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Jessica

 

I DESERVED THE promotion. Not because I felt entitled based on my seniority or status with the company, but because I had the education, the work ethic, and dozens of satisfied clients singing my praises. Working as a digital media strategist for Emerald City Advertising for the past three years had filled out my resume nicely, providing me with a multitude of skills and even a few awards to boast about. Don Hinkle, the agency’s managing director, had all but assured me the job was mine. 

But I didn’t get the promotion. 

Instead, Don pulled me into his office to inform me he’d offered the job to Chad Alders. Chad Alders, my work nemesis, was an insolent bully, and the primary reason I lay awake at night fretting about my designs. 

If I hadn’t already been sitting when Don delivered the news, my legs would have collapsed, and I would have face planted onto his desk. “Chad?” I asked, certain I’d misheard. “You’re making Chad the department manager?” 

He gave me a sympathetic smile. “I know you and Chad don’t always see eye-to-eye, but he has some great ideas to move this agency forward.” 

How could we see eye-to-eye when we weren’t even the same species? Chad was a festering fungus with a God complex. He didn’t have great ideas. His latest design for McCall Medical Group was the picture of ignorance and frivolity, from the tacky neon lettering to the inappropriate sexualized image. When I’d voiced my critiques, he countered with condescending allegations that my designs were “too safe” and encouraged me to “step out of my box.” He somehow managed to make me sound like the industry’s biggest wimp as he drew attention away from his crap-lousy ad. And this wasn’t the first time he’d put out garbage. His unorthodox methods usually resulted in rushed, haphazard designs, whereas my marketing utilized data from focus groups and qualitative research. 

And now he was my manager. It felt like an enormous slap in the face to all my hard work and dedication. 

“I know you’re disappointed,” Don said, leaning forward in his chair and clasping his hands in front of him. 

Disappointed? This was the third time I’d been passed up for a promotion. The first two times, I lacked experience and the more qualified candidate won. 

But this time… Chad? 

There was no justification for losing to that ignorant, flashy poser. I wanted to rage and scream and demand an explanation, but that wasn’t my way. Instead, I sat there trying to catch my breath, gripping the chair’s armrests like they could magically shield me from this new reality. I didn’t want Chad to be my manager. Heck, it was bad enough I had to endure his misguided critiques as a coworker. The realization that he’d now have power over what I created tied my stomach in knots. Still, I held my tongue, just like I always did. Don had already given the position to my nemesis and nothing I could say would make a difference. Speaking up now would only make me appear petty or confrontational and possibly endanger my job. 

“Why don’t you head to lunch,” Don suggested, standing to signify that our meeting was over. He ambled over to the door and opened it, waiting expectantly. “Take a couple of hours to process.”

Chad got the promotion, and I got an extended lunch to deal with my disappointment. He’d get a raise and more responsibility, while I’d be the recipient of pity-filled glances and whispers about how I needed extra time to deal with my girly emotions.  

Awesome. 

On wobbly legs, I stood and made my way out of Don’s office into a sea of grey cubicles. Chad’s desk was on the way to mine, and as I walked around the dividers, I prayed that he was either on a break, choking on his victory, or that I could gain temporary invisibility long enough to slip by him unnoticed. 

No such luck. The jerk was sitting at his desk. Wearing a smug smile that complimented his douchy bright blue corduroy blazer and skintight beige slacks, he couldn’t draw more attention to himself if he tried. His outfits were almost as showy and tasteless as his marketing, making me question Don’s decision even further.

Is this really who we want representing our company? 

I was no fashionista, but at least my outfits were suited for the office, not a Las Vegas show stage. My insulting thoughts made me feel petty and vindictive. That wasn’t who I wanted to be, so I tried to shake them off.  

“Good morning, Jessica,” Chad said with a grin, no doubt eating up every ounce of my soul-crushing disappointment. 

There was nothing good about this morning, but I forced a smile anyway. “Mornin’.” I made myself march past him and sat at my desk, silently dying a little inside. Holding my breath, I waited for him to follow and gloat. When he didn’t make an appearance, I thanked my lucky stars and opened my company-issued laptop. I had a ton of work to do, but couldn’t muster up the focus or desire to tackle any of it. 

How could he give the job to Chad? What did I do wrong?

The question hammered my brain, forcing me to evaluate every interaction I’d had with Don. He’d never expressed dissatisfaction with my work. Yesterday he’d dropped so many hints I’d get the job that I updated my business cards in preparation.  

“Are you okay?” my coworker, LaTisha, asked, interrupting my thoughts as she slipped inside my cubicle. “You keep thinking that hard, and you’re likely to blow a fuse.” 

LaTisha was our top data analyst and one heck of a nice person. She always seemed to know when I was in a funk and needed a pick-me-up. However, I was still trying to process what had just happened in Don’s office, and I wasn’t ready for her soft eyes, encouraging smile, or concerned questions.   

“I’m fine.” I opened my email and pretended to look for something, hoping she’d get the hint.

“Chad giving you a hard time again?” she asked, tenacious and observant as ever.

The sudden lump in my throat made speaking impossible. I wanted to cry or yell or hit something. I settled for a stiff nod.

“You’re too nice, Jess. These guys continue to wave their dicks around because they know you won’t rip their balls off.”

Too nice. Too safe. Why did all my qualities suddenly sound so negative? “This is a place of business,” I replied. “No physical mangling should be required.” 

She laughed. “You can’t even say balls, can you?”

I was trying to be professional, but she made me sound like a prude. “Yes.” I lowered my voice as my face heated. “Balls.”  

She only laughed harder. “Ah, Jess. You’re too good for this office. If you really wanted that promotion, you should have dropped your pants like Chad did.” 

“What are you talking about?” I asked, stunned that she would go there. 

She scooted closer and lowered her voice to a whisper. “I know you don’t want to hear this, and I’ll probably regret telling you, but Don and Chad are bumpin’ uglies.” 

Certain I misunderstood, I snorted. “As in having sex?” 

She nodded wildly. “Yes. They have been for a while now. I’m pretty sure that’s the only reason the big boss keeps him around.” 

The accusation was too scandalous to be real. Wondering if she was just trying to make me feel better, I stared up at her. “Don’s married. To a woman.” 

“It’s sweet that you assume marriage guarantees monogamy, but not super realistic. Trust me, Jess, they’re knockin’ boots. Everyone knows it. Hell, I heard the two of them going at it yesterday.” 

Now she had my full attention as well as my disbelief. “You heard them? At work?” Lowering my voice, I added, “Having… sex?”

“Not during work hours, but after. Forgot my purse last night and dipped back in to grab it. A light was on in Don’s office, so I was going to stop in and say hi—maybe kiss a little ass because I’m not gonna lie, I could use a raise—but the grunting coming from the other side of that door made it clear your boy Chad was already working on his promotion.”

I refused to believe it. “How do you know it was Chad?” 

She leveled a stare at me. “As if anyone else in the world sounds like that little weasel. I’d know his high pitched, nasally voice anywhere.” 

She had a point. 

“Maybe Chad was giving Don a massage?” I was grasping at straws, but I needed this to be false. I couldn’t work for a dirty cheater. Besides, Don was smarter than to have an affair with a subordinate. He had to be. “Don wouldn’t risk a sexual harassment case for a lay. Sex is not worth all that.”

She pulled back like I’d slapped her. “Okay, clearly you’ve never had a mind-blowing orgasm, but trust me, good sex is worth everything. Men have waged war for it. Risking a career… it’s stupid, but it happens. You’re sweet, Jess. Always trying to give people the benefit of the doubt and expecting them to be upstanding citizens. There was massaging going on in Don’s office, believe that, but not the kind you’re thinking of. I know the sounds of two people doing the nasty. And those two are filthy.”

My stomach roiled at the image she painted. “I think I’m gonna be sick.” 

“You? I’m the one who heard them. I can never un-hear that. Never. Trust me. I tried to drink myself into a coma last night to forget it.” 

Getting beat out for a promotion was painful enough on its own. Knowing I’d gotten passed over because my coworker was screwing the boss added salt to the wound. Don had been a good boss and mentor, and I’d sort of looked up to him over the years. Knowing he was a dirty cheater felt like a kick in the stomach. 

“I really am gonna be sick,” I muttered.

“I don’t blame you one bit. Maybe you should take an early lunch and get yourself together.” 

What had previously sounded like fodder for my coworkers to think I was weak and emotional was now a necessity. I’d never needed a break so badly in my life. “I think I will.” Closing my laptop, I stood and grabbed my purse. 

“Hey, do what you gotta do.” LaTisha’s eyes filled with compassion as she stepped aside and waved me by. 

Blinking back tears, I practically sprinted to the elevator. As I climbed into my car and drove to my apartment, my emotions flew through the gambit: shock, disbelief, realization, acceptance, hurt. By the time I parked and stepped into the elevator, I’d morphed into a ball of anger and dissolved into incoherent mutterings and wild hand gestures. 

“How dare he?” I asked the empty space as the elevator doors closed behind me. We trusted Don to be an honorable boss and lead us with integrity, not his penis. And as for Chad… “Don’t even get me started on that jerkwad. Too safe?” My market research was thorough, and my focus groups were on point. “That doesn’t make me too safe, Chad, that makes me a responsible advertising director,” I ranted, wishing I could turn back time by one hour. I’d do things differently. I’d fight for the promotion I deserved rather than sitting on my butt and gaping like a fish out of water as Don shattered my faith in humanity.

Okay, that was a little melodramatic, but these were theatrical times. My boss was cheating on his wife with my coworker. My male coworker. If that didn’t sound like a movie plot, I didn’t know what did. And the fact that I’d lost a promotion over it… 

“Well, pardon me if I don’t take it up the ass, Chad!” 

That was a good one. I couldn’t wait to share it with my roommate, Carly. “Why is this elevator moving so slowly? And you know what else? Who uses neon lettering for a doctor’s office ad? It’s not a freaking nightclub, Chad,” I spat as the elevator stopped. I was so angry that if he was standing in front of me at that moment, I would have really let him have it. 

Probably. 

The elevator doors opened, letting me out on the third floor of my apartment building and putting an end to my one-sided argument. Desperate to start it up again—and this time, to a sympathetic audience—I marched straight to my apartment and threw open the door. “Carly?” I shouted. 

No answer. 

My roommate should have been home. This morning, her plans included dropping her five-year-old son, Trent, off at school and spending her morning off cleaning and doing laundry. Our apartment wasn’t messy by any means, but she was a neat freak. I watched Trent in the evenings for free, and she showed her gratitude by deep cleaning our space with the enthusiasm and precision of a germaphobe jacked up on energy drinks and cocaine. By now, she should be wiping down the ceilings, bleaching the bathrooms, or something equally unnecessary but welcome. 

Irritated by her unfortunate absence when I needed her steadfast solidarity, I stepped into the kitchen and froze in my tracks to take in the scene. A half-eaten kid-sized bowl of soggy Rice Krispies sat on the table, guarded by an arc of plastic Army men. 

Some kids had security blankets. Trent had Army men. Whenever he was frightened, he lined them up to form a defensive wall around him and those he cared about. Cereal was his meal of choice, and he’d eat it for breakfast, lunch, and dinner if allowed. He’d never willingly let that crispy goodness get soggy. Even if he did, Carly would die before she left a wasteful mess like this.  

Something was very wrong. 

The hair on the back of my neck stood up. “Carly?” I shouted again, rushing down the hall to check her bedroom. The place had been ransacked. Empty dresser drawers hung open, the closet was bare, and the suitcases she and Trent kept stuffed under the bed were gone. 

Did she run? 

We had originally connected about six months ago when she answered a roommate wanted ad I’d listed online. She was moving to Seattle from some town I’d never heard of in Idaho and was already in Spokane. I wasn’t sold on renting to a single mom and her child, but agreed to meet with her when they arrived. She called me a day later. Her Honda Civic petered out on the freeway, leaving them stranded just inside Seattle’s city limits. They had nobody and nowhere to go, so I picked them up and the three of us went for pizza. Trent was both hysterically funny and adorably sweet, and Carly had a determination and inner strength that I couldn’t help but admire. The three of us hit it off instantly, and I let them move right in. I’d never once regretted the decision. 

They didn’t come without their problems. Carly was closed-lipped about her past. Trent often woke crying from nightmares about a ‘bad man’ who wanted to hurt them. Regardless, the pair were thriving here, and I couldn’t see them just up and leaving without so much as a goodbye. I dug my phone out of my purse and called her. 

“Hey Jess, how’s work?” Carly sounded stressed, but that was pretty much her norm. Being a single mom and working two jobs to survive was no joke. 

Relieved to hear her voice, I let out a breath. “Work is… ugh. We’ll talk about that later. What’s going on with you? It looks like you left in a hurry. There’s a bowl of cereal on the table, and your room is all torn up. Did you take off?” 

“Oh yeah, I was gonna message you. I didn’t expect you to come home for lunch. Sorry, that must have looked bad. We’re totally fine, though. Wasp came and picked us up and we’re gonna stay with him for a few days.” 

Wasp was her ultra-buff, super-hot boyfriend. He belonged to the motorcycle club that owned the Copper Penny, the bar Carly tended in the evenings. He was good for her, and great for her son, but I was still confused about her sudden absence. “You were going to send me a message? Are you moving in with him? What is going on? I come home for lunch, after a craptacularly bad morning, and the house is blown up, you’re gone, and…” 

“Yeah, Jess. I hate to cut you off, but I need you to lock the door.” Carly snapped. She sounded frantic, her words were clipped and hurried. “Stay in the apartment.”

“What? Why? I can’t stay in the apartment. I have to get back to work.” Still, spurred to action by the seriousness of her tone, I hurried to the door and did as she said, looking through the peep hole. The hallway was empty, and this felt a whole lot like overreacting.

“There’s a guy chasing me, and Wasp is afraid you’re in danger.”

“What guy? Crap, I knew you were running from something. Are you sure you’re okay?” My nerves ramped up to prepare for a five-alarm fire. “Carly?”

I could hear Wasp talking to her in the background. The phone muffled for a moment and then she was back.

“You know that bouncer I work with? Spade?” Carly asked.  

The name rang a bell. “One of the guys who volunteers at Trent’s school?” 

“Yes. He’s on his way to the apartment. Wasp and Havoc will be there soon as well. Just hang tight until they get there.”

“Okay.” I pushed off the door and went to the kitchen to get a drink. “But why am I holed up in my apartment? Start talking, lady.” 

“There’s this guy from my hometown—Nate—he’s… batshit crazy. I never told you about him, because I was hoping to leave it all in the past.”

“Is he the ‘bad man’ Trent’s scared of?”

“Yes. I’m so sorry, Jess. I didn’t think he’d find me here, but apparently, he’s been following us. He left a note in Trent’s bag, and when I found it, I panicked. I didn’t even think about you being in danger. I had to get Trent to safety.” 

I couldn’t fault her for her actions. Trent would have been my priority, too. “But you guys are okay? You’re safe now?” 

“Yes. We’re at the Dead Presidents’ clubhouse. It’s you I’m worried about. You shouldn’t be in that apartment. I should have called and warned you. I should have… Shit. I’m so sorry, Jess. You’ve been nothing but amazing to me and Trent, and I never meant to put you in danger.”

She was all over the place. “Carly, calm down. I’m fine. I’m in the apartment, the door’s locked, and your rescue team is on the way. Now, start from the beginning. What’s going on? Who is this crazy Nate guy?” 

Before she could respond, my apartment door came crashing in. Fake wood splintered and the door bounced off the wall, half off its hinges, as a man wearing a sleeveless flannel shirt and faded jeans barreled into my apartment. His dark hair was buzzed, and his brown eyes were wild as his gaze darted around my apartment before settling on me.

“Where the fuck is Carly?” he roared.  
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Spade

 

I’VE ALWAYS HAD two families: the enormous, demanding one I was born into and bound to through blood and obligation, and the family I chose. Growing up, my second family consisted of a rag-tag group of boys and girls from the neighborhood. With that crew, I drank my first beer, smoked my first joint, and eventually tried my hand at grand theft auto. Thankfully, I was still a minor without a record—and had a father who promised the judge he’d bring fiery hell down on my head—so my first offense only earned me a joyriding misdemeanor. Several of my accomplices weren’t so lucky. Three of them ended up in jail. 

One was shot and killed while we were trying to outrun the cops.

Shit got real in the weeks that followed Coby’s death. Court, the disappointed looks from my family, guilt—that shit was nothing compared to the pain and regret I felt while standing graveside and staring at the casket of one of my closest friends. I realized my life needed to change, so I cut ties with my bad influences, got my shit together, and focused on graduating.  

After high school, I did eight years in the Army and gained a new second family. I would have stayed in longer, but duty called. I came home to help my father with the family business, but still craved the brotherhood and structure I’d grown accustomed to in the military. 

That’s why I joined the ranks of a club for military veterans. And on days like today, the accountability provided by the Dead Presidents Motorcycle Club was the only thing keeping me from losing my mind. 

“Don’t forget about your cousin’s quinceanera, Tonio,” my mother said, carrying plates of food into the crowded dining room. “Josephina will be there, and she’s looking forward to seeing you.” 

Mom set a plate of chorizo con papas—sausage and potatoes—in front of me and it was all I could do to keep my mouth shut. I wasn’t hungry, a fact I’d been trying to convince her of since I arrived, but one simply did not enter my mother’s house without gaining five pounds. The woman had two major goals in life: to home-cook every meal her six children ate and to get all of us married off, so we’d breed and give her a house full of grandbabies to cook for. I loved her cooking, and I wasn’t opposed to finding a wife and fathering a few ankle biters of my own, but I wanted my future bride to be an educated woman with meaningful goals and interesting hobbies. 

In short, I wanted a bookworm with a career. 

I’ve always had a thing for nerdy women, an attraction that stemmed from my eighth-grade crush on Ms. Rosales. She was a brilliant young teacher with perky tits and a narrow waistline who wore low-cut, tight blouses, and dark-framed glasses that made her eyes look big and innocent. Every time she removed them and sucked on the earpiece tips, I almost blew my load. I beat the shit out of two of my classmates to earn the privilege of sitting in front of her desk and getting a front row seat to her cleavage peep shows. 

I jacked off so many times that year, I fully expected to go blind. Needless to say, I debunked the fuck out of that superstition. 

Smart, sexy, career-oriented women have been my temptation ever since. 

Josephina’s parents were friends of the family, and Mom had been trying to hook me up with the girl since high school. She had a great body and a nice smile, but she had no interest in college or a career and was boring as hell to talk to. 

“I told you, Madre, Josephina isn’t my type.” We’d had this conversation so many times I was considering recording it so I could replay it every time the topic came up. 

“You can take me to the quinceanera, Tonio,” my youngest sister, Rosalie, said, smiling up at me. “I’ll be your date.” 

Rosalie was my favorite sibling. I was fifteen when she was born, and I’ve always been protective of her. When she was born, her upper lip looked like it was missing a chunk. The doctor called her condition a cleft palate and lip and prescribed several expensive surgeries to correct it. They started operating before her first birthday and didn’t finish until she was seven. I’d spent many nights rocking her to sleep and many days threatening school bullies who wouldn’t leave her alone. Her lip was barely noticeable now, but no matter how many times I told her she was beautiful, she didn’t believe me. When she looked in the mirror, all she saw was that messed up lip. 

“Deal.” I booped her on the nose. “I’ll pick you up and you can ride with me.”

“Josephina is a beautiful woman who can cook and carry babies,” Mom said, apparently unwilling to let the matter drop. “She comes from a good family full of hard workers. What more do you want in a bride, Tonio?”

Brains? A sense of humor? Interesting life goals? “Not Josephina Gomez.” 

Dad’s eyes lifted from his phone long enough to cast me a glare. “Watch your tone, hijo.”

I was twenty-eight, didn’t live at home, and we were discussing my love life, yet he somehow managed to make me feel like a rebellious teen again. If dads had superpowers, that was his. “Yessir. Sorry, Madre, I didn’t mean to sound disrespectful.” I replied, digging into the breakfast I didn’t want. 

“Don’t worry, Madre, I’ll keep Josephina company,” my brother Miguel chimed in. Two years younger than me, he’d spent his childhood tattling on my every move. When I enlisted to serve our country, he called me selfish and accused me of hating the family and running from my duties. He was wrong about the family. They drove me crazy and sometimes made me want to drink battery acid, but I loved the hell out of every single member of the Fernandez clan. Even Miguel the kiss-ass. 

The family business, however, I could do without. Unfortunately, it was Dad’s dream. He’d legally changed the name to Fernandez and Sons Construction within a month after Miguel’s birth. He’d brought the two of us into the business when we were still kids, and talked constantly about us taking it over some day. His heart was in the right place—he’d grown up poor and wanted to ensure that we were taken care of—and I couldn’t find the words to tell him I didn’t want to be a carpenter for the rest of my life. For now, it paid the bills and kept the family happy. 

“Thank you, Miguel.” Mom patted him on the shoulder. “Such a good boy. Always so helpful.” Turning her attention back to me, she asked, “You will be at your cousin’s quinceanera, right?”

Guilt was my mother’s superpower. Well, guilt and cooking. “Yes, ma’am.” 

“And what about dinner tonight?” Mom spent her days running a food cart with my twenty-two-year-old sister, Maria, and still wanted to come home and cook giant family dinners. She was a wonder, for sure. 

“No, ma’am. I’m working tonight.” Becoming a bouncer at the Copper Penny was one of the best decisions I’d ever made. It gave me an excuse to get out of most family functions, and having a second job was something my hardworking parents respected and never questioned.

Yeah, I loved my family. But I loved them more when I didn’t have to be around them twenty-four seven. No family should have to live and work together. If I hadn’t moved into the old fire station that served as club headquarters, I’d probably be wearing a straitjacket by now. 

After breakfast, Mom handed us all sack lunches and sent us on our way. Yes, I was a grown man whose mom still made his lunch. I should probably be ashamed of myself, but adulting was some hard-ass shit, and I didn’t turn my nose up at a free meal. Ever. Even when I wasn’t hungry, as I’d proven by cleaning my breakfast plate. 

Dad, Miguel, and my eighteen-year-old brother, Felipe, went straight to work while I drove the second work truck to drop Rosalie and my sixteen-year-old sister, Abril, off at school before joining the guys at the construction site. 

The downtown apartment building we were remodeling stood a few blocks away from the preschool I volunteered at and a few more blocks from the club headquarters. Parking in the garage, I grabbed my tools and went right to work on the kitchen floors I’d been assigned to installing. I finished two floors before taking my morning break. Breaks were only ten minutes, so I usually stuck around the site. But since Miguel needed to take the second work truck home tonight, I decided to jog the few blocks to the club and retrieve my other form of transportation. 

When I wasn’t driving around in one of two company trucks, I was riding my 2012 black Harley-Davidson Road King. The 2012 bikes weren’t exactly known for their reliability, and when I’d bought mine used, it was in limp mode with an oil leak and burned out voltage regulators. Wasp, the club’s vice president and resident motorcycle mechanic, took one look at it and said, “Why the fuck didn’t you call me before you bought this piece of shit?”

But the price was right, and I’d needed a bike to prospect with the club. That was almost two years ago. In the time since, I’d put over five thousand dollars into the sled, and the piece of shit still had more performance issues than a narcoleptic ninety-year-old man with one nut and a bad hip. 

Wasp’s professional advice remained the same. “Buy a different fucking bike.” 

I could afford to, but it was about the principal, now. I’d sunk so much scratch into this Road King, it owed me a couple hundred more miles. Besides, I’d been banking my checks with the hopes of someday buying a house. Living at the fire station was fun for a while, but after growing up in a crowded house, joining the military, and then moving in with a shit-ton of bachelors, I was ready for my own space and privacy. 

Like usual, my cut was resting on the seat. Link didn’t like us to ride without representing, so I tugged the leather vest on and kicked my bike to life. It roared and then sputtered out. The carburetors probably needed to be cleaned out. And it was stupid that I’d had enough problems with the bike to know what it probably needed. Since I had to get back to work, the problem would have to wait. Threatening to take a chainsaw to the piece of shit if it didn’t run, I kicked it to life again. This time it kept its ass going.  

By the time I parked in front of the construction site, my phone was beeping with an incoming message from Wasp. I took off my helmet and thumbed open the message.

Wasp: 911. Carly’s roommate is in trouble. Need anyone available there NOW. 

Carly was Wasp’s girlfriend and one of my favorite bartenders at the Copper Penny. Her son attended the preschool where a bunch of us volunteered, and I liked that little squirt, too. I didn’t know what was going on with her roommate, but details were unimportant. Wasp was my brother, and he was asking for help. The apartment floor installations could wait. I texted him back. 

Me: I’m on it. Send me the loc. 

The address popped up on my screen. It was an apartment building, only a block and a half from my current location. Slipping my helmet back on, I started up my bike and headed that direction, wondering what was going on and hoping I wasn’t too late.
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Jessica

 

THE INTRUDER IN the sleeveless flannel—who’d literally just busted down my door—glared daggers at me. He whipped his arm around so I could see the gun in his hand and stalked over. Poking his pistol into my side he leaned against me, and the sour stench of sweat, whiskey, and cigarette smoke invaded my nostrils.

“Where the fuck is Carly?” Nate shouted again. 

Still in shock, I couldn’t form a response. 

“Ohmigod, Nate? He’s there with you?” Carly screeched in my ear, reminding me that my phone was still pressed against the side of my head. 

Nate must have heard her, because he ripped the phone out of my hand and put it to his ear. “Carly?” 

Her response came out in a gasp and a curse.

Nate blew out a breath and relaxed his shoulders. “You left me.” He sounded crushed. Devastated. More like an abandoned little boy than a terrifying outlaw who was breaking and entering with deadly force. “You said you’d think about it, but you left. All your shit was cleaned out of your house. I tried to call you, but you turned your phone off. You know I love you. Why would you do that to me?” 

“I’m sorry, Nate,” Carly replied. 

I could hear her clear as day, and the panic in her voice was palpable. I absorbed it, making it my own. My heart was beating so quickly, I wouldn’t be surprised if it jumped out of my chest and took off down the hall. She was terrified of Nate, and the gun digging into my ribs said her fears were justified. 

“I know I hurt you, and I’m sorry, but I needed some time to get away and think. I should have told you where I was going so you wouldn’t worry, but that has nothing to do with Jessica. She’s my friend and I won’t ever forgive you if something happens to her. Do you understand?” 

He looked me over, and his eyes filled with contempt. “Then you need to get your ass here. Right now.” 

“Okay. I’m coming. I’m like ten minutes out, but I’ll be there. Just don’t do anything until I get there, okay? Promise me?” 

He made no such promise. “Hurry.” He ended the call and tossed my phone on the sofa. Looking around, he homed in on the broken door. Tugging me with him, he slammed it, but it hit the lopsided frame and bounced back. He gave it one final kick before dragging me down the hall toward the bedrooms. 

“Is the gun really necessary?” I asked. “It’s digging into my ribs.” 

He shoved me into my room and followed, closing the door behind us as he repositioned the pistol in my side. “Quit your bitchin’, Carly’s coming.” 

I didn’t know which one of us he was trying to reassure, but he clearly didn’t know Wasp. Carly’s boyfriend wouldn’t let her anywhere near our building or this whack job. Wasp and company would show up and handle him. All I had to do was stall and try not to get shot. 

Piece of cake.  

Minutes stretched out, feeling like hours. Nerves made me feel like I had to pee. I asked to use the restroom, but Nate told me to hold it. For some bizarre reason, I considered my underwear. My bra was old and ratty, and I’d sewn the underwires back into it a couple of times. It was comfortable, but definitely not what I wanted a mortician to bury me in. I couldn’t even remember which panties I’d chosen. Hopefully they were hole-free and at least somewhat cute. They weren’t riding up my butt, so they were probably the cotton ones that only little girls and old ladies should own. 

Why do I care what a mortician would think? I’ll be dead. 

My stomach bottomed out at the thought. I wasn’t ready to die, yet. I still hadn’t even gotten a work promotion. Needing to focus on something else, I wondered what was keeping the guys. A siren sounded in the distance. Nate tensed. I closed my eyes and prayed that nobody had called the cops. I didn’t know how he’d react to being swarmed by SWAT, and I didn’t want to find out. 

Just when I started losing hope that anyone would come for me before this dirt bag went completely bonkers, I heard my name. 

“Jessica? You here?” Wasp called out from the living room. 

Relieved, I started to reply, but Nate rammed his pistol in my gut, cutting me off. “Shut the fuck up.” 

There was movement outside my bedroom door. Nate heard it, too, and scooted himself half behind me, using me as a shield as he watched the door. 

“The cops are on their way, Nate,” Wasp said. “You can still let Jessica go and get out of here before they arrive. Nobody has to get hurt or arrested.” 

“Who the fuck is that?” Nate asked. “And why does he know I’m here?” 

Swallowing past the lump in my throat, I replied, “That’s Wasp. He’s Carly’s… uh… friend. She must have told him.” 

If his dark scowl was any indication, he didn’t like that answer. 

“Nate? Jessica?” 

Nate’s eyes were cold, and his glare was hard as he kept his attention on the door, waiting. The doorknob moved. 

“Jess? You okay? Nate? Let’s talk and figure a way out of this.” 

“Fuck off,” Nate growled. “Get Carly here. I’ll only talk to her.” 

“She’s on her way, man, but I need you to be cool until she arrives. You know she’s gonna freak out if you hurt her friend. You don’t want to piss Carly off now, do you?” 

“Carly doesn’t know the fuckin’ meaning of friendship. She said we were friends, but she lied. Then she left. Friends don’t do that shit.” 

“Dude, friends don’t ask each other out, either. You stepped over the line and scared her. She didn’t want to hurt you, but her ex had just died, and she wasn’t ready for a relationship. You should have waited, man. Hell, I bet if you would have contacted her and asked her out again when you got to town, instead of giving her kid a creepy-ass note, she would have gone out with you.” 

I had no clue what was going on, but either Wasp was making this stuff up as he went, or Carly had told him a lot more about her past than she’d told me. That smarted a little, but now wasn’t the time to worry about my hurt feelings at being left out of the loop. 

The door eased open and Wasp crept forward, his hands in the air like he was surrendering. He left the door open behind him and I could see two men in the hallway. One was a big black guy I recognized immediately from the news. Havoc’s face had been plastered all over the papers when he’d put Mayor Kinlan’s son in the hospital for raping some girl. Standing well over six feet tall, with muscles on top of muscles, he looked entirely too large and intimidating for my narrow hallway. 

On Havoc’s left, stood the most attractive man I’d ever laid eyes on. He looked like a young Antonio Banderas, but with muscles, tattoos, and facial hair. Okay, he looked nothing like the actor, but he did have that Latino sex appeal that made me want to curl up at his feet and be the Puss to his Boots. Like Wasp and Havoc, he wore a black leather vest over a short-sleeved T-shirt with worn blue jeans. The patch on his vest introduced him as “Spade.” Tribal tattoos covered both of his muscular, light-brown forearms, his eyes were dark and mysterious, and his lips were framed in a well-kept mustache and beard. It was his expression that did me in, though, somehow both protective and lethal as his gaze locked on mine.

With nothing but a look, Spade promised me I’d be okay. Every inch of my body heard him loud and clear. As my heart rate and breathing calmed, I held his gaze, ready to move the moment he told me to.  

Wasp was still busy flinging nonsense at Nate. “Yeah, man. For sure. I mean, you love her so much you drove all the way here to tell her. Chicks dig that romantic shit. She’ll eat it right up,” 

Nate’s grip on me loosened. 

Spade gave a slight nod. 

I eased forward, shifting my stance. 

“Put down the gun, Nate. Let me help you,” Wasp said.  

Spade beckoned me forward, reaching out a hand. He looked like salvation wrapped in sin, and I was more than happy to escape the crazy scenario behind me. I lunged. 

“Wait,” Nate said.

I was already flying through the air. A flicker of movement came from Wasp’s side as Spade grabbed me midair and threw me to the ground, covering my body with his. All oxygen left my lungs with an oomph. 

Two shots were fired. 

Someone screamed. Probably me. I waited for the pain of Nate’s bullet to hit, but felt nothing other than the welcome pressure of Spade’s body. Tucked into the safety he provided, I whispered, “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. So are you. I got you, babe.” His warm breath tickled my cheek as his dark, deep, slightly accented voice made me all too aware of the length of him growing against my stomach. Despite the seriousness of the situation, Spade was getting hard. That knowledge, coupled with the masculine scent of leather and sandalwood, and the fact that he’d literally risked his life to keep me safe, heated my blood and made all my girly parts tingle. 

“That’s right, motherfucker, we are not friends,” Wasp growled. “You hurt Carly. You took away two people she loved, and you scared the shit out of her. I promise you, she will never know that kind of fear again. Trent will never have another nightmare, because this ends today.”

Nate’s response was garbled.  

Spade lifted himself off me and stood, offering me his hand. As he hefted me to my feet, I took in the scene. Nate was bleeding out on the carpet at the foot of my bed with two gunshot wounds in his chest. 

“He didn’t shoot,” I observed aloud. 

