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Chapter One



[image: image]


Jazz

“What the fuck happened to you?”

I don’t usually curse at my neighbors, but when one of them walks in covered in cuts, bruises, and remnants of dried blood that may or may not be his caking in various places, I’m going to take notice. Swearily.

He’s obviously been in a fight, not that he looks beaten up. Far from it. He looks triumphant. Sexy. Hot. As. Fucking. Hell.

Even on a normal, non-bloodied day, Jake is someone to notice. He’s huge, for starters. Seven foot tall at least. Or maybe not quite that tall. I’m not a walking measuring stick. All I know is that he has to duck under every doorway he encounters, and he has to put his back to the wall to let people by in the narrow, shitty halls we have in this apartment block.

Right now, it’s four in the morning. I’m just getting back from my shift at the bar. He’s coming in from... fuck knows what. Could be a riot. Could be a robbery.

“Did you get mugged? Are you okay? Do you need me to call someone?”

This is the first time I’ve talked to Jake Lister. I’ve wanted to ever since he moved in, but I’ve never dared before. It’s not safe to start a conversation with most of the guys in this apartment block. This is a place where desperate people crash land, either on their way down to rock bottom, or on their way back up. The elevator works twice a month, not that I’d ever use it because it smells like a special concoction of rancid human fluids. I know Jake’s name because I’ve seen it on his mailbox. He put a new lock on it when he moved in and it shines brightly among all the weathered, scratched, and defaced boxes out in the hall we share.

“I’m fine,” he smiles. At least, I think he smiles. It might be a grimace. One of his eyes is half closed, swollen and black. It looks nasty and painful, not that he’s showing any signs of being in pain. If I get a paper cut I make more of a fuss than he’s making.

“Who hurt you?”

“Nobody who wasn’t supposed to.”

“What do you mean? Are you some kind of...” I lower my voice, “...masochist?”

Now he’s definitely grinning, even though it looks like it has to hurt. “Now why does a girl like you know words like that?”

“Uh...” I pause. “I have a dictionary.”

“Mhm.” He steps past me and starts heading inside, toward the stairs. I follow him, wondering what happened to turn this massive beast of a man into a bloody mess.

“Seriously. You should see a doctor.” I’m bothering him, probably. After weeks of furtive glances, I just became the weird girl in the next apartment who won’t leave him be. We both step around the soggy stain on the carpet at the bottom of the stairs. It’s always wet. There’s no leak above, so I don’t even want to know why.

“It was a fight,” he says, stopping dead so fast I run into the back of him. Every part of him is hard, even the rounds of his ass, which just met my lower belly.

I back off quickly.

“A fight?”

“Professional fight,” he clarifies.

“I didn’t know you were a professional fighter. Then, I guess, I didn’t know anything about you, so why would I know that?” I am babbling, nervous. “My name is Jazz, by the way.”

“Nice to meet you, Jazz,” he says, reaching out a hand to shake mine. I look at it as I grasp it. His knuckles are cracked and they look like they were bloodied before he was cleaned up and sent home like a goddamn gladiator. I wonder if the Romans gladiators got better accommodation than he does.

“You lived here long?”

He’s making conversation. Oh, god.

“Uhm, I moved in about a month before you, so about nine months?”

Eight months we’ve been neighbors. That’s a long time to check someone out but never actually talk to them. I noticed him the day he moved in. He’s pretty hard to miss, and so were his buddies. There were half a dozen of them at least, all massive ex-military dudes, covered in tattoos, but not the gangster kind I see around here a lot. Nothing on the face, nothing on the neck, just big sleeves and if I had to guess, chest and back work.

“That’s a long time in a place like this.”

“I know, right,” I smile, glancing up toward his face, but not quite daring to meet his eyes. He has nice eyes. They’re blue. I can’t see one them now, but I’ve caught flashes of them when we’ve hurried past each other in the past.

It’s not that I’ve been avoiding him. When he first moved in, I was in a relationship that was in the process of tanking. Since the breakup, I’ve been trying to hold it together as a single lady. Strong, independent, all that bullshit you tell yourself in the lonely hours of the night. My job means I get to watch people hook up all the time and wonder if that’s ever going to happen to me again. Probably not. I have the worst possible taste in men, and these days I’m always busy, trying to claw my way out of debt I managed to accumulate over several years of bad decisions. Every bit of money I earn over and above what I need to live goes to service loans that somehow get bigger no matter how much I put on them. That doesn’t leave a lot of time for making eye contact with the kind of guy I’m wildly attracted to, but have learned to be wary of. Hot guys with tats and apartments in my neighborhood are rarely good news. On weekends this place vibrates with the sound of illicit sex, drugs, and the wails of the unfortunate who are produced from it.

I tried to make friends when I moved in, Most people here think I’m a stuck-up bitch, because I won’t spot them a ten for a dime bag, or because I won’t share my nonexistent stash. And then there’s the ones who want me to give them free drinks at the bar. In the end, I just stopped socializing.

We’re walking up the stairs now, three flights between us and our apartments. I’m trying to think of something to say, because I don’t want the conversation to end.

“Do you, uh, want ice?”

“I’ve got ice,” he says. “Thanks.”

“Of course you do, silly me,” I say, feeling immediately stupid. Of course he doesn’t need anything from me. He’s a professional fighter. He’ll have all that sort of stuff.

Three flights of stairs later, I can’t think of anything to say. I’m kicking myself on the inside, racking my brains for something, but my mouth is dry and my head is empty.

He stops at his door, flashes me a smile, and cocks his head toward the interior. “Want to have a drink with me?”

“I don’t drink.”

Idiot! I berate myself immediately. Why the fuck did I say that? The hottest guy I ever met, one who I’ve wanted to get to know for months invites me into his apartment and I tell him I don’t drink. Jesus.

“I was going to make a protein shake,” he says amicably. “I can make you a hot chocolate if you want?”

“Oh. Uhm. Yes, please.”

He opens his door and I follow him in, feeling that excited numb sensation you get when something way too good to be true is happening and you don’t know how to process it.

His apartment is in the same state of disrepair as mine is. There’s only so much you can do with art when the wallpaper is stained, the paint is peeling, and mold from leaking pipes between floors turns the ceiling into a pastiche of colors. He’s cleaned his place up as much as it is really possible to do. The carpet has been pulled up and replaced with rugs, a smart move. His furniture is actually pretty nice too. He has a big, red, real leather couch right in the middle of the lounge.

“You’re too good for this place.”

“Huh?” He looks at me with a quizzical brow raised.

“I mean... you’re a fighter. You have a nice couch. Don’t fighters get paid enough to live somewhere better than this?”

“Depends,” he says, putting some water on to boil. “High level fighters, sure. But for every guy making a million-dollar payday, there are thousands cracking knuckles across skulls for less than a hundred. And the couch was a gift from my mom when she moved house.”

“She has good taste. Fighting sounds like a hard way to make a living.”

“There are harder ways.”

He says it in a tone that makes me want to ask what harder ways there are, but strongly suggests I shouldn’t.

He whips up his shake and a hot chocolate for me. I sit at the breakfast bar, grateful for the chance to rest my feet as he slides the mug over to me.

“I don’t often get served,” I quip. “I could get used to this.”

* * *
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Jake

She’s adorable and hot. That’s a hard combination to pull off, but she’s doing it. She’s wearing tight black jeans, comfortable lace-up sneakers for those hours she spends on her feet, and a top with cut-outs all over it, showing stomach, that sinful curve under her breast, and of course, enough cleavage to encourage tips. I don’t blame her for that. The outfit looks damn good on her. Her dark hair is tied back in a tight ponytail. Simple, but sexy. She’s wearing just enough makeup to look put together: a red lip, dark eye that emphasizes her deep brown gaze, and the rest of her face is pale, almost goth-y, but not quite. She’s exactly my type. Before my life went to shit, I’d have been in her bar hitting on her every damn night.

I’ve stayed away from her for a couple of reasons. One, she never makes eye contact, which in my experience means a woman isn’t interested in being approached, and two, I’ve got my own shit to deal with. Tonight was different. Tonight she talked to me. And I’m in a good mood. A five thousand dollar prize might not be mainstream money, but it will pay the rent for a good while.

She sips her hot chocolate and I hear her toes tapping against the underside of the cabinets as her legs swing back and forth. She’s happy. Her eyes sparkle with the kind of mischief I like, a sexy proclivity to naughtiness that calls to me.

“So you, uh, fight a lot?”

She’s trying to make conversation, and I suddenly realize that I’ve been standing here, not drinking my shake, not saying anything, just staring at her.

“I get bouts every now and then. After tonight, I should be up for a new one in a couple weeks.”

“Wow. So when are you gonna be on the big screen, or the small screen or whatever?”

She’s thinking of the shiny MMA you see on television. What I do isn’t that kind of fighting. I’m into underground prize fighting. Fewer rules. More money, on average, but more risk too. Not that you’d know I made any money at all by the state of this place. Every dollar I earn has to go to... other responsibilities. Debts I accumulated and might never pay off morally even if I pay every cent I earn financially.

“Maybe one day,” I say, making no commitment and giving her no clarification.

“I bet soon,” she says with more enthusiasm than I deserve.

“Maybe.”

* * *
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Jazz

It makes me so fucking nervous. Ever since he moved in he’s been this presence in the building. I would be embarrassed to tell him, but I’ve felt safer knowing he’s next door. I’ve had some less than healthy relationships in the past, so I’m not keen to get into another, but having a guy around who knows how to handle himself and hasn’t been creepy toward me is nice. It’s even nicer to be in his place, but I guess I should be going back to mine now. I don’t want to hang around and annoy him.

“I’m going to grab a shower,” he says. My heart sinks. I guess I am annoying him.

“Stay, though. I like talking to you,” he adds casually, making me grin. He likes talking to me! I try not to beam as hard as I feel like smiling. Men usually like me for various reasons, but my conversational skills are not at the top of the list.

“I’ll be back in a couple minutes,” he says. “Get comfy.”

Just like that, he leaves me unattended in his apartment. I hear the shower go on in the next room and I imagine what’s happening in there. He’s stripping off his clothing, getting naked. I can only dream of what he must look like without clothes on. From what I’ve seen, he’s hard and rippled, ridged for my pleasure.

Jesus. I need to get my mind out of the gutter. My job gives me plenty of chances to watch women react to hot men and vice versa. From my experience, women are just as hungry as guys. Right now, I’m fucking starving. It has been months since I last got laid and Jake is so hot. He’s the kind of unobtainable hot you see in Instagram models. I never thought I’d get a chance to be with a guy like this, if that’s what’s happening and I think it is. Guys don’t invite girls to their place in the middle of the night and then take a shower for no reason.

If I’m honest with myself, I’m waiting to get fucked. At least, I hope I am. No. Maybe he just wants someone to talk to. I get that a lot too, tending bar. Sometimes guys just want someone to listen. So maybe I’m getting ahead of myself. Maybe he’s just gone through a breakup and I seem like a nice person to talk to. I’ve got one of those faces where people just tell me things.

But Jake doesn’t seem lonely. He doesn’t seem like he wants to talk. I don’t get any desperate vibes from him. I can’t imagine him being desperate. A guy like him, he could walk into any bar in this city and get his dick sucked within ten minutes.

God, I’m crude.

No. Crude isn’t the word. Trashy. That’s what my ex used to call me. Actually, that was one of the nicer things he called me. He was an asshole. A mind-fucker. By the time he left me, he’d made me think those things were true. After all, I do dress in relatively skimpy clothes and serve men alcohol all night long in a place where other girls get their bodies out. Being in proximity of strippers was enough to make him think I was the sort who would sell herself. He was wrong, much to his disappointment.

I try to forget about the ex and focus on the man of the night. I want to get to know him better, but I don’t have the confidence to burst into the shower with him. I kind of wish I could just peel my clothes off and join him in the steamy nook... but that’s the kind of move that takes more confidence than I have. He offered me hot chocolate and conversation, not shower invasion.

There aren’t a lot of personal effects in Jake’s place, but I do find some pictures of him with some guys. They’re all dressed in fatigues, so it’s not a huge leap to guess they’re people he served with.

There’s a hammer in front of the picture. It’s weird. It doesn’t look used, like it was left for construction or anything. It looks almost like a display piece, a trophy. It has a wooden handle, highly polished, and a silver head with an inscription on it. I lean in a little closer to try to read what’s written in flowery script.

“H... ammer,” I read aloud, then let out a laugh. I mean, it is a hammer, but how fucking random to have a hammer with that inscribed on it. It must be some kind of inside military joke.

I keep walking around his place. Not to be nosey. Just to see everything. Is that nosey? Maybe. I’m just so curious about him. Right now all I know is that he’s a super-hot ex-military guy who fights for money. And who makes a mean hot chocolate.

“Hey, you.” Jake surprises me from behind.

“I wasn’t touching!”

He lets out a laugh as he emerges from the bathroom, a towel around his waist. Holy. Hell. His abdomen is a work of active art, all ridges and valleys, a muscular work of art. He gives me a lazy smile, one of his bright blue eyes catching mine, the other more closed than ever, but it doesn’t matter.

“It’s not a museum, you can touch,” he winks.

“Can I touch... everything?” I bite my lower lip and eye him suggestively. Fuck. Maybe I am trashy. Maybe I don’t care. Jake is hot and it’s late and there’s something in the air, something that happens between midnight and six in the morning, when anything and everything seems possible. At two o’clock in the afternoon, what I just said would be corny. Right now, those words ignite what has been between us from the beginning.

There’s something primal about him, and the way I respond to him. It’s like from the moment we met we’ve been sniffing around each other, walking one another’s territory, getting closer and closer until tonight we collided.

“Please do...” he says, dropping the towel.

I stare. And then I speak.

“...you’re a fucking god.”

He lets out another one of those deeply sexy laughs. “You’re adorable.”

I’m not trying to be cute. He really is built like Adonis. The way he’s put together, all muscles and sinew and brawn, from the V-line that leads down to his cock hanging heavy and already half-erect, to the musculature of his thighs, and his chest and oh god his abs... he has muscles I didn’t know men even had. He’s not just hot. I’ve seen plenty of hot in my time. He’s next level. Seeing him is like getting a shot of desire delivered right to the core of me. I’m going to do things I shouldn’t with this man. I’m going to be the kind of girl I swore I wasn’t.

I’m stuck, staring. My feet won’t move, not until he raises one arm, the muscles in his forearm flexing in a way that makes me flood, looks at me with that bright blue eye set below a thick brow, and crooks his finger.

He doesn’t say a single word and I am on my way to him, crossing the floor like I’ve been hypnotized. I don’t know where to look. Every inch of him is a hot delight. I want all of him. All at once.

When I am in reach, he extends that same hand and caresses me lightly, a brief brush of fingertips across my cheek. It has been a long time since I was touched by a man, and the last time I felt anyone’s touch, it was much rougher and much less wanted.

Jake is the most attractive man I’ve ever had a chance to be with. Every night, men ply me with compliments while I supply them with alcohol. I could have any of them. Sometimes I’m tempted, but I refrain. It’s not safe to sleep with men you meet in bars, especially not the bar I work in.

“You’re beautiful,” he says softly.

That compliment has been slurred at me dozens of times tonight, but it’s different coming from him. He’s real. Real fucking hot. He’s a mistake waiting to be made.

“Thank you.”

This is usually where a man gets all up on me, pressuring me and I start getting that tight, uncomfortable feeling that I’m not going to be able to get away without having something taken from me. Jake isn’t like that. He makes me feel wanted without being overwhelmed. I almost wonder if he knows what’s happened to me in the past. He’s handling me as if he does. Or maybe he’s just a gentleman and not an asshole. It’s probably about time I met one of those.

He lets me come to him, and instead of being yanked without regard against a hard body that would fuck any wet hole it found, I am allowed the luxury of letting myself sink against his body, his big hands sliding over my back and up and down my spine in a long caress as his mouth meets mine, his kiss powerful and yet caring. We’re relative strangers to one another, but I feel a connection with him that is only growing stronger by the moment.

Is this what love feels like when you finally find it? I don’t know. Chemicals are rushing through me, bringing desire and lust and all the most dangerous feelings I can experience. I try to keep my head about me, but I can’t. I am full of him already. He consumes my thoughts as well as my body as his hands sink down to cup my ass and pull me up hard against him, my pelvis meeting his. I can feel the hard ridge of his cock against my lower belly, and the hot bare line of him presses against me. My jeans ride low, and I feel the head of his dick grinding against my belly. Fuck. I want them off.

I wrap my legs around him, letting him pull my ass against his hips. We’re dry humping like teenagers, making out with a lustful fury that makes my head spin.

Jake carries me into the bedroom, lays me down on the bed and keeps kissing me, pulling my jeans off over my hips, taking my panties with them and tipping my shoes off my feet until I am naked from the waist down. My blouse and bra don’t last much longer, ripped and pulled from me until he has me just as naked as he is.

“You’re so damn beautiful,” he growls, kissing down my neck to my collarbone, down between my breasts and then paying special attention to each of my nipples until I am arching against his massive muscular body, writhing with a filthy need only he can fulfill.

“I want to be inside you,” he breathes against my ear, his fingers sliding between my thighs to tease my lower lips. I’m soaked. Have been since he stepped out of the shower looking like a god.

“I want you,” I moan back, holding on to him, my fingers curling in his hair as he toys with my pussy lightly, teasing me with little strokes and caresses. I hump the air like a dog in heat as he gets ready to take me. Pulling a condom from the nightstand, he rips the wrapper with his teeth and jams the ring over his cock, rolling it down the thick shaft all the way to the base. I feel a wild pang of irresponsibility that I won’t feel his cock skin to skin inside me, but at least he’s not reckless.

Then he’s over me, his body arched, muscles rippling as he slides his cock to my entrance and lets it rub there for a few seconds, kissing me passionately, roaming my body with his hands, riling me up into a desperate state in which I squeal and moan against his lips. I need him. I need this release. There is so little in this world that feels good to me, but I know this will.

“Fuuuuuckk...” he moans as he starts to press inside me. It’s tight at first. I haven’t had sex in a long time, but I’m ready for him as he pushes in with a powerful surge. He splits me open. Makes me his. Gives me everything I wanted, but still I let out a wail that makes him still immediately.

“Are you okay? Did I hurt you?” He’s stroking my hair back from my head so tenderly, looking down at me with real concern.

My eyes fill with tears almost immediately.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” I assure him immediately. “It’s just been a while...”

And nobody has ever given a fuck if I’m okay, I don’t add.

He holds himself inside me, his hips powerful, his shoulders bearing his weight easily. He’s basically planking with the tip of his cock inside me, displaying easy strength along with his care.

This is the most intimate encounter I’ve had in a long time. Stranger sex tends to be sordid rutting, no real connection, just working out the instinct of lust on one another. But with Jake, he holds me, he looks into my eyes, every thrust seems to mean something, an attempt to get closer to me.

And all of a sudden, it is almost too much. My pussy is wrapped around him so fucking tight and even with the condom, I feel his heat inside me, spreading me, making me whole.

His palm meets my ass once, twice, three times, jolting my pussy onto his cock and making my bottom burn. I let out a whimpering moan and grind my pelvis against him, pressing my clit against the hard ridge of his pubic bone, getting myself off on his dick with abandon.

“Fuck. Yes. Fuuccckkkk, yes!” He starts to swear and rut with even more intensity, and I feel his power. He’s so big, and so impossibly strong. Compared to him, I am utterly weak. That fact only makes me wetter as he slams his cock in and out of me, the room full of the lewd sounds of our mating.

I’ve had sex before. Lots of times. But not like this. I’ve never felt my entire body and mind be commanded so completely by a man. Usually I’m thinking about other things while I’m being fucked. Laundry. Bills. Next week’s shifts. Jake obliterates every thought that isn’t about him as he pushes my legs up toward my head and slides that thick club of male flesh in and out of my hole, fucking me with a rough power that leaves me writhing on his sheets.

He puts one hand down, covers my left breast and pins me there, his other hand on my right leg, spreading me wide, giving himself full access to every inch of my pussy. He’s not just fucking me. He’s dominating me completely. He’s claiming me for his own, and all I can do is lie there and react to him, my arching hips and clenching pussy the only contribution I can make to this hard session of love.

I am crying out incoherently. I don’t even know what I’m trying to say. My words are just one long moan that might be his name, or a prayer, I don’t know. I am so hot, so flushed as he keeps plunging in and out of me, the hand at my breast sliding down to my pussy so his thumb can strum my clit to an explosive orgasm that makes me shriek like a wild animal as I cream his cock, jerking and wriggling all over him, setting him off like a firecracker.

He swoops down on me, his lips crushing mine, his cock buried deep inside me, his hips jolting with orgasm as he comes inside me.

“Holy shit,” he swears softly, pressing a kiss to my forehead. “You were fucking amazing.”

“Back atcha,” I moan softly.

Jake stands up from the bed, his hand at the base of his dick. He goes to the bathroom to take care of the condom. I slip out of bed and start looking for my clothes. My underwear has gone missing somewhere.

“Where are you going?” He appears in the bathroom door, still completely naked.

“You don’t want me to leave?”

He raises his good brow at me. “You mean, am I kicking you out of bed? No. Unless you want to go.”

I don’t want to go. I want to be wrapped up in his arms, held against his big, powerful body.

“I mean, I guess I could stay.”

“Good,” he smiles, getting into bed and patting the mattress next to him. Nothing about this man is expected. I snuggle down next to him and I feel the kind of security I haven’t felt since I was very small. He’s so big and so muscular. He wraps an arm around my waist and snugs me in against his body.

I am asleep before I know it.
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Chapter Two
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“What the fuck is that?”

My morning begins with the almost the same question my night started with, but for much more disturbing reasons. There’s an almighty banging and crashing coming from through the bedroom wall. I know what’s on the other side of that wall. My apartment. And I’m not there.

We both come to the same conclusion at the same time. Someone is in my place, tearing it the fuck up. It sounds like someone let a zoo loose in there.

“Stay there,” he says, vaulting out of bed. He grabs something from under the mattress as he goes. Something dark and lethal.

“Is that a gun?”

“What do you want me to take over there? A stuffed toy?”

“I don’t want you taking anything over there. Call the police!”

“The police aren’t coming quick enough to do anything about this, sweetheart,” he says, yanking pants on and nothing else.

“Don’t take a fucking gun! If you shoot someone you’ll go to jail.”

The banging is only getting louder. They’re really ripping my place apart. Fuck. Jesus. It had to be today, didn’t it. It couldn’t be any other fucking day.

He stops and looks at me, hands on his hips. “Why aren’t you surprised by this? Why don’t you want me to use a gun? Do you know who is over there?”

It’s gone quiet next door, just in time for me to tell him something very untrue.

“...no?”

The lie is only just out of my mouth when Jake’s front door comes flying open, propelled off the hinges by the boot of a man I know all too well. Jesus Christ. We’re going to die.

* * *
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Jake

I see the door come off in slow motion and my training takes over. I’ve already put the gun down thanks to Jazz’s weird reaction, but that doesn’t make me any less dangerous to the three men who just made the huge fucking mistake of pouring into my apartment. The first one rushes toward me. I step to the side and his throat meets my outstretched forearm. He goes down like a sack of shit with a nasty cracking sound as he hits the floor. I don’t have time to check on him before the other two come at me at the same time.

I drill every damn day for situations like this, and before my fighting career, I trained even harder in the military. This is amateur hour thug bullshit and it ends with all three of them on the floor. A pulse check reveals that two of them are just out of it. The first guy has no pulse that I can find. He hit the floor damn hard. He might have severed his spine when he hit my arm. I guess the autopsy will show the medical cause of death, though the real cause of death is being a stupid asshole.

I refuse to feel bad for killing a man who tried to attack me and the woman I’m with for no reason. I’ve done that many times before under combat conditions, and this feels just like those. Once a man comes into your home, he loses the right to breathe as far as I’m concerned.

Crouching beside the unconscious men, I start going through their pockets. I want to know who these guys are.

“You okay?” I glance up at Jazz. She’s just staring at me expressionlessly. Probably in shock, but I’ll take it. It’s better than her screaming and calling attention to us. This building is a dump and people mostly stay out of one another’s business, but there’s still the chance someone has called the cops.

“Uh...”

She’s staring at the dead guy. The other two don’t seem to be worth her attention, but she can’t take her eyes off this one. I suspect she knows him. I’m pretty damn sure she knows what just happened, and why. She’s sitting on the bed, the sheets pulled up to her chin. She looks scared, but not surprised. I’ll question her later. Right now, I know I’m not getting anything useful out of her. She has the stunned look of someone in denial. You can’t deny what you didn’t already know though. In split seconds of observation, I’m more certain than ever that she’s involved in whatever the hell this is.

I start going through the guy’s pockets. I have to know who these people are.

“Jesus,” I swear under my breath as I pull a police badge out of his pocket. I turn it over in my hand, hoping that it’s fake, but there’s a weight to it that tells me it isn’t.

I just killed a cop. And if the other two guys are cops as well, which stands to reason, I beat up two other cops so badly they’re not going to be talking for a while. Maybe not walking again, either. There goes the self-defense argument. Nobody cares about personal rights when cops are involved.

I’m still technically in the right. They’re not wearing uniforms. They didn’t shout police when they came in here. But when the state presses charges, nobody is going to care about that. Back when I used to pay attention to the news there were stories about cops shooting people in their own homes, usually when they’d gone to the wrong house. Jazz and I were maybe ten seconds away from being one of those stories just now. And that makes me wonder how many of those stories I read were truly the tragic accidents they were made out to be. These fuckers wanted to hurt her.

“What’s going on, Jazz? Who are these guys?”

She transfers her stare to me and shakes her head wordlessly.

I keep looking for information. Next, I find phones. The first two don’t have anything interesting on them, but the dead guy has one on him. I use dead guy’s thumb to open it and as I scroll through I find something very interesting. Naked pictures. There’s endless albums of different girls, some naked, some fucking dead guys, some fucking other guys, some fucking more than one guy at a time. They’re so dirty, it almost looks like he downloaded them from a site, but they have that shitty quality when you take something with your own phone, and they’re in the camera album. I don’t recognize any of the girls, or the guys until...

I look up from the phone and straight at Jazz.

“Why are you on here?”

Her pictures aren’t as explicit as some of the others. She’s standing naked, like she just got out of the shower and maybe didn’t know there was a picture being taken of her. Then in the next image she’s looking directly at the camera and removing all doubt that she didn’t know. She doesn’t look happy, but there are several more taken after that and she’s obviously cooperating, though there’s nothing sexy about a dead-eyed stare of barely veiled loathing. She hated this guy, but she was pretty obviously fucking him.

He’s dead, but I wish I could kill him again. She’s mine. I knew she wasn’t a virgin, but meeting the ex this way is, well, probably the worst possible circumstances.

She shakes her head quickly, dark strands falling into her eyes. “I don’t know.”

I just killed a man to save her, and she’s fucking lying to me.

“Jazz,” I growl. “I need to know why a dead cop has you on his phone. And I need to know it right. Fucking. Now.”

She gives a little shrug. “I mean, I guess we used to date.”

“You guess?”

“Yeah, I mean, I suppose.”

Why the hell is she being so evasive? This guy brought two of his friends to hurt her, and he had no qualms about breaking into any apartment he felt like. He was coming for her. I can understand why she doesn’t care about him being dead, but I don’t understand why she won’t tell me who he is to her.

Before I can interrogate her further, I hear footsteps down the hall. I need to get that fucking door back up before someone comes by and sees all this chaos. I stand up, grab the door, and push it into its frame as best I can. It’s not perfect, but it will stop prying eyes from seeing what is now basically a murder scene.

This is serious. It needs to be dealt with seriously.

“What the hell are you doing?” I bite the question out as I turn around and see her getting ready to leave.

She pauses midway through putting her panties on. “Uhm, getting dressed?”

“Not now, you’re not. Right now, you’re telling me what the hell is going on.”

“I don’t know what’s happening.”

“Jazz...” I stride over to her. I’m not letting this go, or her go, until I know what the hell just happened. “Why is there a dead man on my floor?”‘

“Well, you killed him, I guess. I mean, he deserved it. Don’t feel bad.”

“I don’t feel bad,” I tell her. “I want to know why. Who is he? Why were they in your place?”

“I dunno.”

“Yes, you damn well do. And stop putting those damn panties on.”

“Why? Do you want to wear them?”

She’s sassing me. A dead cop on the floor, her naked pictures on his phone, and she’s fucking giving me attitude. She doesn’t understand how much adrenaline is charging through me right now. My muscles are swollen with it, my mind is racing. I am in fight mode, and she is not helping.

“I don’t think they’re your color,” she says. “These are hot pink and you’re probably more of a blue... Ow!”

Her scream comes from getting her bare ass smacked, hard. Her lace panties tear in my hand as I yank them off her body. I don’t know what she thinks she’s doing, but she’s going to tell me what just happened and why. I’m not taking some sassy one-liner for an answer.

“What the fuck are you doing?” she curses at me, her voice lit with outrage.

“I’m going to spank your ass until you tell me what’s going on.”

And that’s exactly what I do. I sit down on the bed, pull her over my thighs and I start spanking her bare bottom long and hard. She’s short compared to me, and small, and holding her over my lap isn’t hard, even when she starts wriggling and cursing up a storm.

I’ve always thought there was something about Jazz that was hellaciously spankable. Last night my palm met her ass more than once and I noticed she arched up and into it. This is different though. She might like a little heat in the bedroom, but what I’m giving her is a lot more than a little. My arm rises and falls hard and fast, whacking her bare ass. It’s not as hard as I could hit her, but it probably feels like it. Her skin colors up immediately, pale cheeks turning flame red in the shape of my palm.

