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      To Brenda, thank you for being you!

    

  


  
    
      I met Marcus at a crematorium.

      That should have been my first clue to keep away.

      

      He was nothing I wanted. Yet, everything I needed.

      He was dark, dangerous.

      And I couldn’t stay away.

      Even when I wanted to.

      

      We made a deal—just our bodies.

      But lines got blurred.

      

      I asked for more than one night – I ended up asking for forever.

      What a mistake that was.

      What a mistake he was.

      

      Sometimes love burns.

      And sometimes kisses and lies are all you get.
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      Now

      

      My hand grips the glass tightly, my breathing picks up as I watch Marcus Stone in action. I can see his skin glistening under the cold night as each stroke grows more powerful, one after the next. My eyes are glued to his body as he comes up for air. His strong jawline opening then closing with each powerful breath.

      How can watching someone swim turn you on?

      I’m not sure, but it can. Somehow, it turns me on.

      Bringing the glass to my lips, I take one more drink, finishing the contents and feeling the burn as it goes down. I need the liquid courage. I need it to face him.

      Marcus turns, his strokes finally stop when he looks at me. The light from the kitchen is not helping to obscure me while I sit in the dark, stalking.

      My breathing stops as his two powerful eyes lock on mine, his strong hand lifts and strokes his fingers through his hair. I’m helpless, compelled to watch as the muscles in his arm flex during the simple action. His hazel eyes narrow in on me.

      “Rochelle…” Marcus says my name as easily as the water drips from his body.

      It makes me even madder.

      The drink in my hand feels like it could smash any second with the pressure I’m applying to the glass. He pushes himself out of the water, his body glistening as he comes to a stand not too far away from me. Reaching for a towel, he wipes his body. His hazel eyes, now darkening, lock on me when I don’t answer him.

      “I’m leaving you,” I say with a smile when my breath doesn’t hitch at those words.

      “This is what you want?” Marcus asks.

      No fight.

      No argument.

      Nothing.

      “Yes. I’m leaving you,” I say it more to myself this time. Perhaps to help me believe it.

      He chuckles.

      The asshole chuckles.

      “Off you go, then.”

      With as much strength as I can muster, I throw my glass at him, just missing his head when he ducks out of the way. When he stands taller, I know that was a mistake. But I honestly don’t care. I can’t care anymore.

      Pushing myself up from the lounger where I was reclining while working up the courage to tell him I am leaving, I step forward and come just under his chin.

      Marcus is tall.

      I hate that about him.

      I hate a lot about him.

      But then again, I also don’t.

      “Is that all you’ve got to say?” I arch an eyebrow.

      Marcus arches one back. “Yes.” Then he pushes past me, not caring that he almost knocks me over as he heads inside.

      I follow. I shouldn’t, but I can’t help myself.

      “You sleep with her… when I’m not here… in this house,” I yell.

      He halts, turns, and smirks. “I do,” Marcus says, the towel now dropping. His swimwear is sitting low on his hips. “And I fuck her hard… all the ways you hate and I love.” His lips turn up, waiting for me to say something in return.

      “I hate you,” I spit at him.

      “I know you do.”

      “I hate you sooo much.”

      “That’s okay. You can leave now.”

      “Is she coming over?” I yell.

      Marcus turns, his hand touching the railing that leads up to his room.

      I’ve never really lived here—I was simply a visitor. No one important. Just a person in this man’s life. No one can penetrate him. I feel sorry for the person who finally does get through his impervious walls. They will either be very stupid or love him more than anyone else ever has.

      “She will be now. I have steam I need to work off.” He takes the steps two at a time and disappears, leaving me standing in the foyer with my hands clenched as I look around for my things. Luckily for me, I never moved out of my house. What a mistake that would have been if I had.

      But worse, what a mistake Marcus was.

      While rushing around and grabbing my things, I hear a ding. Looking over to the countertop, I see his cell light up. For some reason he doesn’t have it locked, so I slide it open and up pops a girl’s name.
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      I gag, then throw his phone

      at the floor, hard enough that it shatters.

      Fuck him and his cheating ass.

      Picking up my bags, I walk to the door and step through, pushing it hard behind me so it slams. Again, fuck him and whatever he thinks.

      My car is parked out the front where I left it when I arrived to break this nightmare off. I knew I’d have to make a quick getaway.

      I need to get away from him.

      He’s poison.

      Toxic.

      A virus that has inserted itself in my system and won’t leave, sucking me dry.

      Now is my chance to extract that poison.

      I have to for my own health.

      For my own good.

      Marcus Stone is not good for me, that much is obvious.

      Throwing my bags in the car, I look back at his house, and when I look up, I see him standing on his balcony staring down at me. Marcus’ hands are on the railing, his eyes locked onto mine.

      “Fuck you,” I say under my breath as I walk around and get into my little red car.

      The car creaks, and I wonder if it can hear my own heart doing the same.
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      Before.

      

      I pull at my curls, my fingers thrusting in my hair, wanting to pull it out. It has to come out. “This can’t be happening,” I silently scream, as I watch my parents walk into the crematorium.

      How is this happening?

      This is not happening.

      It’s a mantra that screams in my head over and over again.

      On repeat.

      I am a twenty-four-year-old woman who doesn’t believe in death. I don’t want to believe in it, therefore it’s not true. I hate it. With a passion so bright I wanted to light the fucking world on fire.

      Letting go of my hair, I sit in the hot sun rocking back and forth. This is going to be over soon. It has to be.

      I don’t know why they brought me here.

      Damn it! Why on earth am I here?

      I feel like a child, but I am anything but.

      I do have trouble functioning as an adult lately.

      One week to be exact.

      Laying my head back on the concrete, the ground beneath me warms my cold body. It’s October here in Australia and the sun’s starting to become hotter and hotter.

      If I continue to lay here, the makeup I am wearing will melt off my pretty little face.

      It will soon be Christmas time.

      Fuck! Christmas time.

      A loud hiccup leaves my chest as I squeeze my eyes shut against the harsh sun.

      I don’t want to be here.

      This is not happening.

      My two most favorite people on this planet have left me. It was sudden. It was crushing. I am shattered I didn’t even get to say goodbye.

      No one understands me like they did, not even my parents. Don’t get me wrong, I love my parents, but the love I have for my grandparents is my favorite kind of love. Not a day would go by when I didn’t speak to them. Not an event would pass that they didn’t attend or know about. They were there for me, for everything and anything, and I’d like to say I was the same with them.

      They were my world.

      They were my everything.

      My grandfather—my protector.

      My grandmother—my confidant.

      My hands clench, and I reopen my eyes. When I do, an involuntary scream leaves my mouth. Standing above me, looking down, is the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen. He has designer glasses covering his eyes so I can’t see them, but his dark hair is cut short, revealing his perfect face—square, clenched jaw, thin lips, angular cheekbones—and he’s watching me. When I realize he means no harm, I look away and stand, but his eyes track my movements as he continues to watch me. I know the eyes behind those glasses are locked on me, following me. I know it as much as I know I am breathing.

      “You scared me,” I say.

      There’s a small, fake smile playing on my lips, and he says nothing in return, simply stands there like a statue.

      “Sorry for screaming.” I blink a few times, but again, not a word is spoken. I look around and see no sign of my parents. Damn them, I shouldn’t have to be here dealing with this by myself. Where are they? I know they have to be here somewhere.

      “Okay, well, you can go now.” I turn back around and drop to the ground. My mind and body not wanting to deal with him, even if he is the most gorgeous man I’ve ever seen.

      Taking a deep breath, my hands run through my hair again, a nervous habit I’ve never been able to stop. One day I will pull out all my hair and then wish I did try to prevent myself from doing it.

      Sighing, I lay down. And when I look up again, I squeak.

      He’s still there.

      Standing above me.

      Watching me.

      I didn’t hear him leave, but in reality, I wasn’t really thinking about him. At all.

      My mind is elsewhere.

      Hand to my heart, I look up at him from my spot on the ground. “You can’t do that to people. Gosh, dude…” I wait for my heart to slow. At least it’s beating, a voice inside my head screams at me. Yes, at least it is beating.

      “Rochelle…” Pushing up on my elbows, I see my mother is at the door. She looks at the man standing behind me, then to me. “Come inside.”

      “No,” I answer quickly, then lay back down.

      I hear the door close again, knowing she went back inside the crematorium.

      Looking up, he’s still standing there, his glasses firmly in place as he looks down on me. I feel his eyes roam over my body, but he still doesn’t say one single word.

      “It’s creepy, you know. To stand there and stare at someone without saying anything.”

      He harrumphs, and I smirk. Then when I realize I’m smirking, I put a stop to it and close my eyes.

      “Why are you out here?”

      My eyes fly open at his words. His voice is strong and has a hard tone. It sends shivers all over my body, in a good way. Not even bothering to get up, I answer him with the sun glaring on my face and my hands down by my sides. “Two people I love very much are in there,” I say, referring to the crematorium.

      I don’t want to go in.

      I can’t.

      “And…” he says it as if I should know. As if I shouldn’t care.

      “I can’t go in there. I don’t want to go in there. They aren’t alive in there.” When the words leave my mouth, I look up to see him staring off in the distance, as if he’s thinking about what to say next. My eyes skim him and come to a stop at his hands. One hand has a skull tattooed on it, making me shiver.

      “They aren’t alive out here either.” He starts moving, so I sit up and watch him go. His trousers are black and hug his ass, showing off the nice curves. He’s wearing black boots and a crisp, white shirt.

      “Hey…” The man stops as he reaches the door, but it’s not the same door my mother poked her head out of, this is a side door. “What’s your name?”

      Distraction—it’s good for the heart.

      I think he’s going to answer me because his lips move a fraction, but then he turns and walks in through the doorway, not looking back as it shuts hard behind him.

      Sighing, I lay back down, my heart breaking inside my chest. It cracks and continues to crack further, so loudly I wonder when the pain will stop, when it will all go away.

      “They say death changes people.”

      “Oh God!” I yelp at my mother’s voice, not hearing her approach. She sits next to me, her hand sits on my thigh and she gives me a reassuring pat, and continues, “A significant death.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” It’s my way of coping, and yet, at every chance, my mother reminds me they’re dead. Like I need to be reminded. I fucking know. I’m not stupid. But it doesn’t mean I want to accept it. She simply doesn’t get that fact.

      “It’s changing you. You’re becoming more distant.” I look to her to see her eyes are lost, then she looks down at me. “Who was that man?” she asks, changing the subject. Mother’s good at that, getting lost in her own thoughts.

      “A man,” is all I can manage to reply.

      I hear more footsteps and sit up. My father walks toward us with his hands in his pockets. It became his burden to deal with it—they were my mother’s parents and my grandparents. Though, I have to admit, I saw them more as my parents and, quite simply, my best friends.

      My heart, it cracks again.

      “It’s time we go.”

      “I’m going to catch a cab,” I say to Father.

      He nods in understanding.

      My mother stands. “No. We can drive you. Don’t be silly,” she says as if it’s obvious.

      I look up to my father for help, but he shakes his head. His hand goes to my mother’s back, touching her softly, and she instantly moves into his touch.

      “No. I’m not getting in the car with you.”

      “Rochelle, really?” Mother says.

      “Yes, I’ll ring you later. I might even walk home. It will do me good.”

      “Gosh.” My mother shakes her head and walks off.

      I lie back down on the concrete and close my eyes as I hear their car take off.

      To live in this world is to hurt, I don’t care what anyone says. It hurts. It hurts so fucking bad that I’m struggling to breathe. Sitting up, I drop my head between my legs and a strangled cry escapes me. My eyes begin to water, and my heart beats so fast I wonder how this pain will ever go away.

      “Stop thinking. It helps.”

      Wiping at my face, which is covered with snot and tears, I finally look up. The man from earlier is standing in front of me again. There’s a bag slung over his shoulder, a very large bag, and he’s looking down at me.

      “I don’t want to,” I reply.

      I need the pain—it’s a reminder of who they were to me.

      Every-damn-thing!

      “Your loss.” He starts walking while I wipe angrily at my face and stand, my black boots clicking on the ground as I follow him to a large, black truck.

      “Can I have a ride?”

      His brows pinch together, then he turns and opens the back, throwing in the large black bag before he shuts the truck and leans against the door to stare at me.

      “You’re asking for a ride at a crematorium? I could be a murderer.”

      I shake my head—I couldn’t care at this moment. “I need a ride.”

      The man doesn’t answer me.

      “Can you give me a ride?” I ask him again, my hands going directly to my hips.

      “Do you want to see them?”

      What? His words surprise me. I’m unsure of what to say. And before I can think, he reaches for me, gripping my wrist, and starts pulling me to the side door of the crematorium he came out of. I don’t argue, the words are completely stuck in my throat, and I am unable to move of my own volition. He pulls the heavy door open and we head inside. My breath leaves me and makes a whooshing sound when we get to a glass window. That’s when I see it—both of them. Their heads are visible, but their bodies are covered by a white sheet.

      “Oh my God.” My hands fly to my mouth as I step closer to take in the sight. “Oh my God,” I say again, as one hand reaches out and touches the pane of glass in front of me. I start sliding back down, my heart full of pain and shattering into pieces. It hurts. It hurts so much. Hiccups leave me while I sob, and soon my grandparents are no longer visible as my knees touch the floor. The man leaves me there and steps back slightly so I can cry by myself while my treasured grandparents lay on cold metal slabs on the other side of the glass.

      He stands there, not saying a word, until I manage to gather myself enough to stand. My eyes don’t glance in the direction of where they lie.

      An angry hand reaches up and snatches his glasses from his face. He doesn’t flinch, simply stays still as if he was expecting it.

      “You are a real asshole,” I say, with as much venom as I can muster. Stepping closer, my finger touches his chest, and I stab it at him. His chest is hard as a rock. “Asshole.” His hazel eyes lock onto me. Then he reaches for my wrist again, pulls hard, and walks me back out the same way we came in.

      When the sun hits my skin, I pull away. He stops, turns, and reaches for his sunglasses, sliding them back in place before he leaves.

      My feet are unable to move, that is until I scream at myself to head straight for his truck, open the passenger side door, and slide in.

      “Don’t kill me,” I say, reaching for the seatbelt and buckling myself in.

      He shakes his head and pulls out of the parking lot onto the main road.
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      The man stops at a gas station first, gets out, fills his truck, and then comes back. When he slides back in, he hands me a bottle of water without saying a word and pulls out into traffic once again.

      “Do you want my address?” I ask.

      I watch as one hand sits on the steering wheel while the other rests on his leg.

      “Figured you’d tell me when you want to go home,” he says, his voice distant and definitely not warm. More like frigid and aloof.

      “Where are you going?” My voice is uncertain as I speak.

      “Nowhere.” And he does just that. He drives nowhere with me for at least an hour. Doesn’t stop, just drives. I know all the places as he cruises around because I’ve lived here my whole life. My mind’s tired and my body is exhausted.

      “You can take me home now,” I state, and give him my address.

      He turns the truck around and starts driving in that direction.

      “Why were you at the crematorium?” I ask as we get closer to my house.

      “I work there,” he tells me.

      “You work…” I shake my head, trailing off. Of course, I would be stuck in a truck with a guy who could easily kill me and dispose of my body without anyone knowing. What the actual fuck! Didn’t Law and Order teach me anything?

      I’m addicted to those crime shows on the television.

      “Second-guessing getting in a stranger’s car now, aren’t you?”

      At first, I think he’s joking, but when I turn to look at him, his face is stoic. He’s deadly serious, and I’ve just told him where I live.

      Fuckity, fuck, fuck.

      “If you wanted to kill me, you would have done it by now,” I say, hoping and praying it is true.

      “Or I could have just waited for you to give me your address, so I can come back when you’re sleeping.” His words hang in the air. “I bet a girl like you lives by herself too.”

      Oh God, he’s right. But I am not going to validate that. No way does he need to know what my living arrangements currently are.

      Grief got the best of me today, but it won’t kill me too.

      He comes to a stop out the front of my small home, which is my pride and joy. I bought this by myself, and with my own money. Reaching for the door of his truck, I turn back to look at him, his eyes are covered by those glasses, and one hand is firmly on the steering wheel.

      “Laters,” I say, sliding out and shutting the door.

      He doesn’t drive off when I walk down my driveway to my front door, which I find a little creepy, but continue on anyway.

      I love everything about my home. It’s a sandstone brick home, with floor to ceiling windows along the front. A small veranda juts out from the front, and on the porch is an outdoor seating area with a glass table and two lush chairs. I like to sit out here and read when the sun shines in the morning, with a coffee in hand.  The house has three bedrooms and an open plan living area.

      As I reach the door, I unlock it. Glancing over my shoulder, I see he’s still there watching me.