Wasp nodded. “He tried. I’m faster.” 

“But we want him to shoot.” 

Wasp’s eyebrows shot up as his gaze met mine. “That crazy motherfucker should have never even gotten his hands on a gun. Now he’ll never shoot anyone again.”  

I shook my head. My mind was spinning, but I couldn’t seem to get the right words out.

Spade squeezed my hand, drawing my attention to the fact that we were still connected. “What do you mean, Jessica?” 

Sirens screamed in the background, closing in on us. We didn’t have much time. “The cops. You should fire off a shot with his gun. Erase any doubt that we were in danger. Make it look like he shot first. Or at the same time.” 

Wasp’s eyes widened. 

“Smart thinking,” Spade said, squeezing my hand again. 

Havoc grabbed a shirt off the top of my dresser and wrapped it around his right hand.

“You have to use his hand to shoot for the residue…” 

Havoc cracked a smile at me. “Yeah, I’m not new to this shit. I know what I need to do. Spade, take Jessica into the living room. Wasp and I will handle this.”  

Spade tugged me down the hall. “Come with me, beautiful.” 

Beautiful? I’d been called a lot of things in my life, but only my family ever called me beautiful. I wondered if he was just trying to keep me calm after what had happened, but the bulge in his jeans said differently. Regardless, I was distracted. A man had been shot and killed in my bedroom, and all I could think about was the way Spade’s lips puckered when he said “beautiful.”

Then the third shot fired, bringing me back to reality. 
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AS SOON AS her bedroom door opened, Jessica drew my attention. Wearing a fitted blazer, slacks, dark-framed glasses, high heels, and with her hair pulled up into a business bun, she checked off all the boxes of every sexy nerd fantasy I’d ever had. She looked like the kind of woman who’d fit in well in the boardroom or my bedroom, and just the first eyeful of her provided me with enough spank bank to last months.  

Then I saw the gun pressed against her side. 

Call me old-fashioned, or chauvinistic, or whatever, but nothing made my blood boil like seeing a woman in danger. Especially when a man was the cause. Getting her out of the line of fire became my priority. Watching her absorb and follow my cues told me she was smart and observant. Most broads would lose their shit at the sight of some crazy motherfucker with a gun, but she was cool as a cucumber as she inched toward the door, careful not to draw his attention until she made the lunge for freedom. 

Grabbing Jessica, I took her to the floor and shielded her with my body, feeling every dip and curve of her full-figured body beneath me. She smelled like peaches, and I wanted to take a big ole’ bite of her. My cock grew so hard it chaffed against my jeans. She had to feel it poking her in the stomach, but she stayed still. 

When the proverbial smoke had settled, Jessica’s first reaction was to make sure I was okay. Working as a bouncer, I was exposed to plenty of narcissistic, needy women. Having one show genuine concern for my wellbeing threw me for a loop. 

She was a fucking phenomenon.  

Jessica suggested we fire off Nate’s gun to keep the police off our backs, and I gained a whole new respect for her. My appreciation grew when she remained calm after the cops arrived and advised us to head down to the station so they could officially take our statements. Link, our club’s president, his wife, Emily (a ball-busting attorney), and Carly showed up to accompany us. Between bikes, a Jaguar, and a Jeep, we made up one hell of an eclectic caravan. 

Since I played such a small part in the altercation, Seattle’s finest only questioned me long enough to make sure they couldn’t punch any holes in my story before releasing me. I headed out into the lobby, where I found Carly pacing in front of the police station doors like a caged animal. 

“What’s up, babe?” I asked as I approached. “You waiting to go back?”

“No. Already gave my statement.” She frowned at the phone in her hand. “Shari’s watching Trent, but she has to get to work soon. Jess rode with me in Wasp’s Jeep, and I don’t want to leave her stranded here by herself. Especially not after everything she’s been through today.”

“Shari’s watching Trent?” I asked, surprised. Shari was a club whore who had big fake titties, dressed like a tramp, and swore like a sailor. Trent was far too smart and observant to be left with someone of her… uh… qualities. God only knew what sort of shit she’d teach the kid. Carly needed to get back to her son like yesterday. 

She nodded, looking a little green around the gills.  

“Go,” I replied. “I’ll take care of your girl. Does she have somewhere to go?” The idea of getting a little more time with Jessica had potential, but there was no way I’d take her back to her apartment with a broken door and the memories of what had happened there. Especially since I knew Carly and Trent would be staying with Wasp for the foreseeable future. 

“She has parents up north, but I don’t know if she’ll want to stay with them. The traffic would make her morning commute hell.” 

I nodded, understanding all too well the hardship of Seattle traffic. “I’ll check with Link and see if we can put her up at the station.” Since our headquarters was only blocks from Carly and Jessica’s apartment, it would be more convenient for her. 

Carly’s face lit up as she rushed forward to give me a hug. “Thank you! You’re the best, Spade. I’ll text her and let her know you’re handling everything.” 

“Get out of here. I like Trent. I don’t want to see him get kicked out of preschool for smokin’ and swearin’,” I said, pushing Carly toward the door. 

“Oh, God.” She hit the doors running. 

With no idea how long I’d be waiting, I took a seat and pulled out my phone to check in with Link. He and Emily were in with Wasp and Havoc, making sure they didn’t answer anything incriminating. He replied, telling me that Jessica was welcome to stay and to let Eagle know which of the empty rooms she’d take. 

Planning to stash Jessica in the room across the hall from mine, I texted Eagle. Then I twiddled my thumbs, waiting for a response and wondering what else I should do. It bugged me that Nate had made such short work of Jessica’s apartment door. In fact, her building’s complete lack of security pissed me off. Using my phone to search the internet, I found her building manager’s contact information and made a call. 

Matt Hempernick answered on the fourth ring. After listening as I explained the situation, he replied, “I’m aware of what happened. Procedure has to be followed, but I’m sure we’ll repair the door. What did you say your relationship is to Ms. Munroe?”

“I’m a friend, and that door is beyond repair. It, and the entire frame, need to be pulled off and replaced with a more secure solution.” 

“I’m not authorized to speak with anyone other than the tenant about her apartment.” He was trying to play the privacy card and I wasn’t about to let him get away with that shit.

“I’m not talking about the apartment. I’m talking about the door. It’s a piece of shit and you can’t repair it. The frame’s shot, too.” 

“Although I’m sure you’re a certified expert on doors, we do have a procedure to follow and our maintenance man will evaluate it.” 

Condescending little bastard. 

Maintenance people were rarely licensed and known for cutting corners and doing shit jobs. “As a matter of fact, I am an expert on doors. I’m licensed and bonded and I’m trying to help you and my friend out by telling you that door is not repairable.” And I was losing patience. 

Hempernick snorted. “Thank you for your concern. I’ll take it under advisement.” His tone made it clear he’d do nothing of the sort. The son-of-a-bitch was dismissing me.  

Letting my anger seep into my voice, I tried again. “You’re not listening. That door is a piece of shit, and if you don’t mount an up-to-code replacement, I’m going to shove every splinter of the broken one up your ass. You feel me?” 

“You’re not on the lease,” he reiterated, still trying to pull that bullshit card. “I don’t know who you think you are, and why you believe this is any of your business.” 

He clearly didn’t value his life. 

“I’m a concerned citizen who won’t sit idly by and let a cheap-ass slumlord take advantage of a single woman. I’m also an Army veteran, a member of the Dead Presidents Motorcycle Club, and a licensed contractor who knows how to call the state and report a violation of a tenant’s fucking right to a safe rental in good repair. That’s who the fuck I am, and I’m making this my business. Either mount a new fucking door, or I’ll use the old one to mount you. You understand, Matt?” 

“I’ll talk to the owner and see what he’s willing to do.” 

“You do that.” I said before ending the call. 

When I looked up, half of the cops in the room were watching me. I hoped Matt chose to do the right thing, because if I ended up having to kill that motherfucker, the word ‘premediated’ was sure to come up. 

My phone dinged with an incoming text from my father and I swore under my breath as I opened it. 

Dad: You planning on coming back? Breaks aren’t supposed to be all day. 

He made it sound like I was slacking, like I did this shit all the time or something. My father didn’t understand my involvement with the club, but as long as it didn’t distract me from work or family obligations, he held his tongue. I couldn’t tell him that I’d left work for club business without getting an earful about my responsibilities. But I also didn’t like to lie to him. It took me a few minutes to come up with a truthful reply that would explain my absence—not make me sound like I was shirking my duties—and not worry him. 

Me: Sorry. I meant to message you. I witnessed a shooting and the cops needed me to come down to the station so they could question me. I don’t think I’ll be back today.

He didn’t respond, probably irritated but accepting that I couldn’t do shit about the situation. Spurred to take action and keep myself out of trouble with my other boss, I called Flint, the manager of the Copper Penny Bar and Grill. He’d already heard about the situation. 

“I’ll call in Stocks,” Flint said. “He’s been sniffing around lately. That man is bored out of his mind and lookin’ for somethin’ to do.” 

Stocks was the newest patched member on our roster. He was a good man who’d lost his leg in service to our country and had been shot in service to our club. “Thanks. Tell him I owe him one.” 

Flint disconnected. I pocketed my phone and rubbed the tension out of the back of my neck. Between the two jobs, the club, and my family, I spent most of my time in a state of wound-up exhaustion. I needed a vacation. Maybe just a weekend on a beach with a babe under my arm. More specifically, a certain babe, stripped of her power suit, hair released from its bun, glasses still on…

Before I could think too much on the fantasy, Jessica emerged from the back. As she approached, she flashed me a sweet, shy smile that did a hell of a lot more to unwind my tension than my neck rub had. “Carly messaged me and said you’d be giving me a ride? If it’s not too much trouble, that is. I don’t want to be a bother. You guys have already done so much to help me. Seriously, I don’t know what I would have done had you not shown up today, Spade. This is all so crazy. I still can’t believe how easily that psycho busted down my door. Who does that? And then you came along and…I… yeah.” Her cheeks reddened. “Sorry. I’ll shut up now.”  

The asshole with the gun and the police hadn’t thrown her off, but I made her nervous enough to ramble. That was strangely hot. As she spoke, my gaze took in the way her pretty pink lips wrapped around my name like it was a lollipop, making me fantasize about shoving my cock into her mouth. I wasn’t usually such a savage, but this woman kept checking off my boxes and driving me out of my mind. “It was our pleasure, Jess. And I can’t think of a damn thing I’d rather do more than give a beautiful woman a ride.” 

Yeah, that line was loaded with innuendo, but I meant every ounce of it and wasn’t the least bit sorry. 

“Thanks. My parents live in Renton. I should probably go there, but it’s quite the drive. Especially in traffic. You know what? I can call for an Uber. You don’t need to mess around with this nonsense.” 

There were too many eyes and ears on us, and I needed to say shit to her the cops had no business overhearing. I ushered her outside and down the steps of the cop shop to stand in front of my bike. “You helped us today, and you’re Carly’s friend, which makes you a friend of the club. We take care of our friends. We can offer you a room at the fire station we use as our headquarters. It’s not much, but it’s only a few blocks from your apartment and you better believe that nobody will bust down your goddamn door. You’ll be safe with us. Link says you can stay as long as you want.” 

She seemed to consider my words for a moment. “Thank you.”

I shrugged off her appreciation. “It’s nothing. I’ll sleep better knowing you’re protected.” Actually, with her across the hall, I’d be too damn hard to sleep. Hopefully I could talk her into my bed, and we could both get some shuteye. After we got in a good work out, of course. That made me sound like an opportunistic bastard, but I couldn’t care less. I wanted to get to know Jessica’s mind and her body. 

As she stared at me, her brow furrowed, and her eyes flooded with questions. 

“What are you looking at me like that for?” I asked. 

“I’ve heard about the Dead Presidents on the news and from Carly. She says you guys are a club, a brotherhood, and not a gang, and that you’ve always treated her right. But I never would have thought bikers who looked so rough and tough would be so… kind. I’m embarrassed to admit my surprise.” 

“You stereotyped us?” I asked, pretending to be shocked. Most people couldn’t see past our beards, tats, cuts, and bikes to get to know us. Some treated us like we were the scum of the earth, unable to hold down a job. Because I was Mexican, I also fought assumptions that I was here illegally and should be deported. Nobody cared about the shit my parents had to go through to prove they weren’t terrorists and earn their citizenship to start a business and a family without worrying about getting robbed and shot up by one cartel or another. 

Her expression fell. “I did. I’m so sorry, but I did.” 

“Don’t even worry about it. You’re an attractive, intelligent, single woman. You are single, right?” 

To my satisfaction and relief, she nodded in confirmation. 

“As fucked up as the world is, you should be gun shy around any man. But most people in life will surprise you if you give them the chance. Sometimes it’s even for the better.” 

She gave me a rueful smile. “Touché” 

“Come on. I’ll take you to the station.” I drifted toward my bike, hoping she’d follow.  

Her gaze shot past me to my Road King, and her eyes widened. “On that?” She made it sound like a poisonous snake rather than the sleek (although temperamental and unreliable) piece-of-shit it was. 

“Yeah, babe. That’s generally how I get from point A to point B. It’s this or the work truck, and I’m not exactly on business right now.” 

She gave me the stink eye like I was screwing with her. “I’ve never been on a motorcycle before. They’re dangerous.” 

Her cautious nature was fucking adorable. “Nothing in this life is safe, but riding’s just like anything else. You hold on tight, learn to lean with the curves, and you’ll be all right.” 

“Deep.” She grinned, still eyeing my bike. “How much is that Spade wisdom going to cost me?”

If she thought my words drilled deep, I couldn’t wait to introduce her to my cock. Returning her smile, I mentally added ‘sassy’ to the growing list of qualities I liked about her. 

“It’s your lucky day; wisdom’s on the house.” 

“That’s good, but I can’t afford to take time off if that thing explodes between my legs.”

I’d be the only thing exploding between her legs. Fuck. I couldn’t keep my mind out of the gutter. I wanted her on the back of my bike so I could feel her body pressed against me, but I refused to be a dick about it. I knew I’d keep her safe, but her comfort with the situation had to take priority. “You’ve been through enough today and if you’re not up for riding on the back of my bike, I can order you an Uber.”

She considered me a moment longer before shaking her head. “I really am too safe, aren’t I?” 

She was clearly working through some shit, so I arched an eyebrow and waited for her to do her thing. 

“Dang it, that little weasel was right.” She dropped her shoulders and let out a deep breath. “I’m game. I’d love to accept a ride and a place to stay from a biker I just met. My parents will be so proud that I’m out here making such hasty, reckless decisions.” 

I chuckled. “I got you, babe. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

She stared into my eyes for a moment before dropping her gaze. “Thank you. Can we stop by my apartment on the way so I can grab a few things and maybe take my car in case I come to my senses and need to make a quick escape?” 

Her kick-ass sense of humor had me chuckling to myself as I tugged the spare helmet out of my saddle bag and gestured her forward. “Come here. We need to protect that magnificent brain of yours.” 

“Are you sure you’re supposed to use words like ‘magnificent’? You’re not violating some biker handbook, are you?” 

“Normally I just grunt and shit, but I’m being fancy for you. Carly often calls you a life-saving angel, but she didn’t say shit about your quick wit and sharp tongue. I think you’ll be just fine staying with a bunch of bikers. Be sure to flick them as much shit as you’re giving me, and they’ll respect the hell out of you.” 

She laughed. “Noted. I appreciate the advice.” Chewing on her lip, she stepped forward. Once she was close enough, I positioned the helmet on her head and tightened the strap. Her big brown eyes watched me as I took my time pretending to adjust the fit so I could buy myself more time to touch her. I wasn’t normally so intrigued, but everything about her drew me in and made me want to stay close. Dragging myself away before I crossed the line into creepy, I swung my leg over the saddle and waited. She awkwardly climbed on behind me and settled in, leaving a few inches between us as she rested her hands chastely against my hips. Smiling to myself, I grabbed her wrists and gently tugged her against me, settling her palms on my abs.

She sucked in a breath, letting me know she was just as affected by the contact as I was. Good, because her proximity was fucking with my entire body. Her breasts pressed against my back, making my jeans hella uncomfortable. Her soft skin felt so damn good under my calloused fingers that I couldn’t stop myself from rubbing little circles on the backs of her hands. 

“Keep a tight grip so you can move with me, Jess. I won’t let you fall.” 

She nodded against my back. “I know you won’t. You saved me.” 

Her words were barely a whisper, and I wasn’t sure if she’d meant for me to hear them. Still, her appreciation and trust felt damn good. Yes, I had protected her, and I would do it again. The world needed more people like Jessica in it. People who took in a single mom and helped her care for her child. Carly had praised Jessica’s kindness and generosity, but I was beginning to realize that there was so much more to Jessica than that. 

I started up my bike. It roared to life, and then immediately sputtered out. Silently cursing the piece of shit, I tried again. The third time was the charm, and I made a mental note to start looking for a new ride sooner rather than later. My bike could be as temperamental as it wanted around me, but there was no excuse for acting up in front of a lady. 

Regardless of my bike’s hesitant start, I liked having Jessica riding behind me. Wanting to extend the experience, I took a few wrong turns on the way to her apartment, hoping she enjoyed the ride so much she wouldn’t call me on my bullshit route. I had nothing to worry about. By the time I lowered my kickstand and helped her off my bike, she was grinning ear to ear. 

“That was fantastic,” she gushed, her cheeks rosy and her eyes bright with excitement. 

She tugged at the helmet strap and I intervened, opening the clasp for her. The tight bun her hair had been confined in was now a full-on mess with loose brown wisps framing her face. Between the messy hair, the glasses, and the rumpled business attire, she looked like a librarian who’d been roughly fucked against a bookshelf. She looked perfect.  

“That’s nothing. You should ride with me on the freeway sometime.” 

Her grin only widened. “I’d like that.” 

Already thinking about all the places I could take her—and drive her—I followed Jessica up to her apartment, watching her pause in front of the officer guarding her door.  

“We can come back later,” she said, turning around. 

Her meekness was something we’d have to work on. I put my arm out to stop her. “It’s been more than six hours.” Turning my attention to the cop, I asked, “This is Jessica’s apartment. Can she go in and get clothes and shit to get her through a few days?”

The officer held up a finger and spoke into his radio before answering me. “They’re wrapping things up now.” 

We waited, then after Seattle’s finest left, I followed her down the hall and watched as she paused at the door to her bedroom. 

“They took the body,” I assured her. “They wouldn’t have left it in there.” 

She nodded. Her fingers trembled slightly when she reached for the doorknob. Moving closer, I settled my hand on the small of her back for support. “You don’t have to go in there. If you tell me what you need; I can get it for you.” 

Her shoulders rose and fell with her breath. “No. I need to do this. I need to see…” Her words trailed off as she turned the knob and shoved open the door. The rust-colored stain on the carpet drew her attention. 

“He was crazy,” she whispered, as if afraid to break the silence of the room. “I thought he was going to kill me.” She didn’t sound scared, or even concerned. More like resolved. She stepped into the room and drew closer to the stain. A strangled noise escaped from her throat and she immediately clapped a hand over her mouth. Eyes wide, she looked at me. 

“You okay?” I asked, wondering if she was cracking up. Some people couldn’t handle death. She’d seemed all right, but if she lost her shit, I planned to pick her ass up and get her the hell out of there. 

But she wasn’t crying. It took me a moment to realize her shoulders were shaking from laughter. She fought for control of herself, and then dropped the hand that had been covering her mouth. 

“I know it shouldn’t be funny. It’s not, but it is,” she said. “Not funny as in silly, but funny as in ironic. Today has been a minefield of irony, and I’ve lit the charge and now I’m dancing through the blasts.”

I quirked an eyebrow at her, waiting for more details.

“I came home for lunch because I got passed over for a promotion at work. I was pissed and needed some time. According to Chad, the weasel who got the promotion, I’m ‘too safe’ and ‘don’t take enough chances.’ But you know what? I bet Chad, with his ‘innovative ideas’ and ‘ground-breaking ads’ has never had a gun jammed in his ribs. ‘Too safe’.” She snorted. “Nobody appreciates thorough research and extensive market analysis anymore. They just want some reckless troublemaker who takes it in the ass to march in and do something new and exciting. Well, guess what? I could have died today. Doesn’t get any newer and more exciting than that, does it?” 

Having no idea what to make of her rant, I shrugged. “Sure as hell doesn’t.” 

Her gaze snapped to me, as if she was surprised to see me still standing there. “You don’t think I’m boring, do you?” 

No, she was intriguing as fuck. Maybe a little crazy, but I could work with that. “Not a word I’d use to describe you, babe. Chad must be one dumbass motherfucker.” 

She grinned. “Yes! That’s perfect. Chad is one dumbass motherfucker.” Her voice lowered around the expletives like she was afraid of being overheard. Jessica wasn’t boring. She was a good girl. Big difference.  

“You’re exciting, Jess. You’re smart and kind and funny and sexy as fuck.” And I hated that some bastard had made her feel like less than the angel she was. 

She stared at me like she couldn’t believe the words coming out of my mouth. Like nobody had ever complimented her before. 

Frustrated, I glanced around her room, looking for more clues about her. Novels were stacked on the nightstand beside her bed. Knowing I could learn a lot about a woman by the books she read, I wandered over and thumbed through the stack, surprised to find half-naked men splayed across most of the covers. 

“What are you doing?” she asked, sounding scandalized. 

Finally, I came to a title I recognized. “Fifty Shades of Grey?” I asked, holding up the book. “You read this?” 

Her face turned bright red. “It was… educational.” 

I bet. I hadn’t read the book, but hearing the club whores talk about it made me curious enough to catch the movie. Not solo in the theater like some lonely pervert, but in my room, alone, after it was available to rent. Women raved about it. I liked pleasing women, so I had to see what the fuss was about. Turns out chicks are into being tied up and told what to do. 

What a coincidence; I could be a bossy motherfucker and the idea of restraining Jessica in my bedroom made my dick so hard it chafed against my zipper.

“Any time you want a real-life education, babe, all you have to do is ask.” 

She blinked. More color flooded her cheeks and her eyes dilated enough to tell me she was considering the idea. 

In the game of Spades and in life, I made it a point to play the cards I’d been dealt, and I recognized a good hand when I saw one. If this kind, sexy, nerdy girl turned out to be a closet freak, she’d be wearing my property patch by Christmas. 
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Jessica

 

I COULDN’T BELIEVE Spade was hitting on me. I mean, sure, men hit on me. Occasionally. But they usually wore suits and enjoyed pastimes no more rigorous than chess or golf. Spade was a biker with tattoos and rock-hard pecks that were trying to bust out of his tight T-shirt. The knees of his jeans were dirty, his hands were rough and calloused, he smelled like a cup of coffee in a hardwood store, and the bulge in his pants was so massive I couldn’t stop staring at it. 

The last guy who asked me out smelled like vanilla, wore cardigans, worked in accounting, was lactose intolerant, and teared up during romantic comedies. 

In contrast, there was nothing metrosexual about Spade. Even the way he studied my mommy-porn novels was masculine. “You ever try any of this shit?” he asked, thumbing through one of the kinkier books. 

My hands itched to yank it out of his hands before he read anything too risqué. Knowing I shouldn’t be ashamed about the books I enjoyed did nothing to stop heat from flooding my cheeks. Why couldn’t I have had War and Peace or Little Women on my nightstand? 

Because you haven’t read any classics since college. 

Right. There was that little detail to contend with. Lately, my chosen reading material had been drifting more and more toward BDSM. I was strangely drawn to the lifestyle and curious about all its secrets. But I wasn’t ready to tell any of that to Spade. Determined not to let him rile me about my reading habits, I held my head high and ignored his question.

“I’m gonna take your silence as a no.” His eyes widening as he scanned a page. “Any of it you want to try? Because this spreader bar bit sounds kind of fun.” 

Spade had saved my life, but he was virtually a stranger. We were having an inappropriate conversation in my bedroom, where a man had been shot only hours ago. I should be repulsed, but that’s not the reaction my body was experiencing. My nipples pebbled as I crossed my arms in front of myself and stepped into my closet to find a suitcase.

“You’re not a virgin, are you?” 

Shocked he’d even ask that, I stared at him. 

“Come on, babe. I need to know what I’m working with here.” 

“What you’re working with?”

“Yeah. When I charm your pants off, I need to know how gentle to be.” 

I wanted to feel outraged or scandalized, but everything about this conversation was turning me on. Spade was so unapologetic in his intentions, that I couldn’t help but want to get on board. The sexiest man I’d ever laid eyes on seemed like a good guy and he was interested in me. I wasn’t a nun for Christ’s sake. 

“No.” I wheeled the suitcase over to the dresser and started filling it. “I’m not a virgin. I’ve had sex before.” My cheeks warmed at the admission. I’d never talked to anyone about this stuff, especially not a smoking hot guy. 

“And you sound so impressed,” he replied with a chuckle. “Must have been vanilla as shit. Did you even come?” 

He had no right to ask that sort of question, yet his brazen tone and foul mouth set my body on fire. Struggling to take some sort of control over the conversation, I snapped, “I don’t need a man to make me come.”

My admission sent both of his eyebrows up toward his hairline. “You’ve never been properly fucked before.” 

It was a statement, not a question. I was so damn transparent he already knew the answer. I wanted to argue but couldn’t. He was right. I’d read enough romance novels to know there should be shattering or quaking or something happening when I hit the big “O.” Granted, I only read fiction, but vibrators got me closer to the kind of orgasms I read about than penises or fingers ever did. And tongues? I had yet to date a man who could even find my clitoris, not to mention lick it. It must be tiny or hidden or something. Maybe mine was recessed like an innie belly button. 

Watching me, Spade chuckled. 

Hoping he couldn’t read the thoughts that were probably written all over my face, I glared at him. “What?”

“I was just thinkin’ that if you ever want to remedy that situation, I’d be willing to make the sacrifice.” 

To… fuck me? Properly? I stared at him, half appalled, half intrigued. “How very noble of you.” 

“Make no mistake about it, nothing I want to do to you would be considered noble.” 

The heat in his eyes sped up my heart rate and made my core pulse with need. It was too much, too intense. I turned my attention to my dresser and started shoving clothes into my suitcase, trying to hide my flaming cheeks and diamond-tipped nipples. “Are you always this forward with women? Your approach feels more like getting hit over the head with a shovel than a spade.” 

He laughed. “My road name didn’t come from a garden tool, babe. It came from me running a Boston on some racist motherfucker while I was in the Army.” 

“A Boston?”

“Yeah. You’ve never played Spades before?” 

“The card game?” I wasn’t expecting that. “No.” 

“You’re downplaying the relativity of it. Spades is more than a card game. It’s a lifelong pursuit. A metaphor for life. It’s not a game, it’s the game. There are levels to this shit. It’s like coming of age. The house makes the rules, and you have to be intuitive and flexible enough to roll with the cards and change up your style.” 

He sounded like the Yoda of Spades. Relieved he was laying off the innuendo long enough to talk about a different type of passion, I nodded. “And you’re good at this game, I take it?” I needed to keep him distracted from the bras and panties I was stealthily loading into my suitcase, because my body was only one more sexually charged comment away from bursting into flames. Cards were safe. We needed to continue discussing them. 

“Good?” He snorted. “Babe, I’m the best.” It didn’t even sound like he was bragging, just confident. 

Finished with my underwear drawer, I moved on to the closet. I had no idea how long I was going to be staying with the Dead Presidents, but I packed enough clothes for a week and grabbed my jewelry and family photos so they wouldn’t disappear while I was gone.  

Spade helpfully added a few of the books from my nightstand to the suitcase. When I gave him a questioning look, he shrugged. “Educational material.” 

Shaking my head, I grabbed my pillow and threw my laptop backpack over my shoulder. He took my suitcase and we headed out. 

Exiting my apartment, I practically ran into the building manager who was in the hallway, studying the remnants of my door. I’d meant to call him about repairs but hadn’t had the chance and honestly, I wasn’t up to fighting. Matt and I had a rocky history that started with a broken garbage disposal he still refused to fix. On the rare occasion he answered my calls, he waved off my concern and made vague promises he clearly had no intention of following through on. It wasn’t personal—Matt had a reputation for skimping on tenant needs—but I needed him to do better this time. I needed a good door that I could sleep soundly behind, confident the average Joe couldn’t bash it in like Nate had. 

“Hey, Matt.” I gave him my friendliest smile, hoping it would incite him to play nice and help me out for a change. “Any idea how long it’ll take to get that door fixed?” 

Spade sidled up to me and rested his hand on my lower back. I should have probably been skeeved out by his assuming position, but the heat of his hand felt protective rather than sexual and his posture felt like solidarity. He wasn’t copping a feel, he was telling me he had my back. Grateful, I smiled at him. 

“That door’s beyond fixing. He’ll be replacing it, and the frame. Right, Matt?” Spade asked. 

Matt tensed. A mix of fear and irritation crossed his features as he took in Spade’s stance. “You must be the one I spoke to on the phone.”

“Spade,” he replied. “Nice of you to come up so I don’t have to go lookin’ for you.”  

“You called Matt?” I asked. 

“Spoke to him today while I was waiting for you at the cop shop. I let him know that your door is a piece of shit and he needs to replace it with something more secure.”

Wow. I wasn’t used to people doing things for me, and I didn’t know how I felt about it. Even though I should probably be the one taking care of my own problems, knowing he’d reached out to Matt made me feel relieved and appreciative. After all, I didn’t want to have to deal with the cheap, lazy jerk. 

Matt’s chin rose, making him look even snootier. “I heard your concerns, so I came up to see it for myself. I can’t promise anything because I must follow procedure, but I’ve called the building owner. He’s sending out one of his guys to look at it first thing in the morning.” 

Spade’s eyes narrowed. “For your sake, I sure as hell hope he does more than look at it.” His tone was unyielding and the unspoken threat behind his words added tension to the hallway. 

My immediate response was to diffuse that tension and deescalate the situation. I started to step forward, but Spade grabbed the back of my blazer, holding me in place. I looked to him in question, but he was too busy glaring at Matt to meet my gaze. 

Matt swallowed, visibly shriveling under Spade’s glare. “I-I-I’m sure we’ll get the situation handled to your satisfaction.” 

Whoa. That sounded almost like Matt planned to fix something. Shocked, I felt my jaw drop as I stared at him. Sweat was beading across his forehead as his gaze went back to my door.

“T-T-Thank you for bringing your concerns to my attention.”  

I had no idea what was happening, but I’d be a fool not to capitalize on it. “And the garbage disposal?” I asked.

Matt continued to stare at the door. “I wasn’t aware there was a problem with your garbage disposal. Have you filled out a service request form?”

Liar. “You know I have. I’ve left you at least twenty messages about it.” 

Spade released my blazer and stepped in front of me, towering over my landlord. “There must have been a communication problem, but I’m sure it’ll get fixed now, right Matt?”  

Matt shrunk further into himself. “Y-yes. I’ll get right on it.” 

“Good. See that you handle it in a timely manner or there’ll be an interruption in Jessica’s rent payments, and we’ll get an attorney in on this shit. Don’t test me, Matt. I don’t fuck around.” 

Before Matt could respond, Spade took my hand in his and tugged me toward the elevator wheeling my suitcase behind us. Filled with awe, I stared at him as he hit the button to take us to the parking garage. Normally confrontations like that made me feel uneasy and afraid, but Spade was neither. Sure, he’d threatened my building manager, but his vibe was more resolved than ragey. I felt safe and protected beside him.  

His gaze flickered up to snag mine. “What?” he asked. 

“I’m pretty sure you made Matt pee his pants.” 

The sides of his lips twitched. “Is that what that smell was?”

A bubble of laughter escaped from my throat. “Yes. Actually, I’m not sure. It could have been his cologne. I don’t know what he uses, but it smells like cat pee. I get a headache whenever I’m in his vicinity.” 

“You shouldn’t have to deal with his shoddy building management or his toxic funk.”

“Thank you,” I said as the doors closed. “I don’t know how you got him to actually do his job, but I appreciate it.” 

The look Spade gave me was thoughtful, like he was still trying to figure me out. “My pleasure, babe. I like to keep people safe. Especially beautiful women. It’s kinda what I do.” 

“You mean as a bouncer? At the bar?” I asked. 

“Sure. That too.” He grabbed the hem of my blazer and tugged me closer until we were only inches apart. Surprised, I stared up at him, wondering if he was going to kiss me. He had nice, shapely lips, and his eyes were dark and a little wild. 

The elevator stopped, and the doors dinged open. Both grateful and disappointed by the interruption, I jumped away from him like I was a teenager afraid of getting caught with a boy. He gave me a crooked grin and gestured for me to precede him out into the parking garage. 

I drove a silver 2010 Subaru Impreza. It had a dent in the rear fender from a parking lot hit and run, and a little over a hundred thousand miles. But it was a good, dependable car that I owned the title to. I’d thought about trading it in and getting something nicer, but even the idea of having a car payment made me break out in hives. 

Spade had parked his bike behind my Subaru when we arrived. As we approached, I fobbed open the hatchback. He loaded up my suitcase before opening the driver’s side door and waiting for me to climb in. His chivalry—along with the way he watched me sit—made my cheeks burn again. Once I was behind the wheel, he tapped on the window and waited as I rolled it down. 

