stammered.  !Hou 
shouldn’t have left the elevator, I told you to leave 
me alone, and I’m not covering for anyone. Hou 
were chasing me for goodness sakes”M

Ky eyes Sared, and I turned with incredulous 
disbelief at her foolish bravery. !Chasing you? 
Nhame on me for trying to be chivalrous.M

!Chivalrous?M Nhe scoffed. !Hou call that chival-
ry when you practically wore the inconvenience 
of all this upstairs? I wasn’t planning on you in-
terrupting me either, bud.M

I shook my head, unable to help my disgust. !Uo 
wonder your bloke stood you up.M

Nhe Sinched like I’d slapped her. The heav-
ing in her chest returned. zunging forward, she 
halted our progress just to grate on my nerves, 
then twisted to face me, bucking-up. xer bravado 
soon wavered under my silent scrutiny.
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!Houng lady, I haven’t time to play these childish 
games.M I reached toward the panel. Nhe jolted 
back against the column of buttons before melt-
ing down on the marble beneath our feet. Kul-
tiple Soors lit, but that didn’t strike me as much 
as her presumption that I’d strike her. Was I that 
scary?

!Hou’re right.M xer voice cracked as her face 
fell into her hands. !I deserved it. I’m a terrible 
girlfriend.M 

I hadn’t an umbrella ade‘uate for this absurd 
rain of emotion. With a sigh, I knelt and cupped 
my hands beneath her arms to lift her to her feet, 
bracing for the spit likely to splat in my eye.

!Porgive me if I scared you again, love, but why 
not spit in his face instead of mine?M

!Why would you assume I won’t?M she asked in 
bitterness.

We stopped on the “rst of twelve additional 
levels. Nhe stared at me, I stared at her until 
the doors closed once more. Interesting. Nhe’d 
just conceded a perfect moment to escape. With 
eleven bloody Soors to go, I prodded her places 
of pain. 
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!zet’s pretend I believe you. Why meltdown 
over this bloke? Were you together long?M

!zong enough, or so I’d thought. I guess in light 
of tonight, we were together too long.M Nhe looked 
everywhere but at me. !I wasted so much time on 
him.M xer eyes ran out of space and traveled up to 
mine, big, beseeching, apologetic. !I’m sorry I’ve 
wasted yours.M

That look loaded the bullet in a mental game of 
Vussian roulette. 

 Drop this pistol and leave the risk”
Presh tears added to her a different vulner-

ability that unsettled my normal control. Yven 
if I knew she was lying, I’d been an insensitive 
asshole. PiO it. But how? 

 The doors opened again. Uo way was I was 
doing this ten more times. I herded her from our 
cell to press the button for the other one. Nhe 
argued the whole way out, bargaining for using 
the eOtra Soors for contemplation.

!Hou  mean  for  wallowing?  There’s  nothing 
to contemplate. If something is “nished, let it 
be, and move on,M I commanded. The indicator 
counted from the parking level. The bell chimed, 
the doors split open, but she didn’t budge. 
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!I’ll wait for the neOt one,M she said. !Thanks.M 
—ft” Uo way in hell I’d concede with the visual 

and emotional target she’d painted on herself. 
Add the foolish “ght-or-Sight responses, she was 
prime for the wrong prick. Uot on my watch. 

!Uonsense. Come now.M —lying her was like tak-
ing a stubborn jackass for a walk. After anoth-
er verbal battle with her attitude, the bloody 
doors that kept trying to pinch us, my patience 
snapped. I spun her and cinched her waist in my 
grip. 

!Fh”M Nhe gasped while she grabbed my shoul-
ders. I somewhat lost my head as the ribbons 
crisscrossing the length of her spine danced like 
feathers in a bow over my “ngertips. xer body 
shifted closer, whether I’d tugged her, or she’d 
leaned in, I couldn’t say. I only knew I wasn’t get-
ting enough oOygen as her chest brushed mine. 
xer “ngers laced together at the nape of my neck. 
Ky lips parted to release a long steady breath. 
xer eyelids fell a fraction as she watched. When I 
stroked my thumbs against her waist, she bit her 
lower lip as I felt a tremor travel through her hav-
ing nothing to do with fear. Tension compounded 
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as the doors sealed us inside the private cocoon. 
Ky tone “rm yet gentle, I powered through. 

