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[bookmark: beginning][bookmark: aboutauthor]*** 
 
   "You need to act like nothing's changed." The cigarette hovered close to Ramón's lips, even when he wasn't taking a drag from it.
 
   I sat there in that interrogation room, my legs crossed, my hands shaking. This wasn't getting any easier. "You mean I still have to—"
 
   "Nothing changes," Ramón said. "You've got to remain the perfect girlfriend—no matter what that requires you to do."
 
   This was confusion. This was uncertainty and discomfort. I had just been informed that my Dom was an international criminal, one that was involved with sex trafficking and probably murder.
 
   "Has he murdered people?" I asked, my voice attempting to fill the gap of knowledge in my head.
 
   "There have been disappearances of competitors that we can only assume were murder. He's very good at what he does, so the bodies never show up."
 
   The bodies never show up. A chill ran down my spine. I was still convinced that I was going to wake up at any moment and scold myself for allowing this to get to me. The room stayed there, however, and so did Ramón.
 
   "Marisa, are you all right?" He put out his cigarette in the ashtray.
 
   "I think I was there when someone was killed," I said slowly, clenching my cup until the styrofoam started to crack. I had fallen into a daze and found myself speaking without a lot of thought.
 
   "Did you tell anyone about this?"
 
   "He just said it was his uncle. That he had dementia. That he visited once every few months."
 
   "Dementia, huh?" Ramón laughed. "Roland doesn't have any surviving family members that we know of. We've been on him for years. I need to know if you told anyone, Marisa. Did you tell anyone?"
 
   "I told Frederic," I said. "I like him so much. I thought I could trust him."
 
   "Frederic, huh? We don't know a lot about the guy, but we think he's into whatever Roland is. Only been around for a couple of years, so he must be doing a good job because Roland goes through guys almost as fast as he does women."
 
   The statement elicited a nervous laugh from me. Roland goes through guys almost as fast as women. I felt so immature giggling at it, but my unexpected circumstance had certainly weakened my composure. "Sorry," I said. "So what do you want me to do?"
 
   Ramón pulled out another cigarette and lit it. "Before I go any further, I need to let you know that you don't have to do this if you don't want to. You can just leave and be done with it."
 
   "Roland said his people would find me," I said. 
 
   "Is that so?" he asked. Smoke was again filling the air.
 
   "I don't really know what it meant, but I didn't like it." 
 
   This day just kept getting more and more interesting. Did I really want to do this? In a way, this was like being the ultimate reporter. I was literally disguising myself to get a story. Was this the moment I'd been working toward my whole life? I almost didn't like that I was being given a choice.
 
   "Well, if you stay, it could be dangerous," he said after exhaling his smoke toward the ceiling. "I just want you to know that right now. But you could be an invaluable resource, please believe me."
 
   Danger. International crime. Drugs. Sex trafficking. I felt like I was watching a TV crime drama and an entire season was being compressed into one episode, one fat, bulging, content stuffed episode. Will Marisa be able to take down a multi-billion dollar crime syndicate? Find out this week in the thrilling beginning and conclusion!
 
   "Give me a light," I said as I grabbed a cigarette. Ramón obliged. I took a quick drag like I'd watched him do—and promptly started coughing. He started laughing.
 
   "Cut that out," he said. He snatched the cigarette out of my hand and put it out in the ashtray. My eyes watered and my lungs burned. Stupid.
 
   "Water, please," I begged.
 
   Ramón walked out to fulfill my request. Had I really thought that smoking for the first time ever would calm my nerves?
 
   He returned with two cups this time, one with coffee, and one with water. "I hope you can handle both of these." His snide grin still remained intact after returning. I snatched up the water and gulped it down at once. Ah, relief at last!
 
   "I'll do it," I said, slamming the styrofoam cup down on the desk. The bottom cracked and had I not finished all the water inside, it would have spilled all over the table. A few tiny drops escaped.
 
   "You're sure?" he said quizzically.
 
