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        Gray

      

      

      

      I chuckle slightly into my glass as yet another Blondie song comes blaring from the jukebox. Apparently, someone in this place is hell-bent on playing the band’s entire catalog tonight. The headache that starts to beat in time to the music makes me wonder why the fuck I left my home anyway.

      Oh yeah, I think glumly.

      I’ve been feeling lonely lately.

      Penn hasn’t talked to me in days and Aiden won’t look at me anymore. Not that he can, or that she wants to, but that’s not the point.

      I shoot back what’s left of my whiskey, slam the glass on the bar top, then throw some money on the sticky, wooden surface. I don’t know how much my bill is, but I’m sure that a few twenty-dollar bills will cover it, plus the tip. I have to get out of here, and even though I have no intention of going straight home, I just don’t want to drink anymore or listen to the same fucking music over and over.

      On the way to the door, though, I make a small detour toward the jukebox, and when I reach it, I pull the power chord out of the wall with such force, that the socket pops out with it too.

      “Tough guy,” someone calls out, clapping loudly.

      I don’t bother looking in the direction of the voice. No one here has my attention and being a smart ass isn’t something that will get me to react.

      Not after living with Penn and Aiden for as long as I have.

      I roll my neck on my shoulders as I step out into the cool, night air and light a cigarette. I don’t have any friends in this fucking place, nor do I want any, but it would be nice to have someone to tell my woes to once in a while.

      The only two people that ever meant anything to me aren’t happy as one and I don’t know what to do.

      If I tear them apart, they’ll die. It’s how I designed them when I put them together, and it was such a tedious task to handle because I didn’t want to pick one over the other.

      “Did that make you feel good?”

      I turn my eyes slightly to see one of the most handsome men I’ve ever seen in my life, smirking at me with his hands buried deep into his pockets.

      “Because I was enjoying the tunes,” he continues as his eyes travel up and down my body.

      It’s strange how exposed the way he’s looking at me makes me feel. Almost like I’m a meal he wants to devour.

      “Silent type?” he continues as he sucks his teeth and rolls his eyes. “That’s fine, I can do the talking for both of us if you want me to.”

      I sigh and his smirk widens.

      “Do you think it’s strange that I sometimes like to fuck pretty boys?” he asks me, the look on his face becoming slightly creepy. He’s trying to get a rise out of me and I’m going to do my damnedest not to let it happen.

      I shrug indifferently and shake my head. “I don’t know. That’s not my place to say.”

      He chuckles and clicks his tongue against his teeth, as he crosses his arms over his chest and sizes me up. “You’re not intimidated by me are, you?” he inquires through narrowing eyes.

      “Not in the least,” I reply evenly.

      “Good, that means you’re fun then,” he reasons as the smirk on his lips widens into a half-grin. “And I like having fun.”

      A long-suffering sigh escapes me when it dawns on me that it’s not going to be as easy to get rid of him as I hoped. I give him a once over and wonder what in the hell someone that looks like him could possibly want with me—besides the obvious, which he’s already bluntly stated.

      “I’m sure there are way more entertaining people to choose from back inside,” I finally say, nodding toward the entrance of the bar.

      “Not interested in what’s in there,” he says, his eyes focusing on me dangerously. “I’d much rather see what you’ve got to offer.”

      “Listen,” I bark, finally losing my temper and pointing a finger at him, “I didn’t come out tonight to take anyone home. I want to be left alone, and if you can’t figure that out by now, then it’s not my problem. Leave me the hell alone.”

      I turn on my heel instantly, hands shoved deep into my pockets, cigarette hanging from my lips, and keep my head low as I start to make my way down the street. I’m not going home yet—I can’t, but it doesn’t mean that I have to stand around and trade “pleasantries” with … whatever his name happened to be.

      This can’t be happening to me, I think miserably as I hear the sound of footsteps closing in behind me.

      “So, listen,” he says conversationally as he falls into step beside me, “I get that I can be kind of overbearing, and sometimes I say shit that I probably shouldn’t, but you can’t have fun unless you’re willing to be bold—know what I mean?”

      Instead of answering him, I quicken my pace but somehow, the bastard is managing to keep up with me. I wish Aiden was here; she would have knocked that grin off his face the moment she saw how much he’s annoying me.

      “That being said,” he continues as we cross the street in unison, “I’m not from around here obviously, so it’s not like we’ll ever see each other again. Besides, I’ve got a boy at home and he’d probably be pissed if he found out anyway,” he finishes with a laugh.

      A boy? I’m sure you do, you weird fuck.

      “Do you have someone? Is that why you’re being so stagnant?” he asks curiously. I clear my throat and stop walking. He takes a few steps ahead of me before he realizes that I’m not next to him anymore, then laughs good-naturedly. “Sneaky,” he chides with a smile.

      “Yes and no,” I reply quietly.

      “It’s one of those complicated relationships, huh. It’s cool man, I totally get it. I could tell you a story about complications that would probably make your head spin,” he remarks with an eye roll.

      “It’s not complicated,” I say softly. “They both love me. Or at least they used to.” I sigh heavily and run a hand over my face. I’ve sighed so much at this point that I’m starting to wonder if I sound like a deflating balloon. “Can you just leave me alone, please? I’m not in the mood to pretend like everything is great.”

      The handsome man with the devilish features arches an eyebrow incredulously. “If this is your version of pretending things are great, I’d hate to see when they’re bad.”

      I smile.

      Despite the overwhelming need and want to be alone right now, I smile.

      “Lakyn Meyer,” he says triumphantly as he holds out his hand.

      I shake my head and chuckle as I take it in mine and initiate a firm shake.

      “Gray Talbot.”
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      Gray.

      I nod when he lets go of my hand and look down the street for a moment. I have to tear my eyes away from him so he doesn’t see the intent starting to form. I will admit that I like his name, though. It’s not too often you come across people named after colors, and he’s my first Gray, so it could be a good night if he loosens up some.

      “I’m gonna go now, but it was nice to meet you, Lakyn,” he says with a small nod, as he tosses his smoke, and even smaller smile. His mind is telling him to walk away, but his heart is telling him that there’s a possibility of something here and I’m enjoying watching the two worlds inside of him collide.

      “Can I come?” I ask innocently.

      He sighs. “You don’t even know where I’m going.”

      “Destinations aren’t important,” I say with a shrug. “Besides, I’m more of a live for the moment kind of guy.”

      Gray’s jaw tightens and I have to do my best not to smirk. Getting to him is easy and it’s putting me in a good mood. Maybe if he’s a good boy, he’ll get to experience me wholly. And if he’s not … well, at the very least he’ll owe me a drink and some head. I’ve got the itch for him now and I’m not letting him out of my sight until it gets scratched. A grunt escapes him as he turns his back to me and starts walking again.

      So I do what anybody else would do.

      I continue my pursuit.

      “Anyway, who wants to spend the night alone, am I right?” I say as I fall into step beside him. “The possibilities are always endless when you find a partner in crime—whatever that crime may happen to be.”

      We cross the next street in silence and when he turns right, he almost bumps into me. I give him a grin and he responds with a glare. I don’t know why he wants to get rid of me—I’m a goddamn delight and he’ll find that out soon enough.

      He just has to be willing to give me a chance.

      “Do you live around here?” I ask, trying to keep the conversation going, but he continues his silence. “You know, you’re really starting to piss me off,” I snap. Deep breath, Lakyn. Use honey and not vinegar. “And I kinda like it, to be honest. The big, tall broody thing suits you.”

      He shakes his head.

      “How many tattoos do you have?”

      Gray clears his throat and walks a little faster.

      “Tell me about your girlfriend, then.”

      He turns to glance at me over his shoulder, the ever prominent glare on his face, and something clicks inside of me.

      “Or about your boyfriend?” I muse with a grin. “Is that what’s got you all hot and bothered? No, it can’t be entirely because you said they both love you. Hmm.”

      Unless.

      “Are you in one of those polyamorous, or whatever, relationships? I mean if you are, that’s pretty badass. You must be damn good in bed to be able to satisfy more than one hole,” I continue in appreciation. “So is it a guy and a girl? Two guys? I know it’s not two chicks; not the way your hand shook when we formally introduced ourselves to each other. I make you nervous, don’t I, Gray? It’s okay, not to suck my own dick or anything, but that happens a lot when I’m around.”

      “I bet,” he finally says in a subdued tone.

      I reach over and grab his arm to stop him from walking. Not because I care about anything other than he’s making it a little hard to keep up with him now, and I don’t want to pass out on the goddamn sidewalk. He slowly looks down at my hand gripping his forearm, then raises his eyes to me. It’s weird, but I can’t tell what’s going on inside of that beefcake brain of his.

      “Can we chill for a minute or two? I feel like I’m trying out for track or some shit with as fast as you’re going.”

      He clenches his jaw again, runs a hand over his face, then nods. I reach into my jeans pocket and pull out my pack of smokes, holding it out to him, and grinning when he takes one. If I learned anything at all from my time with Beatrix, is that something as simple as that is a surefire sign that he should be easy enough to manipulate.

      “Thanks,” he says quietly after I light his cigarette.

      “Don’t mention it,” I reply as I take a drag off my smoke. I toss the lighter into the pack, then slide it back into my pocket, and glance up at the night sky. “Ever wonder if anything else is out there?”

      “Like aliens?” he inquires curiously.

      I roll my eyes, “No. Like a higher being or something.”

      “No,” he says bluntly.

      “I never used to either, but I’ve seen some shit, you know?” I say as my mind wanders back to Trixie, Ichabod, and the Church. “Thankfully, you’ll never have to see that stuff. But I think what’s even more fucked up than not believing is seeing things that make you believe. In Heaven, in Hell, fuck if I know, but man there are some crazy people out there,” I mumble more to myself than him.

      He scoffs but doesn’t say anything else.

      “Yeah, I probably sound like some kind of zealot right now, right?” I ask with a forced laugh. “Ignore that, it happens once in a while. It comes with the territory, but sometimes I find myself remembering certain people in my life and it makes me think of home.”

      The silence between us tastes sour now. I ruined it by talking about something that’s usually considered off limits when making the acquaintance of someone new and I have to find a way to sweeten it again to get back into his good graces.

      “Anyway, are you into guys?”

      Gray takes a deep breath, lets it out in a rush and sizes me up for a moment before he answers me.

      “Yes.”

      “Right on, man,” I say with a nod. “Personally, I’m not into dick, but I don’t mind getting mine sucked. Regardless of what’s between anyone’s legs. Wanna have some fun?”

      “I want to go home,” he replies, his voice slightly whiny.

      “Me too; lead the way,” I say as I take a step closer to him, look into his eyes, and grin. “But remember the golden rule about strangers. You never know which one wants to slit your throat and swim in your fucking blood.”