      It’s definitely creepy, that stare he has going on.

      Just because he’s beautiful doesn’t mean I should have trusted him.

      What an idiot I am.

      Locking the door and sliding the chain firmly in place, I wait to hear if his truck leaves. It takes a few minutes, but eventually he drives off.

      I head to the window to look out, and the breath I was holding finally escapes me in a sigh of relief.
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        * * *

      

      “You have to go to work,” my mother says the next day when she comes over to visit.

      “Not today.”

      And I don’t.

      I don’t want to.
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        * * *

      

      “Today is the day. Are you ready?” my mother’s voice chimes into the phone.

      It’s my grandparents’ funeral today, and I have to remember my heart can take it. That my life still goes on, with or without them in it.

      “I’m pulling up now. Goodbye, Mother.” Turning left, I drive into the crematorium parking lot—behind it is where the funeral will take place. I park in the same spot he was parked in the last time I was here. When I look around, I don’t see his truck.

      He didn’t come to murder me, so maybe he isn’t as bad as I had assumed. Walking out the back, I spot all of my family who is gathered and ready for the service to start. My mother wraps a hand around my shoulders and holds me to her. I sometimes forget that even though I was their granddaughter, she was their daughter. And her hurt is probably as great, if not more, than mine.

      The service is beautiful, everything you’d expect from a loving family, and maybe even more. My mother grips me to her the entire time, and I do everything in me to not break down as I have been the last few nights as I fall asleep, with my eyes covered in saltwater and unable to see. My pain is now only seen in my sleep, no one else will witness it.

      “Honey, how you holding up?” My father pulls me from my mother’s tight grip and pats my back. Then he pulls back and pushes my sunglasses down so he can see my eyes. I know what he sees—heavy dark eyes that are withholding tears.

      “I’ll be okay.”

      “I know you will.”

      I push away after the service, waving goodbye as I head back to my car. When I do, I see him there again—he’s walking out with his bag over his shoulder, and his truck is parked directly next to mine.

      “You carry bodies with you every day?” I joke.

      He stops, turns, and I know his eyes are narrowing in on me. “You’re back. You’re either stupid or—”

      “Or?”

      He shakes his head then continues to walk.

      I unlock my car, reach for the door, then pause. “Want to go for a drink?” I ask, not looking his way.

      “Are you dumb?” he asks, as I turn around to see him now standing in front of me, the bag no longer thrust over his shoulder. He’s dressed much like he was the day before.

      “Pardon?”

      He reaches up, taps my head. “Does this have a brain?”

      “Well—”

      “Did your mother ever teach you not to take rides from strangers?”

      “Well, yes. But I met you yesterday,” I say.

      “What’s my name?”

      I bite my lip. Damn! I don’t know, but I don’t because I never bothered to keep asking after the first try.

      “Rochelle…” My aunty calls me, and I turn my head to glance over my shoulder, but then look back to him.

      “Come for a drink, please?” My voice is desperate.

      “Meet me at Johnny’s in thirty.” He slides into his truck as my aunty gets closer, then he drives off. Johnny’s is in the heart of town, so it’s a short drive to meet him.

      “Who was that man?”

      I don’t answer, simply offer her a smile before I get into my car and drive away.

      Heading straight to Johnny’s, I don’t detour or stop. I want to know more about this man.

      Taking my black jacket off, my singlet, which is multi-colored, sits nicely with my black pants and boots. Walking in, I order myself a drink and sit by myself at the bar.

      “One of those days?” the bartender asks, handing me my gin and tonic.

      “One of those weeks,” I whine while rolling my eyes. “Better make me another. I don’t plan to walk out of here anytime soon.” The bartender smiles, and for some reason it makes me smile back. He’s younger than me, probably early twenties, and I can see in his face that he doesn’t know hurt. Hurt is such an awful thing to carry around with you day after day.

      “Here you go, beautiful.” Handing me a drink, the bartender walks over and turns on the jukebox, winks, and goes back behind the bar. There are only a few other people in the room, and most are too involved in conversation, they don’t even care about the music playing in the background.

      My phone starts ringing, and without even looking at it, I know it’s my parents wondering where I am. They’re having a function after the funeral, and Lord knows I do not want to attend that.

      “You should answer that, they will want to know where you are.” The stool next to me slides out and he sits.

      Who is he, though? A stranger who has danger written all over him. A stranger I’m highly attracted to and can’t seem to stay away from. Even when I know I should. His hazel eyes stare at me, waiting for me to answer.

      “I’ll message them.” And I do exactly that. I message my mother, telling her I’m not going to make it. I leave it at that, with no further explanation. Sliding my cell back into my bag, the bartender walks over, but when he does, he doesn’t hold that soft smile he gave me before. Instead, his lips form a thin line.

      “What can I get you?”

      My stranger’s fingers tap on the bar. “Water,” is all he says, which in turn, surprises me.

      “You aren’t going to drink with me?”

      “Why am I here?” he asks.

      I bite my lip and look down.

      “Do you not have any friends?”

      Lifting my drink to my lips, I hiccup before taking a sip. “Yes, but—”

      “But what? You want to fuck?”

      I almost choke on the liquid that was in my mouth as I turn to face him.

      He’s serious. He isn’t playing.

      At first, I thought it had to be a joke. But I’m slowly learning this man doesn’t joke.

      He’s serious.

      Deadly serious.

      Intense.

      And I should probably stay away.

      But what can I say—I’m a broken woman.

      “You didn’t…” I trail off, not really knowing what to say, but knowing I heard correctly. And what he said is true. “Do you have a girlfriend?” I ask.

      “No.”

      “Wife?” I raise an eyebrow.

      “No.”

      “Well, then, yes, that’s exactly what I want to do.”

      He stands, offers me his hand, and I put mine in it. “How many drinks have you had?”

      “Two,” I say, nodding to my two empty glasses. “Why?”

      He starts walking, out of the bar and straight to his truck, opening the passenger door. “Because when I fuck you, you will want to be sober.”

      I smirk at his words as I climb into his truck, and he watches my ass as I do. When I turn back around, he shuts the door and walks around to his side, jumps in, starts the truck, and slides on his sunglasses.

      “I’ve never done this.”

      “Hmmm…” is all I get in response as I watch him drive. His strong arms show veins I want to lick. Large hands I want to roam all over my body, grip onto the steering wheel. Shaking my head, I turn away from the natural curls in his hair and focus on the road, and not the way his lips will feel against mine.

      Knowing the way to my house, that’s where he goes. I was hoping we were going to his.

      I still don’t know his name, so I build up the courage to ask, as he’s not offering it. “What’s your name?”

      “Now you ask?”

      I shrug. “You didn’t tell me.”

      “I didn’t expect to see you again,” he says, then continues with, “Marcus.”

      “I don’t picture you as a Marcus.”

      His fingers tap on the steering wheel at my words. “I didn’t picture you stupid enough to get into cars with strangers, yet, here we are.”

      “You aren’t a stranger,” I say, smiling. “Well, kind of, I suppose.” Damn it! I cringe, because he is a stranger. But there is something about Marcus that pulls me in, and I want to know what.

      “I am. You know nothing about me.” Marcus comes to a stop out the front of my house and doesn’t make a move. He just sits there.

      “You’re coming in, right?”

      Marcus looks up at my house, then back to me. “Are you sure it’s a smart move?” He removes his glasses and his hazel eyes pierce me. “Have you had sex with a stranger before?” An eyebrow raises, waiting for me to answer.

      My hands fall to my lap as I start to play with the material of my pants. “No, but I need a distraction. And you’re the perfect one,” I tell him honestly.

      Marcus nods and opens the truck door. Breathing a sigh of relief, I follow him. He lets me lead the way to my front door with him close behind until we’re inside. His eyes scan my house, the living room is part of an open space and we walk into it. He looks directly at my black leather couches and then the television hanging on the wall. Just past the couches is my kitchen, which I really need to clean.

      “Undress,” he directs.

      I turn to face him as my eyebrows pull together.

      Marcus shows no sign of waiting, and my nerves all of a sudden take flight through the roof at his one-word command.

      “How about a drink?” I ask as I walk to the kitchen.

      “No. Undress, Rochelle.”

      My hand touches my kitchen bench, and my heart takes off at a speed my body can’t keep up with, making me dizzy. Not looking his way, I blink a few times to bring me back into the now and reach for my top, pulling it over my head.  Then I proceed to drop my pants, my hands shaking as they pool on the floor. Before I can turn around to see where Marcus is, I feel his front pressed against my back, his cock coming to rest at the top of my ass as he stands there touching me. He reaches for my hair, brushing it away from my shoulders.

      “I will ruin you.” He breathes the words on my neck. His tongue darts out and touches me, sending a shiver I didn’t know I was capable of spreading out all over my body.

      What am I doing?

      “I want you to ruin me,” I say back to him.

      “You don’t want to be ruined by me, pretty girl.” His breath is hot as he rains kisses on my neck, and then he disappears, leaving me cold in his wake. “Go and lay on your bed, naked.”

      Turning around to face him, when I look at him again, I have to remember to breathe. His eyes are slightly slanted, broody, as they penetrate through every fiber of my being. His dark shirt and broad shoulders stand tall, taking me in.

      Marcus makes a clicking sound with his tongue, and I manage to move in the direction of my bedroom. Taking a deep breath, I remove the rest of my clothing, then lay down on my bed. As I do, I hear the click of a door, so I wait.

      And wait.

      With each breath, I am dying with anticipation more than the last.

      And then nothing.

      My breathing returns to normal and my hands, which were shaky, are now steady.

      “Marcus.” I look up and don’t see him.

      Getting off the bed, I walk down the hall and see he isn’t in my house anymore.

      He’s gone.
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      Marcus plays on my mind. I know nothing about him, but somehow, he consumes my every thought. To an extent, it makes me wonder if I’m normal. Or is it my depression that’s causing me to feel this way? Losing two people who I loved dearly, am I clinging on to anything right now in the hopes of feeling that type of unconditional love again?

      Maybe clinging to a man I don’t know isn’t healthy.

      The week goes by fast, and I make a decision to go back to work. My work consists of being employed by a man who smells most of the time, and the smell is not pleasant, but he pays well, hence the reason I stay there. Being a lawyer’s receptionist isn’t my idea of great employment, but it pays the bills, and I don’t dislike it every day. Just some days. Like today. I want to go home. I’m tired. So fucking tired.

      “Rochelle, you filed those forms?” Martin is scratching his head as he walks past me. He stops when I don’t answer and pivots to look at me. “Rochelle…” he says my name, gaining my attention.

      I look up and sigh. “Yes. Filed and ready for when you need them.”

      “Okay, good. I guess you can go.” Martin resumes scratching and continues to walk off. I gather my things and head to my parents’ house. I’ve been avoiding my mother all week, and now I can’t do that any longer. It’s her birthday today, so I have to see her. My father has already called and messaged me three times to make sure I’m coming.

      As I drive to their house, I consider bypassing the crematorium, which I’ve been avoiding all week, thinking it will help. But as I drive by, I see his truck in the exact same area it was the last two times I was there. My heart rate picks up, and I have to tell myself, ‘do not turn in, you don’t need to see him.’

      Marcus knows where I live, but I haven’t heard from him.

      And believe me, I want to hear from him.

      Marcus is perfect in an imperfect kind of way.

      Deciding it’s not a smart move to go near him—even if I desperately want to—I keep going. My family is all there when I arrive. My sister, Kat, who has her baby on her hip, is the first person I see when I walk inside. She smiles and leans in for a cuddle. I take my niece from Kat’s hands and focus on her as my parents come out from the kitchen.

      “Rochelle, you’re late,” my mother chides while shaking her head. “But I made your favorite, chocolate brownie.” She claps her hands as she reaches for my niece in my arms. “Come to Grandma, baby.”

      “Mom, no chocolate,” Kat yells out to her, to which my mother doesn’t reply.

      My father walks out, hands me a glass of wine, and walks away. “So, who’s the mystery man?”

      Putting the drink to my lips, I look over the edge of the glass at my sister. We look much alike—the same strawberry colored hair and blue eyes. We are two years apart and not as close as we should be, but I am trying.

      “What, man?” I play dumb. I wasn’t aware Kat saw me with him at the funeral. Then again, I wasn’t paying much attention to anyone on that day.

      “Oh, come on… that tall, dark, handsome man.” she waves her hands around. “Tell me.”

      “I don’t know him.”

      She raises an eyebrow.

      “You don’t know him? But you got in the car with him?” she asks, then shakes her head. “Please don’t tell Mom that. She will hands down die.”

      “I wanted a one-night stand.” I shrug.

      “Well, I had that… and look where it got me,” Kat says, referring to my niece.

      “Annabelle is perfect,” I say in my niece’s defense.

      “Of course she is, but her father has never contacted me. Didn’t even care that I was pregnant. And I told him to wear a condom.” She rolls her eyes. “All I’m saying is… make sure you watch him slip that sucker on before he slips in you.”

      The baby starts crying and Kat walks off to retrieve her.

      Finishing my glass of wine, I get up to pour another when my mother walks back out.

      “Dinner is ready. You weren’t leaving, were you?”

      “No.” I sound more defensive than I meant to with that one-word answer.

      “Good. Good.” Mother nods her head, and then because it’s her birthday and her parents are dead, she starts crying. Wiping at her face, she tries to hide her tears.

      I step up closer, wrapping my arms around her. “It’s okay, Mom. It’s okay.”

      “I miss them. Do you wish it were me instead?”

      “No,” I say automatically. “What?”

      “You always wanted to be with them. Never me.” She’s not wrong, but it’s not in the way she’s thinking. My grandparents simply got me in a way my mother never has.

      “I love you, Mom. Come on, let’s have a good night, shall we?” I pull back, smiling at her. “It’s your birthday.”

      She nods.

      And I try to keep my smile on my face for as long as I can, so she knows I do want to be here celebrating with her tonight.
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      Marcus is still there, his car’s parked in the same spot. I almost missed it, but as I pull up, I sit in my car and wait. He has to come out soon, and when he does, I want to know why. Why he walked out on me. Opening my cell phone, I lock my car from the inside, turn it off, and crack a window slightly to let some of the cool night air in.

      I sit there for a few minutes before a knock on my window startles me. Turning, Marcus’ dark eyes are staring right at me. The green is gone from them under the night’s sky and they look darker, almost black.

      “Did you not hear the part where I said I would ruin you, pretty girl?”

      I shrug.

      Marcus leans down, and I wind my window down farther, so I can see him better.

      “What do you want?”

      “Why did you leave?”

      “You aren’t ready for someone like me. I know it, so it was easier that way.” His words make me shake my head.

      I reach for my keys, taking them out of the ignition, and push on the door to open it. Marcus’ hand holds it, so I can’t push it open all the way.

      “You aren’t this stupid. Tell me you aren’t this stupid?” He steps back, letting me open my door. As I get out, I slide my keys into my pocket, then lean against my car.

      “I’m allowed to be stupid this week.”

      “It’s been over a week.”

      “Okay, I’m allowed to be stupid when I damn well choose.”

      Marcus shakes his head at my words.

      “I wanted to see you,” I tell him, the words falling from my lips as easily as a lie. Except these aren’t lies. I do want to see him. So badly in fact, I can’t seem to stay away.

      One hand goes to reach for him. He looks at it when I cling to his shirt. Stepping forward so my hands are now both on his chest, I look up at him and he’s watching me with intent.

      “I’m working,” is all he says.

      “I can watch you work.”

      Marcus’ head drops to the side. “You think that’s smart? I work in there.” His head nods to the side, indicating the crematorium. A shiver runs through me from the last time I was in there and what I saw.

      “I want to watch you work.”

      Marcus leans down until his lips almost touch mine. “Would you like me to fuck you on the table too, with a cold, dead body touching yours?” His breath is hot and it sends shivers all over me. “Would that turn you on?”

      It doesn’t, not at all. But he does. So, I think it’s best I don’t answer his question.

      “I want to watch you,” I breathe, as my eyes stare at his lips, waiting in anticipation for them to touch mine.

      They never do.

      Marcus pulls away, the distance between us is not something I’m fond of. My fingers twitch with an urge to pull him back down to me.

      Marcus cocks his head to the side. “Maybe this will keep you away.” He starts walking, and my feet step one in front of the other as they follow him back inside the crematorium.

      It’s dark when we enter. He touches the switch, and once everything is illuminated, I can see everything. There’s a dead body covered by a white sheet in the room that he walks into. He holds the door open for me and waits for me to cross the threshold. My hands start sweating and I wonder if I should turn and run. It would probably be the smart thing to do.

      Marcus is not what I usually go for in a man. I prefer a man who likes to talk. Usually the beach boy look, with tanned skin, blue eyes, and blond hair.