When he leaned in my window, the masculine scent of coffee and wood invaded my sedan. “Give me your phone.” 

His tone was commanding, leaving no room for questions. I unlocked my cell and handed it over. His fingers flew across the keyboard, and then he returned it to me. 

“I put my number in there in case we get separated.” 

I glanced down at my phone, laughing when I saw the name. “The Latino Lover, huh?” 

He grinned and leaned closer. With his lips just inches from mine, he said, “If you’re lucky. No, if we’re lucky. I wasn’t kidding about trying out some of that shit in those books. I want to caress every inch of that sexy body of yours. First with my fingers, then with my lips. I want to taste you. I want to stick my tongue deep inside that tight little cunt and roll it until you’re begging me to fuck you. Then I’ll bury my cock in you and pound you so hard you’ll feel me every time you pleasure yourself.” His dark eyes looked almost feral. 

As his brazen words sunk in, they evoked filthy images of Spade’s face between my legs. And what about when he fucked me? Was he a missionary guy? Did he prefer doggy style? All the questions building in my mind were burning me up from the inside out. My breath hitched, and his smile widened. 

“I want to take you from behind, pulling your hair and grinding against your fine ass until you’ve screamed my name so many times your throat is as raw as your pussy. I want to fuck you like you’ve never been fucked before.” The scorching hot look he raked over my body added fuel to the fire his words had started. “But only if you want it. The kind of pleasure I’m talking about has no room for regrets. You feel me?” 

My body was all warm and fluttery and my breathing was erratic. I was definitely feeling something. If Spade’s words had this kind of effect on my body, I was terrified to see how I’d react to his hands, his tongue, and his cock. I didn’t even know if I could handle that level of pleasure. 

My mind kept searching for a snappy response, but I was distracted by the way my body lingered on the edge of combusting. I wanted him to do all those nasty things to me. I wanted it more than my next breath or the promotion I’d been screwed out of. Spade was promising me mind-numbing pleasure, and I needed it. Thankfully, before I could strip and demand that he take me right there in the front seat of my car, he pushed away and moseyed over to his ride like he hadn’t just set my libido on fire. His bike roared to life—sounding extremely loud in the confined garage—and then he motored forward to wait for me. 

Resisting the urge to fan my overheated face and neck, I turned on the air conditioning and tried not to drool over the sight of him sitting on top of his bike as I adjusted my rearview mirror. Dangerous. Sexy. Inviting. Everything about the man intrigued me. He gave me another one of those crooked smiles, and it felt like a challenge, like he was daring me to follow him. Wondering what I was getting myself into, I pulled out of my space and followed Spade to the fire station that served as the Dead Presidents’ clubhouse.

I spent the entire drive thinking about all the things he wanted to do to me, each mental image growing more vivid than the last. By the time I arrived, my panties were soaked, and my body was on fire. 
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Spade

 

WHEN JESSICA AND I arrived at the fire station, dinner was being served. I could smell fried chicken and chocolate cake and knew the ol’ ladies must have prepared a feast to welcome the girls. Judging by the amount of laughter and chatter coming from the dining room, the entire club was camped out in there. Jessica drew closer to me, clueing me into the fact that crowds weren’t her thing. 

“Come on. We’ll get you all settled in your room before we make introductions. That way you’ll have someplace to escape to if you need it.” 

She gave me a grateful smile and followed me with her pillow and backpack while I carted her suitcase up the stairs to the empty bedroom across the hall from mine. 

“The rooms aren’t much,” I said, setting her bag on the floor between the closet and dresser. “But you’ll have everything you need. The beds are comfortable, and you have full access to the kitchen and bar downstairs. Any food in the refrigerator or pantry is fair game unless someone’s name is written on it. Don’t be a dick and eat someone else’s lunch.” 

She giggled. “I’ll try to restrain myself. But I do like to eat, so no promises.” Her head was on a swivel, taking in the small space. “Where’s the bathroom?” 

“Locker room style, down the hall on the right.” 

Her eyebrows shot up her forehead and I could almost see her mind conjuring group orgies in the shower, no doubt due to those books she was reading. I wasn’t going to lie and say that kind of shit never happened, but the participants were always consensual, and it only ever happened in the men’s room. 

“The women’s room has private stalls and private showers,” I assured her. “And only women are allowed in there. Nobody here will stand for your privacy being violated.” 

Huffing out a relieved breath, she collapsed on the bed. 

I sat beside her. “You’ve had a rough day.” 

The corner of her lip tilted up. “You can say that again.” 

“You wanna talk about it?”

She shook her head. “No. Thanks, but if avoidance was a country, I’d be the queen. I don’t even want to think about it. I’d much rather be distracted until I can deal.” 

“Fair enough.” She looked so wound up I couldn’t resist the urge to fuck with her. “I have a few distraction ideas, if you’re interested.” I waggled my eyebrows at her suggestively.

She laughed, but the way her eyes lit up told me she was interested. “Tempting. But I just met you, and…” Frowning, she let her words trail off. 

“You okay?” 

“Yeah. I’m just… safe. Boring.” She shook her head. “Stupid Chad.” 

“I don’t think you’re either of those things.” I let my gaze drift down her body, showing her the appreciation I felt. “I think you’re beautiful and smart and funny and sweet. You shouldn’t let that fuck-face take up space in your brain. You’re too good to waste a single thought on him.”

Her eyes softened and she looked away. “Thank you.”

Hooking my finger under her chin, I drew her attention back to me. Her big brown eyes were bright as she chewed on her bottom lip. I wanted to suck it out from beneath her teeth, but I refused to make the first move. At least, not today. She’d been through enough without me attacking her. Still, I had one card left to play. “Should you get bored or want to take me up on my offer, my bedroom is right across the hall. And unlike with other people’s lunches, there’s no need for you to restrain yourself in there.”

Her mouth formed a perfect little “O” before color flooded her cheeks and her eyes dropped. Fearing I’d pushed her too far, too fast, I backed out to give her some space. 

“Take a few minutes to get settled. Just knock on my door when you’re ready to go downstairs and meet everyone.”

She nodded, her gaze once again lifting to snag mine. Behind her glasses, Jessica’s eyes were so damn big and beautiful just holding her gaze had my dick stirring to life. I couldn’t wait to see them staring up at me while she sucked me off. “Thank you,” she said. “For everything.” 

“My pleasure.” 

Then I got the hell out of there before I did or said something stupid that would have her fleeing the place like her ass was on fire. She needed the safety of the club right now, and I refused to take that from her to satisfy my own desires. 

I straightened up my room while I waited for her knock. Since we’d be heading downstairs to introduce her to the rest of the club, the massive hard-on happening in my pants was a problem. I forced my mind away from thoughts of her plump lips locked around my cock, but none of my other thoughts were much better. I wondered if she was just as horny as I was, and imagined her in her room touching herself, her fingers soaked from the sexual chemistry between us. 

Would she call out my name when she came? 

Would it be thoughts of my face between her thighs that helped her find release?

By the time she finally knocked on my door, my cock felt like it was about to bust out of my pants like the Kool-Aid man breaking down a wall. 

Oh yeah. 

“Spade?” Jessica asked hesitantly as she pushed the door open. 

“You ready to go downstairs?” I was standing beside my bed because it hurt too damn much to sit. “Come in. Let me grab my phone from the charger.” 

Unplugging my phone, I turned around in time to watch her close the door. With her back toward me, I had a second to look her over. She’d changed more than her clothes. Her dark hair was down from its messy bun, cascading in soft waves down to the middle of her back. She wore a mid thigh length black coat, her legs were bare, and her high heels were now red instead of black. 

It was the sexiest view I’d ever seen. 

She turned around slowly and gave me a shy smile. Her cheeks were pink, but her eyes were full of determination as she unfastened the buttons on her jacket and pulled it open. A sheer, pink nightgown was all she wore beneath it. 

Holy shit!

Leaning against the bed for stability, I let my eyes drink in her body, pausing at the swell of her breasts and the dark circles of her nipples. Her waist was narrow, and her hips were wide. Thick, luscious thighs led down to muscular calves. My fingers itched to raise my phone and snap a picture.  

Jessica was a work of art. 

Hands trembling slightly, she dropped the coat to her feet. Then she sucked down a shaky breath and took a step forward. 

Her round tits bounced, her hips swayed, and I nearly lost my goddamn load. She took another step. My eyes snapped each movement like a photo and bundled them together to create a collage of sensuality. I didn’t want to blink, or move, or even breathe, because I needed this to be real and not just some apparition or fantasy caused by a lack of blood to my brain since it was all fueling my erection. 

“I think I would like to take you up on your offer,” she said, swallowing. 

“You think?” I asked, needing her to be certain. 

She nodded. “Yes. I want to. I’m twenty-five, and I have no regrets. Not one. I don’t want to be boring anymore, Spade. I don’t want to be looked over for a promotion because I’m ‘too safe’ ever again. I was thinking, and… I could have died today. He had that gun, and I…” She shook her head. “It made me realize that I haven’t even really lived. My first year of college, I created a bucket list. There were so many things I wanted to do… skydiving, snorkeling, skiing. I haven’t done any of it. I’ve just been working and letting life pass me by. I’ve never even had a one-night stand.” 

Of course, she hadn’t. She was too good. Too perfect. 

“So, I was hoping… Uh. Think you can help me cross that line item off my bucket list?” 

My mind struggled to catch up. She wanted me to fuck her? “You want me to be your first one-night stand?” One night? Could I do that? She was like peach-scented crack; one night would only make me crave another fix.

My hesitation caused a ripple of fear and uncertainty to wash over her face. “I…” She must have thought I was rejecting her. She glanced at the coat on the floor, and I could practically see her calculating the time it would take to throw it on and get the hell out of there. 

And there was no way I was letting that happen. She didn’t have a damn thing to be ashamed or afraid of, so I told her the truth. “There’s nothing in the world I want more than to fuck you right now.”

Her gaze snapped back to mine. She was so self-conscious, her hands moved to cover up her breasts. Forcing them back down, her eyes filled with vulnerability. She wanted this as much as I did, but she needed me to take control, to be like the men in her books. I could do that. Hell, I’d enjoy it.

“Get your fine ass over here.” I snapped. 

She bit her lip and desire filled her eyes. She liked being told what to do. Good. I had more where that came from. 

“Now. Don’t make me tell you again.”

A shiver of excitement went down her body as she held my gaze and marched forward. I met her halfway, grabbing her by the waist and pulling her against me. Our bodies pressed together, and I dropped my head to finally taste her lips. She tasted like mango lip gloss and peppermint toothpaste and I reveled in it as my hands began an exploration of her curves. Her body was perfect, her tits round and warm, and her slender waist flared out to hips big enough to grab onto. As our tongues danced, my fingers slipped under her nightgown for some skin-to-skin contact. 

My jeans were killing me, so I unzipped them and gave my cock room to breathe. The relief practically made me light-headed. Breaking off the kiss, I palmed Jessica’s ass and picked her up, depositing her on the edge of the bed. She started to take off her glasses, but I stopped her.

“No. Leave them on. They’re sexy.” 

She looked up at me with those big brown eyes and it took everything in me not to shove my cock in her mouth. That would happen later. Our first time needed to be about her. She was looking for a one-night stand, but I wanted her to come so hard she’d be breaking down my door for seconds, thirds, and fourths. Placing my hand between her breasts, I gently laid her back on the bed with her legs hanging over the end. Then I grabbed her by the hips and scooted her forward until her ass was balancing on the edge. 

Lowering myself to my knees, I spread her legs. She had a trim little landing strip leading to a dark pink pussy, and the scent of her arousal had my mouth watering long before I licked her seam. 

Jessica’s hips flexed at the contact, and she let out a low moan. 

She might not be a virgin, but I was right, she hadn’t been properly fucked. A kinky little freak was hiding behind business attire and glasses, and I was excited to be the one who would set her free. I rose up her body, lifting her nightie as I trailed kisses over her stomach. Landing on her left breast, I swirled my tongue around the nipple while using my free hand to tease the other one. I sucked and pulled and nibbled as she writhed beneath me, her breath heavy and labored with want. 

I kissed my way up to her lips again, grinding my boxer-covered cock against her core before migrating south to her lower lips. She gasped when my mouth landed on her clit. Swirling my tongue as I sucked, I teased her entrance with a finger. 

“Ohmigod.” Jessica’s entire body tensed.

“Like that, do you?” I blew against her soaking wet clit. 

She shuddered. “Yes. More. Please.” Her hips rose to force my finger deeper. 

Her channel was so tight, getting my cock inside her would be a struggle. I added a finger and stretched her wider, preparing her for what was to come. Her juices ran down my hand as her inner walls clenched. She was close. I wasn’t ready for her to come yet, so I pulled my fingers out and pressed my tongue flat against her clit. 

She stared down at me, her eyes wild with need. “What the…? I was… Why…?” That last question came out as a whimper. 

Proud of the fact that she couldn’t even form a complete sentence, I stood and tugged off my jeans. “What do you want from me, Jess?” 

Her eyes narrowed. “I want… the things you suggested. When I was in my car.” 

I chuckled. No way in hell was I letting her get off without asking for it. Stepping out of my boxer-briefs, I slid my hand up and down my shaft. Her gaze followed my motions, and she licked her lips. 

Fuck that was hot. 

“Gotta say the words, babe. What do you want me to do to you?” 

“I want you to… sleep with me.” 

“Maybe later, but first we have to tire each other out.” I slid my finger back inside her, curling the tip against her g-spot. “Do you really want to sleep, Jess? Or do you want to do something else?” 

Her hips flexed as she tried to take me deeper. “Yes! Something else. All the something elses.” 

She was so damn hot and wet. I pulled my finger out of her slick heat and sucked her juices off as she watched. “Still need the words, babe. Tell me what you want. Let me hear filthy suggestions rolling off that sweet little tongue of yours.” And I needed her to say it soon. Refraining wasn’t exactly easy on me. I couldn’t seem to keep my hands or mouth off her. Bending at the waist, I licked her from ass to clit. 

“Fuck me,” she breathed, so faint I barely heard it. 

“What’s that?” I asked, grabbing a condom from my nightstand. “You’re gonna have to be louder if you want me to hear you.” 

“Fuck me, Spade. Goddammit, make me come.” 

I wrapped up and plunged into her, giving her what she asked for. She let out a gasp as her body jerked forward. 

“Fuck you like that?” I asked. 

She nodded. “God, yes.” 

She wanted it rough and hard, and I was all too willing to oblige. Not at this angle, though. I couldn’t get enough leverage. I scooted her up the bed and drove into her harder, hissing out a breath through my teeth. I was too sensitive to go faster. Stilling to get my body back under control, I sucked one of her nipples into my mouth. 

Jessica ground her hips against me, making my cock leak inside her. I raised one of her legs over my shoulder to keep her where I wanted, and slowly started pumping in and out of her tight pussy. She felt so fucking good it was taking all my control not to come with each thrust. 

After all my talk, I’d cut off my dick before I let myself come before her.

Just thinking about a knife against my flesh helped get my sensitivity under control. I lifted her other leg over my other shoulder and plowed into her, driving even deeper. 

“Ohmigod!” she shouted. 

She hadn’t felt anything yet. I pinched her clit between my fingers and continued to fuck her hard. “I’m gonna need you to hurry and get there, baby.” 

“Holy shit!” 

Chuckling, I pinched her clit harder as I drove home. Throwing back her head, Jessica cried out my name as she came. I rode her through her orgasm and then unleashed my own before collapsing on top of her. 

As we lie on my bed, struggling to catch our breath, I realized two things. 

One, Jessica really was a lady in the street and a freak in the sheets. 

Two, now that I’d had a taste of her sweet, tight pussy, there was no way I was letting her go. 

Sorry, Jess, but a one-night stand is never getting crossed off your bucket list. Not if I can help it.  
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Jessica

 

I INTERNALLY COMBUSTED. That’s the only way to explain what happened to my body in Spade’s room. He somehow found my elusive pleasure button, pounded on it, and I went nuclear. It wasn’t an orgasm; it was a religious experience. I saw my life flash before my eyes, visited the pearly gates, and floated amongst the clouds. 

It was like nothing I’d ever experienced. 

Afterwards, drained and exhausted, I collapsed on the bed with a whole new appreciation for the expression ‘rode hard and put away wet.’ If I was a racehorse, I’d need to be walked and brushed. As a human, I needed sleep and food, not necessarily in that order. As Spade stood and discarded the condom, I stretched across his bed in post-coital bliss, ready to never move again. 

The loud grumbling of my stomach made it clear my body had other ideas.  

Chuckling, Spade stood beside the bed, looking all too proud of himself. “Made you hungry, huh?” 

Absolutely, but I wasn’t ready to give him all the credit. “I did kind of skip lunch thanks to that whole shooting, then police department debacle.” 

“Well, that won’t do.” He offered me his hand. I clasped it and he tugged me to my feet. “You’ve offered me one night with you, and I intend to enjoy the fuck out of that body. Can’t have you passing out from hunger before I’m finished with you.” 

He wasn’t finished? He’d already done far more to my body than any man (or vibrator), in history. But if he was down for seconds, I had no objections. I might not be able to walk tomorrow, but that was a sacrifice I was willing to make. “You can do that again?” I asked, barely able to contain my excitement. Didn’t men need recuperation time? Shouldn’t he be downing water or Gatorade to hydrate? I had serious concerns about his electrolyte levels. “Tonight?” 

His grin widened. “Nope. Next time will be better. I’ll last longer now that we took the edge off.” He closed the distance between us and captured the small of my back with both hands, pulling me against his naked body. His cock pressed into my stomach, already growing hard again. Despite the way we’d both been sated, his eyes filled with hunger as his gaze trapped mine. “One night, babe. Don’t shortchange me.” One hand drifted over my ass, giving my cheek a squeeze before pulling away only to smack it hard. 

The sting was a shock. I let out a startled yelp as heat pooled between my thighs. It was the first time I’d been spanked as an adult, and I was surprised to find that I enjoyed it. A lot. The sound, the bite, the sensation… it was all so… hot. Of course, Spade could make anything erotic. Intense, passionate, everything about him exuded sex and promised pleasure. It was like my body recognized him for the orgasm master he was because I wanted nothing more than to lie on my back and give him full access to do his worst. 

“I’m gonna take you downstairs to eat while I slip out to get some… supplies.” 

“Supplies?” I gulped. 

His gaze dipped down to my lips. “You said you wanted to be adventurous, and we still have a lot of shit to try.”

Curiosity about his choice of words made my throat dry. I swallowed again, trying not to freak out as a steady heat spread through my veins. The rush, the fear, the excitement… I felt trapped in a book. Whatever happened next could be either horror or erotica, and I struggled to find the courage to turn the page.  

“You’re not gonna chicken out on me now, are you?” 

Unable to speak, I shook my head even as my brain sparked to life and reminded me why this was a bad idea. I barely knew Spade. Coming to his room alone was foolish, but I didn’t regret it for a second. What he’d done to my body had rocked my world and annihilated any previous restrictions or expectations I’d placed on sex. I wanted to be brave and bold enough to find out what else he could do to my body, but I also didn’t want to end up crippled or mangled. “What sort of supplies are you talking about?” 

He frowned. “I would never hurt you, Jess.”

Despite having known him for only a few hours, I believed Spade. He’d protected and taken care of me, even confronting my building manager to make sure I stayed safe. He could have taken advantage of me multiple times, but instead he’d walked away and let me come to him. Not only had he required my consent, he’d allowed me to make the first move. “I know you wouldn’t,” I replied. 

“It’s your play, babe. Any time you want, you can fold and walk away. I won’t pressure you into doing anything you’re uncomfortable with.” 

He’d shown me pleasure I never knew existed. I’d felt alive and sexy in Spade’s bed, and I wanted more of that. I wanted him. Was I uncomfortable? Yes. Absolutely. I was so far out of my comfort zone, I couldn’t even remember where the line was anymore. But comfortable was boring and I was tired of the same ole’ thing. Wanting to continue with his card game metaphor, I replied, “Hit me.” 

His eyebrows rose in question.

Realizing how my response could be taken, I snorted. “I mean… not physically. Although, spanking is okay…” My cheeks burned. “I mean, that was nice. And, no, I don’t want to fold and walk away. I want to keep going… with you. With this. It’s been a long time since I’ve played cards, but isn’t ‘hit me’ what people say when they want another card?” I was rambling and felt like a total idiot, so I snapped my mouth shut to cut myself off. 

He chuckled. “Yeah. I’m pickin’ up what you’re puttin’ down. And you’re fuckin’ adorable when you’re nervous.”

“I’m not nervous. I’m… apprehensive but curious.”   

The hand that wasn’t on my ass snaked up to my chin, holding my face as the pad of his thumb drifted across my lower lip. “I can work with curious.” 

 He was so naughty, so deliciously sinful, that my nerves melted away as excitement and lust surged through my veins. I wanted to be naughty, too. 

Spade dropped his lips to mine and kissed me soundly before releasing me so we could both get ready. I slipped my coat on and headed across the hall to dress. When I finished, he was waiting outside my door, giving me space and privacy. As I emerged, he linked his fingers in mine and held my hand. The gesture seemed strange for a one-night stand, but I liked it. Our connection felt comforting, and after the trying, dangerous day I’d had, I felt I deserved a little comfort. I walked beside him down the stairs to the entrance of the dining room. He turned me to face him and his heated gaze scanned my body again. 

“I’ll be quick,” he promised. His eyes sparkled with mischief as he added, “Miss me.”

He was so good looking and sure of himself I couldn’t help but throw back a little sass to keep him humble. “No promises.” 

Before I could react, he attacked me. His lips landed on mine as our bodies collided. Backing me up until I hit the wall, he trapped me there with hands on either side of my head and deepened the kiss. By the time he released me, there was no air left in my lungs, my head felt floaty, and my panties were soaked again. 

“Bet your sweet ass you’ll miss me now,” he said, pushing off the wall. He gave me a confident smirk before sauntering out the front door. The second he was out of sight, I gulped down a deep breath and fanned my overheated face. Without Spade, the world around me seemed to change. Colors weren’t nearly as vibrant, and the air was thinner and not as sweet smelling. Everything felt muted. The way his presence altered my view was strange. 

Puzzling over my mind and body’s response to him, I tried to step away from the wall, but my legs wobbled. Spade had turned me into a boneless pile of goo. The man was probably going to kill me, but I couldn’t think of a better way to die. I took a couple of deep breaths to get myself together, shook off the lingering effects of my “Latino Lover,” and followed the sounds of laughter and chatter to find a large group of bikers seated on benches around a couple of long wooden tables. 

“Jess!” Carly cheered when she saw me. With long brown hair, green eyes, a love for cowboy boots, and small-town charm to spare, she was a typical girl-next-door beauty. Strong, sweet, independent, yet vulnerable, we hadn’t known each other all that long, but she was easily my closest friend. “I’ve been so worried. Are you okay?” 

Oops. While she was down here worrying, I was upstairs experiencing the greatest orgasm of my life. I probably should have checked in before I got my freak on. I nodded, hoping I didn’t look as guilty as I felt. “I’m good, why?” 

She gave me an odd look. “The shooting?” 

“Oh. Right.” How could I forget about the shooting? Holy cow, Spade had wiped that whole ordeal right from my brain. He’d been the perfect distraction, exactly what I needed. “Yeah, I’m honestly just trying not to think about it.” 

Carly continued to watch me like I’d sprouted a second head, but at least she let the matter drop and patted the open seat beside her. “Come. Sit. We finished dinner a while ago and have been hanging around talking. I’ll go warm you up some of Margo’s fried chicken. It’s the best. Seriously, you’re going to love the breading. It’s even better than that little dive you took me to.” 

Carly didn’t have a pretentious bone in her body, and since we both struggled from paycheck to paycheck, we didn’t shy away from the questionable delicacies of gas station or roach coach food. We didn’t eat out often, but we’d found some of the best food in cheap little dives. I loved that I didn’t have to put on airs for her like I did with the friends I’d grown up with.  

“You’re so sweet, dear.” A silver-haired woman flashed Carly a warm smile. “I’ll make your friend a plate, though. You stay here and make sure she’s comfortable. This is a good group, but they can be a little… overwhelming.”

Overwhelming didn’t even begin to describe it. Anxiety churned my gut as I glanced around the room, looking from one big, tough-looking biker to the next. The few women in the group were either dressed classy or sexy, and I didn’t belong in either group. 

“Thank you, Margo,” Carly said. 

The woman waved her off and headed toward two swinging doors. 

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Carly asked as I sat. “I wanted to wait for you at the police station, but I had to get Trent.”

“I’m fine. Really.” A little sore between the legs, but that little detail didn’t need to be mentioned. “Spade took me by the apartment so I could grab some clothes. I’m staying here until everything’s cleaned up and the door is fixed.” My gaze sought out Link, recognizing the club president immediately. “Thanks for letting me crash, by the way.”

He gave me a chin raise. “Not a problem. You’re welcome here. Stay as long as you need to.” 

“You should have seen your girl, Carly,” Wasp said, grinning at me as he nudged her with his shoulder. “Jess did great. She has balls of steel, this one.” 

Trent was coloring on the other side of Wasp. I didn’t think he was paying attention, but his little head shot right up. “Girls don’t have balls, Wasp. They don’t have penises either.” 

Carly blushed and dropped her head as the rest of the table snickered. 

“You’re not wrong, buddy,” Wasp replied. 

“But that’s not appropriate talk for the dinner table,” Carly added. 

“Why not?” Trent asked. “I’m not wrong, Mom.” 

Carly sighed. “Just once, I’d like to have the right answer for him.”

Carly had been abandoned as a baby and had grown up in the foster system, which didn’t exactly give her a strong child-rearing foundation. She loved Trent and wanted to raise him right, but she questioned her instincts and reactions far more than she ran with them. As far as I was concerned, she was doing an excellent job and needed to relax and stop being so hard on herself. 

“You have the important answers,” I assured her. 

She gave me a grateful smile. “Wasp is going to watch Trent while I work tonight, by the way. I didn’t want you to have to worry about him with everything else you have going on.” 

“I’m not watching him, I’m hanging out with my little buddy,” Wasp corrected, getting her attention. “He’s a package deal and that’s part of being with you, Carly. I knew and accepted that when I signed on. It’s my privilege to keep Trent.” 

“We’re gonna watch How to Train Your Dragon and eat ice cream!” Trent added, grinning up at Wasp with unabashed adoration. 

Wasp squeezed Trent’s shoulders. “Damn right we are. I even got that hard chocolate shell stuff you like so much, buddy.” 

Carly’s eyes softened as she looked at the two of them together. I couldn’t blame her one bit. They were adorable. To me, she whispered, “I’m glad they get along so well, but I’m also dreading what Trent’ll pick up from this movie.” 

Trent had an uncanny ability to home in on questionable material and repeat it at the most inappropriate (but hilarious) times. Everyone but Carly got a kick out of his antics. She was far too concerned about him growing up to be a contributing member of society to fully appreciate his humor. 

“Have you met everyone yet, Jess?” Wasp asked. 

I glanced around the table at the unfamiliar faces and shook my head. 

Wasp started up introductions. The men all had nicknames like Stocks, Eagle, Rabbit, and such, and most of the women he also referred to as a biker’s ol’ lady. A few scantily clad women—Kim, Lacy, and Shari—didn’t have that title, and I made a mental note to ask Carly about them later. As introductions ended, Margo returned with a heaping plate of fried chicken, mashed potatoes, corn on the cob, and a slice of chocolate cake. I dug in to find that Carly was right; Margo was a fantastic cook. 

Keeping my mouth full gave me the perfect excuse to sit quietly by while everyone else discussed plans for the upcoming Independence Day celebration. I had no plans. My parents always invited me up to their house, but it was on a weekday again this year and traffic to and from would be brutal. 

“You’re welcome to join us, too, Jess,” Link said. 

“Thanks, but I have to work the next day. I’d rather just stay here, if that’s okay.” 

“Of course, it is. Just be sure to keep the place locked up.”

“Who’s in charge of bringing up the food and beer?” Eagle asked. 

Grateful that the attention was off me, I took another bite. These were clearly close friends, and I felt like an outsider, intruding on their conversation. I wanted to take my plate up to my room, but didn’t want to appear rude or ungrateful. I gobbled down half of everything before I couldn’t take it anymore. 

Besides, Spade had promised he wouldn’t be gone long, and I wanted to freshen up before he returned. 

Standing, I collected my plate and silverware. “Thank you so much for dinner. Margo, this chicken is fantastic. I’m really tired, so I’d like to take the rest up to my room, if that’s okay?” 

“Yeah.” Link waved me off. “Make yourself at home.” 

Carly stood with me. “I have to head to work soon, or I’d offer to come hang out with you.” 

“No, it’s fine. I really am tired.” I said my goodbyes and took the rest of my dinner upstairs. Truthfully, I was saving it for Spade. He had to be hungry as well, and I wanted to make sure he had the energy for rounds two, three, and whatever else he had planned. Just thinking about it had me hurrying up the stairs and down the hall. Slipping into my room, I locked the door behind me and leaned against it.  

I hadn’t had much of an opportunity to look over my room earlier, so I took the time to check it out now. The space was sparse with a wooden dresser, a metal bed, and an apartment-sized closet. Basically a value motel room without the television or private bathroom, it wasn’t much, but it was clean and secure. Grateful for the refuge, I set my plate on the dresser and started unpacking. Since I planned to stay until I could go back to my apartment, I utilized the closet and dresser space, keeping only my toiletries packed away since it would be easier to wheel my suitcase down to the bathroom every morning than it would be to carry them all. 

I’d always been a planner, so the uncertainty of my situation made me anxious. I wondered how long it would take for my door to get fixed and my bedroom carpet to be replaced. Carly and Wasp’s relationship seemed to be advancing, and I doubted she’d be moving back in with me, which meant I’d have to start looking for a new roommate. 

Oh joy. 

My mind drifted back to my apartment. Memories of Nate brought back the feeling of having his gun pressed into my side. I could almost smell his sour breath as fear crept in. 

He’s dead. He can’t hurt me.

The reminder did nothing to reassure me. Instead, images of Nate bleeding out attacked my mind. He died on my bedroom floor. How could I ever sleep in that room again? I’d like to move, but moving was expensive, and I had a lease that kept my rent controlled. 

But a man died in my room. 

I couldn’t stand to think about what had happened. It felt like a wound I’d have to tend to sooner or later, but if I took the bandage off now, I’d bleed out. Shaking the dark thoughts from my mind, I tried to focus on Spade. Wondering what sort of supplies he was picking up, I ran down the hall to the women’s bathroom to shower and freshen up my makeup. 

When I returned, I took another look around my room, wishing for candles or mood music or something to set the tone. No luck. I’d have to be sexy enough to make up for it. I slipped into a sheer black nightgown that came barely past my butt and twirled around. I needed a mirror to see how I looked, but didn’t want to go back to the bathroom and chance running into someone.  

With nothing left to do, I sat on the bed to try it out. It was comfortable, so I bounced, trying to imagine the kind of workout it was about to get. Knowing Spade would arrive soon, I tried to plan out my pose. Would I sit on the edge, thrusting my breasts out provocatively? I tried it, but the pose felt so unnatural it made me laugh. Maybe lie on my side with my nightgown creeping up to reveal my hip? Was that cellulite? The overhead light was awful, exposing everything in glaring detail when I preferred muted sexiness. I would have turned it off, but I didn’t want him to think I’d fallen asleep. I removed my glasses, and then remembered he liked them and immediately put them back on.

Still no Spade. 

Wondering if he’d stopped by while I was in the shower, I put my coat back on and tiptoed across the hall to knock on his door. No answer. I tried the doorknob, but it was locked and there were no sounds coming from within. 

I went back to my room, pulled out my cell phone, and opened his contact information, wondering if I should call him. Maybe something had happened, and he needed help? Bikes were dangerous. What if someone had run him off the road and he was lying in a ditch somewhere? My thumb hovered over the dial button, but I chickened out. What would I say? 

Where are you?

I’m all hot and bothered and waiting… 

Anything I typed would make me sound desperate, and I refused to go there. I was a strong, independent woman just trying to be more open and free with my sexuality. 

Maybe he changed his mind?

The thought made me sad and a little self-conscious, so I pushed it away, plugged my phone into my charger, and selected a book from my stash. Spade might not be coming back, but at least my book boyfriends wouldn’t let me down.  
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Jessica

 

MY MORNING ALARM woke me. I opened my eyes to find the overhead light still on and morning light streaming in the window. A book lay open beside me on the bed. The faint smell of fried food drew my attention to the plate I’d brought up for Spade. Still positioned on top of the dresser, it hadn’t been touched. 

Unfortunately, neither had I. 

My brain scrambled to remember what all had happened yesterday. I still wasn’t ready to think about the shooting, so I grazed over those memories to focus on everything that came after. The police station, the ride on the back of Spade’s bike, him flirting with me in my apartment, a toe-curling orgasm, hot, passionate kisses and promises of more…

And then nothing. 