      I watch the edge of his lip curl up as his eyes soften. He brings the cigarette up to his lips and when he pulls on it, his eyes light up behind the embers. Dangerous, damn near void, and completely fucking enticing.

      “Exactly,” he agrees softly.
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      I can’t believe he followed me home, I think in annoyance as I reach down and slip my hands underneath the gate. I use my strength to push it up, deciding that the back entrance would be safer than the staircase with this guy.

      “This whole place is yours?” he asks with a low whistle.

      “I share it,” I answer softly as I step aside to let him in.

      “Oh, right. With your boyfriend and girlfriend,” he muses as he walks in like he owns the fucking building.

      “She’s not my girlfriend,” I snap at him.

      He glances back at me with that damn look of triumph on his handsome face and I sigh yet again. He tricked me into admitting that I do have a boyfriend, and I have no doubt that he’s going to try to use it against me.

      Slippery fucker. Your luck will run out soon enough.

      “Whatever,” I shrug as I walk passed him, fishing for the keys in my pocket. I slide my fingers into my back pocket and roll my eyes wondering what possessed me to put them back there, but decide to dismiss it when Lakyn takes a step too close to me.

      I give him a dirty look.

      His grin widens.

      I shove the key in the lock and damn near knock the door off the hinges to get away from him.

      I stumble as I step inside my home, and his amused laughter ticks me off almost immediately again.

      “Don’t you have anywhere else you can be right now? Or at least someone else to make miserable?” I bark at him as he walks past me into my home.

      “Yeah, but not in this state. I’m just passing through looking for a good time before I head home to my friend,” he says, emphasizing the last word. I roll my eyes because it’s obvious to me that he doesn’t believe me when I tell him that Aiden isn’t my gal.

      Even in the state she’s in now, I would never take advantage of her. I love her way too much to destroy our friendship beyond repair. Although, I’m quite sure I already put a major fracture in what we had since I conjoined her with Penn.

      I just couldn’t choose one or the other.

      I wanted them both.

      Needed them both, and it was honestly the only way I knew how to keep them.

      Together.

      “Got anything to drink?” he asks as he wanders around the main floor.

      “Check the fridge,” I reply as I pull my jacket off and head into the living room. I toss it on the couch, kick my boots up on the coffee table, and turn the television set on. There’s no way in hell I’m going to let him go wandering off anywhere else in this building, so I guess this is where I’ll be entertaining my unwanted guest.

      “Here,” he says as he walks in and sits next to me. I glance over at him and take the beer he’s holding out to me with a nod, twist off the cap, and toss it onto the table near my boots.

      Lakyn clears his throat as he mimics my movements, then leans back against the couch and folds an arm behind his head.

      “So,” he begins conversationally. “Where are they?”

      “Where are who?” I ask him in a distracted tone.

      “Your fuck toys,” he replies as he raises the bottle to his lips and takes a healthy swig.

      I grit my teeth.

      Don’t let him get to you—that seems to be what gets him off.

      “I don’t have fuck toys,” I reply evenly.

      “Right. Me either,” he says with a chuckle, “but really. Where are they? I think it’d be nice to say hi and introduce myself.”

      “Not a chance in hell,” I snap at him.

      Lakyn grins.

      I groan.

      He wins this round again.

      “I’d much rather stay out here,” I say in a softer tone.

      “And watch TV? That’s boring, kid.”

      I run a hand back through my hair. I know what I can do to distract him from Penn and Aiden, but do I really want to do this right now?

      And with him?

      I clear my throat as I drop my boots from the coffee table, and place my beer down. I wipe the sweaty palms of my hands on my thighs before I turn my attention to him and rake a hand back through my hair.

      He’s still grinning and I want nothing more than to cave his fucking face in, but I wouldn’t be surprised if that gets him off too.

      “We don’t have to watch TV,” I say slowly. “There are other things we can do to pass the time.”

      Lakyn chuckles as he places his beer down on the table, and rubs his chin thoughtfully before he turns to glance at me.

      “Such as?” he asks, that damn grin still prominent on his face.

      I take a deep breath as I lean forward and press my lips against his.

      He chuckles again when I pull away, and I’m confused. I can’t tell if he enjoyed the kiss or thought I was stupid for trying.

      That is until he reaches over, puts a hand on the back of my neck, and pulls me toward him. Pressing his forehead against mine, he gently runs his tongue across my lips before he tells me what he wants.

      “Blow me.”
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      I fully understand why this man has a dick and a pussy hiding somewhere in this building. He’s damn good with his fucking mouth—maybe better than Ichabod—and the more he sucks on my cock, the more I feel like taking him home with me.

      Or maybe moving in.

      I’m sure Ich wouldn’t care if I disappeared for a while.

      “Goddamn,” I breathe as I rest a hand on the top of his head. He moves his mouth expertly up and down my shaft, his hand and tongue following his lips and I’m damn close to blowing my load in his mouth.

      Wonder if he’d mind, I think as I ball his hair in my fist.

      I bite my lower lip, grunt, and get ready to fill his mouth with my cum when he instinctively pulls away and uses his hand to finish me off.

      I let out a tired, but satisfied laugh when the white, sticky fluid coats his fingers, but then cock my head to the side and grin at him.

      “Cheater,” I tease him.

      “Sorry, man. The only person I let do that is Penn,” he replies with a shrug as he gets to his feet.

      I smirk.

      His boy’s name is Penn.

      I wonder if he’s some kind of rich bitch punk with a moniker like that.

      His face turns red when he realizes he’s given me information he probably didn’t want me to have, and he walks out of the living room with his shoulders a little slumped.

      The problem is that I’m not exactly done with him yet, and we’re gonna finish what he started.

      I get to my feet, pull my pants up around my hips, but don’t zip them up. I’d rather not waste time with that shit again. Not when I’m sure he’s got a damn fine ass that needs a good ramming.

      I wander around a little bit before I find Gray in the kitchen washing his hands. I suck my teeth as I walk over to him and slide an arm around his strong torso, turning him to face me.

      He raises an eyebrow as he uses a dish towel to dry his hands, then tosses it on the counter, resting his palms back against the sink.

      “Can I help you?” he asks in a stern tone.

      “Drop the tough guy act,” I tell him with a laugh. “If you were as badass as you’re pretending to be, you wouldn’t have just caved so easily.”

      “Why are you doing this to me?” he asks softly. “Wasn’t that enough?”

      I arch an eyebrow.

      This boy is about to learn a lesson the hard way.

      Nothing is ever enough for me, and he’s made the mistake of showing me a preview of what he can do.

      Now I want more, and he’s going to give it to me whether he likes it or not.

      “When was your last time, Gray?” I ask him, leaning forward and resting my lips on his neck. He’s sweating which means he’s nervous. It also means that he wants me more than he’s willing to admit.

      “Um …” he sucks in his breath when I slide a hand under his shirt. I’m impressed; his body is nothing like Ichabod’s. There’s no scar tissue that I can feel. No bumps from old tracks—nothing but the sign of discipline and hard work.

      Which also means he has stamina.

      Gray lowers his face toward mine and I can feel the heat of his breathing against my forehead. I glance up at him with a grin and see the hunger in his eyes.

      Guys are so easy to work up. Much easier than chicks, and while I’m not into dick, I don’t mind indulging once in a while.

      “Tell me what you want,” I whisper, grazing my lips against his. I use the arm that’s still wrapped around him to pull him closer, waiting for him to tell me that he wants me—because they all do—and continue to tease his torso with the tips of my fingers.

      “I want you …” he takes a shuddering breath.

      I know, I think with a smirk.

      “To fucking leave,” he finishes in a stronger tone, shoving me away.

      “What?”

      I look at him in shock.

      After the way he just swallowed my dick, how the hell could he possibly turn down what would obviously be the fuck of his lifetime?

      “But you just—”

      “To get you to leave,” he says, cutting me off.  “I already told you that I have someone and I’m not comfortable doing things with you that I can’t with him.”

      “Oh,” I say in realization. “So you can blow him but you can’t fuck him? How come? Something happen to him?”

      Gray sighs again as he turns and wedges his way out of my reach. He walks over to the window and glances up into the night sky before he turns his attention back toward me.

      “I’ve only ever fucked him once,” he explains giving me a meaningful stare. “And I decided when he wasn’t able to anymore, that I wouldn’t either.”

      I narrow my eyes at the man across the room from me. This kid is freaky, and something about him is starting to put me on edge, though I can’t quite place it yet.

      “Where is he?” I ask suspiciously.

      Gray shakes his head and chuckles. He lets out his breath in a whoosh, crosses his arms over his chest, then walks over to where I am. Stopping just short of knocking me over, he looks me in the eye for an unnerving moment, before his eyes wander up toward the ceiling.

      “Well, how about this,” I suggest, rubbing my chin thoughtfully. “We can go upstairs and ask him if it’s alright for me to fuck you, or I can just fuck you and he doesn’t have to know. I’m not much for gossip—I’m more of a facts kind of guy myself.”

      Gray sighs heavily as he raises his hands then lets them fall to his sides.

      “Let’s just get this over with,” he says quietly as he pushes past me and heads back toward the living room.

      While I will admit he’s made the smart choice, I have to wonder what is so special about this Penn and whoever the pussy happens to be that he’s willing to take one to keep me away from them.
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      We’re back on the couch. Lakyn is on top of me, crushing me with the weight of his kiss and need. He’s not a heavy guy by any means, but the way he’s trying to devour me whole right now means that I’m going to be in for one hell of a night.

      As long as I can keep his mind off Penn and Aiden, then I’ll do what I have to in order to keep them safe.

      I reach for his body, pull his shirt over his head, and let him toss it on the living room floor before he’s back to trying to basically eat my damn face with his kisses.

      He’s not bad at it.

      He just needs to learn that not everyone wants to fuck like an animal all the time.

      “Ease up,” I tell him with a laugh as I place my hands on his chest and give him a gentle shove.

      “What?” he asks in a breathy tone with a grin on his face. “You’re not one of those love makers, are you? Cause I’m not into nice and slow.”

      I smile despite the predicament I find myself in. “I don’t love you, Lakyn. There’s no way I can make love to someone I have no feelings for.”

      “Thank God,” he mutters with an eye roll as he pushes himself off me and gets comfortable at the other end of the couch. “Alright, now that we’ve got that clear, come over here and ride my dick.”

      I shake my head and look at him disapprovingly. “Don’t waste all that romance on me. You may not have any left for your guy when you get back home.”

      “He’s not my guy,” Lakyn barks as he shimmies out of his pants and boxers.

      I smirk.

      Seems that’s a touchy subject with him, and now I have information to use against him.

      “Now are you gonna come over here and let me fuck you or are we going to trade some more barbs?” he asks, running a hand back through his hair impatiently.