“You’re going to tell me who that dead guy is, and you’re going to tell me now, because we have about five minutes before those two wake up and this is over for all of us.”

“I can’t say!”

“You can. And you will!” I keep up the spanking, my palm falling relentlessly against her ass. She deserves every bit of this. She should have told me she was in danger when she heard the guys next door. I could have been ready for them. They might all have survived. Or none of them.

“Let me go, Jake! For fuck’s sake! You’re hurting me!”

“It stops hurting when you start talking.”

* * *
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Jazz

I can’t fucking tell him. No matter how much he makes my ass burn. I’m already humiliated enough that he saw my pictures on Rodney’s phone; I can’t tell him how they came to be there, or why Rodney and his asshole friends are here.

Jake’s apartment looks like a war zone and there are faces here I don’t want to see, much less talk about. I turn my face away from the carnage he unleashed and try to withstand the heat and pain searing through my flesh. Maybe if I can just grit my teeth and hold on, I can get through this. Maybe. Ow, fuck. Okay, no. Every time his hand lands it is fresh hell. I’m starting to think that what he’s doing is worse than what Rodney would have done, but that’s not true.

“I can’t tell you!”

“You can, and you will,” he insists.

I don’t think I’ve ever been spanked in my whole fucking life. I’ve been smacked around. I’ve been threatened. I’ve been beaten up. But being spanked is different. Being held down and slapped is a special kind of embarrassing. I feel sore and small and guilty all at the same time, and I don’t know why I’m feeling guilty, because there is no way this is my fault. I don’t owe him anything, including answers. I’ve been humiliated and hurt enough in this entire ordeal without Jake adding to it.

“Ow! Fucking ow! Goddammit! Stop!”

Last night, I felt his power one way. Now I’m feeling it another way, and it’s unbearable.

“Oww! Okay! Jake! Okay! I’ll tell you!” I give in.

Jake pulls me up on his lap. It is absolutely not comfortable to sit, but even if it was, I’d be squirming anyway because of how he’s looking at me. He’s so fucking strong and so damn stern. He’s a big, scary, serious dude, and I’m in trouble with him. I was in trouble with the guys on the floor too. Very different sort of trouble.

“Who is he?” Jake points to the floor.

“He’s a cop. His name is Rodney.”

“Those are both pieces of information I got off him already. Now tell me what I don’t know.”

This is a very uncomfortable interrogation. I don’t want to tell him. I don’t want to tell anyone what Rodney put me through. I especially don’t want to say that I dated him because at first, I thought he was cute.

“You’re not talking,” he growls, shifting his hands in a way that suggests he’s going to put me back over his knee. Over his knee like a naughty little girl. Over his knee, like...

“I’m going to tell you! It’s just hard.”

“Listen, Jazz,” he says. “I’d love to take this slow and have you tell me in your own time, but in case you haven’t noticed, this just became very much life and death, so...”

“I used to date him,” I blurt, knowing that once Jake hears this, he’s going to hate me. He’s going to never want to be with me ever again. Well, that’s not that surprising. I didn’t expect this to be anything more than a one-night stand.

“Okay, so how did you get from dating to this?”

“I broke up with him.”

“And he’s been harassing you?”

“Yeah.”

“You know why?”

“Because he’s a psychotic asshole.”

“Who brought two of his friends with him to hurt you. That’s not crazy ex behavior. That’s something else. There’s more to this, isn’t there?”

God, he’s good. Most people would believe me and stop there, I’m pretty sure. They wouldn’t keep probing even as tears fill my eyes. I’m fucking glad Rodney is dead. He deserves death. The other two do as well. Both of them were accomplices in his sick little scheme.

“We’d been dating for a month or so when he asked me if I wanted to sleep with one of his buddies. He made it sound like it was going to be hot or whatever.”

“What did you say?”

“No, of course. I’d only slept with him once anyway. He was always trying to get in my pants, but he kind of gave me a creepy vibe that only got worse with his clothes off.”

“So he didn’t like you saying no?”

“He told me it wasn’t an option. He told me that to be with him, I had to fuck his friends. He was like some kind of deranged Spice Girl. I told him I wasn’t into being shared or swapped or whatever. I thought the conversation was over and he dropped it. Then, uhh, maybe a week later, I go over to his place and his friend is there. With his dick out.”

Jake is listening, his expression stony. He’s probably wondering why I went back to Rodney after he said that shit, but the fucked-up thing is, Rodney was cute, he looked hot in his uniform, and he had a way of talking that made everything sound like it wasn’t really that big of a deal. I thought I was overreacting, until that day.

“And that’s when I freaked out and told him we were over and he told me his friend had already paid. It got... bad.”

“I’m sorry,” Jake says.

“Yeah, so I don’t like talking about it. But, uhm, anyway. It ended with him telling me I had to leave town. Apparently he does... I mean, did, do that all the time. He was dating half a dozen girls and then he’d sell them to his cop buddies for sex. A lot of them went along with it. He didn’t really make it feel like you had a choice...” The words are tumbling out of me now. I’ve thought about this for so long. It feels weird, but also good to say it out loud. “But I know there’s always a choice. I guess I wasn’t actually as trashy and weak as he thought I was. Anyway, after that, he started to harass me to get me to leave town. He does that to the girls he doesn’t want in circulation anymore. And when I refused to leave, he started fucking with me. I lost my car because it kept getting towed and the fine to get it out was more every time. There’s a lot a cop can do to fuck with you if they want to.”

“Yeah,” he agrees. “Like breaking into your place. And this one.”

“They don’t care what they do. They think they run this town. They’re like little local gods. I’m really sorry I brought this to you. I’m going to get going,” I say. I try to wriggle off his lap, only to find myself held there with an arm like iron.

“You didn’t. They broke down my door.” He shakes his head in disbelief.

“They do what they want,” I say. “They don’t really care. They know this is a poor area and people here don’t have good lawyers, and they can get you thrown in jail for the weekend or longer if they fuck with your paperwork. I’ve been in and out of jail three times since this started on bullshit charges.”

His jaw tightens and he gives a quick nod, as if he’s just decided something.

“Alright,” he says. “We’re going. Now.”

I wish it was that simple, but I already know enough to know that it’s not. “Where are we going to go? What are we going to do?”

“Well, right now, we’re going to try not to get arrested for killing cops,” he says. “We can work out the details later.”

“We are fucked,” I tell him. “You should just tell the cops I did this and let me run.”

“Yes, because they’re going to believe a 4′9 girl who weighs maybe a hundred pounds on a heavy day broke one man’s neck and put the other two out cold. They’re going to know exactly who did this and they’re going to get you as an accessory for it. So we both need to get out of here.”

I stare at him, trying to process everything, and failing completely. “So we’re just going to run? For how long? They’ll find us and they’ll kill us and...”

“They’re not finding anything if we leave now. I doubt those guys said anything about going to trash a house. It’s going to take some time for anyone to notice them missing, and it’s going to take even longer for them to get found here.”

“You mean, it’s going to take until those two wake up. Which could be an hour from now, or a minute from now.”

“Right. So go get some stuff. Underwear, change of clothes, passport if you have it.”

I hesitate, but he’s already sliding me off his lap, his big palm contacting my ass with a heavy swat that reignites the fire in my rear.

“Go!”

I have to step over Rodney’s broken body on the way out. I thought I loved him once, for five minutes, before he made it obvious that I was just some meat he was going to use. I feel sick to my stomach at what has happened, and scared of what’s to come. Who even knows if the other two are going to wake up. Jake might have killed them all. I might be an accessory to three different murders.

I can’t take this.

The apartment door almost falls in on me when I try to open it. Thankfully, Jake is there behind me, pushing it back up with his powerful arms.

“Just scoot out the side,” he says. “I’m going to try to get this back on.”

I nod and go back to my place. They didn’t need to kick that door down. They had the key. From the outside, everything looks normal. Once I step through, I see how fucked it is.

My place is utterly ruined. Everything I owned, everything I dared care about has been smashed systematically. Rodney always was a fucking asshole, but I thought if I just kept my head down long enough he’d get tired of harassing me and leave me alone.

Now I’m starting to think something really fucking sinister was going to happen today if they had found me home. Trashing the place makes it look like there was a robbery. And if I’d been where I was supposed to be, at home, in bed, it might have been a home invasion, assault, and then a murder. He was coming for me. He wanted me gone. I guess he finally decided to get rid of me once and for all. Instead, he got rid of himself.

Rodney’s not ever coming back. Jake dropped him like the sack of shit he was and holy fuck, was that satisfying to see. When those guys came in through the door, I just froze. If it wasn’t for Jake, I’d be dead by now, I’m sure of it.

“Where’s your stuff?”

Jake appears by my side. He has a bag in his hand. Something tells me that bag sat in his place fully packed and ready to go long before anyone came to knock his door down.

“I don’t know. My stuff is everywhere.”

“I have your purse from last night,” he says, his voice calm and certain while mine tremors. “Do you have a passport?”

“No.”

“Okay. Then let’s go.”

* * *
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Jake

She’s just staring at an open lingerie drawer, which is now empty aside from one shiny red thong I would bet money she has never worn. The rest of her underwear has been thrown around like confetti. It lies scattered among broken glass and ceramics, picture frames and mugs broken and stomped on by those thugs who have brought their badge into disrepute.

“Okay, come on,” I say, urging her out the door. It’s better if we leave her stuff all messed up. That shows signs of a struggle. That’s evidence we have of foul play. I take a few pictures of the apartment before we leave, just in case someone tries to clean up after the fact.

I want to be out of here before the other two wake up. I want to be so long gone they don’t have a hope in hell of finding us.

The law is only as good as the men enforcing it, and those pieces of shit who used their power to exploit women were never worthy of the badge. But that’s not going to matter once the story gets out. Once word spreads that there’s a cop killer on the loose, every single boy and girl in blue is going to have a hard-on for us like you would not believe. We’re going to be the monsters in this story, and I know what happens to monsters. People come for them with pitchforks and fire. Or in the case of the police, hails of gunfire. If they catch us, there’s no chance they’ll bring us in. Cop killers get shot on sight. Everybody knows it, nobody says it.

“Come on,” I urge her gently. “There’s nothing left here.”

“I don’t think there was ever anything here,” she mumbles.

She’s not going to be able to get herself ready, so I grab a bag and stuff some things from the floor into it. She’s going to need something to wear tomorrow and the next day. I also grab a small teddy bear that must have been on her bed. Usually that wouldn’t be go-bag material, but it is only a few inches long and it might help.

“Come on.”

She’s stuck there, staring, shocked. It’s like she’s just straight up shut down. Her mind has overloaded with all that has happened in the last few minutes. Witnessing violence can do that, and she just watched a man die. This is the sort of thing the military trains you to be able to handle. Either that or you wash out. Can’t freeze when the bullets start flying. But she’s as frozen as anyone I’ve ever seen. Not her fault. She’s not made for this kind of life.

When she doesn’t move, I crouch down and scoop her up and over my shoulder. My car is out back. It’s a beater, and there’s something going on with the alternator that makes it hard to start every now and then, but it will get us over state lines and that’s the most important thing.

I take the fire escape down, rickety iron flexing under our combined weight. It holds together long enough to get us out of the building without being seen.

I’m starting to second guess myself and what I’ve done. I left two of them breathing. That might have been a mistake. If I’d killed all three of them, we could try to claim ignorance of what happened, but I’m not going to go back and kill in cold blood just to save my ass in a dodgy cover-up.

Military experience helped with getting into this mess, but I’ve never prepared for a domestic campaign in which we’d just killed law enforcement. I’m used to being the good guy, but now I’m very much on the wrong side of the law.

“Do your seatbelt up,” I say, dropping Jazz into the passenger seat.

By the time I get in my side, her seatbelt is done up and she’s staring straight ahead.

“You okay?”

She speaks without moving a muscle. “I’m fucked. You’re fucked. We’re both fucked.”

* * *
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Jazz

“Jazz. Look at me.”

He makes me turn my head toward him with a firm, but gentle grip on my chin.

“You’re going to be okay. You haven’t done anything wrong. I’m the one who engaged those three. I’m the one responsible. I’m going to keep you safe. No matter what, okay?”

I just stare at him. I don’t know what I did to earn this kind of loyalty. No, wait. I do know. Nothing. Nothing except fuck him.

“I’m really sorry,” I whisper. “I should have told you what you were getting into.”

“Why? It’s not like we got married. We had sex. There’s a lot we don’t know about each other.”

His words are factual, but they sting, and it doesn’t make any sense. I know we’re not married, of course. But it feels like a rejection—which is stupid because this man literally just threw his whole life away to save mine.

He starts the car and we head out of the city I fought so hard to stay in. Now I don’t know why I bothered. I should have left the minute Rodney threatened me. I could have found another shitty job in another shitty town, but I didn’t want to. Being settled meant something to me. Now I know that was stupid.

“Where are we going?”

“To stay with some friends.”

“You have friends who will hide you after you killed a cop?”

“I have friends who would hide me no matter what,” he says. There’s a grim pride in his tone, and I can’t help but envy his certainty. I don’t have anyone I can count on like that. That’s half the reason I was so vulnerable to Rodney.

We drive in stiff, tense silence. I’m expecting to run into a roadblock of police cars, or see lights in the rearview mirror literally any moment, but it doesn’t happen. We just drive along at a sedate pace, blending in with the other, presumably more innocent, less killer-on-the-run cars.

I feel physically numb, and mentally I am just stalled, looping around a small number of thoughts. Rodney deserved that. Now he’s dead. Now his friends are hurt. Now the world feels like it is ending one minute at a time because I know people like me don’t get away with things like this.

“You said that cop had tried to get other girls into prostitution.”

“Not tried. He did,” I say, answering Jake’s sudden question.

“We need to find the other girls he did that to. We need to get enough evidence to prove that what happened was self-defense.”

“They won’t care. Fleeing is an offense. They’ll put us in prison. And I can’t go to prison. I’ve seen Orange is the New Black. I can’t deal with all that.”

He smirks at me wryly. “Real prison is a lot worse.”

“Yeah, I bet it is.”

I wrap my arms around myself to try to self-soothe. This has gone from one of the best nights of my life to one of the worst days I’ve ever had. Last night was so incredibly hot. The sex was rougher than I’ve had before, even with Rodney, who thought he was dominant, but all that ever came to was inept rutting, banging into me like I was a bag of sand. When he first suggested fucking his friends, I almost considered agreeing, just to get some decent dick.

It was different with Jake. He has an animal passion and grace, an intensity that made me forget myself when he was inside me. It was like I became a part of him, my pleasure was his pleasure. Every time he thrust, I felt things I’d never felt before.

Now I’m feeling similarly new feelings, but these are not good. This is a horror I’d love to wake up from, but how? How do you escape the fact that you’re fleeing a crime scene after watching one man kill another in your defense?

It’s sick, but this is the most romantic thing anybody has ever done for me.

I reach out and turn the car radio on, just for some sound to block out the thoughts in my head. Maybe I can pretend that things are normal, just for a while. We’re almost at the city limits. There’s a brief attempt at suburbia before the world opens up into open fields. In the distance, the mountains are standing sentinel, and Jake turns the car that way while strains of the best music the 1980s could produce fill the air.

I’m starting to relax, and with that relaxation comes a new feeling. One I haven’t had in a long time. A sense of freedom. Rodney is gone. The narrow little world the city creates with the buildings that hem me into straight lines and right angles is gone too. There’s nothing but space and air and a winding ribbon of road that stretches from here out into what feels like eternity.

“How big is the United States?”

“Hmm?” Jake grunts the question.

“I mean, if you were going to drive all the roads, how long would it take?”

“I have no idea.”

“Years, I think. Maybe even decades. Maybe a whole lifetime.”

“Maybe.”

He’s preoccupied with driving and probably with trying to work out our next move, but my mind is moving on to the next stage of life. I’m going to be on the run for a very long time. Maybe forever. I always wanted to travel, but not to distant countries. This land, right where I was born, this is more than big enough to swallow two people up and hide them forever.

I don’t think we’re going to find the other girls Rodney used. And even if we do, I don’t think they’re going to talk, and even if they talk, what use will that be? Just because you were asked to fuck cops for money doesn’t mean you can just kill the cop that asked you. And neither Jake nor I have the kind of money it would take to get off that charge.

We’re outlaws. In the very real, Wild West sense of things.

“Do you know the names of any of the other girls?”

“Not really,” I answer him. “He was pretty careful about keeping everything insulated and separated. And then he’d get them to leave town when he was done with them, so what he was doing wouldn’t get around. There are probably dozens of girls out there, but he made sure we wouldn’t know each other. I don’t even know how we would start to find them.”

Jake nods, not taking his eyes off the road for a second. “There’ll be a way.”

He’s so confident, like this is just a parking ticket we can probably sort out if we just do a little legwork. I’m not going to argue with him. I’m clinging to what feels like a very remote hope that he is right.

“We need gas,” he says, pulling off the main drag and into a small gas station. There’s one pump and nobody else around, which makes me feel better and worse at the same time. I don’t want to be around people. I feel like they’d be able to see everything all over my face. I’m a suspicious person of interest on the run. I’m a criminal. I’m fucked.

At least, I think I am. I don’t know what will happen once Rodney’s friends wake up and find him dead. Will they run? Will they panic and try to hide the body? Will they call it in and say they were attacked totally unprovoked while investigating a disturbance? I’d put money on them doing the last one. Not one of the people Rodney hung out with had anything like morals. They were so proud of themselves because they thought they were the law, and everyone else had to bow down and suck their dicks.

Except Jake. Jake doesn’t bow to any man.

I look over at Jake as we pull up by the gas pump. I stare at him. He’s so fucking handsome. And it’s not just an aesthetic thing. Everything that makes him attractive, his powerful build, his hard stare, it’s all part of his practical ability to destroy others. He could be a predator like Rodney was, but he chooses to be a protector.

Before he can get out of the car, I reach out and grab his hand. He looks back at me in surprise. I lean across the car and press a kiss to his lips.

“Thank you,” I whisper. “You’ve saved me.”

A broad smile appears on his face. He reaches out with his other hand and cups my cheek, kissing me back with a rough passion. “Anytime, baby. Was my pleasure.”

Anyone else would be freaking out right now, but Jake doesn’t give a fuck that he just abandoned his entire life at a moment’s notice. He was ready to.

“Why...” I try to form the question. “Why are you so fucking cool?”

He chuckles. “Cool?”

“I mean, how are you so calm about this? Your life just got ruined.”

“Naw, baby,” he says, patting my cheek lightly. “I’ve seen lives ruined. This is nothing. A hiccup. We’re gonna be fine.”

I don’t know that we are, but I have to believe him. I don’t have anything or anyone else to believe in. Rodney was the monster who stalked the shadows of my world, and now the darkness he shed seems to have overwhelmed me. It’s a sunny day outside, but I can’t quite feel the heat. Jake’s touch is the only thing that feels fully real to me, a warm lifeline to the world I am still part of, but feel so disconnected from.

“Are you okay?” He asks me the question seriously. I notice for the first time since waking up that his eye looks much better today. It’s bruised, but half-open, so when he looks at me earnestly I am treated to one and a half bright blue eyes.

“I... think so? I don’t know if it would be more fucked up to be okay or not to be,” I answer honestly.

He pulls me across the car and kisses me again, passionate and deep, driving all dark thoughts from my head.

“You’re going to be okay,” he promises me, his lips against mine, his hand behind my head as he pushes his forehead to mine in a gesture of solidarity and comfort. “We’re going to be okay.”

I breathe in his belief and nod. He gives me another kiss on the forehead, and I find myself wondering how someone can be that brutal in one moment, and this tender in another.

A fifty dollar bill appears under my nose. “I’ll pump, you pay,” he says. “Grab some snacks.”

“What kind of snacks?”

“I’m not picky,” he says. “Something with gluten in it. Something not keto. I’m calling today a cheat day.”

I give him a little half smile and go into the store.

Be normal. Be normal. I repeat the words in my head, a mantra of borderline panic.

The gas station has a little store with a few shelves of product, a little glassed-in box where the cashier sits, and an old television mounted to the ceiling that’s playing baseball.

“Need help?”

“Argh!” I jump at the question, clutching the big hoodie I’ve somehow acquired during the course of events around me more tightly. Did Jake put this on me? Did I put this on me? It’s not mine. It smells of Jake, and that helps calm me.

“We’re, uh... gas. I mean, I need snacks.”

“Kay,” the guy says, snapping his gum. He couldn’t give less of a fuck about me. He’s wearing a gas-branded ball cap and shirt, both of which are super stained, neither of which has ever been cleaned, I’m pretty sure. He is not the kind of guy to notice details, so I’m probably safe, even if by some chance cops come here and question him.

I start looking at the shelves. Like Jake, I normally watch what I eat, but I figure carbs don’t matter when you’re a ruthless criminal. I load up on stuffed cookies and chips, grab some sodas in a range of flavors and head for the counter.

“All this and the gas for the car at pump two.”

“Cool,” the guy says. He starts to ring my purchases up slowly as hell.

Breaking News: A Brutal Attack On Police Officers Leaves One Dead And Several Critically Injured

The television takes a break from broadcasting sports to fuck me over at the worst time possible. I can’t help but crane my head to look and when I do, I see Jake’s face splashed across the television screen. They’ve used his military headshot, which doesn’t look exactly like him, but it’s still too fucking close for comfort. I find myself kind of glad that he was in a fight last night. The bruising and swelling changes his face enough that maybe he doesn’t look exactly like that picture.

“Do you guys, uh, have that gum that comes in the blueberry flavor?” I ask the question by way of distraction, which turns out to be unnecessary because I’m pretty sure the television could announce that the world was about to explode and he wouldn’t pay any attention.

“We got what’s on the counter, lady.”

He shifts in his seat and I see the reason for his preoccupation. He’s more interested in the porn he has cued up on his phone than what’s playing on the shitty old TV jacked up at the far end of the little station. I can see the corner of a barely legal boob perkily displayed at the edge of his grease-marked screen.

“Okay, never mind. I’ll just take that stuff.”

“That’s forty-two.”

I push the fifty dollar note over the counter and get eight bucks back.

“Okay, thanks. Have a nice day,” he grunts at me.

I glance up at the TV. The game is back on. Crisis averted and maybe even bullet dodged. Jake is waiting for me inside the car when I get in, armfuls of snacks spilling everywhere.

“We are fucked.”

“Why?” He quirks a brow at me as he starts the car and gets us back out on the road.

“They played a breaking news alert on the TV in there. They showed your military picture as a person of interest.”

“But not yours?”

“I don’t have a military picture.”

“You know what I mean,” he snorts at me. “Were you on the alert? Did they mention you at all?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think so. I didn’t see myself. I was trying not to look, you know, not draw attention?”

“Good, and good,” he says, not disturbed by the fact he is a key suspect in what is obviously a murder case, and that everybody in the county, maybe even the country, is going to be looking for him.

“You’re not worried?”

“Are those corn chips?”

He changes the subject, and I let him. I open a bag of chips and settle them in the center console between the two of us. He starts snacking one-handed. I pop open a soda, and we head into our uncertain future, consuming empty calories we might not get the chance to burn.
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Chapter Three
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We drive and eat, and eat and drive. The radio plays the songs I used to enjoy when I was a kid, innocent of everything. They make me nostalgic for riding bikes and craving ice cream and thinking cops were people who told you the time if you asked. Growing up was a huge mistake.

I shift uncomfortably in the seat. My ass is still aching. I hadn’t really paid much attention to that before. With everything else going on, physical discomfort doesn’t really matter. I guess I’m starting to relax. That’s good. It also means I’m starting to feel my body again. Starting to feel the ache Jake installed there earlier.

“You alright?” Jake looks over at me.

“Yeah, you just, you know, whacked my ass pretty hard.”

“Yup.” He crunches a chip between flashing white teeth and winks at me. “You needed it. I’ll do it again if you deserve it.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah,” he says firmly. “I need your total trust if we’re going to get through this. You can’t hide things from me. You have to be completely open and utterly honest. Hiding things from each other will get us both killed.”

I nod silently. I don’t know what to say. There’s not that much to tell anymore, at least I don’t think there is. His threat to spank me again though, those words are making their way through the little crevices of my mind, all the way down to my soul.

I look out the window and replay the whole thing over again. I remember what it was like being thrown down over his thighs, feeling the power of his body used to punish instead of pleasure. It was a shock.

If Rodney hadn’t just attacked, I would have reacted a lot worse than I did. I was too shaken to be as horrified and offended as I probably should have been, being treated that way. I’m not sure he has any right to punish me. I didn’t do anything wrong.

Or maybe I did.

I don’t know. I just know that he hits fucking hard, and if he does it again, it might not go so easy for him.

“You sulking now?”

“Nope.” I grab a snack and start eating so I don’t have to talk him about this. This is all so overwhelming. I never thought I’d be a criminal. I never thought I’d see the kind of things I’ve seen today. I guess I got off lightly getting my ass smacked. He could have broken my neck just as easily. Not that he would. Jake isn’t the sort of guy to hurt a woman. Not like Rodney was. Rodney took pleasure in his ability to overpower me and others. He liked telling me that he could fuck me any time he liked, if he liked. He walked a nasty line between legal and illegal, and I knew, just like the others before me would have known, that there was nothing I could do about it.

Jake’s threat to spank me feels a bit like that, but different. I don’t get the feeling he’s saying that to try to scare me. At least, not in the way Rodney would have. I think he’s trying to make me be open with him. But there’s so much I’m embarrassed about. I’m not a weak person, but I was someone else with Rodney. It was only six months we were together, but he leached away my self-respect and I don’t want to think about that time, much less talk about it. I really hope we’re done dissecting my past.

“You’ve gone quiet,” he notes.

“It’s been a long day. And I’m not really much of a chatterbox anyway. Sorry. I’m kind of boring.”

“You’re anything but boring, Jazz,” he says. “I’ve never had a date end like this before.”

I give a little laugh, but I know we’re not actually on a date. It was a one-night stand. It might have become something else, if not for Rodney, but I know there’s no way I can expect him to want to continue a relationship with me after this. Rodney might be dead, but he’s taken my chance at a happy relationship with him.

At least, I assume he has. I don’t know what Jake wants. I doubt he’s really thinking about romance now. He’s probably much more concerned with survival. It’s hard to know what anyone is thinking, but it’s really hard to know what a stranger is thinking—and that’s what Jake is to me. A stranger. I don’t truly know him and he doesn’t truly know me.

We’ve been thrown into this fucked-up situation, and I don’t know how it’s going to end. I can’t see any way it doesn’t end badly, but I have to trust him, if only because there’s nobody else to trust.

* * *
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We drive for hours. I don’t know where we’re going. He says we’re going to stay with friends. What friends? Where? Is it even worth asking? The longer the trip goes on, the more my mind spins, and the more I realize that I’ve kind of... sort of... totally been... kidnapped?

It’s a paranoid thought, but it quickly takes hold of my mind. I didn’t ask to run. Jake made me run. And now he’s threatening to punish me if I don’t do as he says. His words keep playing around in my mind.

He’ll spank me if I deserve it. But how do I deserve it? By not behaving as he desires. What does that mean? It could mean anything. It could mean that I’m sitting next to a man who is going to become a tyrant, just like Rodney was. Jake seems nice, but Rodney seemed charming in the beginning too. I’ve lost my ability to trust a man based on surface observations. I’ve lost my ability to trust myself at all.

As I think in silence, the paranoia and concern grows. Rodney started this by attacking us, but since then Jake has been in full control of me. He spanked me when I didn’t tell him what he wanted to hear. Maybe that was a reasonable thing to do. Or maybe he was forcing me to do what he wanted. What if he decides he wants me to do something dirty and deviant just like Rodney did?

The more I think, the more I worry. Jake didn’t even let me walk out of the building. He carried me out of the building. He didn’t give me a choice in running. He took me with him, even though he said himself that I wouldn’t be the one who got blamed. Why did I have to run? Why couldn’t we have gone to a different police station? Why didn’t we call an ambulance, or the news?

I think I know why. If we had called the police, there wouldn’t have been a case against me. There would have been a case against him. Seen from one perspective, he rescued me from Rodney. From another, I’ve been abducted by a murderer. A man who is sitting next to me eating corn chips like he’s not eaten in days. I glance over at him and he gives me a wink.

How many other people has he killed? He did it so easily. Almost casually. And then he didn’t seem to care. He didn’t react. He did it. And then he went through Rodney’s pockets and...

I’m starting to freak out. Who the hell did I fuck last night? And who has me in his car now, driving me fuck knows where?

“Uhm... Can we pull over somewhere?”

“Why?”

“I need to pee.”

Just as I say the words, we pass a rest stop sign that indicates there’s one three miles down the road. Hopefully he’ll stop there. I just need a minute to think. The corners of my vision are starting to get fuzzy, and my breath is coming shorter and shorter. There are so many thoughts in my mind, all crowding over one another, all competing for my attention. I don’t know who to trust. I don’t know if there’s anyone in this world I can trust. History tells me that there isn’t, but I want to believe in Jake, even if I can’t.

“I really gotta go,” I say, squeezing my knees together. The urgency in my voice is real, even if the need to urinate is not. Jake pulls over into the rest stop, thank god. The second the car stops moving, I throw the door open and tumble out. I run toward the toilet block first, but I slip past that and into the overgrown area beyond where trees swallow me up almost instantly.

“Jazz!”

I hear him shout my name behind me, but I have a head start because he didn’t see this coming. His voice is full of confusion and real anger, and that just makes me freak the fuck out. I saw what he did the first time someone pissed him off. Is he going to break my neck? Kick my ass? I’d like to think he wouldn’t, but I don’t know, not really. I don’t know anything anymore, except for men are dangerous and every time I’m near them, bad things happen.