He didn’t show. 

Spade didn’t seem like the type to stand a girl up, so I grabbed my phone off the charger and pulled up his number. After composing at least twenty messages, I finally settled on one and hit send. 

Me: This is Jessica. Just wanted to check in and make sure you’re okay. 

I stared at the message, hoping it sounded concerned and not desperate or upset. Keeping one eye on my phone, I removed the sexy black nightie I’d worn for him and stuffed it into the back of a dresser drawer. What had I been thinking? Shaking myself, I dressed and got ready for work. There was still no response from Spade as I headed downstairs and made my way into the dining room in search of caffeine. 

The heavenly scent of coffee and sausage greeted me first, followed immediately by the club president. Link was sitting at the table, talking to a few of the guys I’d met last night, and a couple more I didn’t recognize. “Mornin’, Jessica,” he said with a nod, his gaze dropping to the plate of last night’s leftovers in my hand. “You can just put that in the kitchen. There’s all kinds of shit in there for breakfast. Shari cooked up some eggs and sausage and put them in the warmer on the counter. The pantry’s stocked with protein bars and drinks, that kind of bullshit. It all tastes like chalk to me, but a couple of the brothers are on health kicks.” 

“Buddha’s fat ass has to watch his blood pressure,” one of the bikers said. 

“Just tryin’ to get into shape for your mom, Rabbit,” Buddha replied, patting his round belly. 

Rabbit’s eyes narrowed. “Come near my mom, and I’ll bust your head open.”

“Aw, you sound just like her when you talk like that.”

The guys all laughed. 

“I’m Shari,” a gorgeous blonde woman said, standing and offering me her hand. “We were introduced yesterday, but things were kinda crazy, so I don’t expect you to remember.” 

Shari was probably in her mid-thirties. She wore skinny jeans and a tight, v-neck T-shirt that dipped down to showcase the cleavage between her obviously enhanced breasts. I tried not to look, but her stiletto heels put her boobs right in my face. 

Forcing my gaze up to meet hers, I shook her hand. “Jessica.” Then I felt like an idiot. “But you already knew that.” My cheeks heated. “Sorry, I… I can’t do words until after my second cup of coffee.” 

She laughed. “I understand completely. Come on. I’ll show you around the kitchen.”

I followed Shari past swinging double doors into an industrial kitchen that smelled like breakfast and industrial cleaner. Taking my plate, she dumped last night’s leftovers in the trash and slipped the flatware into the dishwasher. Then she walked me through the giant pantry and gave me the rundown on the two restaurant-sized refrigerators before explaining where everything was in the cupboards. 

I tried to pay attention to her words, but my curiosity finally got the best of me. “Are you someone’s ol’ lady?” I asked.

She stared at me. 

“I’m sorry if it’s none of my business, or some sort of derogatory term, but I couldn’t help but notice that when Wasp was introducing the women last night, he referred to a lot of them as ol’ ladies, but you—”

“No,” she interrupted me. “It’s not offensive. It’s a term of endearment that a biker gives to the woman he wants to claim… to be exclusive with. I’m no one’s ol’ lady; I’m a club whore.” 

Her tone was so matter of fact she caught me completely off guard. Feeling my eyes grow wide, I struggled to find the words to ask how she could claim such a demeaning term, but came up blank. “I think I need coffee now.” 

Taking in my expression, she barked out a laugh. “Oh, Jessica, you are a breath of fresh air around here. Don’t you dare be scandalized on my behalf. I put myself in this position, and I’m right where I want to be.” She grabbed me down a coffee cup and pointed to a condiments tray. “Cream is in the first fridge.” 

“But…” My brain wouldn’t stop spinning. Retrieving the cream, I prepared my cup as I thought over her admission. “I have so many questions.”

She grinned. “Ask away.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Absolutely. I’d much rather you ask and get the truth than have you make judgements.” 

“Oh, I’m not judging you.” I took a sip of my coffee. “I’m just curious about how this all works.” 

“That’s easy. I have sex with the bikers of this club,” she replied. 

“All of them?” I asked. 

She laughed. “No. Only the ones who aren’t attached and who want to fuck me. I mean, I don’t force anyone. Well, that’s not entirely true. One of the guys does kind of get off on me tying him up and sitting on his face.” 

I was taking another sip of my coffee and choked on it. She poured me a glass of water and waited for me to recover.  

“So, you… sleep with the guys?” 

“Absolutely not. I fuck ’em, but I sure as hell don’t sleep in their beds. I can’t have any of them getting the wrong idea and tryin’ to claim me.” 

Nothing she said made sense. “But you said ol’ lady was a term of endearment—that it meant they were exclusive—don’t you want a relationship?” 

“Nope. Been there, done that.” She raised her left hand, showing off the diamond solitaire on her ring finger. “Have the scars to prove it.” 

This kept getting curiouser and curiouser. “You’re married?”

“Widowed.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“Don’t be. Paul was a good man; couldn’t have asked for better. I got to spend fourteen years with him, and they were the best years of my life.” 

My heart went out to her. “Can I ask what happened?” 

She gave me a sad smile. “Type one diabetes. He’d had it since third grade and we did everything we could to monitor it, but it finally got him in his sleep. One morning, I woke up and he was gone.”

“That’s awful.” 

“We were lucky.” She pulled down a plate, setting it in front of me. “That man was my everything, and I loved him with my whole heart. Most people never get to experience the kind of happiness we shared.”

It was so tragic. “Yeah, but—” 

“We had a once-in-a-lifetime love. I know I won’t get that lucky again, which is why I’m here. Why I chose this lifestyle. I love sex, Jessica. I’ll never love anyone like I loved Paul, but that doesn’t mean I want to give up fuckin’. I tried vibrators and clit stimulators and shit, but they’re just not the same. I even checked out one of those dating apps and went to some speed dating event, but I don’t want to date. No relationship will ever come close to what I had with Paul, and I know myself. I’ll spend the whole time comparing any man to him, and none of them will measure up.” 

She’d made up her mind, and didn’t even want to try. 

“Besides, most of the men lookin’ for a casual hook up are shady as fuck, and I don’t want to be raped or murdered or someone’s side piece. I’m not a goddamn homewrecker. The Dead Presidents are good guys who respect women and I’m safe here.” Her gaze drifted toward the swinging doors and warmth flooded her expression. “They welcomed me with open arms—and open zippers, I might add—and I enjoy taking care of them. Here, I can have all the sex I want without fear of death, dismemberment, or heartbreak.” 

Everything she said made sense, in a sad, depressing, hopeless sort of way. I couldn’t help but ache for what she’d lost. I thought of my parents who were perfect together. If something happened to my dad, I didn’t think my mom would become a club whore or anything, but she probably wouldn’t ever recover, either. 

“You can wipe that pity right off your face,” Shari said, drawing me out of my thoughts. 

I dropped my gaze. “Sorry. My heart’s just a little broken for you, and my face usually tattles on my emotions. I was unfortunately born without whatever inner witchcraft or voodoo it requires to fake my feelings.” Which, now that I thought about it, probably had a lot to do with why I hadn’t been promoted at work. I needed to work on guarding my reactions. 

“Your concern is sweet, but I have no regrets. I love my life,” she assured me, removing the cover from the warmer on the counter. “You like eggs and sausage, right?” 

At my nod, she filled my plate while I poured myself another cup of coffee. I followed her back into the dining room as Flint, the manager of the Copper Penny, sat beside Link. 

“Spade won’t be in this week,” Link told Flint, making my ears perk up. 

“Everything okay?” Flint asked. 

Link shrugged. “Seems to be. He called late last night and sounded fine. Said he’d explain everything when he calls in later today.” 

Flint nodded. “Thanks for the heads up. I’ll talk to Stocks, see if he can fill in again.” 

An unexpected stab of pain sliced through my chest. Spade wasn’t in a ditch somewhere. Something had come up and he’d be gone for a week. An annoying little voice in the back of my head pointed out that I’d be gone before he came back. I didn’t want to take his absence personally, but it felt a lot like Spade had blown me off and was now avoiding me. Hoping I was wrong, I pulled my phone out of my purse and checked for a response from him. Still nothing. 

Of course, Spade lived here, surrounded by sexy, experienced women like Shari. What would he want with me? I suddenly felt like an idiot for believing he’d come back last night. 

Flint homed in on the plate in my hand before smiling at Shari. “Ah. You made breakfast again. I swear, woman, you’re a fuckin’ angel. Don’t know what we’d do around here without you.” 

“It’s nice to have someone to cook for,” she said to me as we sat. “Especially since they all appreciate it. And ‘fuckin’ angel’ is accurate. When my time on this earth is up, I want that on my tombstone.” 

‘Stood Up’ should probably be on mine. Ugh. I hated the way my thoughts kept spiraling, but I was powerless to stop them. I thought we’d shared a connection, and I felt so stupid for misreading the situation. My stomach felt like it had been tied in knots, but I knew I needed to eat something, so I forced down a bite. 

“You can’t die yet, babe. We still got a lot of use for you. And hell yeah, we appreciate you.” Flint turned his smile on me as he stood. “I was skin and bones before Shari here started cooking for us.” He circled the table and kissed the top of her head before grabbing at his barely noticeable belly. “Now look at this thing. She gave the ladies something to grab onto.” 

“You were too thin; now you’re healthy. Besides, I like having something to grab onto when I’m riding you.” Her hand snaked up his thigh before palming the bulge between his legs. 

Shocked to see such an openly sexual act, I returned my gaze to my plate, trying not to watch them out of my peripheral. 

“After breakfast. Your lips. My cock,” Flint said. 

“Better eat fast, sugar. I gotta leave for work in a half hour.” 

He considered her for a moment before throwing his hands up. “Fuck it, I can eat later.” 

Everyone else watched and cheered as Flint grabbed Shari by the waist. He hoisted her into the air, and she wrapped her legs around him, planting her big fake breasts right in his face. He motorboated her exposed cleavage and she squealed and laughed, sounding young and carefree. He squeezed her ass and he carried her out of the room while the guys seated around the table continued eating like nothing unusual had happened. 

Apparently, this was the norm around here. 

Slightly uncomfortable, and embarrassingly warm between my legs, I hurried and ate my breakfast while avoiding eye contact and trying to figure this place out. Spade had given me an incredible orgasm before he disappeared. Shari was a club whore who seemed perfectly happy with her status. The bikers shared her and didn’t mind watching her groping one of them. I couldn’t help but wonder how many times Spade had slept with her. 

“I fuck ’em, but I sure as hell don’t sleep in their beds.”

I’d asked Spade for a one-night stand, and he’d agreed. He was probably relieved I only wanted sex since that seemed to be how things worked around here. 

But why did he promise me he’d come back? 

Thinking about Spade made my chest ache and my head spin. He was just supposed to be a one-night stand. I wasn’t supposed to be this effected by his absence. 

“One night, babe. Don’t shortchange me.”

Only he’d been the one to shortchange me. Why? Was he disappointed in my body? Was my butt too big or my waist not narrow enough? Did the few stretchmarks on my boobs turn him off? Had I been too eager? Should I have played hard-to-get? 

Why did he lie to me? 

Since I had no answers or appetite left, I dumped the rest of my breakfast, put my cup and plate in the dishwasher and headed to work, determined to scrub the ‘Latino Lover” who’d abandoned me from my mind.
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Spade

 

Twelve hours ago

 

AN EMO GIRL with bright purple pigtails, wearing a black bustier with painful-looking silver spikes sticking out of it sat behind the counter, watching me as I drifted through the small sex toy shop making my selections. There were so many options—so many things I wanted to try with Jessica—but I needed to start off slowly. It was clear she was as new to all of this as I was. “Apprehensive but curious,” she’d said, earning a smile from me. 

I could work with curious. 

Hell, just thinking about her curiosity made me hard again. I still couldn’t believe she’d shown up in my room wearing nothing but a nighty and a pair of heels under that coat. It was like she’d tapped into every single one of my fantasies and was using them to bring me to my knees. Now it was time for me to do the same for her. Adjusting myself, I put two sets of soft leather handcuffs in my basket. A blindfold and a flogger followed. Then I carried it all up to the counter and pulled out my wallet. 

“Need anything else? Lube? Condoms?” the cashier asked, accentuating each syllable with a pucker of her lips that was probably meant to be seductive. Since I was in a hurry to get back to Jessica, I found it annoying as hell.

“No, ma’am.” 

She seemed disappointed in my lack of flirting as she bagged up my purchases and ran my debit card. She gave me one last look beneath dark, fake eyelashes before handing over my bag and turning her attention to the next customer. 

I carried everything out to my bike and stashed it all in the saddle bags. As I swung my leg over my seat, my cell phone rang. Since the shopping trip had already taken longer than I wanted, I considered ignoring it so I could hurry and get my ass back to Jessica. But, like usual, the sense of responsibility my parents had beat into me had me fishing out my phone and looking at the display. My great uncle Jaime was calling. Surprised and a little worried, I answered. 

“Tonio.” Uncle Jaime’s voice sounded gruff, tired, off. 

“Hey, Tio. What’s going on?” My grandfather’s brother didn’t make social calls. Hell, he rarely called anyone at all, preferring to hole up in some senior living apartment complex three hours south of the rest of the family. The only reason he even had a phone was because I bought him a cell, added him to my plan, and told him I’d staple the damn thing to his hand if I called and he didn’t answer. My parents would have lost their shit if they heard me talking to an elder like that, but Uncle Jaime and I had an unusual relationship. He acted like a crotchety old man who valued his privacy and independence above all, but I saw through his bullshit to the caring, giving man he kept hidden from the world. 

He was a good man, and I intended to keep him breathing for as long as possible. 

“It’s my stomach. It’s been hurtin’ like a motherfucker for a couple hours, but now the pain’s sharp and I can’t keep anything down.”   

Uncle Jaime was tough—I’d never known him to complain about a single ache or pain—but I could hear the suffering in his voice. This was a man Mom harped on about going to the doctor for checkups. She claimed he was made of plexiglass and old leather, unbreakable and reeking like a worn dead carcass. He wouldn’t be reaching out to me if shit wasn’t serious. “That sounds bad. I’m gonna call an ambulance to take you to the hospital and get you checked out.” 

“No. Those goddamn ambulance rides cost an arm and a leg, and I don’t have any body parts to spare.” He was trying to make light of the situation, but I heard the fear in his tone. Not much scared my uncle, but he was spooked. 

I pinched the bridge of my nose, closing my eyes against the worry I felt building. “You need a doctor.” 

“I know.” His breathing sounded labored. “No ambulance.” 

Mom also called Uncle Jaime stubborn as a blood stain. If he was dead set on not taking an ambulance, the paramedics would have one hell of a time getting him loaded into one. Chances were, it would only complicate his condition and make matters worse. Throwing my head back, I stared at the sky and wondered if I was making a big mistake. Regardless of how much I called him out on his bullshit, it had been ingrained in me to respect my elders. I wouldn’t piss him off by ordering an ambulance he didn’t want and screwing him over financially. “Fine. I’m heading down now. I’ll be there as soon as possible. You better not die, old man.” 

He snorted. “I’m old. I’ll die when I want.” 

Not the reassurance I was looking for, but he wasn’t exactly sunshine and rainbows. The call disconnected. I shoved my phone back in my pocket, put on my helmet, threw out a quick Hail Mary, and started my bike. Surprisingly enough, the finicky piece of shit roared to life on the first try. I took it as a good sign… as a sort of truce it was making until this crisis passed. Maybe in return, I wouldn’t junk it after I found a replacement.  

For a split second, I considered calling my father, but it would be a waste of time and he wouldn’t be able to do shit from Seattle. I could get to Portland faster on a bike than he could in a company truck, so I headed south like my ass was on fire. 

While my bike ate up the miles, I thought about all the stories Uncle Jaime had shared with me over the years. Like me, he was the black sheep of the family. He and my grandfather grew up in the slums of Los Cabos where cartels battled over territory and aggressively recruited poor neighborhood kids. Grandpa and Uncle Jaime spent most of their childhood hiding from drug and gun dealers. 

As teenagers, my grandfather worked and helped the family. Uncle Jaime set his sights on getting the hell out of the slums. By age eighteen, he’d taught himself enough English to make it over the California border and enlist in the US Army. Since he didn’t have the funds to immigrate the legal way, he decided to fight his way to freedom and show his allegiance through service. He fought in the Vietnam war, serving through most of the seventies. 

“We faced the enemy, we lost friends, we saw shit nobody should ever see… We expected to come home as heroes. Do you know what I heard first when I got off the plane?” he told me. 

I shook my head. 

“Hey, hey, LBJ, how many kids did you kill today? That was what those goddamn draft dodgers chanted. A whole group of ’em, just waiting for us to arrive so they could spit at us and call us murderers. That’s what it was really like back then.” 

When I was struggling to get out from under the shadow of my past and find my own place in the world, I was surprised when he suggested I follow in his shoes and enlist. 

“It’s a different world now. You’re smarter than me, so they won’t put you in the trenches. They’ll test you and let you pick a job before you sign up, so play to your strengths. I have an old buddy whose grandson just enlisted as a carpentry and masonry specialist. Sounds right up your alley. Don’t get me wrong, it’s not easy and you might not survive. You’ll probably lose a friend or two, but you’ll get out from under your mom’s skirt and come out a goddamn man.”

At eighteen, I thought I was already a man, but I had limited options, even less money, and I was desperate for a taste of freedom from my family. I needed to figure out what to do with my life before I got swept up in my father’s dream for good. So, I took his advice and signed up to serve. When I got out, Uncle Jaime was waiting at the airport with a sign that read, “Welcome back, soldier. How the fuck does it feel to be a man?”

He was poking fun at me, but he understood my struggle all too well. The crotchety old bastard knew how to put shit into perspective and keep me from taking myself too seriously. He never married or fathered any children, but he was always there for me. After the service, he worked as a long-haul truck driver, spending his life roaming the country. He stopped in to see us every time he was in Seattle. He taught me how to fish, how to drive, and how to tie a tie. Most importantly, he taught me how to win at Spades, which turned out to be my saving grace in the military. 

Two years ago, at the ripe old age of seventy-five, Uncle Jaime finally settled down in Portland. My family wanted him closer to Seattle, but he insisted that he was close enough for us to visit, and far enough away that we wouldn’t feel obligated to come bug him every day. 

He’d always been one hard, independent old bastard, but he was concerned enough about his health to call me now for help. That worried the fuck out of me and kept me riding the throttle down I5. 

The drive to Portland should have taken me almost three hours, but I made it in a little over two. Pulling up to Uncle Jaime’s apartment building, I killed the engine and used my code to slip inside the secure door before heading up to the third floor. Since I had a key, I let myself in.

The first thing to hit me was the stench. His apartment always smelled like old man, but today, there was more. It reeked like gym clothes, stale food, and ass. Closing the door behind me, I looked around, shocked to find such a mess. Dishes were piled high in the kitchen sink, stacks of laundry filled the hallway leading to the bedroom and the bathroom, and it looked like a bomb of magazines and books had gone off in the living room. 

“Tio?” I asked. 

“In here,” came his weak reply. 

I followed his voice to find him on the recliner in the living room, doubled over and holding his belly. His complexion was pale and sweat beaded around his hairline. 

“You don’t look too good.” 

He snorted. 

“What the hell happened in here? You piss off your cleaning lady?”

He grunted. 

My uncle was known for his quick wit and snappy comebacks, and his lack of verbal response had me worried as hell. I hurried over to stand beside his chair, trying to figure out the best way to help him up without causing him more pain. He wasn’t a big man, but he wasn’t exactly small, either. At about five-eight and close to two-hundred pounds, it was going to take some effort to get him down the stairs. 

Grunting and grabbing at his stomach, he leaned heavily on me as he stood. Draping one of his arms over my shoulders, I wrapped my arm around his waist. His head rolled to the side and landed against my shoulder. The heat of his fever burned through my T-shirt, feeling like a damn furnace. Knowing I had to get his ass to the hospital, I took on more of his weight, practically carrying him out of the apartment. 

With each step, he gritted his teeth against the pain. His body was flimsy, almost boneless, and keeping him upright was a challenge. Limping and weaving, we passed the stairwell, opting instead for the elevator down the hall. By the time we reached it, we were both sweating and out of breath. Uncle Jaime looked like he was knocking on death’s door, making it clear time was of the essence. 

I propped him against the wall of the elevator, hit the button for the ground floor, and pulled out my phone to schedule an uber. Thankfully, we got to the parking lot only seconds ahead of our ride. I somehow managed to get both of us in the back seat before he passed out. 

“He’s not dead, is he?” the driver asked, watching Uncle Jaime in his rearview mirror. 

“No. He’s gonna be fine.” Part of me didn’t believe it, but I was willing it to be true. “Just get us to the hospital as soon as you can.” 

“Sure you shouldn’t call an ambulance?” 

I buckled my uncle’s seatbelt and gave the driver a hard glare. “Get us to the fucking hospital. Please.” 

The scrawny little punk swallowed and put the car into drive, peeling out as he exited the parking lot. 

We pulled up to the emergency entrance, and the driver ran in to get help while I started dragging Uncle Jaime out of the car. I don’t know what the driver told the hospital staff, but nurses swarmed us. They loaded my uncle onto a stretcher and wheeled him inside as the admittance nurse thrust a clipboard of paperwork into my chest and guided me toward a seat in the waiting room. Surrounded by coughing patients and crying babies, I filled in the medical information as best I could before calling my parents to fill them in and get help. 

“Will he be okay?” Mom asked, sounding worried. 

“I don’t know. I’m waiting to hear from the doctor.” 

“You should have called an ambulance, Tonio.” 

Guilt gnawed at me. I’d already told her about Uncle Jaime’s call, but reminded her of the conversation. “He asked me not to.” 

“He’s in pain. People don’t think straight when they’re hurting.” 

“Leave him alone,” my father cut in. “What’s done is done. Nothing he can do about it now.” 

“Well, Tio can’t stay down there. I don’t care how stubborn he is, he needs to be up here with family. You tell him that, Tonio. You make him see reason, get him all packed up, and bring him home. This is foolishness.” 

I didn’t even know what was wrong with him and whether or not he’d make it through the night, but pointing that out wouldn’t do any good. “I will, Madre. I’ll bring him home.” 

“Should I wake the kids so we can drive down there?” Mom asked. 

“Nothing we can do,” my father replied. “Let’s wait until we hear what’s going on. Keep us posted, Tonio.” 

He disconnected, leaving me alone with my worries. I’d done everything I could for the old man and the rest was up to him and the doctors. I knew Mom was right, and if my uncle died, I’d never forgive myself for not calling that fucking ambulance. I should have ignored his wishes and made the call anyway. His health was way worse off than I ever could have imagined. 

What’s done is done.

Yes, it was, and now I’d have to live with the consequences. Hopefully Uncle Jaime would live with them, too. 
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“YOUR UNCLE’S APPENDIX ruptured, and he developed an abscess in his abdomen. It’s a good thing you brought him in when you did,” a greying doctor in a long white lab coat over khakis and sneakers told me. His nametag read J. Standen, MD, and his bushy salt and pepper eyebrows kept moving up and down his forehead, seemingly of their own accord, making it near impossible to concentrate on the important information he was delivering. 

“Is that like appendicitis?” I asked. I’d heard the term before, had no idea what it meant, and I was trying to sound like I had a clue about what the hell was going on. 

“Appendicitis is inflammation. Your uncle’s condition is more severe than that. When his appendix ruptured, it created a pocket of pus… an abscess… in his abdomen.” Dr. Standen pointed to his own belly. “And those harmful toxins have been sitting in there for hours. Immediate surgery was necessary to clean out the infection and keep Mr. Fernandez alive. After we wheeled him back, he came to long enough to sign the consent, so we were able to remove the damaged organ and clean out the abdominal cavity.” 

“So, the appendix and the abscess are gone?” 

“The appendix has been removed. We’ve started him on an antibiotic for the infection and we’ve put a tube in place to drain the abscess. That usually takes about two weeks.” 

“But will he be okay?” I asked, trying to imagine what Uncle Jaime would look like with a tube sticking out of his belly. 

“We got his fever down and he did great during the surgery. He’s in recovery, but he’s going to have to stay here for at least twenty-four hours so we can monitor him. Depending on how he does, he could possibly go home tomorrow evening or the day after. Does he live alone?”

I nodded. 

The doctor jotted something down on the chart in his hand. “Once he’s released, someone will need to stay with him for at least the first two weeks. Considering his age and the amount of drainage, his full recovery time will be about four to six weeks, and he won’t be able to do much at all for the first two to three.” 

“We’ll make sure he gets the care he needs,” I replied, wondering how long I was going to be stuck in Portland.  

“Good. I’ll have one of the nurses take you back to see him. If you have any more questions, please don’t hesitate to ask.” 

I thanked the doctor and waited as he walked to the admittance desk, summoned a nurse, and pointed her in my direction. She took me through the secure doors, down a couple of halls, and to a bank of elevators. When we finally made it to Uncle Jaime’s room, she stepped inside with me. 

It was disconcerting to see the man who’d always been so much larger than life confined to a hospital bed and hooked up to machines. Feeling like I’d been punched in the gut, I doubled over and pretended to tie my shoe to buy myself a little time to process and get my emotions under control as the weight of what could have happened pressed against me. 

What if I hadn’t answered my phone?

What if I’d arrived later? 

His life had been in danger, and I’d let him talk me out of calling an ambulance. 

“He’ll be asleep for a while,” the nurse said, checking the readout of a machine. 

Forcing myself to take a deep breath and drop my shoulders, I stood. “But he’s okay?” 

“His vitals are stable. We’ll keep an eye on him and do everything in our power to make sure it stays that way.” She finished checking him over before heading out and leaving me alone with Uncle Jaime. 

Exhausted, I collapsed in the chair beside him and watched his chest rise and fall, reassuring myself that he was strong and resilient, and wouldn’t go down without a fight. Once I was mostly convinced he’d make it, I called my parents and tried my best to reassure them. 

Mom was still asking questions when my phone started dying. Since I didn’t have my charger, I said goodbye, pocketed it, and watched my uncle sleep some more. He looked older than I remembered. The lines around his eyes were darker and deeper. His skin looked thin and worrisomely pale, and he looked puffy. Since his house was a disaster, I wondered if he was getting any exercise or taking care of himself at all. 

How long has his appendix been bothering him? 

I should have checked on him more.

It was too late for that shit now. 

Machines beeped. A couple walked by the room, arguing over something. My mind drifted back to Jessica. I wondered if she was pissed, hurt, or relieved when I didn’t return. If my phone wasn’t dead, I’d be tempted to call someone at the station and get a message to her. 

Then again, what would I say? 

Would you let Jessica know I’m sorry I didn’t come back? I still want to fuck her, but my uncle almost died, so I had to rush down to Portland. Ask her for a rain check, or even a mulligan, on the one-night stand.  

No. I wanted more than one night with her. I needed to think this shit over and come up with a game plan to make her see how much fun we could have together. That was something we’d have to discuss in person, not through a message from one of my brothers. She might be upset about me standing her up, but after I explained, she’d understand. If not, she wasn’t right for me and I’d let her go. 

Of course, all of my plans to win her over would have to be put on hold until my uncle got better. 

God, I don’t want to be stuck in Portland for a fuckin’ month. 

My brain kept searching for another answer but coming up with jack shit. At some point, I must have drifted off, because throaty coughing woke me up. Jumping to my feet, I stood beside Uncle Jaime’s bed and looked him over. His eyes were open and a little glassy, but clear. He was still pale, but he didn’t look nearly as bad as he had before. 

With another cough, he handed me an empty cup with a lid. 

I hurried to the sink and refilled it for him. When I returned, he sucked down several swallows before setting the cup aside and clearing his throat one final time. 

“Thanks. ’Bout time you did something useful. Thought you were gonna sleep all day.” 

Realizing how light the room was, I sought out the clock on the wall. It was about ten after seven. “How long have you been up? Why didn’t you wake me?” 

He stared at me like I was an idiot. “What the hell for?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe to tell me you’re alive? You scared the shit out of me, old man.” 

The side of his lip curled up. “I doubt that. You seem as full of shit as ever.” 

Now this was the Uncle Jaime I knew and loved. Glad to see that his near-death experience hadn’t stolen away his sense of humor, I chuckled, shaking my head. “Should have let me call the ambulance.” 

“I’m fine. Don’t be such a dramatic little pussy.” 

I looked pointedly at the tubes and machines connected to his body. “You don’t look fine. You look like you’ve been doing a piss-poor job of taking care of yourself.”

He shrugged. “If I wanted someone to nag me, I would have found a wife by now.” 

“No woman would put up with you, Tio.” 

He glared at me for a solid minute before barking out a laugh. “I suppose you’re right.” 

“Is that what happened to your apartment? You finally piss off your housekeeper enough to make her resign?” 

He grunted. “Lola’s gettin’ up in age. She had to have back surgery, so she sent her daughter to do the job for her. Damn girl can’t stay off her phone long enough to do shit. She still tried to charge me by the hour, so I fired her ass.”

“When? A year ago? Your place is disgusting. I’m tempted to call Madre and my sisters down to clean it up for you.” I racked my brain for the last time I’d made the trip to Portland. Two months ago? Two and a half months? Had nobody checked on him in all that time? The family was busy and could probably come up with at least a dozen excuses for neglecting him, but it was clear he needed us. Mom would throw one hell of a fit if she saw his place looking like it did. 

He narrowed his eyes at me. “Don’t you go bringing Maritza into this.”

Uncle Jaime would never admit it, but he was terrified of my mother. Hell, we all were. The woman knew how to keep the whole family in line, and she wouldn’t hesitate to go after any of us with a wooden spoon. I had permanent welts on my ass to prove it. 

“You plannin’ on hiring another housekeeper?” I asked. 

“You grow some cojones and enroll in college yet?” he fired back.

Uncle Jaime was the only person I’d ever told about my dream of becoming an architect. I tried to talk to my dad about it once. Right after I came home from the service, I started to talk to him about going back to school, but he interrupted me before I could get the words out. He was so damn excited to have me home and working the family business I couldn’t bring myself to disappoint him. So… I went back to work for my old man, and that’s where I’ve been ever since. I was trying to be a good son and didn’t need my uncle throwing that shit in my face. 

“Time’s not right to go back to school,” I replied. 

“Never is. Never will be at this rate. You’ll be an old man with a wife and children of your own, still working for Javier.” 

I wanted to argue, but couldn’t. I’d been home for a couple of years now and still hadn’t tried to broach the topic again. Truthfully, I was terrified Uncle Jaime was right, so I changed the subject. “You know you’re not gonna be able to stay down here, right?” 

“I’m a grown ass man, Tonio. I’ll live wherever the hell I want.”

“All right. I’ll call Madre down to clean up your place for you then.” 

His eyes narrowed. “Like hell you will.” 

I glared right back. “Then I’m packin’ it up and takin’ you north.” 

Neither of us backed down. Uncle Jaime had taught me Spades. He’d encouraged me to play my hand and to bluff my ass off when the need arose, but I sure wasn’t bluffing now. I didn’t care how hellbent he was on maintaining his privacy and independence. It was clear he needed to be closer to people who could help him. I’d be damned if I left him three hours away from family to fend for himself. Especially since his stubborn ass wouldn’t take an ambulance. 

He finally looked away. “You at least plannin’ to let me get out of the hospital before you pack up my shit and kidnap me?” 

Glad he was conceding, I let out a relieved breath. “Kidnap you? Now who’s being a dramatic little pussy?”

He snorted. 

“It’d probably be easier with you in here and out of my way, but we gotta wait and see what the doctor says.” 

“I don’t remember you being this bitchy. What crawled up your ass this morning?” 

I had to hand it to him, I was in a foul mood. Sleeping in an uncomfortable hospital chair will do that to a man. “Your phone call interrupted one hell of a good night.” 

It took him a beat to catch my drift, but then his eyebrows shot up and a grin split his face. “Oh yeah? How good?” 

Dirty old man. Chuckling, I shook my head and thought about the supplies still in my saddle bag. The plans I had for Jessica could make a priest blush. “Potential to be the best.” 

His eyes widened. He barked out a laugh and said, “Then you’re a damn fool, Tonio.” 

I let him have his fun for a minute before asking, “How so?” 

“Because if I had that kind of potential waiting for me at home, I sure as hell wouldn’t have torn off to drive three hours so I could take care of you. You should have called me an ambulance.”

Muttering, “Asshole,” I laughed alongside him. It felt good, even though we both knew he was full of shit. Family always came first. He’d distanced himself from us because he didn’t want to be a burden, but if we ever needed him, he’d find a way to come through. That’s what we did. Always. 

“Your insistence in staying down here is cramping my style. If your stubborn ass was up in Seattle, I could have checked you into the hospital, went home, got laid and a decent night’s sleep.”

“So that’s what this is about.” He nodded. “Fine. Get me out of here and I’ll move up to Seattle.” 

It wasn’t even a question, but I was glad to have his consent. “Good.”

“Just as long as you enroll your ass in college.”