!zook at me, love.M zook at me, she did. Lp 
close, her irises heated like the blood pounding 
my veins. Ky ga…e strayed to her gnawed lip for 
relief. 

I hardened my eOpression and resolve while I 
warred with pressing her against the wall to taste 
the cinnamon of her breath. 

!Ynough of this,M I said almost to myself. !Don’t 
waste your time drafting eOcuses for someone 
else’s misbehavior. Ruit looking for your father 
to coddle you. Por the sake of your self-esteem, 
stop dating little boys. They’ve no fortitude.M Ky 
mind clouded with dangerous inspiration while 
she searched my face. Angry tears gla…ed her 
eyes like puddles of gasoline while my desire 
sparked like a pyromaniac holding a 'ippo lighter. 
Fne strike may cause a beautiful eOplosion. 

Uo woman had ever looked at me like I had the 
power to put away her pain even though I’d had 
a hand in causing hers. Why did she? 

!I swear,M I whispered aloud what ought to re-
main in my mind, !you would be so strong with a 
real man.M With me, I “nished with my eyes. 
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Nhe  gasped,  conSicted  and  offended.  xer 
brows dipped while she read my eyes like she un-
derstood the words written in my mind. I sensed 
the same about reading hers. This young woman 
didn’t need a kid causing drama. Nhe needed the 
adrenaline rush of being shoved to the precipice 
of a cliff, then yanked back to safety by someone 
who couldn’t resist her before he brought her to 
combustion. 

!Come to Gasparilla with me,M I blurted, muti-
nous against my priorities, my bad side, those 
who controlled me. 

!Uo.M Nhe released a shaky breath. 
Curse that damn word again” 
Nhe broke my grasp to push the garage button 

I’d neglected. 
!I don’t date strangers,M she said like she’d hard-

ened her own resolve. 
!—erhaps you should.M 
Nhe arched her eyebrow. !Uope.M 
!Coffee then?M I asked. !To get to know one an-

other?M The Soors ticked down like a time bomb 
closer to detonating and obliterating every con-
Sicted second with her” 

!The coffee shop is closed on Naturdays.M 
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!I know. We don’t have to go to this shop or the 
festival. We can go anywhere you want.M I shifted 
to close the small distance between us, desperate 
to be near her once more, but she shook her 
head. 

!I think you’ve gotten the wrong impression of 
me.M 

!Ditto.M 
 Nhe scrunched her nose. !Uo, I  mean this.M 

Nhe added space between us and gestured to her 
attire. !This isn’t me. Por starters, I don’t dress 
like a Zho’, I’m not easy and dating isn’t that simple. 
I don’t need a consolation pri…e. I need to get 
away from you.M 

Fuch” xow could she say that when she’d been 
wanton in my grasp moments ago? 

The lift opened on the parking garage. xumid-
ity glued to our skin as thick and uncomfortable 
as the chemistry between us. We surveyed the 
dimly lit eOpanse. Pew cars remained. Nhe was 
lucky I was here, though my pride ached to hell. 

!Great,M I said. !I’m too complicated to give you 
consolation, nor do I date. I was merely soften-
ing the bruise to your ego.M I propped one hand 
against the door. Ky other gestured she eOit “rst. 
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Lnder normal circumstances, I’d have relished 
wounding someone who’d wounded me, but I 
loathed the Sush of pain in her eOpression. Uo 
different from what she’d done to me, but this 
stung. 

!Anyone ever tell you what an asshole you are?M 
xigh heels hammered the concrete as she left. 

I swallowed. !All the time, love.M 
!I hate this. I’m done with men and their drama. 

It’s all the same. And you’re Q.M Nhe trailed off 
in search of a word that might match how low 
I measured, inspecting me for Saws. Vosy blos-
soms on the apples of her cheeks betrayed her. 
That’s right, love, I’m not alone in this ineOplica-
ble attraction and misery. 

!I’m what?M I taunted. !Grown up? Kature? Too 
big a prick?M Better if she hated me to escape my 
attention. Nafer for both of us. 

