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*** 
 
   Although it happens everywhere every day, there is no way to fully (and properly) prepare to deal with death. You can brace yourself for impact (which might be imperfect), or shirk and hide, burying it all inside of you and pretending that it was never a real thing at all (also imperfect).
 
   The problem is, when you hold onto it like that, it can become like a poison, one that rushes through your veins and eventually drowns you in an absolute sea of sorrow—unless you embrace it. By delaying, you create the literal possibility of a mountain out of a molehill, a ceaseless avalanche, a crumbling, decaying structure that houses nothing but poorly addressed regret and hurt. Going head-to-head with death hurts more up front, but lessens the long-term burden.
 
   I lost relatives growing up like most kids. None of them were that close to me, so it wasn't that huge of a deal. Sure, I was sad when my grandmother passed away—but it wasn't for me at all what it was like for my mother. She cried and cried and cried, a significant part of her life suddenly wiped away. The only thing that remained was memories, memories that she could pretend to perceive with her senses, pretend to experience in her mind. It was only temporary pain though, and soon time began to clean the slate.
 
   It became harder for her to remember, harder for her to feel. I wouldn't want to call it numbness, because I don't think that's what it was. It was more of a grey acceptance, something that was bland, yet satisfying enough to permit her to move on. She wanted it, yet she didn't want to admit that she did. And that was exactly how I felt right now—I was begging to be over this, even though I hadn't come to terms with any of it. Imperfect.
 
   Is this how soldiers felt? Assassins? CEOs of companies that acted immoral and greedy? I honestly felt like my skeleton wanted to burst out of my body, my backbone and morals departing and leaving me a flimsy mess of sagging flesh and blood. As usual, I was thinking about the consequences of my actions, wishing that I'd never met with Ramón even though I was a part of something much greater than myself.
 
   Damnit! Why had I listened to him when he told me to do the drop-off? This was his fault, right? It wasn't my fault. I just was playing along with his bigger scheme! 
 
   But people were dead. Not just that scumbag, Marcus—innocent people. There was a bomb in that briefcase and I'm the one that took it into the building. Sure, I could try to blame the guard outside for not checking the contents of the case more thoroughly. I could blame Ramón for telling me to do it. I could blame Roland for obviously masterminding the whole thing. Yes, I had to blame Roland no matter what. But there still was that inevitable fact that I took the case in there and left it.
 
   I started to sob, thinking about how much I had hated Marcus after our encounter. He was an awful, awful man, but I hadn't wished for anything like this. Yeah, he got what was coming to him—but why did it have to be this? Thinking about the previous day—that beautiful, perfect day with Roland that every girl dreamed of—made my nausea return. I was dry heaving and crying at the same time, my tears collecting in the water of the toilet bowl.
 
   God, people had died at my hands. Damn you, Roland!
 
   I cursed the day I ever took the assignment to come here. All I wanted to do was move up, to get a good story and establish myself as an authority in the industry. Sure, this was a great story, all right. I was right in the middle of the action, dead center amongst the controversy. Couldn't I go to jail over this? The thought brought out even more tears. 
 
   How much could I possibly cry? I was certain I'd never work as a reporter again after this. I felt ashamed to even consider myself a reporter at all.
 
   Time became a blur, and I stayed in the bathroom until I could stand up again. Had it been hours? Minutes? I had no clue. I left my purse and cell phone by my desk. I had to get out of there. I had to eject now. It didn't matter what I would be leaving at Roland's or anything else. I was a total wreck.
 
   I flushed the toilet multiple times, the spiraling of the water so hypnotic to my weary, impressionable self. Oh yes, I wanted to flush it again and again, to distract myself from anything that mattered. Finally, I got a grip and walked to the sink. My eyes were swollen from all of the crying. I splashed some water against my blood-red cheeks. How appropriate! Deep breaths...
 
   The bathroom continued to hold me like a prison, my body rejecting the possibility of progress every time I sorted out my courage. I wasn't sure if I could face the world again after that. I just had to get moving. It would get easier. I'd be able to sort out my feelings, only if I could move, only if I could—
 
   After losing track of time again, I was finally ready to leave the bathroom. My heart was pounding as I flipped the lock on the door. Thankfully, no one had come to this bathroom while I did my languishing. It was in the end of the building that most of the employees never came to. I peeked my head into the hall. Empty.
 
   Doing my best to maintain my composure, I walked back into my office and sat down. I needed to get out of there, but first I needed to ensure I wasn't just going to collapse into pieces if I walked too fast. I was struck with somewhat of a morbid curiosity, so I decided to check the news about the event, to see what had been released to the public. Oh yes, this was big news, all right.
 
   12 DEAD AFTER DOWNTOWN BOMBING
 
   Investigators struggling to piece together information about heinous downtown crime. Potential terrorism links.
 
   This was serious as hell. Terrorism? I was praying that Ramón would figure out the connection. Oh god, I needed to call him.
 
   They went on to mention the Provence and the collapsing apartments above the restaurant. Just reading it was making me feel ill again. This was such big news. Then I got to the part in the middle:
 
   The only suspect is a female with dark-brown hair that was captured by area security cameras entering and leaving the restaurant around 20 minutes before the bombing occurred. If you have any information that could aid investigators, please call the police department or the anonymous tip line provided below.
 
   Blackness—there it was, growing inside of me again like cancer. 
 
   Damnit, damnit, damnit! I was a suspect! This was impossible, the worst nightmare imaginable. Roland had held me at the secluded place in the woods so that I wouldn't know what I had done! I thought about that notification sound his phone had given right as we pulled up. It was someone telling him that it was all over. The bomb had gone off. The path was clear now. Roland's deal could finally go through. Nothing else stood in his way.
 
   He must have jammed my phone somehow, prevented mine from receiving any signal while his continued to function. I didn't think about it at all after it happened. Roland had been sloppy as hell, and I just totally missed it. Well, he hadn't been sloppy about everything. No one was suspecting him, but then again, why should they?
 
   Suddenly there was a knocking at my door. I almost screamed. It was the receptionist.
 
   "Hey, Marisa," she said. "I was wondering when you were gonna be back. There were a couple of guys here looking for you. Pretty serious looking. Maybe cops. I told 'em to get lost."
 
   I continued to sit there in silence, my face totally blank. My hand started trembling on the desk, so I trapped it between my thighs. "T-t-t-thanks," I said. "I don't know what they wanted."
 
   "Me neither. I've got to go though." She closed the door again and left. The messenger spoke—and then departed. Somebody was already after me. Were they cops? Or even worse, Marcus's goons? I wasn't sure if Ramón would have actually interacted with the local police force or just kept to FBI business.
 
   It became very clear to me that I needed to run. I needed to go somewhere and call Ramón. I shut off my computer and gathered my things, dimming the lights in my office and staring out through the cracks in the blinds. According to my phone, it was the late afternoon—and my battery was low. Great! It was still too early for Roland's car to arrive. I guess I'd just walk somewhere and then take a cab. But to where? Should I just turn myself in to the police? At that point, I was legitimately entertaining the idea.
 
   I crept out of my office and headed toward the door, walking briskly, but trying not to attract any additional attention. As I neared the door, I started to increase my pace, to walk faster and faster, approaching that goal, that precious—
 
   Collision!
 
   "Whoa, Marisa!" Frederic said. I had run right into him. Oh god, Frederic! In so many ways, he felt like the only guy I could trust. I mean, he was close to Roland, but they'd had their differences recently. For some reason, I just went for it.
 
   "Get me out of here, Frederic," I whispered into his ear. "It's serious. You have to take me somewhere. Now."
 
   "Marisa, I've got to—"
 
   "I'm not fucking kidding!" I snarled. "Now. I'm in danger."
 
   That word danger seemed to arouse something inside of him. "Okay, let's go." He turned around and led me toward his car, a BMW at the back of the lot. I climbed in and closed the door, trembling as I put the seat belt into place.
 
   "Marisa, you really need to tell me—"
 
   "Drive!" I screamed, the tears beginning to flow again.
 
   "Okay, okay," he mumbled. He started up the car and backed out of the lot. A few seconds later, we were heading toward the highway. I sighed loudly, but the tears kept coming.
 
   "God, Frederic, he made me do it," I said between sniffles.
 
   "Who made you do what?" Frederic asked.
 
   "Roland made me kill Marcus!" I realized I probably shouldn't be admitting this to anyone—but that thought unfortunately came after I had already done it. He had struck oil, and now I was exploding like a geyser.
 
   "Oh my god," Frederic said, his head sinking toward the floor. The car started to drift. "Marcus is dead?" He said it directly to the floor of the car.
 
   "Frederic!" I screamed, grabbing the wheel and pulling the car back toward our side of the road and narrowly avoiding a collision with a semi. "You're going to get us killed!"
 
   "Christ, Marisa," he said, his face overwhelmed by something. Was it sadness? Regret? "I just can't believe that."
 
   "It was the restaurant downtown," I said. "The Provence. Roland made me take him a briefcase with a bomb in it."
 
   "Goddamnit!" he shouted. "I heard about that and I knew there was something really wrong about it. They didn't release the names of the victims yet." He slammed his hands against the wheel, rage flowing through him like a drug. "He wasn't supposed to—"
 
   "Frederic, please!" I begged. "We need to go hide somewhere." I quickly realized that I wasn't going to be able to call Ramón any time soon, not with Frederic around. For some odd reason, I felt safe in his hands. I guess I was just really vulnerable.
 
   "We're getting out of the city. Hold on." His face quickly glanced left and right, checking his mirrors with total precision.
 