      He doesn’t know the importance of patience; of being in control. I bet a lot of Lakyn’s relationships are as fast and furious as he is, and something tells me that I’m not going to enjoy anything he’s about to do to me.

      Not that I would want to.

      He’s not Penn.

      I take a deep breath as I sit up, then move to my knees. Pulling off my shirt, I toss it somewhere near his, then move on the couch so I’m hovering just above him. He looks at me uncertainly as he palms his dick and begins to stroke himself.

      I glance down at his dick and have to fight the urge to be violent. I could always go down on him again and rip it off with my bare fucking teeth, but I think I’m out of supplies so I can’t really make anything out of him.

      He’d be wasted goods right now and I live by the adage of waste not, want not.

      “Take my pants off,” I tell him, leaning down, but keeping my lips just of reach of his. He looks frustrated, and I can tell that he doesn’t like being told what to do, but what Lakyn doesn’t understand right now is that I can easily snap his fucking neck anytime I want to.

      The only reason I haven’t yet is because of self-discipline. What I used to preach to Aiden when we would train is what I live by myself because I’m not a hypocrite.

      “Do you want to do this or not?” I ask him, leaning a little closer. Lakyn leans toward me and I pull back again, “then take my fucking pants off.”

      He gives me a dirty look but does as he’s told. I smirk when I realize that of the two of us, he obviously wants this much more than I do, and he’s willing to follow directions like a good little boy.

      He hooks his thumbs into my jeans and boxer briefs, pulling them down my thighs, then I slap his hands and push them off the rest of the way.

      He raises an eyebrow when my dick springs free, standing at attention, and probably bigger than he was expecting.

      It’s part of the reason I only fucked Penn the one time. I didn’t want to hurt him like I knew I was capable of doing—even if he would have allowed it.

      “This isn’t a dick competition,” I tell him, when he glances down at the cock in his hand, then back at mine. “I’m not here for measuring contests and neither are you. Let’s get this over with.”

      I clear my throat as I move away from Lakyn and get comfortable on my back. He grins as he comes to hover above me as he pushes my legs open.

      This is going to suck, I think as soon as he spits into the palm of his hand and begins to force the head of his cock into my ass.

      There’s no warm up.

      No fingering for a little bit.

      Not even a fucking rimming.

      I grit my teeth and grunt as he rests my legs on his forearms and begins to fuck me. I close my eyes tightly hoping that Penn will be able to forgive me. I can’t keep this secret from him—I’ll confess when Lakyn finally leaves and hope that he understands that I did this to keep him and Aiden safe.

      “Goddamn, you’re tight,” Lakyn says as he continues to piston his hips.

      “Not for long if you don’t ease up some,” I bark at him. I can feel my face turning red from how bad this hurts and he lets out a laugh, dropping my legs onto the couch.

      “Don’t be such a pussy,” he replies, as he makes a show of running his tongue over his teeth. I glare at him, but he chooses to dismiss it by sticking a finger in the air and motioning for me to turn over.

      I sigh but do as I’m told.

      Maybe it’ll hurt less this way since he’s already—

      “Fuck,” I manage to growl as he shoves his cock back into me.

      Lakyn let’s out a laugh as he slaps my ass and continues fucking me. I’m just about getting used to the feeling of being torn apart, when he reaches down for a fistful of my hair and arches me back toward him.

      My breathing is labored now and coupled with the pain of being drilled like a fucking oil well, I’m not sure how much more I can take.

      Mercifully, just as I feel like I’m going to pass out from the beating my ass is taking, he cums hard, filling me with his hot liquid, then shoves me away.

      I pitch forward onto the couch, my hands on either side of my face as I try to regain my bearings when Lakyn slaps my ass again before getting to his feet.

      “Come on,” he says as he begins to get dressed. “Introduce me to the ole ball and chain.”
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      Gray’s giving me the evil eye as he pulls his clothes back on, but curiosity has always been a sin of mine.

      It’s how I ended up getting hooked up with Trixie, and in turn, Ichabod.

      I can’t help it, though.

      I like to know as much as I can about everything—whether it has anything to do with me or not.

      I pull my shirt over my head, peeking at Gray just before I bring it down over my body and grin. He looks like he wants to knock my head off right now, but I know that I probably fucked the will out of him at this point, so I’m not concerned.

      “I already told you that my lips are sealed about what we did, and believe it or not, I am a man of my word. I won’t tell your girlfriend either,” I finish slyly.

      He runs a hand irritably back through his hair as he walks by me, shoulder bumping me roughly on his way out of the living room again, and I laugh.

      Partly because at this rate, if he keeps using his hands to brush his hair back, he won’t have any left. Mostly, though, because he thinks he’s intimidating.

      I like this color-named kid.

      He’s a lot of fun.

      Easy to anger, tighter than a tourniquet, and a mouth like a hoover.

      I can understand why his can’t-fuck-anymore boyfriend sticks around now. I would too with blow jobs like that on the table.

      A shiver goes through me and I rub my arm as I go find out where Gray disappeared to this time, only to find him standing next to the door we walked through. It’s open, he’s leaning against the wall, and staring daggers at me.

      “You got what you were obviously out for tonight. Have a good evening,” he says evenly with a nod.

      I laugh.

      I can’t help it.

      He honestly seems to think that it’s this easy to get rid of me and I don’t understand what the deal is. I’ve been nice to him, allowed him the opportunity to experience my cock, and he’s still treating me like I’m a burden.

      Is this how Ichabod feels?

      I shake my head as I walk over to him, slam the door shut, then place a hand on the wall next to his head.

      “I’m not done yet,” I tell him with a smirk. “I want to know what you’re hiding, Gray. I mean, it obviously has to be something major if you were willing to let someone other than your boy fuck you, isn’t it?”

      I’ve used enough honey with this asshole at this point, and he’s going to get as much vinegar as I can drown him in until he gives me what I want.

      Gray pushes himself off the wall, bumping me with his chest, and staring me in the eye with deadly intent.

      “I could always kill you instead,” he says softly.

      “You could,” I agree conversationally, “but something tells me that you don’t shit where you eat.”

      He narrows his eyes, lets out his breath and I grin. “Didn’t think so. Anyway, I’m pretty sure you know I won’t leave until I get to meet him, um … them, so you may as well just lead the way.”

      Gray licks his lips, then turns his face away. He seems to be weighing his options right now, but I can see his stance faltering slightly, and I know that this little battle is mine for the taking.

      “Promise me that you won’t tell him,” he says quietly, looking at the floor.

      “Scout’s honor,” I reply with a chuckle. Gray looks at me evenly and I sigh. “I already told you that I don’t gossip. I’m not interested in breaking up whatever little arrangement you have going on here. I’m more curious about what the big deal is, if I’m being honest.”

      Gray holds my stare for a moment before he finally nods and motions for me to follow him. He opens the door again and I sigh loudly before he glares at me over his shoulder.

      Seems I misunderstood.

      I thought he was trying to get rid of me again, but as I follow him out into the hallway, I realize there’s a staircase at the other end of the building, and that’s where we’re headed.

      He takes the stairs two at a time, and while I do my best to keep up, I’m damn near out of breath by the time we get up to the third floor.

      “Jesus Christ. Isn’t there an elevator in this place?” I ask him when I finally reach him. He’s waiting at another door, arms crossed firmly over his chest, an amused smirk on his face. Alright, so I may not be as in shape as he is, but I don’t train like a fucking muscle-head either.

      “Took you long enough,” he quips, looking me up and down.

      “Yeah, whatever,” I reply as I wave him off. I bend over and rest my hands on my knees for a moment to get my breathing normal again, when he begins to fiddle with his key ring.

      “Make sure you stay in line,” he warns me when I stand back upright. I shrug and nod as he pulls the door open and I follow him in.

      The room is dark until he flips a switch on the side of the wall. He slides the keys back into his pocket and makes his way toward a large steel table in the center of the room.

      There’s something under a large tarp … and it’s moving.

      Gray walks to the head of the table, lifts the tarp slightly and smiles kindly at what’s underneath.

      “Are you sure?” he asks, glancing up at me.

      I nod, “Yeah; let’s boogie.”

      He takes a deep breath as he moves to the other side of the table and begins to gently pull the tarp down until I can see what’s underneath.

      It’s a young guy and a younger gal laying next to each other. They’re watching him with wide, frightened eyes, and now I’m even more curious than I was before.

      Well, that’s some freaky shit, I think as I step into the room and head over to the opposite side of where Gray is standing and watching me. I peer over the two and wonder why it looks like they’re mended together, but decide that my eyes must be playing tricks on me.

      There’s no way in hell that would be possible, after all.
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      I’m watching Lakyn carefully as he continues to inspect Penn and Aiden. I can see in his eyes that he doesn’t quite believe what he’s seeing, and that honestly makes this easier on me.

      "So, what did you say this was?" he asks again, taking a step back from the table and sliding his hands into his pockets.

      "It's my lover, Penn ... and my best friend, Aiden," I reply softly.

      I don't know how else to explain this beautiful piece of art I've created, so I decide that the truth is the best way to go.

      "Hm," he says, tilting his head and glancing from Penn to Aiden and back again. He runs a hand down Penn’s arm and I reach over and slap it away. He grins at me as he mimes an ouch then reaches for Penn’s leg this time. I watch horrified, as he slides his hand up his thigh and grips him just below his cock.

      I can see it in his eyes.

      I know what he wants and I refuse to let him do it.

      "And you're sure I can't fuck it?"

      I knew it, I think angrily.

      He didn’t want to meet Penn because he was curious. He just wanted another hole to shove his dick into.

      I can feel my blood starting to boil. This bastard doesn't seem to be interested in anything that can't satisfy his obvious carnal desires, and I have to fight the urge to lean across the table and backhand him.

      "Positive," I reply through grit teeth.

      Lakyn smirks at me and I sigh. He seems to like me better when I lose my temper and I fall into his trap each and every goddamn time.

      "Sorry," I grumble.

      "No you're not, and that's okay because neither am I," he replies conversationally.

      His tone makes me slightly skittish and the way he begins to rock back and forth on the heels of his feet only adds to my nervous disposition.

      I reach for the large down blanket I use to keep Penn and Aiden warm when I take time away from being with them, then run a hand affectionately over each of their heads, before I lean down and kiss Penn gently on his lips, then Aiden on her forehead.

      "Idea!" Lakyn suddenly shouts, causing me to almost jump out of my skin. I turn my gaze toward him dangerously. I don't want him to frighten my creation any more than it already is, but the smirk on his face tells me that his idea probably won't make anyone in this room happy that isn't him.

      "What is it?" I ask tiredly.