!Too old?M The corners of her lips lifted like that 
mental Vussian roulette revolver. xer eOpressive 
eyes spun the cylinder as I stared like a victim 
reali…ing too late his own number was up. :ic-
torious knowing “red from her irises, nailing my 
contempt, bleeding my strength. Nhe turned and 
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stalked away, determined to hold the power over 
me tight in her little “st. Uot so fast.

!Hou’re not done. If you’d had a man instead of a 
boy, you’d be done with drama, because real men 
don’t have time for theatrics. Uor do real men 
hurt women. Hou’re “nished with temperamental 
kids. Kaybe ring me when you’re not one any-
more.M I strolled behind her enjoying the line of 
her legs in —uss-in-Boots stilettos. 

!What are you doing?M Nhe spun so fast I stum-
bled into her. xer s‘ueal echoed off the concrete 
pillars while I grabbed her to keep us both from 
falling. Warm hands wrapped around my neck. 
Piery eyes bla…ed mine with accusation. Lh, huh. 
Two can play this game. 

!Did you do that on purpose?M I grinned.
!xa” Hou wish.M Nhe stabili…ed and threw a “nger 

in my face. The weak girl vapori…ed to re-materi-
ali…e into a dominating woman. —ure beauty. This 
young lady, Einsley, was the Anne Bonny to my 
Calico Jack Q Einsley Eing has ‘uite the ring Q. 

!I asked you a ‘uestion.M Nhe interrupted my 
reverie. !What are you doing?M 

I blinked hard. What was I doing? xell, what was 
I thinking? 
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!Dangerous to be alone in a parking garage 
at night dressed so seOy.M I nodded toward her 
costume. !xere. Take this.M I shrugged out of my 
pirate coat.

!Fh, the chivalry angle again?M Nhe stared at my 
offering with a stubborn lift of her chin. When 
I raised my eyebrows, she grimaced and yanked 
the heavy crushed velvet from my hand. Nhe 
shrugged into the sleeves much longer than her 
arms. Anne Bonny looked mighty adorable in my 
coat. Too adorable to sport such a venomous at-
titude.

!zead the way,M I told her.
Nhe snorted. !I don’t think so.M
Ky “nger rose this time. !I’m walking you to 

your car.M 
!Why? To put me in my car seat and buckle my 

belt?M 
!If you need it, sure, but I “gured you’d at least 

graduated to a booster seat.M Nhe was so frustrat-
ed I barely contained a grin. !In those heels, I bet 
you can even reach the pedals.M 

!Insults coming from —eter —an in a Captain 
xook costume? That’s cute.M 
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I winced like she’d burned me before my wicked 
smile spread. !Fh, come now, love. At least grant 
me a solid Captain Korgan.M 

 !Heah, I could use a few shots of rum after 
being around you.M 

I chuckled. Nhe turned to keep walking. xer 
pace ‘uickened. I kept up, and she grumbled 
as we narrowed in on a shiny green Civic. The 
unmistakable feeling of watching eyes skittered 
over my back, raising goosebumps on my neck. 
Glancing around like she sensed danger, too, she 
pulled the coat closed. xer eyes held mine for 
a ghost of a second. We were being observed. 
Nhe rushed to her car with new urgency while I 
scanned for threats. 

Nhe had my knife. I’d rather not pull my pis-
tol unless I had to. Improvisations formulated as 
she unlocked her car, the lights Sashing once. I 
reached for her door, but she spun with a scold-
ing indeO pointing at my face again. A great effort 
with the sleeve.

!Uo,M  she  said.  !Hou  don’t  get  to  open  my 
door. Punny how you don’t have time for childish 
games, yet you’re the one playing them.M 

!Am notq! 
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!Are,  too.  Enow what  I’m done with?  Pear. 
Yveryone knows boys have a fear of commitment. 
I shouldn’t be heartbroken about being stood up. 
It’s always coming as long as they’re not allowed 
to. And here I have a manq! Nhe poked my chest. 
Mqarguing like a child while lecturing me like I’m 
the weak one, when he’d likely walk away for the 
same reasons? It takes real strength to hold out 
for what you want, so admit it. Which of us is 
weakest? Who’s the kid? Be honest.M !Whoa”M I 
stammered, amusement con“scated. xers was, 
too. 