I groaned. This was going to be one hell of a long month. “How about we play cards for it?” 
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Jessica

 

WHEN I ARRIVED at work, Don’s haughty assistant, Marjorie, was waiting in my cubicle. Wearing a tailored pinstripe skirt and blazer, she sat perched on the edge of my guest chair as if something in my space might rub off on her. Probably my mediocrity or lack of cut-throat ambition. As the boss’ right-hand, Marjorie’s ego was through the roof, and she didn’t fraternize with low-level marketers like me. When she needed one of us, she paged us and made us stand court in front of her desk like a lowly commoner groveling before the queen. 

Surprised to see her, I stopped short. “Good morning, Marjorie.”

She flashed me an impatient smile, finished typing a sentence on her iPad, and then gave me her undivided attention for approximately three-point-four seconds, which had to be a new record. “Good morning, Jessica. Don would like to see you in his office.” She stood and her fingers flew over her screen again. 

“Right now?” I asked, setting my purse down and glancing at my laptop. My job often felt like a complicated juggling act. Yesterday’s hiccup in my normal schedule had thrown all my tasks in the air, and I needed to get busy and figure out which ones to catch first.

Her gaze popped up to meet mine, and the corner of her lip raised in a sneer that forced me to question my intelligence and right to consume oxygen. Of course, she meant now. If the matter wasn’t urgent, she wouldn’t have wasted her precious time waiting at my desk. I was clearly an insufferable fool for even considering that Don would be willing to wait for me to check my email and put out any marketing fires before I marched my unworthy behind into his office. 

“Yes. Right now.” She rolled her eyes and marched out into the sea of cubicles. 

Awesome. I cast one more longing glance at my laptop, grabbed a pen and notepad, and hurried into Don’s office. He was on the phone, but he glanced up, smiled, and gestured for me to close the door behind me. After it clicked shut, I sat and waited as he finished up his call. 

“Jessica,” he said as he hung up. “I’m relieved to have you back at work today. You had me worried when you left and didn’t return.” He chuckled. “I know I told you to take an early lunch, but I didn’t mean all day.” 

“I called in and told Marjorie I had to take the day off…” I glanced over my shoulder, ready to shuffle out to her desk and drag her into his office to confirm. 

“Oh, yes. She passed along your message, but she didn’t give a reason why. I just… Is there anything you’d like to tell me?”

If I’d told Marjorie I was heading to the police station, the rumor mill would have mass produced assumptions as to why. They would have picked apart my social media posts, searching for clues about what I’d gotten myself into, and I wasn’t about that mess. I didn’t tell Marjorie anything, because it wasn’t any of her business. Don was fishing for information while trying not to cross the line of what he could legally ask an employee. He was always so proper and professional with me, yet I’d been passed over for a promotion because he was screwing my competition. The thought made my backbone stiffen and my fists clench. 

“Nope. I’m good.”

His brow furrowed. “Look, I know you’re upset about me promoting Chad, and disappointed that you didn’t get the position, but let me assure you I value you. You’ve always been an exemplary employee, and I have plans to promote you in the future. Just give me a little time to work out the details and figure out where your talents would best be suited.”

Wait, what? 

This sounded a lot like an attempt to pacify me. Did he think I bailed on work to go job hunting? The idea had never even crossed my mind, but now… finding another job suddenly didn’t seem so scary or overwhelming. Maybe it was time to start looking. His expression was worried, and a part of me felt like I should reassure him that I wasn’t going anywhere, but I bit my lip before the words could tumble free. Don didn’t deserve that kind of reassurance. 

I was sick of being a doormat, and tired of people thinking they could use me and get away with it. In the past twenty-four hours, I’d been held at gunpoint, witnessed a shooting, had a one-night stand, and moved in with a biker club. I wasn’t his boring, safe employee anymore.

“I had a personal issue to take care of, but I’m fine now. Thank you,” I said. 

His frown deepened at my expression, making me wonder what the heck my face was doing now. Forcing a smile, I added, “My unexpected absence did put me a little behind on a couple of projects.” I glanced at the clock hanging on the wall. “I have a design due in a few hours…”

The lines across his forehead were so deep he could use them to store extra change. “Okay. But my door’s always open if you want to talk. I mean it, Jessica. You’re a valuable employee, and I don’t want to lose you.” 

No, he wanted to string me along with empty promises of a promotion while only advancing his little sex buddy. No matter how upset Don looked, I refused to feel sorry for him. Choosing to focus on the way he’d made me feel when he passed me over, I marched out of his office and returned to my cubicle. Don thought keeping his side piece happy was more important than doing his job. 

Good sex causes people to make bad choices. 

Don wasn’t the only one who’d gotten swept up in pleasure. Just thinking about the way I’d waited for Spade last night like some desperate cat lady with her first glimpse of man meat made my cheeks burn. 

Stupid, Jess. It’s over. You’re probably never going to see him again. Let it go.

Still, I checked my cell phone for his reply one more time. Nothing. Disappointed and feeling like the world’s biggest sucker, I opened my laptop and got to work. 

*	*	*

Spade

 

I bought a deck of cards from the hospital gift shop, and Uncle Jaime and I spent the morning playing Blackjack and flicking each other shit. His comebacks were a little slower than normal, and some of his blinks lasted a little too long. I chalked it up to recovery until he closed his eyes in the middle of a play with his hand outstretched and holding a card. I’d never seen anything like it, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think he was narcoleptic. 

“You okay, Tio?” I asked.

“Just resting my eyes a minute.” He opened them and glared at me. “When did you get so damn impatient?” 

My impatience had nothing on my concern. I watched him, but the stubborn old bastard didn’t give anything away. After lunch, his nurse gave me a pointed look and told Uncle Jaime he needed his rest. I took the hint and got the hell out of there to run some errands, promising him I’d be back. 

“Take your time. I don’t need no goddamn wet nurse coddlin’ me,” he grumbled. 

The nurse fought a smile while she replaced his IV bag. 

An uber took me back to my uncle’s apartment where I fought with my bike until the piece of shit finally decided to idle properly. Swearing, I revved the engine and gave it a minute, gaining me a dirty look from an old lady watering flowers in front of the building. I flashed her my best apologetic smile and it took her a second, but her expression softened, and she waved me off. 

I was about to put the bike in reverse when a man who looked somewhere between seventy and a hundred came over and started flapping his jaws at me. I couldn’t hear him over the roar of the engine, and my parents had taught me better than to ignore my elders, so I turned off the key and engaged in the conversation. 

“What was that?” I asked. “I couldn’t hear you.” 

“I owned a bike, once. Bought it back in fifty-nine? Or was it sixty-two? It was a real beaut, a 1955 Panhead.” 

I didn’t know shit about sleds until I joined the Dead Presidents, and the limited knowledge I’d picked up came from repairing and tuning my piece of shit Road King. “Bet it was more reliable than this ol’ ride.” 

“Oh, she was a great bike. Yellow, black, and so much power I could barely contain her. Drew the ladies like bees to flowers, that bike did. Met my first wife while I was on that bike.” He frowned and gazed off into the distance. “She was a beaut, too. Cancer got her in eighty-nine.” 

I had no idea how to escape from this conversation, but I desperately needed to get shit done and get back to the hospital. “Sorry to hear that.” 

He had a second wife, five children between his marriages, twelve grandchildren, and two great-grandchildren. I must have stood there, listening, for at least a half hour, trying to find a respectful way to bail before he talked my ear off. He finally got a tickle in his throat and pulled a cough drop out of his pocket. Seeing the opportunity for what it was, I started up my bike again. It roared right to life, and I could have hugged it, I was so damn happy. Instead, I silently promised not to melt it into scrap metal when I found its replacement. 

“Well, it’s been great talking to you, but I really have to go pick up some things for my uncle.” 

The old man’s mouth opened again, but I was already backing out of the parking spot. 

Someone in the building must have sent out an alert that they had a listener in the parking lot, because old people swarmed out of the front doors and headed straight for me, their jaws flapping in preparation. I had a ton of shit to do, so I peeled out of the parking lot and took off. 

After picking up a phone charger, a couple changes of clothes, and some toiletries, I returned—parking on the other side of the apartment building—and sneaked up the stairs. As I opened the door the odor hit me, forcing me to stagger backwards. Powering through the stench, I held my breath and circled the space, opening every window I could find. I searched for candles or scented plug-ins but didn’t find jack, so I plugged my phone into the new charger and got to work separating the piles of laundry littering the hallway. I’d respect Uncle Jaime’s wishes and not tell my parents how filthy his apartment was, but there was no way I’d bring his ass home to this squalor. 

Besides, it would be easier to pack after everything was clean, and I fully intended to move him to Seattle. 

I started a load of laundry before filling the kitchen sink with hot, soapy water and loading it up with dishes. Then I powered on my phone and started an internet radio station. As I started to load the dishwasher, my tunes were interrupted with at least a dozen incoming texts. Drying my hands on my jeans, I glanced at the screen. The messages kept coming. Flint wanted to know when I’d be back. Wasp’s nosy ass wanted to know what I was up to. My parents wanted an update, so I called and gave them one before scrolling through the rest of the messages. 

There were a few texts from numbers I didn’t recognize, but I scrolled past them trying to take care of the shit that needed to be handled. Felipe sent me a warning that Miguel was using my tools. I texted the asshole to promise a swift and painful death if anything happened to my shit. Wasp had sent out a group text asking for a head count for the holiday campout. Since my uncle’s health was still up in the air, I replied to let him know I probably wouldn’t make it. Flint wanted to know how long I’d be gone. 

My eyes snagged on a message from my youngest sister.

Rosalie: Can you pick me up from school today?

My parents must not have told her about Uncle Jaime, or she would have known I was in Portland and taking care of him. I didn’t know why they’d chosen to keep it a secret, but I wasn’t about to break the news and upset their system. But I also couldn’t ignore her unusual request.  

Me: Why? What’s going on?

Rosalie: I just don’t feel like walking. It’s not a big deal.

Alarms went off in my head, triggering my protective big brother senses. The house was eight blocks from her school. I’d offered to pick her up a few times when I was in the neighborhood, but she always said no. She liked walking with her friend who lived a few houses down from us. If she wanted a ride now, something was wrong, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out what. 

Me: Someone giving you a hard time again?

Because of her cleft lip and palate, Rosalie had been dealing with bullies most of her life. Kids could be mean little shits, but she took their teasing in stride and mostly let it roll off her back. Every once in a while, a kid would go too far, and I’d find my sister crying into her pillow. I’d have to coax the truth out of her and then I’d follow her around, flexing at any little assholes who treated her with less than the respect she deserved until that bullshit stopped. It had been a while since I’d caught Rosalie in tears, and I was hoping the kids around her had matured. 

Rosalie: It’s not bad, but I don’t want to deal with it today. 

Dammit. She shouldn’t have to deal with it any day. Since there was no way I could get back to Seattle before her school let out, I called the scariest motherfucker I knew. 

Havoc answered on the third ring. “Hey brother, what’s up?” 

“I need a favor.”

He didn’t even hesitate. “You got it. What’s up?” 

“Some kid’s giving my baby sister a hard time.”

“They’re fuckin’ with Rosalie?” he asked. 

Havoc was no stranger to my family. He’d helped us remove a couple of trees that were fucking up our waterline, so Mom had invited him for dinner to thank him. Most of my siblings gave him a wide berth because of his intimidating size, but Rosalie had walked right up to him and asked why his arms were so massive. She was eleven at the time, and he swung her up on his shoulders and replied, “To carry beautiful princesses, of course.” 

As big and scary as he was, Havoc was a sucker for kids. 

“It’s not the first time,” I replied. “I usually take care of it, but I’m stuck down here. She needs someone to pick her up after school.”

“Say no more, brother, I got you. Text me the name of her school, the time she gets out, and where to find her.”

“Will do. I’ll let her know where to meet you. Thanks for doing this, brother.” 

“My pleasure.” His chuckle sounded vicious. “I got somethin’ for those mean little bastards.” 

That sounded terrifying. Grateful Havoc was on my side, I disconnected the call and texted him Rosalie’s school info before messaging my sister back. There were so many more texts to wade through, but if I didn’t get off the damn phone, I’d never get anything done. I turned up the music and walked away from it. The stench of Uncle Jaime’s apartment was making my eyes water, and I needed to do something about it before I started puking. My busy life would have to wait.  

Since the kitchen reeked the worst, I started off with the fridge. Mysterious looking shit was growing in a few containers. Trying not to gag, I tossed them in the trash, without even bothering to try to save the Tupperware. If my uncle complained, I’d buy him new stuff. Next, I emptied the overflowing garbage cans and sprayed lemon scented cleaner everywhere before going back to the dishes. 

Now the apartment smelled like citrus-scented vomit, but at least it was an improvement. 

After the dishes, I vacuumed, swept, and scrubbed some shit off the wall behind the garbage can. Uncle Jaime’s bed sheets were the stuff of nightmares, so I tossed those in the trash, too. Since I couldn’t find a spare set, I made a note to pick up more, and then went into the bathroom to clean myself up. The back wall of the shower was streaked with mildew, so I bleached the shit out of it before hopping in. 

By the time I made it back to the hospital, I was exhausted and hungry. It was close to midnight and the cafeteria was closed, so I grabbed a sketchy looking sandwich from a vending machine and headed up to my uncle’s room. 

He was awake, watching some old movie. His gaze cut to me and took in my clean clothes. “You’re still here? Figured you wised up and went back to that girl you left last night.” 

“I wish.” I hadn’t even had time to think about Jessica. I wished I would have texted myself from her phone, so I at least had her number. Hoping she’d forgive me for my oversight, I ambled over to the couch beneath the window and sat, tearing open my sandwich. “How you feelin’?”

“Old and gassy as hell. I got the farts something fierce.” 

Great. Thankfully, I couldn’t smell shit. My sense of smell was probably damaged beyond repair by this point. I swallowed a bite. “Did they say when you’ll be able to go home?” 

“Not tonight. That’s all they’d tell me. I think they’re just tryin’ to get more money out of my insurance. You know how these hospitals work.” 

“Nah. They only do that with well-behaved patients. They’re gonna force your grumpy old ass out of here as soon as you can limp.”

He glared at me for a few beats before cracking a smile. “Then I must be doin’ somethin’ right.”

I finished up my sandwich and tossed the wrapper in the trash before brushing my teeth and stretching out on the sofa bed. “Can I get you anything before I pass out?”

“Pass out? You just got here. What the hell have you been doin’ all this time?” 

“Cleaning up that shit hole you call home.” My uncle had always been a clean man, so the state of his apartment had been bugging me all day. Sure, he’d let his housekeeper go, but that was no excuse. Something was off about the whole situation, and I needed to know what we were dealing with. “What’s really going on with you, Tio?” I asked.

He looked away. “It’s like the doctor told you, my appendix ruptured, and they took it out. I got the scar to prove it. You wanna see?” He grabbed at his robe.

Having no desire to inflict that sort of trauma upon myself, I shook my head. “Keep your robe closed. I know about your appendix, but there’s something more going on. Something you’re not telling me. I know you. Don’t bullshit me old man.”

He met my gaze and held it for a beat before nodding. “You always could see straight through me, Tonio. Even when you were a little boy, you knew when I was full of shit. Every goddamn time.”

Whatever he was hiding was bad. I braced myself, fearing the truth while knowing I needed to hear it. “I can also tell when you’re stalling. Spit it out.”

He looked me square in the eyes. “It’s my heart, kid.”
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Jessica

 

THE REST OF the week passed in a blur as I buried myself in work and struggled to catch up from my impromptu day off. In a transparent effort to make me feel valued without giving me an actual promotion or raise, Don threw a few big clients my way, making claims like, “Jessica’s one of the best we have. She’ll take amazing care of you and make sure you see the results you’re looking for.”

And he was right. My instinctual desire to please overrode the anger I felt toward his crappy decision, and I worked my butt off to make the best possible first impressions for our company. I wasn’t buying Don’s nonsense, but the increased workload—on top of playing catch up—made it difficult to even think about looking for another job. No doubt that played right into my boss’ hand, but whatever. At least I got the fulfillment of making clients happy, added to my growing portfolio, and enjoyed a nice spike in my commissions. 

Evenings were spent at the fire station. I ate dinners with the group, but then sneaked up to my room to work or read. Carly and Trent had moved in with Wasp, and the trio stopped by every couple of days to check on me and do whatever Wasp did for the club. Carly had given notice at the Copper Penny so she could spend nights and weekends at home with her little family. I was happy for my friend, but missed having her and the little man around, so when she knocked on my door Saturday evening, I was all too willing to set aside my work and let her drag me downstairs to be social. 

Wasp and several of the guys were hanging out in the common area, watching a baseball game and drinking beer. Trent played with Army men and plastic dinosaurs at their feet. He saw me and bolted upright before sprinting in my direction. I braced for impact as he crashed into my legs and wrapped his arms around me. 

“Hi Jess!” His smile made my heart melt and my ovaries weep. I wanted a child of my own someday. One to crack silly jokes and watch Disney movies with. Someone to love and protect, to read stories to and tuck in every night. My older sister had a four-month-old baby, and I was trying not to be jealous, but sometimes she sent one too many heart-melting pictures and that ugly green giant reared its head. 

Of course, starting a family would require a man, which I did not currently have. Spade’s smiling face flooded my mind, and a little stab of pain sliced right through my heart. We’d had so much fun together, but judging by the way he’d ghosted me, he clearly wasn’t interested. 

And why would he be? You asked him to be your one-night stand, remember? One night. Get over it!

So, why did I still feel so attached to him? We’d shared something special; I was sure of it. It wasn’t just the sex I missed. It was the way he made me feel when I was with him. How could someone act so into me and then completely disappear from my life? It had been almost a week, and he still hadn’t returned my text. Every time I walked past his door something inside of me ached for what we’d shared. Maybe Shari had it right, and becoming a club whore was the best way to go. No, I could never do that. I craved a connection and a real relationship far too much. 

Trent’s smile fell. “What’s wrong?” he asked, his eyes brimming with concern. 

Wishing I could stop wearing my emotions all over my face, I reached down and picked him up, squeezing him tight and trying to live in this moment of happiness. “Nothing. My favorite little man in the world is here. Everything is fine, now. Look at that, you’re magical, Trent. You make life better.” 

He grinned and snuggled against me. “You’re magical, Jess.” 

My heart swelled. Yep, I needed my own child someday. Brushing a kiss against his forehead, I thanked him. 

He gave me one last squeeze before wiggling free. “Oh! I have to show you something.” He grabbed my hand and towed me toward a collection of toys, retrieving a small clear container full of rocks. Hoisting it into the air with all the pride and confidence of a child, he said, “They’re dragon eggs. I’m intibating them.” 

“Incubating,” Carly corrected. 

“They’re gonna hatch and be my dragons.” Trent carefully set the container down and grinned up at me. 

I had no idea what to say, so I looked to Carly for help. 

“This is what we’re doing now. We’re hatching dragons.” She looked as clueless as I felt. 

“Wow. That’s… exciting.” 

“When they hatch, I will let you play with them, too, Jess.”  

“Come here, buddy,” Wasp said, saving me from having to feign excitement over rocks that would never hatch into dragons. 

Trent released me and ran and jumped into his lap, forcing Wasp to hold his beer up and away from the attack. 

“Come on.” Carly grabbed my hand and towed me away from the guys. “Wasp has Trent, so we’re having a girls’ night.” 

That sounded expensive, and I didn’t have money to throw around on alcohol and bad decisions. I opened my mouth to object, but she talked over me. 

“We won’t go anywhere. I know you don’t like crowds, so it’s just a few ladies chatting at the bar.” 

“Small talk is difficult for me,” I reminded her.

“Then we’ll skip the small talk and go straight to solving the world’s problems.”

“Like what you’re gonna do when those rocks don’t turn into dragons?” I asked. 

She winced. “Yeah. I have no idea. I’m way out of my league here. I don’t even remember having an imagination, so I have no clue how to deal with Trent’s. I want him to keep believing, though, so I’m probably going to have to buy lizards and glue wings onto them or something.” 

I patted her hand. “You’re a great mom. You’ll figure out something.” 

She sighed. “Thanks. I’m trying. He should have come with a handbook or instruction manual or something.” 

Agreeing, I let her lead me to the small bar inside the fire station, where Link’s wife, Emily; Havoc’s fiancé, Julia; Emily’s friend, Jayson; and Shari were already engaged in a conversation about some restaurant they wanted to try. Over the past week, I’d gotten to know them all pretty well, and enjoyed their company. Everyone got up to hug me before I took the open stool between Carly and Jayson. 

“What are you drinkin’, Jess,” Shari asked, slipping behind the bar. “We got all the liquor you could ever want, and if I don’t know how to make a drink, your girl, Carly here does.” 

“I’m not sure.” I glanced at Carly for help. “I’m not much of a drinker, and I’m trying to watch my carb intake.” I’d been half-assing the Keto diet for a while, trying to drop the twenty pounds I picked up during college and never lost. I probably needed to fully commit and drop carbs all together, but that was difficult to do while watching Trent or staying at the fire station. Or while living in a world where bread existed. 

Shari looked me over. “Why? You’re gorgeous just as you are.” 

Compliments made me almost as uncomfortable as small talk. Heat flooded my cheeks. “I… I’d like to get rid of my belly.” 

“Wouldn’t we all?” Carly asked. 

“Haven’t you heard? Neither carbs nor calories count during girls’ night,” Julia informed me. “It’s in the rule book.” 

“Hear, hear.” Emily raised her glass. “I know nothing of this rule book of which you speak, but I like it.” 

“Most liquor doesn’t have carbs,” Shari said. “Just stay away from the sugary mixers and you’ll be fine. I can drop a shot in a diet coke, pour you something over ice, or make it neat.” 

“Neat?” It was like she was speaking a different language. “I don’t even know what that means.” 

“It means you can’t spill it,” Jayson said. “Ever. As long as every drop goes down your throat, there are no carbs or calories.” His expression turned thoughtful. “No, wait. I’m thinking of something else.” A mischievous grin spread across his face, betraying the sexual nature of his comment. 

All the ladies laughed. Shari high-fived him. Emily rolled her eyes and told him he was ridiculous. 

“A neat drink is straight liquor with nothing in it. Not even ice,” Shari clarified.

That sounded dangerous. “Maybe a diet coke with a little bit of rum?”

“You got it.” She poured my drink and handed it over.

I took a sip. I could taste the alcohol, but it wasn’t bad. Thanking her for taking it easy on me, I raised my glass as Emily suggested a toast.

“To new friends.” 

“To new friends,” we all repeated. 

“So, Jessica,” Jayson said, leaning closer to me as he set his drink down. “Let’s get down to business. After what happened earlier this week, we’ve all decided you could use a distraction. I have graciously agreed to share one of my sexy, tatted bikers with you for a limited time. Tell me which one has caught your eye and I will make it happen.” He gestured at the men who were still mulling about the common area. 

Shocked, I stared at him. 

“Sorry,” Emily said. “Jay can come off a little strong, but he means well.” Facing Jayson, she added, “And you can’t gift one of the guys to her. Everything about that is wrong.” 

“Of course, I wouldn’t gift her a man. That’s absurd. Our agreement would be temporary. She’d be borrowing him.” 

Emily cocked her head to the side. “Which sounds dangerously like prostitution. You’re not their pimp, Jay.” 

“I know.” He frowned. “Pimps get paid. All I get is tempting eye candy and unfulfilled erotic fantasies. But I digress. This isn’t about me. Our girl needs some sexual healing, and I’m not going to let your archaic views on propriety and other bullshit nobody cares about cock block her.” Making a face at Emily, which earned him a laugh, he turned back to me. “Jess, which hunka hunka burnin’ love are you feelin’?” 

“None,” I replied a little too quickly. 

All gazes landed on me, making it clear I’d messed up in a big way. 

“Uh-huh,” Julia said, eyeballing me. “You’re a horrible liar. You should never attempt that again.” 

Carly elbowed me in the side. “Who is it? We could probably set you up.” 

“As long as it’s not the one I’ve currently got my sights set on,” Jayson said. “I’m gracious enough to share, but I’m no saint.” 

“And which one would that be?” Emily asked. “You’re after all the guys.” 

Jayson laughed. “Fair enough.” To me, he added, “It’s the beards and the tats and the muscles. How can I resist all that deliciousness?” 

“Is he here?” Shari asked, scanning the guys. 

“No.” I shook my head. “I mean, I’m not interested in anyone.” 

“We’re making her uncomfortable,” Emily said. “We shouldn’t pry. Jess will tell us when she’s ready.” 

“Ohmigod.” Carly’s eyes lit up. “It’s Spade, isn’t it.” 

How in the world could she possibly know that? “No! I mean, why would you even think…” My cheeks were on fire. 

Her smile widened. “When he brought you home from the police station you guys spent a lot of time together. Link said you left long before he and Emily did, but they ate dinner with us, and you didn’t come down until after it was put away.” 

When did she become such a super sleuth? “We stopped at the apartment for clothes,” I reminded her. 

“For clothes? Or to remove clothes?” Jayson asked, waggling his eyebrows suggestively. 

“Good one.” Shari high-fived him again. “You are on a roll tonight.” 

“Tonight?” he scoffed. “I am brilliant all the time. Girl, you better recognize.” 

“For clothes,” I chimed in. 

“But you are interested in Spade, right?” Carly asked, searching my face for clues. Whatever I gave away made her squeal. “Yes! I am so excited about this, Jess. Spade is great and he’d be perfect for you. I would love it if you and Spade got together. Love it! He’s like my brother, you’re like my sister… wait. That sounds weird and incestuous, but you get what I’m saying.” Carly looked around the table. “We must make this happen.” 

“No!” My voice had taken on a panicked edge. “He’s not interested. We were supposed to meet up after dinner and he didn’t even show. He hasn’t been here all week.” 

“His great uncle had to have his appendix removed,” Emily blurted out. “I don’t know if that’s public knowledge, but he called Link from the hospital waiting room. He was worried his uncle wouldn’t even make it, and apparently, they’re close. Spade’s a good guy, and he wouldn’t ditch you like that.” 

“He’s in Portland,” Julia added. “I only know because some kids were picking on his little sister, and he called Havoc to intervene.” 

We all turned to find Havoc. He was seated on one of the recliners, sipping a beer and listening to the guys as Trent flew a plastic dragon up his jean clad leg. 

“Aww. Havoc’s such a big growly teddy bear,” Jayson said. “I fuckin’ love that man. Julia if you hadn’t scooped him up—” 

“But I did.” Julia stretched her arms out in front of her and leaned back like a queen. “And my man handled those rotten little crotch goblins. They won’t be harassing that sweet little girl again. Believe that.”

“Do I need to know the details?” Emily asked. “Will anyone be filing charges?” 

I was beginning to understand why the club needed a dedicated defense attorney. 

Julia flashed Emily a sweet smile. “He’s not in jail. We should probably consider this progress.” 

They continued to chat as my mind drifted to Spade. He’d taken off because his uncle needed him. I could understand that. It still didn’t explain why he hadn’t returned my message, but maybe he was busy? Hospitals typically had crappy cell service, so what if he hadn’t gotten my text? Was I being foolishly optimistic? 

You were a one-night stand, Jess. Why would he text you back?

“Want me to have Wasp call Spade and find out if he’s into you?” Carly winced. “Wow. That sounded really high school. I just want you to be happy, Jess. I’ll stop being obnoxious about it, I promise.” 

Before I could respond, my cell phone rang with an unknown number. My traitorous mind went straight to Spade. Had he somehow picked up on us talking about him and was calling from the hospital or something equally sweet and romantic? No. This was getting out of hand. Determined not to let myself hope like that, I stepped away from the group and answered. 

“Hello Jessica, this is Matt with Lysdale Properties. I’m calling to let you know your apartment is ready. You can stop by my office tomorrow between the hours of ten a.m. and five p.m. to pick up the new key.” 

My good mood evaporated, leaving behind a heavy residue. Darkness lingered at the edges of my vision and dread crept up my spine. The idea of going back to my apartment broke something free inside me that tasted a lot like fear. I squeezed my eyes shut and saw Nate busting through the door all over again. The gun pressed into my side. Then his body was lying on my bedroom floor, his eyes vacant. 

“Jessica? Are you there?” Matt asked. 

My breathing was erratic, my hands sweaty and shaky. I was having a panic attack. I hadn’t experienced one of those since high school. Taking a deep, steadying breath, I answered, “Yes. Sorry. Thank you. I’ll be there tomorrow.” 

I disconnected the call before the rest of the attack could overtake me. 

It felt like the walls were closing in on me. I needed air, so I hurried out the back door and gulped down more breaths. I stayed out there for about five minutes before Carly found me. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked. 

The attack was winding down, but my entire body still thrummed with nervous energy. Forcing a smile, I replied, “Nothing. Everything is great.”

Chuckling, she shook her head. “You really are an awful liar.

Resigned, I answered truthfully. “Matt says the apartment’s finished. I can move back home.” 

Concern pinched her eyebrows together. “Are you ready to go home?” 

I shrugged. “All my stuff is there and I’m paying rent on the place.” 

“So am I, but I’m not going back.” 

Despite the fact she’d moved in with her boyfriend, Carly refused to leave me high and dry. She’d be paying her portion of rent until I found another roommate, which I still needed to do. I hadn’t even placed the ad yet, which wasn’t really fair to her. Truth be told, just thinking about starting that process again made my stomach lurch. But I would need to go home eventually. 

“I don’t have anywhere else to go,” I said.  

She rubbed my arm. “Link said you can stay here as long as you want.” 

“I’m pretty sure he didn’t mean forever.” Even if he did, I missed having my own space. The fire station was great, and I felt safe and secure here, but it was busy and loud. As an introvert, I enjoyed eating and reading in peace, and the large group meals were a bit much for me after peopling all day at work. 

“I can’t come with you tomorrow, and I really want to be there when you go back. Can you wait until next weekend when we get home?” Wasp, Trent, and Carly were flying out first thing in the morning to visit Wasp’s family for the Fourth. She was super anxious about it, and I didn’t want to give her another reason to worry. Waiting an additional week so she could hold my hand and make sure I was okay felt like chickening out, but the idea of moving back in now, alone, didn’t appeal to me either. One more week at the fire station wouldn’t hurt anything. “Please, Jess?”

Besides, Spade had to be coming back soon, and now that I knew what had happened, I wanted to see him again. The logical part of my brain kept insisting that I was begging for heartache, but I couldn’t help myself. “Okay.” I nodded. “I’ll wait to go home until you get back.”

She hugged me, planting a kiss on my cheek. “Thank you! Maybe we can plan a movie date or something at the apartment to make it feel less…”

Like a murder scene? “Yeah.” I cut her off because those words didn’t need to be said out loud. So far, I’d done an excellent job blocking out the shooting. Today’s panic attack just reinforced that I needed to keep my walls up until I was ready to cope. “Sounds good.” 
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Spade

 

SOMEONE ONCE SAID you don’t find out who your real friends are until you need help moving. As I argued with my father on the phone Tuesday afternoon, I wondered what that person would say about people who helped family relocate. 

“We can’t drive down and help, Antonio. We must work Thursday. With you being down there all this time, we are behind. I’m working my ass off to build a business for you and your brothers, and I can’t do everything.” 

A business I don’t want.

The words sat on my tongue, tasting bitter. I wanted to spit them out but didn’t have that kind of relationship with my dad. If I told him how I really felt, he’d accuse me of being ungrateful and disrespectful. Then he’d probably shun me from the family until I got my shit together. I’d have to cross that bridge and piss him off eventually, but right now, I needed to swallow my ambitions and do what was best for my uncle. 

“I can move most of his apartment by myself. I just need help with the furniture.” 

“Why bring it?” Dad asked. “Leave it there. Since he’s moving in with us, he won’t need it. We have plenty of shit here already.” 

I was turning Uncle Jaime’s life upside down and taking away his independence by moving him to Seattle to live with my parents. “I can’t leave his stuff behind.” Putting into terms that Dad would understand—money—I added, “He wants to get his apartment deposit back.” 

“Then donate the shit. Or sell it. It won’t do any good cluttering up my house.” 

Dad wasn’t trying to be cruel; he was a practical man. The doctors said my uncle wouldn’t see another Fourth of July. They weren’t even counting on him making it to Christmas. His official prognosis was ischemic heart disease, a condition he may or may not have developed from the Agent Orange he was exposed to while in Vietnam. His extreme fatigue, chronic dizziness, and the swelling of his legs and feet had made it difficult for him to keep track of all the prescriptions they had him on. He’d managed to fuck them all up, taking even more years off his life. My mother would have his meds under control in no time, but not even she could undo the damage that had already been done. 

Uncle Jaime’s life had a rapidly approaching expiration date. 

His doctor wanted to clean out his arteries and give him a pacemaker, but my uncle insisted he’d had all the surgeries he intended to have. By moving him to Seattle, I was taking his dignity. I wouldn’t take away his stuff, too. 

“He’s… I… Padre, this is his life. It’s what he has left to show for years of working his ass off. For years of service to our country. I’m not leaving the memories of his life with strangers.” I usually didn’t talk back to my father, but I needed him to understand how important this was. Getting rid of Uncle Jaime’s possessions would be like admitting defeat—like accepting his impending death—and I wasn’t ready to do that. Besides, I didn’t want to give the old man any reason to give up. I needed him to keep fighting. 