      Marcus is the exact opposite of everything I am normally attracted to. Maybe that’s why I’m so captivated by him, or maybe I have issues? I haven’t quite worked that one out yet. But right now, the draw I have to this man is undeniable.

      Irrefutable.

      Unequivocal.

      I just want a taste.

      But Marcus keeps leaving me at every turn.

      “Pretty girl?” he questions.

      My heels click on the white marble floor as I follow him. He shuts the door behind me, locking us in, and walks over to the dead body.

      I watch as he puts on an apron, followed by a face mask which is clear as well as gloves. And then there’s a gasp so loud that I don’t think it comes from me, but I’m sure it does, when he looks up at me with a saw in his hand.

      “You can still run, pretty girl.” Marcus is giving me my out.

      I should run, but like I said before, there’s something about Marcus I just can’t seem to walk away from.

      And for me to run, that would be weak. I don’t consider myself weak. And I want what I want, and what I want is him. So, here I stand, in a place I never want to be, all because I want the man attached to the saw.

      Marcus watches me, saw in hand and a smile tilting on his lips, and I cement myself to the spot.

      “I’m glad it’s not white you’re wearing.”

      And then he does the unthinkable—he starts cutting off the man’s hand. The minute I hear the saw slicing through flesh, I have to turn away. But the sound—fuck, I can still hear the sound.

      It’s a sound like I’ve never experienced in my life. To describe the sound of flesh being torn apart, then the crack when it hits the bone, well, I have no words. I cringe and wish I had run, wish I was not a brave girl today, and didn’t want what I want.

      My hands cover my ears, and I silently scream for that noise to stop. Turning, going toward the door, I reach for the handle but it’s locked. The sound penetrates my ears, and this time I do scream, but he doesn’t stop. Not even when I lean against the white door screaming a little bit louder to rid my ears of that sound. My screams intensify and drown out the sound of the flesh tearing apart.

      When my throat becomes dry, I look back up.

      Marcus has his mask off and a smile is playing on his lips. “I warned you, pretty girl.”

      “Unlock the door,” I say, with more strength than I thought I could manage right at this moment.

      “Don’t you want to fuck now, pretty girl?”

      My head starts shaking. “No. Open the damn door.”

      He smiles as if he’s won this round, and he did. I knew he was unlike anyone I have ever met. But this? This I do not understand.

      Marcus removes his gloves, takes off his apron, and starts walking toward me. My back goes against the door as he gets closer. When he reaches me, that smile is still playing on his lips. He leans down and his lips connect with mine, hard, unforgiving, and breathtakingly spectacular. He tastes like peppermint and something else I can’t quite name. My body, which was tense, relaxes as his lips torture mine. Then as I go to reach for him to pull him even closer, that’s when I hear the click of a lock and the door is open behind me.

      Marcus stands tall, smirks, and walks back to the body. I watch him, unsure of what just happened, and stand there shocked.

      “You better leave before I remove the other hand, pretty girl,” he says, putting his apron, mask, and gloves back in place. I look up at him to see the saw in his grip. And just as he lowers it, I turn and leave.

      Only looking back once to see him watching me exit.

      That sinister smile never leaving his lips.
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      To say I forgot all about Marcus over the next month would be a complete lie, but I have avoided driving near the crematorium as much as humanly possible, especially at night.

      That kiss! That kiss will not leave my head. No matter how hard I try.

      “Barbecue. Come on, Rochelle, get fucking dressed,” Tanika yells at me.

      I flip her off and quickly get changed into a swimsuit and a cover dress. Tanika is waiting out the front in her car, the music blaring and head-bopping as if she’s a teenager, which makes me cringe. Car parties used to be our favorite thing, cranking the music and dancing around like idiots while the people next to us would simply stare. I outgrew it, Tanika never has.

      “It’s late, should we really be going now?” It’s a Saturday night, and my plan after working all week was to do fuck all. Literally.

      “You’ve been doing fuck all for ages. It’s been too long since I saw you. Live a little, girl. Plus, there are people I want you to meet tonight.”

      “Oh no, who have you fallen in love with today?” I ask with a moan.

      Tanika is a hopeless romantic. She puts the ‘L’ in love, even if her preferred victim at the time does not see it that way.

      Tanika flicks her long, black hair behind her ear as we pull up at the lake. There’s a park and a few barbecue areas scattered around.

      “Gosh, how many people are here, Tanika?” She switches the ignition off and smiles at me. “And why are there so many motorcycles?”

      “Well, about that…” She doesn’t continue, just gets out of the car. I follow her, then walk around to meet her. Tanika’s eyes are set on where everyone is standing or sitting. The sun is starting to set, so I can’t see them clearly.

      “Tanika.”

      She bites her lip, then her eyes flick to me. “Just don’t judge, okay? But they are a biker gang.” She turns away from me, grabbing a bag and throwing it over her shoulder.

      “A biker gang?” I hiss at her. She loves some stupid people, but this? Holy fuck. “What is their name?”

      She starts walking, so I have to follow her. “Exile MC.”

      I stop.

      She stops.

      She looks back at me. “What you hear about them isn’t all true, Rochelle. Please, give them a chance.”

      “They’ve been under investigation for a month now. I know because I work for one of the lawyers who’s trying to prosecute them, Tanika.”

      She waves her hand at me. “It won’t stick, you know that. Now, come on and have some fun with me.” Tanika grabs my hand and skips toward the music. I follow behind her, watching as we get closer, and their eyes turn toward us despite the music blaring. Somehow, they can still hear us or know we’re coming.

      “Girl.” A man stands, walks over and picks Tanika up, and spins her around. He’s a large man, not in that he has a belly or anything, he’s simply large—larger than life. And by the looks of it, all fucking muscle. If he wasn’t smiling right now as he spins Tanika, I would be terrified.

      “Snow, put her down,” a voice booms from behind him.

      I look toward that sound and hear the man now known as Snow drop Tanika back to the ground.

      He looks past her to me. “You brought a friend?” he asks, eyeing me with curiosity.

      “Why, Snow?” I ask him straight up. He chuckles, and Tanika groans and covers her eyes.  Before I know it, he reaches for his pants, undoing the zipper, and his dick is flopped out, white hair surrounding it. It’s quite an impressive dick.

      “My birthmark makes my hair white. First woman I fucked called me Snow and it kind of stuck.” He puts his cock back in his pants and winks before throwing an arm around Tanika, leading her off to the group sitting at a picnic table.

      Tanika bounces to the middle of the table. All the men are sitting around it, most of them in vests with their logo on the back and a name on the front. The one Tanika slides in next to reads ‘Blaze,’ then under that is ‘President.’ I don’t bother sitting, as the music is turned up, while Tanika leans down whispering in his ear. Blaze’s eyes lock on mine, and Tanika kisses his neck before she bounces her way over to me.

      “Blaze doesn’t really like strangers,” she says. Looking back over her shoulder at him, she offers him a wave, then pulls off her dress and nods to mine. “Come on, let’s go for a swim.”

      Looking back, his eyes are on me as I pull my slip off and turn away from him and those assessing eyes to walk to the water. The water is not clear these days. It used to be when I was child, but then flooding happened and it made our river dark in color.

      “Why are you hanging with them?” I ask. Glancing back over my shoulder, they can’t hear us now, but they’re all at that same table, which is covered in drinks and God only knows what else.

      I sit in the water, which comes up to my belly button, as Tanika swims farther out and turns back to look at me. “I met them out one night. I like him. But don’t want anything more than what he can give me. He’s…” She looks over at the table where Blaze is sitting with his dark hair and a slight scar on his eyebrow. He’s attractive, in the very dangerous kind of way. “He doesn’t do relationships anyway. And well, me, I need to stop doing them. Live a little as they say. So, Blaze, he’s fun and he gets me.”

      “Does he, though?”

      “Do I what?” That voice makes me yelp. Blaze’s standing near me, his feet not quite in the water, but his eyes are now on Tanika as she floats with her tits out of the water, just barely covered by little triangular scraps of fabric.

      “Rochelle is just worried for me,” Tanika says. There’s no shame in her voice at all, and she doesn’t stop floating or look our way.

      “Is that right?” Blaze asks, not moving from where he stands.

      I look up at him—the sun has fully set and the water’s warm—his dark and dangerous eyes are set on me.

      Turning away from him, I look over at Tanika. “I need a drink, Tanika.” I stand.

      “Blaze, are you coming in?” Tanika asks.

      He watches me as I walk past him, and keep walking to where Tanika laid our bag down to search for my phone. Looking back, I watch as Blaze kicks his shoes off, followed by his vest—which he carefully places with great respect carefully on the sand. His back is covered in ink as he pushes into the water and goes straight to Tanika. I can hear her giggle from here.

      “She talks non-stop about you. You must be all right, huh?” Snow stands next to me, his eyes dropping straight to my breasts. “I mean… you have a nice rack and all.” He winks.

      I smile up at him. I like him. He’s easy to be around, not as tense as the rest. A little more playful in his mannerisms.

      “I’m all right,” I say with a smile. He hands me a drink of beer and I take it with greedy hands.

      “They…” I pause, thinking about what I want to ask and then nod out to Tanika. “How long has that been going on?” Snow looks down at me and smiles.

      “Your girl not tell you everything?”

      I look to the ground. “I’ve been, well… someone close to me died. I’ve not been with it lately.”

      Snow’s face softens. “I’m sorry, girl.”

      I shrug. Nothing can be done about it now. The pain is still there when I close my eyes, but it’s lessening, and I’m trying to work out how to live a life without them in it. Which is very unfair.

      “They’ve been seeing each other for at least a month, but if you ask them, it’s just sex.” Snow chuckles. “Never seen prez so smitten before.”

      I look out to the water and watch as his arms go around Tanika and he lifts her up from the water and throws her backward. She laughs as she rises and swims back toward him.

      “So, what’s your story?”

      “I’m more interested in yours,” I reply, drinking down the last of my beer.

      Snow grips my waist and turns me around. “Come and drink with us, and I’ll tell you all about my wild ways.” He winks, walking over to the table where Blaze was previously sitting. Snow smacks one of the dudes over the head, which makes him move, making room for me to sit. A few guys stare at my breasts without one bit of shame.

      “Guys, this is girl.”

      I laugh at his silly introduction. “It’s Rochelle.”

      “Okay…” Snow turns and looks at me. “Girl.” He laughs and turns back to the group.

      Shot glasses line the table with a bottle of rum in the middle.

      “What are you playing?”

      “Take a fucking drink,” one yells. His jacket reads ‘Prospect.’ He was the one Snow hit to move.

      “Basically, we ask you a question. If we think you’re lying when you answer, you have to take a drink.”

      “That doesn’t sound great…” My eyebrows pinch together. “That sounds a lot like a drinking game.” As I speak the words, another carload pulls up with some girls and guys. A few make their way straight to the river while a girl with white-blonde hair walks over to us. Her hand goes around Snow’s neck and she kisses him on the cheek.

      “Sis, this is, girl.”

      She smiles at me and nods her head.

      “It’s Rochelle, actually.”

      “Semantics.” Snow waves me off. “This is Harper. Harper, be nice to girl. She’s Tanika’s friend.” Harper gives me a smile so large, I can’t help but return it.

      “My brother annoying you?” she asks, rubbing her palm over her brother’s head. For some reason he takes it and only smiles as he starts pouring shots.

      “Never.” I smile, and then someone calls her name.

      Harper offers us a wave before she runs off.

      “Okay, girl, you’re up first.” Of course, I am. “When was the last time you had anal?”

      “What happens if I don’t answer?” I ask.

      “You have a double shot.”

      “Okay, double shot me.”

      Snow throws his head back and laughs, then pours me two drinks. He goes next, and it’s the prospect who asks him a question. Snow slides the drinks over to me, and I shoot them fast, feeling the slow burn of the rum on the way down.

      “Snow, when was the last time you got hard from a girl?”

      Everyone goes quiet, puzzled by his question.

      Then a hand goes around my shoulders as he answers, “Right now. From staring at girl’s tits.” Then he proceeds to look down at my breasts.

      I don’t even bother covering them up, nor does it embarrass me for some reason. It’s simply funny. “They are mighty fine, right?” I reply, smiling up at him.

      A truck pulls up and I recognize it. My heart starts to beat faster and I reach for Snow’s shot, downing it in one hit.

      “Girl, you stealing my shit.” Snow laughs, pouring another one. He doesn’t need to have one, everyone believes his words, but he takes one anyway.

      Harper runs up the hill and throws her arms around a pair of shoulders I recognize.

      Snow turns and looks where I am then back to me.

      “You know, Reap?” Snow asks.

      I turn to him, confused by his words. I don’t know him as that, maybe I’m drunk. I must be. Turning back, I listen to the next one in the game, but my eyes keep flicking to where he’s located. Harper clings to him, and I wonder why he allows it.

      “No,” I manage to answer, realizing I never did answer if I know him.

      “You sure, girl, you’re staring pretty hard his way.” Snow pauses, turns, and yells. “Reap, get your ass over here.”

      I hear Harper giggle as they turn while I try to hide behind Snow as they come closer, hoping he won’t see me and I won’t be able to see him.

      But of course, I have no luck.

      “Pretty girl,” the name he likes to call me drips from his lips.

      Oh fuck.
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      Snow turns, and there’s a smile still on his face, but I don’t look toward that voice. Instead, I reach for another shot, downing it before I tap my fingers on the table, hoping and praying Tanika comes back soon so we can leave.

      “You know, girl here, Reap?” Of course Snow asks Marcus that.

      “Girl?” he says, confused.

      I still don’t look his way, then someone next to me moves, and I know it’s him that slides in because his smell is something I’ve dreamed about for weeks. Dark and musky, just like him. “You must be mistaken, it’s pretty girl, right, Snow?” he jokes, and I look up at Marcus. And right at that moment, I wish I didn’t. I wish I pretended he never existed in the first place, because when I look up into his hazel eyes staring at me, and his dark curly messy hair as if he’s just showered, I want to run my hand through the locks and pull them so his lips smash against mine.

      “Reap?” I ask, watching him for a reaction.

      He smirks, and my heart beats hard in my chest.

      “The boys call me, Reap,” he answers coldly.

      “Damn right we do.” Snow cheers and throws his hand over my shoulders, pulling me back to him, snuggling me under his arm.

      “Reap, why don’t you come for a swim?” Harper walks over, and I stiffen under Snow’s arm.

      “No,” he answers, his eyes glued to Snow’s hand touching me. “Remove your arm from her, Snow.”

      Snow straightens over me, but his arm is still around me.

      I turn to look at Marcus. His lips are thinned as he sits there with his hands clenched and a look of death to match his hand tattoo as he stares at Snow, who doesn’t remove his arm.

      Harper looks between us, unsure of what to do.

      “You claimed her, Reap?” Snow asks, his voice has lost all its playfulness, and I get the feeling you never want to be on the bad side of Snow.

      “Yes. Now tell him, pretty girl. Who do you belong to?”

      I pull away from Snow. Sitting up straighter, I look at Marcus and smile before standing. He watches me with intent, but makes no move to stop me as I head straight to where Tanika has her arms wrapped around Blaze while they bounce around in the water.

      “Tanika…” I call out. She looks up from the water at the sound of my voice. Blaze doesn’t even look my way, he simply keeps on kissing her neck.

      Before I can utter another word, my feet are lifted from the ground and I’m pressed against a hard body. I know who it is straight away. Marcus turns me in his arms, as if I weigh nothing, so now I’m pressed against his taut muscles.

      “Why are you here, pretty girl?”

      “Let me go.”

      Marcus holds me tighter, and I can feel him everywhere. He starts walking me backward until I feel the cold of the water touch my feet.

      “Why?” he asks as if it’s a serious question.

      “Because…” No other words leave my mouth. I don’t have an excuse, because I don’t need one. And somehow, I have become that girl who loses her train of thought around a beautiful man.

      “Do you want me to kiss you again?”

      My ass is submerged in the water as he keeps on walking. He’s fully dressed, but that doesn’t stop him.

      “No,” I reply, my hands by my sides.

      “Rochelle...” My name is called, but I don’t turn to look at Tanika. My eyes stay glued on Marcus’—and what pretty eyes they are. Haunted, possessive, and gorgeous.

      “You do, but you now realize I’m bad for you. Don’t you, pretty girl?” He says what I am thinking.

      “Yes.” I don’t bother lying.

      “But you were persistent.” Marcus smirks. He lowers his hands so he isn’t gripping me anymore and grabs my ass cheeks, holding me to him. I wrap my legs around his waist in the water, not thinking as we stare at each other.

      Body heat makes me boiling hot, despite the coolness of the water, the intensity of his gaze, which is turning me on.