      "I won't fuck the whole thing—I respect that you won't allow that. However, I think it could be so much fun if you take one, I take the other, and we have a go at them together, am I right?"

      He's fucking insane, I think angrily.

      And when I see the look in his eyes, I also realize that he's fucking serious.

      The only question now isn't if I kill him— it's when.

      “Is your curiosity satisfied now, little cat?” I snap at him. I walk around the table and grab him roughly by the forearm, drag him toward the door, and shove him into the hallway.

      “Not entirely,” he replies as he turns to face me. “Can I ask you something before I go?”

      I take a deep breath.

      If I lose control right now, I’m no better than he is.

      So, against my better judgment, I nod.

      Lakyn clears his throat as he takes a step closer toward me. “Who fucks you better? Me or your boy, Penn there?” he asks at the top of his lungs.

      I’m absolutely mortified.

      And behind me, I can hear Penn grunting in anger and the sound of the table shifting as he struggles to sit up.

      Lakyn lied.

      He promised he wouldn’t tell Penn and he fucking lied.

      ‘Tsk, tsk,” he says, waving a finger at me. “I told you that I’m about the truth, which is much better than keeping a secret if you ask me.”

      With a wink, he spins on his heel and starts to make his way down the hallway. Just as I’m about to give chase and shove him down the metal steps, the sound of a body thumping against the floor in the room draws my attention.

      I step back in, push the emergency lock button next to the light switch, then hurry over to where my masterpiece is glaring up at me with betrayed eyes.

      There’s nowhere for Lakyn to go anyway, and Penn needs me more right now than I want that bastard’s blood.
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      I heard something fall when I left Gray upstairs.

      To be fair, I knew it would piss off the thing under the sheet if I said what I did, but I can’t help it. The color-named kid is becoming boring and I’m really interested in what the boyfriend/girlfriend duo is capable of.

      If he’s not willing to share, then I’ll just keep riling him up until I get what I want.

      A satisfaction to my genuine curiosity of wanting to know if she’d feel it if I fucked her stitch pal or vice versa. It’s a fair enough thing to want to know after all, how do you show someone something like that and not expect them to want to have a go?

      Hm.

      The realization that Gray is starting to become nothing more than the “color-named kid” to me is disappointing. I had hoped that he’d hold my attention for longer than he has, but his chivalry toward that meat puzzle upstairs is killing my high for him.

      “Whatever,” I mutter as I head back into his home.

      I guess now that I know what he’s hiding up on the top floor, this big ass building makes sense. Lord knows I wouldn’t want anyone finding something like that either, but he needs to learn to let things go. Keeping pets around instead of discarding them when he’s done playing with them won’t do him any good.

      I glance around the main floor one last time before I decide I should probably make my way back to Arizona. Ichabod’s been left alone long enough at this point and Gray isn’t any fun anymore.

      With a shrug and a sigh, I shove my hands into my pockets and walk out the same way I came in. I get a little confused when I head into the hallway because the fucking thing is still dark and I’m wondering if I should leave him some money to pay for a light bill or two. Clearing my throat, I take a right and head toward the gate that he left open when we first entered only to find that it’s been shut.

      Fucking meat-head, I think with an eye roll as I crouch down and attempt to slide my fingers under the gate. I quickly realize that this goddamn thing isn’t going to give way any time soon and I’ll probably need ol’ Steroids upstairs to open this damn thing for me.

      I grit my teeth and kick the gate in frustration before I turn around and decide to go make nice again, when I damn near bump into the man himself. He’s standing there, big and burly, broody and moody, arms crossed over his chest and staring at me like he wants to rip my throat out with his bare teeth.

      I can dig it.

      A little pain every now and then makes life more bearable.

      “Gimme a hand with this, huh?” I ask him, jerking my head back toward the gate behind me. He doesn’t move—Hell, I’m not even sure if he’s breathing at this point, but he doesn’t seem to understand that it’s going to take a heck of a lot more than a stare down to shrivel my dick.

      “No?” I press with a smirk. “It’s okay; I’ll just find another way out then.”

      As I start to brush passed him, he grabs me by the forearm and shoves me back with such force, that I stumble and crash into the gate.

      “Careful,” I warn him with a laugh as I hold up a hand, “I don’t particularly like when people put their hands on me, and you won’t be able to handle me if I snap back at you.” I clear my throat, use my hands to smooth my hair back and grin at him, “You get a freebie this time, but only this time. You touch me like that again and I’ll have to show you what I can really do when push comes to shove.”

      Gray drops his arms from his chest, steps one leg back, and holds up his fists in some kind of boxing stance. He wants to fight me it seems. I glance down at the watch on my wrist and narrow my eyes trying to figure out if I have enough time for this, when the bastard lands a cheap shot across my face.

      I chuckle as I stand up to my full height and wipe away spit with the tips of my fingers. Gray is back in his little fancy position and he looks dangerously close to striking again, so I crack my neck and relax my body. This won’t be as fun as fucking him was, but if this is how I have to put him in his place, then so be it.

      “Come get some, bitch,” I snarl at him.

      He takes the bait like most men would when called such an endearing term, and I manage to sidestep his swing at the last minute, landing an elbow to his back as he stumbles by me. He’s using his brute strength to try and take me down, not realizing that some things just can’t be fought with the body alone.

      Gray lets out a chuckle of his own as he gets back into his little macho position and eyes me dangerously.

      “Do you wanna keep dancing? This is getting boring,” I tell him, inspecting my fingernails. “Let’s be friends again. If you’d rather not be, I can either leave without messing up that pretty face of yours, or I can put you through the fucking ground. Your choice, big boy.”

      The danger leaves his eyes.

      In fact, his entire body relaxes as he lets out a heavy sigh and turns his face away from me. Crossing his ‘roid rage arms loosely over his chest again, he chews his lower lip thoughtfully for a moment.

      “I haven’t fought anyone in a long time,” he admits in a quiet tone.

      I roll my eyes because I don’t care. He apparently thought that just because I’m not as beefed up as he is, that he’d be able to knock me out with one clumsy punch.

      Obviously, he’s wrong and now realizing it.

      “Listen,” I begin in a tone as bored as I’m feeling, “if you’re pissed off at me for asking you a simple question in front of your man/woman thing, that’s not my problem. I’m not one for apologizing, so don’t expect it from me. I did tell you that I’m about the truth and that I wouldn’t tell the meat puzzle that I fucked you, and I didn’t. I merely asked what was on my brain and you couldn’t handle it. Neither could that thing upstairs apparently,” I finish dryly.

      He grunts and I chuckle as I glance down at my watch again.

      “Got somewhere you need to be all of a sudden?” he asks, turning his gaze toward me.

      “Not really. Ever since a road trip I took a few years back, I have a thing for knowing what the time is. It’s kind of a bad habit I can’t seem to shake,” I explain, dropping my arm back down to my side.

      “Kind of like you,” he says softly.

      “Correct! Now, what are we doing? Anything good? If not, give me a hand with that gate and I’ll be out of your hair.”

      I walk passed Gray and crouch down by the door again, then glance up at him over my shoulder. He hasn’t even turned to look at me and I can feel myself starting to get ragey. Not his kind of ragey, but enough that he’ll see a side of me he’ll never be able to forget.

      Maybe if I bring Ichabod back on my next swing through this bullshit town, he’ll see what happens to his pretty skin if he keeps shooting up, I think irritably as I get to my feet.

      “Okay, I’ll stay then,” I say with a shrug as I suck my teeth and walk passed him again.

      Gray doesn’t follow me.

      Not with his eyes or that brute body of his.

      Nope, he keeps his tight ass firmly planted in the same place as he whispers a little warning while I breeze by him.

      “I’m going to kill you before the night is over.”

      A grin spreads slowly across my face as I wander back into his home.

      Let’s play.
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      I don’t know why I just haven’t snapped his neck yet. The more the night goes on, the more I’m wondering if I’m enjoying his bullshit in some weird way.

      I guess it’s because I’ve been feeling lonely lately, but even that doesn’t explain why the hell I let him come in.

      I could have stopped him at the front door. I could have even stopped him outside the bar, but there was just something about Lakyn that held my attention—even if it was just for the slightest of moments.

      It makes me feel sick, honestly.

      It makes me feel like I’m betraying Penn more than I already have by letting this maniac fuck me.

      I did it for us, though.

      So that he would leave us alone after he got what I thought he wanted and I could go back to wallowing in my misery while I take care of my masterpiece.

      No. Penn doesn’t deserve this shit and neither does Aiden, I tell myself as I shake my head and finally walk into my home again.

      I find Lakyn lounging on my couch like he owns the place, feet up on my fucking coffee table, and arms crossed behind his head. As I begin to make my way toward him, I can see the smirk starting to curve up the corners of his mouth, and it makes me angry.

      He thinks this entire thing is a joke.

      That he can just walk into someone else’s life for a night, fuck it up, and keep moving.

      Not this time.

      Not anymore.

      “Get up, you piece of shit,” I growl as I reach down and pick him up by the collar of his shirt.

      The grin never leaves his face—if anything, it widens and I can feel myself starting to sweat.

      With the nonchalance of a nun picking up her rosary, Lakyn reaches a hand forward and grabs my dick.

      To my surprise it makes me hard again.

      No way.

      “Fuck off,” I grunt, giving him a shake, but he doesn’t ease up. Instead, he tightens his grip and licks his lips.

      “You need to learn to loosen up, kid. This could all be over if you’d be willing to let me play with your toys.”

      “I gave you what you wanted,” I shout at him, giving him another shake. “I let you fuck me! You said that you would leave after that!”

      Lakyn scoffs, sucks his teeth, and let’s go of my dick. “Yeah, well I changed my mind when I saw what you had upstairs. Let me play with them, Gray. I’ll even let you watch,” he says with what I assume he thinks is a sexy smile.

      I see red, then black.

      The world seems to be caving in around me so I do the only thing I can to keep myself in the moment.

      I headbutt the fuck out of him and drop him back on the couch, bruised, a little bloodied, and barely clinging to consciousness.

      Instead of throwing him out like a normal person would, the artist in me feels like creating.

      I turn Lakyn over, face down on the couch, and proceed to pull his pants off. If he wants to see a fucking monster, then I’ll just have to show him one.
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        * * *

      

      I had to knock Lakyn out to keep him from fighting me once he realized what was happening. It was nice to have some peace and quiet again, and even nicer still to see what I’d been missing.

      I’ve always been the kind of guy that enjoyed a good fuck, and that was something I only ever wanted to share with Penn after our first time. But desperate times call for desperate measures.

      I hadn’t had anyone since I made my masterpiece. I had become a self-appointed celibate because I felt that was the right thing to do.

      Until tonight.