   He swerved across two lanes of traffic and onto the ramp for the expressway. I desperately clung to my seat. "We've got to have a plan," he kept saying to himself. I stayed glued to the seat while he took us further and further away from the city.
 
   We drove in silence, and I only thought about one thing the whole time—could I tell him about Ramón? I kept considering it, going back and forth, the pendulum swinging in my head. Just wait, a voice in my head said to me. My lips stayed firmly shut as the scenery flew by.
 
   "I know a place," he said suddenly.
 
   "You do?"
 
   "It will be safe, I promise."
 
   We drove a good distance out of town in what seemed to be the opposite direction from where Roland had taken me the other day. I kept checking my cell phone compulsively, worried that my signal was going to vanish. It remained, however.
 
   After passing through a small downtown area, we arrived at a hotel, the Paradise Inn. The sign was covered in a juxtaposition of palm trees and distorted beach imagery, even though nothing of the sort was nearby. "This is one of my old favorites," he said. "I know the owner. He'll take cash and won't put us on the books."
 
   His words felt comforting, but still I didn't know what we were even doing here. I had asked him to get me out of the city, my pleas fueled by adrenaline and fear. Now here we were in the middle of nowhere—and I had no plan at all.
 
   Frederic parked near the office and told me to wait in the car while he went inside. Perfect, I thought. He stepped out and as soon as he could no longer see me, I lifted my phone, fumbling with the buttons as I tried to bring Ramón's number back up. The call went through, the rings taking an eternity.
 
   "Hello?"
 
   "Ramón!" I shouted.
 
   "Is that you Marisa?"
 
   "Yes," I cried. I felt so much joy and relief at the fact that maybe I'd stand a chance now. "Why did you make me do it?" The tears were beginning again.
 
   "Shit, that was you, wasn't it?" I heard him grumbling in the background, obviously a bit shocked at the news. "Damnit!"
 
   "You told me I should do it! I killed those people! I carried in that briefcase."
 
   "Jesus, calm down, Marisa. You're not to blame. You got used by those assholes."
 
   "Duh!" I said. "You expect me to just live with that? I want to get the hell out of this. I don't want to be involved anymore."
 
   There was a long pause that might not have actually been that long since time was just generally crawling. "Fine, fine," he said with desperation in his voice. "Where are you?"
 
   "I'm at some motel with Frederic. I ran away from Roland's office. He hasn't tried to contact me."
 
   "Okay, well stay there for a little longer. I need to figure some things out. Are you alone?" It sounded like he was shifting around papers on a desk.
 
   "I'm with Frederic."
 
   "Don't say anything to him. I mean it. And shut off your phone, unless you want Roland figuring out where you are."
 
   "I think the big deal is happening really soon," I said, almost as an afterthought. "He mentioned that it could go through now that Marcus was gone."
 
   "Sweet Jesus," he remarked. "Can you—"
 
   Frederic re-emerged from the office and was briskly moving toward the car. "I've gotta go!" I hung up and threw the phone into my lap, hoping he didn't see it up against my ear. I pressed my thumb against the power button and held it until the phone started to turn off.
 
   He opened his door and climbed back inside. "All right, we've got a room. I'm going to park the car in the back so it's not so obvious." Had he seen me on the phone?
 
   The engine roared to life again and then we headed on the very brief journey to the back of the building. Apparently, he hadn't seen my phone call—or at least was choosing not to mention it. He parked the car tight to the building, so close that it was going to be difficult for me to escape from the car. "I'm still not sure what we're doing yet," he said pathetically.
 
   "We'll figure something out."
 
   I somehow managed to squeeze out of my door and then headed to the room with him, holding his arm as we walked. It was standard hotel fare—a small desk with a very stiff-looking recliner next to a king-size bed and a dresser that a coffee maker sat on top of. The TV was old, but functional. Frederic turned it on, possibly just as a way to distract us from the silence.
 
   "Tell me what happened," he said suddenly.
 
   "What?" I asked, startled by his intensity. Was he asking about the phone call?
 
   "About the bombing. About...Marcus," he said, his voice trailing off to nothing.
 
   I felt that there was another layer to all of this, like Frederic was unpacking something. It was nothing but a hunch, however. "Oh," I said. "It was bad. Like really bad."
 
   "I can't believe he didn't tell me about this," Frederic said to himself. It was obvious to me that he worried that his relationship with Roland was deteriorating, that this was just another nail in the coffin.
 
   I spilled my guts about what had happened with Roland, how he had said he didn't trust me at all at the beginning and wanted to move forward. Mentioning the loyalty test seemed to rub Frederic the wrong way. Was it jealousy I was witnessing? Had he fallen out of favor with Roland? 
 
   I went on to tell about Marcus and how he had been so rotten to me—and how I hoped that someone would give him what he deserved. It made me sick the more I thought about it. Frederic seemed to carefully consider my words, digesting them one at a time rather than as sentences. "There was supposedly ten million in that briefcase," I said.
 
   "God, only Roland," he said, a hint of humor in his voice.
 
   "What do you mean?" I asked.
 
   "That money was burned up. Dissolved. Disintegrated. Only Roland would use real money when blowing up a competitor."
 
   A weird observation. I hadn't even thought about that.
 
   I told him about how Roland had taken me into the woods, to hide me from the burdens of society—and the crime I had committed. "He was a perfect gentleman the whole time," I said, the tears starting to flow again. "I just can't believe that I was having a romantic getaway while they were pulling bodies out of the burning rubble of the building."
 
   Frederic wrapped his arm around me and held me as I cried, the emotional release almost as intense as it had been the first time when my mom called me. I knew I'd never forget this and I'd spend the rest of my life actively wishing that things hadn't turned out this way. It was that thought that made me want to finish the job, to ensure that my efforts weren't in vain—but what else could I do now? 
 
   Something told me that my path was going to become very clear, my choices limited, the outcome fixed. I don't know if it was excess optimism or just the hope that after so much suffering, something would go right. I had grown to hate making decisions.
 
   Frederic grabbed the entire half-filled box of tissues from the bathroom, pulling it out of the plastic frame on the sink and bringing it to me. "Thanks," I said between sniffles. I blew my nose and realized how cheap the tissues felt. "I'm going to use the whole box right now," I said jokingly.
 
   "I can get us more if we need them," he said.
 
   "Maybe." My stomach grumbled. I hadn't eaten anything since the morning. "I don't really want to eat, but I probably should."
 
   "Yeah, I'll go grab us some food. I know a good place around here. Keep the door locked, okay?"
 
   "Sure." He kissed me as I stood up, my lips stiff, yet accepting of his gesture. The door opened and closed, the outside swallowing him.
 
   I pulled back the comforter and sprawled out on the bed, relieved that I had that moment to myself. There were strange patterns in the paint that had been used on the ceiling and my eyes followed them, looking for an identifiable shapes. It was something I had done my entire life starting when I was young and in my room for time out. 
 
   I'd sit there for the duration of my sentence, just staring at the shapes in the carpet, making up stories in my head about the creatures that appeared to live there. God, I wished I could be that creative anymore. The reality of life had stolen that innocent, free part of me, and in this tense moment, I realized I desperately wished I could have it back.
 
   Once it fully set in that I was alone, I instinctively thought to grab my cell phone—I was by myself now, so I guess that meant I could call Ramón—but realized I didn't actually need to call anyone just yet. The phone remained off, serving no purpose aside from maybe being a paperweight. I was too scared to turn it on, worried that Roland would call me and I'd have to curse him over the phone and face the consequences—and then he'd show up at the hotel door five minutes later.
 
   I would have liked to call and tell my mom that I was okay, but it would just have to wait for now.
 
   Many things passed through my mind while Frederic was gone. I hoped he was actually going to get some food, not carrying out a murder or an act of espionage. I had no way to tell anyhow, unless he came back covered in blood.
 
   What was it like to be Frederic? At some point, he was Roland's right-hand man, even if he wasn't in this moment. I know he had worked hard to get to his position, but what did that really even mean? I remembered when he had told me about his job managing Roland's reputation. Had that just been a bunch of bullshit to distract me from his real involvement in Starland Enterprises?
 
   In reporting, I worked hard and took shitty starting positions, working my way up by doing other people's dirty work. But what was dirty work in a world of corporate espionage? I had an idea of what that meant, but I wasn't sure if I should entertain it. Did Frederic have to go through some situation like I did, one where he unknowingly committed an act of violence in exchange for his boss's approval? Maybe, he knew when he did it. Roland could have handed him a gun and said "Take care of this guy, he's really bothering me. If you don't, I'll kill you. If you do, you get a promotion."
 
   Or maybe none of this was true. Maybe he did actually manage Roland's reputation and that was it. Ramón had said that the FBI didn't know a lot about him. Was that a good or bad thing? God, there were so many unanswered questions, so many avenues of thought that I could peruse.
 
   Being in the middle of this, I felt so bad for on-screen characters I had abused in movies, disgusted at myself for shouting my unheeded, unrequested advice at the screen during tense situations and growling at them when they didn't follow it. When you're safe in your living room, cuddling with a glass of wine, you're usually more clearheaded than that poor sap that's running from the mob lord, battling a psychotic killer, or caught in the middle of a growing, multi-billion dollar scandal. This was hard. 
 
   Never again, I thought.
 
   When the door swung open, I grabbed my phone like it was a weapon, brandishing it in my hand to use against the advancing intruder—Frederic. "God, you scared me," I whined. The smell of fried food suddenly made me realize just how hungry I had grown during his absence. I was almost drooling.
 
   "Sorry it took so long. That place is a local favorite. They feature it on TV sometimes. I hope you're okay with burgers and fries."
 