      “Now I see the light,” I say, smiling.

      One hand leaves my ass and snakes up my front until he touches the strings of my bikini and pulls at them.

      “If I didn’t care about sharing you, I would pull this so I could stare at your pretty tits. I bet your nipples are the perfect shade of pink.”

      I blush at his words and say, “Don’t you dare.”

      Marcus moves me, just a fraction, and I feel him between my legs, and my pelvis pushes forward on instinct. He smiles when I do this.

      “I’m afraid now you’re back, I won’t be able to say no tonight.”

      “Just tonight?” I ask him.

      “You’re so needy. I wonder if you’re the same in bed.” Marcus pushes back on me and I do the same. Soon, my body is moving up and down on his cock, even though his jeans are still on, and so are my bikini bottoms. But that doesn’t stop us, the friction making my eyes roll to the back of my head as my head drops, my hair skimming along the water as I come close to the perfect amount of friction.

      Marcus’ hand slides between my breasts, and then he pinches my nipple through my bikini. My hips don’t stop moving, my body taking from his what it wants, what it’s wanted from Marcus since the moment I met him. It happens fast, and my hands leave him and grip my hair, but before I can open my mouth to scream, I’m lifted, and lips hot as fire burn me as he takes control of my head and my mouth.

      There’s no use pulling back from him, it’s completely useless. Because as I come down from my dry humping orgasm, I want him back on me, and more importantly, in me.

      I’m becoming addicted.

      It’s a bad thing.

      He breaks the kiss. “You are the most beautiful thing to watch when you come.”

      “Rochelle…” I turn my head away from Marcus to see Tanika staring at me in question. I suppose I’ve kept some things from her too.

      Pushing away from him, I head to the water’s edge and Tanika follows. Now alone in the water, looking back over my shoulder, he watches me but makes no move to come to me.

      “Who is that?” she asks.

      “Can we go now?”

      “But they’re just about to cook the food, and I want to get to know your friend, who you quite conveniently happened to not tell me about.”

      Fuck!
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      The food is cooked, and I stay seated next to Tanika, not looking for Marcus, even if my eyes try to find him when I tell myself no.

      “Eat, girl, the food is delicious.” Snow shoves a plate in front of my face, smiling.

      I look down at the salad and meat and start picking at it. When a hand touches my thigh, I jump and look up to see Marcus now seated next to me. I attempt to push him away but have no luck, he simply moves his hand closer until it’s touching between my legs.

      Goosebumps tickle my skin as he leans in closer to me.

      “I bet I can make you come again.” I shut my legs, squeezing them tighter. He chuckles next to me and removes his hand.

      “So, how do you two know each other?” Tanika asks, looking between us.

      “It was a bad mistake,” I tell her.

      “I warned her, over and over again,” he says. “But she never listened.”

      Tanika looks at me with her eyebrows squeezed together as she takes in my reaction.

      “Maybe she doesn’t want the Reap,” Snow says, laughing.

      Tanika looks over to Marcus. “Why do they call you, Reap?” she asks.

      I cringe.

      “I own the crematorium,” he replies.

      What? I look at him, surprised, having no idea. “You own it?” I question.

      “You’ve never asked.” He shrugs, turning away.

      “And sometimes Reap works for us,” the prospect says, which earns him a smack across the back of his head from Snow.

      Everyone goes quiet after such a few words being exchanged. Tanika plays with her food on her plate as I stand. Marcus stands with me. I turn away and reach for my bag, pulling out my cover-up and sliding it over my arms. Marcus watches my every move.

      “Do you want me to take you home?” he asks. I look back at Tanika to see her leaning on Blaze, and I know she won’t want to leave anytime soon.

      “Yes, please.” Marcus smiles at my words, reaches for my bag, and starts to walk away. I head over and hug Tanika from the back. “I’m going home. You stay.” She turns, but I shake my head. “It’s okay. I’ll message you when I get back home.”

      “You leaving, girl?” Snow calls out. I smile and nod my head. “Come back again, okay?”

      “Will do.” Turning and walking away, butterflies fly freakishly in my belly as I walk toward him. Marcus is leaning on the passenger side with his door open and waiting for me to get in. My bag’s already inside.

      “I never took you for a gentleman,” I say to him, climbing in.

      The window is down, so when he shuts it, he leans inside. “I’m no gentleman, I can assure you. A man like me is not a man you take home to meet your parents, pretty girl. I’m the one you fuck in the back of your car and then go on your way.” He leaves me with those words as he pushes off, rounds the truck, and slides into the driver’s seat.

      He takes off in silence, only a slight hum from the radio can be heard as he drives.

      When we get closer to my house he speaks, and I turn to give him my full attention, “You shouldn’t be around them. You should stay away.”

      “You’re around them.”

      “You’re a good girl. Good girls get ruined.”

      “There you are with that phrase again, good girl… you give me a headache.” I turn back and stare out the window as he drives down my street. As he comes to a stop, I climb out without thanking him, and he leans across but speaks from the driver side, “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”

      I flip him off, not even looking as I go inside. Reaching for my cell, I text Tanika to let her know I’m home and she replies instantly.
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      Lying in bed, all I think about are his lips and the way his body makes me feel—more alive than I’ve ever felt in my life.
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      Tanika rocks up at my house before I’m even out of bed, a coffee in each hand and a smile that could light up the skies.

      “You are way too happy for this early,” I say, rubbing my eyes while putting on the last of my clothes. Pulling my hair back into a high ponytail, I take the coffee and drink it as if it holds magical powers.

      “I had a great night… and great sex,” she says, her eyes not quite meeting mine.

      “Blaze?” I ask, she smiles. “What is the deal with you two? Snow said it’s been going on for about a month now?” Tanika’s face pulls some worry lines on her forehead, and she looks down. “Tell me, I want to know.”

      “I kind of ran into them, at a bar. And, well, I just haven’t been able to stay away. We aren’t exclusive, and I told him whatever this is, is just sex. I don’t want anything more. I fall too hard and fast, you know this,” she says with an eye roll. Her last guy she was engaged to within a month, the one before that she let move in after a week. She loved them all, she tells me, but I am not so sure how true that is—lust maybe.

      “So, you aren’t in love with this one?” I ask as we walk out and head for breakfast. We climb into her car and head to the café around the corner.

      “No, don’t jinx me either. I like him. A lot. But he’s way too dangerous for me, too much for me.”

      “How?”

      “Blaze knows what he wants, that scares me.”

      We walk into the café and order straight away, knowing exactly what we want—pancakes and berries for me, and waffles for Tanika.

      “What about Marcus? And don’t tell me you don’t like him. I saw you two together. Fuck, we all saw it… it was fucking hot.” She fans her face. “The way he grabbed you, kissed you, tasted you.”

      I smile at her words. “He’s trouble,” I say, sitting back, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “Did you meet him at the funeral?” she asks, saying the last word in more of a whisper.

      “No, before it, actually.”

      Her eyebrows pinch together. “How?”

      “He was there when Mom and Dad were organizing the proceedings.”

      Tanika’s hand reaches for mine, covering it and giving it a gentle squeeze. She pulls back when the food arrives.

      “You like him, don’t you?” Tanika takes a sip of her drink.

      “No, of course not. He’s—”

      “Oh, you suck at lying. Totally suck.” She laughs.

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Is it because he’s nothing like your exes? Not a surfer-looking dude who tells you everything you want to hear simply to sleep with you?”

      Damn, this girl knows me well.

      “I tried to sleep with him. Twice, actually. It failed both times.”

      “Oh my God… well, that doesn’t explain yesterday, then.”

      I shrug. “I don’t even understand yesterday. I didn’t even know Marcus was going to be there. I’ve avoided him for over a month.”

      “Was that painful for you?” She chuckles, and I withstand the urge to throw my food at her head, but it’s a difficult internal battle to refrain.

      “He’s, well, let’s just say… what he does, isn’t something I am all that comfortable with.”

      “You mean in the crematorium?” I nod. “Okay, but you met him there. What did you expect?”

      I place my fork on the plate, my appetite now completely gone. “He took me inside, to scare me off.”

      “Okay, so…”

      “He started cutting a hand off one of the dead bodies while I was there.” I watch as she puts her fork down too. Her elbows come to rest on the table as her head is placed on her hands, and I wait before she speaks again.

      “Holy shit, Roch, that’s…” she takes a deep breath. “That’s fucked-up.”

      “Try being me. That shit was fucked-up to see.”

      “So, you don’t want him?”

      “Oh, no…” I shake my head. “That’s the problem, I do want him. No denying that. It’s just he’s so dark. So damn intense. Not one thing about him is light.”

      We get up to leave and pay the account, leaving a tip in the payment folder on the table.  Quickly, we walk back to the car, heading back to my house.

      “So, I guess the question is… can you have him without wanting that part of your life with him?”

      “Like just sex?”

      She nods. “I don’t know if I want him for more than sex. Definitely not a relationship, which I doubt he would want anyway.”

      “The boys told me about him.” I turn in my seat as Tanika drives. “And let’s just say, they warned me to stay away from him. Snow said he has demons bigger than the devil himself.”

      I sigh. Of course, he does. Of course.

      “Ummm… Rochelle, is that him?”

      Looking up, I see his truck parked out the front as he stands at my door, one foot crossed over the other while waiting. Marcus’ hands are in his pockets, and he has on a white, long-sleeved shirt rolled up to his elbows with black pants.

      He’s fine.

      So fucking fine.

      I wonder what he looks like with that shirt off. As a matter of fact, all of it off.

      “Yep.”

      “Okay, well, do you want me to come in?”

      I reach for the door handle.

      I am unsure. Should she?

      “No. I got this. Thanks for breakfast.” Pushing out of the car, he doesn’t move until I reach him.

      “Marcus. Or should I call you Reap now?”

      He pushes off from leaning against the wall and steps closer to me. I can smell him, and my body instantly wants to gravitate toward him for him to touch me.

      “I prefer Marcus coming from your lips.”

      I cross my arms over my chest, defiantly. “Why are you here?”

      “You grew on me.”

      “Did I?” I ask, raising an eyebrow. “Pity, I’ve outgrown you.”

      “You have not. I bet…” he steps closer, his hand coming to my hip, “… if I touched you right, I could make you beg for it. I could taste you, and you wouldn’t be able to stop me.”

      He’s right, but I don’t care. He doesn’t need to know that. Fuck him.

      “Don’t you touch me.” I step back, putting distance back between us.

      He smirks, and I want to wipe that smirk off with a slap. The man is infuriating and he knows he’s right, and I’ve just confirmed it.

      “I came to invite you out. The boys are having another party tonight. This time at their clubhouse...” He pauses. “Your friend will be there. But she isn’t allowed to invite anyone. I, on the other hand…”

      “Go with you?” I scoff. “You did hear the part where I don’t want to be around you anymore, right?”

      “Oh, you mean the part where you outgrew me?”

      “Yes! Yes, that part.”

      Marcus touches me, and it’s soft and subtle, but it still burns all the same. Pulling my arm away from his touch, he smiles as if he knows what it does to me.

      “Come… I promise to show you a good time.”

      “Like the last time? No. I think I’ll pass and stay away from all things dead, and that involves you.” I go to sidestep him to unlock my house, but he comes up behind me and pushes himself on my back. Then he goes to my neck again and breathes heavily—he’s always at my neck. It’s my kryptonite, and he seems to know it.

      “I won’t show you anything that’s dead. Come with me.”

      “No, I have a busy night.”

      “You don’t. You suck at lying.” Pushing my door open, I turn to face him once I’ve stepped inside. “I’ll wait here all day until you say yes.”

      “I don’t want to come with you.”

      “You do. Now, say yes and I’ll be back to collect you at eight.”

      “No.”

      Marcus nods and then pushes inside of my house. He heads straight for my leather couch and sits on it, crossing one leg over his knee. “I have all day, as you know. My work is only at night.”

      I shudder at his words. “You need to leave.”

      “Call your friend. Ask her if she will be there.”

      I huff at his words. Placing my purse on my kitchen countertop, I say, “I don’t want to because I don’t want to go.”

      “You do. You need to live a little, and I can make you do that.”

      “You can, can you?” I chuckle at his words while shaking my head.

      “Yes, and I can make you orgasm, which we’ve already established. So, say yes and I’ll leave.” Marcus’ lips quirk and he knows he will win.

      “Yes.” I smile at him.

      He stands and walks over to me. Touching my chin, he lifts it and leans down. “I will be here, and if you aren’t here, I will find you.” He places a brief kiss on my lips before he walks out the door, shutting it behind him.

      Fuck!

      Grabbing my cell from my bag, I ring Tanika straight away.

      “Well, I take it you didn’t fuck him, considering you’re calling me.”

      “Is there a party tonight? One that you will be at?”

      She goes silent.

      “Tanika?” I ask, thinking she’s hung up. Pulling my phone away from my ear, I look and see the line is still connected. “Tanika?” I say, louder.

      “I’m not sure it’s something you would want to go to.”

      “Marcus invited me.”

      “Of course he did.” Tanika huffs into the phone. “Look… I can’t invite you. It’s not something strangers walk into, and I’m not a member of the club, so everything about it is off-limits. I have to be asked by a member. But I know Reap can ask, so come. Come, hang out with me.”

      “You said that last time, and the whole time you were with Blaze.”

      “I like him,” she says.

      “I know. Okay, I’ll come.”

      “Yeah,” she screams. “Oh, and dress sexy. This place… well, most girls wear nothing.” She pauses. “Okay, bye.” She hangs up, not giving me an opportunity to question what she’s just told me that most girls wear nothing?
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      “She’s coming, so tell him to stay away,” I say to Blaze who pulls a cigar from his lips.

      “No. You want her, that’s fine, I’ll respect that. But Snow wants her too.” He smirks.

      “You’re my brother, asshole.” I shake my head at Blaze. “Snow’s my life brother, you are my blood. There is a difference.” I clutch my fists together and take a deep breath. My cell alarms, informing me it’s almost time to go collect my newest little number.

      We had different fathers growing up and I’m older than him, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t think he’s boss. He always fucking does, and he always fucking lets me know.

      “Reap…” I turn to his nickname for me that’s stuck over the years and has become my biker road name. “If you kill him, it will make me very fucking mad,” he says, lighting the cigar again.

      “Good, I like it when I have someone to hit. What better opponent than you?”

      “Asshole,” he says with a shake of his head as I walk out.

      I don’t hang around to see what else Blaze has to say. Driving to her house, I make it there in record time. Rochelle’s lights are on. I slide out of my truck just as she reaches the front door. She’s wearing a short skirt, showcasing her perfectly tanned legs, her stomach is on display from a shirt that stops above her belly button, and there’s so much cleavage that I want to get lost in.

      Cracking my neck from side to side, I step up to her. “Go and get changed.”

      “No.”

      “Change,” I demand.

      “No. Take me or leave me.” Her hand goes to her naked hip, and she smirks.

      “Fucking take you, all right,” I mutter, stepping away, wondering why on earth she makes me this way. How can this little redhead inflict such strong reactions and emotions from me—I’ve never felt this way.

      “I heard that,” she says, breezing past me smelling like fucking flowers. Fucking flowers.

      Opening the truck door for her, Rochelle climbs in, and when she does, the bottom of her ass is on display. The woman is trying to kill me. She’s only wearing a G-string, and my cock immediately strains in my trousers.

      “You will be the death of me,” I say, shutting her door.

      When I slide into my side, she turns to me, her pale pink lips smiling. “At least then you won’t have to deal with tearing your body to bits like you do to all the other bodies.”

      “I don’t do that to all of them,” I say while putting the car in gear and pulling out into traffic.

      “Oh, so I got the special treatment?” She gags.

      “Yes… I knew it would scare you. It worked. You’re too pretty for this ugly world. But yet, here I am, wanting to drag you down the rabbit hole with me, pretty girl.”

      “What a fucking rabbit hole,” she mutters back to me.

      “I heard that.”

      “Good, I meant for you to.” Pulling away, she fidgets as she sits there, and I can feel she’s doing everything possible to avoid me. To evade looking my way.

      “How was your day?” I ask.

      Rochelle starts laughing and then she snorts.

      I can’t help the smirk that pulls on my lips just from that single action.

      “Really, you’re asking me about my day?”

      “It’s either that or I pull over, yank you out of the truck, and fuck you up against it,” I answer her with a shrug.

      “Okay, yeah.” She nods her head. “Well, my day was fine.”

      “You sure you don’t want the other option? Because I’m up for it.” I ask, raising my eyebrows.

      “No. No, I do not.”

      Pulling my truck to a stop at the lights, my eyes rove over her legs, which are bare.

      “Your outfit says otherwise.”

      Angry eyes turn on me, and my dick twitches at the sight.