“He’s not gonna need his furniture ever again.” 

Dad’s words knocked the wind out of me. I knew there’d be no recovery, but I didn’t need to hear it. “I know. Doesn’t change shit.” 

“You do what you gotta do, but I can’t send anyone down to help you. Maybe someone from that club you waste so much time at will lend a hand.”

“They have before. Havoc helped us remove those trees in the backyard, remember?” Havoc had also stepped in when I couldn’t be there to protect Rosalie, but my father didn’t need to know that. There was a reason my baby sister called me, and not our father, for help. If she gave him the slightest hint she couldn’t protect herself, he’d lock her ass down, and Rosalie valued her independence. 

“Yeah. See if some of them can drive down.” 

Uncle Jaime wasn’t their family or their responsibility. “I’ll ask, but they all work.” 

“Thursday’s a holiday,” he replied. 

Since pointing out that he was working Thursday would be considered mouthing off, I ended the call and group texted the club. Rabbit and Stocks were the first to respond. Since the bar and the auto shop were both closed for the holiday, they agreed to ride down early Thursday morning and help me get everything to Seattle before they headed out for the campsite. 

Humbled and grateful, I rested my head against the countertop in relief. The coming days would be hard as fuck, but I wouldn’t have to do this shit alone. The Dead Presidents continued to teach me that sometimes family was deeper than blood. 

By the time Rabbit and Stocks arrived Thursday morning, I had Uncle Jaime’s entire apartment packed up and ready to go. My uncle wanted to help us load the rental, and kept getting up and trying to move shit on the sly. I caught him with his hands on a box he was about to lift, and promised to duct tape his ass to the chair if he didn’t sit his ass down. He must have known I wasn’t bluffing because he picked up his newspaper and ignored us for the hour or so it took us to finish. 

My bike was the last thing we loaded up before I helped Uncle Jaime to the elevator and got him strapped into the passenger’s seat, being careful of the tube still hanging out of his stomach. He looked up at the building, and the sadness in his eyes about did me in. I was taking away his independence. Although I knew it had to be done, it sure hurt like hell to witness his reaction. 

“I hope you didn’t get too attached to those TV dinners I saw in your freezer,” I said, trying to lighten the mood as I got behind the wheel. “You know Madre won’t allow that shit in her house, right?”

He grunted, but a little of the sadness lifted from his eyes. “’Bout the only thing I’m lookin’ forward to is your mother’s cookin’. It’s a wonder your dad’s not five hundred pounds by now.” 

“That’s probably why he works so damn much. He’s afraid he’ll get fat if he slows down.” 

Uncle Jaime nodded. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen your brothers and sisters. How’s the baby?” 

“Rosalie’s not much of a baby anymore. She turned thirteen a couple weeks ago. She’ll be in eighth grade this year.” 

“They grow up too damn fast. Don’t tell the others, but she was always my favorite. Sweet little girl, that one. Nothing like her smartass, bossy oldest brother.” 

I laughed. “Yeah, she’s my favorite, too.”

Something kept bugging me, tugging at the back of my mind. I’d stayed with him for almost two weeks and he hadn’t had a single visitor. Nobody came out to see him off. A couple of the old folks tried to chat with me, but none of them even approached Uncle Jaime. I’d never realized how lonely his life must have been. 

“Did you ever date?” I asked him, suddenly curious as to why he’d stayed single.

“A few times.” He shrugged. “Had a steady girl once. Got with her not long after I came home from the service. Her name was Gloria, and she was a looker. Long, dark hair, big plump breasts, hips a man could wrap his hands around.” 

I could have gone my whole life without visualizing my uncle groping some poor girl. Desperate to change the subject, I asked, “What happened to her?”

He looked out the side window. “I shoved her in the dryer.”

Wondering if he was screwing with me, I eyed him. “Come again?”

“You asked, I told you. I shoved her in the dryer. I didn’t mean to. I had one of those attacks… I don’t know what caused it. Maybe a car backfired? Maybe someone slammed a door? All I know is that I heard an explosion and thought the goddamn DMC was on our doorstep.”

“The DMC?”

“District Mobile Company. The Viet Cong forces.”

“You thought they attacked the US?” I was so confused.

He waved me off. “Would you shut up and listen to the fuckin’ story?”

“I’m tryin’ to make sense of it. You sound like you’re off your rocker.” 

He glared at me. “That’s what my time in the trenches did; made me lose my goddamn mind. I would have bet my life we were being bombed. All I could think about was protecting Gloria. I snatched her up and shoved her ass in the dryer, thinkin’ it would shield her from the blast.”

My uncle suffered from PTSD. I’d never known that before. 

“She was mad as a shaken hornet’s nest, screamin’ about how I’d bruised her leg. I didn’t care about her leg, I was tryin’ to protect her life. By the time I came to, she was gone. I went to her parents’ house to try to explain, but her dad wouldn’t let me in. Said I was too goddamn loco for his daughter. He was right, and I didn’t want to take a chance at hurting her or anyone else. I tell you what, Tonio, if you find a girl willing enough to put up with your crazy ass, you marry her. A man shouldn’t have to live alone.” 

Uncle Jaime had needed a club like the Dead Presidents. They would have made sure he got the help he needed, and he sure as hell wouldn’t have been alone. He slept most of the trip. I was trying not to read too much into his fatigue, but my uncle had been sleeping twice as much as he was awake the entire time I was in Portland. At first, I wrote it off to recovery from his surgery, but the more research I did on his condition, the more worried I became. 

We stopped in front of my parents’ house, and I woke him up and helped him into the house. Then I grabbed the boxes of clothes and personal effects he wanted to keep on him before taking the rest of his belongings to a storage unit. Rabbit and Stocks followed me, and it took us no time to get everything unloaded and stored. 

“You gonna head up to the campsite with us?” Rabbit asked as we locked up the unit. 

I’d seen limited combat in the service, and I didn’t have a problem with fireworks. I’d also been thinking about a certain bespectacled beauty since before we hit the road, and I was anxious to see her again. Link said Jessica was staying behind, which would give me time to find her and make shit right between us. Dealing with my uncle’s condition had taken a lot out of me, and I wanted to enjoy more of that light-hearted banter we’d shared before I left. Maybe even find a little solace between her thighs. 

“I think I’m gonna stay behind this year. I’ve been gone too long as it is. Thank you both for driving down to help me out.” 

Rabbit clapped me on the shoulder. “That’s what we’re here for, brother.” He headed for his bike with Stocks trailing behind him. “Hold the fort down while we’re gone, yeah?”

With any luck, Jessica and I would be tearing the fort apart, but I nodded and waved him off. Then I returned the U-Haul truck and headed back to the fire station to find the girl I’d been missing since I left. 

*	*	*

Jessica

 

As expected, my parents invited me over for a barbecue and fireworks. My older sister, her husband, and their four-month-old daughter would be there, and my dad didn’t understand why I couldn’t stay with them tonight and take tomorrow off. 

“You never take vacation time, Jess. I admire your work ethic, but you know what they say about too much work and not enough play…” Dad’s phone calls were never complete without at least one cliché pearl of wisdom. “Jasmine is adorable and she’s making all these cute little noises that make your mom lose her mind. You should come spend time with the family and see your niece. She won’t be little for long, you know. I still can’t believe how quickly you and Tina grew up.”

My shoulders tensed. Mom had spent at least twenty minutes rambling about how adorable her grandbaby was before handing the phone to Dad so he could “talk some sense into me” about the Fourth. I got it. My sister was amazing because she’d snagged herself a good man and popped out a cute baby. I, on the other hand, had zero men or babies, which dropped my status down to just above primordial goo. Sure, I had a social media marketing career, but they had no idea what that meant. It didn’t produce them grandbabies or give them bragging rights, so they didn’t seem to care.  

“I know. I get all the pictures Tina sends.” All hundred or so a week. And videos. Don’t forget the videos. Jasmine was adorable and I couldn’t blame my family one bit for revolving around her, but I didn’t want to spend the day fielding questions about when I planned to get married and settle down. I’d been beat up enough during Father’s Day and was still too bruised to get back in that ring. “But I’m working on a project for one of my new clients. Besides, I took most of a day off last week,” I replied. 

“What’d you do?”

Crap. 

I snapped my big mouth shut and shook my head at myself. I hadn’t meant to say anything. My family didn’t know about the whole shooting incident at my apartment because they already worried enough about me living in downtown Seattle. I didn’t want to give them ulcers or have them harp on me to move back in with them. Besides, everything had been handled. Nate could never threaten me or Carly again. I was safe. Telling them now would serve no purpose whatsoever. Still, I felt guilty as my brain struggled to find an acceptable answer that wouldn’t be a complete lie. 

“I… uh… Met a guy and had dinner with some friends.” Met a guy? What the heck was wrong with me? Okay, it was true, but arguable. Still, I plunged ahead. “Oh, and they’re doing some repairs on my apartment, so… uh…”

“You met a guy?” 

Why had I even said that? I hadn’t met a guy; I’d hooked up with a man who still hadn’t returned my text. But somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew why I’d mentioned Spade. I felt undervalued because of my single and childless status and wanted to prove I could get a guy, too. At twenty-five years old, I was still competing with my big sister, even going as far as fabricating a relationship to prove my worth. Awesome. 

I need therapy. 

“Yeah. I mean, it’s not serious or anything, but we’re um… We’re friends.” That was a bald-faced lie, and I couldn’t believe it tumbled so freely out of my mouth. Friends? Since when? Sure, we’d had some friendly banter going and he saved my life and bullied my landlord into fixing my apartment, but friends? I knew more about his penis than I did about his life. 

And I needed to stop thinking about Spade’s penis while I was on the phone with my dad. Seriously, my brain needed to be washed out with soap. Maybe even bleach. 

“Tell me about this guy. Who is he? How did you meet him? Will we be meeting him soon?”

Crap! 

More guilt washed over me, and I knew I had to get off the phone before I confessed everything. Deciding to go for broke, I threw one more lie into the universe. “Sorry to cut this short, but I just realized I’m running late to meet up with him. I love you, Dad. I’ll talk to you later.” 

Before he could protest, I hung up, threw myself back on my bed, and stared at the ceiling. 

Stupid, Jess. Now you’re lying to your parents. What are you, five? 

Disgusted with myself, I got up and looked around. Since most everyone had headed up to the campsite, the fire station was quiet. I technically had the day off, but I’d been working all morning and was finally caught up on all my jobs. Having nothing to occupy my brain was dangerous, so I decided to head to my apartment. I wasn’t planning to move back in yet, so I technically wasn’t going back on my word to Carly to wait for her return, but I wanted to do laundry and change out my clothes. I couldn’t wear the same exact outfits next week. Maybe I’d even inspect the repairs and see if I could handle being back in the space. 

Since I’d picked up the new key on Sunday, I went straight up to my floor and checked out the new door. Like the old one, it was wooden, but it didn’t have any visible repair patches and looked much more solid. I gave it a couple of hard thwacks, and it didn’t sound hollow like the old one had. Impressed, I unlocked it and stepped inside. 

The chemical smell of new carpet was the first thing to hit me. I closed and locked the door behind me before shuffling down the hallway to my room. The bedroom door was open, so I glided inside as my gaze landed on the spot at the foot of my bed. 

Nothing remained of Nate. I couldn’t even tell where his body had been. Relieved, I released the breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding and dropped my bag of dirty clothes. 

You got this, Jess. It’s not that bad.

The pep talk wasn’t much, but it managed to spur me into motion. I dragged the bag to the laundry closet and started a load before heading into the kitchen to check out that situation. Carly must have come back and cleaned up Trent’s cereal bowl and retrieved the Army men, because the kitchen was clean. The garbage disposal worked! I silently thanked Spade for ripping into Matt while opening the fridge and looking inside. A container of sour cream and a package of chicken had expired, so I dumped them in the trash and took it out before settling on the sofa with a book to wait for the washing machine to finish its run. 

Shortly after I changed over the clothes, there was a knock on the door. My nerves practically shot through the ceiling, and I froze, waiting for history to repeat itself and the door to come crashing open. Nothing happened. I took a breath and pulled myself together. “Just a minute,” I called out, giving my heart a few seconds to stop trying to pound out of my chest. Telling my body to get a grip, it was probably the handyman picking up forgotten tools or something, I hurried to the door. Pausing, still apprehensive, I looked out through the peephole. 

Spade was standing in the hallway. 
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Spade

 

Two hours ago

 

MY UNCLE WAS dying, my family was driving me crazy, I felt dead on my feet, and there wasn’t shit I could do about any of it. Uncle Jaime’s diagnosis was hitting me hard, and I’d never felt more helpless and out of control in my life. It seemed like I should be doing something to help him, but my hands were tied. Surgery was his choice, and no matter how much I’d begged and pleaded with him to have it, he hadn’t budged. 

Hopefully Mom would have better luck talking him into it. 

Now that I was back in Seattle, it was time to get back to normal. I had a shit-ton of other responsibilities to tend to, after all. Since it wasn’t even noon yet, I should have taken my ass to work, but I was still pissed at my dad for not helping with Uncle Jaime’s move, and didn’t want to say something I’d regret later. Besides, Miguel had cracked the handle on my rubber mallet, and I was in too foul a mood to deal with his ass. Rather than heading to the construction site, my bike turned toward the fire station. 

As I drove, I thought about my uncle. All this time, I’d believed he chose the bachelor life. Hearing him admit that his solitude was something he’d forced upon himself because of his PTSD did a number on me. Wondering how he’d lived alone all these years made me think about a possible future with Jessica. Sure, I didn’t know her well, but I’d felt a connection with her, something I’d never experienced before. I’d thought a lot about her while I was gone, and as I drove to the station, I realized I wanted to see her more than I’d wanted anything in a long ass time. 

She’d only wanted one night with me, but I was confident I could get Jessica into my bed permanently. Her body had been so damn responsive, almost like it was made for me. I didn’t miss the sex half as much as I missed the sound of her laugh and the sight of her big brown eyes. There was no denying I had it bad for the girl, and by the time I rolled my bike through the side entrance of the fire station, I was ready to find her and make her mine. 

The building was quiet. I’d never been alone in the fire station before. There were always brothers in the common room, arguing about a game, shooting pool, throwing darts, or fucking with one of the club whores. Music usually played from the old jukebox in the corner. The bar normally had a few patrons sitting around, shootin’ the shit. The silence felt wrong. It felt suffocating and lonely as fuck.

This was the kind of silence my uncle had lived with his entire adult life.

The thought was staggering. Sure, I complained about my loud, obnoxious, demanding family and nosey club brothers, but I couldn’t imagine living without them. I’d pushed around the idea of moving out of the fire station and finding a place of my own, but I didn’t want to live by myself. 

Hell, I didn’t even want to be by myself. Especially not today. The shit going on in my head was too loud and overwhelming, and I needed chaos or conversation or something to take my mind off my problems. I could join my club brothers at the campsite, but they weren’t the distraction I needed. 

I knew exactly who could pull me out of this funk. 

Expecting Jessica to be in her room, I took the stairs two at a time and came to a halt in front of her door. I knocked, but there was no answer. I tried the doorknob, but it was locked. Since I had no way of getting in touch with her, my only option was to head over to her apartment and hope like hell she was home. 

But my bike wouldn’t start. At all. I must have tried at least two dozen times, and the temperamental hunk of junk wouldn’t even turn over. 

That’s when I officially lost my shit. 

I’d held it together when I found my uncle in his apartment, knocking on death’s door. I’d kept my cool during a week and a half of cleaning up after a grown-ass man like he was a fucking toddler. I’d remained calm while packing up his entire life under the crushing knowledge that my efforts were futile since he’d never need it again. Hell, I didn’t even flip out when I realized Uncle Jaime had been hiding his prognosis from us for years. 

Through it all, I’d been a goddamn champ, but my dead bike… that bullshit pushed me over the edge. Rage burned through my veins as I marched to the toolbox, scooped up a tire iron, and brought it down hard on the frame. The metal dented, and my arm shook with the reverberation, but I didn’t give a single fuck. I hit it again, and again, suddenly unable to stop.

Conversations played over in my mind.

“Be straight with me, Doc. How much time does he have?” 

“It’ll be a miracle if he makes it to Christmas.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me, Tio?” 

“You can’t even live your own life, Tonio. I sure as hell don’t need you meddlin’ in mine.”

Angry, frustrated, helpless, I beat that piece of shit until it was unrecognizable. Sweat dripped into my eyes, blurring my vision, and the muscles of my arm spasmed. Disgusted with my loss of control, I tossed the tire iron aside and faced the damage I’d done. My ride was wrecked. Not even Wasp could fix it now. Thankfully, I somehow had the mental capacity to leave the tanks alone, so nothing was leaking. I knew I should be upset or concerned about my violent outburst, but all I felt was numb. 

“It’ll be a miracle if he makes it to Christmas.” 

The reality settled over my shoulders like a fallen crossbeam. It was like I suddenly had severe structural damage inside me, and nothing was holding me up anymore. Still feeling out of it, I meandered over to the bar, poured myself a glass of water, and downed it. The water did nothing to quench my thirst, so I tried a shot of whiskey. It burned going down but didn’t make the situation any more bearable. 

My family’s texts started up again.

Mom: We’ll eat at 5:00 and then start fireworks when the sun goes down. You’ll be here, right?

Miguel: You planning on coming back to work? I’m sick of picking up the slack for your lazy ass. Mom said you dropped off Tio a while ago and you should be here by now. Where the fuck are you?

Abril: I need to get 50 hours of practice in before I can take my driving test. Can you take me out before fireworks?

Dad: There’s still plenty of daylight. We could really use a hand at the site.

Rosalie: What’s wrong with Uncle Jaime? He’s acting weird, and Mom won’t tell me anything. 

I couldn’t handle it. I raised my phone in the air, intending to smash it into the bar, but stopped less than an inch away. A new bike would cost a pretty penny. I couldn’t afford to replace my cell, too. I needed to get out of the fire station before I did something even stupider than fucking up my ride, but I was too sweaty to leave like this. I headed upstairs and hopped in the shower, changed, and then jogged the handful of blocks to Jessica’s apartment. 

The fresh air was good for me and managed to drain away the lingering effects of my goddamn temper tantrum. I still couldn’t believe I’d destroyed my bike. Mental and physical exhaustion hit me as I knocked on the door, and I briefly considered curling up on her doorstep and falling asleep. But thankfully, Jessica was home. Her voice was music to my ears as she told me to wait. Moments later, the door opened, and just the sight of her lifted the hell out of my spirit. 

Her hair was up in a messy bun with loose strands framing her face. She wore terry cloth shorts, a loose T-shirt, and her glasses, and I’d never seen a more gorgeous sight in my life. My mind and heart were churning with torment, but she looked like peace and salvation. Taking a moment to drink her in, I said, “Hey.”

She looked rattled and confused as she looked me over as well. “Hey.” 

Not exactly the warm reception I was hoping for. “Can I come in?”

She stared at me like I had three eyeballs. Like I was a goddamn enigma she had to figure out. 

“Jess?” 

“I’m thinking.” 

“About what?” 

“There’s something I need to know, first. Why didn’t you text me back?” Hurt flashed in her eyes. “I know we agreed it was a one-night stand, but why didn’t you even let me know you were okay?”

Stunned, I stared at her. “You texted me?” 

“Yes. The next morning. You never showed, and I was worried something had happened to you.” 

Worried, not pissed. That was a good sign. “You did?” Tugging out my phone, I angled it toward her and scrolled through the seemingly endless wall of messages, several of which were new. “This is the shit I’m dealing with, here. My phone died the night Uncle Jaime went into the hospital and it took a while before I had time to go buy a charger. I’m still trying to wade through all the bullshit and my family has way too much going on right now. I feel like I’m fuckin’ drowning in communication. Which of these numbers is you?” 

Her eyes softened. “Come in, Spade.” She stepped back, and I followed her, closing and locking the door behind me. Instead of taking my cell and trying to find her message, she retrieved her own cell and punched a few keys. My phone beeped with an incoming message. “That’s my number.” 

She’d sent me a smiley face to pull her previous message to the top of the list. I saved the number under her name and pocketed my phone. “I’m sorry I missed your text. I’ve been trying to put out fires and figure shit out. I had to pack up my uncle and move him up here, and it was… rougher than I expected it to be.” 

“Don’t even worry about it; I’m just glad you weren’t ghosting me. How is your uncle?” 

“He’s…” God, I did not want to answer that question. Time to change the subject. “Jess, I wouldn’t ghost you.” I stepped closer to her, breathing in her unique peach scent. The dark fog I’d been carrying around with me started to lift, allowing a few rays of sunlight to shine through. “I thought about you the whole time I was gone.” That probably made me sound like a whipped little pussy, but I didn’t care. Just being near her was making me feel better, and I didn’t need to front or pretend like I was some badass who didn’t give a fuck. She needed to know she was important to me. 

Hey eyebrows rose in question. “You did?” 

She looked so damn uncertain. It killed me to know she doubted her appeal. Couldn’t she see what she did to me? The reality of my uncle’s condition had swept my legs out from under me, and she was the goddamn crutch that could keep me from falling on my face. I’d already laid out my cards for her, so I might as well go for broke. 

“Yes.” I closed the distance between us and snaked my hand around to hold her lower back. “As soon as I dropped off the U-Haul, I went to the fire station to look for you. I don’t think you understand, babe. I’ve had a shitty past week and a half. The only thing that’s gotten me through is the thought of coming home to you.” 

Her eyes widened. “But you barely know me.” 

I chuckled and tucked a tendril of hair behind her ear before tracing her jawline with my fingertips. Touching her felt so good it woke my cock right up. Exhaustion didn’t have shit on my attraction to her. My other hand landed on her waist and I pulled her closer to me, letting her feel how hard she made me. Her soft curves molded to my body like a puzzle piece snapping into place. It didn’t matter that we’d only shared a few hours and hadn’t spoken or seen each other since, she filled the hole inside me, made everything seem less hopeless and depressing. 

“Doesn’t fuckin’ matter. I know what you do to me. I know what I want—what I need—and it sure as hell isn’t one night. I want to take my time exploring every inch of that sexy-ass body until I know just where to touch, where to lick, how to fuck you, to make you lose control. And I think you want that, too.”

Desire flared in her eyes, confirming my assumption. Her tongue snaked out and slid across her lower lip, drawing my attention. Suddenly, I needed to taste those lips, to suck on that tongue. I dropped my mouth to hers and licked the seam of her lips, silently requesting consent. She opened her mouth to me, and I plunged inside, tasting, playing, taking everything she offered. 

My hands roamed up her T-shirt, sliding over her belly to cup her breasts. Her bra was in the way, so I unhooked it and slid the straps down over her arms. It got tangled in her shirt, and I didn’t want to fuck with it, so I released her mouth long enough to rip the whole thing over her head.  

She stared at me, eyes wild, breathing shallow and erratic, lips plump and wet, so damn gorgeous. 

My gaze dropped to her now exposed breasts. Soft, round, with light pink nipples that were beginning to pebble against the air, I could worship them all day. Tossing her shirt and bra aside, I palmed her tits and attacked her neck. She squirmed and giggled as my facial hair tickled her skin, and I roamed south, taking one nipple into my mouth while pinching the other one. 

I was rough, but I watched her for clues to make sure I didn’t take it too far. As I sucked and squeezed, she threw her head back and moaned in obvious enjoyment. My little freak in the sheets liked it rough. Good, because in my current state, I needed full control of her body. I needed to drive her to the edge where pleasure met pain and watch her unravel so I could beat my chest and brag that I fucking did that to her. 

Today, I’d lost control, and now I needed it back. 

Giving her tits a break, I knelt in front of her and kissed my way down her belly to the top of her shorts. Sliding them and her panties down, I followed with my lips, over her luscious hips, down to her neat little landing strip. 

I could smell her arousal, and it drove me crazy. By the time I reached her clit, I was so damn hard I could barely see straight. Determined to take care of her first, I pulled back her lower lips and focused all my attention on making her come. 

Jessica’s hands roamed over my head and gripped my hair. She held me to her, either worried I wouldn’t finish the job or clinging to me for support. Her grasp was unnecessary and couldn’t do shit to prevent me from knocking her on her luscious ass. As I licked, sucked, and flicked at her little bundle of nerves, my fingers teased the entrance of her pussy. She started rocking her hips forward, against the pressure of my fingers. Relenting, I drove them inside of her and attacked her g-spot while continuing to suck on her clit. With my other hand, I reached around and slapped her ass. 

Her climax was beautiful. Crying out my name, she squeezed my fingers inside her as her body went limp. Standing, I caught her, and picked her up, cradling her body in my arms. She started to object, but I found her lips again. She kissed me back, licking her own honey from my lips, making me impossibly harder. I needed to be inside of her. Now. 

I couldn’t even make it into her room. 

Setting her down, I bent her ass over the arm of the loveseat and retrieved a condom from my wallet. Dropping my pants and boxers, I wrapped myself up while taking a moment to admire her pale, heart-shaped ass. The faint outline of my handprint lingered, looking far sexier than a handprint should. Not wanting the other cheek to feel neglected, I slapped her ass again. 

Jessica let out a little yelp. Rubbing her ass cheek to ease the sting, I lined up my cock and plunged into her soaking wet channel. She was so tight and hot that I saw goddamn stars. After giving myself a second, I slowly pulled out before slamming into her again. 

She moaned. 

“You like that?” I asked.

She nodded. 

“Words, babe. Tell me you like the way I fuck you.” 

“I like it. A lot.” 

She was still so damn shy. God, I’d missed this. I slapped her ass again. “You like what?” 

“I like the way you fuck me. Love it when you give it to me hard.” 

Hearing her filthy language only spurred me on. Grabbing her shoulders for leverage, I slammed back into her. More wet heat coated my cock. “You like it hard like that?” 

“Y-yes.”

I smacked her ass again and she moaned. Holy shit. I couldn’t wait to try out the flogger and handcuffs on her. Just thinking about it almost made me blow my load. Her body was my favorite playground, and I wanted to touch and lick everywhere at once. 

“I wish I could clone myself, Jess. That way I could fuck your mouth, your pussy, and suck on your tits all at once. I want all of you.” 

She moaned again, and the sound went straight to my cock. 

“These handprints on your nice white ass are the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.” I rubbed her ass cheek again. “You like being spanked, don’t you, babe?” 

“Yes. Fuck me, Spade.” 

Dropping my hands to her hips, I did as she commanded, pounding her pussy until she came again. Then I finally let myself go, cried out my release, and collapsed on top of her. Spent and content for the first time in weeks, I didn’t want to pull out or release her. Instead, I pushed us over the arm and into the cushions of the loveseat. Still connected, I held her against me. 

Somehow this seemed more personal than sex. 

After all, I’d fucked plenty of girls, but I’d never done this with anyone. 

Jessica was different. I knew it from the moment I saw her with that crazy son-of-a-bitch’s gun pressed into her side, and I felt it now. My problems were still there, but with her in my arms, they were no longer choking the life out of me. 

I finally felt like I could breathe. 

I needed her in my life… needed this. 

“Thank you,” I whispered against her neck.

She giggled. “Anytime.”

Good. I planned to take her up on that. 
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ONCE AGAIN, I found myself wrapped in Spade’s muscular, tattooed arms, my breathing heavy and my body spent, trying to figure out what had just happened. He wasn’t the “Latino Lover,” he was more like a drug that robbed me of my inhibitions and morals, ripped off my clothes, and turned me into some sex-crazed floozy. 

“You okay?” he asked. His deep, husky voice rolled across my skin, making me want to arch my back against him like a shameless hussy. 

What is wrong with you, Jess? Get your life together!

“Yes.” That wasn’t exactly true. I was sore, stinging, and boneless, but somehow it all felt wonderful. I was more than okay; I’d crossed over into blissful. 

The dryer dinged, letting us know my clothes were finished. 

Spade stood, taking me with him. I didn’t know if I could stand yet, but my capabilities didn’t matter since he didn’t release me. With my back pressed against his front, he leaned his head over my shoulder and ran his fingertips down my neck, over my breasts, past my stomach to cup my sex. “I’m not done with this yet.”

As his words turned on my body, they cooled my head. I didn’t know who he thought he was, but I wasn’t some sort of sex toy made for his enjoyment. Regardless of how freaking awesome that enjoyment was for me, I refused to be used for my body. “And what about the rest of me?” 

Chuckling, he spun me around to face him. It happened so quick I had to hold onto him to keep my balance. His big, calloused hands framed my face and he met my gaze. “Do you have any idea how shitty I felt before I got here?” he asked. 

I shook my head. 

“This thing between us… it’s more than sex. I like being around you. You make the world a little brighter. I breathe easier when you’re with me. It’s… nice.” 

That was the sweetest thing anyone had ever said to me. “Really?”

He kissed my forehead. “Yes, really. I’m not blowin’ smoke up your ass. I mean, you already put out, so I don’t have to.” 

Unimpressed by his casual dismissal of what had happened between us, I crossed my arms and stared him down. “I put out, huh?” 

He grinned, looking all too proud of himself. “Yep. And you will again. You like my fingers, my lips, my tongue, and my cock. You can’t resist me.” 

Actually, it was his words and the way he looked at me like I was a tall glass of water and he’d just walked across the desert that did me in. The rest of him was icing on the cake.  

His hands dropped to my butt and he pulled me against him. “I know how to rock your body, you feel safe with me, and I’m entertaining as fuck. Admit it, you like me.”

“You forgot humble.” 

“Yeah, there’s no need for that bullshit.” He flashed me a smile, daring me to argue. “I’m hungry. I haven’t eaten all day, and I’m hoping to burn off a few more calories with you later. You got anything to eat around here?”

Trying not to get caught up on the idea of having sex with him again, I considered the sad state of my refrigerator. There were a couple of frozen dinners in the freezer, but I wasn’t about to pull those out for Spade. I might be old school, but I still believed the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach. I didn’t know what a sexy, fun, intelligent beefcake like Spade saw in a nerd like me, but I wanted the first meal I made him to impress his socks off and make him fall to his knees to profess his undying love for me. “Nope. But why don’t we head back to the station and I’ll make you something there?”

His eyes widened. “You can cook?”

Glad to have sparked his interest, I replied, “I have five words for you: basic science and following directions. Look at me.” I pushed my glasses up my nose. “Of course, I can cook.” I didn’t know where this sassy chick had been hiding but Spade sure did bring her out of me. His shameless flirting made me want to rise to the occasion and join in on the banter. 

He openly gawked at me. “You’re so fuckin’ hot. Even more so when you get all feisty.”

Nobody had ever called me that before. I liked it. A lot. “Feisty, huh?”

“Fierce.” He squeezed my butt. “Ferocious.” He leaned in and snapped his teeth near my neck. “A goddamn savage. You’re not cooking for me tonight, though.”

“Why not?”

His eyes darkened. “I’ve got other plans for you. I want you on my cock, not in my kitchen. Get dressed and grab whatever you need to take to the station. We’ll pick up something to eat along the way.” 

He released me, albeit reluctantly. I dressed, packed up my clothes, and locked up the apartment. We climbed into my car and headed out, stopping for Chinese takeout along the way.  

It was shortly after three by the time we made it to the fire station. Spade carried my suitcase upstairs while I set out the paper containers and grabbed us plates. The restaurant had neglected to include chopsticks with our order, and I searched the kitchen for some before giving up and opening the fridge. 

“Whatchu doin’?” Spade asked, bumping his hip against mine as he joined me.

“Looking for something to drink.”

“The good stuff’s out in the bar. Want me to get you a beer or make you a cocktail? I think Emily and Julia stocked up some decent wine, if that’s more of your thing.” 

I thought about refusing and sticking with water, but I was having fun and wanted to relax even more. Alcohol would help. “Actually, Shari made me something last night that was really good. A rum and diet? Does that sound right?”

He grinned. “Yeah. I got you, babe. Need anything else?” 

“What about chopsticks?” I asked. “Got any of those around here?” 

“Third drawer beneath the coffee pot.” 

Closing the fridge, I eyed him skeptically as I opened the drawer and looked inside.

“Pull it out further. They’re in the back.” 

Sure enough, disposable chopsticks in paper wrappers were piled up in the back of the drawer. I grabbed two sets. “You know your way around the kitchen, huh?”  

“All club members start out as prospects.” He grabbed the plates I’d set on the counter and followed me out to the dining room. “While prospecting, we have to prove our value and loyalty, which basically means we get stuck with a lot of shit jobs to see how committed we are to joining. Prospects do most of the cleaning and some of the cooking around here.” 

“So, it’s like an initiation process.” Interesting. I followed Spade out to the dining room. “Is membership worth the hassle?” 

“Absolutely. The club’s clean, so it’s not like a one-percenter club that makes their prospects earn or fight their way in. Honestly, it’s not bad. Not nearly as bad as boot camp and we all handled that shit just fine.”