   "I don't think anything sounds better right now."
 
   "What about a milkshake?"
 
   I giggled. "Really?"
 
   "Yeah, it's not soda in those cups."
 
   "Oh," I said jokingly. "I was hoping it was whiskey."
 
   "Just eat!" Frederic smiled, his youth still prominent, yet obviously diminishing. Ten more years of this and he'd probably look like an old man. Maybe he'd get promoted or quit before that and save himself. I didn't need to think anymore though—I needed to eat.
 
   Oh my god, the food was absolute bliss. It was everything they told you not to eat—a greasy bacon cheeseburger, a huge pile of grease-glistening fries, and a real ice cream chocolate milkshake—but it was absolutely perfect. For some reason, it felt like a last meal, the sort of thing you'd request before heading to the electric chair. Binge and then let them cook you alive in the chair. It was such a macabre thought while I ate.
 
   "I didn't eat like this growing up," Frederic said.
 
   "Really?" I asked, somewhat shocked. It made perfect sense, but I'd never really considered it before.
 
   "Sure," he said, chewing his bite of burger before continuing. "This food is certainly available in France now, but we don't really like you Americans do."
 
   "God," I remarked, "this stuff reminds me of my childhood. It reminds me of growing up."
 
   "I only started to eat this stuff when I came here. But I don't eat it that often. I try to make it a treat. For special moments."
 
   "Didn't you have fries there? They're called French fries for a reason, right?"
 
   "Pommes frites," he said, his French perfect. Sometimes I forgot he even spoke another language, even though his accent was a constant reminder that English probably wasn't his first. "I don't really know if they did come from France. Some people say Belgium, but I don't really know. I don't think food is so simple."
 
   We continued to gobble down our respective piles of food, a mountain of wadded up napkins forming on the bed near us. I kept thinking about my childhood, the home movies playing in my mind on repeat. 
 
   After I got my driver's license, my friends and I would go up to the beach during the summer and spend the days swimming and tanning. And then, when we were starving, we'd go to the burger joint and eat as much as we could. It just didn't matter back then. And then we would drive back home as the sun was setting, the trip relatively short, but long enough that we could enjoy the full spectacle of the day's conclusion. It was one of those pure moments from growing up, the ones that you begged for as you got older. None of us knew how serious the world could be—and I begged for that same innocent ignorance now.
 
   The sunset in my mind quickly morphed into the one that I had watched with Roland the previous night, the glowing orb suddenly becoming the flames in the Provence. Damnit! I couldn't control that destruction in my mind. Why couldn't I just think about the happy thoughts, the thoughts that would help me sleep at night? Instead, those dirty-black, sobering realizations of mortality always seemed to creep in when you just wanted to be prancing around in endless fields of golden wheat, the prototypical image of young bliss.
 
   My eyes flooded with tears, almost as if a switch had been flipped inside of me. I had no idea how long I had been drifting alone through my thoughts. Was Frederic doing the same? Audible weeping was emerging now—and there was no way for me to hide that.
 
   "Oh god, Frederic," I sobbed. "I can't believe what I've become."
 
   "It wasn't your fault, Marisa! Damnit, don't blame yourself for the actions of sadistic men." He wrapped his arm around me and pulled me against his chest. Normally I would have worried about crying on his fancy shirt—but not now.
 
   I just couldn't accept his advice. It didn't fit. I was purging, my body desperately seeking to rid itself of this emotional buildup. "I took in that case! I hated him for humiliating me!"
 
   "Just because you didn't like the guy doesn't mean you're in any way responsible for his death. You're shooting the messenger."
 
   "Bullshit! I left a bomb in that building and killed innocent people! I'm not the messenger—I'm the executioner!" Sobs kept escaping from me, trapped sounds of sorrow that were finally breaking free. Somehow, I hadn't spilled my guts about Ramón, even though I had totally lost myself.
 
   Frederic held me tight, even during my flare-ups, almost like he was doing his best to contain a fire. "You delivered a message. You had no idea what you were doing. You said you only saw money in that briefcase, so how can you blame yourself?" He gently stroked my hair with his hand, his gentle motion instinctive. "You're never going to want to forgive yourself for this, but you're going to have to try."
 
   "I'm just not made for this," I said.
 
   "I'll agree with you on that," he whispered. "Take some deep breaths."
 
   I breathed in as much as I could and exhaled until my lungs were empty.
 
   "Again," he said.
 
   I complied—somehow I was calming down, my nerves relaxing and the tension evaporating from me. It was such simple advice, but you never thought about it when you were dealing with your sorrows. "Wow," I said. "Thanks, Frederic." I was still sniffling, but I was nothing like the absolute wreck I had been only a minute before.
 
   "You're welcome, Marisa." He kissed the nape of my neck and continued stroking my hair. I was relaxed again, my volatility nearly winning another round.
 
   "What do we do now?" I asked quietly. "I don't think I can ever face Roland again."
 
   "We're just going to wait," he whispered.
 
   And then, the warmth started flooding through my body, a heat of passion that was flaring up just as my emotions had the prior moment. I could barely remember who I was, the surge of arousal drowning out everything except that sudden burning need.
 
   I kissed him hard, my tongue tracing over all of the interior surfaces of his mouth, mapping it out as our saliva mixed. He quickly fought back, doing the same to me. We twined like that, our hands climbing all over each other like they were independent creatures that existed only to seek the feeling of bare flesh.
 
   My heart was pounding in my chest, the moisture flooding between my thighs. I don't think lust had ever overtaken me like this before. Flashes of reality mingled with the strange perception of the world that I was facing. I was kissing down Frederic's chest, unbuttoning his shirt as I went. His fingers were sliding up my thighs, desperately pulling at my panties to obtain to what lied beneath.
 
   I gasped as his fingers brushed against that tiny bundle of nerves, my clit never before so sensitive, so flushed with blood. But I fought the urge to melt, the urge to allow him to just have his way with me. This was a two-way street, one that required me to assert my body's dominance.
 
   His erection was throbbing through his pants and I frantically rubbed it after his shirt was unbuttoned and wide open. I peppered his chest with desperate kisses, sucking in his scent like it was air after I'd nearly drowned. He was parting me with his fingers, my juices pouring onto his skin as he pressed inside of me.
 
   I could tell he couldn't wait any longer, his hands desperately clawing at my blouse until the tops of my breasts were visible. He buried his face in that soft mass of flesh, his breath so delicate and hot against my skin. My hands were toying with the button on his pants while he did so, trying to free his cock as quickly as I could. I got the front opened and pulled his pants and boxers down at once, freeing that hardened length that I eyed so hungrily. 
 
   The napkins and other remains of dinner tumbled to the floor as we shifted on the bed, his shirt falling off as he again fumbled with my blouse. This time—with my assistance, of course—he managed to get me free from my clothes, my body fully exposed and ready for him. His lips met each of my hardened nipples, his hands caressing my breasts as he moved. I was buzzing by this point, my mind totally fixated on the sensations of my body.
 
   Frederic pushed me hard against the bed with his arms and penetrated me all at once, the sensation that of both pain and pleasure. Normally, I would have hated such a rude, animalistic gesture had I not been in such a state of overwhelming arousal. Tonight, however, I needed it more than anything. My muscles clenched around his erection, fighting to accommodate him. Our eyes locked as he lustfully watched the expression on my face as he went deeper and deeper.
 
   I groaned loudly, but said no words, my brain only functioning at half capacity. I was reduced to nothing but nerves and sensations, my perceptions so limited, yet so vivid. In a way, it felt like I had lost one of my senses and the rest were working in overtime.
 
   Frederic pumped into me with such fury, my body accepting the full force of each thrust. He was reaching all of the right places deep inside of me, enthusiastically stretching my limits. My blood was boiling, my mind raging with pleasure. Vulnerability had caused this storm to explode in me and overtake everything I knew as reality. Nothing was sensible in that moment except for our lovemaking.
 
   Sweat dripped down Frederic as our bodies coiled on the bed, his stamina seemingly limitless. There was such aggression in his movements. I could see his muscles throbbing and flexing each time he inched in and out of me, his length vanishing and reappearing at will.
 
   My fingers found my nipples and tweaked slowly, the burning pangs shooting down to my throbbing clit. I was quickly approaching orgasm, quickly ascending to that place of pleasure that my body had utterly demanded. I felt like Frederic was fucking all of me, mind and body, taking me out of the room and to somewhere else entirely.
 
   I started to come, the undulating waves overtaking me at once. My cries filled the room, accompanying the wet slapping sounds of our sex. Oh god, I was losing it, losing my grasp on my already diluted reality. My pussy fluttered around him, pulsing with each peak of my orgasm. And he quickly followed me to that same exotic place of bliss, letting out a guttural cry and allowing me to milk him of every drop of release he had.
 
   My back arched against the bed, my nails digging into his back, my toes curling as the tension uncoiled inside of me. A huge weight was being lifted, one that was leaving me with an incredible peace. Every spurt of his seed kept me at attention, kept me aware of his larger-than-life power and pleasure.
 
   As his orgasm slowed, he fell onto me, his mind abruptly returning to normality. His chest frantically heaved like mine, his cock still deeply inside of me. I held him as I felt something like trust, something like relief. We both had needed that moment together so badly, even if it would seem irrational in retrospect. 
 
   I passed out almost immediately, the world a fleeting thing that my emotional state just couldn't handle anymore. Oh, how I had needed that...
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Frederic suddenly woke me in the middle of the night, his hands gently shaking me until I was conscious. "Wha—"
 
   "Marisa, we have to go." Frederic's voice was deadly serious. Were we in danger here?
 