      Fuck, she’s hot.

      And too good.

      She’s too good.

      The girls I fuck are dirty. I prefer them dirty because they know what to expect.

      Nothing.

      “Oh, so you are one of those assholes, are you? Where if I wear something short, that immediately means I’m asking to be fucked?” Angry eyes stare at me.

      When she says the word ‘fucked’ it takes everything in me to not do just that—

      fuck her into the middle of next week.

      “No, what I’m saying is you know I want to fuck you. So, you wear an outfit that makes me want to fuck you ten times more. It’s really unfair to my cock, which is straining against my fucking pants right now.”

      Rochelle’s eyes drop to my pants as I start the truck again.

      “I’ve seen enough cocks to last me for this weekend. Do not get that thing out.”

      Her words make me sit up straighter.

      “Who’s fucking cock have you seen?”

      “Snow’s.” She answers as if it’s obvious.

      “If you fuck him, I’ll kill him,” I tell her, pulling up to the acreage where the party is going to be held. Again, where the fuck is this possessiveness coming from? “And you know I can get rid of the body easily,” I say, throwing the door open and walking off, leaving her in my truck.

      I’m angry and I’m unsure why.
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      The bastard storms off so fast, I get whiplash, but remain in the truck.

      I see everyone sitting on hay bales, girls walking around with no tops on, and men reaching for them, touching their tits as if they have the luxury to do so. I don’t want to be here and I told him that. Yet, here I am, in his truck as he storms off like he has a rocket up his ass.

      Getting out of the truck on my own, because clearly he isn’t going to help me, I stand and watch him. Marcus comes to a stop, and soon I see his body tense and his fist flies towards someone’s head.

      Blaze stands and pulls Marcus back, and then proceeds to push him.

      Blaze notices me and waves me over.

      I walk but my feet feel heavy with each step. When I finally reach them, Marcus’ lips are curled in anger, his fists are clenched on each side of his body. Looking past him, Blaze turns, his eyes are blazing in fury at me.

      “Calm him the fuck down.” Blaze pushes Marcus, and Marcus doesn’t move at the gesture. Blaze simply shakes his head and walks off.

      “What the fuck was that?” I ask. Confused, looking back, I now see it was Snow he punched. “You hit Snow? Why would you do that?”

      His eyes are angry slits, his lips are turned into a snarl while he simply glares at me.

      I take a step back, not knowing if I am next, while he runs his hand through his hair, looking away.

      “I need to fuck someone.”

      I throw my hands up in the air and take a step back. “That ship has sailed here, don’t look at me.”

      “You don’t want me to drive my cock into your wet pussy, pretty girl?”

      “No,” I answer immediately.

      “Your loss.” Marcus walks back to Snow and he passes him a beer, and they both sit as if nothing happened.

      I check around, unsure of what I should even do. This place is a good twenty minutes out from my house, and no Uber drivers will come this far. My best bet will be a cab. Then I look up, searching around for Tanika who’s meant to be here.

      Walking in a little farther, Marcus doesn’t look my way, but Snow does, nodding his head to me before he turns back to the conversation. I feel overdressed when I see everyone else and what they have on—which is next to nothing.

      Pushing my way through the girls, some giggle, and some even stare at me wondering what the hell I am doing here. I’m wondering that too. Long, black hair sits in the corner, and I make my way to her. Tanika has her back to me, and when I reach her, she turns around with a smile.

      “You came.” Her arms go around me and I can smell she’s clearly drunk, the alcohol permeating from her is that strong. “I missed you so much,” Tanika purrs, touching my hair. I left it down thinking it would look sexy. Now I wish I had it up as she strokes it. So strange.

      “How do I get out of here?”

      “Girl, you leaving?” I turn with Tanika hanging off me.

      Blaze walks in, picks up Tanika, and throws her over his shoulder.

      “Where are you taking her?”

      Blaze stops, his shoulders tense with a giggling Tanika hanging there, her hands touching his ass.

      “She’s going to bed,” he says, then walks away.

      “He hates me.” I cringe.

      “Aww… it’s ‘cause you’re confusing his brother is all.” I look up at Snow, confused. Is he talking about Marcus? “No, no girl, not me. The one with the dark locks.” Snow chuckles and points his beer to where Marcus is sitting with a girl on his lap. I shiver just looking and turn back to Snow.

      “How do I get out of here?” I ask. Snow holds up his hands, beer in one of them, and backs away. “You’re hot and all, but I like not tasting my own blood.” Snow chuckles, then walks off.

      Deciding how long it would take me to walk home, I contemplate it for a while, but then decide it’s ridiculous. I didn’t want to come in the first place, and yet here I am. Dragged by a man who I should have known better than to follow.

      Walking over to Marcus, I stand directly in front of him. He doesn’t have a drink, but the girl that’s sitting on his lap does. And to make matters worse, she death glares me when she looks up and I have my arms crossed over my chest. “Take me home!”

      Marcus says nothing, in fact it’s tits that speaks. “Get the fuck out of the road.”

      “No. Now get off my fucking ride, so he can take me home.”

      “Bitch… what did you just say?” She stands and takes a step toward me at the same time as I take a step toward her, but my hands are shaking.

      “I said, get the fuck off of him, so he can get his fucking ass up and take me home, bitch. Did I stutter? Was I not clear?”

      She throws her drink to the ground, and I see it in her eyes when she decides to lash out at me. Luckily for her, I grew up with male cousins and duck just in time. Then I get straight back up and hit her hard in her pretty, overly made-up fucking face, making her fall back on his lap. She screams and comes at me again, but this time Marcus grips her waist and holds her back.

      My hand is hurting, but adrenaline is pumping through me and I am more than a little angry. “Take me fucking home, you asshole,” I say with my hands clenched to my sides while staring him down.

      The girl screams something I don’t quite understand, and Marcus lifts her to the side, depositing her onto someone else’s lap before he stands in front of me.

      “I think I just fell in love.”

      What the fuck!

      His words make my fists unclench.

      What did he just say?

      “Come to think of it… I don’t fucking love, I just want to fuck you.” Marcus leans down and whispers, “Want to fuck all that adrenaline out of your system, pretty girl?”

      I push him and turn, walking toward his truck. His footsteps follow, and I still hear that bitch screaming at me, but it becomes quieter and darker and darker the closer we get to his truck. When I reach it, he’s directly behind me; his hands come to my arm, and he turns me. Then his body is pushed against mine, his lips slam onto mine, and I moan. Despite being angry at him, I fucking moan at the feel of him, and I can’t help it. I step up on my tippy toes so I can feel him right there, as his fingers slide down and lift my skirt until his hand cups my sex, then he slips one finger in. Pushing it in and out, he devours my lips.

      “So fucking pretty…”

      I ignore his words and let him fuck me with his fingers. Marcus pulls back, and I reach for him straight away, my hands going to his shirt and lifting it, so my hands can touch his bare skin. I feel like a crazed animal as I touch him, sliding my nails down his chest and pulling him straight back to me. He pulls his cock free, then grips both my hips and lifts. I reach between us, pulling my G-string to the side as he lowers me, and in pure fucking ecstasy he slides straight in.

      “Fuck.”

      “That’s right, pretty girl, ride my fucking cock.”

      I do. I fucking slide up and down, my hands leaving his bare skin and pulling at his shirt until it bundles at his neck. He drops one hand away from me and slides his hand out then followed by the other, the whole time his movements never stop.

      Each thrust and push is filling me so much, like I’ve never been filled before.

      My nails dig into his bare skin as I drop my head on his neck. I lick him just to taste him—he’s salty and sweet—then I bite and suck. So many emotions are fucking with me as he takes me. He doesn’t apologize either for his fingers digging so hard into my hips that I know they will bruise, or the way when we’re both close he pushes me back so my head slams on the truck and I feel the vibration run through me.

      I don’t care, though.

      I don’t fucking care.

      I come, my hands leaving him as he grips them both, my legs are wrapped tight around his waist as he pins me to the truck, pushing me, so my back hits the edge of the hood and I lay there lost, in ecstasy, as he finishes.

      That was, quite simply, the best sex of my fucking life.

      “Knew your pussy would love my cock.”

      And he’s ruined it.

      Sitting up, I slide up the hood of his truck and away from him.

      “Take me home, Marcus.”

      “I was planning to.” He smirks, tucking his cock back into his pants, then reaches for his shirt, sliding it over his head, not even bothering to look at me again.
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        * * *

      

      We don’t speak. What’s the point? I have no words for him, and he clearly got what he wanted. But then again, so did I. I wanted to fuck him that first time, and now I have. My G-string snapped and is ruined but it still sits around my waist. I don’t want to take it off until I am in my own home.

      “I’d like to do that again,” he says, coming to a stop.

      I scoff and get out, not even bothering to answer that ridiculous statement.

      “Tomorrow, then,” he yells out, and I know he’s teasing me.

      “Fuck you.”

      “You did that, pretty girl. And soon, you will again.”

      When I get to my door and unlock it, I slide my G-string from under my skirt while he watches me from the darkness of his truck, and then I take a step out of it.

      “This can be your reminder of me.” I look down at my G-string, then back to him. “And forget where I live,” I say, closing my door and locking it.

      Running up to my room, I look out through my window. It’s in complete darkness so he can’t see me. Marcus gets out of the truck, steps up my porch while my heart races as he does, but he doesn’t stay long. Just enough time to pick up what he wanted and walk back to his truck while sliding my G-string into his pocket before he takes off.

      Maybe that wasn’t the smartest move.

      Then again, I’ve not managed a lot of smart moves lately when it comes to him.

      And I don’t even know his last name.
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      I don’t see him Sunday, and for that I’m thankful, because if he came to me and touched me, I know I’d want a repeat of what we did. Despite how much I don’t want to want him, I know I do want him. Damn, that’s confusing. He’s the leading man in every one of my dreams, stealing me and making me his.

      Staying inside on Sunday, locking my house up was my best option, and I needed time to get my head semi-straight.

      The rest of the week after that goes slowly, and I don’t hear from Tanika until Thursday. And even then, it’s just a message asking me how the rest of my weekend went. I bet she doesn’t even remember seeing me that night, she was that drunk.

      Martin annoys me almost all week while I help him work on a case. I’ve contemplated studying law myself with how much I have learned from him, and how much of the work I actually do for him as well. Also, I really love law, it stimulates my mind.

      “Send this to the papers,” he says on Friday, dropping a written-up script in front of me. I briefly run my eyes over it and freeze at the names.

      
        
        EXILE MC – IS OUR CITY SAFE?

        PRESS RELEASE

      

        

      
        The Exile Motorcycle Club has been under investigation now for over two months for murder and missing persons. We suspect they’re also dealing in drugs. Is our city safe with this outlaw motorcycle gang running free in the area…

      

      

      

      What the fuck! The article goes on and on about what the club has supposedly done and how unsafe the community feels. Honestly, they can’t print this or make a story out of this if it’s not true. Standing, I walk into Martin’s office. He has a coffee cup to his mouth and he looks up with cream all over his top lip. Goddamn, what a waste of space.

      “Can you say this without evidence?” I ask him.

      Martin wipes his face. “Do you have an issue, Rochelle? You know our job is to make the suspects look as guilty as possible.”

      Damn if he isn’t dodgy—he couldn’t lay straight in bed if he tried.

      “Is anything in this article true?” I ask again, waving it around like it’s burning my fingers.

      “The client says it is.”

      “Who’s that?” I ask because I know all of his clients. I’m the only person stupid enough to work for him. So it must be something he is doing on his own.

      “Is this your job now… questioning your boss?” Martin asks as his hand slams down on the desk. If I didn’t have a house to pay for, I would quit here and now. But I do.

      “No, I was just wondering.”

      Martin waves a hand at me. “Get lost, Rochelle. Unless you have a conflict of interest you need to tell me about?” I freeze at his words. “Well?” he asks.

      “No, I just want to know their story.”

      “If you know what’s good for you, you will stay far away from them. They are bad news.”

      Shutting the door, I walk back out to my desk and tear the paper up before I close down my computer to leave for the day. I can’t send that out—there has to be some truth in it for the papers to publish it.

      “Pretty girl,” I yelp when I hear that name whispered at the entrance to my office. Marcus is standing there dressed in black jeans and a white shirt rolled up to his elbows. Why does he have to look so good? And why am I excited to see him?

      “For someone who pushed me away at the start, you sure as shit show up a lot,” I say, shaking my head and turning as I try not to look his way.

      “Maybe I woke up and smelled the pretty girl on me.”

      “You mean the roses, right?”

      “If you say so. I mean, I haven’t tasted you yet, so I don’t know if it’s more along the lines of roses or tulips.”

      I groan at his words.

      “Can I help you?” Martin asks, standing at his office door.

      Marcus doesn’t answer him, so I do while Martin simply stares at him.

      “He’s here for me. I’m just finishing up,” I say.

      Martin stands taller, and I shake my head at him and reach for my stuff, then walk over to Marcus who doesn’t move until I reach for his hand.

      “See you Monday, Martin.” I wave backward over my shoulder, pulling Marcus with me.

      “You will,” is all Martin says before we get out the door.

      The minute we’re out, I drop Marcus’ hand and turn to face him. He’s already watching me. “Why are you here?” I unlock my car and throw everything in, then turn to face him again. Marcus takes a tentative step toward me and pushes me against the car, it feels like déjà fucking vu.

      My hands push him back and he smirks, but he does step back.

      “I think we need a repeat.”

      “You’re serious right now?” I ask.

      “Yep, I want you. No denying that.” Marcus looks down to the tent in his pants, and I roll my eyes.

      “I’m busy. No time for you this weekend. At all.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “To the Gold Coast with my sister. All weekend.”

      “I can come. Meet you there?”

      I laugh at him. “You’re joking, right?”

      Marcus scratches his face, and the look that takes over it, it’s as if he’s just realized what he’s said.

      “Yes, I fucking am.” Then he walks away.

      Leaving me standing there confused as fuck.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You aren’t wearing that, are you?” my sister Kat asks, eyeing me up and down as she holds Annabelle in her arms. I look down at my dress, which has a slit up the side and leaves nothing to the imagination.

      “Maybe you should live a little, let me take Annabelle and you go out tonight. And let me dress you,” I say, showcasing my leg a little bit more.

      “No, last time I did something stupid…” she trails off and looks at Annabelle. “Well, I got my best gift from your mistake. But I also learned my lesson, thank you very much.”

      Kat pulls Annabelle up on her hip. “You just have to play it safer.” She eyes me.

      “You know I speak to Tanika, too, right?” Kat’s blue eyes look at me. They’re the same color as mine. “I know you aren’t playing it safe with a particular man, whom I want photos of by the way.”

      I wave my hands at her face. “No can do. That ship has sailed, and it’s over.”

      “Was it fun, though?”

      “It was a headache and a nightmare, plus the best orgasms I have ever had.”

      “What I wouldn’t give for one of those.” Kat laughs.

      We get seated on the boat. Annabelle falls asleep in her mother’s arms as the boat starts, and servers come around to serve our first course.

      “Let me take her, you eat first.”

      “No, I like it when she’s like this. It tells me she will always love me, no matter what.” Kat kisses the top of her head, and I start eating as she begins using one hand. Not once complaining or asking me to take her. By the last course, I take Annabelle despite Kat’s protests, and Annabelle stays asleep in my arms.

      “Tanika said he’s one fine specimen. What’s so wrong with him?”

      “Don’t you mean what’s right with him?”

      Kat laughs and shrugs. “That too.”

      “He’s confusing for one, and he isn’t relationship material. It’s obvious. I want kids one day… I don’t think I could ever have kids with a man like him,” I tell her the truth.

      Kat looks to Annabelle then back to me. “Don’t base a relationship, or even fun, on what you think you want. Wants change. Needs change. I never wanted a child, and now I’d be lost without her.” Kat takes Annabelle back from me and I smile. Because she’s right. Kat never wanted kids, yet here she is, one of the best mothers I know.

      “I don’t think he’s safe to be around. I mean, his brother is the president of Exile MC for God’s sake.” We stand as the boat comes to a stop and make our way off. Our hotel is right on the water, so we don’t have far to walk.

      “Okay, stay away. Far, far, away. I heard about those boys. They’re dangerous.”

      “Tanika is obsessed with the president.”

      “Of course she is. Tanika loves dick,” Kat says with an eye roll.

      I bump her shoulder slightly because she has Annabelle still in her arms. “Hey, be nice.”

      Kat and Tanika have a weird relationship. Kat likes her but thinks she’s not stable. I think we balance each other out.

      “I am. I’m nice to Tanika because you love her. No more, no less.”