What had this bloke done to her? Dumped her 
over seO? Porced her without permission after 
she’d changed her mind?

xer “nger stayed in place. I wrapped my hand 
around her “st and leaned in to convey the sever-
ity in my ga…e. !Hou’re wrong.M 

Nhe snorted and speared my eyes with a dare 
to prove otherwise. !Hou’re weak. Hou’re afraid. 
Hou’re all the same.M Anne Bonny shoved me aside 
to open the car door by herself and plunked into 
the driver’s seat. I grabbed the door before she 
closed me out. Ky bravado challenged, she was 
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testing me, but I was too angry at my imagination 
and her comparing me to that boy. 

!Uo,M I measured, !I’m not. It’s complicated. I’m 
complicated. I will say no more on the matter.M 
But I wanted to”

!xa” Well, that makes two of us. Walk the plank 
or call me when you’ve grown up.M Nhe tossed her 
hat at my feet before yanking the door from my 
grasp. 

!I need a number for that”M I shouted as she 
drove away. The peal of tires cut off my retort. 

Uo more banter. Uo more ball-busting bitch-
iness  or  vulnerable  softness,  sweet  perfume, 
coconut-scented lotion. Uo more cinnamon on 
her breath near my lips. Uo more Anne Bonny and 
Calico Jack” 

I cursed the empty silence while my eyes drift-
ed to the ground. xow to proceed? Nhe want-
ed proof, action over words. Impossible for too 
many reasons, but if I failed to act, someone else 
would, or worse, she’d ignore my wisdom and run 
back into the arms of someone who may have 
attacked her in his need to have what she’d re-
fused. Did he stand her up before or after? Fr had 
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someone else attacked her after she’d been stood 
up? Why would she protect them? 

Who the hell cares because she’s gone” 
Gone” 
Why did she matter? 
Was I a bloody masochist because she made my 

palms sweat? 
After long years on the job, nothing rattled my 

cage. Nhe not only pried at the bars of my prison 
but sent an earth‘uake through the very founda-
tions setting free the possibilities of life. I was so 
damn screwed.

I grabbed the hat and dusted off the brown felt. 
A burst of bay bree…e carried her scent from the 
accessory. Instead of emasculating myself and 
lifting the perfume to my nose, I trudged to the 
Vange Vover to drive away from here and this 
eOperience. I opened the door as a shield, yanked 
the gun from the holster at my back, pulled back 
the hammer, and spun to take aim on another 
pirate. 

!Pree…e”M 
 !Nhit” Yasy, Eing”M Joey cried. Ky personal pro-

tective detail’s hands Sew up beside his temples. 
The feather on his cavalier hat waved in the wind. 
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Ky barrel poised to “re two inches from his face, 
but he whistled with the wry grin of a card sharp 
holding a royal Sush. xe may as well have been. 
xe had enough to run to my superiors and out 
my interlude with the girl. 

!Hou’re mighty brave, mate.M I lowered the gun 
and thumbed the safety in place. !zucky you 
didn’t come any closer.M

Joey dabbed sweat from his brow. !I’d say you’re 
the brave one. Nhe’s mean. Aren’t you lucky I 
caught these in case you needed a witness?M xe 
held his phone up as I holstered the Nig. xis 
display lit with several images of Bitchy Bonny 
Saying my heart. I masked my eOcitement. !Nhe 
looks cute and harmless,M he said, !but for a sec-
ond, I thought I’d need to step in and defend you. 
Yspecially when you armed her. Nhe has the coat. 
The coat has the knife.M

!Kaybe I prefer a fair “ght,M I joked. In truth, I 
was glad she kept the weapon in case she needed 
to castrate whoever left the prints on her arm. 

Joey chuckled as he emailed the photos to my 
inboO, then deleted them until arriving on the 
“nal picture. 
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!The good news is Q drum roll please Q.M xis 
thumb scrolled. Einsley’s license plate centered 
on the screen. !Guess you got that number after 
all.M

Vegret replaced with promising reprisal as he 
sent the photo then hit delete.

!Veady to go hunting?M he asked.
Ky lips spread into a villainous smile. !Damn 

right.M
Continue reading Don/t Close Hour Yyes on 

Ama…on here0 https088www.ama…on.com8dp8B
36C91BIJx
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