      As I raise the cool gallon jug of water I keep in the fridge to my lips and take a drink, I chuckle. The big bad bastard that thought he had the upper hand is going to wake up mighty sore and a little worse for wear.

      Maybe now he’ll fucking leave, I think dryly as I replace the cap and put the jug back into the fridge.

      I hear a grunt in the living room, a shout of surprise, then a loud sigh. I chuckle and walk back toward the doorway dividing the two spaces, cross my arms over my chest, and glare at him with the same grin he’s been giving me almost all night.

      “You okay, Lakyn? You fell and bumped your head.”

      He narrows his eyes at me and I chuckle. I haven’t unlocked the doors yet, and until I feel like letting him leave now, he stays.

      “What the fuck happened?” he asks me as he struggles to get to his feet. He winces once he’s standing up and I tilt my head and give him a level stare.

      “Nothing important,” I reply.

      I decide to withhold the little love fest from him for now because I know it’s something that I’ll be able to use against him when the time is right.

      “But I’m beat,” I continue as I yawn and scratch my chest. “And you’re probably tired too, come to think of it.”

      I have to bite my lower lip to keep it from twitching.

      “Yeah, I’m sore as fuck. Can I get some ice?” he asks, taking a wobbly step toward me.

      “For?” I ask curiously.

      “My head, genius,” he barks at me.

      “I thought you meant for your asshole,” I shoot back, a malicious grin crawling across my face.

      I did want to hold it back from him longer than a few minutes, but the look on his face now at realizing what happened while he was unconscious, is enough to make me feel better about losing the small battle.

      Because in his eyes, I’ve won a war that no one else has.
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      Huh.

      I should be angry about what he’s suggesting happened—I know this, however, I can’t help but appreciate in the slightest of ways that he did something I myself would have done. Not to me of course, but …

      I raise my wrist and glance at the time again, then reach into my pocket for my cell phone.

      I tap the screen to life, send a message off into the universe, then turn my location on.

      “Do you think that makes you more of a man than me now?” I ask him thoughtfully as I slide the phone back into my pocket. “I mean, it was bound to happen eventually so I hope you don’t think this makes you some kind of a badass.”

      The grin on his face falters slightly.

      So easily baited, I think trying my best not to roll my eyes.

      Do I feel like less of a man because of what he did to me?

      Yes and no.

      Yes because that’s not something I should have missed. Let’s be honest; if someone is going to go through the trouble of fucking me, they should have at least let me find out if it’s something I might be into once in a while. But, then again, I’m not into dick so I guess he did me a favor in a way.

      No because the only other person that knows this happened is standing in this building with me, and I’ll be good and goddamned if I’ll let him flap his fucking gums about this to anyone. If he thinks he’s handy with a thread and needle, he hasn’t seen anything yet.

      I smile slightly when the phone vibrates in my pocket.

      “Anyway, about that ice?” I ask him as I walk into the kitchen. Gray follows closely behind me and I’m wondering if he wants another go, when he slams the freezer door shut, almost catching my hand inside. “God, you’re such a drama queen,” I grumble, glancing at him. “But that’s fine. I’m sure this headache will go away eventually.”

      “What is wrong with you?” he shouts inches from my face. I cringe slightly and take an involuntary step backwards wondering what the issue is now. “Get out of my house!”

      I chuckle and shrug. “And here I thought you said you were gonna kill me. Granted, it wouldn’t have happened, but I would have liked to get a little dirty again before I headed back to the highway, you know?

      Gray takes a step toward me, and I take another back. This has nothing to do with fear and everything to do with teaching him a lesson. You can’t take things that don’t belong to you—at least not without asking first.

      It’s almost a slow dance that we’re locked in now.

      For every step he makes forward, I take two steps back.

      Over and over until I’m in the hallway and he’s standing just inside his home.

      “So … I guess this means we aren’t friends then?” I ask thoughtfully.

      “Over my dead body,” he barks.

      I grin.

      He arches an eyebrow.

      I shrug, sigh over dramatically, and before Gray realizes what’s happening, I move much faster than he expects. Yanking the door shut between us, I start running up the stairs as quickly as I can. Granted, I’m going to be winded as fuck by the time I get upstairs again, but that’s nothing a little blow job from his man/chick thing won’t fix.

      “Lakyn!”

      I laugh when I hear his angry shout echoing up the staircase, but he should have been a little smarter about dancing with this devil. Usually, I’m not big on revenge and even now, I don’t think that’s what this can be considered. I really just wanna play with his toys before I leave, and in a way, it’ll give him a little mental spanking for the heist he committed.

      Once I’m inside the room, I pull the door closed and start piling shit against it. As much as I can so that Mr. Roid Induced Rage can’t burst right through on the first try. When I’m satisfied that it’ll take at least two of him to push through the door, I let out a tired laugh and slide down onto the floor to rest for a moment.

      Not the easiest thing to do when two pairs of eyes that belong to the same body are staring at you, though. I tilt my head as I look at the meat puzzle. Somehow, it’s managed to sit up now and they’re not exactly even; crooked even. Wonder if he’d let me fix them after I play with them, I muse to myself as I turn my eyes back to who I assume is the Penn of this creepy duet.

      A smile starts to crease my lips as my eyes settle on him.

      He’s a tall—or used to be—skinny fucking thing, and he kinda reminds me of Ichabod. He’s got big, beautiful lips that I bet can do some serious damage, freaky huge blue eyes, and he looks so angry that I can almost taste it.

      Almost, but not quite.

      The girl stitched to hell on the side of him is much smaller than he is. I make this observation after I finally tear my eyes away from him long enough to take her in. She’s looking at me through narrow, chocolate-brown eyes, breathing a little heavily, and clenching her fist at her side of whatever they are.

      I get to my feet and walk right by them toward a large tool chest I can see on one of the other tables. Flipping the top open, I reach in and pull out a box cutter. I hold it up to the light, flick the blade in and out a few times to make sure it works, then walk back toward the soon to be separated.

      “How long have you guys been like this?” I ask them conversationally as I make my way back to stand in front of them. When neither of them answers me, I roll my eyes good-naturedly remembering that they can’t exactly respond.

      Not yet, anyway.

      I slide the blade back out with a smirk on my face and decide to cut the stitching from Penn’s mouth first.

      Leaning in as closely as I can, and just enough to make him uncomfortable, I grip his jaw tightly in my hand, drawing the blade across the worn thread holding those beautiful lips together. It’s more for my benefit than his—he can’t use that mouth if it’s compromised.

      He coughs once, twice, then reaches his hand up to pull the rest of the stitching away.

      “You’re welcome,” I tell him with a grin as I take two steps toward the other side of him. It’s the girl’s turn now and maybe she can shed some light on how to handle the meat head that’s trying to break the door down now.

      She jerks her head away from me violently and almost pulls Gray’s boy back with her, but I reach for his forearm and steady him.

      “Listen, bitch,” I snap at her, “I’ve had a long night. Your psycho not-boyfriend out there won’t let me out. Know why? Cause he’s apparently the jealous type; me? I don’t give a shit. Now if you’re not going to sit still and let me cut this crap from your mouth the nice way, then I’ll have to be unkind about it. And believe me; you don’t want me to see that side of me.”

      “Lakyn! Open the fucking door!”

      More screeches from the other side of the door.

      More sounds of his body slamming dully against the steel.

      I turn to glance at the fortress I managed to build against the door, making sure it’s still standing, before I turn my attention back to the little badass in front of me.

      “Your call. Are we going to be nice about this or do I have to just take what I want?” I ask her evenly.

      Penn reaches down and yanks the box cutter out of my hand. Easy enough to do since I wasn’t expecting it. I raise an eyebrow at him carefully as he looks down at it for a moment before he turns his attention toward meat puzzle part 2 and flicks his wrist. The thread across her mouth almost gives away completely and a small sliver of blood appears on her upper lip.

      “See, now had I done it, you wouldn’t be bleeding,” I chide her as Penn retracts the blade then tosses the cutter across the room. I give him a dirty look. “Why does everyone in this goddamn place seem to make a game out of pissing me off?”

      Penn clears his throat and stares at me for a moment before turning his attention toward the chick. She rests her head on his shoulder as he reaches a hand up and uses his thumb to wipe away the blood on her lip.

      “How fucking sweet,” I mumble, rolling my eyes.

      I turn away from them and decide it’ll be best to figure out where the hell he threw the damn cutter.

      And just as I crouch down and start looking?

      One final, anger filled shove against the door, and my little fortress of this and that gives way.

      Just my fucking luck.
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      I lunge for Lakyn as soon as the door gives way, but the slippery fucker manages to get away from me. He moves quickly toward where Penn and Aiden are sitting and drapes an arm around each of their shoulders.

      A devilish grin slips across his lips as he slides the blade out of the box cutter and places it just below Penn’s throat. Aiden shifts uncomfortably, trying to shake off his grip, but he doesn’t let up.

      “Can I ask you something, Gray?” he begins, his eyes on the side of Aiden’s face. “Which one do you love more?”

      “Did he hurt you?” I ask them, ignoring his obvious attempt to incite me.

      Penn raises his eyes toward me, but doesn’t say anything. I can see the obvious sting of betrayal in his eyes.

      It’s enough to make me look away in shame.

      Aiden coughs quietly and when I try to meet her gaze, I find that she’s not even looking at me.

      They hate me, and I have no one to blame for this hatred but myself. I did this by bringing them together in one selfish moment of not wanting to have to give either up.

      Not that the option was ever presented. They never gave me an ultimatum, but there’s something deep inside of me, rooted in a place darker than any night sky I’ve ever seen, that believed this was the right thing to do.

      A muffled buzzing breaks the silence in the room and Lakyn reaches into his pocket, fishing out his cell phone.

      “About time,” he snarls into the receiver.

      Penn uses the back of his hand to wipe his mouth, eyes still boring deep into my soul and I do my best not to break down and beg for his forgiveness.

      Aiden’s too.

      “Well, do you have any idea when? I’m kind of in a bind here,” Lakyn barks to whoever is on the other end of the line. “Fine,” he says after a few moments of listening. He snaps the phone shut, slides it back into his pocket and grins at me again.

      “So? Which one do you love more? I’m on a bit of a time crunch here now, by the way. My ride’s due to arrive any minute,” he says with a smirk.

      “Leave them alone,” I tell him, putting a hand to my chest. “I’m the one you want, and I’m willing to fucking play your games, but leave them out of this.”

      “I have another question for you,” he says, resting his chin on Aiden’s shoulder and looking at Penn. He gets a steely stare as a reply and he laughs, “I see why you like this one,” Lakyn remarks, glancing at me for a moment. “The strong silent type is always fun. Less babbling, more cock-sucking. Maybe I can teach that trick to Ichabod. Anyway,” he continues dangerously, “back to us.”