   I sat in silence for a couple of moments considering my options. Roland had already told me I couldn't leave, and honestly, after this whole Ramón thing, I believed him. Somebody would drag me back, even if I was kicking and screaming. They were asking me to go undercover, to uncover the things that I had originally hoped to discover on my own. It was the old me, the me that I had perfected for years. Now I just had to make sure I was a good actor too. Could I do it?
 
   I bit my lip and caught myself before it started to hurt. "Yes," I said.
 
   "All right. Let's talk about the plan then. You've got to understand one key thing here: Roland's got one foot inside one of the largest, most legitimate businesses in the world. His other foot is deeply embedded in a world of crime. It's hard to figure out which is which sometimes."
 
   "So who were the people at the StarChem annual thing?" I asked. "Were those all severely well-dressed criminals?"
 
   "Maybe in their own weird ways," Ramón said quietly. "But no, those people were all legit. He takes money from legitimate investors and turns it around in black market dealings. Huge returns that he can launder through StarChem. And how can we touch him? It's the biggest chemical company in the country. It would take weeks just to collect the stuff that would then take years to sort out before we even came close to having anything we could actually use in a court of law."
 
   Ramón gave me an overview that made a lot of sense. The most important part of this was that I remained close to Roland, something that didn't surprise me at all. Yes, that meant I still had to sleep with him, even though the idea seemed weirder than ever. Yep, I had to take one for the team. I was like the wife that was testifying against her own husband.
 
   Sometime in the near future, Roland was supposed to be carrying out a huge scale drug and weapons deal, one that could only be stopped if I could provide information that linked him directly to it or placed him at the scene of the crime. Roland had countless organizations formed to make his illegal operations as invisible as possible—the other reason why I needed to work from the inside. This deal had been in the works for years, a direct involvement with criminal organizations in Eastern Europe. Roland had probably paid off every law enforcement agency from here to Europe to ensure that this all went down.
 
   "A number of his competitors have fallen ill and died under mysterious circumstances," Ramón had said. "He's ruthless, but professional."
 
   I needed to remain close and piece together the puzzle the best I could. Each week going forward I'd meet with Ramón and fill him in on what I'd found. I was already aware that this could go on for months if that's how long it took to get the information—or it could be over in a week. There was just no guarantee. He also gave me a pen that had a GPS tracker embedded inside of it. Just an inconspicuous ink pen that I could keep in my purse. "Not perfect," he said, "but it's a backup."
 
   I would not be allowed to leave until they pulled me out after this, unless I was in a position of incredible danger. I understood that rule maybe too well.
 
   Ramón had me back within an hour or so of me leaving the building for "lunch." He dropped me off near where I had gotten in the van. I walked the rest of the way and wisely used the time to sort out my thoughts.
 
   My slow approach to the building was filled with fear and growing anticipation, but I realized I just had to suck it up and go for it. Who knows how long I would have stuck around on my own anyhow. I just knew a little more than I did before—and had a totally rearranged set of goals. I felt like I was about to attack a fortress, to penetrate and destroy it from the inside. Maybe I was being a bit overdramatic.
 
   I walked back into my office—I couldn't help but feel like I was clad in an expensive Marisa disguise—and set down my purse. The whole building suddenly looked so different to me. Did any of these people really know what they were up to? I assumed some did and others did not. It was a place that had been totally redefined for me. Two hands gripped my shoulders and startled me. I turned around with a scream.
 
   "Frederic!" I said, exasperation in my voice. "God, you scared me!"
 
   He was grinning from ear to ear. "Feeling better? Where'd you go for lunch?"
 
   "Huh?" I said. "Feeling better?"
 
   "Your family dog," he said with a frown. "I hope you didn't already forget about it.
 
   Shit. Had I already blown it? "Yeah, yeah," I feel better. "I just met a friend for coffee at some place downtown."
 
   "You didn't meet Ramón, did you?" His expression was cold.
 
   I felt my legs weakening at once. I dropped to the chair as if it was intentional. Get yourself together, Marisa. "Ramón?" I asked. "Why the hell would I see that scumbag?" What did he know about the real Ramón?
 
   "Are you sure?" He shifted his weight from one foot to the other.
 
   "Yes! You really think I'd go see him?"
 
   "He's always after our secrets—and he's smart. I'd hate for you to wind up involved with such a loser. I won't say anything..."
 