   "What are you talking about?" I rubbed my eyes, squinting at the dim light from the lamp on the nearby desk. It peered at me and forcibly stole away my sleepiness, a glowing eye in the darkness of the room.
 
   "The deal is on," he said firmly. "We're going to meet Roland" He spoke with continuing finality.
 
   "Deal?" I asked. "I don't want any part of this. I can't see him again."
 
   "You're coming. There's nothing you can do about it." I'd never heard Frederic speak like this before.
 
   "Am I in danger?" I asked. My fatigue was now a relic from my past, a fleeting memory. Adrenaline was pumping.
 
   "You are if you don't come," he said.
 
   "Frederic, I just can't—"
 
   "Hurry the fuck up!" he snarled. "I'm not kidding about this. We need to go. Get your stuff, now!"
 
   "Okay, okay, okay," I whined. There was so much ambiguity surrounding his intensity. 
 
   Why was he acting like this? Were we in danger here? Was he threatening me? Or were we just in an unsafe place because Roland might dispatch his cronies to come fetch us? God, we had shared such a beautiful moment earlier, one that had been both tender and frenetic, thoughtful and passionate. There was passion here, sure, but it wasn't pleasant in the least—and it was scary.
 
   I got my things together and dressed quickly. "Can I use the bathroom before we go?"
 
   "Hurry up," Frederic said. He was pacing back and forth near the window. "Don't try anything funny."
 
   I froze in my tracks. Was I a hostage? I somehow convinced my feet to move and walked into the bathroom, shutting the door behind me. My brain sprung to life, infinite possibilities surging through my consciousness. Had I chosen the wrong person yet again? Did they know I was undercover? Maybe Frederic was about to drag me to Roland and throw me at his feet to beg for mercy. Fuck! My phone was in my purse in the room.
 
   This was fight or flight—but was there anything I could do? God, nothing made any sense. He had seemed so distraught about Roland's violent actions last night. What was this?
 
   Calm down, Marisa. Don't assume anything. Don't trust anyone but yourself—
 
   "Hurry up!" I heard from outside the door.
 
   "Okay, okay," I said again. I used the bathroom and then quickly washed my hands, taking a moment to look at myself; I realized that it might be the last time I ever got the chance. I looked worn and used, the victim of a complex set of rules and obligations. Dark circles hung beneath my eyes and my hair was an absolute mess. I fought the urge to cry harder than I ever had in my life—I didn't want Frederic to see my weakness, not now. I was mad...and that was exactly I wanted him to see.
 
   I finally walked out, my composure the best it could be given the circumstances. My eyes, full of hostility, locked with Frederic's. "You ready now?" His voice was suddenly filled with timidity. Maybe I had actually intimidated him—or he just calmed down.
 
   "Yeah. Where are we going?" I swallowed and realized I probably wouldn't be able to maintain rage very long.
 
   "I can't tell you that. We'll be there soon enough. C'mon. Please be cooperative so I don't have to—"
 
   "To what?" I said venomously, cutting him off. "Kill me?"
 
   "Marisa, come on, I'm not going to—"
 
   "Go to hell," I said, once more asserting my dominance that didn't actually go any further than our conversation. It was a pretty pitiful show of power. One thing clicked though, while we were standing there—I needed to try to do something with my phone. I didn't know if I could actually call Ramón somehow, but I'd at least do my best to attempt. I needed to get the phone powered on without Frederic noticing, and then try to send some sort of message. I didn't even consider what might happen to me if he caught me trying to use it.
 
   Frederic made me go first, his eyes following me like a hawk. When I got around to my side of the car—he had moved it from the position against the wall where I could barely get out of it; how nice of him!—I reached into my purse and pressed the power button on my phone, the inside of my purse suddenly illuminated by the startup screen. I paused very briefly and then climbed inside.
 
   Oh shit, what if I had a bunch of missed notifications? The phone would go crazy after it came on—and that exact thing happened. I felt it start to buzz, the night time silence interrupted by awakening technology. I coughed and forced the purse to the floor, hoping it would be enough. And then, the engine roared to life, drowning out the telltale phone. I had never been so thankful for that machismo sound in my life.
 
   I waited with absolute patience to see if Frederic had noticed anything—he just went through the motions of driving the car as if nothing had changed. A sigh of relief escaped me that I suppose seemed okay. I still didn't have a plan, but I at least had another option.
 
   We had passed out early, so it didn't surprise me when I saw the clock on the dashboard said three o'clock in the morning. I guess if this was the big international deal, it must mean that the big guns had just arrived from a transatlantic flight—and perhaps were impatient. Apparently, Frederic didn't have anything to say, because he was just as quiet as I was. Maybe he was figuring out his own plan of action...
 
   I was surprised by how awake I felt. I guess it probably helped that I felt like my life was being threatened. Fear was quite the drug, really. This was way better than coffee. 
 
   It was difficult to get comfortable in my seat, even though this was a luxury car. My body was just mimicking the actions of my mind, the futile attempts to figure out a way to use my phone without Frederic noticing. I knew I couldn't text without looking, so I ruled that out first.
 
   What else could I do? I went over the very limited options in my mind. If I could see the screen, that would mean that it was illuminating the interior of the car, an obvious dead giveaway. It didn't take me long to realize that the only option I had was a total shot in the dark, one that I had no way of verifying the success of. I had to try, however. 
 
   Ramón was the last person I called, therefore, if I hit the call button multiple times, it should bring up the recently called list and then call him. I would just have to try it over and over again, hoping that an unending stream of calls would let him know something was up. 
 
   I sat and quietly watched Frederic, studying his routine of checking each mirror and popping over keeping an eye on me. It was robotic, predictable. I slid my hand into my purse, put it into position, and waited for him to look at his driver's side mirror. The next time he did, I pressed the button multiple times in a row and waited. As expected, I had no clue if anything was actually going right.
 
   Since I also didn't know how long the journey would take, I immediately tried again after a few minutes, my intention to get as many calls through as possible. How would Ramón even find me? Would he triangulate the location from my cell phone? I'd heard people say that before—Frederic had warned me about it with Roland as well—but I didn't understand how it worked. It felt like I was missing something, some crucial piece of the puzzle, but my slate was totally blank.
 
   I mindlessly pressed that button over and over again, pausing between each attempt, convinced that it both wasn't working and that Frederic still hadn't noticed. I had fallen into a slight trance as I worked. The car suddenly came to an abrupt stop. We were in the middle of nowhere, so I figured something was amiss. My heart started pounding. "What are you doing?" I asked.
 
   "You think I can't see you playing with your phone? Give it to me. Now."
 
   "No," I pleaded. "I'm not doing anything with it."
 
   "Then give it to me. I told you to leave it turned off. It's going to get you into trouble."
 
   "It's not on," I said.
 
   Frederic looked at me, his eyes scolding me as much as his words. "Listen, I'm not going to play this game anymore. I've seen it lighting up half the car for the past twenty minutes." He was getting noticeably frustrated. "Give me the goddamn phone now, Marisa."
 
   I sat there in silence, not sure what I should do. What would he do with the phone? Would he check to see whom I had been calling? There were a lot of risks associated with handing over that phone, a lot of—
 
   His hand grabbed my purse and wrestled the phone out of it, his strength more than I would have ever predicted. I fought him, grabbing for that stolen, sacred object, fighting for it like my life depended on it. His driver's side window started to lower and finally the climax occurred—he hurled the phone out of the window. I heard it crack loudly against the pavement, the fatal blow that signaled the end. That plan was no more. I could only hope it hadn't been entirely in vain.
 
   Hopelessness kept me frozen. At the very least, I had prevented him from finding out who I had been in communication with. That was a small victory, at the very least. Still, the blow was devastating, the intensity sobering. If I had any doubt that this was serious, it was gone now.
 
   In my brief moment of inaction and contemplation, a lot of things flashed through my mind. Images from my childhood, college, my many work-related experiences. There were my parents, the days on the beach with my friends, the bustling city that I had spent so much time in before coming here. And then there was blackness, chasing all of it away, wiping it off the face of the earth. I didn't want to give up now. No, that wouldn't be worth it.
 
   What did I have to lose anymore? 
 
   Why was I going along with this? For some reason I felt like I was being led into a slaughterhouse, just winding around and following the other cows until I'd suddenly meet my death by surprise.
 
   I was stronger than that. I decided I'd try to run, to flee this. Who could I trust now? Nobody seemed to fit the bill besides Ramón, and he was inconveniently located right now. Would he find me and end this madness? There didn't seem to be anything left to do but run—or at least try. I yanked open my door before Frederic started driving again and jumped into the night.
 
   The road was surrounded by woods, so I would just make a straight shot and get as far as I could. I liked the idea of Roland getting enraged because his precious Frederic had lost track of his girl. My feet hit the ground hard as I took my first running steps. Unbeknownst to me, the gravel on the side of the road was comprised of loose stones. I fell to the ground as my foot sunk into the unexpected textured and stripped me of my forward momentum.
 
   Pain shot through my leg as it scraped across the stones, the stinging something I'd have to ignore for now. I scrambled back to my feet, doing everything in my power to find stability.
 
   Bang! 
 
   I froze, the loudness overwhelming my ears. That was a gun. It had to be. Was I shot? Nothing felt different, but then again, it never seemed to be that way in the movies. The guy always heard the shot and then realized a moment later that the bullet had penetrated his abdomen after feeling around. Was that me? I felt my belly, but everything seemed to be normal. I was so disorientated, so—
 
   "Get the hell back in the car or I'm going to actually point it at you." I turned around and saw Frederic standing there with a shiny silver pistol in his hand, his outline illuminated by the bright headlights of the car. "Hurry up!" He looked like a glowing executioner.
 