      Penn shoves his arm off his shoulder and Lakyn pouts at him, feigning being hurt, but Penn isn’t looking at him anymore.

      His eyes are back on me and he looks angry now.

      “Don’t touch me,” he tells Lakyn in a low, throaty tone. “Any problem you have with Gray you obviously know how to handle at this point.”

      It stings.

      Penn’s jab at Lakyn hits me in the fucking heart harder than any punch Aiden could ever throw, and I’m close to tears at this point.

      He leans over and takes her hand in his, shimmies to the edge of the table and gets to his feet. He knows he can’t go anywhere without Aiden and now it’s up to her to decide if she’ll allow him to have the moment with me he’s obviously been waiting for, for so long.

      And she does.

      She slides out from beneath Lakyn’s arm and drops her bare feet to the cool floor below and stumbles along with Penn toward me.

      Side by side.

      A perfect union of love and hate and it’s all directed at me.

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath.

      Whatever they choose to do in this moment is what I’ll have to accept.

      A car horn blares outside rapidly, the last honk lasting much longer and sounding about as angry as a horn can sound.

      Lakyn grins, “Well, that’s it for me tonight, kids. It was great to meet everyone, though. Maybe I’ll stop by again sometime.”

      Feigning the motions of tossing a basketball through a hoop, he tosses the box cutter against the far wall, slides his hands into his pockets and breezes past us.

      I raise my eyes toward him, never letting him out of my sight, until he disappears out the door.

      “What happens now?” I ask Penn and Aiden softly as I turn my attention back to them.

      “We wait,” Penn answers quietly as he raises a hand to the side of my face and presses his forehead against mine.
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      I let out a tired laugh.

      Seems that even though Gray has been nothing but consistent in wanting me to leave, he still hasn’t unlocked the damn doors. I’ve tried them all at this point after skipping the gate entirely. Hell, I was even willing to jump out of one of the goddamn windows if I could, but those are sealed shut too.

      I’m getting too old for this shit, I think irritably as I make my way back down to the main floor.

      The horn outside blares again impatiently and I grit my teeth. I’m not entirely sure what my ride expects me to do right now, but considering they don’t exactly know that I’m stuck in here should probably earn a pass with the impatient honking.

      I mean, it doesn’t, but it should.

      The phone in my pocket buzzes again and I fish it out as I head into the bathroom and try to pry open the smaller window inside.

      “Yeah?” I ask into the receiver.

      “Today would be nice,” my ride snaps at me.

      “I don’t think I can get out,” I reply as I grunt and put as much as weight as I can into the bathroom window to no avail.

      A loud sigh is the response, followed by the sound of familiar nagging. “What did you do this time, Lakyn? You know what? I don’t wanna know. I actually have a half a mind to leave you here.”

      “Don’t you dare!” I seethe into the receiver. I sit on the side of the bathtub, tired, angry, and wondering if there’s possibly another door or window I could have missed, when I hear the door to the place open with a bang. “Fuck. I gotta go. If I’m not out in the next ten minutes, get in here and help me.”

      I lean as far toward the door as I can without moving from the window. Seems like Mr. Broody and Moody has turned into Mr. Louisville Slugger now since he’s looking around the main floor with a bat in his hand.

      Pussy.

      I hate when people have to cheat at games like this. I was just fine with him wanting to throw hands, but a bat? That could kill me and that’s not exactly a good time. In fact, that’s the opposite of fun, and I’m finally starting to realize how long ago his sense of humor died now that he’s onto the grand finale.

      The problem with his little scheme?

      I’m not exactly done with him yet.

      Perils against my life be damned—I’m just getting warmed up.

      I take a deep breath, smooth my hair back, and decide to go see what he’s up to. Can’t have fun unless you’re willing to risk your life for it sometimes, and I’ve been doing just fine surviving everything thrown at me so far.

      “Looking for something?” I ask Gray with a charming smile on my face.

      He narrows his eyes at me and I can almost see the rage seeping through his pores. Maybe that’s why he looks so damn young—a self-induced rage sauna treatment to keep the wrinkles away.

      Gray moves the bat from one hand to the other as he stares at me with that ‘roidy glare of his and I glance at my watch.

      Five minutes.

      I just need to keep him preoccupied for five minutes.

      “Still not ready to be friends, huh?” I ask him, rubbing my chin thoughtfully. “By this point, I would have at least considered us acquaintances, wouldn’t you?”

      He takes a step toward me and I have to fight the urge to bust out laughing.

      I get it; he’s big, strong, dangerous, and can probably swing a mean bat. I’m supposed to be scared or some shit for stirring up trouble with his meat puzzle, but I’m not prone to fear.

      Let’s try something different then, I think as I lick my lips.

      “Okay, you got me,” I begin as I raise my hands in surrender. “Your guy is pissed that we fucked, big deal! He’ll get over it! Everyone usually does. Now, I think it’s about time we call it a night because you really don’t want to deal with what I’ve got waiting outside and to be quite honest—neither do I. So, let’s let bygones be bygones, shake hands, and go our separate ways, eh?”

      I hold a hand out toward Gray.

      His eyes lower slowly toward my peace offering before he rebuffs the last chance I’m giving him and quickly whacks my open palm with the end of his bat.

      “Fuck!” I yell as I try to shake the sting away. “Alright, I probably deserved that, but I’m telling you that—”

      A doorbell rings somewhere, a small smirk creases my lips, and Gray turns his attention toward the open door behind him for a moment before narrowing his eyes back in my direction.

      “Too late.”
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      “Do not move,” I warn Lakyn as I head toward the door and step into the hallway. I wasn’t entirely sure I heard the doorbell, but the smirk on his face tells me that my ears weren’t playing tricks on me.

      “I won’t have to,” he replies with a laugh.

      I give him a level stare before I turn away from the door and walk down the other end of the hall and take a right. Once I’m in front of the main entrance, I wait again to see if the doorbell really rang. I’m not worried about Lakyn going up to fuck with Penn and Aiden again since they’re both armed with whatever they were able to get their hands on.

      I’ll have to start training her again as best as I can so that this never happens again, I tell myself as I lean toward the peephole and look out into the night once the doorbell rings again.

      I’m a little confused when I don’t see anyone at first, but then the person I’m assuming is Lakyn’s ride steps away from the door, puts her hands on her hips and looks up the length of the building. She taps the screen of the phone, and I watch as her hands move quickly before she puts it away again.

      She steps toward the door, clearly frustrated, and raises her fist, but before she has the chance to knock again, I brush my fingertips against the dusty door frame just above me, and flip a small switch to unlock the front door.

      She’s much smaller than Aiden.

      Blonde, a perky little body hidden under an oversized sweatshirt, but defined by a pair of leggings, and a million dollar smile—and I can smell the bullshit on her breath before she even opens her mouth.

      “Hi! I’m Beatrix,” she says brightly holding out a hand. “I’m here to take Lakyn off your hands.”

      Her smile falters slightly when I don’t take her hand or return her friendly little greeting. Instead, I look her up and down. I can’t help but think of what a beautiful pet she’d make for someone.

      “Come in,” I finally say in a soft tone, taking a step back and allowing her to enter. “Um, I’m Gray.”

      “Thanks,” she replies as she pops a stick of gum into her mouth. “Want some?” she inquires, holding out the small treat toward me, and I shake my head. She shrugs as she shoves the gift into her pocket and tosses her hair behind her shoulders. “Has he been giving you trouble? Is that why you look so damn doomy and gloomy? What I am even saying? It’s Lakyn, of course he has,” she continues with an eye roll. “Know what your problem is? You’re too good looking and that’s what he likes—the kind of guys that look like they aren’t real cause let’s be honest, who the hell looks like you really; chicks too, though, but between you and me? I think he’s more into guys lately. Not that I care, but don’t mention it in front of him or he’ll lose his shit.”

      I raise an eyebrow wondering how it’s possible that she can talk so goddamn much, when she takes a step toward me and narrows her eyes conspiratorially, “I wouldn’t be able to talk you into keeping him, would I?”

      “What? No!” I exclaim in shock.

      She gives me a dejected look as she shrugs, “It was worth a shot. Alright, where’s Prince Not So Charming?”

      “It’s about fucking time!”

      I turn and glare at Lakyn who’s making his way down the hallway toward us. Beatrix scoffs before she lets out a heavy breath. “Keep your pants on, Lakyn—try something new for once.”

      “I told you not to move,” I say to him in a soft tone.

      “He’s not much for listening if you haven’t noticed,” Beatrix intercedes with a laugh. “But I’m pretty sure you’ve had more than enough of his company for the evening, so we’ll head out now. It was nice to meet you, Gray,” she says with a wave as she reaches past me and grabs Lakyn by his arm.

      I lean over and quickly slap another hidden button that slams the door shut and locks it in place. Beatrix raises an eyebrow curiously at me, then glances up at Lakyn, “What the hell did you do this time?”

      “The usual,” he answers with a shrug. “He just doesn’t have a sense of humor as you can see.”

      “What did he really do?” she asks me.

      I cross my arms over my chest, gently tapping the bat against my arm wondering how she’d feel watching her friend get his skull caved in, when Lakyn speaks up.

      “Fine,” he finally says with a loud sigh. “He’s pissed off because I told his man/girl thing upstairs that I fucked him. I wasn’t supposed to tell because I promised I wouldn’t, which I didn’t. All I did was ask who did him better and then suddenly he got all ragey and the thing upstairs started moving. It’s all very emo, Trixie—totally your scene.”

      Beatrix looks up at me with curiosity dancing in her eyes and I can feel myself getting angry. This isn’t a fucking circus and Penn and Aiden aren’t the sideshow performers these two are treating them as.

      “Can I see?” she asks me with wide, innocent eyes.

      I shove the bat roughly against Lakyn’s chest, almost knocking him off his feet. He coughs and gives me a dirty look before he lets his eyes wander back to Beatrix who’s watching me with a smile now.

      “Well? Can I?”

      I raise the bat and smack it across her little buddy’s arm causing him to swear loudly and take a step back.

      She giggles.

      It’s almost like she knows that the more she asks me to see the only thing on this planet that loves me, the more it’ll put Lakyn’s safety at risk ahead of schedule.

      She opens her mouth again but he immediately cuts her off, “Stop egging him on, you little shit!” he yells at her.

      “With as much as I’d love to stand around and watch you beat him to death, I can’t,” she says, cutting him off with the wave of her hand. “Ich loves him for some reason and he doesn’t need to deal with anything else going wrong in his life. I really would like to do this the easy way, Gray, but I’m not above doing it the hard way either. Don’t let your eyes fool you—Lakyn’s got nothing on me when someone pisses me off.”

      Good, I think giving her a level stare as I swallow the rage back down that’s rising inside of me. There’s no more time for anger and childish games.