      “I love you more, though,” I say, leaning my head on her other shoulder as we make our way to the room. When we reach the room, we swipe in, and I see my cell ringing on the table. I forgot to take it with me, and when I pick it up, Tanika’s name is flashing on the screen.

      “Hey.”

      “Ohhh, so now you answer,” she slurs into the phone.

      “Tanika…”

      “Yeah, yeah, don’t say my name like that. What? You better than me all of a sudden?”

      I look over at Kat who lays Annabelle down in her bed. She mouths to me ‘what’s wrong?’ I just shake my head and step out on to the balcony.

      “Are you drunk?”

      “Of course, I am. Amongst other things,” she whines.

      “Why?” Tanika never used to be like this. Granted, she likes to drink, but she didn’t do it often, and I hate to think what ‘other things’ actually means.

      “Because my heart is fucking broken and this is the way to fix it,” she screams.

      “Tan, put the phone down and go to bed,” I hear.

      “Who’s that?”

      “Oh, Blaze. He thinks he’s my knight or some shit. But he won’t fuck me anymore, now he found out why I wanted to fuck him so bad.”

      None of her words are making any sense, at all.

      “Can you pass Blaze the phone, please?”

      “What, you want to fuck him too?” she snipes, and then she disappears, and I hear her speaking, “My friend, Rochelle, wants to fuck you. Tell her no.”

      “Hey.”

      “Blaze,” I say his name, but he doesn’t speak. “What’s wrong with her?”

      “If you were around, you’d know.” Then he hangs up on me. I look at it, not knowing what he’s talking about. Tanika and I always share everything, granted the last month or two maybe not so much, but still.

      “What’s going on?” Kat asks, coming out from behind me and hugging her arms around my waist.

      I shrug. “It’s Tan. I don’t really know. Can’t make heads or tails out of that phone call.”

      She sighs. “I told you. It’s always something.” Then Kat walks away.

      I try calling Tanika back, again and again.

      Finally, it’s picked up.

      “Pretty girl.”

      I gasp and look back at the phone to check the number I called. “Where is she?”

      “Blaze handed me the phone and said I need to take this call. Wasn’t going to until I saw your pretty face all over the screen…” He pauses, his breathing is heavy into the phone. “I’ve been thinking about your sweet cunt squeezing my cock. Have you, pretty girl? Want a repeat? I’ll drive to you.”

      Butterflies take flight in my stomach. He knows where I am, as I told him, which is just over an hour away from home.

      “No.”

      “You don’t sound so sure. I can be quick. I need a taste.”

      “Find someone else,” I tell him, just then a girl giggles into the phone.

      “I have someone else on my lap right now, pretty girl, but it’s you I want.”

      “Where is Tanika?”

      “My brother put her to bed. Seems he has to do that a lot lately. You should pay closer attention to your friend. She’s screaming for help, and this isn’t the place she should be looking.”

      “Where should she be looking?” I ask.

      “Anywhere but here.” My hand grips the railing. “My offer stands, I can be with you soon, just say the word.”

      “Is she okay?”

      “Is that your word?” I stay silent. “Yes, my brother looks after her. God only knows why.”

      “Thank you.” I end the call, and when I turn around, Kat’s standing in the doorway.

      “Do you need to go?”

      “Tomorrow. I’ll go tomorrow.”

      Kat only nods as we head back inside and climb into bed.
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      I head straight for the clubhouse. It’s quiet when I pull up, but the large gates open for me. I feel out of place, like I shouldn’t be here, but I need to talk to her.

      Why didn’t she tell me anything last weekend when we were together? Knocking on the barn door behind the bar area, I wait. No one comes, so I knock again, this time harder until I hear footsteps. Eyeing the door, I see the crest that’s similar to the one on Blaze’s back—a tiger with a snake wrapped around it and then coming out of its mouth.  A girl with white-blonde hair pulls the door open, and I recognize her as Harper, Snow’s sister. She looks me over and crosses her arms over her chest.

      “You can’t be here.”

      “You’re here,” I say, raising my eyebrows.

      Harper holds up her hands as I cross my arms over my chest.

      “I don’t want to fight you, but you really shouldn’t be here. No one is allowed, but the wives and girlfriends. Snow asked that I make you go away.”

      “Look, I don’t want trouble, but I am also not leaving until I have Tanika with me.” She looks behind her, and I hear a noise, her name being called. She shuts the door a fraction then looks back at me.

      “I’ll see if I can get her. Please, just wait here by the bar and don’t make a sound.” I nod because I really don’t want trouble. I just want to get Tanika, and see what the fuck is going on.

      Moving back, I wait and hope she comes soon.

      “You are going to be trouble for me, aren’t you?” I turn to see Blaze standing there with a cigarette hanging from his lips. My hands tighten, and I look back to the door then to the floor.

      “I came for Tanika, nothing else.”

      “Your friend has demons. Big ones.”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      Blaze pulls the cigarette from his lips, drops it to the floor and steps on it, then looks back up at me with his lips curled.

      “Take her, and don’t come back. I don’t want to see you around here again. You’ve been allowed in on the privilege you are with my brother, nothing more.”

      “I don’t plan on coming back,” I argue, pushing myself off the stool.

      “You think you’re better than me, girl?” He shakes his head. “You may have my brother fooled, but I know better. A girl like you doesn’t fall or care for someone as fucked-up as he is.” As he’s speaking, the door opens and Harper yelps when she sees Blaze, who walks off in a different direction. Tanika rubs her eyes but leans on Harper, so I take her, and we start walking to the car. Opening the door, we both get her in.

      I look back to Harper.

      “Thank you, for this.”

      She shrugs. “It’s okay. Oh, can I ask you something…” She bites her lip.

      I nod, walking to my side of the car.

      “Are you and Reap a thing?”

      Reap? That’s right, Marcus.

      I look past her to Blaze, who’s watching us from the door.

      “No, we’re nothing.”

      Then I get in and drive the fuck out of there and take Tanika back to mine.
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        * * *

      

      Tanika doesn’t talk until I help her out of the car and into my house. She falls onto the sofa and curls herself into a ball and starts crying.

      “Tanika, what is going on?”

      She won’t answer me. Just keeps crying. I grab a throw and place it over her and manage to get myself on the sofa as well, hugging Tanika from behind. It takes a while, but she finally stops crying, and when she does, I hear her soft breathing.

      A knock on the door makes me move, and I’m careful not to wake Tanika when I get up to open it.

      Damn, I wish I looked first.

      “Marcus.” He looks past me and then steps back for me to step out of the house, which I do, shutting the door behind me. “If you ask me for sex, I may just junk punch you right here and now.” I push my red hair behind my ear as I look up at him while he watches the movement, then his eyes flick back to me.

      “She was on trips all night. She will be coming down hard,” he tells me.

      Fuck! Really? I look back at her and see her sleeping.

      “You would know, right?”

      Marcus’ eyes pin me. “I don’t touch the fucking shit. You forget what I do for a living, pretty girl? Drugs are high on the death list around here. Especially in a small town with nothing to do.”

      “So they say. Yet, here I am not having touched it.”

      “Yes, here you are, pretty girl.” Marcus eyes me up and down, making me feel dirty. Dirty as in I want him to touch me even while my friend is on the couch coming down from God knows what. How fucked-up is that?

      “Is that all you need?” The words barely form as they fall from my lips in a whisper.

      Marcus steps closer to me. “No. I’ve come to invite you to my home tomorrow night. Shall I pick you up at seven?” His hands are in his pockets as he watches and waits for me to answer.

      “I have to work the next day.”

      “Bring your clothes, I don’t expect to let you go.” His words send shivers all over my body.

      “I’ll have to let you know. It depends…” I look back to Tanika, who still hasn’t moved.

      Marcus reaches forward and slides his hand into my top. I go to tell him off and swipe his hand away, until he reveals my phone, pulling it out. He calls himself then slides it back into my bra.

      “I’ll call.” Marcus turns and walks out to his truck.

      Something comes over me, I don’t know what it is. Could have been my talk with my sister, but I think I want to go, dive headfirst and see if I can swim.

      I really hope I can fucking swim and don’t drown in him.

      My feet hit the pavement and I reach for him, turning him around so our lips smash against each other. I kiss him and then pull away, both of us breathless. Looking up into his hazel eyes, I smile.

      Then I walk back to my house, and when I get to the door, I turn to see him smiling at me, one hand on his truck and the other in his pocket.

      I’m unsure if I will survive Marcus.

      His specialty is death.

      My chances of survival are slim.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re awake,” I say to Tanika as she sits up. She’s been asleep all day. I’ve waited for her, not wanting to leave her.

      She rubs her eyes and pulls her legs up, tucking them under her ass as she pulls the blanket up, covering herself.

      “Tanika, what’s going on?”

      “Nothing. Everything is fine.”

      I cringe at her lie. How didn’t I see it before? I move to sit next to her, placing my hand on her thigh. “You’re lying. What’s wrong?”

      Tanika wipes at her nose and shakes her head. “Nothing,” she lies again.

      “I didn’t think you’d ever lie to me, not like this. Not straight to my face.”

      Her eyes go wide, they’re bloodshot and look so sore. “You don’t…” she stops, shaking her head. “You don’t understand.”

      “Help me understand. I want to understand,” I say, turning to face her fully.

      “I can’t, it hurts too much.” Tanika reaches for her chest and holds it, clings to it tightly, like it might break right in front of me.

      “Then tell me why you’re hanging out with those bikers. Tell me, Tan?”

      Her eyes look up to me. “They help me escape, and they don’t judge me.”

      “I wouldn’t judge you if you just told me.”

      She shakes her head again. “You don’t understand,” she repeats.

      I pull my hand back from her and stand from the couch. I start pacing in front of her, but she doesn’t even move.

      “Do you owe them something?” I ask, trying to guess at what, I don’t even know.

      “No.”

      “Okay, does your family?”

      “No,” she answers, then stops breathing, holding her breath, then she pushes one out.

      “I was assaulted, Rochelle, and they help me forget.”

      I pause.

      Look to her and see her gripping at her wrists.

      “What?” I ask, confused, and sit back down next to her. Pulling her to me, I hug her hard while she cries into my hair.

      I hold her. I hold her for as long as she needs to be held until she realizes she’s safe and she can let go.

      When she does, she looks up at me.

      “You don’t have to tell me everything if it hurts you too much to say the words.”

      “I was out… it was the night after I met Blaze. I like him. If you got to know him, you would see he’s good, despite his gruff exterior,” she says, offering me a shy smile.

      “I’m sure he is.”

      Tanika laughs. “He doesn’t like you. He thinks you aren’t a good friend.”

      “Blaze knows what happened?” I ask, not even answering that friend part. I know I haven’t been a great friend over the last month. I’ve been shit, actually. But she still could have come to me. Regardless, I would have been there for her. If I’d have known.

      “He didn’t. Well, not until after that day in the lake.” Tanika shrugs. “He suspected, but I never confirmed it. I guess I did that night.”

      “Are you comfortable to tell me what happened?”

      “I was out. You were…” she pauses, “… well, you were grieving, and I went out with some new friends. I ended up leaving them early.” She hiccups, wiping the snot from her face with the back of her hand. “I don’t remember it all. He came up from behind, pushed me to the ground and started tearing at my clothes. He got my pants down and I could feel him…” she visibly shudders. “I could feel him… down there. And, somehow, I managed to push away, and when I did, I just ran. I ran so hard and fast that I went straight home. When I got there, my feet were bleeding and I had no clothes on down below.” Tanika’s visibly shaking now, tears streaming down her face, probably matching mine.

      I reach for her and she comes over, lays her head on me and cries. She cries for what happened to her, and cries for a loss I didn’t even know she had lost. I hold her. I hold her all day and night, and we don’t talk again until the next day.

      “You need to go to the police,” I tell her.

      “I did,” she says, reaching for the water I put in front of her. Tanika takes a sip and looks up at me. “They told me they would ‘look into it.’”

      “We can go back.”

      She visibly flinches at my words. “No, Blaze said he would handle it.”

      “You don’t want to be involved with how they… a biker gang… will handle it,” I say, thinking of all the things I’ve read about them.

      “You don’t know them. I was hoping you would see the good in them, but you don’t do you?” she asks, pushing up from the seat.

      “You’ve been doing drugs with them, Tanika.” My hands go up in the air, incredulous. Anger radiates from me. How can she not see that they’re not good for her?

      Walking over to the sink, she places her drink in it. “It’s my escape, okay? I need to escape. You don’t understand.”

      I stand and walk to her, stopping her from going anywhere. “No, I don’t understand, having never been through this. But I will be here for you. Drugs are never a good escape. Tell me you get that, Tanika. Tell me you understand,” I say, on the verge of shaking her, but also with a tear falling down my cheek at the anguish and pain I am feeling for her.

      She pushes past me, not caring, and reaches for her shoes that are on the floor. When she speaks, she doesn’t look back at me, “I can’t. I can’t deal with this right now. I’ll call you,” she says, heading outside. I hear a motorcycle, and when I look out to where she’s gone, Tanika’s placing on a helmet.

      The rev of the motorcycle is so loud and deafening I wonder if she will be all right ever again.
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      I try to call her all day the following day, but not once does she answer. I completely forget about Marcus coming to get me until I pull up in my driveway and he’s there, standing out the front, dressed in all black. Straight away my tummy starts to flutter at the sight of him.

      Why is he so beautiful?

      So fucking beautiful.

      Dropping my head to the steering wheel, I take a deep breath. And before I can even sit back up, my door is flung open, and a hand is on me. I jump and scream. And a small smile tugs at his lips.

      “You have everything?” Marcus asks as he looks around in the back of my car, then back to me. He keeps a hold on my arm as I get out.

      “No, I have nothing. Because quite simply… I forgot,” I say, pulling my arm back from his grasp and tucking my hair behind my ear.

      Marcus steps up, so my back hits the car and his front is pressed into me. My red hair falls back into my face, and this time, he reaches up to replace it with a brief touch of his fingers as he looks at me.

      “I’ll make you forget your own name by the end of the night, and the only thing you will be calling me is God.”

      I want to chuckle at his words. How idiotic they sound, but, somehow, I don’t think he’s lying.

      “I need to get my things.”

      “You really don’t need anything. I plan to keep you naked.”

      “I have work tomorrow,” I say, as his body doesn’t leave mine.

      “But do you?” he asks, as his hand runs over my lips and down my neck.

      Marcus’ touch makes me breathless, and I almost give myself to him right now.

      I need strong willpower around him.

      “Tanika spoke to me yesterday, told me everything,” I say, and his hand drops away. His lips thin out. “And your brother told me to stay away.”

      “Tanika needs more help than you can offer. My brother is an over-protective asshole.”

      “I thought you were the older one.”

      “I am. Can we go? My night isn’t planned to go this way. I don’t want to talk about my brother when I plan to fuck you.”

      “I need to get my things.” Marcus steps away, and he waves his hand at my house as if for me to hurry up. Passing him, he doesn’t touch me again. Quickly, I move to my room and grab everything I think I’ll need, including toiletries. I stop one step from my front door and see him waiting out there for me.

      What the fuck am I doing?

      Sex. It’s simple. I want this man.

      There’s no denying that. Even with his questionable morals and what he does for work. For some strange reason I still want him.

      Stepping out, he looks up, and all my worries that I had disappear as he stares at me.

      Marcus wants me. That in itself is a power trip.

      He holds the truck door open and I look back at my own car.

      “Will you bring me back for it?”

      “In the morning.”

      I nod and step to him. He takes my bag and waits for me to slide into his truck. I pause, second-guessing as my thoughts run rampant.

      I should turn around and go back inside.

      This isn’t a smart idea.

      He’s not your forever.

      He will only ever be a plaything.

      Just as I take a deep breath and think about telling him to give me my bag back, he kisses me. It’s quick, efficient, and shuts my thoughts down fast. I lean into it, and I know right now, in this moment, that I will go anywhere he asks as long as he does that.

      And thinking he has that power frightens me. It scares me so much.

      “I can see your thoughts churning in that cute head of yours. Get in the truck, pretty girl.”

      “I am,” I say, stepping up. He shuts the door behind me, gets in himself, and starts to drive. He’s not giving me another chance to escape.

      “Where do you live?” I ask, realizing I should have asked that to begin with. Marcus keeps on driving through town and out onto the highway.

      “Alone,” is all he replies.

      Giving me nothing, he takes a turn along a gravel driveway while neither of us speaks.

      I don’t see anything.

      No houses.

      Just bush.

      I cringe thinking about the spiders and snakes that could be out here. I stay in the city because the likelihood of me seeing a snake is slim, unless I go to a museum. Spiders are multiplied in numbers further out. That’s Australia for you, I guess.