   I had been so gung ho about running away, so ready to flee with my dignity intact—but the taste of impending doom had paralyzed me. Honestly, I didn't think he'd actually shoot me if I did run, but I didn't want to test that theory anymore. Tears streamed down my face as I shamefully walked back to the car. Such an anticlimactic event. I felt like a dog, disciplined by an owner that had been pushed too far. My head hung low as I climbed back into the car. I was embarrassed and bleeding, but thankfully my wound was just a scrape. The emotional damage was something else entirely.
 
   "Why did you do that?" Frederic asked.
 
   Honestly, I didn't even want to respond, but my words came out anyway. "You're just taking me to die anyway."
 
   "Nothing is that simple, Marisa." He pressed the button and the doors locked with an audible click. Yes, I could still just lift the lock, but that didn't mean the gesture lacked significance. He didn't trust me, that was clear.
 
   "What the hell is that even supposed to mean? I don't know who anyone is anymore," I said with pure exasperation.
 
   Frederic turned and faced me, presumably the last pause before we'd start driving. "You know that things are different here, totally different than the real world. I don't want you to get hurt, but as far as I know, Roland has no reason to hurt you. Is there something I should know about?"
 
   "No," I managed to choke out. "Nothing makes any sense. It hasn't for days."
 
   He shifted the car into gear and nodded silently. "We'll be there soon."
 
   Whoa, was I really being that overdramatic? Something seemed to tell me that everything was an illusion at this point, nothing but smoke and mirrors. I had slept with—and felt very close to—two different men in the last forty-eight hours. I had dropped off a briefcase containing a bomb and killed another billionaire, along with a number of innocent people. I felt at least a little psychotic, like I was going crazy—literally.
 
   Was this just another thing that I could misinterpret, another thing to throw onto the pile of confused ideas? I had nothing definitive, yet everything to consider.
 
   He fired a gun, Marisa, to herd you back in the car. Would Frederic really go that far for just Roland alone? Was I here to serve some other purpose? I couldn't fathom what that might be.
 
   I clutched my purse the rest of the way, wishing desperately that it was one of those squishy stress balls. They always seemed like such a gimmick until you really needed one. The purse was not an adequate substitute.
 
   We only drove for about ten more minutes, entering the city and immediately heading to the warehouse district by the river. It sprawled a long way, the docks filled with barges that were making gigantic scale deliveries. The area was well illuminated and we drove past countless identical looking buildings on a quest to find whatever happened to be the right location.
 
   There were a number of fancy cars and vans parked in a disorganized mess next to one of the buildings; I guess that was what happened when there weren't lines painted on the ground. We pulled up and joined the chaos. Frederic killed the engine and sat there, the silence returning once again. Neither of us said anything.
 
   Finally he spoke. "Listen," he said quietly, "just stay calm, okay? It could get rough in there. When so much is on the line, people get crazy. Believe me."
 
   "Okay," I said. I had no idea how crazy he actually meant, but if the bombing of a competitor was any indication, crazy could surely mean a lot of things. "You're sure I can't just leave? I won't tell anyone a thing. My lips are sealed. Just let me go." I was absolutely certain it wasn't going to work—I was correct.
 
   Frederic gave a nervous chuckle. "No way," he said. "You know it's not so simple anymore. Nobody just walks away from this."
 
   "It just doesn't make any sense," I remarked. "I just came out here to get a story, and now I'm stuck with this, whatever it is."
 
   "That happens to a lot of us. Just be brave."
 
   I didn't like those words one bit, especially not after Roland had said them to me before. I wasn't privy to any information, and it made me sick to my stomach. This was like someone blindfolding you, telling you to walk forward, and then informing you that you may or may not fall right off a cliff. Just be brave, okay? It was so stupid and irrational. But then again, so was being shot because you tried to run from someone with a gun.
 
   "No more waiting. I know you're nervous. So am I." He straightened out his shirt and double-checked the pistol in his pants, patting it as if his gesture meant something. "Let's go."
 
   I grabbed my purse and got out of the car, following Frederic's lead, the hum of machinery almost overwhelming while we were outside. If I had my phone, I would have snapped photos of all of these license plates and given them to Ramón. That'd show 'em. It was gone, however. Years of photos and texts and phone numbers. All gone. Maybe Ramón had actually received my calls, but he'd be driving to a random spot in the woods to find me now. It was no good.
 
   Out footsteps echoed against the concrete, the ominous, tall buildings looming around us. I couldn't believe how big, yet hollow everything felt. The water sloshed up against the docks as the wind whistled around us. It was chilly and I really hoped that the inside was heated. If I could have one last request before I lost it all, it would be adequate warmth.
 
   I tried to look for a number on the building, but Frederic kept me moving, presumably to prevent me from doing so. He opened a side door and led me inside. I was blasted with a gust of warm air and felt overwhelmed by excitement. The first positive thing to happen in hours! We continued down a hallway until we reached a large door that led into the actual warehouse space. It was propped open and Frederic motioned me forward. I stepped in and then paused.
 
   "You go first now. I'm kind of freaked out."
 
   "We go at the same time," he said, taking me by the arm.
 
   We walked forward, my legs struggling to keep up with his brisk pace. He kept me moving, however. The rows of lights hummed above, a cacophony of mechanical noise that ensured that everything would feel unsettling going forward. Forklifts were littered around the room, along with other random pieces of machinery that I couldn't identify just by looking at it. We continued walking.
 
   "Okay," Frederic whispered, "here goes nothing."
 
   There were a number of men standing around in a circle, a business huddle of crooks and rich folks that were somehow getting along. I guess they were more similar than their appearances suggested. It was a gradient from suits to leather jackets, a bizarre juxtaposition of the underground with the top floors of skyscrapers. It was a meeting of the executives and the guys that did the dirty work.
 
   "Ah, my friends!" Roland shouted, his voice perpetually echoing through the hollow space. "So glad you could join us. My, you look lovely, pet!"
 
   I scowled at Roland as Frederic kept me moving forward. We got close to the circle, but never actually entered it. He let go of my arm and I straightened out my shirt. I recognized some of the thugs that I had seen coming and going at the mansion. I'd keep my distance from them, that was for sure.
 
   "Pet, why don't you come join me?" Roland asked.
 
   "No, I'm just fine here, thanks," I said, staring down at my feet, hiding my rage from the group.
 
   Roland paused. "Very well then." He smiled. "Big things are happening here, my friends. Things that will change our lives forever."
 
   "Shouldn't we wait for the others?" Frederic suddenly piped in.
 
   "We'll get to them in a minute," Roland said, shrugging off Frederic's concern like it was nothing. There was no response, so Roland continued. "We've brought together some great men here. It's unfortunate that it's taken so long to make this happen because of certain...obstacles." The way he said it sent chills down my spine. It didn't seem to faze anyone else.
 
   The monologue continued, despite the fact that no one seemed to be paying attention. "As you know, Roland Starland doesn't do business unless everything is impeccably planned out. Precise and consistent. Working out the kinks until there is a perfectly working machine. We've had to make some adjustments—and there will be more very soon—but things are functioning very smoothly now, especially thanks to the brilliant efforts of my dear pet over here. Won't you take a bow, Marisa?"
 
   "No," I said. "I won't. I still can't believe you used me for—"
 
   "Where is Dallas?" Frederic suddenly shouted. "Where the fuck is Dallas and the others?" Who was Dallas? Whoever he was, Frederic was pretty serious about him being here. Yet another significant person I had never met.
 
   "Ouch," Roland said. "So feisty tonight. That hurts." Roland's wicked smile, the one I remembered from our many times together, spread across his face. Circumstances were totally different, and now I loathed it. "They've been dealt with," he said matter-of-factly.
 
   "What the fuck, Roland?" Frederic was noticeably upset. "Those were good people! What the fuck were you thinking?"
 
   The smile seemed to be permanently etched onto Roland's face. He was deriving incredible amusement from this "Business is business," he said nonchalantly. "Ah, but there's still a traitor in our midst. A dirty little rat, even after we've done our spring cleaning."
 
   Oh my god! I was cooked. This was it. Everybody was about to turn and face me, a relentless firing squad prepared to carry out their execution. Should I run? No, I couldn't outrun these bullets, not these trained killers. My body would vanish and my parents would never hear from me again. My heart pounded so hard that I feared it might burst out of my chest and tumble to the floor. I was totally frozen.
 
   "Someone I thought I could trust has been working for someone else. My, so bold to think that you could pull a fast one on old Roland!"
 
   After so many flare-ups of paranoia, this was it. I was actually about to die, to be riddled with bullets and torn to pieces. These would be my last thoughts, my last flashes of consciousness before I faded to black. Yet, here I was, thinking about thinking rather than anything that mattered. It had been a good run, one that was—
 
   I felt my body being pulled abruptly to the side by Frederic, cold steel against my head. Wait, what was this? "Don't fucking come any closer or the girl gets it!" Frederic had taken me hostage—he was the rat!
 
   "Fuck!" I shouted, suddenly overcome by nervous rage. "Let me go!"
 
   "Shut the fuck up!" he hissed. Frederic had pulled me back and was keeping me strategically positioned in front of him. I had become Marisa the Human Shield. This posed another problem: If these guys were as ruthless as they looked, they'd just shoot through me to get to Frederic anyway and just consider my death collateral damage. What difference did it make to them? And when I saw a flurry of guns rising to the occasion, I realized I my gut feeling was probably correct.
 