      I’m feeling creative and the longer the little girl with the cute little body stares at me, the more I find myself amused by this entire situation.

      I went out for a drink.

      I ended up getting followed home by a psychopath with loose lips and a friend apparently as crazy as he is.

      I glance between the two, a smile starting to spread across my face. I’m tired, but I know that I have to finish this.

      Besides, I always did wonder if I’d be able to replicate what I’ve done with Penn and Aiden.

      Now I have the perfect pieces to try.
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      I glare at Trixie who’s still eyeing Gray carefully.

      I can tell that she’s ready to make a move, and it better be soon, because if he hits me with that bat again I’m going to shove it up both their asses.

      “Catch me if you can,” she suddenly hisses at Gray as she takes off running like the proverbial bat out of hell. I can hear the sound of her footsteps echoing as she runs up the staircase and I can’t help but laugh.

      She’s always been resilient, and I know she’ll get out of this predicament just fine. I just hope that she’ll take me with her.

      “Hey!” Gray barks as he immediately begins to give chase.

      He’s angry.

      Trixie is having fun.

      As for me, I’m left wondering how the hell she managed to get inside if these doors are supposed to be locked.

      When her laughter echoes down toward me again, I roll my eyes and decide it’s best to catch up to them. If Trixie loses her grip on reality, he’s gonna need all the help he can get, and I personally don’t ever pass up a chance to put that little shit in her place.

      “Is there an elevator in this place?” I call up when I reach the bottom of the stairs. The only answer is the sound of Trixie’s laughter and Gray’s angry footsteps as he races to catch up to her. I close my eyes for a moment, take a deep breath, and tell myself that the danger is over. He’s outnumbered now whether he realizes it or not.

      I wait for a few more seconds.

      The moment I hear the echo of a door slamming and Gray’s angry swearing, I begin my ascent. She’s gonna have fun with the meat puzzle, but this is really his fault. Had he let us out when she asked him too, he wouldn’t have to worry about what she’s going to do. Not that I know what she has up her sleeve obviously, but I have no doubt it’ll be something fun.

      He sounds angrier the closer I get and I’m wondering if maybe I should just wait and see what she’s up to before I try to break it up.

      Thump! Thump!

      I chuckle and shake my head at the sound of his body crashing into the door again. Beatrix obviously has barricaded herself in with his precious little toy and that man is going to wear himself out trying to get to her.

      He’ll fall right into her hands and I’ll get off watching whatever little trick she has up her sleeve.

      “Hey, Gray?” I call up from the second floor landing. “It would be best if you don’t piss her off! I speak from personal experience,” I finish quietly to myself.

      I jump when I hear a new sound. He’s slamming the bat furiously into the door trying to get it to give way and the response he gets? Trixie’s laughter coming from the other side.

      “You’re going to give yourself a stroke if you don’t calm down!” I shout as I start climbing the third and final set of stairs.

      A stroke.

      I laugh at my choice of words. It’d be nice if he calmed down and gave me a stroke, but I’m pretty sure we’re past that now. It’s kind of a shame really, though I should be used to it by now.

      The only person I haven’t worn out my welcome yet, is the little goat-god worshipper, and there are even some days where I feel like she’s planning on getting rid of me somehow. Of course, I don’t think she’d have the balls to explain that to Ichabod, so she’s stuck with me, like I am with her.

      I finally reach the top floor in time to see Gray shatter the baseball bat against the door, then rest his head against it, a sob escaping his throat.

      “I told you to let me go,” I chide him as I walk over to where he’s standing. I do take care to stay just out of his reach since I know he’s been jonesing to snap me in half for the past couple of hours. “Listen, if you get the hell out of the way, I can go in first and see what she’s doing. And I really think you should take me up on this because if she goes loopy on us, there’s no way in hell I’ll be able to get her head back out of the clouds until she feels like coming down.”

      Gray looks at me with desperation and heartbreak in his eyes and for about 0.2 seconds, I feel for the kid.

      There are a few factors as to why it doesn’t last long.

      The first being that I gave him an honest to goodness chance of getting rid of me, but his macho bravado took over and he decided to play the part of the Dutiful Hero of Meat Puzzles.

      The second reason is because, well, he could have just let me play with his goddamn fuck toys like I asked him to and then I would have been out of his hair right after.

      And the third?

      The fact that he’s lunged at me and has his arm wrapped around my neck. Can’t really feel bad for someone that’s trying to choke the life out of me, and just as I’m about to pass out, the door to the room opens slowly.

      It’s the last thing I remember before the world goes black.
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      I let go of Lakyn once he’s unconscious. I should have just finished the fucking job and killed him, but the door opening suddenly is more important to me.

      This Beatrix chick is crazier than her handsome counterpart and she’ll do harm to Penn and Aiden without thinking twice about it.

      I get to my feet and wipe the sweat from my brow with the back of my hand, as I take a tedious step into the room.

      She’s standing with her back to me, flashing Penn over and over, giggling like a little schoolgirl while Aiden grunts and rolls her eyes.

      “Bet you’ve never seen a pair like these before,” she coos at him as she flashes him one more time.

      He scoffs, and when he realizes that I’m in the room, takes special care to keep his eyes off the woman in front of him desperate for his attention.

      “Hey,” she says, snapping her fingers in front of his face, “I’m right here.”

      Penn slowly turns his gaze toward her again before he licks his lips, then hocks the biggest fucking loogie I’ve ever seen right into her face.

      “Fuck off,” he tells her evenly.

      Aiden starts laughing, Penn grins at her, then Beatrix slaps him across the face. “You’re gonna wish you never did that, you fucking prick,” she hisses at him.

      That’s when I finish closing the gap between us. I grab a fistful of her hair and yank her away so violently that she stumbles a little bit, then falls onto her ass.

      “What gives?” she shouts angrily. “I just wanted to play with them!” She begins to wipe Penn’s spit away from her face and I smirk as I cross my arms over my chest.

      “They’re not interested,” I tell her in a soft tone. “And neither am I. Get your friend and get the fuck out before I move on the inspiration I’m feeling.”

      She pushes herself to her feet, purses her lips, and puts her hands on her hips.

      “Not until I get to play with them,” she counters giving me a level stare. “So get the hell out of the way before I get really angry.”

      “It’s okay,” Penn whispers into my ear. I close my eyes for a moment. I don’t care for what he’s suggesting in the least, but I understand. I betrayed his trust with Lakyn, and now it’s his turn to get me back, so to speak, with this little whore.

      When I open my eyes again, I feel a tear roll down the side of my face and I glance at him. He smiles at me, leans over and whispers something into my ear, and I nod.

      “Hey,” Aiden says to me in her throaty tone. I’ll have to bring them water after. “Give me a hug and get out of here.”

      I let out a loud laugh as another tear rolls down my face and she gives my stomach a gentle punch. “Stop being such a crybaby, Gray,” she teases, making a face at me. “We’ll be okay.”

      I take a step back, facing them both and sigh. I trust Aiden, and this little hair-brained scheme that Penn just whispered to me, definitely has Aiden James written all over it. She winks at me, and when I’m finally ready to leave them alone in the room with Beatrix, Penn reaches forward and pulls me toward him. Before I realize what’s happening, he’s pressing his lips against mine. The one thing I’ve been desperate for—to truly taste him again—for some reason now, it feels like a good-bye.

      “I love you, Gray,” he whispers when our lips part.

      The sweetest thing he’s ever said to me.

      The three words I would have given anything to hear, he finally says.

      And I’m just scared that it’s for the first and last time.

      I run my hands back through my hair as I walk out of the room without repeating the sentiment. I know that if I do, I’ll burst into tears and refuse to leave.

      I have to trust them.

      Both of them, not just Aiden.

      I have to trust Penn too.

      “Bring it on, bitch,” Aiden snarls as I leave the room and slam the door behind me.
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      Gray grabs me by the collar of my shirt and drags me toward the staircase. Before I have a chance to realize what’s happening, he lifts me up and tosses me down the flight of stairs with a very angry, caveman kind of yell.

      My guess is that the precious princess pissed him off, and he’s taking it out on me.

      When I land on the second floor, I roll onto my back and grunt. That shit hurt—I’m sure that’s what he wanted, but he could have finessed it a little bit. Not to mention that he could have almost killed me. Falling down the stairs is a dangerous thing, let alone being tossed like a sack of garbage.

      “Alright, I’m getting sick of this,” I tell him in a pained tone as I struggle to push myself up to my feet, but the big man with the even bigger arms is already descending down the staircase with rage in his eyes and I have to do the one thing I’m not comfortable with to get out of this alive.

      I have to run.

      Taking a deep breath, I move quickly and start sprinting down the stairs wondering if, or when, Trixie would ever let me live this down. I’ve never run away from a fight—I run toward them, but this isn’t an ordinary fight. This meat head is out for blood and I’m not exactly interested in letting him have mine.

      “Come on, big boy! Catch me if you can!” I call up, mimicking Trixie, as I race down the last flight of stairs toward the main floor.

      Gray almost catches me; I felt his fingertips graze the back of my shirt when I turned and scooted down the stairs. He’s gonna be pissed when he catches up to me, but I still think I can talk my way out of this. I’m a charming son of a bitch and I haven’t turned it up on him yet. We’ve been playing with each other—a fun little game of cat and mouse—and now it’s time to bare my teeth.

      “Okay,” I say, turning to face him, once we’re both on the main floor. Gray’s coming toward me at a slow, deliberate pace, but he has to understand that he’s not as scary as I’m letting him think he is. If anything, I kinda wanna bend him over one more time before me and Trixie head out. “I’m gonna give you one more chance to be cordial and end this the nice way. What do you say?”

      He stops walking and narrows his eyes at me, or at least I think he does, because it’s so goddamn dark in here it’s hard to see anything really.

      “I thought artists were supposed to be pacifists,” I grumble at him, irritated that he’s started walking toward me again.

      “I’m not that kind of artist,” he replies softly.

      Gray stops so close to me that I can feel his breathing on my face, and when I look up into his eyes, I know that I have to think fast or this will definitely be the last time I get to play with anyone.

      I clear my throat and rake a hand back through my hair, “Just let me get Beatrix and we’ll be out of here. I won’t even come back—I promise. I’m really bored with this entire thing now and I kinda just wanna go home.”

      “And you always keep your promises don’t you?” he retorts in that quiet tone of his.

      I walked into that one.

      “Actually, I do. I stated nothing. I merely inquired,” I answer with a sly grin. “Ow! Fuck!” I yell out when my head jerks back and white spots start to explode in front of my eyes. I can’t believe the bastard punched me again.