He set the plates down on the giant table and headed for the bar while I started dishing us up food. Expecting him to sit across from me, I pushed his plate to the other side of the table, but when he returned, he sat on my left and reached over to grab it. 

“Sorry if this breaks etiquette, but I like being close to you.”  He scooted my drink over in front of me. “Hope that’s all right.” 

I didn’t know if he was talking about the drink or his location, but I took a sip and nodded. This was a little stronger than the one Shari made me, but I could handle it. Probably. “It’s perfect. Thank you.”

He arched an eyebrow, waiting for me to say more.

“And I like sitting beside you, too.” 

“See, that wasn’t so hard to admit. I knew you liked me all along.” Grinning he dug into his dinner. 

Honestly, I couldn’t see how anyone could resist him. Remembering the way he’d bent me over the arm of my loveseat had me crossing my legs. Desperate to think about something else, I asked, “Why ‘Dead Presidents?’ Is there a story behind the name?” I’d been curious about the club name for a while, but I kept forgetting to ask Carly. I could have asked any of the guys, but I felt more comfortable with Spade.

“The name describes how it feels to leave the service. One minute, your entire life revolves around serving the country. Then your term ends, and you’re thrust back into civilian society. You know all this shit and have all kinds of training, but none of it matters anymore. That life’s dead to you now. You’ve gotta try to remember who the fuck you were and what you wanted to do with your life before you signed up. People come home, but they never really come back, Jess. Not like they were, at least. The service changes everyone. Sometimes it’s for the better, sometimes it’s not.” He frowned, clearly thinking of someone in particular. “Link’s dad, Jake, formed the club and built this place to help reintegrate servicemen into civilian society. And since his last name is Lincoln... the name just worked.” 

Made sense. Swallowing a bite, I asked, “Link’s name is Link Lincoln?” 

“Link’s his road name. Since his real name is public knowledge, I can tell you it’s Tyler. Some of the brothers hide their real names. Since Link’s the face of the club and has to interact with the public all the time, he doesn’t care.” 

“What’s your real name?” I asked.

He eyed me. 

“You know mine. It’s only fair,” I said, wondering why he seemed hesitant. We’d slept together, twice, and he kept talking like he was into me. Shouldn’t I be privy to his name by now?

“It’s not that. I was just trying to remember the last time anyone wanted to know both my names. Most people know me through my family or from the club. Those two worlds never cross.”

“Like Clark Kent and Superman?” I asked, trying to understand.

He cocked his head to the side, and the smirk on his lips curled my toes. “Please. I’m much more of a Batman. Antonio Fernandez.” 

Of course, he was an Antonio. He was far too seductive to have any other name, and I really was the Puss to his Boots. “Tell me, Antonio, did you have trouble coming home?” 

“I like the way you say my name. It sounds sexy.” He wiped his mouth. “But to answer your question, not really. In my job, I didn’t see much combat. Besides, even if I came home all fucked up, my family would have kicked my ass and set me straight.”

“What made you want to join the club then?” 

He looked away and took a sip of his beer. “I had a good friend from boot camp—Miko—who wasn’t so lucky. Shortly after he came home, he uh… he joined the ranks of the twenty-two. You hear about the suicide statistics, but it doesn’t mean shit until you know someone who lost the battle. Then it becomes all too real. Miko was a good guy. He needed help and nobody was there for him. This club is doing something to help vets like him, so I had to join. For all the Miko’s out there struggling to find their place out of combat.” 

That’s when I knew I was done for. Whatever this man wanted, I’d gladly give it to him. Probably on a silver platter and dressed in sheer lace. 

After we ate, he led me upstairs and into his room. I followed like a puppy on a leash, ready to do whatever he asked of me. 

“Remember those supplies I left to pick up?” Spade asked as he closed his bedroom door behind us. 

A tingle of excitement shot through me. “Yes.” 

“I’d like to try some things, Jess. Do you trust me?” 

I did, but I was only human. “What kind of things?” 

He grabbed my hand and pulled me over to his nightstand. There, he retrieved handcuffs, a blindfold, and a flogger. 

Intrigued, but cautious, I stared at the implements. “I’ve never done anything like this before.” 

“Me either,” he admitted. “But you like it rough, and I’m not gonna lie… I get off on giving you what you like. You have no idea how amazing my handprints look on your ass. I never even knew I was into that, but with you… Do you want to try it?” 

Strangely enough, I did. Even looking at the flogger was making me so wet I had to resist the urge to cross my legs. Still, we needed to think about safety first. “Can I have a safe word?” 

He looked almost offended. “Any time you want me to stop, all you have to do is say so. I’ll never do anything you don’t want me to do. But if a safe word makes you feel better, yes. Absolutely.” 

“Rationality,” I blurted out.

He arched an eyebrow. “Rationality is your safe word?”

“Yes. It’s from my favorite movie line. ‘It's mercy, compassion and forgiveness I lack. Not rationality.’ Uma Thurman said it in Kill Bill.”

“You like Kill Bill?” he asked. “It’s not too violent for you?” 

Feeling a little offended, I answered, “No. I love Kill Bill. How could I not? It’s a kick in the nuts of chauvinism. The women fighting in that movie are so badass. There’s no embarrassing catfighting going on; they straight throw down. It’s empowering. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve wanted to walk into my boss’ office with a Samurai sword and be like, “Silly rabbit, tricks are for kids”.” 

Now both of his eyebrows shot up. “I should probably find that worrisome, but everything you say and do is hot as fuck. You’re full of surprises, Jess. I love that about you. Rationality it is. Strip.” 

“You want me completely naked?” The idea was a little intimidating. It was early evening and light streamed in through his bedroom window. Yes, he’d seen me fully naked in my apartment, but that was different. We were in the heat of the moment. This was a little more nerve-wracking.

“Did I stutter?” he asked, his eyes darkening as he closed the distance between us. His cocky tone should have been a turn off, but it sent even more heat to my core. “I don’t want you hiding anything from me. I want you stripped bare and defenseless, stretched across my bed for my raw enjoyment. Now, strip.” 

Feeling self-conscious but completely turned on, I tugged off my clothes as Spade watched, his gaze openly taking in every inch of my body. When I finished, he snatched up two of the soft leather handcuffs and said, “Give me your wrists.”

Still surprised at how much I liked this bossy, demanding side of him, I held out my hands. He put the cuffs on me, and then led me to the bed. Lying me on my back, he stretched out my arms and attached the other ends of the cuffs to his metal headboard. Then he did the same things to my ankles, attaching them to the footboard.

I’d never felt more exposed in my life. He stood and backed away from the bed, his gaze roaming over me as he admired his handiwork. 

“I like you like this, Jess. You’re like a gift, just for me. I’ve opened you, and now I get to decide all the ways I want to play with you. First, I think I’ll take away your sense of sight and see how intense we can make you feel.”

He slid the blindfold over my head and adjusted the strap until I couldn’t see anything. It was thrilling and hot, and my body started thrumming with anticipation of what he’d do next. 

“Let’s see how much you like all this,” he said. 

I felt the bed dip under his weight and then his hot, wet tongue licked across my pussy. 

“You’re soaking wet, babe. You fuckin’ love this, don’t you?” 

I nodded, suddenly grateful for the blindfold. I didn’t want to see if he was judging me for enjoying the kink. 

“I love the taste of you. I’m gonna gorge myself on this pussy, but I don’t want you to come until I give you permission.  You hear me?” 

“Yes.” More heat pooled to my core.

Spade’s short beard hair tickled my thighs as his tongue landed on my clit. He sucked, swirled and flicked as my hips kept trying to lift against his mouth, but my bonds kept me flat against the bed. Taking away my sense of sight and movement intensified the experience, making it almost impossible for me to resist coming. I felt like I was one hard lick or gentle tug away. 

Finally, Spade let up. 

Thin leather strips whacked against the bottom of my right foot. The sensation felt strange, but not at all painful.

“You like that?” he asked. 

“Harder,” I replied.

This time, the leather strips came with a slight sting. “Better?” he asked. 

“Harder.” 

The sting intensified. It still wasn’t painful, but it felt amazing. Every strike left behind a tingling sensation. He worked his way up the front of my legs to my thighs, and then started on my hands, going down to my torso. By the time he reached my breasts, my entire body was throbbing and needy. He hit my breasts and I had to bite my lip. 

“That feel good?”

So good. I couldn’t speak, so I nodded. 

He worked his way down my stomach and to my labia. It was so intense—so hot—I clenched my fists and tried to resist. 

“If you don’t stop, I’m going to come,” I said. 

He chuckled. “Good to know.” His voice was gravelly, and his accent was thicker than normal. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one getting turned on by this. He struck my lower lips one more time, and then rubbed away the sting. Then I felt my legs and arms go slack as he unhooked the cuffs. “Turn over, Jess.”

After I did as he said, he reattached my cuffs and started the same process on the back of my body. He took his time, and when he reached my ass, my body was shaking and quivering from fighting the release. It felt like all my nerve endings were raw, waiting for him to close them off, to give me what I needed. 

“Please,” I said, unable to handle any more.

He brushed the hair back from my face and leaned over me, pressing his hard pecks against my back. “Please what, babe?” 

“Please let me come.” 

“The only way I’m gonna let you come is on my cock, and I’m not ready for that yet.”

He undid my restraints. “Turn over.”

I wanted to cry, but I was too far gone to argue. He hooked me back up, and then I felt his knees on either side of my torso. 

“You wanna come? I’ll let you after you suck my cock. Show me how bad you want it, babe.” 

Velvety skin brushed across my lips. 

“Open,” he demanded. 

I dropped my jaw, and he shoved his dick in my mouth. The tip tasted slightly salty as it rolled over my tongue and headed for the back of my throat.

“Wider.”

Hollowing out my cheeks, I took him deeper. He swore and pulled out a little before driving back in. 

“Fuck, Jess. Your mouth feels good.” 

He drove into me again. 

“Your lips around my cock… hot. So fuckin’ sexy.”

His praise made me want to please him more. I flicked my tongue down the length of him and sucked. 

He hissed. “Fuck. Don’t do that or you’re gonna get a load down your throat.”

So of course, I did it again. 

Swearing, he pulled out. I tried not to smile, but I felt pretty dang proud of myself. 

“What’s wrong, Antonio? Didn’t it feel good when I sucked on your cock?”

I heard the wrapper of a condom tearing. “I think you know damn well what you do to me. Now I’m gonna tear up that pussy.”

Finally! If that was my punishment, I’d do it again next time. 

Spade’s body stretched out over me and I felt his cock at my entrance. Holding onto my shoulders, he slammed into me. It felt so intense—so carnal—that I started coming immediately. I couldn’t help myself. I’d been holding on for so long and this… this was too much. 

He pulled out and slammed into me again. “I didn’t give you permission.” 

The intensity of my climax continued to grow. “I can’t. I can’t help it.” 

He fucked me through my orgasm and kept going. As I lie spread eagle and unable to move, he hammered my body. He was rough and savage, and I loved every minute of it. A second orgasm built and washed over me before he finally found his release. Then he got rid of the condom, let me out of the cuffs, removed my blindfold, and held me against him. 

“Jess?” he asked.

I couldn’t speak. “Mm-hm?”

“I’ve come to the conclusion that following directions is not your strong suit.”

I wanted to argue that no human being could have resisted coming after what he’d done to me, but I lacked the energy to even open my mouth. 

He chuckled.  

My entire body was still humming as I drifted off to sleep. 
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IT TOOK EVERYTHING in me to drag my ass out of bed Friday morning. Jessica and I had gone to bed early, but we sure as hell hadn’t stayed asleep. The night had been spent between fucking and napping, and I hadn’t gotten nearly enough of either activity. 

“Hey.” I kissed Jessica’s forehead, rousing her. She was struggling to wake her ass up, too. “You got any plans after work?” 

She knuckled her eyes and stretched, drawing my attention to the swell of her naked tits, peeking out over the sheet. “I need to stop by the apartment and take a picture of Carly’s room so I can list it for rent and find myself a new roommate. I meant to do that yesterday, but somebody distracted me.” 

“Yeah, I’m not sorry.” I tugged the sheet down a little further and enjoyed the view. Damn, she was gorgeous. Forcing myself to focus back on our conversation, I said, “I heard that Carly and Trent had moved in with Wasp. You okay with that?” 

“Okay with my friend and her child being ridiculously happy? Yes. I’m not a monster. I’ll miss seeing them all the time, but I’m happy they found Wasp. Trent needs a good man he can look up to, and Wasp...” 

“Wasp likes to clown, but he loves Carly and that kid. He’d do anything for them.” 

She smiled. “Exactly. Carly’s had a rough life. She deserves this. I’ll find a new roommate. Not a big deal.” Her smile faltered a little at the end, betraying her real feelings on the matter. Finding a new roommate would be a very big matter for someone like Jessica. 

“Has anyone ever told you you’re a horrible liar?” I asked. 

She sighed. “All. The. Time. Seriously. Why is it so easy for everyone else?”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. She was just so damn honest and adorable, exactly the kind of woman I wanted to come home to every night. “I love that you can’t lie. It’s one of my fifty favorite things about you.” 

Unable to take the compliment, she blushed and looked away. “Why did you ask about tonight?” she asked, forcing the subject off her again. “Do you have plans after work?”

“Unfortunately, yes. I have a shift at the bar tonight.” I took one last longing look at her body before forcing myself out of bed. If I didn’t get my ass in gear and grab a shower, I’d be late for my first job. Judging by my family’s texts, they were already pissed at me for missing fireworks last night. I didn’t need Dad riding my ass all day about not making it to work on time. Still, I didn’t want to leave Jessica without knowing when I’d see her again, though. “Wanna grab dinner after you get off?” I asked. “I’ll have a couple of hours before I have to be at the bar.” 

She sat up and smiled, clutching the sheet around her like I hadn’t seen (and flogged) every inch of her gorgeous body. “Yes. I’d like that, but only if I can cook.” 

And I liked that she wanted to cook for me. “Here?” 

“Nope. I’ll grab some groceries and meet you at my apartment. What time do you get off?” 

We made plans to meet up before going our separate ways to shower and get ready for work. 

*	*	*

Jessica

 

When I got to work, Chad intercepted me on the way to my cubicle. Today he wore a pleated gold vest over a black button up shirt with black pleather pants and gold shoes. He flashed me a patronizing smile as he looked over my much more conservative pants outfit. 

“Hey, Jess, I’m so glad I caught you.” Chad’s sing-songy voice was even more nasally than normal today. Probably due to the lack of sleep I’d gotten thanks to Spade’s all-night sex-athon. Not like I was complaining or anything. It was the best night of my life and I was over the moon that he wanted to meet up for dinner tonight. “Do you have a minute? I’d like to meet with you in my office.” 

Right. Chad was talking, and I needed to pay attention to his words. He had an office now? Since when? Wednesday he’d been in a cubicle just like the rest of us bottom feeders. And I couldn’t think of a worse way to start off my morning than in a confined space with the weasel, but I nodded. “Sure. Can I drop my laptop off at my desk first?”

“If you must.” He looked so put out. Poor Chad. He had to walk five steps out of his way before leading me to the printer room. The entire space had been rearranged and a partition had been added to separate the printer tables from a small office space. 

“This is your office now?” I asked. 

He beamed. “It’s not much, I know. The space is temporary until Don has the builders come in to make me something more permanent, but we figured this would get me away from everyone on the floor and give me the opportunity to see and approve of all ads before our weekly meetings.” 

So, they moved him away from us little people, and now Chad could cut me to pieces for my designs all five days of the week. Awesome. “Gee, that’s great.” 

“Speaking of ads, we need to talk. Come have a seat.” 

That sounded ominous. I glanced back at the door, wondering if I could somehow escape before he started talking. Chad glanced back at me, and I gave up and followed as he wove his way around the partition and sat behind his desk, gesturing for me to take the empty chair. 

Feeling all hope of a decent day vanish, I sat. 

He opened a file on his desk and removed an ad I didn’t recognize for one of my new clients, Fresh Eyes LASIK. Confused, I studied the ad. The image I’d selected for it—the client approved image—was of a family at a playground. The message had to do with not letting glasses get in the way of living life to the fullest. The new image was of a young guy with weird washed out orbs around his oddly blue eye. The message had been changed to some self-help quote about embracing a new you, and the font was raised and shadowed to create movement. It looked like some sort of science fiction or futuristic ad.

“What is this?” I asked. “I sent you the ad for Fresh Eyes. This… this isn’t it.” 

“Yes.” He folded his hands in front of him. “I received your ad and although it is fundamentally correct, I found it to be lacking in certain… appeal. To be honest, it was a little boring, and that’s not who we are. So, I stayed up late last night and put together something more… attractive to submit to the client.” 

The ad I’d sent Chad was the result of hours of research and work. “Janine at Fresh Eyes asked me for something family oriented. I submitted the ad, along with three others, to my focus group, and that’s the one they selected. It scored extremely high. I can get you the results, if you’d like.” 

His patronizing smile returned in full force. “We’re not looking for the best of four, Jessica. We’re looking for the best of the best, and your ad doesn’t stand out. It’s not new or interesting. It doesn’t compel me to want to buy anything. Whereas this ad makes eye surgery seem like an adventure.” 

I was clearly arguing with an idiot, so I dumbed down my message. “Fresh Eyes LASIK has eight locations in the Pacific Northwest, each staffed with reputable surgeons who don’t want to be seen as an adventure, or a mission to Mars, or whatever this promises.” I picked up his ad and waved it around in the air. “They want a family friendly ad aimed at serious patients between the ages of twenty-five and forty. That’s exactly what I sent you and what I intend to send the client.”

Chad stared at me in shock. 

I couldn’t blame him. I’d never stood up to him like this before. My hands were sweaty and shaky, and I felt like I’d downed a quad-shot latte mixed with jet fuel. 

“I’m your supervisor,” he reminded me, in case I’d somehow forgotten. 

“I realize that, but you’re still wrong.” And I was bordering on insubordination but didn’t care. Fresh Eyes was a huge client, and I’d worked hard to earn their commission. If Chad thought he could take it from me with some half-assed ad, he had another think coming.  

Chad’s nostrils flared and his cheeks pinkened. “Maybe we should talk to Don about this and see what he thinks.” 

Trembling hands and all, I held my ground. “Maybe we should.” 

He held my glare for a moment before scooping up the ad and putting it back in his folder. “I could just send my design to the client.” 

“Great. I’ll send mine, too, and we can see which one they prefer.” I’d bet my entire career that it wasn’t Chad’s. I’d taken the time to get to know this client and I understood their vision. 

“We don’t compete with our own employees. That would make us seem unprofessional.” 

I shrugged. “Sounds like a problem then. Look, my ad is good. It’s what the client wants, and my job is to keep them happy. You can fire me if you want, but I’m not sending them your ad.” 

He flipped his hair back and let out a huff. “Look, Jessica, I know you wanted the supervisor position, and that you’re disappointed that I got it. I expected pushback from you, but I thought you’d at least be professional. Don’t you think this is a little extreme? Are you really willing to lose your job over one ad?” 

“Have you ever been held at gunpoint?” I asked. 

His eyes narrowed. “Are you threatening me?” 

The thought had never crossed my mind. “No, Chad. I’m not a thug. I was held at gunpoint, though. Recently. You see, I’m not nearly as boring as you think I am. The difference between us is that I’m not confrontational, so I don’t fight you. But that doesn’t make me a doormat. You’ve been trying to stand on me for a long time. You need to stop now.” 

“Or what?” 

“I’ll walk. My clients love me. I wonder how many of them will stick around if I leave?”

“You signed a non-compete. You won’t be able to work advertising and you’ll have to find another field.”

I most definitely did not sign a non-compete. I was such a small little guppy when I started that nobody thought I’d make it. I barely got my bank information to accounting in time to get my first direct deposit. But I let him believe what he wanted to and shrugged. “You do what you have to, Chad. I’m not letting you push me around anymore. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do and an ad to send to Fresh Eyes LASIK.” 

“What is wrong with you, Jessica?” he asked.

Everything. Nothing. For the first time in my life, I felt free. Spade was right, I was feisty, fierce, and ferocious… a goddamn savage. And I liked it. I stood and marched out of his office before he could respond. 

And my legs only shook a little.  
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Spade

 

MY MOUTH STARTED watering the moment Jessica opened her apartment door. Not only did the place smell like an Italian restaurant, but she looked downright edible herself. She’d changed out of the work clothes she was wearing this morning into a knee-length black dress beneath a cupcake print apron. Her hair was up in a clip, and she’d darkened her eyes and lips. 

“You look delicious,” I said, dropping my head down to give her a quick kiss hello while keeping the rest of my body back so I didn’t touch her. I was still wearing my work clothes, and I smelled like sawdust, dirt, and sweat, and didn’t think she’d appreciate any of that rubbing off on her. “I didn’t know this was a date.” 

She blushed. “It’s not. I mean, it’s just dinner. I had a pretty crazy day and felt the need to look nice.” 

“You always look nice, babe.” 

She dropped her gaze. “Thanks.”

Hooking my finger under her chin, I raised her head until she was looking at me again. “You’re gorgeous, Jess. You should own that.”

Looking into my eyes, she replied, “Thanks.” 

I held up the duffel bag in my hands. “And I brought clean clothes. Can I use your shower?”

She showed me to the bathroom, and I showered and dressed in the jeans and T-shirt I’d packed. When I returned to the kitchen, Jessica was plating breaded stuffed chicken breasts in red sauce over noodles with a side salad. 

“This looks amazing. Anything I can do to help?” I asked, sidling up to her. 

“Nope. Sit. I have it under control.” She set the plates on the table, opened the fridge, and pulled out a bottle of Summer Shandy, setting it in front of my plate. 

Impressed that she’d paid attention to the type of beer I drank last night, I eyed the bottle. “I’d love to drink that, but I gotta work tonight, and I don’t drink when I work. Ever. Gotta keep a clear head to make sure everyone stays safe.” 

“Right. Of course.” She exchanged the beer for two water glasses before removing her apron. The black dress she wore beneath it was tight around the chest and stomach, flaring out a little over her hips and basically showcasing all her sexy curves. She looked amazing. 

I let my gaze drift down her body, making my attraction known. “Thank you.” 

She sat. “For what?”

“Making me dinner. Caring enough to remember what kind of beer I liked. Dressing up. Being the sexiest woman in Seattle. I don’t want you to feel like you have to impress me, but I recognize and appreciate your efforts.” She was too far away, so I grabbed her chair and scooted it closer. 

She squealed and held on to the seat.

When her chair bumped into mine, I released it. “Better. Now, tell me about your crazy day.” 

She broke into a story about some asshole manager named Chad who was sleeping with her boss and giving her hell about her ads. 

The name rang a bell. “Is this the Chad who called you ‘too safe’?” I asked.

“The one and only.” 

She’d been rambling about him after the shooting. 

I was interested in her story, but the smell of food had my mouth watering, so I took a bite. The sauce was flavorful, and the chicken was moist, tender, and stuffed with mozzarella, spinach, and bacon. “Mmm. This is great.” 

She beamed a smile at me. Normally compliments seemed to make her uncomfortable, but that one practically made her glow. 

“Your boss is a woman?” I asked, getting back to her work problem.  

“Nope. Don’s a man. And this sounds gossipy, but LaTisha—who’s one of my good friends at work—said she caught Don and Chad doing the nasty in Don’s office. I’ve known LaTisha for a few years, and she’s never been anything but honest with me. And truthfully, it’s the only explanation that makes sense. I mean, Chad’s designs are horrible. That makes me sound catty and rude, but it’s the honest-to-God truth. We’re talking seriously tacky. He doesn’t follow protocol, basically ignores the focus groups, and Don just rolls with it. But if Don’s cheating on his wife with Chad…”

“Don’s married? To a woman?”

“Yes! And she’s super nice, too. It’s all so scandalous.” 

“And it has to be frustrating for you.” 

She nodded. “But I haven’t gotten to the good part yet. Today, Chad was going off on me about how he wants to use his sci-fi looking ad and I told him no.”

“You told him no?” 

The corners of her lips kept curving upward. “Yes! I stood up to Chad for the first time ever. I sat in his office and told him I wasn’t his doormat and there was no way I was sending his design to my client.” A wide grin stretched across her face. “It felt amazing.”

“I’m proud of you, babe. I knew you were a savage.” 

Her grin grew impossibly wider. 

“What’s your next play? Are you planning to do anything about them? Maybe tell Don’s wife or the owner of your company or something.” 

She shrugged and her expression fell. “I don’t know. I haven’t thought that far ahead, but I know Chad’s not going to let up on me. It’s probably time to start looking for another job.”

I dropped my hand to her bare knee and squeezed. “Is that what you want?” 

“No.” She met my gaze. “I love my clients and I’ve worked my butt off to earn their business. I’ve made friends at Emerald City Advertising, my focus groups are amazing to work with. The idea of starting all over makes me break out in hives.” 

“You shouldn’t have to leave. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“But if I stay, Chad will keep harassing me and making it impossible to do my job. I don’t know what I ever did to that guy, but I can’t seem to get off his radar.” 

“Why don’t you let me handle it?” I asked. 

She tensed. “Listen, Batman, I didn’t tell you this so you could swoop in and save the day.”

“Yeah, but I don’t like seeing good people get railroaded by assholes. There’s a shortage of good people in this world, Jess. You’re basically an endangered species. I don’t want this shithead working you over for being nice. I’ll tell you what, text me their full names and any contact information you have for them. I’ll pass it along to Morse and Tap. Those guys are geniuses. They can hack into computers, phone lines, security systems, anything you can think of. They’ll get proof of what’s really going on between your manager and your boss, and then I’ll bring the information to you and you can decide what you want to do with it.” 

“Invading their privacy is illegal,” she replied. 

“And what they’re doing to you is wrong.” 

“But what about Morse and Tap? I don’t want anyone to get in trouble.” 

“Babe, I don’t think you understand how good those two are. Tap joined the club around the same time I did, and nobody even knows where he lives. Trust me, we’ve tried to figure that shit out, but he’s too goddamn stealthy. Nobody will catch them. Let them poke around and see what they find out.” 

She still seemed hesitant. “They’d do that for me?” 

I chuckled. “Yes. But don’t go gettin’ a big head about it. They’d do it for anyone. I swear they get off on this kind of shit. If your boys are on the up and up, they have nothin’ to worry about. But if they’re doing some shady-ass shit, they need to be taken down.” 

Her eyes lit up with laughter as she pressed her lips together. 

“What?” I asked. 

“Shady ass shit.” She giggled. “Because Chad’s taking it in the ass.” 

Glad to see her happy, I laughed with her. Then I tucked a stray hair behind her ear. “Text me their info, Jess. Let’s see exactly what these two are up to.” 

Chewing on her bottom lip, she pulled out her phone and forwarded me two contact cards. I forwarded them on to Morse and Tap, giving them a little background on the situation. They responded immediately to let me know they were on it, and I could practically see them rubbing their hands together in anticipation. I wasn’t lying when I told Jessica they got off on this kind of thing. They were the type of men who liked to overturn rocks and expose shit hiding in the shadows. 

Jessica and I finished dinner and headed into the living room. 

“You post the ad for a roommate yet?” I asked as I sat next to her on the loveseat. 

“Nope. I plan to do that tonight. Carly and Wasp will be back Sunday, so that’s when I’m moving back in. Carly wants to hang out with me here and make sure I’m okay, but I think I’m good. I could probably stay in my room tonight and be fine.” 

“You could if I stayed with you.” 

She studied me. “You’d do that? We could have an adult sleepover. I’ll make popcorn and rent a scary movie.” 

“Yeah, babe, I’d like that. Especially if you sleep in the nude. But I don’t get off shift until two a.m., so you’d be stuck here alone until then. And I have to work tomorrow morning for my dad, so I’ll be getting up and heading out early. It’s probably best if you stay at the fire station tonight and I’ll creep into your room after I get off.” 

“When do you sleep?” she asked, looking worried. “You need more than four hours a night.” 

“When I can.” Her concern for me made my chest constrict. This girl was a fucking diamond in this rough ass city, and I needed to make sure she stayed that way. I had the perfect solution for her roommate problem that would allow me to keep her safe and sweet. “Have you ever thought about renting the room to a man?” 

Her eyebrows shot up her forehead. “You want me to live with a guy?”

“Not just any guy. Me.” My hand returned to her knee. It was like I couldn’t stop touching her. I didn’t want to stop. I craved the feel of her skin. “I’ve been thinking about moving out of the fire station for a while now. Don’t get me wrong, the guys I live with are family, but I’m kinda tired of living in the club’s version of a frat house. I’ve looked at a few apartments, but they’re expensive as hell. Even if I could afford the rent, I don’t want to live alone. So… I was thinking… you need a roommate, and I’m gonna be spending a lot of time here getting to know you, so I might as well split rent. It just makes sense.” 

“You’re making a lot of assumptions, mister. What if I don’t want you here?”

“You do.” I slid my hand up her leg, under her dress. “You will.”

She eyed me. “You play dirty.” 

“I’ll do whatever’s necessary to spend time with you.” 

Her blush resurfaced. “You seriously want to live here?” 

“Yeah.” I glanced around her space. It was clean, bright, a hell of a lot more private than my room at the fire station. It’d be nice to not have to jog downstairs when I wanted a snack or a drink. The more I thought about it, the better moving in with her sounded. “Definitely. Your building manager’s an asshole, but I’ve dealt with his kind before.” 

She flashed me another smile. “Thanks for handling him, by the way. The door looks great, the carpet in my room’s been replaced, the wall’s been patched, and the garbage disposal is working. What’d you do? Promise to have his babies or something?” 

I chuckled. “Matt’s definitely not my type, babe. He just needed a little… strongly worded motivation.” 

“Well, having you around would make dealing with him much easier.” 

“Whenever you need to do battle with that dipshit, I’ve got your back, regardless of where I live. You don’t have to worry about him ever again. But with me here, you’d be safe. I wouldn’t let anything happen to you.”

“This is crazy.” Yet she was considering it. I could see the indecision in her eyes. “We barely even know each other.” 

“You know I’m not dangerous, and Wasp and the rest of the club would kick my ass if I did anything to hurt you. We’d each have our own space, but we could work the fuck out of both mattresses. Trust me, babe, with the shit I still want to do to you… you’re not gonna want a roommate. Hell, your neighbors will probably want to move.” 

“Is that so?” Her eyes darkened with lust, and I slid my hand further up her thigh. My fingers were about to check out the wetness of her pussy when movement above her head caught my eye. A black house spider, roughly the size of a silver dollar, skittered across the wall and stopped. 

“Hold please,” I said. Since I had sisters, I knew the drill. I hurried to the kitchen and grabbed a paper towel. Returning, I leaned over her and squished the eight-legged menace. Then I wadded up the paper towel and started back toward the kitchen.

Jessica grabbed my arm, stopping me. “What was that?” 

If my sister, Abril, even saw or heard about a spider, she’d have nightmares. Used to downplaying their existence, I shrugged. “Nothing.” 

Jessica tensed and focused on the waded paper towel. “It wasn’t nothing. Was it a spider?”

“Maybe a little one.” 

Her gaze met mine. “Why do I feel like you’re lying to me, so I won’t freak out?”

“Would you freak out?” I fired back.

“Maybe. How big is little?” 

“If this paper towel starts moving, we should probably run.” 

Her eyes widened for half a second before she figured out I was messing with her and smacked my arm. “You… you…”

“Great pleasure provider?” I suggested, closing the distance between us. “Best fuck ever? Sexy dominator?” I brushed the tips of my fingers over her nipples and she shivered. “Roommate?” 

She chewed on her bottom lip. 

“See, I can even save you from giant flesh-eating spiders.” Stepping back, I tossed the paper towel in the kitchen trash. 

“I thought you said it was little.” 

“That’s before I realized I could use this to my advantage.” I held out my hand to her. “Come on, Jess.” 

Placing her hand in mine, she let me heft her to her feet. “Where are we going?”

“To your bedroom. I still have fifty-two minutes before I have to leave for work, and I intend to spend every one of them between your legs, convincing you to let me rent that room.”
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Jessica

 

WHEN I MOVED back into my apartment Sunday, Spade moved in with me. I still wasn’t completely sold on the idea, but he was exceptionally convincing. Seriously, the things that man could do with his tongue… 

Additionally, he was a good man who I enjoyed being around. He even wrote up a month-to-month contract that gave me the freedom to evict him at any time for any reason. It amazed me how he could be so dominating in the bedroom while relinquishing control over his living situation to make me feel safe. 

And the way he worshiped my body gave me a different kind of power. I’d never felt so beautiful or valued in my life, and I thrived under his attention.   

We settled into a nice, comfortable arrangement. Between his two jobs, we didn’t get to spend as much time together as either of us would like, but we made dinners together a priority. Some evenings we stayed at the apartment, and sometimes we went to the fire station and ate with the club, but we always ate together. 

Apparently, Spade had destroyed his bike (not in an accident, he assured me), so Wasp helped him find a used 2014 Street Glide. I knew nothing about bikes, but it was beautiful and rode much smoother than his last. I made sure to be on the back of it—with my hands wrapped around his middle—as often as possible. I never could have imagined being a biker babe, but for Spade, I’d strap on leather and change my name to Biker Barbie in a heartbeat. 