   "Gentleman, keep calm," Roland said. "We need to stay level-headed. Where do you intend to go, Frederic? What if I said I'm not concerned with her one bit. That you could kill her and we'll just kill you anyway?"
 
   "Fuck you, Roland!" I said. "You're such an asshole."
 
   What a nightmare! My life was again flashing before my eyes. I couldn't read Roland, couldn't tell if he was just trying to confuse Frederic or if he was being serious. He obviously knew that his gigantic bomb would kill more than just Marcus. What made this moment any different?
 
   "Don't fuck around with me, Roland. I'll do it!" Frederic's grip was shaky, wavering, uncertain.
 
   "Okay, big tough man with the gun, go ahead. Kill her if you're up to it."
 
   The gun hurt against my head, the pressure flaring up as Frederic's emotions did. Everything was so unpredictable, so chaotic. This could go a million different ways. Adrenaline surged in me as I felt Frederic's heart pound against my back. He was weighing his options, a man presumably discovering that he had nothing else to bargain with. It became obvious that he was now fully aware that he had made a grave mistake by coming here.
 
   "Damnit," he whispered under his breath, only loud enough that I could hear it.
 
   "What are you waiting for, Frederic? It's your big moment—everyone is watching. You've got all the power now. Make the decision."
 
   I was shaking rapidly. Sweat trickled down my brow, salty, nervous drops. And then, I figured out what was going on—Roland's eyes seemed to be watching something behind us with great interest. He was being very subtle about it. What was it? I could only assume some sort of ambush. The gun kept digging into my scalp as Frederic weighed his options probably more carefully than he had ever weighed anything in his life.
 
   Slow motion suddenly became a mere fraction of its own speed. There was a struggle behind me and then I heard the sound of a silenced pistol firing several times, Frederic's body lurching as each shot tore through his body. Frederic's gun pulled away from my scalp and fired a stray shot next to my head, a sound that made me fall to my knees, screaming as my ears rang. I was totally disoriented, the world a blur that I could barely comprehend. Was I dying? Had he shot me? I wrapped my hands around my ears and kept screaming. My dreamlike state was interrupted by a distant shouting, a voice that sounded so familiar.
 
   "Put your fucking hands in the air! Drop your fucking weapons! The building is surrounded."
 
   I could feel a faint trickle of blood coming from my right ear. Maniacal laughter seemed to be filling the air. Was it my own or Roland's? I fell to the ground and laid there, the ceiling spinning as I heard the bang-bang-bang of even more gunshots. None of this meant anything; it was all just random sensory data that was going nowhere. I was in an absolute daze, my head matching every stabbing throb of my heart.
 
   The bright lights of the ceiling gave an ethereal tint to the world as hell raged on around me. I turned my head and saw Frederic's face staring at me with weakness, with regret. He barely seemed real.
 
   His lips formed the words carefully. "I didn't mean to do it." There was no sound until a moment later when I was watching his lips mouth "I'm sorry." His voice was so booming and low. Blood trickled from his lip toward the floor. It moved like plants did in those sped up, stop-motion science videos of seeds sprouting and taking root. The redness spread in myriad directions across the floor, a macabre, yet beautiful spectacle that reminded me of new life despite the fact that it was indeed the very opposite. Frederic's life was spilling out of him and pooling on the floor.
 
   I was living a very slow, disoriented existence. Suddenly there was a rush of sound, a roar as real-life came back to me like a jab to the stomach.
 
   "Marisa! Marisa! Are you okay? It's Ramón! You're alive!"
 
   I'm Marisa Taylor, right?
 
   "What?" I shouted, my voice much louder than I expected it to be.
 
   "I'm going to get you out of here," he said. "Are you seriously hurt?"
 
   "I don't think so," I said. He was hoisting me to my feet, lifting me toward the bright lights that had kept me company during the madness. There were bodies all around me, the product of a real-life warzone. Was everybody dead? Was Roland dead? I couldn't tell a thing, nor did I really want to investigate.
 
   By the way that Ramón was carrying me, I assumed that the battle was still raging on around me. His strides were firm, determined. He was trying to get me to safety. How long was in a daze? 
 
   "You're lucky as hell," he said. "I'm not sure how you got out of that one unscathed." He looked at me with tired eyes, still pulling me away from the warehouse insanity. "Christ, I don't know if I can do this anymore." I didn't respond then. He continued to lug me in his arms until we reached that ambulance stretcher, the hands of paramedics checking me, testing to see if I was a defective model.
 
   "I don't understand." I sat there playing with my hands, fascinated by how they felt. My head still hurt, the ringing in my ears doing very little to provide any comfort.
 
   "What are you talking about?" Ramón asked.
 
   "I don't understand what happened. Frederic was gonna kill me and then everything went crazy. I'm actually not dead, right?"
 
   "Jesus, kid," he said, his voice weathered and impersonal—like a guy that had been at this far too long to remember what it was like for the rookies. It was weird that he had called me kid, as if it was a telltale sign that I wasn't cut out for this. "Sometimes I forget that not everyone is equipped to deal with the horrors of war. You're alive, trust me." His hair stuck to his brow in disheveled clumps.
 
   I felt my head impulsively after seeing his, curiously running my hands through my hair. I could feel the mats around where Frederic had held the gun. It was probably blood. I felt so slimy suddenly, so desperately in need of a shower. I felt so weak and pathetic, so humbled and small. "Did I do a good job?" It was the only thing I cared about in that drawn-out moment.
 
   "You did great," he said. He awkwardly gave me a hug, a professional courtesy he didn't seem that sure about. Even though I noticed his timidity, I grabbed him with all of my might and began sobbing against his jacket.
 
   "Oh god!" I wept. How could I even sort out what I was feeling? Everyone I knew only a few short hours ago was probably dead. And even then, I had been working around the clock to bring them down. I never thought that this would result in so much bloodshed, so much loss. Should I mourn their deaths? Curse their dead bodies? They exploited people, hurt them in the name of profits—and they hurt me too. 
 
   Still, something lingered, a fragment from those initial times with Roland—Frederic as well to a lesser extent—that made me hurt, that made me cry out in agony like a wounded animal. There had been real feelings, there was no doubt about it. I had trusted both so extensively, giving myself to them and drowning in the confines of Roland's world. Where had that gotten me?
 
   "It's okay," Ramón said. It was such a boring platitude, but I didn't fault him for using it in that moment. "I don't think you realize how big of a deal this is. You're the one that ended all of this."
 
   "I did?" I asked between sobs. I let him go and supported myself with my hands on my thighs.
 
   "You led us here, Marisa."
 
   What the hell was he talking about? I led them here? "B-b-but my phone was..."
 
   "The pen," Ramón said. "It was the pen."
 
   "Pen?" Shit, how had I forgotten?
 
   "That GPS pen I gave you the first time we met. After I got all of your calls, I figured something was up. I followed the coordinates of the pen until I got here. When I saw all the cars and the location, I called for backup."
 
   I had been so obsessed about keeping my phone intact that I forgot about the very thing that had saved my life. It had been in my purse the whole time, the beacon that had led him right to me. My miraculously unscathed purse was sitting beside me—I pulled out the pen and rolled it between my index finger and thumb, like I was trying to prove to myself that it was real. It felt like an ordinary ink pen. "Wow." I sat there mouth agape, amazed by such a simple object.
 
   "Comes in handy. You can keep it, if you like."
 
   "Yeah," I said. Uncertainty crept up on me again. "Why did you shoot in there?"
 
   "They shot first." As he said it, I recalled those words in my dream. Put down your weapons! The voice had seemed so omniscient in my dazed state, like God himself had entered the room and made his demands. "I hate it when things turn out like this. I'd rather see them behind bars than in the ground."
 
   "So they're all dead?" I fell silent again, my eyes still moist from the former cry.
 
   " Roland's unconscious," he said softly. "I don't think he's going to make it."
 
   "Was he shooting?" I asked. I just couldn't imagine Roland holding a gun, even though I was sure he had plenty of times. He was definitely a get someone else to do it sort of person, Roland Delegate-whatever-you-don't-feel-like-doing Starland.
 
   "He didn't have a gun, but he's also kind of a magician so..." Ramón trailed off, realizing his joke was falling flat. "I think he just got hit in the cross fire. Like I said, you're lucky you were on the ground."
 
   "Frederic?" Despite his cruel actions, I still wanted to know.
 
   "He's alive, but barely."
 
   I was staring as Ramón talked, the circus of people coming and going intensely distracting to my worn mind. I wondered how long until the media got wind of this. I imagined myself running onto the scene, armed with a camera crew and a microphone. I'd go straight for Marisa Taylor, the young, naive reporter that fell for a billionaire murderer.
 
   "Ms. Taylor," I'd ask myself, "did you know that Roland Starland was involved in an international weapons smuggling scandal..on top of all the other horrible stuff he's done?"
 
   I would smile and say, "No comment." The crowd of reporters would be growing by this point, and their voices would swell up together as so many people fought to ask me a question at the same time. In my vision, they were all me, all incarnations of Marisa Taylor that just needed to know more. And by the time I snapped out of it, there was a reporter standing in front of me, microphone thrust in my face. I started crying again, not even aware of what I had been asked.
 
   "Get away from her!" Ramón yelled. "Go to the hospital and get some rest, okay? I'll come see you when the dust has settled."
 
   "Yeah," I said. I climbed onto the ambulance bed and allowed them to lift me in to the vehicle. It would be my very first ambulance ride—how exciting. I watched as Ramón pushed away the reporters, herding them like sheep until they were out of the way. I frowned at them, the people in the trenches, the people that were just like me. They just wanted the best story possible—and this would be a helluva story.
 