I plunge through the undergrowth, not sure of where I am or where I’m going, but knowing that I need to be away. Away from everything. The whole fucking world is too much right now.

A hand clasps my arm from behind. I let out a shriek of panic and try to pull it out of Jake’s grasp, but there’s no chance of that happening. His hand is like a huge steel manacle around my arm.

“Quiet!” he growls, his aggression only serving to ignite my panic. This is where he kills me. People get killed at rest stops all the time. I should have had him stop at a mall. Malls are safer.

I scream again and he slaps his other hand over my mouth, cutting off the sound as he swings me off my feet and drags me even further into the bushes.

That’s when I really panic. I knew this was bad. I knew he was going to hurt me. This is the part where I die. I start to flail, all the fear and adrenaline of the day exploding now, against his massive masculine form, where it is entirely useless.

“Cut it out,” he growls down at me as I kick and flail, my heels finding his shins more than once. “I’m not going to hurt you, but I’m not going to let you run either. What’s going on with you?”

“You’re going to kill me,” I squeal when he pulls his hand away to let me reply.

“What?” He looks completely confused. “That’s exactly the opposite of what I’m doing.”

“What are you doing? What are we doing? We’re just driving! And you’re wanted! And you killed Rodney. You just killed him. And...”

“Okay. Stop,” he says. “I thought we were on the same page here.”

“You dragged me out of my house!”

“You have corrupt cops trying to hurt you, Jazz. Have you forgotten that? You wanted me to leave you there? For them to find you?”

“I mean, no... but. You didn’t give me a choice.”

“You could have said something. You didn’t seem to have a problem at the gas station, or any time up until now, suddenly you’re freaking out... why?”

“Because I’m just... Just realizing what is happening. We’re on the run, Jake. We’re total fucking strangers and... I can’t handle this. I just can’t. You should drop me in the next town.”

“You want me to leave you alone in the middle of some random town?” He looks at me, his handsome face contorted with confusion. “What do you think is happening here, Jazz? You think I’m kidnapping you?”

“Aren’t you? You made me come with you...”

“Because you’re in danger, girl,” he growls. “Because three cops just tried to kill you, and I figured you were better off not there.”

“So I’m not kidnapped.”

“No.”

“So I can leave.”

“You want to leave? You want to do this alone?”

He puts his hands on his hips and looks at me with an expression that makes me feel stupid and ungrateful and... ugh. This is my fault. I got him into this, not the other way around. My mood swings wildly back into shame and recrimination. What the hell am I saying? What am I doing? I’m pushing the one person away who can help me. The one man who wants to help me.

“I guess not... I’m just freaked out, okay. I’m sorry! I don’t know how to handle this. I never thought it would come to this. And you... I don’t know you. You don’t owe me anything. My experience tells me, you must want something from me if you’re willing to help me this much.”

“You want to know what I want from you?”

“What?” I’m almost scared to hear the answer.

“Just a little bit of trust, and the chance to show you that not every guy is an asshole who will hurt you. You don’t need to run from me, Jazz. I’m not going to hurt you.”

“You hurt my ass...”

The words come out in almost a whisper as my hands go back to cover my bottom with the memory of what he did to me. That has left more of a mark on my mind than it has on my flesh. It doesn’t even hurt anymore, but I can’t get it out of my head. Jake is a hard man to read. It’s part of the reason it took me so long to even talk to him. He has this hard air about him, this military fighter exterior that tells everyone and everything to keep away. Right now, even though I know he’s trying not to look scary, he looks terrifying.

“You think that’s the same thing?”

“Isn’t it?”

“No. It isn’t. I did that for a reason.”

“You killed Rodney for a reason, too.”

He sighs and turns around, his hands on his hips, his head bowed. I know I’m stressing him out, but I’m stressed too. It isn’t like we know each other well. We talked once and then we fucked. That’s not exactly a strong basis for this kind of undertaking.

“Listen,” he says. “You want me to drop you somewhere, I’ll drop you somewhere. But odds are, you’ll be arrested.”

“They didn’t have my name up on that news report.”

“Do you think they didn’t have your name up on that report because they don’t suspect you?”

“Well. Yeah?”

“You weren’t listening to the report very well, were you?”

“What? I mean, yes, I was!”

“Come back to the car. It’s almost on the hour. Let’s see if we can catch the news report on the radio.”

I follow him back and I stand outside the car while he turns the stereo up just loud enough to hear. Sure enough, we’re first on the news.

“A woman was killed today in an incident that left three officers fighting for their lives. The suspect is named Jake Lister. He is of fair complexion, large build, and should be considered dangerous.”

“A woman was killed?” I stare at him. “What woman was killed?”

Jake looks at me. “You.”

“What? I’m not dead.”

“No. But you’re being reported as if you are. When they find me, they might kill me. Probably will. But they are definitely going to kill you, Jazz. In the eyes of the world, you’re already dead. And I’m the one they’ve decided to pin your impending murder on.”

I keep staring at him, a sick feeling of horror washing over me. And then I realize what else was said in the report. Three officers fighting for their lives. No dead officers.

“I thought Rodney was dead.”

“Apparently he got better,” Jake shrugs. “I didn’t feel a pulse when I checked, but I wasn’t trying to kill him. I didn’t make sure he was dead.”

“So we ran for no reason?” I groan.

“Oh, no, we ran for a great fucking reason. They want us dead.”

So many terrible things have happened today, it is hard to process them all. Jake is way ahead of me on this. He’s cool and collected. It’s me that’s bringing this to us. Me who is too scared, too stupid to work out what needs to be done, and who my allies are.

“Oh, fuck. Oh, my god. Oh fuck.” I sink down onto the gravel and put my face in my hands.

“We’re both loose ends they’re going to try to tie up,” Jake adds, just in case I still don’t get it.

I let out a little whimper. I can’t take this. I was supposed to go to work tonight. I was supposed to keep living my grotty little existence in the hopes that one day, I might finally be able to, I don’t know, move to a better neighborhood, meet a nice guy, find a way to live life the way it’s supposed to be lived.

Now it’s over. Now I’m dead. It’s just a matter of time before someone with a shiny badge and no fucking soul makes that true.

“Come on,” Jake says. “Back in the car. I want to make the mountains before it gets dark.”

I more or less crawl back up and into the seat, broken. I thought Jake might be a danger to me. He might still be, I don’t know. There’s a lot you can do with a dead woman. I am entirely at his mercy now. But he’s also my only hope.

* * *
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Jake

I get the car going again before anyone else can pull into the rest stop and see a tearful woman on the ground. I was wondering when she was going to break. Most people do, eventually. The shock of a thing wears off and then they’re left with nothing but falling apart.

“Hey,” I say. “It’s okay.”

I want to lean over and touch her, reassure her. But I know she’s freaked out. The way she reacted to me grabbing her in the parking lot back there told me she’s genuinely considering me a threat right now. Touching her might just make it all that much worse.

I could be offended, I guess. I could be pissed at her, but the truth is, I don’t blame her for not trusting me. It’s pretty obvious she’s had a hard life and an even harder time with men. It’s difficult to be open again after the first time someone betrays you badly, and when I look at Jazz, betrayal and cruelty are written all over her.

Last night was hot as hell though. There’s something about the way she locked on to me, her body so fucking desperate for release, welcoming every rough thrust. I tried to start out soft, feel her out, but I couldn’t contain myself and in the end it was as hard a fuck as I’ve had in a very long time.

She’s tougher than she thinks she is. She’s made for the rough stuff, in bed and out. I know she doesn’t think so right now, I can see the defeat written on her face. But she’s going to make it through. This is a bad situation, but I was raised in bad situations, and after I joined the military, bad situations became my bread and butter. There’s something a hard life does to you; it can break you down, or it can make you ready for almost anything. I think Jazz and I share that, even if she doesn’t know it yet.

“You get the need to run again, you tell me,” I say.

“Doesn’t that, uhm, kind of defeat the purpose?”

“Not if the purpose is keeping you alive. I’m guessing you’re pretty good at running. Probably have some practice at it.”

“Yeah,” she admits ruefully. “I used to run all the time. Never worked though.”

“What were you running from?”

“Just stuff.”

“Stuff, huh. Maybe you’ll tell me about some of that stuff one day.”

“Maybe,” she says with a little smirk.

Maybe I’ll tell her some stories about my life too one of these days. Some of those stories are going to come naturally when we get where we’re going.

Fortunately, I have backup. Not an entire police force of backup like those crooked cops have, but enough. I left the military unexpectedly and unpleasantly. The guys in my old unit have since gotten out as well. They live up in the mountains now, a long way from any kind of civilization. One by one, they came back, saw what they’d been fighting for, and dropped the fuck out. I don’t blame them. It’s hard to come back from war and pretend that the everyday makes sense anymore, because it really doesn’t. Everything seems fake, like you’re a ghost walking around in a world that doesn’t apply to you.

I heard some guys describe it like being unplugged from the Matrix. Once you’ve seen the real world, the one where brutality reigns, and innocence is something to be traded, exploited, and then destroyed, mainstream life is way too much and also, not nearly enough.

She’d think I was even more fucked up than she already does if she knew that I’m not all that upset by what happened this morning. If anything, I’m thinking my mistake was not killing all three of them outright. Now that they’re alive, they get to control the narrative.

“Are you mad at me?”

Her soft voice breaks into my thoughts, and I realize I’ve been staring straight ahead at the road for a good while now, with an expression on my face that’s probably not pleasant. When women have a face like mine, it’s resting bitch face. The guys in my unit used to call mine resting hammer face. My features naturally sit in an expression that makes it look like I want to rip someone’s spine out. Can’t be helped.

“No, I’m not mad at you, Jazz. I’m just thinking.”

“Wishing you’d picked up someone else last night?”

“Nope.”

“No?” She’s surprised, and probably doesn’t believe me.

“Not at all. Not much point being a man if you can’t help people who need it. You need it.”

“That’s really... fucking cool of you,” she says guardedly, like she’s not really sure.

* * *
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Jazz

I’m feeling hella guilty right now about that freak-out I had. I think he understands, but god, he must think I am such a fucking mess. I can’t even work out who the good guys are. Truth is, I’m not sure if there are good guys in this world. I hope Jake is. I guess only time will tell.

It’s hard getting to know a man while running from the law. If we were dating, we’d go for walks and hold hands and talk about our hopes for the future. That’s hard to do when your hopes for the future mostly involve not ending up in a cell. I should ask him some stuff. Try to get to know him a little more.

“So, uh. Uhm. What made you want to start fighting?”

He leans back, pushing away from the steering wheel into the car seat to stretch before he answers. The motion makes his shirt pull tighter around his chest and highlights the massive muscle structure he has. I don’t know if I’ve ever been around a guy who is this fucking powerful. He’s massive, in every way.

“You come back from a war zone, you don’t have the kind of interpersonal skills that translate to the modern workplace. Fighting comes naturally to me. Maybe a little too naturally.”

I think back to this morning when those three cops came through the door. He dropped them all in less than a minute, and the fact that they’re alive is a stroke of crazy luck for them. I don’t think Jake was trying to kill them. I don’t think his reaction was a conscious choice. It was pure animal instinct, because that is the kind of creature he is.

Knowing Rodney is alive is both a relief and a concern. He deserved to die this morning. He might still die, I guess. The report said they were critically injured. That means death is very much in the cards. Truth be told, he should have been dead long before now. Turning girls out was the least of Rodney’s failings. Jake did the world a favor when he snapped his neck.

“What made you start bartending?” Jake interrupts my bloody thoughts with a question of his own.

“A lack of any other life skill,” I say. “I can get liquid from one bottle into a smaller glass. That’s all you really need to be able to do to tend bar. Oh, and have tits.”

“You shouldn’t do that.”

“What? Serve liquor?”

“No. Put yourself down.”

I squirm in the passenger seat. There’s something in his tone that might almost be paternal, if I knew what that was.

“It’s true though,” I argue. “I don’t even have a GED. I can’t even work in a call center. It’s basically bar work or selling my ass.”

“Why did you leave school so early?”

God. Now we’re getting into a series of events I really have a hard time talking about. I don’t usually tell anyone about my past. I don’t want it to define me, and it always does once I tell anyone. But Jake deserves the truth, I guess.

“Uhm. My mother and my father divorced when I was really small, and then my mother got, I guess you’d call it spiritually married to a man who lived in a yurt.”

“Ookkay...”

“And I guess he had a lot of wives and he played guitar a lot and...”

I know Jake has no idea what I’m talking about. He’s just looking confused, because right now the story I’m telling doesn’t really sound all that bad.

“Like it was kind of a group. And they didn’t really believe in schooling. They thought we just needed to be able to read the religious texts he’d prepared and...”

“So it was a cult.”

“...yeah.”

“And you left?”

“I ran away when I was fourteen. They had a spiritual marriage in mind for me then to the guitar guy. I hitchhiked my way to the nearest town and then begged and stole enough money to get to the city and that’s it. I’ve just been surviving all these years.”

“You’ve done pretty well for yourself.”

“Yep. An uneducated bartender with a crooked cop ex who is probably going to spend the rest of her life in prison if the cops don’t kill her first. I’m doing super well. I should have stayed in Majestic Royalty’s yurt.”

“That’s what the guy called himself? Majestic Royalty?”

“Yeah. He had a white horse he liked to ride on and all the women were supposed to make flower garlands and put them around his neck and the horse’s neck too. It was weird.”

“Sounds like a lot to live through and come out the other end normal.”

“I’m not normal,” I say. “I just seem that way because I wear eyeliner and tight pants. Nobody notices how fucked up you are when your ass is hanging out.”

He shakes his head curtly, rejecting my self-deprecation. “You’re not fucked up. You had a job and an apartment. You were doing just fine, as good as anyone can be expected to be.”

“Well, I’m a disappointment to my mother. She’s not allowed to talk to me. I’m pretty sure she got demoted from celestial wife to earthly vessel.”

“You have brothers and sisters back there?”

I shake my head. “Something happened when my mother had me and she couldn’t have any more after me.”

He nods solemnly. “I’m sorry. That all sounds really fucked up.”

“Yeah. How about you? Brothers and sisters?”

“Two brothers. Both lost in combat.”

“Fuck, I’m sorry.”

He gives a slight shrug. “It’s what our family has always done. Listers have been giving their lives in battle for, well, forever. It’s an honor in our family.” He pauses for a long minute. “Used to be that coming back was shame.”

Something in his voice tells me that used to be might not be so long ago.

“Your family wasn’t happy to see you when you got back?”

“My father died in Vietnam. One brother died in Kuwait. The other in Iraq. My mother was used to loss. I’m not sure she knew how to take it when I came back in one piece. She died when I was on my final deployment. Before...” He trails off and doesn’t say what it was before. “I’m the last of my family.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It happens.”

He’s a survivor, just like me. Maybe there’s more connecting us than mutual physical attraction and a one-night stand turned deadly. Maybe we’re both the sort of people bad things happen to. I’ve always known I was unlucky.

“Not your fault,” he says absentmindedly, his eyes on the road.

“I can still be sorry. You deserve more than that. I’d be so proud of you if you were mine...”

I trail off, blushing as I realize what I’m saying. It’s too much. Men don’t like clingy women. I can’t assume that just because he’s keeping me alive that he wants anything more than sex from me. I’ve made that mistake with every single man I’ve ever been with. None of them want anything more than a hot, wet place to dump their cum.

“You’re sweet,” he says, smiling over at me. “You’re a good girl, Jazz.”

“Thanks.”

I smile as the words good girl sink into me. I haven’t been called a good girl much before. Dirty. Whore. Slut. I’ve heard all of those things, but Jake talks to me like I’m more than a walking pussy.

“Okay,” he says. “We’re going to head up into the mountains soon. It’s going to get cold. And it’s going to be dangerous outside. Cougars. Bears. Predators. You’re going to need to stay with me. If you have another one of those moments like you had earlier, you really can’t give into it.”

Well, fuck. He already knows me better than most men ever do, and he’s getting ahead of that impulse. Smart guy. Caring guy.

“I’ll try,” I say.

“Nope. You’re not going to try. You’re going to do.”

I look over at him and then kind of wish I hadn’t. He has the sternest face of any living man, I swear to god. When I even think about disobeying him I feel my whole body and soul combined squirming.

“Okay, I won’t run.”

“Not from me,” he says. “You’ll run the fuck away from anyone who comes for us. That’s one time that instinct will save you...” He pauses. “So how come you didn’t run from Rodney? Didn’t he try to get you to leave town?”

“Because he wanted me to,” I say simply. “It’s not running if someone wants you to. It’s fleeing. And I wasn’t going to let him control me. He’s an asshole. He pissed me off so bad I wanted to stay just to fuck with him...”

“You did, huh?”

“I mean, I guess that wasn’t the best idea after all.”

“Maybe not.”

“Then again, fuck him. Who is he to run me out of my life? Not that it matters. He’s done it now anyway. He won.”

“Not yet, he didn’t,” Jake says grimly.

Not. Fucking. Yet.
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Chapter Four
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Jazz

We drive a long time. A real long time. Long enough to fall asleep. Long enough to wake up again to pine trees flashing by the window as the car rumbles over a dirt track, and not remember a goddamn thing as to how I got here, not until I look over and see the man driving the car.

For a brief second, the question what is super-hot neighbor guy doing driving me through a forest flashes through my mind... and then it all comes rushing back, making my stomach alternately sink and churn and jolt with the motion of the vehicle. He’s wanted for murder. I’m officially dead. This is a bad day.

“Are we almost wherever it is we’re going?”

“Uh huh,” he says. “We’ll be among friends soon. I mean, relatively soon.”

His friends maybe, not mine. I have the kind of friends who like my posts on Instagram, not the kind who let me stay when I’m wanted for murder.

“Are they from the military too?”

“Yeah,” he says. “Good guys. They’ll help. They don’t have much respect for civilian law or government, but they’ll go to Hades to help a friend.”

It has gotten cold out, and the car’s heater isn’t keeping up with the change in temperature very well. I sink down in the seat and try to crunch up on myself to stay warm, but the clothes I wore to tend bar aren’t exactly practical out here in the wilds.

I can hear the motor working to try to keep moving over the track that isn’t really a track anymore. Jake is pushing up between trees, forcing the car over rocks. I hear bangs and bumps and grinding sounds of metal on stone, which do not sound at all healthy.

“This is going to break your car.”

“Doesn’t matter,” he says. “I’m never going to be able to drive this car again anyway. This license plate is going to be on every system in the state, and I’m pretty sure the transmission has less than a mile left in it.”

A couple of minutes later, the car grinds to a halt against a rock and won’t move again.

“Tomorrow we’re going to have to leave the car and walk,” he says. “There’s no vehicle access where they live. But for tonight, we stay with the vehicle. It’s shelter, and protection from wild animals. In the morning, we’ll walk out the rest of the way.”

“How far is it?”

“About twenty miles, and about three thousand feet higher than we are now. It’s going to be a long day’s walk, maybe eight hours or so. Get some rest tonight. You’re going to need it.”

“I don’t know if I can rest.”

My head is spinning with the events of the day and it’s not helped by all the junk I consumed trying to eat my feelings. When he pushes the car door open, a blast of cold air enters and I’m suddenly very aware just how remote and wild this area is.

He dashes away a few steps, and for a panicked second I think he’s left me, then I realize that he’s just relieving himself behind a tree. He’s back less than a minute later, and responding to my comment as if I’d only just spoken.

“You’ll sleep,” he says, grabbing some supplies from the back of his car. “Might not feel it now, but once you lie down, you’re going to pass out, I promise. Put the seat back. I’m going to set up camp.”

“I thought we were going to stay with the car.”

“We are. With the car. Not in the car.”

He leans over into the back seat, getting stuff ready. I look over too and see that he is fully prepared for this. We haven’t just driven into the mountains without supplies.

“So you were just ready to drop your whole life and run at any moment?”

“Old habit,” he says. “When I served, we had to be ready to deploy any time. I like being prepared. And it comes in handy sometimes.”

“Yeah,” I nod. “Like when you have a one-night stand with a girl who brings murderous cops to your door.”

He shoots me one of his less than impressed looks. “What makes you think you’re a one-night stand?”

“Aren’t I?”

“Jazz, this is the precise opposite of a one-night stand,” he says, shaking his head. “You know I like you, right? Even if you didn’t need me to stay alive, I’d still want to date you.”

“Really?”

“Really,” he says, giving me a flicker of a wink. “I promise I only go on the lam with girls I really like.”

“Such a gentleman.”

He laughs and gets out of the car, leaving me in the remnants of the warmth left inside the car as he starts setting up camp outside. I curl up on myself and watch him work, his massive body an incredible sight even in the fast-setting sun.

The car’s window is already starting to frost up. It’s fucking cold out there. I don’t understand why we don’t sleep in here. Surely it would be warmer? I can’t really question him though. There’s no doubt he has done this before. I can see his expertise in the way he unpacks everything and sets it up with practiced precision. He gathers wood from around the clearing we’ve essentially made using his car as a battering ram, and sets it up for a fire. Within minutes he has the fire going and is boiling water over it.

I sit snuggled up in the car, push the seat back, and try to get comfortable. To my surprise, I feel my eyes closing sooner than I thought they would.

I’m exhausted. My world has been obliterated. I knew Rodney was going to keep fucking with me, but I never thought he’d go this far. He literally wants me dead. He came to kill me. If I hadn’t hooked up with Jake last night, I would be dead by now. He would have shot me in my apartment and left me to bleed out among the broken pieces of my life.

In all the chaos of running and my confusion, I haven’t really confronted that fact properly. I’m alive, and it is only because Jake stood between me and the men who were going to end me because I’d become inconvenient. That makes me wonder how many other girls really left town. Are we going to be able to find Rodney’s other victims? Or have they all been in coincidental, tragic accidents, home invasions, and other brutal ends that a cop can stage without drawing suspicion?

A gust of cold air heralds Jake’s return. He has a foil ration pack, warm from the water it was submerged in to heat it up.

“Get something decent in you,” he says. “Then we’ll try to sleep. You can sleep in the car if you want. It might be a bit warmer.”

“Thank you,” I say, tears forming in my eyes as I peel back the plastic skin over the lasagna inside.

“Hey,” he says softly. “Are you okay... I mean, I know you’re not okay, but, baby, there’s no need to cry over rations.”

I smile through my tears. “I’m just so grateful. You saved my life today. And then... I tried to run, and I’m so stupid. None of this would ever have happened if I didn’t date Rodney in the first place. I don’t know how to pick a guy to save myself. I chose someone who was going to murder me just to tie up a loose end, and I almost ran from you, and you’re the one who helped me...”

I break down, tears running down my nose and dripping into my lasagna. It’s hard to explain, but I feel like my whole world has come to an end. There’s everything that happened up until today, and then there’s everything that’s going to come after. I’ve been at one of these turning points before, the day I ran away from the cult my mother dragged me into. I knew I was turning my back on everything. That was the day I became truly alone in the world. Today might be the day that I find out I’m not so alone after all.

“Eat your food,” Jake says gently, brushing my hair out of my eyes.

* * *
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Jake

She’s a mess. I don’t blame her for it one bit. She’s held everything together so well, aside from that one little freak-out, which I can’t truly blame her for. It’s not surprising that she’s now a tearstained mess, poking her plastic fork into less than appetizing, all too quickly cooling vacuum-packed lasagna.

Men like Rodney, who seek out vulnerable people and exploit them, are the scum of the Earth. When I first saw her around the building, I saw exactly what he would have seen, a hot girl with a chip on her shoulder and all the marks of a troubled past. There’s just something in her eyes that tells a predator she’s a potential target, a vulnerability and a smallness that makes a good man want to protect her, and gives a scumbag like Rodney the taste of blood in his mouth.

I’ve known good men and bad in my time. I’ve been good and bad myself, but I’ve never been tempted to victimize a woman. That’s a line that’s drawn in your soul. You cross it, and you’re done. Forever.

Jazz can’t know it, but I fully intend on finishing what I started today. Those three escaped with their lives, but after the reports saying Jazz is dead, and the obvious implications of that, I will kill each and every one of them. I don’t care if I have to stay on the run for the rest of my life. There is some justice in this world that has to be done, and I’m going to make sure she’s safe before my time comes.

“Mmm,” she says, hesitantly nibbling at a plastic forkful of her food. “This is... good?”

“Nope. It’s not. It tastes like the inside of a dog’s ass, but it’s nutritionally complete and balanced, so I want you to eat at least half of it.”

She nods and takes a reluctant bite.

“Good girl,” I praise, and her eyes light up.

She likes being my good girl. I don’t think she’s heard that phrase very often in her life. I know how the world treats women like her. You have to come from the right kind of family. You have to dress the right kind of way. You have to conduct yourself in a certain manner to be a respectable woman, and Jazz has none of that, and does none of that.

Jazz is obviously not her real name, but I’m thinking it’s a moniker that has stuck so firmly she probably wouldn’t tell me the original version if I asked. I am curious though. I want to know everything about her. What makes her tick. She’s bright. I can see it in her eyes and I can sense it when I talk to her, but the life she was living was far from good for her. Nothing I can do about that. What I can do is make sure the life she has ahead of her is so fucking good that the past becomes a distant memory.
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Chapter Five
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Jazz

We’ve been walking for forever. Jake woke me up this morning as the sun was rising. He already had everything packed and on his back. We started walking then, and we’ve been walking for hours now, well past the height of the heat of the day, which barely reaches us through the trees. I can feel night threatening to move in again, making the shadows a little longer, the air a little chillier. Jake warned me today would be a big, long day, but I didn’t understand just how exhausting it would be on every level.

I am not sure I can take another step as we come up over the ridge we’ve been clambering up. I don’t think I’ve ever been this tired in my life. It’s the kind of tired that makes me feel as though the energy has been drained from every cell in my body. The kind of tired I could sleep all day and not recover from. Emotionally and physically, I’m exhausted. There are tears in my eyes, not because I’m sad, but because I’m just that done.

“You still there?” Jake turns around to check on me, just as he has a dozen times before. He’d have me out in front, but he’s taking point, as he calls it because if we run into any kind of predator he wants to get to them first.

“Yeah,” I sniff, trying not to sound as weepy as I am.

“You okay?”

“Yeah,” I repeat, my voice cracking. I’m so fucking far from okay. I don’t know if it’s even possible to be okay anymore. The day really is starting to fade, and I’m not sure I can do another night out here. We had the car to sleep in last night, but now we’re out in the open, exposed to the elements. I never thought about things like wind and rain and cold in the city. I mean, I did, but it was more like window dressing for whatever kind of day it was. Something to look out at from the inside. Now the whole world is outside and inside has gone away and I’m not entirely sure I’ll survive.

Jake’s big hand reaches down and helps me up over a rock. It’s hard to lift my legs that high now. It’s hard to do anything. I think I’m hungry, but my stomach doesn’t feel empty, I’m just low on energy, so low that just breathing feels like an effort.

“I’m okay,” I say, before he can say anything else.

“I’m not so sure you are,” he says. “We can’t stop. It’s not far to the cabin, but night’s closing in on us and I don’t really want to be out in it. We’re going to have to push. Can you do that?”

I nod, even though I don’t know if I can. Jake is in his element out here. This is exactly where someone like him belongs. He’s a big, wild beast of a man. He could move over this country all day. The trees are like toothpicks next to him, rocks are just pebbles. He could turn the ocean into his bathtub, the way he seems to me right now, so much larger than life. He’s a man who makes the whole world seem small, including me.

Jake starts walking, and I start following again, but it’s impossible to keep up, as much as I try. The higher we get, the more we start crossing scree-filled slopes, loose gravel in between trees where the soil is all gone, if it was ever here.

I slip on the gravel and end up on my hands and knees, swearing through teary eyes as I fight to get upright again.

That big hand reaches down for me again, and this time he does more than just help me up. This time he lifts me off the ground completely and swings me around onto his back. It’s weird because his pack is in the way, so I end up clinging to his shoulders and kind of dangling, one of his hands back holding my thighs up.

“Hold on,” he grunts back at me.

“You can’t carry me,” I say as he starts lumbering along. He’s so fucking huge and so fucking strong. It’s easy to forget how fucking strong a man like him can be, but I’m feeling it now with every movement he makes beneath me, his massive body carrying me with apparent ease.

“Sure I can,” he says. “Used to carry more than you in pack weight every day.”

“Then why have I been walking all this time?” I smile a little at the back of his head, trying for a little levity.

“It’s good for you,” he says. “Builds character.”

“Is that what all this is? A character-building exercise?”

“This is survival,” Jake replies.

I go quiet. I don’t know what to say to that. I don’t know what to say at all. I wrap my arms around his neck, trying not to choke him in the process, and I hold on, resting my head on his shoulder. I feel so fucking safe with him. It would be easy to forget what I left behind and just let him become my everything—but I can’t do that. That’s what desperate girls do, and as desperate as I am, I can’t let myself act that way.

The position spreads my legs around his waist, presses my crotch up against his back. It’s not long before the steady grinding of two bodies pressed together in motion starts doing something for me, desire sparking low in my belly.

I have always wanted to fuck Jake. The moment I first saw him, the most torrid images flashed through my mind. And now that I have had sex with him, they’re all the more powerful for having been real. I know what it’s like to have his cock burning inside me. I know what it’s like to be stretched by him, for his hardness to make my wet softness yield. I find myself riding my hips forward, pressing against him with every step.

“You alright back there?”

“Uh huh.” I’m a little breathless, but not because I’m tired. Because I’m insane. Only a crazy person would start getting horny in the middle of nowhere on the brink of death.

He reaches back around and palms my ass. “Getting frisky back there, girl?”

“Would it be bad if I was?”