   "No!" I said. "I didn't see Ramón and that's that." I felt a lot better after he continued with the whole former partner business. That was obviously the image that Ramón was trying to portray.
 
   "Relax!" He kissed my cheek. "I was just teasing. Don't sweat it."
 
   "Yeah, it's just the dog thing," I said.
 
   "Sure. Losing a pet is no good." As usual, he looked at his cell phone and then prepared to leave. "I've got to be on my way though. I'll see you later."
 
   I gave him an awkward wave and turned back to my desk. There were piles and piles of manifests. As I'd noticed before, some items vanished during the week and were replaced by the final shipment days. It was suspicious—this was probably exactly where illegal transactions were taking place—but I didn't know how far I should dig into it here since Frederic had already noticed my snooping the first time. I would have to give it some thought.
 
   By the end of the day, I didn't want to leave. I was nervous about facing Roland, nervous that he somehow tracked me. Ramón claimed that the metal detector would have picked up any chips that could have been implanted under my skin to track my whereabouts, but still I was weary. There was no choice, however. The car awaited me.
 
   I shut off the lights in my office and headed outside. As usual, my ride was there. I climbed inside and once again braced myself to head directly back into Roland's world. When I arrived in the driveway, there was a silver BMW parked there, one that I hadn't seen before. Honestly, Roland knew so many people that it was nearly impossible to keep track of them.
 
   When I stepped onto the porch, a bald man in a leather jacket stepped out and walked past me like I wasn't even there. He hopped in his sports car and drove off before I had even stepped inside. This was my big moment, the time when the show really began.
 
   "Who was that?" I asked as I walked in. Roland was standing there in the living room in actual clothes for the first time since the big company event. As usual, he didn't look surprised to see me.
 
   "Curious, are we?" he asked. "That's my friend Lukas." He crept toward me and wrapped his arm around my waist.
 
   "How do you even keep track of all of them?" Oh shit, my heart was pounding. This was all so normal, but now that I knew what I knew, I felt like I was on stage in front of half of the world. Stay cool.
 
   "Pet, you're a little worked up, aren't you? Relax." Roland spun me around and started to massage my shoulders, his hands expertly kneading away all of the tension I was holding there. 
 
   "Oh my god," I remarked. "That feels so nice." It felt like betrayal—but it felt good.
 
   "Busy day today, pet? They say you're doing well at the office."
 
   "They? Who is they?" I felt my heart start to flutter again and so I took a deep breath.
 
   "My! You are worked up." His hands glided down my back, rubbing in circles that made me further appreciate his prowess. They started to wander toward the front of me. "I think I know what you need." His erection pressed against my butt.
 
   "But Roland," I whined. I was freshly conflicted. Morally, I didn't want to do any of this, but the greater good required that I did—temporarily, at least. Interesting. "Right now? I just got home."
 
   "Is something the matter, pet? Usually you're so eager."
 
   Damnit! He was right. If I was going to ensure that he didn't suspect anything, I'd have to maintain business as usual. I was so tense because I was trying not to get aroused, trying so hard to not fall under his spell. His fingers were sliding under the elastic waistband of my panties and crawling against the soft curls on my mound. I knew exactly where this was headed.
 
   And then he was stroking my clit and I was purring, my cares melting away as if I'd never experienced a thing. Maybe I wouldn't really have to try...
 
   "You can't fool me," he said, his breath tickling against the nape of my neck. He kissed me there several times as his fingers eased into my wetness. By that point, it wasn't just wetness—it was a wet heat, moisture that was scorching. His body started to inch me toward the couch, the location that satisfied his apparent requirement of closest.
 
   Roland stayed behind me the whole time, a fact I appreciated because it meant I wasn't looking him in the eyes. His breath started to come quicker as he bent me forward onto the cushions and pulled down my skirt with the fingers that were previously inside of me. "God, this ass," he remarked. He took my panties away like they were something that annoyed him, an unnecessary obstacle that was keeping him from his prize. He kissed each cheek with admiration, delicately peppering that soft flesh with a dollop of saliva 
 
   From beneath, he slid his fingers into me again, ensuring that he brushed against my throbbing clit with each in and out motion. I was pulsing against his hand, my nerves firing with excitement as my body craved him. All of my previous inhibitions were lost in the moment as desire clouded my mind like a drug. Sometimes I worried that I might overdose on Roland.
 