      With a growl, I shove him away and almost knock him off his feet because he wasn’t expecting it. I take advantage of Gray stumbling and lunge at him, putting my weight into my movements, drive my shoulder right into his sternum, and dropping him down to his ass gasping for breath. “I told you not to put your goddamn hands on me again.”

      I walk over to him and kick him across his macho face, and smirk when blood spurts from his mouth. Maybe he can make himself a new tooth, I think wryly as I walk over to my shiny new, souvenir, and pocket it.

      Gray grunts as he struggles to get up and I turn to face him.

      “See? We could have been friends, and here you are crawling on the ground like the little bitch that I knew you would be,” I mock with a laugh. “And you know what? I like you better down there, anyway.”

      He looks up at me with rage and confusion in his eyes and I take the opportunity to kick him again. “Stay down, punk. I’m done dealing with you. Wanna live to see tomorrow? Tell me how to open the fucking door. Now.”

      Gray coughs and clutches his stomach. I really hope he doesn’t throw up right now. I can deal with my fair share of gross things but puke and body seepage are the two I cannot handle.

      Just as I’m about to lay another kick into his precious face, a soft knock at the door stops me.

      “Now what?” I ask loudly.

      I walk over to the door and try to pull it open but it doesn’t budge. I look at Gray who points to the door frame and I raise an eyebrow. Reaching my fingers up, I run my hand along the dust until I feel a switch.

      Flipping it, I open the gateway to freedom, and step out to take a breath of fresh air when I bump into Gray’s newest visitor.
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      Lakyn looks shocked and takes a step back into my home. At least that’s how it looks from down here, but I’m still trying to shake the cobwebs away.

      I underestimated my enemy and that was my mistake. One that I’ll get to correct now that he’s distracted.

      I take a deep breath and use my fists to push myself to my knees. I close my eyes for a moment and spit blood out of my mouth, a little woozy, and a hell of a lot angrier than I was before.

      With a grunt, I force myself back onto my feet and ball my fists at my side. I’m going to kill him, and I’ll be damned if I give a fuck that there’s a witness to it.

      Just as I start moving toward him, a young man leans his head into the building and looks at me.

      He looks sad.

      Beaten down, worse for wear, and a little lost. But when he turns his eyes toward Lakyn again, they come into focus.

      I know that feeling.

      It happened to me with Penn the first time he kissed me and that means that this has to be—

      What was his name again?

      “Ichabod?” I ask tentatively.

      He turns his green eyes toward me again when I say his name and arches an eyebrow.

      It is him.

      Lakyn’s obvious weakness is standing in front of me and now I’ll have the upper hand once and for all.

      “Come in,” I tell him softly, gesturing with my hand.
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        * * *

      

      Ichabod’s standing inside my building. He’s next to Lakyn who’s watching me with dangerous eyes and that little smirk that he thinks is so damn charming.

      “Leave him out of this,” he warns, holding up a finger.

      “Like you did with Penn?” I ask him softly.

      I clench my fists at my sides.

      The cobwebs are gone.

      The focus is back.

      And my enemy stands before me with a little dilemma he hadn’t planned on, by his side.

      “Um, I don’t know what’s going on,” Ichabod begins slowly, “but I’m pretty sure I can take a guess. Can I just get my friends so we can leave, please?”

      He doesn’t even look at me.

      He lowers his eyes when he makes his plea and in a way, I kind of feel for him. If this young guy is a product of what happens when you spend too much time around Lakyn, I think I’d be doing him a favor by finishing the prick off.

      “It’s not that easy,” I tell him softly, as I shake my head. “I’m sorry.”

      I move quickly, reach forward and grab Lakyn by his throat. I begin to dig my fingers into the fleshy part of his throat, cutting off his oxygen and watching the life starting to fade from his eyes. He’s doing his best to fight back—clawing at my wrists, but I refuse to let up.

      I can’t.

      In only a few hours, he’s caused so much damage to me, my relationship with Penn, and he can’t walk away from that like it never happened.

      Ichabod stands idly by.

      That is until Lakyn grunts and starts to slide to his knees.

      He reaches over and puts a hand gently on my arm. I look up into his stoic green eyes and I can see it.

      The me that would have done anything to get Penn Harris to notice him.

      The me that would do anything to keep him.

      The me that I didn’t know even existed anymore.

      “Enough,” he says softly, prying my hand away from Lakyn’s throat. “That’s enough.”

      I relent.

      I ease my grip on Lakyn’s throat just enough for him to suck in a deep breath of air and I stand upright again.

      Ichabod leans down and puts his hands on Lakyn’s shoulder, helping him get to his feet, then lets him lean his body against his.

      It’s quiet now except for the heaving breaths that bastard is taking to fill his lungs in again.

      Ichabod looks at me again, holds my gaze for a moment, then nods.

      I take a deep breath and let out a heavy sigh as I nod toward the door.

      I’m ready to let them go now.

      With as much as I know he deserves to die, I can’t do it in front this broken kid.

      I turn my back to them ready to walk way and go back into my home.

      And that’s when we hear a scream coming from the third floor.
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      It’s been hours since those three left.

      Gray’s sitting on the couch with an arm around me, and I’m using a rag to wipe away the blood. It’s hard to do with Aiden still attached to me, but she’s turned as much as she can be to allow me to do what I can.

      “Learned your lesson, I hope,” I say to him curtly as I hand the rag to Aiden and sit back.

      “Penn—”

      “Yeah, I know,” I say, cutting him off. “Anyway, do you want Doc to come over and take a look at your mouth?”

      Gray looks at me with sad eyes and shakes his head.

      I’m not entirely sure what he expects right now, though.

      He lost his mind after Aiden almost died in her last fight and decided the only way to keep her safe was to put us together. He said it was best for all of us to be together this way, but I don’t know.

      I still think it’s pretty fucked.

      I purse my lips and look at Aiden, who nods, before I turn my attention back to him.

      “Can I tell you something?”

      He nods.

      “You’re probably wondering how it is that we’re able to walk and held off that crazy chick. Well, we’ve been, um … we’ve been practicing when you’ve been out. Walking, I mean. We were kind of thinking of a way to escape, but … didn’t have it in our hearts to leave you, after a while, so we just kept moving around as best as we could. What I’m trying to say is that we’ve accepted this, Gray.”

      His eyes water, tears spill over and he leans forward to kiss me, but I put a hand against his forehead and stop him.

      “Not in front of Aiden,” I tell him slyly.

      He sighs and looks away for a moment.

      “Gray?” Aiden asks, reaching over to put a hand on his leg. “Gray? I know you can undo this.”

      “You’ll die,” he says, a sob escaping his throat. “You’ll both die. I don’t want to be alone.”

      “We won’t die. You know damn well that we’re smarter than that. You’re just being selfish about this honey, and that’s not fair. Don’t you want to spend time with Penn again alone?” she asks him.

      “Wait a minute, how did I get dragged into this?” I ask, giving her a curious stare.

      “Are you telling me that you want to stay like this?” she snaps at me.

      I hadn’t thought about that.

      “Guess not.” I turn my eyes toward Gray. “Can you do it? Can you separate us?”

      He juts his chin stubbornly and turns his face away.

      “If you promise to separate us, I’ll tell you what made the little bitch scream and run for cover,” I offer with a grin on my face.

      He chuckles and wipes a tear away from his eye with his knuckle.

      “Please?” I ask him, reaching over a hand and resting it on the back of his neck. I pull him close and brush my lips against his, “For us, Gray. Please?”

      He takes a shuddery breath as he raises his eyes toward mine.

      “I’ll try.”

      Aiden lets out a whoop, I let out a sigh of relief, and Gray presses his lips against mine, taking away whatever breath I had left.

      The story of how we scared Beatrix away can wait for another day.

      For now, I don’t want to lose this new promise of a life with Gray.

      As two.

      Not one.
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      Beatrix jumped into the back of the van as soon as I unlocked the doors.

      Something scared her, but she won't tell us what it was.

      Lakyn is in the seat next to me, rubbing his neck, and clearing his throat over and over. I chuckle as I reach toward the passenger side floor of the car and pick up the plastic bag.

      "There's water in here," I say, holding out to him.

      He grunts as he takes the bag from me and I sigh.

      Even with as close as he was to getting the life choked out of him, he still wants to be in charge of things.

      Whatever.

      I rub my eyes with the back of my hand and stifle a yawn as I turn  the van up toward the highway entrance.

      "What did you guys do?" I ask him in a quiet voice.

      "Nothing," he replies before he raises the bottle to his lips and takes a swig. "Just hung out."

      Right.

      I roll my eyes and shake my head. There's no such thing as "just hung out" when it comes to Lakyn Meyer, but I'll let him tell me when he wants to. Right now, he seems a bit shaken and I don't want to poke him anymore than he'll be able to stand.

      "What were you doing while I was gone?" he asks as he twists the bottle back onto the cap.

      "Sleeping."

      Lakyn chuckles and I steal a glance at him. He runs his hands back through his hair, leans his chair back, and lets out his breath in a rush. "You're gonna drop off Beatrix, right? I don't think I could take dealing with another asshole for the next few days."

      "Yeah."

      "Good."

      The next hour of driving is silence. I think Lakyn's actually fallen asleep at this point, so I adjust the rear-view mirror and focus on Bea in the back. She's still curled up in a tiny ball, sound asleep, but safe.

      That's all that matters to me.

      I don't really care what happened tonight, as long as they're both safe.

      With another yawn, I rub my eyes when I see the signs for a rest area coming up in the next fifteen miles. I don't know why I'm as tired as I am since I really did sleep the entire time Lakyn was doing God knows what with that broody guy, but I don't think it'll do anyone in this van good if I flip it and kill us.

      I open my eyes wide and turn on the air conditioner, blasting the cold air into my face. It'll help me stay awake until we get there.

      Once we arrive, I open the door and hop out, stretching my arms high over my head before I gently close it behind me.

      I yawn again as I make my way toward the restrooms.

      I won't be able to sleep if my bladder is full and neither of them are in any condition to drive. Well, Lakyn might be, but he needs his beauty sleep or he turns into a major drama queen.

      When I'm done relieving myself, I head over to the sink and turn the faucets. It takes two shuffles to different sinks before I find one that finally works, and when I'm done and shut the faucets off, I stand up and glance at myself in the mirror.

      That's when I almost jump out of my skin.

      Lakyn's standing behind me, watching me with tired eyes and that fucking grin on his face.

      "How about a little fun before we get back in the van?" he asks, taking  a step closer and putting his hands on my hips.

      I sigh inwardly as I turn around to face him.

      He knows I won't tell him no, but I also feel a little bit better about him being gone for so long.

      Because if he wants to fuck right now, that means he didn't do anything with that other guy, and I have nothing to worry about.

      It means I can trust him after all.

      Doesn't it?
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