   I passed out on the way to the hospital.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I awoke to the sterile interior of a hospital bedroom. They had dressed me in a loose-fitting hospital gown, one that felt very similar to the blankets that covered me. My eyes were fixated on a wall-mounted TV that was off. I looked for the remote, but I couldn't find it and didn't feel like climbing out of bed.
 
   As I lay there, homesickness crept in, a poison washing over my body—and I was acting as a sponge. No, it wasn't just homesickness, it was regret. Where would I be now had I just done the job and went back to the city and left this all behind me? Roland had provided me with a hell of a story, one that would have done the trick for sure. I wanted to see my mom and dad, my boss, my friends that I had left behind because I had felt vulnerable, unable to resist temptation as it came my way.
 
   I felt so undisciplined, like my backbone had dissolved and left me a wobbly mess to be exploited. Thankfully, my self-flagellation was interrupted by a nurse.
 
   "Hi," she said. "Glad to see you're up." She sat down next to my bed.
 
   "Thanks," I said politely.
 
   "We had to do a few stitches on your scalp. You were already out, so we just injected the analgesic and went to work."
 
   My hand instinctively shot to my head, feeling the handiwork of the hospital staff. I felt like Frankenstein, actually. "Wow," I said. I traced along that tender flesh, amazed by the idea of them putting me back together. I desperately wished that they could do the same for my mental health. You know, just put me under and I'd wake up feeling like myself again. "Am I okay?" I asked, suddenly feeling stupid and blushing after the words left my mouth.
 
   "That was the only serious thing. Your pulse was all over the place, but I attribute that to shock. We'd like you to stick around for at least today, but you're free to go after that." She looked around the room and then stood up. "Is there anything else I can get you right now?"
 
   "Is there a remote for the TV?"
 
   "Oh, yeah, of course," she muttered. She shifted some things around on the table beneath the TV. "Here it is," she said.
 
   I took it from her hand and cradled it like it was a newborn. "Thanks."
 
   "Call if you need anything else." She stepped back out into the hall and closed the door.
 
   Intrigue was once again getting the best of me. I wanted to turn on the news and see what they had made of everything. My finger slowly moved toward the power button and stayed there once it arrived—but I didn't press it.
 
   No not now. 
 
   I wasn't sure if I could handle it. I set the remote next to the bed and did my best to clear my mind. I wanted a blank slate. I wanted to be numb. 
 
   My mind roared to life again. I wondered if I was under police protection. Would someone be after me now? Well, if there was one thing I knew, it would be that my name wouldn't be used publicly, due to the fact that I was officially undercover. Okay, whatever. 
 
   I laid in silence for a while, trying my damndest to nap during the day. Right when I was about to doze off, the door opened. It was Ramón.
 
   "Hi, Marisa," he said. "I've got visitors for you."
 
   My mom and dad walked in behind him. I almost fainted. The tears returned again, flowing more freely than they ever had in my life. They both look tired, like they had found out I was in the hospital and took the next available flight to get here. In fact, I was pretty sure that I was right about the source of their fatigue.
 
   "Marisa!" they both shouted together. I forgot Ramón was even there as I hugged them, weeping as they told me how glad they were that I was alive. Nothing else mattered in that moment. We rejoiced in the fact that I had made it out alive, made it out of that hellish reality. I expected my mom to scold me for my ridiculousness, but she didn't. I appreciated that.
 
   They stayed for a short while until Ramón sent them on their way, at least temporarily. Once they left, he shut the door and sat down next to me. "You did a great job, okay? I can't say that enough."
 
   "Thanks."
 
   "You stopped it. I just want you to know that. It doesn't matter how it turned out, because you saved lives, Marisa, you really did. You might have even prevented genocide. Some of those guns were going to cartel leaders in—"
 
   He rambled on while my mind did something else entirely. I didn't feel like I deserved any of this praise. I felt pathetic and weak, and Ramón just served to remind me of my weakness. "I was stupid and impressionable," I said. To whom, I wasn't really sure.
 
   "I don't fault you for anything," he said. I could tell he wanted a cigarette. "You're going to have to come to terms with a lot, but you'll do it, and you'll do just fine. You aren't to blame for anything that happened. If it wasn't you, it would have been someone else. People like Roland don't just sit still when there's an obstacle in their way." He was giving a monologue, and as hard as I wanted to resist his words, they were started to break through my hardened skin and actually soothe me.
 
   "You shouldn't talk to the press, at least not for awhile. Maybe not ever. Obviously, we've admitted we had someone undercover, but said nothing beyond that."
 
   "How are...they doing?" I asked.
 
   "Roland's in a coma. I don't think you need to worry about him ever again." His face was solemn, yet optimistic.
 
   "What do you mean?" I wasn't entirely sure about what he was getting at.
 
   "No one is going to come after you, Marisa. You'll be fine."
 
   Great! The last thing I needed was a reminder that Roland had threatened to track me down if I ran away. "Ramón! Can we drop the scary stuff for now?"
 
   "Yeah, I'm sorry," he said pathetically. "As for your buddy Frederic, he just got out of a long surgery—and he may never walk again. They won't know for a while. He's headed to prison one way or another."
 
   Ah, Frederic. That image came back to me, his lips mouthing that he was sorry as the life slowly evaporated from him. Had that actually happened? 
 
   In a way, it felt like something that I had just seen in a movie, something my mind had super-imposed over that chaotic warehouse shoot-out. No, it had been real. I could hear his words echoing in my mind. It was tugging at my heart, even though he had tried to kill me right before he was flat against the floor. The threat of death made ambiguity so much more accessible. I was mourning the fate of someone that had tried to kill me.
 
   There was something even bigger to say about Frederic. Even though he had taken such drastic measures, there was not a whole lot of difference between him and me. We both craved Roland's acceptance for our own personal, selfish reasons. "Was Frederic working for you?" I suddenly blurted out. I hadn't even considered that possibility.
 
   "No, no, he wasn't." Ramón looked up from his lap and stared at the blank wall.
 
   "Who the hell was he working for then?"
 
   "Somebody affiliated with Von Williams, most likely. Or maybe the Russian mob. We're still piecing that together. We might never know. Getting those guys to talk is nearly impossible. It's a code they don't break."
 
   Von Williams. I immediately thought of how upset Frederic had seemed when I told him about the bombing. What seemed like such an obvious connection now had totally evaded me then. Weird.
 
   Roland had figured out that Frederic was working for someone else, but he didn't say the name before I was taken hostage. Why did I even care about all of this? The questions just kept brewing in me. "Weird." That's all I could say. The reporter in me was surfacing again, asking all of the questions that might never have answers. Even though I was physically exhausted, my mind was running laps in record time.
 
   The idea that Frederic worked for that asshole Von Williams was something I could barely believe. It just couldn't be true, right? Frederic was so much nicer, so much...
 
   Ramón turned to face me, resting his hand on mine. "You seriously did well, Marisa. No joke."
 
   I paused, collecting my thoughts. "I did my best, I guess," I said. "I just can't believe this all happened so fast. You were telling me it could be months, and here we are closing the case like a week later."
 
   "Sometimes we get lucky," he said.
 
   "I wish I was lucky enough to get my old life back. I don't know why I ever left it. I should have never burned that bridge. They needed my help when I left." I was thinking about that previous me as an old friend, one I desperately sought to get reacquainted with. How could I do it?
 
   Ramón suddenly smiled, like he was unable to contain himself any longer. "I've already informed your old boss that you were under assignment with the Federal Bureau of Investigation—and if he tells anyone, he'll be arrested for interfering with a federal investigation. He wants you back, Marisa."
 
   "What?" I asked, suddenly flabbergasted. "My old job? Are you kidding me? You talked to Pat?" I couldn't help but feel like I was transported back to middle school. I had been absent for an extended amount of time and now I needed a doctor's note or I'd be penalized for the time off. Well, here was my doctor's note, all right—for my career.
 
   "That son of a bitch called me and told me to fess up or he was going to go public. After I told him he'd go to jail, he stopped acting like such a tough guy."
 
   I started laughing uncontrollably, the tears spilling from my eyes, not because I was sad, but from the excess joy that was overwhelming me after so many horrendous events in a row. "That's just like him!" I clutched my side, trying to control the huge giggles that kept surfacing. A moment like this was exactly what I needed.
 
   "He's pretty nice, even though I don't usually like dealing with the media." Ramón stared at me, amused. "It's that funny, huh?"
 
   "You'd just have to know him." I laughed until it hurt.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Later that night, I left the hospital, heading to a hotel to stay with my parents. I needed to do a full debriefing with Ramón and his team before I left the city, so I would have to stick around for at least a couple of days.
 
   It was the weirdest thing, because Ramón and his colleagues all treated me as if I was a war hero or something. I don't think I'd ever feel like I deserved the praise I received for my efforts with Roland, even if I saved lives. It was more like luck—I was lucky that my stupid obsession gave me the opportunity to get involved in a dangerous, yet positive way.
 
   My apartment in the city was still mine, but my plan was to go home with my parents for a week or two, to reconnect with home after being involved in such a mess. It was a simpler place, one that would suit me well before I dove headfirst back into the city. I was looking forward to it, actually.
 
   I didn't want to say that the west coast had been bad to me, but I also couldn't say it had been good either. One way or another, I had quite the story to tell, so I needed to find some way I could legally do that. A tinge of sadness washed over me as I boarded the plane. The last time I had been at that airport, I was a totally different person, a person that had since been transformed forever.
 
   The question was, would I actually learn from my mistakes?
 
    
 
    
 
   THREE MONTHS LATER...
 