   I heard that unmistakable sound of Roland unzipping his pants and then the clink as the metal button struck the floor. His hardened length crept between my ass checks as he proceeded to tempt me, to make me beg for it. "You remember this couch, pet? The first time I fucked you here?"
 
   "Yes," I whined. I could feel those tiny twitches in his erection every time his heart beat. His hand pressed into the space between my shoulder blades and forced me against the couch until I was lined up with his cock.
 
   "You were so curious back then," he said. "So pure." He lightly caressed my ass with his other hand—such a gentle and thoughtful move—and then penetrated me all at once. I let out a gasp that was muffled by the couch. "Oh god," he remarked. "Such a sweet little pussy."
 
   He felt so big, bigger than usual for no obvious reason—perhaps it was just because there was a tinge of aggression in his movements. I cried out as his hips started to swing, our juices coalescing inside of me. "Yet, pet," he moaned, "you've learned so much now."
 
   Roland slammed into me with relentless fervor, the sound of his thighs slapping my backside almost as loud as the continuous groans he produced. In a way, I felt like he was forcing me to relive our introduction, our consummation of the relationship. I had originally slept with him only because I sought to advance my career, a vulnerable woman in a very vulnerable position. Now when we did this, it was like we couldn't resist, our bodies screaming until we finally gave in.
 
   I was pressed against the couch, continuing to tell my secrets directly to the cushions. Saliva pooled beneath my lips. "Now you understand my world," he cried out, "and I'm so deep in yours too." The words sent chills up my spine. He was completely in control.
 
   Every thrust shook me like an earthquake. The walls of my pussy clenched around him, tightening as if it would entice him to go even deeper into my womb. This was the very thing that I had been so frightened about after meeting with Ramón—and now I could barely think straight.
 
   "I took you, pet," I growled. "I made you mine! I showed you things you'd never experienced before." Every word was accentuated by a thrust, like it was the only way he could speak to me. I was quickly approaching bliss, my climax so close now. My fingers clenched the cushions around me for support. Roland just kept going faster and faster.
 
   "God, I fucked you right here, right here," he said. "You were in a trance." The sounds of sex filled the room. I couldn't last much longer. He angled his body forward and shoved me even harder against the couch with his hands. And with that, he started to explore even deeper. I lost it.
 
   "Roland!" I screamed, my words simultaneously begging for mercy and for him to ravage me. Time became a blur as my senses were overwhelmed. My whole cheek was moist from saliva now. I kept screaming out repeatedly as he had his way with me.
 
   His cock began twitching inside of me and then I felt him tense up like he'd suddenly been filled with electricity. "Yes!" he shouted. There was nothing I could have done about it anyway. Cum shot into me in huge bursts, his back arching every time he released it. It kept the fire burning inside of me until he was spent. His climaxes were something I'd learned to love very much. They were so visceral, so unrefined and raw.
 
   Roland collapsed onto my clothed back after he was finished, his orgasm seeming to outlast mine by mere seconds. He kept me there at that angle, still embedded deeply inside of me, like he was still holding the reins. "You know, I didn't trust you one bit when you came here," he said. "I thought you were undercover for somebody. I thought you came here to end all of this...extravagance."
 
   Sickness swelled inside of me, a blackness that I swore was oozing right out of my pores. If he could have seen my face in that moment, he would have seen a look of terror that would have given me away in an instant. What the hell?
 
   "Roland, what are you talking about?"
 
   "I thought someone sent you in here. I tested you. I broke your will," he said.
 
   Thankfully, I had a reason for my heartbeat to be so high. I had no idea where he was going with this. Did he know about my meeting with Ramón? Was this just random? "I'm not—"
 
   "Pet, I know far more than you think I do." His voice had taken on a far more sinister tone. I was more frightened than I'd ever been in my life, his erection still inside me, his weight keeping me against the couch like I was a prisoner. I fought not to reveal myself, to blurt out some lie that would confuse him—and me—even more.
 