He lets out a low, rough chuckle in response and slides me down from his back. A second later, my back is against a tree, my legs are hitched up around his waist from the front this time, and he is grinding against me, the hard line of his cock rampant against my clothed cunt.

Maybe I’m not the crazy one. Maybe we’re both crazy. Or maybe we’re both animals out here in the wilds. I’ve never been this close to nature before, either in the world outside or within myself. There’s something about Jake that changes me, brings out parts of my body and mind that have been repressed for years.

“We shouldn’t do this,” I moan as his lips find my neck. “There isn’t time.”

“Oh, there’s time,” he growls. “This might be the last chance I have with you on my own.”

I don’t know what that means, and I don’t ask because his big hand has snaked up the inside of my clothing and is cupping my breast, his hips grinding against me. There’s a vital passion between us that not even fear and hunger and exhaustion can deny. It’s some base, ancient survival instinct that is driving us now, I think. I can imagine men and women having mated liked this for hundreds of thousands of years, not knowing if their survival was guaranteed, but trying to throw life forward again anyway.

Suffice it to say, we don’t use a condom. Safety isn’t high on either one of our priority lists, and I don’t want a bit of plastic between us. Not now. I used to have ‘safe’ sex with Rodney, and look how that turned out.

I kiss him with all the lustful desperation charging through my body. He pulls my leggings down over my ass and he bares my pussy. It’s awkward, but the second he frees his cock, I don’t care that the fabric is pressing into me at weird angles. I just want him inside me.

The hot head of his cock against my cunt is the only warm thing in this cold landscape, I feel my lower muscles clenching in anticipation as he lines himself up and pushes in with one long, yearning stroke that spreads my walls wide.

“Oh, fuck yes,” I moan, letting my head fall back against the tree. With him inside me, I am transported away from this misery. My body finds new energy, is heated and lit with desire that makes the frost forming on the ground seem like a distant concern.

His teeth are on my neck, his fingers curling into the soft flesh of my ass as he holds me up, using the tree to brace me for the ravaging we both need. I love that I didn’t have to ask him to fuck me. He just knew what I wanted, and he wanted the same thing.

I spread my legs as wide as I can and I let him fuck me. I beg for every rough stroke. We don’t have time for this to be a long romantic drawn-out affair, but we have time to fuck and to come and that’s what we’re going to do. I scream my orgasm to the gathering dusk as I feel him unleashing himself inside me, hard thrusts filling me with his creamy, potent seed. We are both panting, mouths open, wrapped around each other, joined at the crotch and for a few brief seconds we float together, but then the world becomes cold and hard and it is time to get moving.

“That was fucking hot,” he says, giving me another one of those sexy, bristly kisses. “But we have to go. It’s only another mile or so.”

Another mile sounds like forever, but I don’t want Jake to think I’m weak. Or at least, any weaker than he already thinks I am. I do my best to follow after him, but it’s not long before he pulls me up onto his back again and carries me up the steep slopes, not complaining for a single second about the extra weight he has to bear because I can’t.

There’s a brief moment where the sky seems to get much lighter, a flare of fire over the mountains and pines, but then it is gone and from there the light fades quickly, every step marking another foot of our ascent into darkness.

“Here. Hold this,” he says, fishing a flashlight out of his bag.

* * *
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Jake

We should not have stopped for sex.

I couldn’t fucking help myself when I felt her grinding against the back of my pack. I’ve never been as jealous of an inanimate object before as I was of that canvas when I felt her wriggling back and forth. It was worth it to be inside her again, to feel her tightness and her heat. She has no idea what she does to me, how what she considers to be her weakness makes my lust charge and my protective instincts go into overdrive.

Now I just have to get us to shelter in one piece. Easier said than done. The guys I’m looking for don’t have phones, don’t have internet, won’t even know I’m out here looking for them. Now that it’s dark, I’m working from memory to try to get to where they last were. It’s very possible they’ve moved on. They might not even be in the same state anymore.

I really hope I haven’t taken Jazz all the way out here just to die of exposure, but if we don’t hit camp in the next half hour, we’re going to have to spend the rest of the night out, and that could get rough.

Just when I’m starting to think I’ve fucked up badly, the steel barrel of a gun butts up against my temple.

“Hold it right there,” a voice growls in the dark.

I stop dead and sigh with relief. Thank god.

“Put your fucking hands up.”

“I can’t. I’m holding on to someone.”

“You’d best put them down then, or I’m going to blow you both to...”

“Enough!” I growl. This would be cute if I’d come alone, but Jazz isn’t going to find this funny. “It’s me. Jake.”

“Holy fuck, it is not, you lying sack of shit.”

“Jake? Are we okay?” Jazz is clinging to me tighter than ever, her arms and legs wrapped around me with a baby monkey level death grip.

“I’ve got a girl with me, Tristan, so maybe we don’t do the part where you shoot me?”

There’s a short laugh in the distance and then the night is lit up like the Fourth of July with a powerful spotlight.

* * *
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Jazz

I don’t know what kind of greeting I expected. It definitely wasn’t this one, that’s for sure. I couldn’t see what was going on down below, but I felt Jake stiffen and I heard his voice do that growling thing it does when he really means business. Suddenly, being perched up on his back didn’t seem like such a safe spot, but I didn’t dare get down, and now I’m being blinded by light so strong I can’t see anything at all.

“Jake? What’s happening?”

“It’s okay,” he says, patting my leg. I can’t see him, but I can feel him and he is as strong and sturdy as ever.

“Quit fucking around,” he growls to the unseen men around us. I know they’re there. I heard one speak before the light came and obliterated the world. “I brought a guest with me.”

“This look like a hotel to you, cowboy?”

The voice beyond the light drawls the question and I squint my eyes, trying to see. I’m wondering if we’re not welcome here, and what we’ll do if we have to leave. It’s getting very, very cold and I’m not sure I can stand another night.

“I will break your fucking neck if you don’t get that goddamn light out of my eyes,” Jake snarls. He sounds really serious, and for a second, I’m scared that there’s going to be an actual fight. If there is, he’s going to be at a serious disadvantage with me on his back. I start to wriggle to try to get down, but he clamps my legs in place around his waist and keeps me there.

The light dips down and after a couple of seconds I’m able to see that there are three men standing so close to us they could reach out and, well, I guess stab us, given one of them has a very large knife. Another one of them has an axe, and still another has a very large gun. We are surrounded by big, bearded men, and I can’t tell if they’re friendly or not.

I’m leaning toward not, when the big guy with the axe drops it and comes running forward, his arm outstretched to give Jake a huge bear hug. That’s the point at which Jake lets me slide down to the ground so I can dart out of the way of all the spontaneous male bonding and grunting emerging from the pack of massive male muscle.

“Hammer!”

“Hell, yeah! It’s Hammer time!”

I stand back and watch it all happen. I’m used to hearing stuff like this; working in bars you see every dude clique behavior there is, and military guys have it down to an art.

When the mass of male bodies clears, I’m left looking at Jake and three huge woodsmen. They’re wearing dirty jeans and flannel shirts in an array of colors. They range in height and complexion, but they all have epic beards, tattooed forearms and chests—at least, I’m pretty sure they’re tattooed from the hairy skin that peeks out between bits of flannel—and they have the same look in their eyes Jake does. It’s hard to explain what it is, but I see it in Jake’s too. Even when they’re at rest, there’s an intensity to them.

“This is Remington, Rock, and Tristan,” Jake says. “Guys, this is Jazz.”

“Hi,” I say, giving a short little wave.

They nod at me.

“We need to lay low for a while,” Jake says, no other explanation given, and apparently no more needed.

“Stay here as long as you want,” one of them says. I’m not sure which one of them the name applies to. I’m not really in any frame of mind to be learning names right now. I’m exhausted and cold, and the remote cabin that comes into view as we follow them up a short path, looks promising in terms of maybe having a fireplace.

They invite us inside the cabin. It’s not a big place. There’s two sets of bunk beds stacked at one end, the fire at the other, a kitchen on one side, and a roughhewn table in the middle. There’s a couple of closet-type things and some cupboards for storage, but other than that, there’s nothing in the way of furnishings or luxuries. It’s a very simple, very male space.

“Top bunk is empty over Tristan,” one of the ones who isn’t Tristan says. Rock, maybe? I think Remington is the blond one and Rock is the darker one. Tristan, I think, might be the younger one whose beard isn’t as unruly as the others. Rock’s is so thick and black it looks like a small, sleek animal is trying to choke him. I’m not a fan of beards. They’re the hair equivalent of always wearing sunglasses inside. It’s hard to tell what any of these men really look like. I know they’re Jake’s friends, and that’s about it. I guess that means there’s three more men in the world I just have to put my trust in.

“You take top bunk,” Jake says to me. “I’ll take the floor. There’s no way we’re both going to fit up there.”

With five of us in the cabin, there’s not much room to move. There’s also no other room. No bathroom. I have no idea how they wash, or how they toilet, and I don’t want to find out how.

Jake boosts me up to the top bunk, which I appreciate because then I can look down at the cabin and the men in it and stop feeling so damn small among them. They sit around the table and break out what looks like home-brewed liquor.

I can tell they’re genuinely happy to see Jake. They start talking immediately, launching into one of those easy flows of conversation that comes when true friends are reunited. I wish I had some friends like that.

After a few minutes, they forget I’m there completely. Everyone but Jake. He sits so he has one eye on me, one eye on the door. Occasionally his gaze flickers over to me and he tilts his head in a quiet, questioning way to check to see if I’m alright. I give him a little smile to let him know I am.

Their conversation largely consists of reminiscing about times, places, people gone by. I lie back on the bed, a quiet creature who doesn’t fit among them, only half listening to the conversation as I try to process the events of the day. Yesterday morning, I was waking up from a one-night stand. Now, the world thinks I am dead, my lover is wanted for my murder, and I am high in the mountains in the company of men who probably don’t acknowledge the rule of law, much less follow it.

On the positive side of things, I am warm. I have shelter. I never thought I’d value either of those things as much as I do right now. This experience has been terrifying and brutal and I’m not sure I’ll survive it, but I might have more of an appreciation for what it means to actually live now than I did before. It’s the simple things that matter. Warmth. Food. Shelter. Friends. Someone to carry you when you can’t walk another step. Someone to fight off evil when it comes to your door.

I’m so fucking lucky to be alive I can barely believe it. It’s strange to feel so full of gratitude and simultaneously be absolutely inundated with fear. My life wasn’t exactly great before this, but it was at least predictable. Now I have no idea what’s going to happen to me, or how I’m going to get out of this.
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Chapter Six
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Jazz

I must have fallen asleep to the drone of male voices. Suddenly I’m awake and the light coming through the windows is blindingly bright, with a fresh quality that makes me feel hopeful. My apartment was never bright. I usually kept the blinds closed because Rodney used to spy on me, and when I did open them, the sun in town always seemed to have a grimy gray quality to it, which makes no sense because it is the same sun there as it is here. The view is very different here. There’s nothing but roughhewn wood and trees and wild lands stretching, well, not into forever, but it kind of feels like it.

The cabin is empty. I don’t know what time it is. I don’t know where the men have gone. I don’t know where Jake is either, and so instead of getting up, I lie there in that bed, which now feels scratchy against my skin, and I look out the window at the glory of the world beyond and I wonder why the hell I ever spent my life sleeping away mornings like these only to emerge into the dark each night and sling drinks to people who saw me as an alcohol dispenser with a pair of tits.

I’m still lying there when the door opens. One of the bearded dudes comes tramping in. Is it Rock? I think it’s Rock. Dark hair, ninety percent beard, eyes hidden under a perpetual scowl. He looks up and sees me there and doesn’t exactly smile, but maybe his brows rise a little in what might pass for a friendly greeting in these parts.

“Hi,” I say, breaking the awkwardness with a word. “Where’s Jake?”

“Jake... oh, you mean Hammer. He’s gone out hunting.”

He just left me here, with this man I don’t even know. I feel a rush of anxiety, followed by one of anger. I’m not even going to ask why they call him Hammer. The hammer in his apartment makes sense now though. It’s exactly the sort of thing guys like these would consider funny.

“You hungry?”

“No,” I lie. “Uhm, where’s the bathroom?”

“There’s a shovel out back.”

“Okay... but where’s the bathroom?”

His beard moves in some kind of contortion that might indicate a smirk. “The whole world is our bathroom.”

“Gross.”

“Just make sure you bury where you’ve gone, and mark it with a stick.”

“What?”

“Don’t want to dig the same hole twice. Gets messy.”

“Oh, Jesus, gross!”

He lets out a short laugh. “City girl, huh?”

“Plumbing girl,” I say. “Running water girl. Are you guys on a hunting trip or something?” I venture the question.

“Life’s one big hunting trip out here,” he says.

“So the world is your toilet and your hunting grounds.”

“Uh huh.”

“Still gross,” I mutter to myself. I’m going to have to answer nature’s call though, there’s no avoiding it forever. I slip down from the bed and find myself on the floor, still in my shoes. I must have crashed hard last night. Super hard.

“Stay within screaming distance,” he says as I go out to look for the toilet shovel. “Big cats don’t come around much anymore, but there’s bears sometimes.”

“Fuck my life,” I mutter under my breath. Of all the indignities I’ve been exposed to thus far, this might be the worst. I’ve peed in the woods before, but number two, that’s a whole other ball game.

I find the shovel out back and head into the woods. It is quiet out here. The sun isn’t quite so bright and some of its warmth is lost the deeper I go into the trees. I’m not sure how far I’m supposed to go from the cabin, but I want to be far enough that nobody gets an eyeful of a function that should not be shared among friends, let alone a guy I don’t know at all.

As I walk, I spot little mounds with sticks on them marking spots that have been used before. These guys can’t have been here that long. I count maybe forty or so, so between three guys that’s probably ten to fifteen days’ worth... god, this is like the worst detective case ever.

I keep walking past all their little spots, figuring there will be a trail of, well, not quite breadcrumbs to follow back, then I start digging with the shovel. I’ve never done this before. How deep is the hole supposed to be?

The ground is kind of hard and frankly, the state of my stomach isn’t conducive to manual labor. I grit my teeth and curse and then even when the hole is made there’s still getting down to it and... the experience culminates in animal relief, but not relaxation. Life out here is hard, I think to myself as I cover the hole and hunt around for a stick to poke out of the top of it.

I need a shower, but there’s probably not one of those to be had either. Having marked my spot, I turn around and head back to the cabin, or at least, I think I do. A half dozen steps later and everything looks exactly the same, but I have this horrible feeling that I’m lost.

“Uhm, hello?” I call out, waving the shovel around as if that’s going to help.

There’s no reply.

“Hello?” I yell again. I might have gone a little too far from the cabin, but I don’t think I went that far.

Again, the silence surrounds me. Is this how I’m going to spend the rest of my life, alone in the forest with a shovel?

“Helllooooooooo!”

Jesus. Where is everybody?

I am starting to get really panicky when someone starts lecturing me.

“Quit your hollering, girl.” One of the other guys appears out of the woods. It’s not Rock. It’s not the younger one, Tristan. It’s... Remington. I think that’s what his name was supposed to be.

“I’m lost,” I say.

His beard isn’t as long as Rock’s, and it grows in a sleek blond, maybe even silver gray mane in places. I think he’s the oldest of the group, though that’s hard to tell with so much hair. He definitely has the heaviest presence.

He lets out a grunt. “Cabin is over there.”

“Okay, thanks.”

“Wait up, I’ll go with you.”

“I think I can probably get back on my own.”

“You’d think you could take a shit without getting lost,” he snorts.

I feel a flash of embarrassment, followed by annoyance. “It’s not my fault. These trees all look the same.”

“That’s why you stay close. Rock would have told you that.”

“You don’t know what he told me.”

I shouldn’t be getting antagonistic with this man. I don’t know him. For all I know he’s a dangerous militia member with an axe to grind against the world. I don’t know why that particular phrase popped into my head, but the more I look at him, the more it fits.

He gives me a look. A long look that seems to assess me down to my very core. Then he gives another one of those grunts.

“I see why Hammer likes you.”

I don’t know if that’s a compliment, but I’m kind of sensing that it isn’t. I know I don’t have much goodwill to burn up here, and I don’t want to have an argument on my first day. I want to stick close to Jake and work out how to get out of all the trouble we’re in—not find myself in more with his friends.

Keeping my mouth shut, I start walking in the direction he pointed. I can feel him behind me, a stern escort—and one I’m grateful for, given I thought I was going to be lost on the mountain forever.

We get back to the cabin a couple of minutes later, at which point I realize I might actually have walked a lot further away than I intended. It is easy to get lost out here, without any of the normal bearings of a city. I’m used to telling distance by blocks, not by trees.

“Found this wandering around out there,” Remington says to Rock, who is apparently completely fucking deaf.

“I said don’t go out too far,” he says, addressing me in that same stern tone Remington used on me, the one that makes my hackles rise.

“I didn’t know what was too far. I was calling out to you, didn’t you hear me?”

“I was a machine gunner. I don’t hear anything besides the ringing in my ears,” he growls.

And now I feel guilty.

“I’m sorry. I, er...”

“Do as you’re told and you won’t run into any trouble out here,” Remington says. “Wander off and do as you please and that death report of yours might turn out to be true.”

I guess Jake did tell them what was going on. How much did he tell them? What do they know about me? Do they know the part where my ex tried to pimp me out? Or do they just know that I was hooked up with a corrupt cop who wants me dead now? I don’t know why it matters what they know, but it does.

Thank god, at that moment Jake and Tristan emerge through the trees. They are carrying a small dead deer, the spoils of their hunt, I guess. I’d have been grossed out to see that a couple of days ago, but then again, a couple of days ago I wasn’t constructing my own toilets either.

Jake smiles at me and I feel the sky clear. It’s okay. It doesn’t matter what these guys say, or growl at me. I’m here with him.

“Food!” Tristan bellows joyfully. “We bring you meat!”

Rock and Remington smirk as if they think he’s corny, which he is, but they do look pleased. It’s not like there’s supermarkets out here.

“Let’s get this cleaned and hung up,” Tristan says, flopping the thing down on a red-stained bench out front that I am guessing has seen more than one carcass. I find myself staring as he takes a massive knife and plunges it between the animal’s front legs before sliding it back along the belly, letting viscera slide out...

“Come on,” Jake says, just as quite unpleasant things start happening to the deer.

We walk a ways away from the cabin, and nobody shouts at us not to go too far. I guess it’s just me who gets bossed around when the guys feel like it.

“How are you doing?” he says, giving me a friendly squeeze around the shoulders.

“Okay, I guess,” I say. “How are you?”

“Good,” he smiles. He looks fucking amazing. He’s changed into one of their woodsman style shirts, the yellow check pattern making his blue eyes pop. He has two days of stubble now that is threatening to turn into a beard at any moment. “You getting on with the guys okay?”

“Sure,” I say noncommittally.

“You’re quiet,” he observes. “Have you eaten anything?”

“Not yet.”

He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a wrapped ration bar. I’d turn my nose up at it, but it’s not like we can just go out for breakfast out here. This is probably the only wrapped food for miles around.

“Thanks,” I say, sitting down on a fallen tree as I start to gnaw on what the military believes is the appropriate nutrition for a hard day’s criminal enterprise. I do start to feel better once the food hits my system. Some of the tension and grumpiness fades away, but not all of it. I’m playing the events of the morning over in my mind. I’m wondering why they couldn’t just be nicer to me. Would it have killed them to, I don’t know, smile and say hello? I guess they don’t really owe me social pleasantries. I’m a stranger who has been brought into their midst, and I’m going to take a wild guess that these guys don’t like strangers much.

“So what’s the deal with this place? And those guys? Friends of yours, obviously?”

“More than friends,” Jake says. “Brothers.”

I nod and chew, then ask another question.

“So why do your brothers live so far out?”

“This is actually pretty far into civilization for them. We got lucky. If they were up at their usual camp, it would have taken us almost a week to reach it on foot.”

“So they just live wild?”

“Yep.”

“Wow. Why?”

“I guess they like it,” he says after a momentary pause that tells me there’s more to it than that, but it’s not his business to tell. Usually I’d want to know, but I’m hoping I’ll get to keep some secrets of my own out here.

“I think I like it out here too.”

Out here, among the trees, it’s already very easy to forget just how much trouble both Jake and I are in. The cares of the world are very far away, and the difficulty in caring for basic needs takes up all the mental space I have for worrying. When I was digging that hole today, I wasn’t worried about Rodney, or being allegedly dead, or anything. I was entirely immersed in the business of existing.

But we can’t stay here forever. There’s no way we’re going to find Rodney’s other victims out here in the woods, which was Jake’s original plan, though I don’t know how that’s going to work.

“You’re really quiet,” he observes.

“I’m just thinking.”

“Thinking what?”

“How nice it is out here. And how we’re not going to be able to stay out here forever.”

“Maybe not forever,” he admits, “but we can stay out here a while, take our time. Let those cops sweat.”

“If they find your car in the forest, they’ll be able to look for us.”

“If, and sure, but they don’t know which way we went. They probably don’t know we even came out here. It’s going to take a lot of good police work to find us, Jazz, and they’re not good policemen.”

“Maybe not, but when you fuck with cops, they bring in people who are.”

He nods. “I don’t want to say don’t worry about it, because I know that’s not possible, but try not to worry about it. Just have this day.”

This day. Even if we don’t get another one. Nothing feels guaranteed anymore. Nothing feels entirely safe, and as scary as that is, it’s also liberating. I’m realizing that there is so much life to be had outside the confines of the little routine I had made for myself.

* * *
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Jake

She looks absolutely beautiful, sitting out here in the trees. Nature suits her. Suits most people really. Probably should have suited me, but I thought I’d make more of myself down in the city. All I ended up making was a goddamn mess. You’d think I’d learn, but apparently, I’m too old, too stupid, or too hardheaded.

“Do you want a shower?”

“Yeah, right,” she snorts. “There’s not going to be a shower here.”

“Actually, there is a solar shower. Won’t last long, but long enough for you to get cleaned up a little.”

“Really?” She brightens at that news. “I’d love one. Where is it?”

I lead her around to the other side of the cabin where there’s a tree that is just set back from the wall.

“Here you go.”

“Here I go what?”

She’s looking straight at the shower with a look of pure discontentment. “That can’t be it. It’s just a plastic bag hung in a tree. And there’s no curtain or...”

“Nobody’s going to look. I’ll go talk to the guys. You get cleaned up. I’ll find a towel for you.”

“Okay. Just. Stop all those guys from looking at me if I take my clothes off. I might just keep my underwear on.”

“I’ll let you work that out. And I’ll work on something to make the shower more private.”

“Thanks,” she says, making the effort to appear grateful even though she’s obviously disappointed. I could think of her as spoiled, but I know how hard the adjustment to living rough can be.

I get back to the guys. Remington is having a pipe on the deck while Tristan and Rock deal with the deer, which is now headless and gutless. We’ll have to take the scraps a decent way from camp and bury them for the bears.

“Hey, Jazz is having a shower, so we’ll leave her to it.”

They nod and get back to the work of handling the deer corpse. I lend a hand, which isn’t really necessary. Any of us could gut and hang a deer on our own.

“It’s good to have you back, Hammy,” Tristan says as we work. “How long you going to stay?”

“Not sure,” I answer. I really don’t know. I told them a bit about what was happening last night, but not much. We are men who can keep our secrets, and know better than to pry into each other’s.

“You think we need to get moving into the interior?”

“I don’t know about that either.”

“So what’s going on with you and this girl?” Remington asks the question bluntly. He’s the oldest of us, has led all of us in battle at various times, and he’s about the only guy who might have some rank over me, except for the fact that when I was ousted from the military, I’d been promoted over him several times. He was the old guard. I was the new. Now we’re both surplus to requirements.

“Best you don’t know,” I say.

I trust any one of these guys with my life, but I don’t want to tell them too much and end up making them accessories to the crimes I’m alleged to have committed—and the ones I still plan to commit.

“She’s trouble, huh?”

“Now how would you know that?”

“It’s written all over her,” Rock says. “Don’t throw your life away again.”

“I never threw my life away in the first place.”

“Yeah. You did. In that bar.”

“You know I don’t regret that.”

“Well,” he coughs. “You’re stupid not to. I sure as shit regret it. You let one girl you didn’t even know change everything for all of us. Unit wasn’t the same after you left.”

He’s never going to stop guilt-tripping me over the incident that saw me dishonorably discharged. That’s one of the reasons I don’t hang out with these guys as much as I’d like to. Remington can’t let go of anything.

“Girls aren’t worth fucking your life over for,” he growls.

“Doing the right thing is.”

“Uhmm...” A soft female voice interrupts our argument.

Jazz has managed to sneak up on four ex-military men, and she’s close enough that she definitely heard what was being said. Her hair is wet, so I guess she showered, but she’s put her old clothes on again, probably because she doesn’t have anything to change into, and I forgot to grab her that towel.

The expression on her face is hard to read, but I know she can’t be happy about what she heard. She probably thinks Remington was talking about her, and he wasn’t. I know she hasn’t exactly had a warm welcome. The guys have let her stay, but they’re treating her more like an unfortunate appendage than a person they’d like to get to know. None of these boys is very good at relationships, and it’s showing.

“Let me get you that towel,” I say, getting up.

She doesn’t say a word to any of the others, just turns and walks away back toward the solar shower. Goddammit. I’m more sure than ever that she heard more of that than she should have. I grab a few things before I go get her, knowing she’s going to need them.

“I don’t need a towel,” she says as soon as we’re alone. She looks like a drowned rat, her hair all matted and wet.

“Sure you do. Towel and dry clothes.”

“I’m not interested.”

“The thing about being out here is, it doesn’t matter if you’re interested, being wet leads to being chilled, leads to being sick, and we can’t afford to get sick. It’s not like either one of us can go to the hospital right now. You’re officially dead, and I’m wanted for your murder. So take this towel, get those clothes off, and put these ones on.”

“Those aren’t my clothes.”

“They’ll do.”

She pouts, her lower lip stuck out ever so slightly I don’t even know if she’s doing it on purpose or not, but she’s absolutely adorable. It doesn’t matter how cute she is though, she needs to get dry and warm. Quick.

“Put those clothes on,” I growl, “or I’ll put them on you myself.”

Jazz narrows her eyes at me and shakes her head. “You’re mean. Just like them.”

“I’m mean, nothing like them,” I say, grabbing her up. I’m going to strip her down right here if I have to, dry her off myself. I get that what she heard was upsetting, but she still has to do as she’s told. It’s probably not that obvious to her out here, but this place is still run in a militaristic type way. I expect obedience from her.

She doesn’t resist as I peel her clothes off and get to work on her naked body with the towel. She doesn’t help either. She stands there, sullen and very much avoiding my gaze.

“Hey, what you heard...”

“They don’t want me here,” she says, interrupting me.

“It’s not that, believe me.”

“Sure it’s not. This place might as well have a ‘no girls allowed’ sign nailed to the front door.”

“It’s not because you’re a girl. It’s because they don’t know you, and this is not a place we bring anyone that we don’t all know. They’re taking a risk having us here. We’re wanted.”

“You’re all wanted? What did they do?”

“I’m not sure. There’s questions we don’t ask or answer. Also. What you heard Remington talking about, it’s not about you.”

“Oh. So you have a habit of picking up trashy girls and playing hero to them... Ow!”

I smack her ass hard.

“What was that for?”

“You don’t call yourself trashy. You’re a nice girl.”

“We both know that’s not true,” she says as I pat the towel over her breasts and belly, then wrap it around her head and give it a good rubbing. When I pull it away, her hair is a mass of dark curls over her face. She pushes them back with her fingers and looks out between them.

“What did he mean, throw your life away again?”

I didn’t want to tell her this part of my life, but I guess I’m going to. Can’t preach a rule of no secrets and then keep this from her.

“I was dishonorably discharged,” I tell her. “One night, I was drinking in a bar just off base. A couple of my superiors had taken a liking to a girl who hadn’t taken a liking to them in the same way. They weren’t too bothered whether she wanted what was coming or not. So I got involved. And by got involved, I mean it got violent.”

“Did you kill them?”

“If I’d have killed them, I’d still be in military prison. Nope. Half-killed them, and managed to avoid a sentence by being discharged instead of court-martialed. They wanted to keep the whole thing quiet for obvious reasons.”

“Wow, so you were punished for doing the right thing?”

“No good deed goes unpunished, at least, not in my life, and not in my experience.”

She’s getting dressed now, without my having to force her into her clothes, which is nice. I can see she’s thinking about what I’ve told her, trying to work out if she’s a charity case or I’m a compulsive hero. She’s not, and I’m not. It’s just that life has thrown some fucked-up situations in my path, and I’ve not been prepared to just walk away from them.

“I’m really sorry that happened to you. Twice, basically. First that woman, now me. No wonder your friends keep looking at me that way.”

“What way?”

“Nothing,” she says quickly, before I can get protective. “They’ve been fine. I guess they worry about you.”

“We all worry about each other,” I tell her. “That’s kind of the deal.”

“It’s nice that you have that.”

“These men are blood brothers to me. Any one of us would die for the other. There are some who are no longer with us because that is exactly what they did.”

* * *
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Jazz

He has so much pride in his voice. I feel a surge of emotion inside me. This man is so honorable, so incredibly inherently good. I agree with his friends’ silent assessment: he’d be better off without me.

Maybe it’s not too late to sneak away. Maybe I can just leave the country or something. I’m dead, so crossing the border should be easy. I’ll just ghost it. I bet if I leave one morning, really early, I’ll be able to get back down the mountain in a day. Going down has to be easier than going up, and I’m not worried about getting lost. As long as I go downward, I know I’m going the right way.

Jake pulls me into a hug and then takes me back to the guys. The deer has been dismembered and is hanging up, a big raw slab of vaguely animal-shaped meat. It doesn’t look appetizing yet, but I’m betting it will be by the time they carve it up and turn it into steaks and... okay, I am hungry.