      The lights from his truck shine on something and I see a house. It’s hidden all the way off the road, down the back of the property. Green grass surrounds it, and there’s a large pool as well. Finally, he comes to a stop and climbs out. I do the same. Marcus already has my backpack in his hands as he opens the large wooden French doors to his house and all the lights flick on automatically.

      “This is your house?” I ask, surprised.  It’s very large, and nice. Oh, and I should mention very pricey. I could never afford a house like this. This place is for the rich, and he’s obviously got loads of money to afford this rich person’s home. The large wooden door looks like it should be on a castle, and there are glass windows so large it gives it an almost whimsical look. I come from a humbler background. You know, not rich but comfortable.

      “Yes.”

      My hands run along the white walls as my heels, which I haven’t removed, click on the wooden timber floors. It’s bare, but beautiful. Only the essentials seem to be placed in various locations. The kitchen area has a massive glass door, which pulls back and leads out to an infinity pool that looks out over the bushland. I can only see a coffee machine on the countertop, other than that it’s bare. The kitchen is all stainless steel and white.

      The living room has plush gray couches stacked with white fluffy cushions. There are a few pieces of art on the walls, and at a quick glance, I think they are originals. A massive television screen is on one of the other walls, and under it is a large fireplace.

      Everything almost feels clinical, impersonal, sterile like a hospital. It’s so clean and untouched.

      “This is stunning.” I hear something fall and turn around quickly to see it’s my bag he’s dropped to the floor. “You live here all by yourself?”

      He nods. Stalking toward me now, his hand clasps his black shirt, and in one swift move, it’s off over his head.

      Angry red scars appear on his chest, like small cuts that have risen and healed.

      Before giving me the opportunity to inspect his gorgeous body too much, his hand goes to his pants and he pulls the belt free as he reaches for me, dropping it to the floor.

      “I’ll give you the first option… kitchen or floor.”

      I’m confused and can’t stop staring at his body. It’s painfully beautiful. My mind can’t seem to make my mouth move.

      He clicks his tongue impatiently. “Your choice, pretty girl. Quick. Decide now.”

      “Floor,” I say, letting the word drop from my mouth.

      Marcus smirks and steps forward, his hand goes to the back of my neck, cupping it. Sliding his hand through my hair, he pulls so our mouths collide. He kisses me longer than usual, and soon I’m pushing myself up against him so I can feel him. Marcus groans into my mouth and reaches for my dress, which is the only thing separating us, so he can peel it from my body. He makes quick work of removing it, and then his hands touch me again, pulling me to him.

      “Marcus,” I say, in between his lips kissing mine.

      He pulls his mouth back, but doesn’t stop his hands from roaming all over my body.  “What,” he practically growls.

      “This is just sex, isn’t it?” I ask, my eyes falling into the back of my head at his simple touch.

      Marcus’ hand slides straight into my panties. “Yes,” he replies impatiently, and pulls my panties down so I’m bare.

      I make quick work of dropping my bra and wrap my hands around his neck. He kisses me again, this time lowering me to the floor with him. Marcus cradles my head and I swoon, just a little. Then his knee is between my legs, pushing them apart, separating them as he disappears. Kisses trail my body with a hot tongue following before he reaches the top of my pussy. Hot breaths tickle me and I arch up with anticipation.

      A finger slides between my lips and pushes in, then is gone just as quickly as it was there, sliding to my clit and circling it. There’s nothing to grab hold of as I lay on the cold wooden floor. I’m about to pull him up to me, but before I do, his tongue touches me, right there, right where I need it to be. Instead, my hands lay on the floor, my nails scraping as he shows me exactly what he can do.

      One lick to the clit, a circle, then back down to where his fingers are penetrating me. His tongue is at the top of my entrance before he goes back up circling my clit again, and again. The teasing is building up until I can no longer take it anymore. I feel myself tightening around his fingers, and as that beautiful fucking wave of ecstasy hits me, he doesn’t stop. He doesn’t even stop when I come down from it. His tongue keeps assaulting my pussy until I reach for his hair, pulling him up to me.

      Marcus wipes at his lips. “I could get addicted to that taste,” he says while my hands hold on.

      I reach between us to feel him near my entrance. He’s rock hard and I want him in me. Now. My hand grips his cock and I smile at the size of it. Pushing my pelvis up to meet him, he smirks.

      “Needy, pretty girl?”

      I am. I need him in me. He pulls back just as I feel him there. My hand drops, and I go to reach for him again, but he grips my hands and pulls them above my head. Then he lays on me, his cock right there, right fucking there. Damn him.

      After a few moments, he pushes in, just the tip, then goes back out.

      “In,” I say through clenched teeth.

      Marcus smiles and does it again, just the tip, making my body crazy with need.

      “In,” I say again, this time more desperate than the first time I said it.

      He leans down and kisses my lips. I pull them away desperately while trying to arch my hips, but he’s lying on me so it does no good.

      “Do you want me…” he pushes in again, but not far enough, “… to go in?” Then pulls back. I try to pull my hands free, and with the third tug Marcus lets me. I push at his chest, and he moves as I pull away from under him. Standing and hovering over him, so my pussy is in his face while he sits there with his cock hard and ready. My body’s dying in anticipation, it’s ready and wanting his dick in me.

      Desperately.

      Frantically.

      My hands grip his head, and I wonder how he can be so composed. Isn’t he hungry with need like I am? Lowering myself down, I run my hands through his hair, then one hand comes between us reaching for his cock again as I position it between my legs and lower myself on it.

      “Needy little bitch,” he says.

      I don’t argue because I know I am very fucking needy. And the minute I’m on him my body rejoices in my neediness. And soon my hips start rocking, taking from him what I need. His hands, which were by his sides, grip my hips painfully and start rocking with me faster and faster. My legs wrap around his waist while our bodies are so close I can feel the sweat that’s between us.

      Marcus bites my neck as I throw my head back, his teeth scraping along my skin, and I shudder on top of him. I start to slow as the pressure builds and I know I’m close again, but he doesn’t allow me to orgasm. I lift my head back up and wrap my arms around his neck, pulling our bodies so dangerously close that all that’s moving now is my hips with his guidance.

      I come. And I come hard. On top of him. My body exhausted and fully sated as he rides out his own release, only relieving some of the pressure on my hips as he stays holding me.

      “Is this when I go home?” I ask, unable to move.

      “No. This is where you stay, so I can fuck you all night.” Marcus stands up and takes me with him. He slides straight out of me and lifts me higher with my legs still around his waist as he starts walking up a set of stairs.

      “I’m tired,” I say with a yawn.

      “It’s okay, I don’t need you awake,” he teases, and it makes me laugh. “But I will be tasting paradise again.” I manage to lift my head and smile.

      “You like me,” I say.

      He throws me onto my back on the bed and stands at the end. Now I get the opportunity to get a good look at him naked. My eyes roam with appreciation. Somehow the scars on his upper chest make him even more attractive. His tanned skin, messy curly hair from my hands roaming through it, and his jaw, which is set in a hard line, define his gorgeous face.

      This man is perfection.

      A god.

      “I like your pussy. Don’t get the two things mixed up. This is just sex. Tell me you know this is just sex, pretty girl,” he says, then crawls over the top of me.

      I don’t know if what he said should affect me, I’m to fucked to care. When I don’t answer, he taps me on my nipple making, it sting.

      “Tell me you understand.”

      “I do. Just sex. Is it a deal?”

      “Deal,” he murmurs.

      Then he proceeds to do all the naughty things to me all over again.

      And again.
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      Rochelle’s hand lays on my chest as she traces the lines of a few scars, not once does she ask or question why they’re there.

      I like that about her.

      And I don’t like a lot of things.

      Actually, I like very little in life.

      Except her.

      Blue eyes look up to me, and her hand stops moving over my heart. I fucked her twice, ate her sweet pussy, and still want more. I have to have more of her.

      “Who are you, Marcus?” she asks.

      Such a weird question from a beautiful girl.

      Pushing her strawberry curls back behind her ear, I smile down at her. “Whoever you need me to be,” I reply.

      She doesn’t need to know who I am. It would do neither of us any good to discuss it. She would run if she knew how fucked-up I really am. The only one who knows is my brother, and that was not by choice.

      “I should have expected that answer from you, right?”

      “Right.” I smile again.

      “Why the crematorium?” she asks.

      And that question takes me by surprise. No one has ever asked me why I do what I do.

      “The dead don’t speak,” is all I reply as her blue eyes stare up at me.

      Questions swirl in her eyes, and I wait for what she has to say next.

      “You don’t like people?”

      “No. And I especially don’t like talking.” Pulling away so she falls onto the bed, I stand and look down on her. “You know what this is, right?”

      “Sex,” she answers.

      “Yes, just sex.”

      “What’s your last name?” Rochelle sits up, her beautiful, perky tits on full display.

      “Stone.”

      “Well, Marcus Stone, it’s a pleasure to fuck you.” She gets up and starts reaching for her clothes. I brought her bag up when she was in the bathroom, and now she’s riffling through it looking for clothes.

      “Pleasure was all mine. But what do you think you’re doing?” I ask.

      She pulls out a dress and slides it over her body. I walk to her, placing my hand on her shoulder to stop her from going any further.

      Rochelle pulls back. “I’m going. Don’t worry, I’ll call a cab.” Reaching for her bag, she turns to leave, but I grab for her just in time.

      “Stay?” I ask her.

      “Why?”

      I grab her hand and place it on my cock. “Stay.”

      Rochelle drops her bag. “I’m only here for that.” The lie falls from her lips easily, and we don’t bring it up. Then she reaches up on her tippy toes and kisses me.

      She’s demanding. I like that about her. Some women don’t know what they want. She does, and she takes it with no regrets. As she drops to her knees, her dress falls past her tits and touches the floor, making her naked once again, just the way I like her. She wastes no time wrapping her mouth around my cock and sucking. Her tongue feels like fucking heaven as she brings it to the top, circles my head, and takes me again.

      I grip her strawberry-blonde hair and fuck her mouth. She lets me take control and soon she’s a puppet with lips so sinful taking me in.

      When I come, she goes to pull away, but I keep her there and push every last drop into her mouth. When I am finished, I lift her with my finger under her chin.

      “I work there because I like to cut the dead.” Rochelle’s eyes go wide at my words. “Some people have a hobby of dancing, mine is bodies, in all shapes and all sizes. I like to see what their insides are made of,” I tell her the truth.

      “You…” She shakes her head. “You’re all kinds of fucked-up.”

      “I told you this.” I make no lie of who I am. “But you’re only here for sex, and that’s all I will give you of me.”

      Lies.

      “Sex,” she mutters, then walks to the bed, pulling the covers back and getting in. “I need sleep too.” Rochelle rolls over, giving her back to me, and I’m tempted to tell her to go to the spare room. The last person who slept in the same bed as me is dead.

      And it was the last person I ever loved.

      My mother.
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      I wake to someone nudging me, pushing me, and I try to ignore it, but it won’t go away.

      “Fuck off!” I yawn, turning away, hoping it will help.

      “Feisty in the morning.”

      I sit straight up at that voice.

      “Oh, she wakes.”

      Marcus pulls the blankets away from me. “You have to be at work. Get up.”

      Then he rushes around, puts my bag on the bed and walks out. He’s fully dressed, somehow, even down to his black boots. He’s like a whirling dervish and it spins my mind.

      I search around for my cell and find it at the bottom of my bag.

      Fuck, I have an hour to get to work.

      Getting up, I slide my work skirt and shirt on, use the bathroom, and apply mascara before I pull my hair back into a bun. Sliding on my heels, I look back at his messy bed and don’t see anything I’ve left behind.

      Walking down the steps, I see him standing in the kitchen, a paper in hand as he holds a coffee. He looks up at me, slides a coffee over, and goes back to reading.

      “I didn’t know people still read the paper,” I say, taking a sip.

      “I know what to expect coming into the crematorium this way.” The coffee burns as it goes down, then I look up at him. “Are you ready?”

      “Yes.”

      He closes the newspaper, reaches for his keys, and nods toward the door. I follow and climb into his truck.

      “I’d like to see you again.”

      “Not this week,” I say, remembering it’s my sister’s birthday, and I really let the ball drop on that last weekend.

      “Why?”

      “I have plans.”

      He nods.

      After a drive, we pull up out the front of my house. Marcus doesn’t make a move to get out.

      “Well, thanks for the sex,” I say with a smile.

      His lips twitch as he watches me, those sunglasses are back on his face again.

      “Pleasure was all mine,” he says, as I shut the door and walk straight to my car.

      Pleasure was all mine?

      What the ever-loving fuck.
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      Tanika stands at my door the following afternoon, her hands covering her chest as she looks at me in my car. I look around and don’t see her car anywhere. Grabbing my bag, I walk up to her. She doesn’t look me in the eyes before she speaks. “I can’t stop,” she says, shaking. “I sold my car… for drugs.”

      I groan. “What the fuck, Tan? Come inside.” I touch her, and she flinches. “Tan?”

      “I don’t want to go inside with you,” she screams at me, drops her hands to her sides, then throws them up in the air. “I want to die. I want to escape. What I do not want to do is go inside with you.”

      “Okay.” I hold my hands up. “Okay, we can do whatever it is you want.”

      Sad eyes look up at me. “I want money.”

      “You just sold your car,” I point out.

      She scratches at her arm, and that’s when I see track marks from needles. I reach for it, pulling it up for closer inspection. “What the fuck is this, Tan?”

      She pulls it back from me and shakes her head. “Just give me some money.”

      “No,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest. “You need help. And if you need money for that, I will come with you to pay.”

      She bites her lip at my words. “Fuck you. You’re always so up yourself. Do you know that? What, you think because you work for some hotshot lawyer and have your own house, you’re better than me?” she screams.

      “I don’t think I’m better than you, Tan, and you know this.”

      Angry eyes search my face before she steps closer to scream at me, “I’m going to fuck your man. I bet he won’t want you after I fuck him.”

      “I don’t have a man,” I tell her.

      “Reap. You like him. And I’m going to fuck him.” Black hair swings when she turns to walk away. I reach for her, and she swings back and hits me across the face, knocking me over so my ass lands on the grass. When she looks down at me, I wonder who she is. “If you ever touch me again, I’ll kill you. Or better yet, I’ll make sure Blaze kills you.”

      Too shocked to stand, I watch as she picks up my keys that fell to the ground and she walks to my car.

      “Get out of my car, Tan,” I say while standing. She smiles, closing the door, then locking it. I stand behind the car, so the only way for her to get out is to run me over, but she starts it and revs it, then she puts it in reverse and pushes me slightly.

      I don’t move, my body now touching the car. “Get out of my car.” I reach for my cell and dial the police. “Last chance before I call the police on you, Tan. Don’t make me do this.”

      She revs it again and pushes me harder this time, so I have to take a step back with the car, otherwise I will fall and she will more than likely run me over. Just as she does it again, hands touch and lift me.

      I grip the hands, trying to get free.

      “Stop it, you crazy woman.”

      Then I’m placed back down on the ground. Marcus walks over to the driver’s side door and in one hit smashes my side window. I groan at how much that’s going to cost me to fix. Marcus reaches in, turns the ignition off, and takes the keys, throwing them my way before he opens the door and takes a crazy Tanika from the car while she screams at him. It’s then I notice his truck is parked behind my car, stopping her escape anyway.

      Walking over to her while he holds her still, I look up at her. “That was a shitty thing to do, Tan,” I say.

      She spits in my face.

      Wiping it away, I step closer to her. “I’m not going to hit you because I love you, and I can clearly see you need help.”

      “I don’t need help.”

      “It’s sad that you think that way.”

      “Pretty girl, reach into my pocket.”

      I do as Marcus says and come out with his cell.

      “Ring my brother.”

      “She needs to go into a facility. She needs help.” His eyes pin me.

      “Ring my brother. Now,” he demands.

      I do as he says and hear Blaze’s rough voice come through.

      “It’s Rochelle,” I say, as he says, “What’s up?”

      “Why the fuck do you have his phone?”

      I stifle an eye roll. “Look, asshole….” Marcus raises an eyebrow to me, “… your brother asked me to ring you. Not that I thought it was a good idea.”

      “What the fuck is wrong with him, that he needs his pussy to ring me?”

      “Because he’s currently holding down my friend as if he’s a prison officer.”

      “Shit.” I hear movement and voices being raised. “Where are you?”

      “My house,” I say, and he hangs up. I look back at Marcus’ cell then back to Marcus who’s still holding a struggling Tanika. “Your brother is a real dick, do you know that?”

      “No, he’s not. But I bet you I can ride this dick,” Tanika says before she pushes back and starts rolling her ass over Marcus.

      He makes a sound of disgust, and I laugh.

      It makes her stop.

      She lowers her eyebrows and squints at me.