   "Roland, I—" I really believed that I was about to wind up dead somehow, right here in this room.
 
   "I'm ready to bring you inside, pet. You're the only one that's made it this far. However, that requires a test of loyalty. If you succeed, you'll truly be by my side."
 
   I let out a massive sigh that would have been a dead giveaway in any other situation. "Wow, Roland, that's such an honor," I said softly. He pulled out and sat down next to me on the couch. Suddenly, I could see the light at the end of the tunnel—I would get the information Ramón needed. It felt like it was set in stone now. He was lessening my fears.
 
   "Soon," he said. He kissed my cheek and then stood up. "An Irish coffee?" he asked. "Like old times?"
 
   "Absolutely," I said. Despite his sudden intensity, Roland was being sweet again.
 
   He smiled and walked into the kitchen. I let out another enormous sigh and pulled up my panties.
 
   I sat there and suddenly recalled an event from my past that seemed painfully relevant, even more so because I had happened to say the lie about my family dog dying earlier.
 
    Growing up, my dad had done his best with gifts for my mom, sometimes enlisting the help of his mother to decide on what to get. I didn't remember it well—I was maybe 5-years-old at the time—but our dog died and it really affected my mom. So, for my mother's birthday the following year, my dad decided to go out of his way to do something really special for her—he would surprise her with a puppy, and her cute little daughter would present it to her.
 
   My dad and I picked one out for my mom and waited until it was old enough to leave the litter. We put the puppy in a box with a blanket and my dad did a really haphazard wrapping job, mostly because we didn't want to leave it in there more than a couple of minutes. Anyhow, the plan was to, you know, surprise her with the puppy. She'd open the box and it would jump out and lick her face. It would be like the typical feel-good family movie and she'd be so thankful.
 
   Everything was in place—I didn't remember this perfectly, but I've relived it through my parents' words on more than one occasion—and I took the puppy in the box and carried it toward my mom, clad in the cutest pink dress I had. She was sitting in our living room, totally oblivious to what was going on. 
 
   At that age, I tried pretty hard to keep secrets, but I really wasn't very good at it. When warm yellow liquid started streaming from one of the corners of the box, I started screaming, unable to contain myself. No, I wouldn't be able to keep this secret.
 
   My mother had jumped up and run toward me, terrified of what was going on. Honestly, she didn't know that we had been arranging any of this. To her, I looked like a victim of chemical warfare, her daughter dosed with anthrax and about to die and—
 
   "Hon, what's the matter?" she had shouted, yanking the box out of my hands and tossing it onto the floor. Her expression of fear was the thing that I remembered most about the event.
 
   "The puppy peed on me!" I had screamed. And that folks, was the death of the surprise.
 
   My mom just about had a second heart attack after realizing she had thrown a box with a puppy in it onto the floor immediately following what she thought was a terrorist attack on her daughter. It was a similar experience for my dad. He later told me about how everything went into slow motion, how he just froze up, unable to make a decision. He could spoil the surprise and protect his daughter, or just try to keep quiet. Inaction had won in the end.
 
   Thankfully, the puppy was just fine. We had padded the box so much that the puppy barely had any space to move. The fall was fully cushioned. When my mom opened the box, the puppy did jump out, but we had to give it a bath after its accident. Things could have turned out a hell of a lot worse.
 
   That dog survived until I graduated college, a beagle that had been everything my family could have wanted. It was strange that I had re-invoked the memory of the dog right before I had to keep a secret again. Only this time, the secret was a million times greater and the repercussions a million times more serious.
 
   A test of loyalty. What could that possibly mean? I know I had only been a child during the puppy incident, but it still seemed so fresh in my mind. If faced with a ton of stress and discomfort, could I possibly keep myself together? What would I do if he made me do something questionable or illegal? Could I really keep my lips sealed under duress?
 
   I wiped my face clean of any expression just before Roland returned to the kitchen. Neutral. "Here you are, pet," he said. I took a big sip and smiled. Nostalgia washed over me as the warmth and sweetness of the drink danced along my taste buds.
 