I feel awkward and out of place with these men. I can tell they think I’m... well, they don’t exactly think I’m classy. They don’t really talk to me either, not even the younger one, Tristan, who is by far the most outgoing of the group.

The day passes slowly, each little snub making me all the more determined to get out of here as soon as I can tomorrow. I’ll take the warm coat Jake gave me, and I’ll see if I can grab some of those ration bars. He won’t be happy about this, but once I’m gone, I doubt he’ll be able to find me. I’m going to do what I should have done in the first place. Run.
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Chapter Seven



[image: image]


I barely sleep, and I wake up early, just as the first slivers of light are coming into the cabin. Moving as quietly as possible, I slip down from the bunk where Jake is snoring softly on the floor, and I sneak outside. Yesterday, I put my coat and some food away around the corner of the cabin. They’re there waiting for me in the low light of a new day.

I feel awful about this, but I’d feel even worse if I stayed and kept ruining Jake’s life. I’m sure everyone will be relieved to find I’m gone. These guys either ignore me, or stop talking when they notice I’m within earshot. Despite what Jake says, I’m clearly not welcome here. It’s time to go.

I pull on the jacket and head down toward the tree line, making sure my rations are securely in my pockets.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

It’s not Jake’s voice that interrupts me. It’s Remington’s. He’s barely said a word to me since we met really, but I’ve felt him watching me, judging me behind that dirty blond expanse of hair and beard. His barked question makes me jump. I didn’t think anyone else was up. I definitely didn’t expect to find one of them behind me, standing on the cabin porch with his arms folded over his chest, pipe sticking out of the corner of his mouth, salt and pepper hair tousled with the combined factors of sleep and not giving a fuck.

“I’m just going to get some air.” I almost feel inclined to add sir to the sentence, the way the man barks at me.

“Sure, sure. You’ll have all the air you need once a mountain cat tears a hole or two in you.”

“I’m just trying to breathe, is that alright with you?”

I can hear the attitude in my voice. It’s not pretty. It’s sharp and kind of catty. I know that Jake’s friends don’t deserve this, but I don’t like being caught right on the verge of making the biggest sacrifice I can think of—Jake himself.

All I need to do is get to some remote law enforcement, in another state, another city, and show them that I’m alive, and all the charges against Jake go away. Well, most of them will, anyway. Rodney will still be hunting me, but it will be harder for him to kill me if my unscheduled return to life is widely publicized. I’ve got this all figured out, even if Jake thinks it is too dangerous. I still don’t know what his plan is. Find the other girls? Maybe. Assuming they’re not all in shallow graves.

“Go back inside,” Remington says. He speaks to me as if he expects to be obeyed, and I’m not sure I like that. It occurs to me that the three guys here, they don’t treat me like Jake’s girlfriend. They treat me like some kind of green recruit he dragged up here.

“I’ll go in later.”

“You’ll go in now.”

I glare at him, giving him the full force of my stare—the one I used to use on drunk patrons at the bar who started pissing me off.

“I’m sorry, who died and made you my guardian?”

“As I hear it, you did. Now get inside, before I take leather to you, girl.”

My jaw drops. This man isn’t Jake. He has no damn right to talk to me that way, let alone touch me. And yet, I know I’m going to be in a fucking world of trouble with Jake if I curse this guy out like he deserves to be cursed out.

“No.”

His bushy face moves in a way that might indicate surprise. I don’t know. These woodsmen disguises they all perpetually wear make it impossible to see what features they have, and reading their facial expressions is almost impossible.

I take another step away from the cabin. Away from him. What’s this guy going to do anyway? He’s not going to stop me. Nobody can stop me.

“You know what? I don’t think you’re going to do anything to me. I think you know, just like I do, that Jake will kick your ass if you even think about touching me. I’ve seen how he is when I’m threatened. He’ll break your neck. He’ll tear your arms off! He’ll...”

“Jazz!”

Oh, fuck. I freeze and the world stops when Jake’s voice rings out in a sharp, harsh bark behind me. I have no idea how he’s behind me. He must have slipped out of the cabin while I was arguing with Remington and gotten around behind me somehow.

My feet leave the ground as he fists the back of my shirt and picks me up as if I weigh nothing at all. I scramble to grab onto something solid and come up with nothing but thin air as he sweeps me into the cabin under his arm.

The other guys are going out as we barrel in, vacating the small room so Jake can have it to tear strips off me. He drops me down on the floor and towers over me, his voice deep with discipline.

“What the hell were you doing talking to a friend of mine that way?”

“I don’t know.”

“Oh, I think you do.” Jake looms over me, hands on his hips, a look of disappointment on his face. I fucking hate that expression. It makes me feel small and guilty, and I don’t want to be either of those things.

“He judges me. He thinks he knows me. He’s like every other guy...”

“I’m going to stop you there. Because I know him. And he’s not. And I know you, and I know what you were doing.”

“Well, if you know everything, then why are you asking questions?”

“I’m giving you a chance to avoid the ass-whipping that’s coming your way.”

“Yeah, about that.”

“What about that, girl?”

“You’re not going to do that to me again.”

“You’re cute when you’re wrong,” he says, grabbing me up.

The first time he spanked me, I let him. This time, I fight him. It’s a pointless fight, because he’s obviously far stronger than I am, but I’m not going to let him have this easily. He’s going to have to make me submit, and if he can’t? Then fuck it. I win.

“Let me fucking go!”

“No,” he says firmly and flatly. “You’re acting like a brat.”

In my flailing attempt to get free, I notice that the door of the cabin is still open, and Remington hasn’t gone anywhere. He’s standing on the porch with his pipe, and he can see everything.

That’s the worst part. It’s not just that I’m being pulled over Jake’s thighs, or that his big hand is already meeting my ass with hard, steady swats that make my ass burn. Jesus, he hits like hitting is the only thing he knows how to do. His palm is so fucking huge, and the flat of it meets my legging-clad cheeks with so much sting it’s like the leggings aren’t even there.

This would be bad enough without an audience. Remington is right there, just a few feet away, and I know the others won’t be far either. Even if they’re not seeing, they’re hearing. Everyone in this little world is aware that Jake is spanking my ass long and hard. He leaves my leggings up, but that doesn’t make a difference. He’s so powerful and the swats are so fast and so stinging that my ass is a ball of pure heat and pain within less than a minute.

This is probably supposed to teach me something. I’m supposed to feel bad about being rude to Remington, but fuck that. I’m not mad about what I’ve done. I’m mad at him for treating me like someone he has a right to punish. I’m even madder at myself for getting caught. For getting in trouble. For being so fucking sore I know I’m not going to be able to lie on my back tonight in that scratchy, hard bed.

“You ready to apologize?” He’s stopped, for a second.

I nod quickly and profusely. There’s no point in trying to hold on to pride. I’m too sore for pride. And there’s no resisting him. He’s too fucking strong and too determined.

“I’m sorry!”

“For what?”

“For being rude!”

“And?”

Jesus, what else does he want me to say? I have no fucking idea. In this moment, I hate everything. I was just trying to save him some trouble. I was going to get rid of myself. I can tell that having me around is a damper on the time he spends with his friends.

“I don’t know what else!”

“Where were you going?” It’s Remington who speaks now, and the rush of shame is so fucking intense I can barely take it. Can’t he just fucking pretend this isn’t happening? Go off and kill some innocent animal or something?

“Nowhere...”

Jake’s hand comes down hard across my ass. “Nowhere?”

“Just... away! I wanted you to have some fun and not have to worry about me and...”

He spanks me again, and my words trail off into a squeal.

“What the hell are you talking about, Jazz?”

I can’t explain. I’m so embarrassed it goes to the point of humiliation. I know what I am, on the inside, and I can tell they all know what I am too. I’m what Rodney knew I was. I’m disposable. All this trouble Jake is going to is a complete waste of time. He’s too good for me, and any minute now, he is going to realize that.

I make a soft sobbing sound in lieu of speech. I know how pathetic I will sound if I try to say anything.

“Get up on your bed,” Jake sighs, letting me go with one last swat that sends me racing up to the top bunk where I lie, facing the wall, keeping as much pressure off my ass as possible, and wishing I’d never been born.

Jake leaves the cabin and shuts the door. I can hear male voices outside. They’re talking about me.

* * *
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Jake

“You know she was going to go running off,” Remington says.

“Yeah. I know.”

“That little butt tickling isn’t going to do anything. Should take your belt off and use that on her.”

“I don’t think beating the shit out of her is going to solve her problems,” I say. If I thought it would, I’d beat her ass red, but Jazz isn’t running to be naughty or to get a reaction. She’s doing it because that piece of shit ex made her feel worthless, and now she acts as though she is.

I’m worried about her. She acts rashly and without logic. I know she’s been through a lot and I know this is a lot to handle, but she has to start calming down and thinking. Running into the woods is the same as throwing yourself off a cliff. She won’t survive it.

“Thanks for keeping an eye on her,” I say to Remington.

“No problem,” he says, lighting his pipe.

There’s silence for a bit, in which I try to think, but come up with nothing. I don’t know how to make this better for Jazz or myself.

“We should kill them,” Remington says.

“Hm?”

“Those dirty cops you were talking about last night. We should kill them. Once they’re dead, Jazz turns up alive, and that’s the end of it. You’re off the hook.”

“Except for three dead cops.”

“Except for them,” Remington agrees, but without any emotion. His eyes are like two blue stones. When he talks about killing, he just goes cold. Turns to steel. He’s called Remington for a reason, because he knows how to make himself a weapon of death. That’s a necessary trait in a war zone. It’s not so useful at three p.m. in a fast food restaurant, for instance, when some wannabe gangbanger decides to start a fight, and ends up with his brains smeared over the wall thanks to Remington.

There’s a reason Remington doesn’t go into cities. Warrants. Bounties. A general disdain for the society he helped protect.

We were all hardened by what we went through on deployments. Even before then, our training made us hard. The idea of killing isn’t abhorrent to us. We know when it is a necessity. But we also know that attitude puts us outside of the civilian bubble. They wanted to put Remington away for that, and a few other incidents, but he decided he’d done enough time for the government and he came out here, where the rules are still simple and survival is all that matters.

Of all of us, Remington is probably the one who is least able to fit back into the world from which he came. But this trouble Jazz and I are in, it’s a treat for him. I can see him damn near salivating over the idea of going back to the city and handing out his version of justice. I feel the lure too, but I know that’s not how the world works.

“I thought this shit would be over once we got home,” I say. “This is worse than war. At least in war, you get your orders.”

“Yep. Here, whatever you do is on you. But it always was. We just took refuge in those orders. It was still us pulling those triggers.”

He’s right.

“Should have killed them all in the first place,” I grunt to myself.

“Nah. You’re a good guy. You don’t want to kill cops.”

“I didn’t know they were cops. They were just three guys who broke into my place.”

“Shit happens,” Remington says.

“Yeah. It does.”

“You know the boys and I have got your back. We won’t leave you to do it alone.”

“You’d come down from all the way out here to deal with this with me?”

I can hear movement nearby. The other two are coming back from the woods. I wonder if they’ve heard what we were talking about, but I don’t have to wonder long.

“Hell, yeah, we would!” Rock comes out of the woods, an axe over his shoulder, and the other hand dragging a sled filled with wood. Tristan isn’t far behind him with another sled and axe.

“What would we do?” Tristan asks.

“Go down and take care of Hammer’s problem.”

“Oh. Hell, yeah,” Tristan agrees.

“You’ve got warrants too, boy,” I remind Tristan.

“They only serve warrants if they catch you, and I don’t intend to get caught,” he grins.

I look around at the men who are more than brothers to me, and I wonder if it was a mistake to come here. Of course they think going down and killing some bad guys is the answer, but I’m trying my goddamnedest to put aside the part of me that solves everything that way.

“I can’t risk you guys for this. And someone has to make sure Jazz is safe.”

“We’ll take her with us,” Remington says.

I don’t like that idea at all. I want her as far away from those corrupt cops as possible. This is going to get dangerous. Even more so than it already was when we ran. Every cop in the city will be looking for me. And if she is spotted by any of the crooked guys, then she’s going to be killed on sight.

“We won’t go in there like idiots, guns blazing. We’ll locate them, and then we’ll take them out. All three of them in one night. We’ll set each of them up, show how fucking corrupt they were. Drug deals, prostitution, whatever. Then, when the heat from that dies down a bit, we’ll have Jazz show up and say look, I’m alive,” Remington grunts. “Easy.”

Remington was always an operational genius. He risked being relegated up the chain, promoted past the battlefield, but he always refused. He liked the blood. Now, I have to say, his plan sounds solid, but I’m not sure we can get away with military tactics in a civilian city.

“Let me think about it.”

“Think quick. They’re coming for her.”

“I know.”

All four of us get to work stacking the wood that Rock and Tristan brought up. I like the physical labor. It takes some of the stress out of my muscles and my mind, lets me think a little clearer.

“Any chance the lady made some lunch?”

“I’ll make something,” I say. Jazz hasn’t made anything but trouble, and I don’t know if she will. She’s the other element that was never present in our old operations. We didn’t carry a cute girl around with us and attempt to not get her shot. I don’t know how she’ll adapt to a mercenary mission to wipe out her ex, when she can’t barely handle being around the guys now.

I go inside and check on Jazz. She’s lying on her stomach, her face to the wall. I don’t say anything to her, just get some food ready. If she’s sulking, she can keep sulking.

“Do you hate me?”

Her voice comes from the top bunk as I set up some meat, bread, and cheese for the boys.

“God, no, Jazz.”

“I just, I feel so fucking bad,” she says, slipping off the bunk. “If I was gone, it would be better for you.”

“You’ve given these guys more entertainment in a couple days than they’ve had in months,” I tell her. “We like trouble. And truthfully, you’ve always had trouble written all over you. I saw it the first time I met you.”

* * *
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Jazz

I blush and let out a small laugh. “The first time you met me? You mean in the hall? When I didn’t even look at you?”

“Yup. We can’t hide who we really are, no matter how much we try,” he tells me, handing me a sliver of meat. “You’re trouble. And so am I.”

“At least you can admit that about yourself,” I smirk, nibbling at the meat. My ass still hurts like hell, and I am still mad that he did that in front of everyone, basically, but I’m starting to figure this is just how things are in his world. I mess up, I get smacked.

“Different kind of trouble,” he smirks, then raises his voice. “Guys! Let’s eat!”

The other three come tramping inside. They don’t pay much attention to me, but they pay plenty of attention to the food, and then the drink, and I forget the pain in my ass and join in too, because what else can I do? Life is simple up here. Nobody mentions what happened between me and Jake. I don’t know if they care. Probably not.

Jake pulls me onto his lap and makes sure I’m included in the conversation, even if I don’t say anything. He doesn’t let me sneak shyly back off to the corner and plan my exit. He keeps me pressed against his big, powerful body and he gives me a few sips of his beer and he rubs my butt from time to time.

I’d never admit it, but I think I needed that spanking. I needed a good cry too. Now I’ve had both, I feel a whole lot better, much less remote from the new world I find myself in.

But I still don’t like Remington.

“So we’re thinking of a way to take care of this situation,” Jake says to me when everyone’s bellies are full. “It’s not going to be pretty, but it might be effective.”

“What is it?”

“We’re going to kill everybody,” Tristan says with a broad grin, which doesn’t give me much confidence.

“We’re not going to kill everybody,” Jake corrects. “Just those who need killing.”

I shake my head. I don’t like the idea. I don’t like how casually they talk about it. I know it can’t be that simple.

“You’re already wanted for murder... so you want to do more killing? Why don’t we just show them that I’m alive?”

“Once we do that, your days are numbered. It solves my problem, but not yours.”

“We could do a video. Send it to a news station. We can tell them about Rodney. We can just go public.”

“And then you will be expected to speak to police. And the second you speak to police... well.”

“Deepfakes! They’ll call it a deepfake,” Tristan pipes up. “It won’t legally change anything. And it might even make you guys looks like conspirators.”

“...and there’s the fact that they deserve to die,” Remington breaks in coolly.

Everybody falls silent. I can’t disagree with that.

“Sometimes you need to take the rot out,” Rock says. “We’d be doing that department a favor.”

These men don’t know me. They don’t owe me anything. They’re doing this for Jake. And also, maybe because they like killing.

When I look around at them, I don’t see three men who are reluctantly going up against the law. I see three men who are burning for an opportunity to dole out some old-fashioned vengeance. Jake’s different though. I don’t think he wants this plan as much as they do. He certainly looks more serious about it.

I’m speechless. I don’t like this. I don’t want anyone to be hurt, let alone die on my account. I’m not worth killing over. I’m not worth fighting for. What my ex said was true. I’m worthless.

“I just think there has to be another way,” I say, feeling weak and pathetic.

“There’s not,” Remington says, his eyes hard. “These cops have gone too far not to follow through. If you show up alive now, that’s going to throw the whole system into question. They have to kill you. And they have to frame him for it. And that means they have to die.”

“And when they’re dead? Is it over then?”

“Let’s get them dead first, then worry about what happens after,” Rock says.

That does not sound like a good idea at all, but who am I to argue? Inwardly, I’m marveling at how easy this is for these men. They’re not conflicted over this. At all. If they ever thought much about the morality of killing, they must have resolved that existential issue a long time ago. They’re natural born, highly trained killers—and so is Jake. I think I knew that on some level the minute I met him, I think it’s part of the reason I was so incredibly attracted to him. He is a man who once took life professionally, and now he is going to do it personally. For me.

“It just feels wrong,” I mumble.

“What’s wrong is you having a target on your head for the rest of your life and Jake never being able to fight again because he has to stay away from people in case he ends up arrested for your murder,” Rock says. “There’s nothing good or fair about this.”

I open my mouth and close it again. I don’t know how to articulate my concerns without sounding totally stupid or ungrateful. I am lucky that these men are willing to do this for me and Jake. I shouldn’t be arguing with them.

“Hey,” Jake says, making me look at him. “You’re a good person. But we’re not. And sometimes, it takes a bad guy to stop a bad guy.”

“You’re not bad though! You’re looking after me. You’re the only reason I’m still alive...” My voice starts to crack under the strain of it all. For the second time today, I’m crying like a baby.

“Hey,” he says, his voice gentle as he rubs his thumb across my cheek, collecting the tears. “Don’t cry. Everything is going to be okay. We’re going to take care of this and you’re going to be safe.”

I want to believe him, but I don’t see how anything that starts with an attempted murder ends well. My life has been a string of disasters, one after the other, and I have a horrible feeling that this might be the last, and greatest of them all.
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Chapter Eight
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Once the plan is made, it is more or less immediately forgotten. Mostly because of the time of year. Winter is closing in and before it does, the guys decided to break camp at the cabin and tramp up to a site that is at a higher point.

“Won’t it be worse up there?” I ask Jake. I still don’t have the nerve to talk to the others before they speak to me, which they tend not to. I stay quiet and I listen, skills I picked up tending bar.

“Yeah and no,” Jake says. “But their main camp is bigger and has more supplies. It’s much more comfortable, in a valley that traps the heat. We can train up there.”

“Train?” I’m about to ask for what, but then I remember I know for what. These guys are taking this seriously. They’re not just going to go down to the city and start killing. It’s going to be a tactical operation. One they’re going to brush their skills up for. Personally, I think they just like playing war, but I’m not stupid enough to share that thought out loud.

“It’s a three-day walk,” Jake tells me as we set out. “And we’re all going to have to carry weight. Let me know if it’s too much and I’ll slow down for you.”

I want to keep up with them, but I know I can’t. I’m not conditioned like they are. I’m not strong or fit. The pack I have on my back isn’t that heavy, but it makes a difference, weighing down my steps from the beginning. Being short doesn’t help either. I have to take an extra step for every two they take just to keep up with them. They are conditioned woodsmen. Jake is an MMA fighter. I’m a girl who is used to standing behind a bar and sucking in secondhand smoke.

Within the first half hour, I’m out of breath and struggling to keep up. Tristan and Rock slow down for Jake, who has slowed down for me. It takes a little longer for Remington to notice that the guys aren’t with him.

“We’re all going to freeze to death if we don’t make the first campsite,” he complains gruffly. “Snow’s going to come down, catch us out, kill us all.”

I really don’t like Remington right now. He’s mean, old, and he basically openly calls me a nuisance.

“You can’t be very good at survival if one night in the snow kills you,” I snap.

My snarky comment is all the more notable for it being one of the only things I’ve said to him in days. I’ve tried to be good. I don’t really need Jake beating my ass again. For me, being good means being quiet.

“She’s not wrong,” Rock laughs with a wink at me. I smile at my unexpected ally, and then look at Jake to see if he’s mad. He isn’t. He puts his hand on my shoulder and squeezes.

“We’re going to have to take it a bit slower,” he says.

Remington growls and says something under his breath before gesturing to Tristan. “Come on, boy. We’ll go on ahead. These slackers can go at their own pace.”

Tristan gives a wan smile and a hapless shrug to Jake and Rock before heading off after Remington, who is already gone up the trail.

“He really hates me.”

“Nope. Just impatient,” Rock says. “We caught him up in an enemy stronghold five minutes too late one time, wasn’t a kill left for us.”

“Wow. So he’s kind of a...” I hesitate before I say psycho. I don’t want to sound disrespectful, even if Remington is to me.

“He’s got a lot to prove, put it that way,” Rock says.

“Why?”

Jake and Rock exchange looks, and Jake shakes his head.

“Let’s get going,” he says. “I’m going to take your pack too, Jazz. Just try your best to keep up, okay?”

“Thanks,” I say, feeling guilty that I can’t pull my weight. This whole experience has been hugely humbling. I had aspired to being an independent woman, but everything that’s happened since Rodney has made me entirely dependent on Jake. I’m starting to feel, well, more than a little useless.

Jake and Rock soon start talking about their old military days. Seems like there were a lot of them, and they were usually going badly, a bit like current non-military days.

* * *
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Getting to the next camp takes three days. I’m not really aware of anything besides the cold and the tiredness, and the way I am constantly struggling to keep up and to not be a burden to them. Most of the guys manage to make me feel like I’m doing okay, except for Remington, who doesn’t mince words about timing and weather, and all the rest of it.

I am immensely relieved when we finally arrive, and I discover that their other camp is much bigger and more developed than the outpost Jake and I first got to. This one has several bedrooms and a much larger living area. There’s a garden, and an outdoor fire pit and dining area.

That night, Jake and I sleep together in a bed for two, the first time since we’ve gone on the run. We’re too tired to do anything sexual, but being snuggled in his arms is all I need.

The following morning the men go out and do manly things. I go for a little walk around the camp to familiarize myself with it. It’s incredibly beautiful here. I love how clear the air is, and how the view stretches out into forever without any sign of humanity. We’re so remote here, it’s like we are the only people in the world.

I’m sitting on a little bench perched at a good angle for looking at the view when someone sits down beside me. I expect it to be Jake, but it turns out to be Tristan, and he has a cigarette in his hand.

“Hey,” he says, sidling up to me. “You want a smoke?”

I sniff the air, trying to work out what he’s offering me.

“Cigarette, or...”

“Or,” he winks by way of answer.

“Then yes,” I say.

He hands me a joint and I take a toke. A long, deep toke, one long enough to make my vision go fuzzy at the edges.

“Wow,” he says. “That was like a quarter of the joint. Go easy.”

I sit back and let the world rush in. “I haven’t done this in so long,” I sigh, leaning back, leaning back, leaning...

“Ooof!” I grunt as I tumble back onto the ground behind me.

Tristan lets out a laugh, and does nothing to help me up. That’s not any concern to me. I find the ground quite comfortable for the moment. I can see the sky from here, and the sky is very pretty too.

“You’re a clown,” Tristan teases me.

“No, you’re a clown,” I tease right back.

“You’re both clowns,” Jake drawls. I have no idea where he is until his face appears above me. It’s upside down, but that’s because he’s above me, looking down. As usual.

“And what are you doing?”

“Smokin’ weed,” I say honestly.

“Ah. You’ve been back in your stash again, Triss?”

“Sure thing, Hammy,” he smirks. “I think she likes it.”

“I like it. I do,” I smile. “I really like it.”

“Uh huh.” Jake reaches down and pulls me up from the ground, making the world spin as he yanks me up against his hard body. “I don’t recall telling you that you can get high.”

“I don’t recall you telling me that I can’t.”

“True,” he says. “I’m stealing you away now.”

“But...”

There’s no but tolerated. He pulls me up over his shoulder and tramps away with me, carrying me to another remote little nook near the big cabin. I think it is a little hut for fishing, perhaps, I don’t know. Whatever it is, it’s a sheltered spot near sparkling cold water, and it is beautiful on this clear winter day.

“I wish we could just stay here,” I say, staring out over the vast wilderness all covered in snow, which makes the whole world white.

“We can stay here,” he says, putting me down and kissing me. We have been waiting for this moment of passion for too long. I yearned for him with every step we took up the mountain, but we couldn’t exactly stop and fuck with Rock and Remington and Tristan there, and we haven’t been able to have much sex in the other cabin. It was too small. This place is different. There is a room for us here, somewhere we can be private together.

It’s cold, but he doesn’t care, and neither do I. His hands roam my body. He can’t strip me, but his big hands can snake up under my clothes and down my pants. I stay hidden from his eyes, but not from his touch.

“I can’t get enough of you,” he growls, his fingers running over my body, pinching my nipples, making me yelp. “I need to have you.”

My desire is just as powerful as his, maybe more. It’s more about sex when Jake and I are together. I need him to feel like myself. All he has to do is run his fingers through my hair and I am transformed.

He pushes my leggings down below my ass, but before I can get cold he covers my ass with his hands and looses his cock to glide against my pussy, back and forth, long strokes that tease my core. Then he pushes inside me. I feel myself open for him, my inner walls spread with his powerful thrusts, his big hands on my ass, pulling me in as he claims me with those hungry strokes that make me spread so impossibly fucking wide for him.

Jake doesn’t just fuck me. He hammers me. He pins me down on the ground and he jackhammers his hips against me, my cries filling the air wantonly. I’m sure all the others can hear us, but he doesn’t care, and so neither do I. I can’t think of anyone really, not now. With his mouth on mine, his hot flesh burning inside me, this is all that matters.

“I want your ass,” he rumbles.

“Why?”

His cock slides into my pussy slowly, passionately. He is making love to me. He is taking control of me, and I am surrendering. The weed helps to relax every part of me, including the tight little hole he says he wants to claim.

“You gonna nail me, Hammer?”

He lets out a laugh, a rich, dark sound and pulls his cock from my pussy.

“Hell, yes, I’m going to nail you, Jazz. You’re fucking mine.”

I expect him to push back inside me, stretch me all over again, but he does not return to my sex. He wants something more from me. Something that I’d never have given him before now. I feel his hand slide over my ass, caressing me even as it makes for the sensitive crevice and the tight little dark spot where no man has ever been allowed.

I let out a whimper, but he caresses it into a moan, working his fingers back and forth along the tight, dark part of me. I know what he’s going to do. I know he’s wanted this part of me since we met. It is a twisted desire he has, something a little dark and definitely perverse.

“It’s tight,” he grunts, working his finger into my bottom using the juices from my pussy, the sex foam he fucked me into.

“Of course it’s tight,” I whimper. “I’ve never done this before. And that’s the wrong hole.”

“It doesn’t feel wrong to me. It feels fucking perfect,” he says, twirling that finger slowly.

“You’re a dirty man,” I gasp. “You’re a very bad, very dirty man.”

His finger dips deeper and then pulls free. He puts his cock to the same hole and starts pushing in. I am relaxed thanks to Tristan’s bud, and Jake’s pounding has had a similar effect. My body doesn’t feel like a physical thing anymore. It feels like a collection of feelings and sensations. I am tight and he is hard and he pushes in, stretching my ass as well as my mind.

I have never felt so very much his. I feared for a time that he would get sick or bored of me, that I would become nothing more than a charity case for him. But his desire for me is endless. He wants every part of me. My pussy is weeping with the juices he stirred there when he rampaged inside me.

“Shhh,” he murmurs as I let out a little cry. It’s not easy to take his dick in my bottom. The more he pushes, the tighter I feel and the more I wonder if I have done something wrong.

“Are you angry at me? Is this punishment?”

“God, no, it’s not,” he rumbles, his mouth on my ear, his hips jolting forward to push an inch inside me. “It’s because I fucking have to have you.”

And he does. He takes my ass with an incessant, dominant, utterly loving insistence, his hot cock sliding inside me easier and easier with every stroke.

I wail and wriggle. I squirm and I whimper, but he keeps going and his fingers find my pussy and strum there, making another one of those naughty orgasms rise.

He’s going to come inside me. He’s going to make me come with him. There’s no choice, no option, no natural outcome other than this writhing, screaming climax that comes as he jams himself deep inside and spends himself, pinching my clit and making me tumble into orgasmic bliss.

“So this is my life now. Getting fucked in the ass on a mountain,” I say, curling up into his body in the aftermath of our filthy interlude.

“Could be worse,” Jake says, kissing the back of my neck.

“Yeah. I could be getting murdered by a crooked cop.”

“Don’t worry about that. That’s not going to happen. Not ever. We’re going to make real fucking sure of that,” he says. “When the spring thaw comes, that fucker is dead.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Nine
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Three months later...

I thought spring might never come. I hoped it wouldn’t sometimes. And other times, I couldn’t wait for the tension to be over, for Rodney to be no more. The plan Jake and Remington and the others made never wavered the whole time. I managed to forget it and live a simple little life with Jake as my lover and the other men as more like friends. Well, except for Remington. He doesn’t make friends.