    
 
   I was sitting at a coffee shop, sipping my very average latte and watching the endless bustle of humans and machines passing the window outside. I loved New York City; there was no doubt about it. Every time I had coffee now, it reminded me of Roland. I had yet to find a cup as good as his—and I had tried all of the top spots in the city. Was I doomed to always long for his perfectly-prepared drinks? For some reason, I felt that if I could find a coffee that was better, I'd be able to push Roland even further out of my mind until he disappeared.
 
   No, I didn't hate him, even though he had put me through so much. I still remembered every detail vividly and I had started to write it down, hoping to eventually compile my notes into a book. I hadn't gone back for my journal, so it would still be under the mattress in that upstairs bedroom. I wanted a record of this, the real story to hold onto. Inaction would undoubtedly lead to regret in this case.
 
   I didn't actually know what happened to Roland. I left while he was still in the hospital on life support. I couldn't deal with it anymore. Yeah, I wanted him to get better, but it also really wasn't my business anymore. One way or another, his fate looked bleak. Ramón had promised to inform me of any safety concerns related to that whole situation if they arose.
 
   Frederic survived—and barely dodged paralysis from the waist down; good for him—but he left the hospital and went straight to prison, just as Ramón had said. Thankfully, I hadn't heard from him, even though some part of me wanted to ask him those unanswered questions I still harbored. Maybe in another life...
 
   Honestly, what happened still stung. I had learned to trust, to give myself to Roland and then Frederic—and been tremendously let down. So many cosmic coincidences brought us all together in this strange, deadly arrangement. The feelings I had for them both would linger for a while, that I could tell for sure. Still, I had so many good things in my life again. Positive things. There was no doubt that I had gotten my vacation—it was just as far from the norm as possible. Soon they would both fade away, only remembered by the words that I wrote about them in my journal.
 
   Instead of regretting that I had taken the Starland case—oh yes, my mind definitely wanted to go there!—I realized that it had strengthened me more than anything ever had in my life. It would take me years to catalog all of the lessons I had learned. Anyone other than Marisa Taylor would have crumbled under the weight of the Starland Empire. Yep, I was certain of that.
 
   Work was still great. Although Ramón had more or less told Pat what was up, I came clean to him, that the decision had been my own from the beginning and that I didn't meet Ramón until months into it. He laughed about it, but insisted that I had gone further than most journalists ever would for a story. The problem was, I couldn't publicly talk about this one. I'd find some way around it. Maybe that's what my "fictional" book was for.
 
   My phone suddenly rang. I looked at the number; it was an area code I didn't recognize. Usually, I didn't answer calls from unknown numbers. Today, I decided to take a chance.
 
   "Hello?" I said.
 
   "Hi, is this Marisa Taylor?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "This is Albert Rivers, lawyer for the Starland estate. How are you doing today?"
 
   I bit my lip a little, nervous about where this might be heading. "Just fine, thanks. What is this call regarding?"
 
   "I regret to inform you that Roland passed away several months ago. I'm handling his will—and let me tell you it's been a real nightmare to sort everything out for such a huge operation—so I wanted to inform you that you're listed as a beneficiary. He left you one-hundred million dollars."
 
   "What the—" My hand shot up to support my head and accidentally struck my drink, sending the glass onto the floor. It shattered loudly, coffee splattering everywhere.
 
   "Ms. Taylor? Is everything all right?"
 
   "Yeah, yeah, yeah," I said. "I just dropped my drink on the floor."
 
   "Very well then. We'll be finalizing the financial distributions at the beginning of next week. I'll be contacting you again then, okay?"
 
   "Sure," I said. "Gotta go. Thanks!" I hung up as I heard him begin the word goodbye. "Shit!" I said loudly, getting up and walking toward the counter. Two employees were already coming toward me with a towel and a broom. "I'm so sorry," I said.
 
   "Don't worry," the girl said. "Not a big deal."
 
   "Should I pay for it or something?"
 
   "No, don't worry, ma'am."
 
   "Thanks," I said. I grabbed my purse and laptop bag and got out of there. I wanted to be overwhelmed by stimuli. Sometimes it helped me think.
 
   One-hundred million dollars. It sounded like a joke, a cruel joke. Also, it didn't sound at all like a joke. It reinforced my belief that Roland actually wasn't onto me, and that he had indeed trusted me when I had learned to trust him the least.
 
   Honestly, I really liked spending my own money again, the dollars that I worked hard for. I lived well. What would I even do with a sudden acquisition of one-hundred million dollars? And that was it: Roland was gone. I would assume his dirty money got reclaimed by somebody, but as Ramón had said, he did have a gigantic legitimate business as well.
 
   I looked up at the sky—the sun was starting to peek out from behind the clouds, overtaking the dreary day with glowing light. "Goodbye, you son of a bitch," I whispered, my parting words not malicious, but not entirely positive either. I had finally started to move on, and although this brought me back a little, it was a moment I needed, especially given the sudden news that I was filthy rich. I kind of wanted to call the lawyer back and just tell him no.
 
   I felt someone tap my shoulder. I spun around, startled.
 
   "Excuse me, miss. Can you spare any chance?" It was a homeless man, one wearing raggedy, worn clothes. His beard and hair were unkempt and messy. He was a man very familiar with life on the streets.
 
   "Sure," I said. I reached into my purse and pulled out my wallet. The only bill I had was a hundred. Well, that was that. "I'm sorry, I can't—" In that moment, I had an epiphany. I stopped talking and just handed him the hundred. "Here. Please be wise with this money, okay?"
 
   "Oh, gee, miss. Wow, thanks! I will!" He trotted off down the sidewalk, his walk drastically improved from the depressed hobble I had seen when I noticed him. Frankly, I didn't care what he spent the money on. He was happier than he was when I first saw him, so that made it worth it to me.
 
   I decided that I would research charities that night, to find something big and meaningful and selfless to do with that money. Roland would have wanted me to hold on to all of it, to horde it and ensure that I lived like a queen for the rest of my life. My pet only deserves the best, I could hear him say.
 
   Sorry Roland, I thought. You're not going to win this time. The man that had won everything his whole life was finally about to lose.
 
   As I learned the hard way, you can't control everything. But this? This was mine, all mine.
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Final Words:
 
    
 
   If you made it all the way here to the end, I wanted to thank you from the bottom of my heart. This project has been huge for me, a gigantic undertaking that was unlike anything I've ever done before. There's a full novel here, one that I'm proud for actually finishing, and even prouder about the story that was crafted a little at a time, week by week. Writing it took me to places that I never would have expected going, and I can only hope that you, the readers, enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it.
 
   If you've got something to say about the series, please send a message to my publisher inbox bizotica@gmail.com and let me know what you think (or leave an Amazon review). I would highly encourage this, as it would mean the world to me.
 
   Someday, I do intend to professionally edit/rewrite Learning to Trust, assembling all ninety-thousand words of it into a full-length work. I haven't decided just when that will happen, but I feel that eventually it needs to be done. One way or another, I'm thrilled to be sitting here in front of a giant project that has finally been completed.
 
   As for now, I've got some new erotic romances in the works that I'll be starting very soon. I think you'll all be excited about them!
 
   Once again, thank you so much for supporting me! I simply cannot say thank you enough. 
 
    
 
   -B.B. Roman
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   B.B. Roman is devoted to sexuality that is felt with both mind and body, writing to appeal to the full sexual imagination—both inside and outside of the traditional realm and limits of erotica. There's no holding back in Roman's worlds; the stories are allowed to flourish in any way they so choose. It's an always-changing world of emotional highs and lows, pleasure and pain, certainty and uncertainty.
 
   Roman writes from a remote cabin, allowing that feeling of seclusion to feed into the stories. When not writing, Roman enjoys composing music for films and attempting to make the best cup of coffee possible at home, using a variety of contraptions and methods—and very dark, chocolatey beans. Oh, and also chasing around two very curious Weimaraners that never seem to tire out!
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   If you liked this story, you might also like:
 
   Hawaiian Delights
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   Marcy's husband Leon brings her to Hawaii on a corporate business trip, leaving her in their room all day and night to fend for herself while he tends to anything and everything related to his new promotion. Marcy is lonely and frustrated, so when she meets the hot, single guy in the beach house next to hers, she's smitten. Ted pays attention to her--totally unlike her husband--and she finds herself nearly powerless to resist his charms, no matter how hard she fights.
 
   Will Marcy be able to regain control of herself after tasting such sweet temptation? Or will Leon have to step in and intervene--in the hottest way possible?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Or:
 
   Babysitter is Better
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   Julia has been babysitting for Mike and Jessie since before she started college, and by now, they feel like friends. When she accidentally overhears their fun in the bedroom one night, her perception of the couple changes forever. Julia's not convinced it really was an accident and believes she's being seduced—but perhaps that's exactly what she wants.
 
   Julia is on the brink of a sexual awakening, one that leaves her with so many unanswered questions...and new desires. Will she be able to resist their advances? Or is their bed where she belongs?
 
    
 
    
 
   Or:
 
    
 
   These Sinful Walls: A Church Saga – Book 1
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   Pastor Tim has got it all: good-looks, a beautiful wife and daughter, a thriving church under his direction, incredible wit and charisma. Everything was going great except his sex life. His wife is always gone for work and even when she's back, it's nothing like it used to be. When Tim gives into temptation and hooks up with the hot new church intern, he gets busted in the act...but not by his wife. It's a sexy young member of the church and she'll only keep quiet if they give her what she wants: a threesome.
 
   Pastor Tim is stuck. He has to give in to even more forbidden carnal pleasures...or risk losing everything. Why can't Sin just be simple?
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