   "This is so good," I said. I could barely contain myself. Oh yes, I was excited for the alcohol to kick in.
 
   "I always loved that look of enjoyment on your face when you took the first sip," Roland said. "The virgin sip." He smiled, revealing the slight wrinkles in his face. Still no noticeable grey in his hair. Honestly, since I arrived, he looked like he had aged at least a tiny amount. I guess this sort of business did that to you. I wonder if I looked any different...
 
   I sipped quietly while Roland chatted aimlessly, his thoughts wandering from art, to music, to business, to old family vacations. I added what I could, but sometimes it was tough to relate to such luxury and privilege. Roland's tale about wrecking his sports car during high school was no different than if he said he'd spent his childhood on the moon—I just had no basis to compare my own life to that at all. 
 
   Sure, I'd gotten in a car accident shortly after getting my license. It had been traumatic and something that had made me car-less for most of high school. I think most kids dealt with something like that growing up. The only difference was, I—and the majority of the planet's kids—didn't get an even better car after crashing the first one. Most folks got a verbal spanking that stuck with them for a long time—and hopefully served as a valuable lesson about responsibility. The only slap Roland got was a high-five from his father. The story told volumes to me about him.
 
   All of that aside, he still had smidge of childish innocence to him, one that hadn't been forcibly extracted by the pressures of the real world. Money had solved all of Roland's problems—well, and power. Stress was certainly something he dealt with on a daily basis, but his stress was also very different than what most people dealt with. He was apparently deciding where/how to ship drugs and people to different places. Who to silence, and who to promote. When I first started my career, it was questions like how do I pay my rent this month, and how am I going to eat?
 
   Roland suddenly being nicer and wanting to trust me with more inevitably triggered feelings of happiness and satisfaction, even though I was working to bring his empire down. I had to fight the urge to really like him, to keep things as artificial and manipulative as possible. I needed to proudly wear my false face.
 
   The rest of that night was pretty positive, and despite the fact that I was certain that we'd get interrupted—I was hoping for it actually, hoping someone would walk in and say "Here's the evidence you need! Go home and enjoy yourself!" loud and clear—nothing actually happened. We had a good meal and got a little tipsy on wine I'd never be able to afford again in my life.
 
   After Roland had left me for the evening, I went upstairs and scribbled in my journal. I wanted to capture my feelings about his past in the pages, to try and remember all of this in the future. Yes, and I was thankful that he hadn't busted me immediately after I had come from meeting with an FBI agent. I wrote about that in the vaguest detail possible, just in case my journal was discovered.
 
   Ramón had told me that this whole process could take weeks, months even. I had no idea how deep I'd have to go, how far into my character's mind I'd have to dig. It was obvious to me that if Roland was going to allow me inside, I'd have to evolve with the scenario. He trusted me for some reason, at least as far as I could tell. I mean, he blatantly said that, so hopefully it wasn't just another manipulative move in his real-life chess game.
 
   Working became very difficult for the few days after my meeting with Ramón. My mind was working in overtime, assuming that any inconsistency was exactly what I was looking for, the missing piece of the puzzle, the key that would unlock all of the doors. Suddenly I had become sort of a bitch, the office manager that no one could stand. I was double-checking everything and asking people for answers they couldn't possibly give. It didn't last long, however.
 
   "Marisa," came Frederic's voice from behind me. I hadn't seen him much since the day I met with Ramón.
 
   I spun around in my chair to face him. "Hi, Frederic," I said.
 
   "Listen," he whispered. Before continuing he turned and closed the door, grabbing it before it slammed and gently closing it. His voice regain its volume. "People here aren't very happy with how aggressive you've been. Is everything all right?"
 
   Frankly, I was floored at first because I had more or less lost my mind, I guess. I was in that determined state of mind, the one where I wouldn't stop for anything. It was the old Marisa rearing its ugly head and causing problems.
 
   "I'm...sorry," I said. "I guess I got carried away.
 
   "It's okay," he said, obviously noticing he had startled me. "This is a team that's been assembled for a long time. They have a code, a way of doing things that supersedes anything that you've been taught. Technically, you're in charge. However, the way they do things is above your authority, all right?"
 