We’ve come back to the city as a group. The city doesn’t feel the same anymore. It always felt dirty and hostile, but now I feel a tension that makes me almost perpetually sick, even though Jake is constantly at my side, and the other three men are never all that far away.

Jake has been growing his facial hair out in a manner of disguising himself. What started as a yellow fuzz has become a golden mane extending from his face. I like it more than I thought I would. I guess it doesn’t matter. It’s a disguise, not an aesthetic choice.

“What is it?”

“I don’t like it here. Was it always this... gray?”

“Yeah, Jazz. This place has been falling apart forever.”

“It seemed cool when I first moved. I thought the grunge and grime was, I don’t know, kind of... edgy or something.”

This is a place of decay. Artists have tried to reclaim it, but that’s not working. There’s no money here for that. There’s a point of decay where things become romantic and sort of exciting. And then there’s another point where everything is just rotten. That’s where the city is now. It is a carcass on the open plains, and I find myself yearning for where the trees go and wild men live off their wits and the land.

I find myself pressing close to Jake, clinging to him almost as we walk along the streets. I can’t grow my facial hair out like he can, so we’ve settled for bleaching my hair instead. It’s not a good job. It’s patchy and it has made my hair really brittle in places. I don’t like the look of it on me. Jake says it will grow out. He’s right, but I still have to suffer with it in the meantime. It’s another thing that’s been taken from me. Another little indignity related to being hunted by Rodney. It’s good Jake is going to kill him. He deserves to die for what he has indirectly done to my hair.

We have a lot going for us. A team of men ready to do what they say is necessary violence. What we don’t have is any kind of money. Living in the woods doesn’t require cash, and obviously I can’t get any out of my accounts because I’m officially dead. All of us are relying on Jake’s relatively small cash reserves from his last fight.

The way we’re handling accommodation is one of the guys books a cheap motel room, we wait until it is dark, and then all of us squeeze in. I’m glad I’m short. I can fit on couches. But seeing all these men trying to contort themselves into what little comfortable space is available is quite something. They don’t seem to mind. I guess years of military deployments and then living wild makes sleeping in a bathtub with a couch cushion seem relatively comfortable.

Remington encourages Jake and me to stay inside the room as much as possible, but obviously Jake doesn’t want to.

“I know this city,” he says. “And I know the assholes we’re going after. I need to be out there.”

“You get seen, this is all over,” Remington growls. “There will be a media shit storm. They’ll televise it as they hunt you down and murder you, and nobody will even give a shit because they’ll all know you’re the bad guy.” He makes air quotes when he says the word ‘know.’

Remington is a smart guy. Cold, but brilliant.

“That’s a risk I’m going to take,” Jake says. He’s firm and calm and there’s no stopping him, even if any of the others wanted to. They defer to his judgement, I notice; even Remington ends up nodding.

“Okay, well, she,” he says, pointing his pen in my direction, “has to stay out of sight. She stays in the motel room unless she absolutely has to move.”

“No need to bark orders, Remington,” Jake says. “I’m handling Jazz.”

“Then I’ll find this Rodney.”

“I’ll find him too.”

“Can’t do both, Killer,” Remington says. “Babysit, or go out with your gun. Do one or the other. You can’t be in two places at once.”

“I don’t need babysitting,” I say, speaking up. I’m tired of hearing Remington talk about me like I’m not here. I don’t usually have the nerve to argue, but this is my life at stake. “I think I should be involved. I think I have to be. You could use me as bait.”

“We’re not using you as bait,” Jake snaps.

“That’s actually a good idea, though,” Remington says. Rock and Tristan are nodding too. “What better way to get the bad guys to come to us.”

Bad guys. They literally think in the language of cowboys and robbers, these massive mercenary men who are capable of literally anything. I just want this over with. I don’t want anyone to die, but I know Jake and his friends came to kill.

“We are not using Jazz as bait,” Jake growls, his fist clenching. “I’m keeping her as far out of this as possible. We know who these guys are. Rock, Tristan, you’re going to go tail the other two. Remington. I want you on Rodney. I’m going to stay with Jazz until we’ve acquired the targets. Then we’ll talk about elimination.”

He’s so cold and matter of fact about it. When they first came up with this plan, I wasn’t sure how I felt. The closer we get to actually doing this, the worse I feel. I don’t know if it is guilt, or something else, but this plan seems ill-fated to me. I can’t tell the guys that though, they don’t operate on feelings about fate, and their plan does sound logical, I guess. They kill everyone trying to hurt Jake and me.

The argument dies down of its own accord and a little while later, Remington, Rock, and Tristan leave while I’m taking a shower. I hear their footsteps and the door closing, but don’t think much of it because I’m finally under a hot shower for the first time in months.

“God, I fucking love plumbing,” I say to Jake when I emerge, all pink and wet and feeling properly clean.

He smirks at me from the bed and crooks a finger at me.

“I’m all wet,” I laugh, rubbing the towel over my body.

“Good. Just how I like you.”

He reaches out and pulls me down onto the bed with him, holding me up so I straddle him, he frees his cock and starts using my pussy, stroking my wet slit along the length of his shaft. This is Jake all over. When he wants me, he takes me. My pussy is his to use if he wants to jerk off in a dodgy motel room, and I get to enjoy the sensation of his hot cock pressing against my sex, the head of his dick bumping against my sensitive clit on every forward stroke.

“It’s been too long since I fucked you,” he grunts, slapping my ass. “Even longer since I spanked you.”

“That’s because I’ve been a good girl,” I tell him.

* * *
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Jake

It’s true. She has been. I have to admit, Jazz is one obedient girl when she wants to be. She gives me free access to her sweet cunt, which I enjoy often. Not many girls are capable of keeping up with my sex drive, but even now I can feel her pussy starting to get wet as I pull her along my cock.

“You don’t think I’m a good girl?” She pouts the question down at me.

“You’re a very good girl, baby,” I tell her, lifting her up with two hands so I can pull her down on my cock, her pussy snug around me as I sink her down onto me.

God, she feels so fucking good. So absolutely perfect. Every time I’m inside her, it just feels right. The first time I fucked her, I knew she was mine. It didn’t matter what baggage she had, or what I had to do to keep her, I knew I’d met the woman I was destined to protect.

She’s moaning, working her hips against me, riding me so pretty. Jazz is never a passive fuck. She likes to work my dick, wants to show me how much she loves having my cock inside her. I give her a little slap on the ass.

“Harder,” I tell her. “Show me how much you want this cock inside you.”

Jazz blushes adorably, but she does as she’s told, putting her palms on my chest and lifting her hips up and down, fucking herself on my dick like the good girl I’ve always known she is.

“Stop.”

“Wha—?” She looks down at me, and I have to steady her on my cock, make sure she doesn’t disobey.

This is as much about distraction as it is about lovemaking. I’m going to give her something to think about besides being here in the city where her murderous ex lives.

“Stoppp...” I growl low as she tries to wriggle again.

“But...”

“You’ll come when I tell you to,” I say. “And you’ll be fucked when I say you get fucked.” I emphasize the message by holding onto her hips and pulling her up from my cock, then sliding her back down on it just as slowly. Her moan is my reward, the flush on her skin, the beautiful arch of her back. I can’t explain how much I love this woman, how much I would give up for her, how much I would do to keep her safe.

She is the one I dreamed about all those nights of deployment, the faceless, nameless girl who has always owned my heart. She thinks she is weak, but she is stronger than she understands. She has never been taught that she matters, but to me, she is the universe.

That is why we are not alone here. That is why my brothers are with me. Because we know how rare love is in this world, the kind of love that makes sacrifice a joy.

And now she’s rising and falling on my cock, her pussy claiming me with waves of passion, guided by my hands, our bodies in close connection, perfect harmony. She is the other half of me and I hope she knows that.

I reach up, grab her hair, and pull her down to me, grinding her against my cock.

“I fucking love you,” I growl against her mouth.

“I love you so much,” she whimpers back. I can hear the words, but more than that I can feel her clenching around me, gripping me with such strength and desire that I can’t hold back anymore and I flood her with cum, pulling her down on my cock with a few final rough strokes.

* * *
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Jazz

Jake is fucking intense right now, his cum spilling from my pussy, his hands gripping my ass, his sweat mixing with mine and his kisses cutting off my words. There’s something desperate about how we are together now. I think we both feel the danger, and perhaps, a bad end. I know he would never let me get hurt if he could help it, but he might not be able to help it. Rodney is not a stupid man. He is not going to go down easy. He is not...

“Two down,” Rock announces as he walks into the room. Jake only just gets me covered with a blanket in time, not that Rock seems to care. He barely bats an eye as he slings himself into a chair and starts talking while Jake’s cock is still inside me.

“What?”

“Two down. Not Rodney. The other two. Tristan and Remington are cleaning up.”

I stare at Rock and then at Jake and then back at Rock. “You... already...”

“Doesn’t take long,” he shrugs. “Your boy Rodney is going to be a different story. He didn’t rise to the bait, and now that the other two are going to be missing, my guess is he’s going to go to ground.”

Jake sits up with a low growl, his cock sliding out of my sex, leaving me empty and wanting. I put my hand down between my thighs to placate my hungry pussy. “I thought we said we were going to talk about elimination.”

“Why talk when you can just do,” Rock says, putting a big heavy bag down next to himself. “It’s done.”

I can see from the tension of the muscles in Jake’s back he’s not happy about this. I’m not sure I am either. I feel sort of sick at the whole plan. I know these people wanted me dead, but that’s because they’re terrible people. It’s hard to become the sort of person who wants other people dead. I’m trying, but I’m failing.

“I’m going to grab a shower,” Rock says. “You two can finish fucking if you want.”

He winks at us and leaves the room. Jake grabs me and guides me back onto his cock, his dick sliding into my pussy easily. I let out a muffled moan as he starts to fuck me again, but this time it is different. This time I can tell he is annoyed; his cock slams inside me with hard, swift strokes, almost as if he’s punishing my poor pussy for what the guys did.

All I can do is hold on and take the pounding, knowing that everyone knows I’m Hammer’s little fucking cum doll, getting hotter and wetter for that knowledge. This is so dirty, so illicit, so fucking wrong, but I’m loving every moment of this sexual distraction from what is happening outside these thin motel walls, a series of mortal sins and crimes being committed in my name.

Over the next couple of hours, Jake and I get cleaned up and Remington and Tristan return. They don’t seem any different than they are on any other day. Just two men coming in from a spot of retaliatory murder.

“I have a plan to get Rodney tonight,” Remington says. “We can get this done in one day and be back in the mountains before anyone knows what’s happened. The longer we draw this out, the more chance we have of being caught. But we need Jazz.”

“To do what?”

I ask the question before Jake can point blank refuse on my behalf.

“Seems he has a favorite club he likes to frequent. My idea is, have you moonlight as one of the girls there.”

“You mean, as a bartender? You have to be...”

“Stripper,” he says.

“No!” Jake barks. “I told you, Jazz isn’t going to be in the firing line for this one.”

“We’ll be watching. He’ll try to make a move, probably get her alone in a private room. Once he does that, we move in. Bang. Done.” Remington makes a motion with his fingers after the fashion of a gun.

“It might work, Jake,” I say softly, reaching for his hand. “And they’re right. If the killing has started, we should finish it quickly.”
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Chapter Ten
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Jake

I know they’re right. Remington has an objectivity here that I just can’t have. His plan is solid. If I didn’t love Jazz with everything I have, I’d probably be suggesting the plan too.

I don’t want Jazz to be part of this world anymore. She doesn’t fit here. I’m used to seeing her up in the mountains now, in a pair of cut-down jeans and a plaid shirt that’s too big for her, her dark hair all wild with the curls she used to pull out of it every day.

“You don’t know how fucking precious you are to me,” I say, my lips hard on hers. “I can’t let you be in harm’s way.”

“I was in harm’s way when you met me,” she breathes. “This might be the only way out.”

* * *
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And that’s how I find myself in a strip club, watching the woman I love gyrate on a small stage, surrounded by girls and sleaze and everything I wanted to save her from.

She moves like a goddess, that compact, curvy body catching more than my eye. It captures my fucking soul. This is dangerous. I wish there was another way to get Rodney out of hiding, but he’s not stupid. The first two went down easy. They were caught out with fake tips, lured to quiet areas and taken down before they knew what was happening. Good deaths. Better than they deserved.

Now it’s Rodney’s turn. He’s here, just where our intel suggested he would be. We can all see him, up at the stage. He’s a good-looking guy, for an evil fucker. He has that superficial charm all psychos have. He seems to be a favorite of the strippers too. I guess he’s a generous pimp.

The moment he spots Jazz, his mouth goes slack and his eyes glass over. It’s like watching a shark zero in on prey. There’s nothing there besides a cold hatred and the desire to hurt her.

Just seeing that expression on his fucking face makes me want to go over and kill him with my bare hands. But we’re doing this smart. Not messy.

Jazz’s expression is one of pure disgust, but she manages to plaster on a fake smile as she crouches down and lets him talk to her. This is where everything goes really good or really bad. I know he’s not going to hurt her out here in public. There’s way too many witnesses, but once he has her in that private room? All bets are off unless we can get there quickly.

He takes her by the hand and I watch with gritted teeth, adrenaline surging through my body as he leads her through the crowd. My mind flashes to the pictures he had of her on his phone, of what he wanted to do to her, pimp her out and then kill her.

This man is human scum, preying on the most beautiful parts of humanity, and I can’t wait to feel the life ebb out of him. I don’t care if that makes me a monster.

* * *
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Jazz

I wasn’t ready to see Rodney again. When his eyes meet mine, I freeze. I know the guys are here, intellectually, but I can’t see them, and any sense of safety I had evaporates in his dead gaze.

He calls me over and I go, my legs moving like leaden weights. I wish I was wearing more than this. A bra and panties aren’t exactly the kind of clothing to give a girl confidence when coming face to face with her would-be murderer. Everything about this encounter is dirty, sordid, and dangerous.

I let him take my hand and draw me down from the little table stage where I’ve been shaking my ass.

“Wow,” he says. “Never thought I’d see you again.”

The feeling is completely mutual. Looking at him now, I can’t believe I ever found him attractive. It’s like he’s wearing a human suit. Everything is theoretically good-looking, but the way it all comes together is just... wrong.

“Come back here, baby,” Rodney croons, leading me away from the pink lights, toward the back of the club where strippers definitely don’t have sex with people in private rooms.

My skin is crawling. I am so overwhelmed with disgust I could be violently ill right here, but I have to keep up the act.

“Where have you been, girl?” He asks me the question as he leads me down a hall that feels far too private to be safe. I have to trust that Jake and the guys have me covered though.

“Someone broke into my place. Fucked it right up. And... I... mean... I quit my job and I’ve been drifting. Just came back into town a few days ago.”

He looks at me with those dark eyes, trying to work out if I really don’t know it was him. He didn’t see me that day, at least, I don’t think he did. Jake fucked him up before he laid eyes on me. So he doesn’t know how much I actually know. I don’t know how much he knows either.

“Yeah,” he says noncommittally. “That was fucked up.”

We’re in a concrete-floored room with black walls. This doesn’t look like a typical champagne room. This looks like a kill room.

He shuts the door and I hear it lock. When he turns around, his expression has transformed. He looks predatory, almost inhuman. Like a demon inhabiting a man, a creature that feeds on pain and blood and sex. How did I never see how fucking evil Rodney is?

Because he didn’t want you to, I think to myself. He hid his darkness from me, but now he has no reason to. Now he can finally show me exactly what he is, and what he is, is terrifying.

“You’re a stupid fucking bitch,” he hisses with a laugh. “Coming back here? You don’t know you’re dead?”

“Not for much longer,” I say, trying to stay strong.

Bang!

Something hard hits the door. I jump, but Rodney just laughs. “They’re not getting in,” he says conversationally.

“Who isn’t?”

“Your boyfriends, bitch. You’ve been banging dudes left, right, and center, I bet. Shoulda just done it for me, baby. Then none of this would have happened.”

“I’m sleeping with one man!” I reply, the sound at the door getting louder and more insistent. “And I love him. Not that you know what that’s like.”

“I know exactly what it’s like to fuck your pussy,” Rodney smirks. “And imma do it again before I gut you. Maybe after too.”

Fucking sicko.

I hear the door being slammed hard, like someone is throwing his shoulder against it. This is starting to get scary. I trust Jake to rescue me, but it seems like a simple door lock might be the thing that gets me killed.

Rodney was ready for this. I can tell by the triumphant expression on his face, the knowing smirk he’s giving me.

“How? How did you...”

“God, you’re stupid.” He laughs at my expression. “You think I didn’t know you were coming back? You think I haven’t been waiting for you, bitch?”

“But you didn’t know I’d be here. Today. There’s no way you could have known that.”

“Didn’t have to know what day. And sure I knew it would be here. I made sure here was the only place I could be found. It was only a matter of time until you came to try to fuck with me. You could never let anything go. You could never just cut your losses and leave. When this starts to really hurt, remember that you did this to you.”

“I wasn’t messing with you. You were fucking with me. You tried to kill me.” I am backing away from him in a big circle. Every time he takes a step toward me, I take a step back. We both know that won’t work for very long.

“I’m going to kill you,” Rodney hisses. “Slower, this time, than before. You were going to get a bullet. But that’s too good for you...” A knife flicks out of his hand, a hidden blade slipped from his sleeve. “This time, I’m going to take you apart.”

I feel a chill of horror running through my body. I slept with this man. I thought he cared about me, once. Now I see that there was never anything resembling care, only a sadistic self-interest.

“You know your fuck buddy put my boy in a wheelchair,” Rodney says. Like I’m supposed to care about his corrupt cop friend now, when I’m about to die.

“Yeah? Sucks to be him.”

“You always were a cold bitch,” Rodney hisses. He walks with a limp, I notice. I wonder if Jake did that to him, or if someone else he’s shaken down has kicked his ass lately.

He dashes forward, the arm holding the knife slashing toward me. I scream and dodge away and he misses, but I know he won’t miss forever. I can’t run forever. I can’t risk getting to the door. There’s no way I’ll be able to open it before he buries that blade deep inside me.

Rodney comes for me again, laughing like he’s enjoying this. I scream and dart away again. I get the feeling he’s not really trying to stab me yet. He just wants to hear me panic. He wants there to be fear with the pain. I can see the way his eyes are lit with a glee I’ve never seen before. He’s so fucking happy right now, killing me slowly.

Crash!

The ceiling explodes into a thousand pieces, and Jake’s massive form falls through. I don’t know if he exploded it, or just jumped through a weak spot in the boards. It doesn’t matter, because he’s here, crouched on the floor like Superman.

Rodney darts forward and slashes at him, gets him on the very first try. A cut opens up above Jake’s eye and begins feeding blood down his face.

“Watch out!” I screech, far too late.

“Well, hello, jarhead,” Rodney hisses. “Come to die for your whore, huh?”

Jake doesn’t say a word. He stands up, his body massive with adrenaline. I feel relief charging through me. Rodney is fucked now. I think he knows it too, because he starts cursing us both out.

“You’re trash,” Rodney hisses. “And she’s worse. You probably caught every sexually transmitted disease in the city from her filthy cunt.”

Jake strides forward, blocks the arm that Rodney throws at him, the one with the knife, and just punches him in the face as hard as he can. The sound Jake’s fist makes when it meets Rodney’s skull is nothing short of titanic. It sounds like a thunderbolt, a huge, sickening crack. Rodney drops like the sack of shit he is.

“Is he dead?”

“No,” Jake says. “I don’t think so. I think he’s out of it. Open the door for the others.”

I run to the door and Remington, Rock, and Tristan all pour in. These rooms must be soundproofed as hell, because nobody else seems to have noticed the chaos in here.

“That him?” Remington asks.

“Yep,” Jake says, wiping the blood from his eyes and shaking it on the floor. He’s looking down at Rodney in a way that makes my stomach clench. Jesus. I thought Rodney was a dangerous guy. He’s nothing compared to Jake.

“Maybe we don’t have to kill him. Maybe we can get justice. Maybe we just tie him up and we go to the police and we show that I’m alive and...”

“There’s no justice going to come of this, Jazz,” Jake says. “Not the kind you’re thinking of. We have to put him out of his misery, just like the others.”

“But if we made him confess...”

“Remington, can you take Jazz, please,” he says. “I don’t want her here for this.”

“No. Remington. No.”

Remington grabs me, puts his big hand over my mouth to stop me from crying out and begging. It’s not that I care about Rodney. I don’t. I just don’t think this is the way to solve the problem. And if it is, I don’t want it on my conscience.

Remington drags me out of the room. The last thing I see as I’m pulled away is Jake standing over Rodney, one of his hands grasping Rodney’s shirt, the other poised above his face in that hammer-like fist of his.

“Wake the fuck up,” I hear him growl. “You’re not going to die unaware.”

Remington yanks me out of the building through a back exit. I’m crying hysterically, and I don’t know if it’s because I can’t deal with what Rodney was going to do with me, or what I saw Jake about to do, or all of it.

They take me back to the motel room in a state of shock. Rodney deserved to die, I know that. But there was something about being there at that point of transition, something all too horrifying in the true sense of the word.

I am curled up in a chair, watching the cartoons Remington decided would be good for me. No amount of bright-colored mice is going to cover up what I just saw, or stop me imagining the parts I didn’t see.

An hour or so later, the door opens and Jake steps in. I can smell death on him, blood and viscera caked on his skin and clothes. Jesus. How the fuck did he get here without being spotted?

He looks through us all. Nobody says a word until he does.

“I’m going to get cleaned up.”

He goes into the bathroom and I hear the shower running. I imagine the blood running down the drain. He’s done it. It’s over. Rodney is gone and my life is no longer in danger.

I’m surprised that the mood in the room isn’t more celebratory. I thought these guys take some glee in having killed the bad guys, but I am not the only one who is solemn tonight. They’re having beers, but in that cold, silent, stare-at-the-wall way, and it finally starts to make its way through my head that they don’t like this. They’ve never liked this. Doing this kind of work chips away at their humanity little by little, but they do it because when they do what they need to do, men like Rodney don’t get to make innocent people their victims.

A long time later, Jake emerges from the shower. He’s shaved his beard. I don’t know if that was a smart move, but I know why he did it. He wanted to get the little bits of Rodney stuck in it away from him. He has done something unspeakably horrible. But he did it for me.

I get up and I hug him as tight as I can. “I’m sorry,” I whisper in his ear. “I am so, so fucking sorry.”

“It’s okay,” he says, pulling me close and holding on to me as tight as I hold on to him. I can feel his need for me. It’s not sexual. It’s spiritual. He’s hurting in his soul, just like they all are. I can’t fix it for all of them, but I can do something for Jake, curl up with him like a kitten and try my best to make him feel better with my presence.

It’s a short night. We turn in really early. The plan is to leave first thing in the morning, get out of the city.

I’ll be happy to never set foot in this city again.
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Chapter Eleven
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Jake

I wake up with Jazz clinging to me like a koala bear, fast asleep and drooling on my shoulder. The sight of her makes my heart happy. I slept like a baby last night, solemn, but satisfied. We confirmed the kills on all three of the sick fuckers, and though I can’t tell Jazz, I took some satisfaction in seeing the life leave Rodney. She’d probably think that makes me a monster. I think it makes me a man. I’ll do whatever I have to do to protect her. I’d kill a hundred men if it meant she was okay. She might not like that, but she’s going to have to deal with it.

We’re spending our last few hours in the motel room before we take the rental van back out. We’re going to drop the guys as far up the mountain as we can, then carry on our way. New city. Somewhere to start over. At least, that was the plan. I don’t know what it is anymore. I don’t know if Jazz even wants me anymore.

Tristan turns the television on to cover the awkward silence that falls between as all as we pack to leave. There’s a lot of weaponry to account for, and we don’t want to leave anything behind.

A newsreader flashes onto the screen and immediately makes everything worse.

“We return to the story of three officers reported missing after failing to meet with superiors. Efforts to find Rodney Granger, Ethan Wisloski, and John Fielder are underway.”

The news cuts to crying family members. Rock mutes them.

“Ah, shit,” Tristan says. “How the hell were they missed that quickly? I thought you couldn’t even report someone missing for twenty-four hours.”

“That’s an urban legend,” I say. “Right. Let’s load up. It’s time to get out. Now.”

Breaking News!

A banner rolls across the screen. I unmute the television, a horrible churning feeling growing in my stomach.

“The bodies of missing officers have been recovered from the Detroit River. A third body is missing, but presumed dead.”

“Ah, fuck!” Tristan curses.

Everyone turns and looks at Tristan.

“You did weigh them down. Right? Concrete around the ankles?”

“Uhm...” Tristan says. “I put bricks in plastic bags. I couldn’t find concrete. I cable tied them on.”

“I don’t think you cable tied them on very well. Either that, or you were seen...”

“It doesn’t matter,” Rock interrupts. “It doesn’t matter what happened. They know they’re dead and...”

“A manhunt is underway for Jake Lister, along with several ex-military associates, who are believed responsible for the murders of the policemen.”

“Okay, how the fuck do they know that?” Tristan curses. A second later, the newsreader answers him.

“Camera footage from a secret body camera worn by the final victim showed the brutal murders as they took place in real time, streamed to a service that had been set up by the victims, who appeared to anticipate the attack.”

I switch the television off. “Okay, so. He was wired. The other ones might have been too. They lo-jacked themselves. They knew we were coming. I guess this is their final fuck you.”

I grab Jazz and the guys all start piling into the van we rented. Just in time too. We’re pulling out of the parking lot when the first set of sirens breaks through the tension.

“They’ve found us,” Remington growls.

Tristan is driving. I hope he does a good fucking job, because he’s the only thing keeping us out of prison at this point.

Jazz makes a whimpering sound. I pull her against my chest and make sure our seatbelts are on. This ride is going to be bumpy.

* * *
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Jazz

I’m in a police chase. With a pack of murderers. This, I realize, is what I was afraid of all along, that the violent solution to the problem would only end in more violence, and that we’d all end up dead as a result. I’m so fucking afraid that I can’t feel it. I can’t feel anything. Everything is numb as I sit pressed up to Jake’s side, praying for a miracle to get out of this.

I’m surprised how slow Tristan drives. I thought he’d be careening everywhere, but he’s heading out of the city at a pretty reasonable speed. This motel is on the outskirts, which means it’s not far to the motorway, but he doesn’t head for the massive concrete overpasses. He turns off and makes for the rural lanes, smaller roads, more easily blocked, I think to myself, before realizing I don’t know fuck all and can’t really have an opinion on this.

“There’s a bird!”

At first I don’t understand Rock’s panic, then I realize he’s not talking about a bird. He’s talking about a helicopter that is running over our heads, following us.

“Get to the forest and go,” Jake says. “We’ll lose them in the wilds, for sure.”

“We got no chance of getting that far,” Rock shouts. “There’s ten cars behind us.”

Sure enough, the sky is lit up blue and red in the rearview mirror, and when I turn around, the whole world is lit up with those colors. How the hell do we get out of this? I can’t see how this can possibly end in anything that isn’t disaster.

Pew!

Pew! Ting!

The van starts making weird metallic noises.

“They’re taking shots from the helicopter!”

Surrender just became completely out of the question. Whoever is up there is determined to put us down. They don’t give a fuck about due process, the law, or justice. They just want us dead. Because we are the bad guys. Except we’re not. We’re fucking not.

I look over and see the look in Jake’s eyes. It’s haunting. He’s hard and he’s cold and he’s ready to do whatever it takes to survive, even if it means fighting off a whole patrol.

“You have that rifle, Rocky?”

He hardly has to ask before the big long gun is passed to him. Jake lowers the window just a fraction, enough to get the barrel through. He aims skyward and pulls the trigger. Nothing happens.

“Hold the car steady, Tristan!”

“I’m doing my best!” Tristan yells back.

Jake lines up another shot. I am peering up from behind him, watching the helicopter. A flash from up above precedes another bullet slamming through the car, really fucking close to Tristan’s head this time. They are going to kill us. There’s no doubt about it. It’s a matter of who manages to get a vital shot first. I see Jake squeeze the trigger, and almost immediately, like magic, a piece of rotor flies off the helicopter. The whole thing goes into the kind of spin nobody wants to see. It’s a sickeningly fast spiral.

Meanwhile, Rock has knocked out the back window and has an insanely massive piece of weaponry pointed out it.

“Plug your ears!” he shouts a second before he starts unloading into the cop cars behind us, aiming at radiators and tires. I am shoved down to the floor, pushed into the foot well, and held there as the battle rages above me.

It doesn’t last nearly as long as I thought it would. Maybe two minutes. That’s all it takes for the cops behind us to decide that they’re actually not that keen on risking their lives to catch us.

“They’re falling back. Go. Go fucking fast. Back roads and under cover. Quick as you can,” Jake orders. “Jazz, stay down. Don’t fucking move until I tell you to.”

I do as I’m told, crouching down on the floor, taking quick, panicky breaths. In the absence of a view, my mind plays the events of the day over in quick, vicious succession. I find myself holding onto Jake’s leg, my fingers grasping at his trousers for comfort like the small, helpless thing I am.

The car starts to bump over uneven terrain. It’s a sickening feeling down here, but that tells me that we’re off the main roads, and when I start to feel myself sliding back toward the rear of the car, that tells me we’re going uphill.

I pop my head up and risk looking at Jake, who still has a gun in his hand, a pistol now, more practical for short range work, I guess.

“Did we... just... did we get away with that?”

“Depends what you mean by get away with,” Remington growls from the front. “Are we alive? Yep. Are we more wanted than ever, sure. Are those bastards dead now, uh huh. Tristan, pull over. Let’s dump this car in the ravine and head out on foot.”

As soon as the car stops, I jump out, wrap my arms around Jake’s neck and hold on to him so fucking tight.