Thankfully, he didn’t want me to. 

About a week after Spade sent Don and Chad’s information to Tap and Morse, the two hackers cornered us at the station to fill us in on the text messages, emails, and video chats they’d found between my boss and supervisor. 

“They’re definitely bonin’,” Tap said, handing me a folder of correspondence printouts. “Not only that, Don’s been skimming from the company profits.” 

Floored by this unexpected twist, I felt my jaw drop. “Are you kidding?” 

“Nope. Serious as an embezzling charge,” Tap replied. 

Spade was reading over my shoulder and started laughing. “God, Jess. Read that top page. You thought Chad was taking it up the ass, but that’s not the case. Don is.”

“What?” I dropped my gaze, searching for the passage that made him think that. It wasn’t a single passage. Several of the chats made it clear who was in charge of their relationship. Chad even went as far as telling Don what to wear and making him ditch his underwear and “freeball” at work. Disgusted by the image, I snapped the folder closed. “That’s about enough of that.” 

“Holy shit, babe.” Spade squeezed my shoulders. “If anything, that should take away their power over you. Can’t put too much stock into Chad’s opinion now that you know he had to blackmail someone in order to get his dick wet.” 

“I didn’t put much stock in his opinion before. Now I know he’s nothing but a desperate, pathetic pervert. So let me get this straight. Don was skimming from the company, and Chad caught him and blackmailed him into sharing, promoting him to supervisor, and… sexual things. Is that about right?” 

Morse nodded. “As far as we can tell. All the information we could find is in the file. How familiar are you with the owner of the company?” 

“Mike Chentam? I’ve met him at company parties and such, but I’ve never really talked to him.” 

“He needs to know what’s going on in his agency,” Tap replied. “Since it would be difficult for you to explain how you got your hands on this information, we can anonymously leak it to him. He’ll never be able to trace the source, and it won’t touch you.” 

“But it’ll destroy Don and Chad.” Their careers would be over, and Don’s wife would be crushed. 

“You can’t sympathize with thieves and cheaters.” Spade rubbed my back. “Babe, they knew the rules before they sat at the table, but they still chose to play the game. They bid too damn high, cheated to get there, and left their books on the table. It’s up to you to rack those books and play your hand.” 

I mostly understood what he was saying. “You really need to teach me how to play Spades.” 

Chuckling, he nodded. “I gotta teach you when to be cutthroat, first. I’m sure you get the gist of what I’m saying, though.” 

“Can I think about it?” I asked. 

Morse nodded. “We won’t do anything until you give us the green light.” 

Spade and I thanked the club’s hackers and left. I knew Spade wanted to let Morse and Tap leak the information, but he didn’t hound me about it. In fact, the last thing he said on the matter was, “I’ll support whatever you decide to do, babe. I told you, I got your back.”   

The next few days were busy, so I put it out of my mind until Don called me into his office later that week. Chad was already waiting inside. He gleefully watched me enter like we were teens and he’d ratted me out to the principal and was waiting to witness my punishment. Fearing the worst, I took the open seat beside him. 

“Hello Jessica.” Don smiled at me, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Thank you for coming in so quickly. How are you?” 

I glanced at Chad as more unease crept up my spine. “Okay?” It came out like a question. Clearing my throat, I tried again. “Okay. Good. I’m good. You?” 

“I’m a little disappointed. Chad tells me there’s been some conflict between the two of you. Is that true?” 

Disappointed? He was trying to play the righteous dad card while stealing from the company and screwing one of his subordinates? Out of the three of us, I was the only one who could claim the moral and business high ground. I sat up a little taller and reminded myself how shady these two were while trying to keep my tone and expression professional. “Chad and I have engaged in a few disagreements on ads for my clients.”

Chad snorted. “Disagreements? Your insubordination is inexcusable and will not be tolerated.” 

“Please, Chad.” Don held up a hand. “I’ll handle this. Jessica, you’ve always been one of my most dependable employees.” He opened the file on his desk. “I’ve been going over your file, and I’ve never had a problem with you before.” He flipped through the few pages that held notes and reviews, and his brow furrowed. “There’s no signed non-compete in here.” He looked up at me. “Didn’t you sign one before you started?” 

“No sir.” 

“That’s an HR oversight. Who handled your onboarding?” 

“Onboarding?” I shook my head. “Marjorie showed me to my desk and Jeff with IT helped set up my laptop, and that was it.” 

“Well, we need to remedy that immediately.” Don picked up his phone and spoke to Marjorie, requesting the form.

Seconds later, Marjorie burst through his office door, handed over a paper, and left. Don plopped it down in front of me and retrieved a pen from his desk. “Please sign this.” 

Feeling like I was being railroaded (to use Spade’s term), I read over the form. It stated that if my employment with Emerald City Advertising was ever terminated, I would make no attempts to contact my clients, and banned me from working for a competitor for a period of three years. “What if I don’t sign it?” I asked. 

“You’re refusing?” Chad scoffed. “See, Don? She’s completely uncompliant. Everyone has to sign it, for chrissake. You’re not any better than the rest of us, Jessica.” 

Don held up his hand again. “This standard non-compete is a requirement of your continued employment here. You should have signed it when you were first hired, but mistakes happen. We’ll take care of it now.”  

“So… I’ll lose my job if I refuse to sign?” I asked for clarification. 

“Nobody wants that, Jessica, but you cannot work here without a signed non-compete.” 

Yet I’d been working there for years without one. Don and Chad were both watching me, and I saw no way out of it, so I scrawled my signature and the date on the form before sliding it in front of Don. He added it to my employee folder and set it aside. 

“Now, moving forward, Chad will be approving all your ads before you send them to clients. Any changes he suggests, you will make.” Don frowned. “Do you understand?” 

Oh, I understood all too well; Don’s depraved little daddy was yanking his chain. Any respect or compassion I had left for my boss snapped. Don dismissed me, and I went back to my desk with smoke coming out of my ears. As soon as my ass landed in the chair, I called Spade. 

“Hey, babe,” he answered.

“Hi. I’m sorry to interrupt you while you’re working, but I need help.” 

“Don’t worry about it. I can take a break. What’s going on? Is everything okay?” 

I gave him a brief rundown on what had happened in Don’s office before adding, “Will you please tell Morse and Tap to leak what they found to Mike Chentam?” 

Spade chuckled, sounding every bit as pissed as I felt. “With fuckin’ pleasure. You okay, Jess?”

Surprisingly enough I was. “Just brandishing my imaginary sword and preparing to slice my way through this place.” 

“This is your moment, babe. Don’t forget your line.”

Touched that he’d remembered, I grinned. “Silly rabbit, tricks are for kids.” It was cheesy and silly, and it felt damn good to say it. 

“That’s my girl.” 

*	*	*

Spade

 

I managed to keep my family away from Jessica for the first few weeks after I moved into her apartment. I’d been stopping by their house every couple of days to show my face and check on Uncle Jaime, but I’d been blowing off Sunday family dinners since that was my one day off to spend with Jessica. After the fourth missed dinner, Mom knew something was up. She called during work Wednesday to ream me on my absence and read me the riot act about family time. 

“It’s a woman, isn’t it?”

I hadn’t been prepared for the question, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to lie about Jessica. “Yeah, I’ve been seeing someone.” 

“And you’re hiding her from us like she’s some kind of whore? Does she even know you have a family?” 

That raised my hackles. Jessica and I were still going strong, and she’d been through multiple changes over the past few weeks. After Tap and Morse leaked the information they found to the owner of her company, he cleaned house. Jessica said Mike Chentam showed up with an attorney, two security guards, and the gal from HR. They summoned Chad and were in a closed-door meeting in Don’s office for over an hour. 

When they finally reemerged, one security guard accompanied Chad to his printer room office, and a few minutes later, Don and Chad were both escorted off the premises, each carrying a box of personal effects. In the days that followed, Mike brought in a new manager whose first act of business was to promote Jessica to department manager. Jessica took over Chad’s desk—metaphorically speaking, no number of Clorox wipes could have convinced her to sit at his physical desk—and she quickly realized how little of his job he’d actually been doing. 

She’d been working long hours trying to play catch up, and I didn’t want to add the drama that was my family onto her already sagging shoulders. 

“Madre, Jess is most definitely not a whore. She’s a good girl. Smart, funny, she comes from a stable family and has a great job.”

“Can she have babies? Does she have good hips?” 

This was not a conversation I wanted to have with my mother. Ever. “We haven’t even been together for two months yet. Babies haven’t come up.” 

“You’ve been seeing this woman for almost two months and you haven’t brought her home?” Mom gasped. “Is she ugly? Does she have warts covering her face? Why are you keeping her from us, Tonio? I know I raised you to be proud of your family, so it must be her you’re ashamed of. What’s wrong with her, Tonio?” 

That did it. “Nothing. She’s perfect. I’ll see if she’s available Sunday night.” 

“Good. I’ll have Rosalie set an extra plate.” 

Knowing I had been outplayed, I hung up and texted Jessica to make sure she was free Sunday evening. 

Then I spent the next few days dreading the upcoming family meal. By the time Sunday rolled around, I was more nervous than Jessica. My family could be overwhelming, and I didn’t want them to scare her off. Hoping I’d given her enough reason to stick it out with me despite them, I knocked on the bathroom door. 

“You almost ready, Jess?” 

She emerged wearing a short-sleeve mid-calf length floral dress that bunched at the waist, managing to make her look both modest and sexy as fuck. “Is this okay?” she asked, turning so I could take her all in. Her long dark hair was pulled back in a complicated French braid, and she wore a pearl necklace and matching earrings.

I suddenly wanted to give her a different type of pearl necklace.  

“Maybe we shouldn’t go,” I replied, reaching for her. “Maybe we should stay home and see how fast I can get you out of that dress.” 

She grabbed my hands, preventing them from snaking around her body to attack her zipper. “We’re going. I’m excited to meet your family.” 

Her gaze met mine and I stared into her big brown eyes, seeing all the love and determination I’d grown accustomed to from her. Right then, I knew she was it for me. “I love you,” I blurted out. I’d known I loved her for a while now, but finally felt like we’d reached the point in our relationship where divulging that information wouldn’t make her run for the hills. This woman was everything I’d ever wanted, and she needed to know how I felt. 

Besides, if my family scared her off, this could be my last chance to tell her. 

Her eyes softened and started to water. “I love you, too, Antonio.”

Hearing her say the words unleashed something wild and carnal inside me. I wanted to take her right there and then. I didn’t care that we’d be late if we didn’t leave in three minutes, I wanted to claim her and make sure she knew she was mine. I kissed her lips and she opened her mouth to me, inviting me in. My hands enveloped her and roamed back to the zipper of her dress. 

Laughing, she pulled away. “Think you’re slick, don’t you?” 

“I know I can make you slick. It’s not too late to stay home and fuck like rabbits.” I waggled my eyebrows at her.

“Tempting. But I want to impress your family and make them fall in love with me, not piss them off by bailing.” 

“Fine.” 

Since Jessica was dressed up, we took her car. Some song came on the radio and she turned it up, singing along to the lyrics. She was slightly off-tune, and laughed as she got tongue-tied and fucked up the words, but she didn’t seem to care. Once again, I marveled at how far her confidence had come since we’d first gotten together. She’d always been this amazing, incredible, sexy woman, and I felt honored to be the man standing by her side as she was realizing it. 

Just driving with her was a blast. I swear, it was like every moment together was better than the last. Although I was nervous about her meeting my family, I was also excited about taking this next step in our relationship. It felt monumentally right.

Then we pulled up in front of my parent’s house and everything went to shit. 
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Jessica

 

I DON’T KNOW what I’d been expecting when Spade opened his parents’ front door and ushered me inside, but chaos was what I found. Over the past few days, Spade had been telling me about his family to prepare me for this visit, so I knew the teenager with tears streaming down her face as she latched onto him was Rosalie.

“It’s Tio!” she cried to her brother. “He fell. Mom called nine-one-one, and Dad’s giving him CPR.” 

Spade’s expression went blank. Patting her back and holding her against him, he asked, “Where are they?” 

“The den.” 

The two of them took off. Unsure of what to do, I followed. We hurried past the kitchen and living room down to a small sunken second living room set up like a studio apartment, complete with a bed, television, dresser, and recliner. The space was crowded with what appeared to be Spade’s entire family. A girl who had to be Abril was hugging herself and rocking back and forth on her heels beside Maria who was clutching a rosary and muttering prayers. Felipe and Miguel stood on the other side of the girls, their eyes full of worry and anguish at what they saw.

Between the legs of the siblings, I could see a body lying on the floor. 

“He’s still not breathing. How far away is the ambulance?” a beautiful short Hispanic woman asked. Her dark graying hair was tied back in a ponytail at the nape of her neck and she had a phone in one hand, and a rosary in the other. Spade’s mom, Maritza. 

“Soon,” a male voice announced over the speaker phone. “They’re about three minutes away. Have your husband continue the chest compressions.” 

A siren in the distance grew steadily louder, and I silently prayed it was the ambulance while catching glimpses of Spade’s dad as his head bobbed up and down. 

“Want me to take over?” Spade asked. 

The next thing I knew, Spade disappeared and his father, Javier, stood and wrapped his arm around Maritza. I looked from one face to the next, seeing fear, anxiety, and helplessness. Rosalie sidled up next to me, and tears continued to pool in her big brown eyes and race down her beautiful face. 

“I don’t want Tio to die,” she whispered, her lips quivering. 

I’d somehow disassociated myself with what was going on until that moment. Spade’s great uncle was dying. I hadn’t even gotten to meet the man, and his life was ebbing away. The realization hit me like a freight train, and I stumbled back and put my hands to my mouth. I didn’t want to be here for this. It was too much. 

“He’s gonna die, isn’t he?” 

I didn’t want to be here, but this wasn’t about me.  This was about Spade and his family, and this sweet little girl who was losing someone important to her. Feeling the sting of my own tears building, I opened my arms, inviting her to cry on my shoulder. She collapsed against me, sobbing. 

Then the paramedics arrived. They rushed in, sweeping us all aside to give them room to work. Feeling like I was already invading this private family moment, I stepped back further, wishing I could somehow shield Rosalie from what was happening. 

The team of paramedics fired off procedures to one another. “Two hundred joules.” There was a high-pitched noise. “I’m clear, you’re clear, we’re all clear!” 

They were trying to jump start his heart. The realization brought more tears to my eyes. I turned Rosalie away, wishing there was more I could do.  

“Clear!”

The team was still trying to revive Jaime as they loaded him onto the stretcher and wheeled him to the ambulance. Stunned, I stood in the living room, clinging to a little girl whose sobs ripped apart my heart. 

Spade pushed his way out of the chaos and his gaze landed on mine. Anger, frustration, sorrow all swam in his dark eyes. A single tear ran down his cheek and he angrily wiped it aside.  Then his gaze dropped to Rosalie and his expression turned tortured. 

*	*	*

Spade

 

Uncle Jaime hadn’t fallen. He’d been asleep in his chair and startled awake by a night terror. Mom heard him hollering about bombs going off, and by the time she made it into the den, he was flat on his face on the floor. The stress had been too much and he’d had a heart attack. 

The week following his death was a blur. Jessica and I spent most of our time at my parents’ house hanging out with my family as I tried to help my parents plan the funeral. It was surreal. I couldn’t believe my uncle was gone and knew if I thought about it for too long, I’d go crazy. So instead, I focused on the tasks at hand and tried not to get swept up in the emotion. 

Jessica was amazing. I never doubted that she would be, but she took time off work and stayed by my side throughout most of the ordeal. She never nagged or made me try to talk about my feelings or any of that bullshit. She was just there for me. Every night she distracted and comforted me with her body. 

Every morning she gave me the will to get out of bed. 

We held the funeral on a Saturday afternoon. The heavy gray sky threatened rain, and the temperature had dropped, giving us our first hint of autumn. I thought about wearing slacks and a button-up, but since we’d be lying a Vietnam veteran down to rest with full honors, I pulled my dress blues out of the back of the closet.

I kept my old Army dress uniform protected in a big green garbage bag, and I hadn’t brought it out once since I left the service. As I put it on now, I looked in the mirror, surprised at how much different I looked in it now. The arms and chest were a little tight from where I’d filled out, but it still fit. In fact, it probably felt better now than when I’d first received it because I’d learned about the responsibility it carried. 

My eyes were full of duty, knowledge, and loss. 

Now, I looked like a soldier.  

Jessica’s hungry gaze swept over my body, basically eye-fucking me as I stepped out into the living room of our apartment. “Daaamn. I had no idea you had that hiding in your closet.” She circled around, taking in all my assets.

“I feel like a piece of meat,” I joked. 

“Not just any meat, you’re a Grade A Prime Beefcake.” 

She knew this day would be difficult for me, and she was doing her best to bring a little levity into my life, just like she’d been doing all week. I appreciated the hell out of her for her efforts. “You just keep me around to be your arm candy, don’t you?”

“No. I was first attracted to you because I knew you’d make delicious arm candy. I keep you around because of the way you can roll your tongue.” 

Laughing, I grabbed a hold of her waist and pulled her against me. She was wearing a long-sleeved black dress that came almost to the floor, but the V-shaped neckline exposed enough skin for me to attack. I rolled my tongue against her skin and she laughed, squirming out of my hands and away from my tickling beard. 

Precious moments like these made all the shitty times bearable.

Uncle Jaime’s service was held at a large Catholic church. We drove Jessica’s car, and as we parked in the attached lot, the unmistakable roar of motorcycles drew my attention. Link knew about my uncle’s death, but I hadn’t requested the club’s presence or even invited them to attend. It wasn’t that I didn’t want them there, but I hadn’t even thought about it. I’d had too much on my plate to think about much of anything. 

Still, they came. 

Every single one of them. 

Link and Havoc rode in front, followed by Wasp, Eagle, Specks, Sage, Flint, Morse, Tap, Zombie, Brick, Buddha, Bull, Rabbit, Stocks, and Frog. Jake, Tank, and Buffalo, the three active old guys, had even saddled up to come along. Bringing up the rear was Hound, a brother who’d been so injured in the service he could barely sit straight to ride. 

But he was there. They all were. 

American flags waving from the backs of their bikes, they circled around the parking lot before parking in an organized, perfectly straight line. They were my brothers and Uncle Jaime’s veteran peers and they showed him every respect by showing up and representing. 

I didn’t cry at the sight, but it sure stung the hell out of my eyes. 

Jessica squeezed my hand. I met her gaze to see that she was crying hard enough for both of us. “I understand now,” she said. “The club initiation was well worth it.” 

Truer words had never been spoken. I brought her hand up to my lips and kissed her knuckles. “Yes. It was.” Uncle Jaime’s PTSD might have caused him to live alone, but he was sure as hell surrounded by friends and family now. I wondered if the ornery old bastard was somewhere laughing at the irony of it all. 

The club wasn’t the only one who showed up for the funeral. Jessica’s family also turned out to pay their respects, and I finally got to meet her parents and shake her father’s hand. Watching Jessica hold her adorable little niece made me think about how beautiful she’d be with our baby in her arms. 

It was strange the way death made people think about life. 

After the funeral and the reception, everyone but immediate family headed out. Jessica and I stayed behind to help my parents and siblings clean up the mess and get the food all covered and ready to transport. I was wiping down one of the tables when my mom pulled me aside. 

“I want you to know that your Padre and I are proud of you, Tonio,” she said, surprising me. “I know we don’t say it enough, but we are. Your Padre can be stubborn and foolish, but he wants what’s best for you. We both do.” She handed me an envelope with my name scrawled across it. “Your tio left this for you.” 

The once sealed envelope had been opened. Flicking back the ripped flap, I asked, “Did you read this?” 

“I’m your madre. Of course, I read it.”

Of course, she had. Chuckling, I pulled out the single sheet of paper and unfolded it. 

 

Antonio,

 

If you’re reading this, I’m worm food. I’m sure you’re sad and all that bullshit, but you need to get over it, because you’ve got shit to do. I have a $500,000 life insurance policy. All the information for it is in the box by my chair. I’m leaving $100,000 to Javier to buy you out of his goddamn company and get him off your back. If he can’t replace you for $100k, he’s a shitty businessman and needs to hang up his fucking hammer. 

The other $400,000 is going to you for cost of living while you’re in school, and any school expenses your GI Bill doesn’t cover. 

There. By kicking the bucket, I’ve taken away all your lousy fucking excuses. Don’t be a pussy. Enroll your dumb ass in school and become the goddamn man you want to be. You were never meant to cower in your old man’s shadow.  

 

Tio. 

 

“Is this real?” I asked, reading the letter again. 

“Yes. I found the insurance information and I’ve already started the claim. You and your father will each receive a check. 

“A check for four-hundred thousand?” 

“Yes.

My hands shook. I’d set that dream aside so long ago, I couldn’t even imagine revisiting it. It had always been a dream—up in the clouds—and I lived firmly on the ground. 

But now… with the money Uncle Jaime had left me… I felt like I was floating up to join it. 

“He loved you,” Mom said. “We love you too, Tonio. Go to school. Become an architect and build those buildings you used to draw all the time as a child.” 

Emotion choked me. I couldn’t believe Uncle Jaime had done this for me. More than that, I couldn’t believe my mother was giving me her blessing. “What about Padre?” 

She patted my shoulder. “I’ll handle your padre. You enroll.” 

It was all so much. “I… I can’t wait to tell Jessica.” 

Mom’s smile filled with warmth. “That’s how you know she’s the one, Tonio. You want to share all your time and news with her first.”

I was still reeling from Uncle Jaime’s letter. “Madre, I’m going back to school.” 

“I know.” Her smile only widened. “And you’re going to marry that girl and give me grandbabies. You can do both. You are a Fernandez, and we work hard for the things we want. You want her, don’t you?” 

“Yes. But I can’t even think about that right now.” Mom was fucking relentless. “We just buried Tio, and this is a lot to take in.” 

“You’re right. Go. Take Jessica and get out of here, you have enough going on. We’ll finish up.” 

Still in shock, I pulled Jessica aside and led her to the car, without even bothering to say goodbye to my family because I didn’t think I could handle one more thing today. I just needed to be alone with the woman I loved. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked as soon as we were in the car. 

“I…” I had no idea what to say. Emotions churned within me. Uncle Jaime had left me four-hundred grand to chase my dream. The money he’d left my dad, along with the help of mom, would finally break me out of my obligation to the family business. I was free to go back to school. I felt excited and scared, and then guilty because we’d just buried my uncle and I should be ‘sad and all that bullshit.’ Chuckling at Uncle Jaime’s note, I shook my head. “Please just give me a minute.”  

“Of course.” She patted my arm. 

When we arrived back at the apartment, I took her hand and led her straight into her bedroom. Everything in my life had been thrown into the air, and I needed to ground myself before I could figure out where it all went now. I needed control, so I could deal with my goddamn thoughts and emotions, and I knew the best way to get it. 

“I need you, Jess.” My voice sounded raw and desperate in my own ears, but I didn’t give a single fuck.  

Her chest rose and fell with a breath as she studied me. Eyes darkening with lust, I could tell she caught my drift. “Take what you need.” 

I loved the way she handed over control to me so completely. Her trust was intoxicating. The fact she got off on this every bit as much as I did only made her sexier. Beyond grateful for the gift that was standing before me, I let my gaze drift over the curves of her body, devouring each delicious one. “Strip. I don’t want anything keeping me from what’s mine.” 

She liked the command in my voice. I could tell by the way she shivered as she grabbed the hem of her dress. Holding my gaze, she slowly tugged the fabric over her head and tossed it aside before releasing the clasp on her bra and letting the straps tumble down her arms. Where she’d once felt shy and uncertain, she was now empowered and daring as she confidently stepped out of her little lace panties and kicked them aside. 

“Shoes on or off?” she asked. 

The black heels she wore were sexy as fuck. “On. Definitely on.” 

She flashed me a knowing smile that went straight to my cock. Her creamy pale skin called to me, begging to be marked by my hand. 

“Fuck. You’re so damn hot, Jess.” 

She licked her lips. “What do you want me to do, soldier?” 

I glanced down at my service uniform and decided to keep it on for now. 

Over the past several weeks, our supply of BDSM implements had grown. I went to the box we stored in the closet and retrieved a spreader bar and a paddle. I briefly considered the blindfold, but if seeing me dressed like this turned Jessica on, I wasn’t about to take that from her. 

“Get on the bed. Face down, ass up.” 

She assumed the position, and I fastened cuffs on her wrists and ankles before connecting them to the spreader bar. Naked, restrained, slightly uncomfortable, she was helpless before me. I don’t know why it was so hot to see her like that, but I fucking loved it. Unzipping my pants, I freed my rock-hard cock from my boxer briefs and stroked myself in front of her.

Her eyes dilated as she watched me. 

“You like that?” 

She nodded. “You can put it in my mouth if you want.” 

I chuckled. “Are you telling me what I can and can’t do, babe?” 

She smirked. “Maybe. Depends. Will you punish me for it?” 

Oh, she was asking for it, all right. Picking up the paddle, I turned it over in my hand a couple of times before giving her a hard smack. She yelped and a beautiful red mark colored her fine pale ass. 

“You like that?” I asked. 

“Yes. Very much so.” 

The glistening of her pussy confirmed the truth of her words. I smacked her ass again, leaving behind another red mark. Now I could smell her arousal. I wanted nothing more than to fuck her senseless, but I refused to give in. This was about regaining control, and I’d need to push us both to get there. 

But that didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy a taste. 

Kneeling on the bed behind her, I licked her from clit to ass, savoring her unique, delicious honey. She moaned, and I almost buried my tongue in her pussy. I loved bringing her pleasure but knew it would be more intense if I waited. Instead, I swatted her ass again for tempting me to make her come. Then I used the paddle on her back, arms, and legs, painting her creamy white canvas with streaks of red. 

“What’s your safe word?” I asked. 

“Rationality.” Her voice was husky with lust. “But I’m a long way from that.” 

“Good.” I smacked her pussy with the paddle. 

She yelped and then moaned. “God, Antonio.” 

Loving her reaction, I did it again. Then I soothed the sting with my tongue, lapping up her juices as she moaned and tried to push against my face to take my tongue deeper. 

“You want something inside of you?” I asked. 

“Yes. Please.” 

Returning to the box in the closet, I selected a butt plug and slathered it in lube. When I returned, I lined it up at her small puckered entrance as my free hand found her clit. As I toyed with her sensitive bundle of nerves, I slowly eased the butt plug into her asshole. By the time it was fully in, she was dripping wet and breathing heavily. 

“Please?” she begged. “Please fuck me, Antonio.” 

Since we’d both been tested and she was on birth control, condoms were a thing of the past. Grateful that I could skip that step, I lined my naked cock up with her entrance, rubbing against her slick folds. She felt so damn good like this. 

“Please? I want more. I need to feel you.” 

I loved her like this. Helpless, trembling, begging for what I could give her. Wet heat coated the head of my cock as I pushed in a little deeper, still teasing, still reminding her who was in charge. 

“God.” She pushed against me. “Please give it all to me.” 

Her pussy was trying to swallow my cock, and I couldn’t resist her any longer. Finally, I let loose and plunged into her. She gasped and clenched her fists around the spreader bar. 

“Is that what you want, babe?” 

“Yes. More. Please.” 

I slowly pulled out and drove into her again, and the rest of the world melted away. She’d handed me the reins, and I took control, grounding myself a little more with each thrust. The plug in her ass pushed against my cock, making her pussy seem impossibly tighter. I almost lost control but breathed through it and picked up the pace. I fucked her hard through three orgasms before I finally let myself find release. Since I didn’t want to pull out yet, I removed her butt plug and reached behind me to blindly release her cuffs before turning us both onto our sides. 

As we rested in a tangled mess of sweaty limbs, all the shit I’d been struggling with started popping into place. It no longer felt overwhelming and unattainable. I could do it all. Uncle Jaime’s death had made me realize how short and fleeting life was, and I knew I didn’t want to waste any more of it. 

“I’m going back to school to be an architect, babe,” I said, caressing Jessica’s side. “And I’m marrying you.” 

“To be a…. Wait. What?” She whipped her head around to stare at me. “Aren’t you supposed to ask me?”

“You told me to take what I need, so I’m taking you. You’re what I need.” 

Her eyes softened. “I love you, Antonio.” 

I bent to brush a kiss against her lips. “I know. I love you, too.”
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Jessica

 

Four Months Later

 

IT was the end of January, and the first day of spring term. Apparently, Spade had earned his associate’s degree while in the service, so now he was working on earning a Bachelor of Arts in Architectural Studies at the University of Washington. I couldn’t have been prouder of him. He was so excited he couldn’t sleep last night, so we’d had another all-night sex-athon, and today we were both dragging. 

“More coffee?” I asked, holding up the pot.

He raised his cup. “Hit me.” 

Smiling, I refilled both our mugs before plating breakfast. “You know, you have nothing to be worried about.” I sat beside him. “If you need any tutoring, my rates are extremely reasonable.”

He arched an eyebrow at me before staring at the ring on my finger. “Your rate was exorbitant, and I already paid it.” 

Gasping, I smacked him on the arm. “Exorbitant?” 

Chuckling, he shrugged. “But worth it.” 

“You’re really putting the dick in ridiculous today, aren’t you?” 

He waggled his eyebrows at me. “Want me to put the dick in something else?” 

He was hopeless. And mine. The ring on his finger and the marriage certificate hanging in our living room proved it. For better or for worse. For smartass comments or horny moments. “You better keep the dick away from those little college hussies,” I replied before taking a bite of my pancakes. 

He grinned. “I like this possessive, jealous side of you. It’s hot.” 

I rolled my eyes and swallowed. “Everything turns you on.” 

“No, everything you do turns me on. Those college hussies have nothing on my gorgeous bride. Trust me, babe, you’ve got nuthin’ to worry about.” He kissed my forehead, then my nose, then my lips. “I love you. If you want to take this back to the bedroom, I’ll prove my undying devotion by pouring maple syrup all over your body and licking it off.”

He was insatiable. “A, that sounds messy, and B, we both have to leave soon. You have an early class today, remember?” 

“Well that was piss-poor planning on my part.” 

I clicked my tongue at him. “Make better choices, Tonio.” 

“I’ll show you a good choice.” His eyes grew feral and he pounced, tickling and kissing my neck until I was screaming and squirming to get away from him. Finally, he let me up to catch my breath. 

“Any plans for tonight?” he asked. 

“Yes. We’re having dinner at the fire station. Something has happened to Naomi’s friend, Monica, and the girls are rallying to form a plan of attack.” 

“I remember Monica from Naomi and Eagle’s housewarming party. She’s the pilot who hooked up with Stocks, right?” 

We all suspected, but nobody knew that for sure. “Allegedly.” 

He laughed. “Trust me, babe, those two boned. I think Stocks is still hung up on her. What happened? Is she okay?” 

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Emily didn’t want to say anything over the phone. All I know is that we’re planning to attack something.” 

“Maybe it’s Stocks.” 

“I know he’s your boy, but if my girls need him taken out…” I gave Spade a pointed look. The Dead Presidents might be tough, but I was learning that the women were the ones with the real power. 

He chuckled. “I’m glad you’ve gotten close with the other ol’ ladies. They’re good people.” 

“Yeah, me too.” I glanced at my phone to check the time. “But we have to get out of here because you’ve got shit to do. Don’t be a pussy, Tonio.” 

He groaned, rolling his eyes. “I never should have let you read that letter. Okay, hearing my uncle’s words come out of your mouth does not turn me on.” 

“It’s not meant to be a turn on. It’s a motivational quote.” I stood and took our plates to the sink while Spade slid his backpack over his shoulders. 

“I wish you would have gotten to meet him. He would have loved you. Especially seeing all the shit you flick at me.”

I grabbed my purse. “You like it when I’m rough.” 

“You like it when I’m rough.” 

Yes, I did. “I don’t remember. You should be rough with me tonight and refresh my memory.” We locked up and headed out to the garage. 

“Watch yourself, Jess, or I’ll be putting the dick in domination as I tie you up and paddle your ass some more.” Spade followed me to my car, opening the door for me. 

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.” 

After I got behind the wheel, I rolled down the window so he could lean in and give me a kiss. There was worry behind his eyes. 

“You’ve got this, Tonio,” I assured him. 

He nodded. “Oh, I know. With you by my side, how can I fail?” 

My heart leapt a little and a smile tugged at my lips. “Sweet, but corny.” 

“Also, true.” 

He gave me one last kiss before strutting to his bike, giving me an optimal view of his sexy blue jean-clad ass. He caught me watching him and smirked at me before throwing his leg over his bike and heading out to chase his dream. 

 

 

Thank you so much for reading Breaking Spade. I hope you’ve enjoyed the journey. Please take a moment to write a review. They only require twenty words and help me tremendously. I appreciate your support! 

 

Visit my website and sign up to be included on news about future releases: 

http://harleystoneauthor.com/
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Facebook - https://www.facebook.com/HarleyStoneAuthor/

Twitter - https://twitter.com/HarleyStoneAuth
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