   "Yeah," I muttered, feeling depressed. I was just glad it was Frederic scolding me and not Roland. He didn't punish, he taught.
 
   The more I talked to Frederic, the more I wondered if he was actually lying to me. When I had told him about the murder stuff, he had been surprised. Was that fake? Just a put-on? He apparently knew about at least some Roland's illicit activities—did he really know the full extent of his business? For some unexplainable reason, I trusted him over Roland. It was just a vibe, nothing else. I liked the way it felt.
 
   "Things are going to change around here," he said. "I'll tell you more about it later."
 
   "What do you mean?" I asked. "Business stuff?" I realized that I might be living one of the most significant moments of my life.
 
   "It's an evolution of business," Frederic said. "Some loose ends will be tied, and then it's time to move on."
 
   "Do I need to do something for this?" I wasn't sure if I should tell him about Roland's offer to bring me inside after a test of loyalty. I decided I wouldn't say anything just yet.
 
   "No, Marisa. Just relax for now. I'll keep you informed of the details." Frederic looked like a man that was weighed down by something heavy, a secret the size of the world.
 
   As much as I assumed this was all about Roland, the fact that he hadn't actually been mentioned at all raised my alerts. Was I in the middle of something and didn't realize it? I wanted to run screaming to Ramón, but it wasn't time for that yet. It had only been four days since I'd met with him and there were still a couple more to go. Honestly, there wasn't that much to say yet. My information would arrive soon, though.
 
   That night when I arrived home, Roland informed me that I'd be taking tomorrow off—but that it wouldn't be to relax.
 
   "We have a dear friend to meet with," he said.
 
   "A friend?"
 
   "Yes," he said. "I have a gift for him and you'll be the sexy little woman that delivers it."
 
   "What?" I asked, mildly taken aback.
 
   "This is your test of loyalty," he said. "It takes place tomorrow. It won't necessarily be easy. Hard doesn't seem like the right word either. I have a relationship with this fellow, but it's not the best. I hope that an offering will clear things up." He smiled at me. "You just need to be strong, okay?"
 
   "Yeah, sure," I said. Confidence seemed to be escaping me, probably because he had caught me off-guard. "Do I have to do something or just drop something off?"
 
   "He'll probably pressure you to do something, but you're just there to leave him with my gift of the financial variety." He pulled out a cigar from his robe pocket and lit it up. I always found it amusing that he had a robe with pockets—and actually used the pockets.
 
   "Okay," I said quietly. Was this the big event Ramón had prompted me about? All I could think about was calling him somehow, even from inside the mansion.
 
   "Will you join me for dinner?" he said with sincerity.
 
   "Uh, I'd like to exercise first," I said.
 
   "Sure, have at it." He smiled and kissed my cheek. "I'll be in my office."
 
   I fought to contain my nervous excitement as I climbed the stairs. When I got into my room, I pulled my phone out and tossed my purse on the floor. In the recently called list was Ramón's number, sitting there with no name attached, just a lonely series of digits floating amongst the rest of my contacts. My finger sat on the call button like it was the trigger on a gun, my body ready to fire—
 
   "No!" I said to myself. I had to be smarter than this. At the very least, I needed to assume that my room was bugged, that Roland could somehow listen to me. Even if it wasn't the case, I needed to be more cautious. However, I had to make this call. There was no way I could just let this all happen tomorrow without Ramón's input.
 
   I decided that I needed to create a distraction. Dressed in my workout clothes, I went into the mini-gym area and turned on the stereo loud enough that it would create background noise, yet permit me to talk on the phone. I had to do this, yes, there was no debate about it.
 
   The green button pressed, I held my breath and waited for Ramón to answer. I sat down in the corner furthest from the stereo.
 
   "Yes?" I heard.
 
   "I think it might be happening!" I said excitedly.
 
   "Where are you?" he asked. "What's that racket?"
 
   "I'm at the mansion. It's a diversion," I said, half whispering, half shouting.
 
   "You shouldn't be doing this!" I had expected him to scold me and here it was. Time to give him what he's looking for.
 