“We’re alive!”

* * *
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Jake

I hold her, worried that what we did might just have broken her completely. She was on the edge after Rodney, and now she’s been shot at, become an outlaw, ostracized from society, nearly died. And it’s still not over. We’re going to have to get back to the cabin, or make a new camp. It’s going to take time, and it’s not going to be easy.

“That was fun!” Her eyes are bright with joy. “I felt bad for Rodney before, but now I don’t. I mean fuck that guy!”

It’s adrenaline. Sheer joy at surviving. I’ve felt the rush of it before and I know how powerful it can be. I also know how hard it can make you crash. Jazz’s feelings are complicated. She’s not made the way we are. She wanted to be soft, even when she had to be hard. I hope that this hasn’t destroyed the parts of her that makes her who she is, because this wide-eyed, beaming little maverick is not the Jazz I know.

* * *
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Jazz

“I’m sorry I couldn’t fix this for you,” he says, his eyes full of sorrow. “I’m sorry you can’t go back to your life. There’s no way we can be seen in the city now, or even the state.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

“Excuse me?” He probably can’t help the stern note in his tone. It’s a habit he’s developed over the past couple of months.

I wrap my arms around his neck and smile against his lips. “I don’t want to go back to my old life. I don’t want to go back there, to a world where we are the bad guys, and Rodney gets a fucking memorial. Fuck everyone else. I’m staying out here.”

He gives me the tightest hug, his arms wrapped around me so snugly I let out a little squeak.

“I’d do it any day for you, baby. I’d make this whole country run rivers of blood if it meant keeping you safe.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” I say with a smirk.

“Come on, lovers!” Remington calls out. “We gotta get going.”

“Take the gas,” Jake says, getting back into survival mode. “We might need it. Put it in one of those jerrycans. Dump the water. There’s plenty up here.”

Tristan and Rock move to do as he says. In minutes, they strip everything that might be of use from the car, strap it to their packs, and we are on our way back into the mountains, retreating to our lair.

We move quickly, and unlike previous times, I have no trouble keeping up. Could be adrenaline, could be that the weeks in the mountains have made me harder. Stronger. Could be I keep imagining cops on our tail, and I don’t want to be caught by them.

Today I’m up at the head of the pack, ahead of Remington even. I scurry up the mountain that now feels like home. The forest welcomes us back with flowering bushes and birdsong, and the complete isolation and wildness only it can offer. They might come after us, but there’s no way to trace us now. We lost the tail. We’re never going back to the world that rejected us, while embracing the sick fuckers who tried to kill me. If we show our faces anywhere beside the wilds, they’re going to have men with cuffs and guns looking for us. But I don’t care. Jake has ripped me out of my world and thrown me into the wild. He has replaced nightclubs and partiers with a cabin and stoic men who all watch over me, each in their own way. He is the only reason I draw breath, and I will spend the rest of my life showing him how much I love him for all that he is and all that he has allowed me to be.

* * *
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Twenty-four hours later...

He’s inside me. Deep inside me. His cock fills me, stretches me, claims me. I am the prize for everything he has done for me, my body is tribute to him and he takes me with rough passion, one hand on my neck, the other on my breast, my legs spread wide as I lie back on the bed and he pounds me hard. We fuck every day. Sometimes I don’t know if it is the animal lust we can’t contain, or if it’s because it’s the one way we can both forget everything that has happened. There’s something desperate in the way we cling to each other, joining over and over again as if we’re secretly terrified we might one day be torn apart.

Jake’s hands slide down to my hips, arch them up so he can plunge himself deeper, easing his powerful hips and thighs back and then driving forward, spreading my wet walls time and time again, the head of his cock penetrating and then leaving me empty.

“You’re so fucking hot,” he grunts, pulling out so the head of his cock is just inside my pussy, keeping it there until I start to whimper and squirm.

“Stay still,” he growls. I know he’s making a point, trying to discipline me sexually, but I want his cock back inside me. I need it. I try to lift my hips up, greedy for more, but he pins me down, one hand spread wide across my lower belly, and he pulls his cock all the way out.

“Put it back!” I whimper.

“No,” he growls, rubbing his palm over my pussy. “Now settle down or you’re going to get a spanking.”

“Pffft... Ow!” I gasp as his fingers swat my cunt lightly.

He grins down at me, pleased with himself. “I warned you.”

“That’s not nice,” I whimper.

“You’ve got to learn to be a good girl, Jazz, especially when I’m fucking you. You’ve got to give me your pussy like I want to have it.”

Every word he says makes my cunt clench with need. He’s so fucking hot, so completely dominant. His eyes sear down into mine, two bright jewels of intensity, and I know I’m going to have to be a good girl, even though I’ve always been a bad one.

* * *
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Jake

She’s been a handful since we got out of the city. Not sure why, but I know she’s been pushing every limit and boundary there is. Sex is as good a time as any to lay the law down, let her know I’m still in charge. I rub her pussy, pinch that cute little clit of hers lightly, then swat her lips again before pushing back inside her. God, she’s fucking hot and tight and perfect. She’s absolutely beautiful.

I allow myself a few strokes before pulling out again, making her wait for my dick. This time she’s a good girl and I don’t have to spank her naughty pussy. I praise her as I slip my cock back inside her, feel her inner walls grip me with the sexy desperation she’s always had for me.

Fuck, yes. She’s mine. She’s finally all fucking mine. And nothing is ever going to take her from me again.
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Chapter Twelve
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Jazz

I thought I could escape my past. I thought we had escaped when our vehicle went flying over the roads and through the bushes and into the forest and we all ran into the depths. I drank freedom in every single breath, and when we got back out into the mountains, I thought it was over.

But it wasn’t.

Three days after our escape, I woke up with a heavy feeling in the pit of my stomach, a feeling that wouldn’t go away. I thought it would pass, but it didn’t, and two weeks on, it persists, this weight that tells me there is something wrong, always.

The guys have split up. Tristan and Rock headed out to another location early on, leaving Remington, Jake, and me at the big cabin. I don’t blame them for wanting to get the hell away from me, or us. Remington keeps himself at a distance, going out fishing, hunting. We hardly see him. And that’s a good thing. It leaves Jake and me to just be together. It also makes it much harder to hide how much I’m struggling.

“What’s wrong?” Jake wraps his arms around my belly and nuzzles his fuzzy face against my neck. It’s a sunny morning, remarkably warm given the fact winter is upon us, and I’m standing out on the porch of the place, my hands wrapped around a mug of coffee, a blanket over my shoulders, my feet clad in fur boots. I’m all wrapped up against the elements, but there’s still this little cold thing inside me that drains the joy I know I should be feeling.

“Nothing,” I say, forcing a smile. “It’s a really nice day.”

It’s more than nice. It’s glorious. The sun shines bright on this unblemished land, trees and mountains and rivers, all so remote that they’re effectively ours. Remington and Jake have settled back into the rhythm of their old life so perfectly it’s like they never left it, but I don’t have a rhythm to settle into. I have this weird emptiness inside me that is worse for the fact that it shouldn’t be there. I have everything I could want. A man who loves me. Men who will kill to protect me. I have a beautiful life ahead of me, but I can’t really feel it, and I don’t understand why.

“Okay, I’m going to grab some breakfast, then Remington and I are going to see if we can get a deer.” He squeezes me and gives me a kiss on the cheek, a sweet, intimate gesture that momentarily melts the bad thing inside me, but it crystalizes as soon as he pulls away from me. I curse myself inwardly. Why can’t I just be happy? There’s something wrong with me. Something that must have been wrong all along. I bet Rodney saw it.

Every time I look out across the scenery, I feel a sense of impending doom. I know it’s stupid. I know we’re safe now. Jake and Remington have both told me that the weather means there’s no way the law is coming for us this time of year. But what about after this time of year? When does this really end?

I grab one of the books Remington has sitting around. The cabin has a really eclectic range of outdated reading material, from classics to penny romances. I go for a romance about a baron who courts the daughter of a pig farmer. I’m free, but I still need to escape.

* * *
[image: image]


Jake

“That girl is going downhill,” Remington grunts at me. We’re heading out on the hunt, leaving Jazz up at the cabin. I don’t like leaving her alone, but we won’t be long. If we don’t find a trail pretty quick, I’m going to head back. Hunting in winter is hard enough without dragging an unwilling participant along, and she’s better off staying warm up at the cabin.

I’m surprised when Remington comments on her. “Jazz? She’s just quiet.”

I glance back over my shoulder to where she’s curled up on a bench on the porch, swathed in blankets, but making the most of the thin winter sun, her head buried in some old book Remington must have packed up here years ago.

“She’s crashing,” he grunts. “She saw too much.”

“She’s tougher than you think.”

“Crashing doesn’t have anything to do with how tough someone is,” he says. “I saw plenty of guys go down, toughest sons of bitches there were. I’ve skimmed the water a time or two myself. You keep an eye on her, or she’ll go under.”

He’s being dramatic. Everything is better now. I fixed it for us both. Jazz just needs some quiet time to herself to let things settle. We mostly kept her out of the worst of it. Except, I guess, at the very end. I never liked the part of the plan that put her face to face with the monster who hunted her. It was our job to keep her safe, not use her like a worm on a hook for a thing of nightmares. But he’s dead now. Very dead. I took that son of a bitch apart so completely there’s no man or god who could put him back together.

I can’t get Remington’s words out of my head though, and the further we get away from the cabin, the more I start to worry. It takes me about an hour to bring it up, but eventually I do.

“You really think she’s going to...”

Remington stops and rests his rifle against a tree. Our boots are sinking into several inches of crisp snow. There’s no deer around here. This time of year, you can pick a trail a quarter mile away, little indentations on the snow tell you what’s around. There’s nothing here.

“I think that girl is trouble,” he says, striking a match to light one of the cigarettes he’s supposed to have quit. I guess he resupplied when we were down in the city. “And I think she ain’t been in any for weeks. She’s not herself.”

“She just needs time.”

“Maybe,” he puffs, his breath rising with the smoke he exhales all the way to the heavens. For a few minutes we just stand there, breathing cold air, me misted in his secondhand smoke, trying to work out if he’s right. I don’t know. Truth is, Jazz and I still have a lot of getting to know you to do. We’re yet to experience normal yet, whatever that might mean for either one of us. She has been quiet, I guess. Maybe? I don’t know. I don’t like the idea that I’ve missed something Remington has noticed.

“What the fuck is that?” Remington interrupts my overthinking with a curse, and points downhill to a distant ridge.

I follow the line of his finger, squinting at what looks like a small line of black ants. I grab the binoculars from my hunt bag and train them on whatever it is.

“People,” I say.

“Law enforcement?”

I pull the binoculars away to look at Remington. I don’t want to say yes, even though they are wearing the bright HiVis law enforcement seems to favor. “They have to be thirty miles away, and if it was law enforcement, they’d be using a helicopter. They’re not going to send people out to freeze looking for us.”

Literally no sooner do those words leave my mouth than I hear the thudding of a chopper in the distance. Remington and I stare at each other wordlessly. We both know how fucking bad this is. That sound is like the sound the sword of Damocles makes as it falls.

“I guess they really want us, huh?” Remington exhales the words with exaggerated casualness.

“They might not be looking for us. There’s no way they trailed us. We’ve had some heavy snows. There’s no tracks to follow...”

“Not unless they got the boys.”

“Rock? Tristan? They wouldn’t tell anyone about this place.”

“They might if they didn’t have a choice.” Remington is so fucking calm. I guess I seem to be outwardly as well, but on the inside I’m boiling over.

“Shouldn’t have let them go if they were a worry.”

“Not their jailer, and they’d done enough,” Remington says. Again I agree with him. The guys put their lives on the line to help us. We couldn’t ask them for any more, and I don’t think they would ever have told a soul about us. Not even if they were made to. Every single one of us has undergone interrogation training. We don’t crack easy. Definitely not for cops.

“That fucking helicopter isn’t going away,” I say, glancing up. The bird is a black spot in the sky, circling not quite over our exact location, but definitely scouting our area.

“So what’s it going to be,” Remington says. “Another shootout with the law? Or you want to run again?”

“Can we run? Where the fuck would we go?”

A moment or two later, that whole conversation becomes completely moot. The helicopter has spotted something. Not us. The cabin.

“It’s going down!” Remington starts heading in that direction, fast.

He’s right. It is going down and right over the fucking cabin, where Jazz is alone. She’s not going to know what to do. She might not even know that she’s in danger. She’s going to be sitting out front with nothing but blankets and a book to protect her, and there’s no fucking way we can get back to her in time.

I have never, in all my life, felt as completely helpless as I do right now, watching that black bird slide out of view, knowing where it is going, and to who.

There’s no more talking. Remington and I run fast as we can for the cabin. I start to pull ahead almost immediately, turn back to look at him, but he waves me on. Usually we’d stay as a pack, but Jazz is alone right now, and Remington can protect himself better in the woods than she can anywhere.

I run up the hills, blood pumping, heart pounding, thoughts racing. If they’ve fucking touched her... my entire body is taken over by an aggressive growl. The chopper is down now. Every second I’m not there is another second that they have her.

I thought I was done killing cops. I guess not.

It takes way too long to reach camp. I thought we hadn’t gone far, but an hour’s walk downhill is more an hour’s run uphill, even under the kind of stress I’m under. But I don’t care. I’ll keep running if my lungs start fucking bleeding. There’s only one thing I don’t want to hear. One sound I couldn’t take.

Thud Thud Thud Thud

No! Fuck, no! The helicopter is taking off again, rising into the sky and I’m still at least fifteen minutes away from getting back. I stop, panting, damn near fucking dying from exertion, my breath emerging from my body in great white puffs as I look up at the helicopter that I fear is going to take Jazz a very, very long way from me. Is she in there? Is she cuffed between two men who think she’s one of us? Is she going to wear the charges for everything that happened down in the city?

That would be bad enough. That would be enough to break my fucking heart. But then it gets worse. I see a plume of smoke. I know we haven’t left the fire going. It’s like a smoke signal to anyone who might be looking for someone.

But maybe it’s Jazz. Maybe she’s signaling me? As I watch, the plume turns gray. That’s not a wood-smoke fire. That’s rubber and other manmade materials. Like stuff we have inside our cabin.

“Please fucking no,” I curse, starting to run again. I don’t know how I make it back to the cabin. It’s a blacked-out blur of lactic acid and rage, but I finally get over the last ridge and race over to the building.

“Jazz!” I scream her name.

The whole place has been fucking wrecked. The cabin is on fire, or at least one room and part of the roof is. The bastards did a shitty job of burning the place down, or Remington and the boys did a good job on the fire retardation. Whatever it is, the flames are having trouble getting a hold. I gram armfuls of snow to try to put it out, dragging cinders and carbon ice slush through the house.

“Jazz!” I keep calling out for her, over and over, but she doesn’t answer, and I can feel the emptiness of the place just like I can feel the emptiness of my heart.

“Jazz!” How many times am I going to uselessly scream her name? The fire is out now, but the cabin has a hole in the roof. It doesn’t matter. Burned down or not, this cabin is burned. This whole entire area is burned. We’re going to have to go a very long way to lose law enforcement.

“Quit yelling,” Remington growls, bursting out of the woods.

“They took Jazz. They set the cabin on fire.”

“They tried,” he says. “Doesn’t look like they were very successful.”

He’s still so calm, but it’s easy to be calm when it’s not the love of your life who’s missing. I’m consumed with a rage that makes it impossible to think, or reason. If I had one of those assholes here right now, I’d do worse than what I did to Rodney. I’d fucking...

“Jazz!” I scream her name again. I always thought it was ridiculous when people did that in movies, but now I find myself in a hopeless situation having lost the only person who matters, it’s all I can do.

“You’re going to bring an avalanche down on us,” Remington grunts. “She’s a girl, they’re not going to hurt her.”

That’s bullshit and we both know it. If they have Jazz, she’s going to be put in the worst cell they’ve got, fucked with in every way possible, possibly even outright killed. We’re so far on the wrong side of the law now the only mercy we’re going to get is a bullet, but I don’t see any blood to suggest anyone was shot, and I didn’t hear any guns being discharged either.

She’s gone. They have her.

I’ve fucked this up. Or maybe it was fucked up from the beginning. Maybe the moment our eyes first locked on one another in the hall, we were going to end up here, torn apart, ripped to pieces inside and out.

“Get some air. I’m going to salvage what I can. Then we’ll go get her.”

Remington is right, but I don’t care. I’m a dead man walking, coughing on the carbon I inhaled when I thought there was some point to putting the fire out. I may as well have left the place to burn down. It doesn’t matter. Nothing does anymore.

I’m walking in big circles around the perimeter of the campsite, trying to get my head together, trying to think. I’m no good to her panicking or crying like a little bitch, even though I’m the closest I’ve been to actual tears in my adult life. After all we’ve been through, she gets taken like that?

I breathe through my mouth, trying to calm down. Somewhere in my panting and growling, I hear a whimper. At first I think I must have made the pathetic little sound, but then I realize it came from a nearby snowdrift.

I stop and listen, then I hear it again. It sounds like a small animal. I don’t dare to hope, but I dash over to the snowbank, go to my knees in the snow and start digging. Within seconds, my hands touch plastic. What the literal fuck. I pull back the snow and see that there’s a blanket under a plastic sheet. My heart sinks. This is probably just a food stash, like a free refrigerator. The squeaking is probably some kind of rodent...

The blanket moves. Pulls back from the plastic. I find myself looking at Jazz, her face partially obscured by the condensation of her breath against the inside of the bag.

“What the fuck!” I curse, ripping the plastic sheeting open and dragging her out of her coverings, like delivering her from a really shitty nasty womb.

“How did you get in there?”

“I h-h-hid,” she chatters through clenched teeth.

“In a plastic bag?”

“Th-there was plastic there already,” she shivers. It’s cold, but I don’t think that’s why she’s trembling like a leaf. I think Remington was right. She was on the verge of crashing, and that visit from the helicopter has sent her over the edge. I hold her tight, and then realize that the plastic from the food stash wasn’t fully protecting her from the snow. She’s wet with freezing water sapping the heat from her skin.

“I thought you’d been taken,” I tell her, carrying her back to the cabin. It’s warmer there, and there will be fresh clothes for her to wear.

“Of course I didn’t just wait for them to take me. I ran out the back and hid under the snow,” she chatters. “I’m fucking cold.”

Remington is filling a pack as I carry her past him. He looks up and nods when he sees her. That’s all the response I get from him, just a small motion of the head. Goddamn, that man is like ice when the heat is on.

I take her into what was our room and I start stripping her clothing off. She’s soaked and freezing and I have to get her warmed up. The plastic sheet and blanket saved her life, but she could still go downhill if she doesn’t get some heat and food into her.

“She okay?” Remington puts his head in the door. She’s barely clothed, and I’m holding her fingers to try to warm them gently. Hopefully she’s not frostbitten. It’s an intimate, vulnerable moment, but he’s a gentleman about it even though she doesn’t care enough to cover herself properly right now.

“She’s going to be okay.”

He nods and disappears again. There’s no other man in the world I’d let see Jazz like this, but I still pull the fresh blanket around her shoulders tighter and grab some more clothing to get her dressed into.

“Am I?”

“Huh?”

“Am I going to be okay?” She asks the question in such an impossibly small voice that I feel my heart crack. It must have been terrifying for her to be here by herself when that helicopter started coming down. I can’t believe she managed to escape them, but I’m very glad she did.

“Of course you’re going to be okay. You’ve done so well, baby,” I tell her, rubbing my hands over her thighs, back and forth to try to warm her. Then I pull out some of the breakaway heating pads that go inside gloves and I put them inside her palms.

“I don’t think I have done well. I ruined your life,” she says, tears starting to stream down her face. “And I can’t even be happy about what it got me, because I knew today would happen. They’re going to come for me, and keep coming until we’re all dead.”

“Hey, no, shhh...” I pull her into a hug and try to comfort her.

* * *
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Jazz

It’s so good to feel him against me, but I can’t stop crying, not for anything. When I heard that helicopter coming down, I dashed out of the house and into the woods, panicking, knowing I had to hide, but not knowing where to hide. Then I saw the food stash and I dived inside it and I cowered there while men with loud voices and hard laughter trashed the little bit of peace we’d managed to make for ourselves.

“They’re never going to let us go,” I whisper against his neck. “Not ever. They’re going to come for us, and come for us...”

“It’s not what they do,” he rumbles. “It’s what we do. And what we’re going to do is stay free. No matter what. You did so well, baby. You got out and you found a good hiding spot without being seen. You survived. And you’re going to keep surviving.”

He pulls back and looks deep into my eyes and I feel strength flowing from him to me. I don’t have any power. I feel drained and lost. I feel as though fate is toying with me, taking me as close to complete ruin as it is possible to get and then watching me scramble away. What happens when our luck runs out?

I push back into his arms and cling to him, sobbing from the depths of my soul. This isn’t okay. I tried to make it okay. I tried to convince myself that nature would protect me from the society hunting us, but nature always loses to man.

“They’re going to come back, aren’t they,” I sniff. “They know we’re here, and they’re going to come and hunt us until they get us and then... why can’t we just live a normal life?”

“I don’t know, sweetheart,” he says. “What kind of life do you want?”

I know he’s just trying to get me to talk, but I don’t mind. I need to talk. “I mean a house with a white picket fence, and a dog who makes messes on the rug sometimes, and a really boring job...”

He smiles and nods. “That does kinda sound nice. Maybe we could get a cat that doesn’t like us very much.”

“Yes!” I smile, getting into the spirit of things. “And we could worry about plumbing, and if the neighbor’s wisterias are growing through the fence or not.”

“Sounds perfect,” Jake smiles.

“Okay, you two ready?” Remington comes bustling in, interrupting our brief moment of imagined peace. There’s no time to be weak out here. The weak and the slow are going to be the dead or the captured. And I don’t even know what a fucking wisteria is.

* * *
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Jake

“They’re going to come back. They didn’t get a single one of us, but they know we’re close,” Jazz says as we leave the cabin for the last time.

“They also know we’re going to flee. Which means there’s probably a dragnet down the hill, across these mountains.”

“If only we had years of military training allowing us to survive in difficult conditions,” Remington deadpans.

“Smartass,” I growl, hefting Jazz onto my back. I’m not letting her walk. I want her to keep all her energy for what’s ahead, because we all know this isn’t the end.

We start walking uphill, into worse territory and worse weather, following the stream so our footprints aren’t so easily followed.

“Can’t leave the tree line,” I say. “Then we’ll be exposed to weather and to helicopters. We’ll stay just inside it.”

Remington agrees with a swift nod. We’re heading north, toward Canada. Crossing the border won’t solve all our problems, but it also won’t hurt the situation either. It’s also not a quick option. It could take us weeks to pass in this weather. We might have to just dig in somewhere and do our best to subsist. Worst case scenario, we might have to head back down to civilization to get some supplies.

Jazz is a warm weight on my shoulders, making me sink further into the snow than I otherwise would. I have no trouble carrying her, but the extra weight does make a difference once we leave the riverbanks and head back through the trees.

We keep moving all day, stopping just before night falls to pitch a couple of tents. There’s no option to light a fire, but we use a gas cooker to heat some ration packs and hot water for drinks.

This is luxury compared to some of the training Remington and I have done in the past, but I worry about Jazz. She’s so fucking quiet, and I know she’s not trained for this. She’s not conditioned. It takes a certain mental toughness and internal fortitude to survive situations like these, when it feels like the whole world is against you.

“Get into the sleeping bag,” I tell her as soon as we stop. “And pull that cord so it stays tight around your face. I’ll feed you through the hole.”

Weeks ago, she would have made a joke about that, but this time she does as she’s told. I set up the tent and feed her, make sure she’s physically okay, which is about all I can control.

It’s a freezing cold night, but we have sleeping bags capable of keeping us warm and alive well below zero, and in the morning, brilliant sun lifts our moods and we move off again.

Day after day, night after night, we move. We don’t stop moving. We hunt on the track, taking an opportunistic shot here and there when we can and downing a small deer and a couple of snow pigeons.

Occasionally we hear helicopters, but they never get close again. It’s safe to say they’re hitting cabins, but they don’t have the resources or time to put search teams on the ground in winter.

Jazz is walking under her own power now. I carried her that first day because I was worried about her, but she pointed out she had legs, and as a group we decided she could probably use them okay.

We’re walking along a ridge, Remington at the front, me at the rear, and I can hear Jazz muttering to herself under her breath, swearing up a storm. I take a few longer strides to catch up with her, and hear her just going off at Rodney as quietly as it is possible to whisper-scream at your dead ex.

“You okay?”

She turns around, her eyes wide and black, like she’s on something, but I know she’s not. It’s just exhaustion and adrenaline, fear and rage. It chemically affects the body of even the most conditioned soldiers.

“What did you do to him?” She whispers the words.

“I killed him,” I say honestly.

“But... what did you actually do.”

She wants details. I don’t want to give details. They’re not for her. What happened to Rodney was between me and the cowardly man who tried to hurt the woman I loved. The things I did to him were things no man should ever do, but I don’t regret them, not for a minute. He died as he deserved to: hurting.

“Bad things, Jazz.”

“So we’re no better than he was. We should have...” She takes a breath. “We’re worse than he was.”

“Are we going out victimizing people for our own gain? Are we finding innocent women and trying to use them for sex and money? No. Of course not. We’re not bad people, Jazz.” My fist clenches. “I’m not a bad person.”

She’s hitting a nerve. I tried to put that last thirty minutes of his life out of my head. I could have ended it cleanly, quickly, but I didn’t want to. I got all my rage out. I wonder what happened to hers. Is it still inside her? Is she suffering regret and guilt? Or is she feeling impotent, because she was never able to face her tormentor at the end? I don’t know. It’s too hard, and I wish it was more simple. It should be simple.

“We have to move forward, Jazz. We have our lives ahead of us.”

“Out here, in the trees? We can never go back. We’re criminals now. Murderers. We’re wanted. And one day, if people find us, we might end up caught, and in jail. We’ll never, ever be truly free.”

I pull her into my arms as she starts to cry honest, real tears. I don’t know if she wanted Rodney dead. I think what she really wanted was for it all to never have happened. But life doesn’t work that way. I could save her from him, but I can’t save her from everything that went along with it.

“I’m sorry, you must think I am so ungrateful,” she sniffs, wiping her eyes on my chest.

“You must think I’m a monster,” I rumble back. “And you’re not ungrateful. You’re perfect.” I tip her chin up and press my lips to hers in a brief, brushing kiss.

I don’t know how to reach her. Gentle isn’t working. She smiles, but the sadness remains in her eyes and I know that nothing has changed. Normal seems very far away out here on the run. I don’t know how to get her that old life as part of decent society back. I cuddle her close and I think furiously.

“What about plastic surgery?”

“What?” She laughs.

I brush the hair back from her face, the face I love so much. “What if we got plastic surgery. Changed our faces. Got new identities. We could move to a new city, start a new life. We wouldn’t risk being caught. People wouldn’t know who we were.”

* * *
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Jazz

“I don’t think I can live without seeing your face again,” I say, shaking my head. “And I kind of like mine.”

“Okay, so no plastic surgery,” he says with what seems like a relieved sigh. “I don’t know how else we do it. Maybe we get to Canada, jump on a fishing trawler, sail to Japan or China...”

“Because we won’t stand out there at all,” I laugh, rolling my eyes.

“There’s a whole world out there, Jazz.”

“And they’ll chase us across all of it,” I say, cuddling into him.

“I don’t think so.”

“Are you two coming, or do you want to wrap yourselves up in a bow for a US Marshal?” Remington yells at us from the front.

I’m tired. It has been at least a week of walking through some of the worst, most freezing terrain. I don’t know how many more nights I can do out at subzero, getting way too used to not being able to feel my extremities. The tip of my nose is a stranger to me right now.

“Come on,” he says. “Let’s go.”

So we start walking again, even though it feels hopeless, like this forest goes on forever, and our pursuers will chase us just as far, we walk, because what choice do we have? The alternative is giving up.

A few minutes later, our persistence is rewarded.

“Holy...” A gasp escapes me as we all draw to a halt.

We’re looking at a private cabin set next to a natural hot spring. This must be some rich person’s getaway spot. It is two stories high, the snow-covered roof gleaming in the sun. Next to the house, there’s a trailer with two snowmobiles sitting on it, but out the back is the thing that draws my attention. A hot pool. A natural hot pool. There’s steam rising from the water, and the sight triggers a response I can’t help.

I run toward the water and I dive in, letting the naturally warm bubbling springs envelop me with that perfect heat. Oh, my god...

* * *
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Jake

“Jazz!” I barely have time to yell her name before Jazz freaks out. We’ve just stopped in an empty clearing to make camp. There’s a little spring steaming with the late afternoon sun that has worked up enough heat to make the ice floating on top of it give off a vapor. Before I know what is happening, Jazz is sprinting toward it. She goes crashing through that layer with a cry of what I can only describe as glee, and lands in the middle of the water without seeming to notice that she’s going to fucking die in a matter of seconds.

“She’s delirious,” Remington says as we both rush down to pull her out.

“We’re saved, guys! We can stay here in the mansion cabin!” She’s pointing to nothing. “We can ride the snowmobiles!” Now she’s jabbing her finger at two tree stumps.

Jesus. She really has lost it. After weeks in the wild, she’s finally hit the limit of what she can take.

“Get her undressed, we have to get her warmed up. Now. And we’re going to have to start a fire to dry that shit.”

We’re working against time. She’s shivering at the moment, but I’m worried that any second she’ll stop and just succumb to hypothermia. Pulling sopping wet clothing off her naked body, she’s exposed to God and everyone, but there’s no time for modesty. She’s just giggling away, laughing and telling me that I’m tickling her as she flails around naked. I can just barely get her into a couple of blankets and get dry socks and gloves on her extremities.

Remington is working on getting a fire going. It’s a risk, but it’s now one we absolutely have to take. In a couple of minutes, we have the first fire we’ve had in more than a week. The bitter cold feels as though it is finally retreating, but it is too late. Jazz is definitely delirious. She keeps alternately giggling and going quiet and I feel as though she’s seeing things that aren’t there.

“We can’t keep pushing her like this,” I say, holding her in front of me on my lap, cradling her close as the fire licks at the sticks and moss we managed to find that was somewhat dry. “It’s going to kill her.”

“Then you need to get back down into civilization,” Remington says. “We’re not too far from Canada now.”

“I don’t think we have time to get to Canada. I think she needs medical attention now.”

“We can’t take her to a hospital. She’ll be arrested immediately. And so will we.”

I snug her tighter to my chest. I didn’t think about this when we ran back up here. Being outside good society means being outside things like medical care.

“What if we forget about Canada? What if we head for Mexico?”

“What if we head for the fucking moon,” Remington curses.

I fall silent, thinking.

“There’s only one way out of this,” I conclude. “There’s only one way that Jazz gets to go back to her normal life.”

“Don’t be fucking stupid,” Remington growls. “You ruined your life once because you have to be a hero. Don’t ruin what’s left of it.”

“I’d do anything for her.”

“Why?” He grunts the question. “Haven’t you done enough? Way I understand it, none of this was your fault from the beginning. Why are you so fucking keen to sacrifice yourself for some girl?”

“Because she needs me,” I tell him. “Because she deserves a hero.”

“Oh, I get it. Hammer and his fucking god complex. You’re an idiot.”

I’m used to Remington’s rudeness, but right now, with the love of my life writhing in my arms and talking about funny people looking at us because of some new delusion, I don’t want to hear it. I will do anything to keep Jazz safe. Anything. Even if it means giving up everything.
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Chapter Thirteen



[image: image]


Jazz

I wake up in a white room. In a white bed. Wearing a white gown. My memories of the past however many days are a daze of hot springs that are actually freezing lies, being carried very fast downhill, a long, lingering kiss that make me tear up even though I didn’t fully understand what was happening. And now this is even more confusing. Why am I here? How did this happen? I shouldn’t be in a hospital. Maybe a jail cell?

“You’re awake!” A nurse smiles at me and says the obvious.

“Am I dead?” I feel dead. I feel like the part of me that’s alive is missing and all that is left is the meat.

“No,” she says. “Not at all. Not even a little bit.”

“How did I get here?”

“That is something the police want to talk to you about.”

I look down at my ankles and wrists. I don’t seem to be shackled to the bed. That’s really promising.

“You’re so strong,” the nurse says, squeezing my arm and giving me a look filled with way more empathy than I deserve.

“I am?”

“To survive everything you’ve been through?” She shakes her head. “You’re an inspiration.”

Last I checked I was an unemployed bartender who banged her dishonorably discharged Marine boyfriend while his friends went out and killed cops, but I guess that might be inspirational to some people. I don’t say that to her though. Something is going on. Something weird.

I’m starting to get the idea that I’m not in trouble. Maybe they think I’m the victim? Maybe Jake did something to goose that idea along. But where is he? He can’t just have left me here, could he?

* * *
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The answers come later that day, when I’m declared stable enough for an officer to come in and talk to me.

“We know you’ve been through a harrowing ordeal,” he says. “We know you were abducted, possibly violated. We know that you were made to strip for money, and when your ex-boyfriend tried to rescue you from that strip club, he was brutally murdered.”

“How do you know all this?”

“We’ve pieced it together over the course of our investigation. Plus there was a confession placed with you when you were dropped at this hospital, half-dead from hypothermia.”

A confession? Jake must have written it. Made himself the bad guy. This cop has the story completely backwards. In his version, I’m a helpless girl. Rodney was a hero police officer who died trying to rescue his girlfriend. Jake and the others? They’re the bad guys in this story. Though I bet Jake didn’t implicate any of them. I bet he took all the blame on himself. Stupid asshole.

“That’s not what happened...”

I’m about to defend Jake, when I realize that’s not what he’d want me to do. If he brought me here, it wasn’t so I could implicate myself.

Through the officer’s questions, I piece together the events of the past days. I was dropped off at this hospital by two masked men. No prizes for guessing who they were. These people didn’t know who I was, but a passing officer worked it out from a wanted poster. Those are still around, apparently.

“Am I in trouble?”

“For being kidnapped? No, sweetheart. You’re not in trouble. We’re going to get the son of a bitch who did this to you. Justice is going to be done.”

But it won’t be. It can’t be. Not now. Things are too broken and messed up and maybe I was too weak, in the end. I couldn’t keep up with them. I couldn’t make it to Canada. I broke down and they had to ditch me here, in a hospital. I feel like I’ve been ejected from the only place I ever really belonged.

Just thinking those thoughts makes me break down in tears. They think I’m innocent. I’m not facing any charges. I’m free. But Jake is more wanted than ever, and I might literally never see him again. Ever.

* * *
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Six months later...

After my release from the hospital and a flurry of media inquiries that I refuse to respond to, I try to get on with my life. It’s hard. It’s brutally, mercilessly hard. At first, I expected Jake to show up almost every day. Then weeks passed and I didn’t hear from him and I started to think that maybe he wasn’t coming back for me. That broke my heart, but I understood. I’m trouble. Being with me is a life sentence for him. We’re both safer apart.

That doesn’t stop it hurting though. I’m fucking aching inside every minute of every day. The news cycle has moved on and there are no more articles or pictures of Jake appearing on the television and in newspapers. I try to live my life. I don’t want to. I just don’t see what choice I have. He’s gone. I hope wherever he is, he is free. I like to think about him up in the mountains with Remington and the boys, hunting deer and telling stories around the fire at night. I hope he’s happy.

I keep my head down and I work. I want to earn enough money to go and look for him, but it’s not easy on minimum wage, so I’m completely reliant on the generosity of tippers. He’s out there somewhere, and maybe I can find him. That’s what I tell myself so I can sleep at night, anyway. Truth is, I know there are tens of thousands of places he could be, and there’s no way I can search all of them. But fuck it. I’m going to try.

This isn’t over, I tell myself.

It turns out, I’m right. But not in the way I think.

At work one day, the world shatters all over again.

We have the television on sports. Customers like it, even when they bitch about it, and though I’m not a sports fan, the background noise is comforting. Usually.

“Breaking news!” the television declares in a deep baritone. “Wanted murderer Jake Lister has been killed in an altercation with law enforcement, bringing the several month long saga to a bloody end.”

The tumbler falls from my hand, shatters on the corner of the counter, coating me in shards of ice and glass. I don’t care. I feel like something big and deep and hollow just opened up inside me, a void I’m never going to fill.

He’s dead.

Dead.

The word doesn’t make sense. Nothing does anymore. I thought I had moved on, but now I know I hadn’t at all. I was waiting for him. Believing in him. I thought he’d come back for me. I knew he would. But he can’t come back from the grave. That’s one border even Jake can’t cross.

“Are you okay, Jazz?” My co-worker sees the mess and the glass and reaches for me. I shy away from her. I don’t want anyone to touch me ever again. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to feel touch again.

“I... have to go home.”

* * *
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That’s the last time I go to that job. The next few weeks pass in a blur. I can barely get out of bed. He’s dead. After all this, he’s gone. I can’t believe it, but I have to. I look up articles connected to his death, and discover that he was caught in a shootout. He fought to the fucking end for me, and in the end, I can’t get the idea out of my head that he died alone, in the dirt.

It’s enough to make me want to abandon life too, but I don’t dare. Not after everything he sacrificed for me. I owe him one thing: to live. Even if it fucking hurts. Even if every breath I take feels like knives going into the softest parts of me.

Each day, I expect the memories to fade. I expect ‘real life’ to come flooding in, but it doesn’t. I serve a steady stream of customers, some of whom flirt with me. I ignore them. They’re not Jake. Nobody is Jake, and I’m not going to take some second class version of him. Sometimes I see a guy who could almost be him—a tall, broad, blond man—from behind. My heart lifts just for a second and I hope that it is him, but then they turn around and my spirits crash again, because nobody is him. Nobody is as heroic, as strong, as kind, or as gentle as Jake. Nobody can live up to my memories of him, the passion that turned me inside out, the dominance that wasn’t some alpha poseur, but the real kind of dominance that you get with a man who is fully competent in all things, and who values innocence.

He didn’t even know me when he decided to throw caution to the wind and save me. But he did save me, even if, in the end, he maybe couldn’t save himself.

They call him a murderer. A criminal. A disgrace. But he is a hero. And that is a secret I have to keep, because telling it means undoing everything he sacrificed himself for. It’s not fair, the way some men are remembered as heroes when they were as fucked up as it gets, while other men die with their names shamed and spat on, never getting any of the recognition they deserve. The world is bullshit, and I am done with it.
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Chapter Fourteen
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One year later...

“You want ice in that?”

“Straight on the rocks,” my customer repeats slowly, as if I’m the dumbass, and not him. This is the fifth or sixth bar I’ve worked in over the last few months. I’m having trouble adjusting, so my cut price counselor says. She also says I should try yoga, because yoga helps you heal from losing the love of your life, apparently.

“You can have it straight, in a glass by itself, or on the rocks, on ice,” I explain with more patience than I actually have. This is my life now, one big long set of fake smiles and under-pours. I’m getting my own back on life, stiffing it one small shot at a time.

I’m going through the motions, trying to live the life Jake wanted me to have. Whatever that means. I’m still low skilled and therefore poor. I’ve put on several pounds of misery weight, not that it matters. It’s not like I’m cruising for dudes, and the extra cup size seems to help with tips anyway.

“Just put it in a fucking glass, lady,” the sweaty wannabe biker curses at me.

I pour the liquor over ice, all the while debating throwing the bottle at his head instead. That’s something I’ve come away with since the whole ordeal. Violent tendencies. I have way more visions of kicking the shit out of people than I did before—not that I follow through on any of it.

“Now that’s no way to talk to someone serving you,” the man behind him drawls. I freeze. There’s no fucking way that voice exists on Earth anymore.

“Fuck off, buddy,” the weekend warrior swears again, a second before he is grabbed by the jacket and swung away from the bar, like he’s a naughty kid and the guy behind him is his daddy, correcting bad playground behavior.

I stare at the man who moved him.

I don’t know that face, but I sure as hell know those eyes, that voice, and that body.

I stare harder. Longer.

The man smiles at me, and I know the smile, though again, the face giving me the smile is wrong.

“Can I speak to you somewhere private, miss?”

I nod swiftly, not knowing what to make of this. Is this one of Jake’s brothers? Or maybe his father? I never found out exactly what was going on with his family, but one of them might have hunted me down, I guess. I feel sickness rising in me. I don’t want to explain to them that their son died saving a loser waitress.

“We can talk back in the storeroom,” I say, coming out from behind the counter and waving for him to follow me to the room where we keep kegs and boxes of chips and napkins and stuff.

He follows me there, and with every step, I feel his eyes boring into me, making the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Something weird is happening. Something isn’t right. But I’m not scared, I’m just... confused.

“So, uhm... What do you want?” The question falls out of my mouth bluntly.

The man looks at me with that familiar intensity and shakes his head. “It’s so damn good to see you, baby.”

I swallow, still not sure who or what I am looking at.

“You didn’t...” He draws in a breath. “You didn’t forget me, did you, Jazz?”

No fucking way. It’s not possible. It’s a matter of public record that it’s not possible.

“...Jake?” I whisper his name, almost too scared to say it.

“It’s me, baby,” he smiles.

“I thought you were dead. They said you were dead. Why didn’t you tell me you weren’t dead?” The questions tumble from me in a panicked torrent. I have extreme emotional whiplash right now. I don’t know what to feel. I don’t know what to do.

“They said you were dead too, once, remember?”

I stare at his face, following with another question even though he didn’t really answer any of the first ones. “What did you to do yourself? I thought I said no plastic surgery?”

“I did what I had to,” he says. He’s almost completely unrecognizable. I can’t believe it; the longer I look, the more I see how things have been changed. He’s had a nose job that has straightened it more than it was, his cheekbones are higher, his jaw more pronounced. His hair has been colored dark and speckled with gray. He looks older, and more mature, but some of that isn’t just in his appearance. It’s in his eyes.

* * *
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Jake

I have been waiting for this moment for over a year. The most heartbreaking thing I’ve ever experienced was leaving Jazz at the hospital, but we had to do it. She was going to die of exhaustion if we didn’t. I was in a situation where I couldn’t look after her, and knowing that broke me for a time.

Before I left her, I wrote a full confession, pinned it to her clothing like a baby. She wasn’t in any condition to speak for herself. She was utterly delirious, and I was worried she might not make it, even with treatment. The note said that I had taken her, that I had forced her into every single bad action she had been in the presence of, that she was innocent. Because she was, and is.

The truth is, I used her. She wouldn’t understand it, but I did. I leaped at the chance to engage in a blood feud with those crooked cops, to kill them instead of even trying the sane route. I killed Rodney, not just because he had to die, but because I wanted to make the mess out of him that he wanted to make of her. Jazz will probably never know what happened in his last brutal moments. I might have evaded human law, but I know I will face my god when the time comes and answer those charges then.

In the weeks following, Remington and I split up for safety’s sake. Alone, all I could think of was how I had taken her and made her an accessory to something heinous. For a long time, I didn’t plan on coming back to her. I didn’t think I was worthy. I’m still not sure I am, but I thought, in the end, that maybe I could give her what she needed. I just had to give up everything. Including my face.

She’s looking at me with some measure of fear, and I wonder for a moment if she wants me anymore. Did she feel relief when she heard I was dead? Was there some kind of lightness amid the grief, thinking that the whole crazy situation was over?

I decided before I came that I wasn’t going to pressure her. If she tells me to go, I will go.

“I’m sorry, Jazz,” I say softly. “I’m sorry to come back this way. I’m sorry I didn’t get in touch some other way, and just sprang this on you, but I didn’t know if you were being watched. And there was no way to really explain, except to show you. I know a lot of time has passed. And I know nothing good happened when you were with me. I made a lot of things worse. But I promise, if you give me a chance...”

My words are cut off as she hurls herself at me with tears in her eyes and wraps herself around me like a koala.

* * *
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Jazz

I realize he thinks I’m not pleased to see him. He couldn’t be more fucking wrong. To prove it, I rush into his arms, just fucking throw myself at him, holding him so tight I think I’m going to squeeze the life out of him.

“I thought you were gone forever...”

“Never forever,” he says, holding me close. “I’m sorry I couldn’t come sooner. I was... rearranging my face. And I thought they might be watching you. I had to be certain everyone had moved on. I’m sorry I was gone so long. I’m sorry I let you think I was dead.”

I press my ear to his chest and listen to his heartbeat. “It’s really you,” I whimper, tears beading in my eyes. “Where have you been? What have you been doing?”

“I, uh, got a new identity. It’s Jack now.”

“Wow, super different name.”

“Yeah,” he smirks. “And I have a real estate business. And a decent house. And a dog.”

“And a... girlfriend?” I look up at him, wondering if this is just him coming to say goodbye to me one last time.

“God, no. There’s only one girl for me, Jazz, and that’s you.”

“You don’t want me. I almost got you killed. And I’m fat now, and...”

He silences me with a kiss, a deep, passionate, full-blooded kiss that drives all petty thoughts from my head and leaves me melted against him. He’s maybe a little heavier through the waist as well, but it suits him.

“I missed you so much,” he says. “I thought you would have moved on.”

“Never. Not even if you were dead. I would have waited until the next life for you.”

“God, I love you,” he growls, kissing me again. This time, our locked lips ignite with something much more powerful than mere tearful reunion. The passion that has been dormant inside me for more than a year, suppressed with misery and dampened with the depression that has dogged me incessantly, ignites in a hungry roar.

We’ve never known how to take sex slow. We tear at one another’s clothes, desperate to be joined again. There’s no time to get fully naked. There’s just enough time for me to hike up my skirt and pull my panties to the side, for him to pull his cock free of his pants, and then he is inside me, reclaiming me over a keg of beer, my hips jolting with every thrust. He might not look the same, but he feels the same, his hard cock ravaging my sensitive sex. It has been a long time since I let anyone touch me. I would have gone the rest of my life without intercourse. I am his. Only his, and he is reclaiming me as roughly and passionately as I remember.

Nobody fucks like Jake. Nobody holds me like Jake. Nobody makes me cry out like him, my legs shake like him. Nobody makes my pussy cream with desire, or clench with desperate need like him. I am wailing to the heavens as he fucks me with a hard, rutting motion that puts us back into total connection.

Bam!

Jake is balls deep inside me when the door slams open and my manager staggers in underneath a box of nacho chips.

“Jesus Christ!” he curses, his round face blooming red with shock. “Jazz! You’re fucking fired!”

“Or fired for fucking?” I quip with a laugh. I don’t care. At all. I feel no shame at being found with... Jack, was it? I’d fuck him in front of a thousand angry shift managers just to feel him again. Nothing could spoil this day, not after all the days that came before it, the months of loneliness, the complete absence of all hope, the relentless misery of thinking that I’d lost the only man who ever mattered.

“Sorry,” Jake says, tucking himself into his pants. “We couldn’t help ourselves.”

“Getoddahere!” my manager says, waving us off. “Goddammit, how hard is it to get staff who don’t fuck around on shift?”

I grab Jake’s hand and the two of us stroll out of the storage room with big smiles on our faces, and an even longer life ahead of us.

“I’m never letting you go again,” I tell him. “I mean that. I am going to stalk you every day for the rest of your life. You are going to have to peel me off your dick just to leave the house in the morning.”

He lets out a laugh. “Good. Because I was thinking you might want to go into business with me, showing and selling houses.”

“We’re going to be realtors?”

“Sure. You don’t like that idea?” He looks concerned for a moment. It is really going to take me some time to adjust to that new face of his. Whoever did his work really knew what they were doing though, he’s fucking hot as hell.

He hands me a business card. The tagline makes me snort-laugh: Hammer Realtors. We’ll get your house nailed!

The name at the bottom reads: Jack Hammer.

“You did not choose Jack Hammer as your new name,” I laugh.

“Sure did,” he smiles. In that smile is all his daring and bravery and, yes, even recklessness. He’s a fighter. Against all odds, he fought his way back to me. I can’t believe it. Just like I can’t believe that fucking name.

“You know that’s going to make me Jazz Hammer if we get married.”

“I was thinking you could change your last name to Hans.”

“Jazz Hans?” I groan. “Did that new face make you goofy?”

“No. Seeing you has made me more fucking happy than I knew was possible,” he says, sweeping me up off my feet into one of those crazy sexy hot kisses that leaves me spinning.

“I love you so fucking much,” I say when he breaks that kiss. “Now tell me how you faked your death and got a whole new face. And do it over dinner.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he says, saluting me with the business card, then dropping it down between my breasts. I laugh and skim it back at him and together we walk into a future I never thought was possible.

I have a lot of questions, but none of them matter. The only thing that matters is him. Having him. Being with him. And selling houses under a totally goofy moniker, and probably banging in a lot of them.

I can’t wait to get his clothes off, but more than that, I can’t wait to live this new, white picket fence life he’s set up for us. This is what we’ve both been fighting for all this time, and I can’t wait to be boring with him.

“What are you smiling about?” He swats my bottom lightly.

“I’m just thinking how boring we’re going to be,” I grin.

“Oh, god, yeah, we are going to be tedious!”

“We’ll eat kale.”

“What about juice cleanses?”

“Definitely juice cleanses,” I say. “And matching sweaters at Christmas. We’re gonna send out holiday cards with the dog I haven’t met yet, but already love.”

“Good, because I’m pretty sure he loves you too,” Jake smiles. “Maybe we can have a couple of kids who think we’re totally lame?”

“And they’ll be right. We’re going to be so goddamn lame! I’m going to join the PTA. Maybe you can become president of the local HOA, and we can police the color of letterboxes.”

“Blue or green,” he agrees. “No garish reds or oranges. Definitely no yellow.”

“Maybe red at Christmas.”

“Maybe,” he says, picking me up again and squeezing me like I’m a toy.

God, I can’t wait to be a suburban housewife. It’s going to be epic.

––––––––
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The End
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Broken by Him

Grabbed off the street, locked in a cell, and falsely accused of a terrible crime, Tara thought they had taken everything they could from her. But she was wrong. Terribly wrong.

They plan to take her modesty, her dignity, and her free will itself. They intend to break her.

Breaking women is Doctor Mark Kilroy’s job and he does it well. Tara will be stripped bare, thoroughly humiliated, and punished harshly for the slightest hint of disobedience. Her body will be pushed to its limits with pleasure so shameful and intense it will shatter her ability to resist his demands. When Mark is finished, he will not need to force himself on her. She will beg for it.

But Tara is not like any other woman Mark has broken. Even as her body surrenders to his mastery, her mind refuses to yield. Worse still, he finds himself yearning to cast aside protocol, abandon his duty, and claim her for himself. When the time comes for him to complete his task and put Tara’s conditioning to the test, will her defiance end in catastrophe for them both?

Buy on Amazon
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Shamefully Broken

Since the arrogant, infuriatingly sexy brute spanked her like a little girl on her eighteenth birthday seven years ago, Ellie has done her best to avoid Mason Malone, and he is the absolute last person she wants to come crawling to asking for a favor. But with her brother deep in debt to the wrong people and her life in danger, Ellie knows Mason is the only one who can help her.

Mason agrees to intervene, but the rough, battle-hardened former Marine turned millionaire owner of a private security agency is no knight in shining armor, and his assistance will come at a high price. In return for his protection, Ellie will be made to surrender her body to him utterly and completely, to be used anywhere, anytime, and in any way he pleases.

He will not be patient. He will not be gentle. He is going make her pay for all the years she spent looking down her nose, pretending she was too good for a guy like him. She will moan, plead, and cry out with pain, humiliation, and helpless, desperate need as he strips her bare, punishes her harshly, and then takes her over and over, each time harder than the last.

He is going to break her in the most shameful way imaginable, and she is going to beg him for it.

Buy on Amazon
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Broken by the Alien

I’ve been a slave since Earth was conquered, but today a powerful Rathkari commander has singled me out. He’s brought me aboard his ship and made sure I’m bathed and pampered. Now this huge, fearsomely sexy alien warrior plans to do absolutely anything he wants with me.

I hate him and his entire race, and I fight him with everything I have... at first. But before long, I’m moaning, writhing, and blushing with utter shame as he forces one savage, shattering climax after another from my naked, helpless, tightly bound body.

Soon I’ll surrender completely. Then he’ll claim me, use me, and breed me hard and often, and I’ll take everything he gives me and beg for more. He’ll have broken me, and I’ll know it.

Buy on Amazon
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Shamefully Shared

The last time I was in this much trouble, five elite soldiers risked everything to save me. Then I made a selfish choice that cost them their careers. Now I’m going to have to pay the price.

I didn’t have a choice, so I accepted the deal they offered. In return for their protection, these rough, battle-hardened men now own me. I’m theirs to share, not just for a night, but forever.

They’ll strip me, punish me, and use me again and again until I’m sore, shamed, and utterly spent. I’m going to get exactly what I deserve, and I’ll hate every moment of it... or at least that’s what I try to tell myself.

Buy on Amazon
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Savages

I was warned. I was told what the savages in the wild lands outside the city would do to a girl like me, how they would ravish me, share me, and shame me. I should have listened...

Once I left home, I didn’t even last a day on my own. With a bear set on making me his next meal, it took four fearsome beasts of men to save my life. But the rugged, battle-hardened brutes who rescued me have no intention of letting me go. I belong to them now, and they are more than ready to strip me bare and punish me as sternly as needed to teach me my place.

They have claimed me, but they will not merely use my virgin body for their pleasure. They are going to breed me. They’ll take me hard and often, sometimes one at a time and sometimes several at once, until they’ve mastered me so completely that I can’t help begging for more.

Buy on Amazon
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Captive

I was there the moment he awakened. I saw the pain and rage in his eyes as they experimented on him. Now he is free, and he has come to claim me, to use me, and to breed me.

He has no concept of boundaries or limits. He will not be gentle. He will take me hard and savagely, over and over, and if I resist he will punish me as shamefully as he sees fit.

He is going to make me beg for mercy... and then he is going to make me beg for more.

Buy on Amazon
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Bought

I thought knowledge was power... until Ethan Keller showed me what real power looks like.

I knew the truth about his company and I was ready to tell the world, but he had other ideas. He didn’t bribe me. He didn’t blackmail me. He just decided I belonged to him, and it was done.

If I try to run, I’m caught and brought back. If I disobey, I’m punished so sternly I beg for mercy and so shamefully it makes me blush crimson just to think about it. But when he strips me bare and uses me as roughly and as thoroughly as he pleases, my body cannot hide the truth from him.

He knows I need to be owned.

Buy on Amazon
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Brute

I thought my scheme was foolproof, but the alien brute caught me. Now I’m going to pay.

I will not just be punished. I will be owned. He is going to use me roughly, savagely, taking me in ways I didn’t think it would be possible for such an enormous beast to take a little human.

As one painfully intense climax after another is ripped from my naked, quivering body, I’m certain he is not even close to being done with me... and I’m not sure I want him to be.

Buy on Amazon
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Insatiable

He once planned to romance me, but that man is gone, and the beast he became has only one purpose, one desire, one impulse: to tear my clothes off and ravish me over and over.

With my naked body helpless in his rough, unbreakable grip, he’ll claim every part of me savagely, punishingly, each brutal climax leaving me screaming louder than the last.

Even when he’s finished with me, I know it won’t be for long. Each time he uses me is more merciless, intense, and shameful than the one before... and I’m not sure I want him to stop.

Buy on Amazon
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Sold

The city was my only chance to survive, but I didn’t make it an hour before I was caught. They stripped me, punished me, and then auctioned me off. Not to just one man, but to seven battle-hardened brutes hungry for a woman to claim and ravish in the most shameful ways imaginable.

But even as these rugged mercenaries set about mastering my virgin body and teaching me what it means to belong to them completely, they offer me something that I never thought I’d have...

Though they bought me for their use, I have become much more than merely their property. They paid for me with money, but in my heart I know they would protect me with their lives.

Buy on Amazon
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Instinct

Though I was sent to scan this planet for human life, its inhabitants seem more like beasts than men to me. But now I’ve crash landed, and one of them has decided to take me as his mate...

He is far from gentle, but as this brute claims me I know it is not pain or fear compelling me to surrender myself to him so shamefully I may never stop blushing.

It is instinct.

Buy on Amazon
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Property

I thought my father’s money made me special. Then Darko Lijander taught me otherwise. He did much more than just strip me bare, spank me until I called him master, and claim me as roughly as he pleased... He showed me what real power looks like in the most shameful way possible.

As I am taken from my home to his waiting helicopter, naked, blushing, and already very, very thoroughly used, I have no idea what he has in store for me, but one thing is abundantly clear.

I am now his property.

Buy on Amazon
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Broken Princess

Locked away in her tower, Princess Aya spent years hiding from the truth as her people suffered terribly under her uncle’s tyrannical reign. Now she will pay the shameful price for her silence...

Awakened by the cries of the oppressed, Kazriel will not rest until things are made right. But putting Aya on the throne is only the beginning. Before he allows her to rule, the princess must be stripped bare and mastered so thoroughly she will never forget how it feels to be powerless.

Naked, bound, and at his mercy, she will scream and beg as her helpless, quivering body is put on display and tormented with pain and pleasure, then claimed so publicly she may never stop blushing. She is not just going to be humbled, punished, and ravaged. She is going to be broken.

Buy on Amazon

––––––––
[image: image]


Filthy Beasts

For a highborn daughter of the great tower, never touched by the hands of a man, there is no greater shame than exile to the surface. I was told that the brutes who dwell amid the ruins of the old world would do unspeakable things to a girl like me, that if I were left at their mercy my virgin body would be shared among them and used more roughly than I could possibly imagine.

I didn’t listen. I defied the sacred laws of the tower, and I was banished, cast down to be claimed by the savages beneath. But as they ravage me over and over, every desperate, devastatingly intense climax makes it more clear that there is one thing the elders did not warn me about.

They didn’t warn me that before long, I would beg these filthy beasts for more.

Buy on Amazon
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The Lord’s Bride

The Brat, the Bodyguard, and the Bounty Hunter

Mail Order Brat

The Barbarian's Bride

Masters of Eden

The Hunter’s Pet

The Firm Hand of the Law

A Difficult Patient

Tamed by the Knight

A Short Leash

Doctor Knows Best

The Rebel’s Mate

The Marine’s Pet

The Doctor’s Captive

The Ranger and the Runaway

The Doctor’s Pet

The Alien’s Pet

The Barbarian’s Pet

The Billionaire’s Pet

The Alpha’s Captive

Corrective Treatment

Tamed by the Bear

The Alpha’s Pet

Humbling His Bride

The Firefighter’s Woman

The Warlord’s Pet

Claimed by the Kings

The Doctor’s Command

Taken by the Alphas

The Alien’s Patient

The Alien’s Leash

The Dragon’s Pet

The Dragon’s Captive

The Dragon King’s Pet

The Alien’s Collar

Leashed by the Dragons

The Dragon Lord’s Pet

His Pet Princess
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You can keep up with Loki Renard via her website, her newsletter, her Facebook page, and her Goodreads profile, using the following links:

https://www.badgirlbooks.com/

https://dl.bookfunnel.com/wzc8v1gxkj

https://www.facebook.com/loki.renard.9

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/4262126.Loki_Renard
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