   "Tomorrow he wants me to meet some guy and give him money. I don't know what to do."
 
   There was silence for a moment. "Do you know where it is?" he asked.
 
   "No idea. Roland is taking me there tomorrow." Another pause.
 
   "Just do it," he said. "This is probably part of the larger deal, but not the deal itself. Try to remember names and just keep calm. If you can tip me off somehow, I can try to be nearby. Otherwise, we'll catch up soon." The line clicked off.
 
   I set the phone down on the floor and just sat there for a second, trying to figure out if Roland was going to bust into the room, literal guns blazing and shoot me to death. Nothing happened. One deep breath later, I was standing up and approaching the treadmill.
 
   You're too paranoid, Marisa. 
 
   I ran like I was fleeing, escaping from prison or something. Determination surged in me as my feet pounded against that belt. The fact that Roland hadn't suddenly appeared had eased my mind and gave me a quickly fleeting sense of accomplishment—because I still had to do whatever tomorrow. No, I wasn't off the hook yet.
 
   It had been such a short amount of time since I first met with Ramón, and I was so ready to get this over. Why couldn't crime just happen when I wanted it to? The question was silly, but still I thought about it.
 
   After finishing my workout, I showered and headed downstairs. We had a peaceful dinner, but it was difficult for me to relax with all of the uncertainty about tomorrow spiraling around in my brain.
 
   "Is there a problem, pet?" he asked.
 
   "Just nervous," I admitted. I wasn't going to keep that from him, and at the very least, it served as a distraction from my ulterior motives.
 
   "You'll be just fine. I promise. You're just doing me a favor."
 
   "Yeah, that's what I'm worried about," I said, nervous laughter flooding forth.
 
   "Let's have a toast, all right? To calm my dear pet." He aggressively opened a bottle of champagne, the cork shooting toward the ceiling, the stream erupting like a fountain. It splashed his robe. "Oh dear." His laughs echoed in the large dining hall.
 
   I couldn't help myself and laughed until my eyes were watering. A spark of madness arose inside of me. After the stream finally started to subside, he poured me a glass and spilled even more on the table. "Are we actually going to get to drink any of that?" I said snidely.
 
   "This is just for spilling," he said. "I use only the finest."
 
   I giggled and took a sip. "It's good!" Somehow, this was softening me up, mostly because I wasn't expecting it at all. Even though there were bigger forces at play, I figured it was okay to laugh and smile sometimes. I was trying to be undercover as a human, not as an alien.
 
   "To our future!" Roland said. He clinked his glass against mine even before I could put in the effort. Even more spilled.
 
   "Roland!" I complained. Some of it had spilled on me. I grabbed my napkin and scrambled to soak it all up. "This is a catastrophe."
 
   "I couldn't have said it better, pet." With a look of determination, he chugged his glass and then grabbed the bottle to give it another shot. He succeeded. Not a drop spilled. "See, I told you I could do it."
 
   "That's one out of three," I said. "Not the best odds. I could definitely do better."
 
   He slid another unopened bottle of champagne over. "Go ahead then."
 
   I worked slowly, but I got the cork out and gave him the cockiest smile I could muster. "Just for you, Roland."
 
   My grins were met by his playful frown, his mouth looking as if it had literally been turned upside down. It was actually proving to be a fun, relaxing night for both of us. But moments like these just reminded me of how far Roland could go, just how much he could change himself to adapt to any situation. Here we were drinking and having a good time while millions of dollars went from place to place in the background—and people vanished entirely. Honestly, the alcohol did wonders in helping me to forget about such heavy thoughts.
 
   We sat around and drank like that until we'd both had far more than we should have. Wobbly and with the world spinning, I stumbled up the stairs to my room at the end of the night, totally unaware that this would prove to be the last real night of innocence, the last night of my vague suspicions that still couldn't be verified. As of right now, my hands were clean—and that was about to change very suddenly and without adequate warning.
 
   No, I couldn't think about it now. I was drunk. Tomorrow, Marisa. Tomorrow...
 
    
 
   TO BE CONTINUED...
 
    
 
   ###
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

A Word from the Author: 
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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?
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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?
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   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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