      “Marcus doesn’t like people much, and my bet is he doesn’t like you either,” I tell her.

      He looks at me with a furrowed brow.

      “What? You said it.” I shrug my shoulders.

      “Oh, but he likes you, Miss I’m-too-good-for-everyone.”

      “Lord help me, can we tape her mouth shut already?” I ask Marcus, who still has a hold on her but also watches me.

      “Your friend,” is all he says.

      “I could make you forget her.” Tanika tries again.

      The rev of a bike comes down the street.

      “What will he do with her?” I ask Marcus. “I won’t just give her to him.”

      “He has access to a facility. The mother of one of the guys is a nurse at a reputable one. Blaze can get her in, clean her up, and get her help with what’s happened.” I stare at him, his dark curly hair is messy today, but somehow it still looks like it was meant to be that way. His eyes continue to watch me as he holds her down.

      What are we?

      We can’t be just sex.

      This can’t be just sex.

      “Why now?”

      “He tried to get her to go, but she wouldn’t.”

      “Now she won’t have a choice,” Blaze says, walking over to where we stand. He takes Tan from Marcus’ arms as if she’s nothing, and Tanika starts crying the minute his arms go around her.

      “I want to know where she’ll be.”

      “You will,” Blaze says, walking with her. She’s a complete mess now. He gets her to the bike, then he shakes his head while putting the helmet on her head.

      Hands that are rough touch my face, making me turn away from Tanika as he strokes my cheek.

      “You need ice,” Marcus says.

      I brush his hand away. I can’t have him being gentle, I don’t want him gentle. I want to keep him the way I see him in my head.

      Bad. Very bad.

      Just sex.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask him while crossing my arms over my chest. Exhaustion is settling in, and I try not to let my body slump.

      “I called you today, but you never answered.”

      I was busy all day, and I’ve hardly had time to check my cell.

      “I was busy,” I say, grabbing my bag and walking up the stairs. My face hurts and I know it’s going to bruise. “I don’t want sex, Marcus. I want to sleep.”

      “What on earth were you thinking standing behind that fucking car,” he suddenly blurts out. I turn to face him, and he’s scratching his face like he can’t believe he just said that, but he waits for me to answer him all the same.

      “She wouldn’t have hurt me.”

      Marcus laughs, shaking his head. “Of course she would have. The woman’s on drugs, has been for a while now. Her thoughts aren’t her own.” He walks over to me, takes the keys from my hand, and walks to his truck. I watch as he pulls it up on the grass, then walks to me and places his truck keys in my hand, and walks back to my little red car. “Take my truck to work.” Then he gets in and backs out, taking my car with him.

      Too tired to argue, or even bother, I walk back inside and go straight for the bathroom. Looking at my face, I see it’s starting to purple already. Getting some ice, I lie on my couch with it pressed to my face and pass the fuck out.

      Maybe tomorrow I’ll wake up to this being all a dream.

      Or maybe not.
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      My eye is purple, and no matter how much concealer I put on, it still shows through. Walking out, I see his truck still parked where he left it, and my car gone. Sighing, I get into it and go straight to work. When I arrive, there’s a man standing at the door waiting for us to open.

      “Hi, we don’t open for another hour.”

      His hands fidget in his pockets as he looks around.

      “Can I help you?”

      His eyes dart around as he bites his lip. He’s dressed in a suit, and I would guess in his late thirties.

      “Sir?”

      “Martin. I’m here for Martin.”

      “Are you a client of his?” I ask. I know most of Martin’s clients but not this one.

      “Yes.”

      Eyes lock onto mine, and I have an instant feeling of wanting to get away from him. Martin walks up the stairs, his eyes lock onto mine. He obviously notices the bruise and he whines.

      “That boy of yours hitting you now, Rochelle?” He shakes his head and looks to the man standing near me.

      “Dave, you aren’t meant to be here.”

      “I have more news.”

      Martin’s eyes flick to me.

      “Rochelle, why don’t you go and get us some coffee?”

      I nod, unlocking the door and they walk in. The coffee shop isn’t busy, and when I return the door is cracked, and I lean in to hear what they’re saying.

      “You don’t understand, the restraining order will do no good once he knows.”

      “Dave, you pay well. But there is only so much I can do to keep them away from you.”

      “I’ll pay more,” he says, sitting straighter in his chair.

      Martin shakes his head. “You hired me to go after them. Your case was strong. They paid what you asked, but you still want more. I don’t know what else you want me to do?”

      “I want them gone,” he hisses.

      Martin sighs heavily. “Can’t you get them in more trouble? Make the police go after them again. They need to be put away.”

      “You have no evidence it was them who burned down your house. Apart from that one video, which they paid for your silence, which you requested.”

      “I need more money.”

      “You have no more evidence,” Martin says again.

      “They burned down my fucking house,” he screams.

      “You also bought drugs from them. Which you told me you owed them a lot of money for.”

      Well, that explains it.

      I knock on the door and push it open, handing them their coffees and then step back out. Going straight to my seat, I search for recent house fires and one pops up.

      

      
        
        House Fire - Arson Suspected

        There are no suspects as of yet.

      

      

      

      “Your boss is a real money stealing prick,” Dave says, walking out of the office. He fidgets again and it reminds me of Tanika yesterday. When I don’t answer him, he looks down at me. “You look familiar.”

      Again, I don’t answer him.

      “Rochelle, come in here,” Martin yells out.

      I look up to Dave, who shakes his head and then walks out. When he’s gone, I walk into Martin’s office as he sits at his desk.

      “It’s best you don’t deal with him. If he’s here, you tell me.”

      I nod, then walk out.

      What the fuck is that about?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My red car is waiting right next to his truck in the parking lot when I leave work. When I walk over, Marcus dangles my keys in front of me. I look at the window and see it’s brand new.

      “Thank you. How much do I owe you?”

      He shakes his head in reply and then says, “I sent you a text where your friend is located. They ask that she have no visitors for up to seven days.” Then he climbs into his truck and drives off.
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        * * *

      

      “What the fuck happened to your eye?” My sister reaches for me and inspects me closer. The bruising is fading now, but it’s still slightly there in a more yellow tone. “So glad Mom and Dad aren’t here to see this.” Kat walks out of my bathroom where I’m putting on my makeup, then comes back with something. “This concealer hides everything.” She applies it to my face, and when she is finished, I look and don’t see any marks.

      “Thanks.”

      “Oh no, no way. Tell me now why you have that bruise on your face.”

      I cringe, not wanting to tell her.

      “It’s that guy you like, right? Gosh, really, Rochelle, you should know better.”

      “It’s not a guy who did this,” I say, defending Marcus.

      Kat’s hands go to her hips, and I watch her thinking as she stares at me. “Tell me then, who hit you, and don’t even try to make up some lame shit excuse.”

      A knock is heard on my door, so I walk past my sister to get it, but she stops me with a hand to my arm.

      “You’re not lying. A man didn’t do this, did he?” she asks, concern laced through her voice.

      “No. I swear he didn’t.”

      Kat turns and goes to my door before I can, and when she opens it, Blaze is standing there. She takes a step back, and his eyes lock onto her.

      “Who the fuck are you?” she asks.

      I stifle a laugh. I guess it’s not only me who doesn’t like him.

      I appear behind her, and he looks at me. “Your sister, I’m guessing.”

      “Guessed right.” I smile.

      “Of course,” he mutters.

      My sister doesn’t move, and I stay where I am behind her, waiting for what Blaze wants to say.

      “She’s asking for you. You can visit her soon. Your name is on the list.” Then he turns and walks away, but I go after him.

      “Is she okay?”

      He stops, his helmet now in his hands. Blaze looks past me to where I’m guessing my sister is standing, then back to me.

      “She’s as good as can be expected.”

      “Thank you,” I say, and I mean it. I don’t know what I would have done if he hadn’t helped.

      “Just be her fucking friend. She needs one.” Then Blaze gets on the bike and looks back my way over my shoulder again before he takes off.

      “Who the fuck is that,” Kat says, coming to stand next to me. “And who were you talking about?”

      “Tanika… she isn’t well. He helped.”

      “She the one who hit you?” she asks, nodding to my face.

      “Yes.”

      “It’s drugs, right?”

      I arch an eyebrow at her words.

      “Please. Everyone knows. The town has been gossiping about her for weeks now.”

      “She came here and went crazy,” I say, shaking my head. “I didn’t know what to do. Marcus helped, and so did Blaze.”

      “Marcus is that guy you’re seeing, right?”

      “Yep.”

      “So, what are you two?”

      “Nothing. We made a deal. Just sex.”

      Kat rolls her eyes, walks back inside my house, and we continue to get ready.

      “You’ve never done ‘just sex’ in your life.”

      “Hence why I’m trying it,” I say, reaching for my dress.

      “Invite him tonight, I want to meet him.”

      “It’s not that kind of relationship,” I tell her, getting undressed and sliding on my dress.

      “Call him,” she says, pushing my cell into my face.

      I press call, and he answers within two rings. “Do you have any plans tonight?” I ask him, my sister watching on.

      “Depends. What do you need?”

      “Do you want to come to a party with me?”

      “No.”

      “No,” I say back.

      “Sex, pretty girl. That’s all.”

      “Bye,” I reply, hanging up.

      Kat looks at me, tilting her head.

      “That’s, odd.”

      “He isn’t like normal guys, Kat.”

      “So, what do you like about him?” she asks, slipping her heels on.

      We’re going out drinking and dancing for her birthday while our parents watch Annabelle.

      “A lot. He’s mysterious. I like that about him.” I shrug.

      “And?”

      “And he doesn’t ask for much, as you can see.”

      “No. No, I don’t see because it seems he’s using you for your body.”

      “That’s exactly what we’re doing, using each other. I am fucking him the same way he’s fucking me, Kat.”

      “Okay, are you exclusive?”

      Umm… shit! I didn’t think to ask that question, and it’s quite important.

      “Message him, I can see you don’t know.”
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      I wait for him to answer, but instead he calls. The phone vibrates in my hand making me squeak as I answer. “This isn’t a relationship. I see you because I like the way you feel. I like the way you taste.”

      He says it as if it’s that simple.

      “So, are you seeing anyone else?”

      “No.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief.

      “But we aren’t exclusive. That just means I haven’t found anyone else I wish to fuck.”

      Well, fuck.

      “Does this bother you, pretty girl?”

      “I don’t know.” I hang up.

      “Well, what did he say?”

      “We aren’t exclusive,” I tell her. That’s all that I can manage to get from my mouth.

      “Okay, so no feeling guilty, then. If you kiss someone else tonight,” she says with a shake of her hips.

      I won’t be kissing anyone.
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        * * *

      

      Okay, so I lied, I am kissing someone. And it feels awful. Drunk lips smash together, and I have to pull back to remember where I am.

      Kat’s grinding on someone on the dance floor, and I pull away from my kisser, which I might add, is the worst kisser I have ever experienced—all tongue and slobber.

      “Where you going?” shitty kisser yells over the music.

      I wave him off and keep walking to my sister. Kat’s singing at the top of her lungs with a guy holding onto her hips.

      I tap her shoulder, making her turn around. Her smile is so big, and I remember it’s her first time out since she had baby Annabelle.

      “We should go.”

      She pouts at me. “No, really?”

      I’m drunk. So intoxicated I know I should be going before I make another mistake.

      “Yes. I need fast food and bed.”

      “Go away, bitch,” the guy says who’s holding my sister and grinding against her.

      Kat pushes back from him and shakes her head. “You’re a real dick.”

      I giggle at her words and we walk away. Well, I should say stumble away as my feet do not know where they’re going. “You should call that handsome man of yours for a ride.” I give her a puzzled look. “The one who was at your door. He’s very handsome.”

      Oh no.

      “No, no, no, Kat. Stay away from him.”

      She waves me off. “I only want to touch his peen, not to have his baby. I did that to a dick already.”

      “Lord,” I say as we walk out into the warm night time air. It’s almost Christmas time, and the weather is becoming hotter.

      “Hey, isn’t that him?” I look to where she’s pointing and see a few bikes parked on the street. I knew this town was small, but come on.

      “Hey, asshole,” my sister yells—and I mean yells—so loudly, everyone in the street turns to her voice. “Show me your cock.”

      Blaze stands, and I groan, holding her up, or we’re both holding each other up, which one I’m not sure.

      “Oh, look, he’s coming. Think he has a big one?” Kat doesn’t say it quietly, and I know he hears because his mouth twitches as he gets closer.

      “Hey, you coming back in? We aren’t finished, are we?” shitty kisser asks as he steps outside.

      “Go the fuck away,” I say to him, shaking my head.

      Blaze now stands in front of me. “Who’s this?” he asks, nodding to the guy who’s going back inside.

      “Just someone I kissed,” I reply.

      Why, oh why, did I say that?

      “I want to kiss you. Let me kiss you,” Kat says, going to reach for Blaze.

      I pull her back and step away. “No. We are going home.”

      Blaze looks to me. “Yes,” he says, his eyes are dark. “You should go home. Out here is where the monsters come to play.” He leans in. “Marcus being the worst of them all.” Then he turns and walks away.
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      My head hurts, and I smell. Gosh, what did I do last night? I roll over and feel a body. Sitting straight up, I freak the fuck out until I see it’s Kat passed out in my bed. She doesn’t move as I sit and manage to stand to go looking for some Advil. I need something to help my head from throbbing. It hurts so bad. Clutching it, I walk to the kitchen, and when I get there, a scream rips from my throat.

      “What the ever-loving fuck?” My hand clutches to my heart as I look at Marcus sitting on my couch with one leg crossed over the other as he watches me. “Why are you in my house?” My eyes skim to the clock on my microwave. “At ten o’clock.”

      “I knocked. You didn’t answer.”

      Shaking my head, I get a water and down my Advil, then turn back to him. “What do you want?”

      “You.”

      “Get out.”

      “When can I see you next?” he asks.

      “You sound almost desperate,” I say back to him with a little cockiness in my voice. It’s nice to know he wants me as much as I want him. Though him showing up in my house isn’t the way I thought this would go. Then again, Marcus Stone is anything but normal.

      “I am desperate for your body. Make no mistake, pretty girl. It’s your body I want, it’s your body I crave.” He stands, walks over to me, and touches my bare thigh with his fingers, brushing them along ever so slowly. His words ring true, but something is telling me he’s lying as much as I do to myself about him. “Last thing I got addicted to, I owned.” He leans in. “Can you guess what that is?”

      “Your work.” I already know this will be his answer.

      “Correct.” Marcus’ lips touch my neck. I look down and realize I’m wearing only a shirt. It’s a large Harry Potter one, which I have worn over and over again. It’s seen better days.

      “You won’t own me, I’m not property you can buy,” I say back to him.

      Slow, needy kisses scroll down my neck, and I have to remember it’s just my body he wants. Not me.

      “I need to have you enough times to remove my addiction of you from my mind.”

      “Kisses and lies,” I say, pulling back from him.

      His brow furrows as he looks at me.

      “You give me nothing but kisses and lies, Marcus. And sometimes I wish you would give me more than simply the surface of you. Because I know you keep things locked away so deep you would need an excavator to get to them.” I step back so his touch doesn’t burn me any further. “I’ll call when I need you. How does that sound? Stop dropping by. For someone you aren’t interested in, you sure do show a lot of interest.”

      A hand goes to his dark curls, and he rakes his fingers through them. “You’re right.” Then he turns and walks out the open door, shutting it behind him as he leaves.

      Walking back up to my room, my sister is sitting on the bed looking at me.

      “Wow! You two are confusing as fuck.”

      “You’re telling me,” I say, reaching for some fresh clothes. I want to shower, then I plan to climb back into bed and sleep my day away.
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        * * *

      

      We both are woken again later on when my mother’s at the door with Annabelle in her arms.

      “Do you know what time it is?” She pushes her way inside and hands me Annabelle, I take her as she smiles in my arms.

      “Hello, beautiful,” I whisper, which earns me a bigger smile. Annabelle giggles and reaches for my nose, pulling it as I hear my mother waking Kat.

      “Gosh, will you go away,” I hear Kat complain to my mother.

      They don’t get along. And the only reason I think they talk is because Mom is so good with Annabelle, and it is Kat’s only way to have a normal life with the help my mother supports her with.

      “I brought your daughter back. A thank you wouldn’t be hard to say, now would it?” I hear her say.

      I walk up to my room with Annabelle on my hip, who when she sees her mother, claps her hands to get to her.

      Kat’s sour expression changes immediately and she smiles so widely I forget she’s hungover.

      “Come to Mama, baby.”

      I pass Annabelle to Kat, who snuggles straight into her shoulder.

      “Thank you, Mother,” Kat says, looking up at our mother.

      “You’re welcome. She’s a pleasure.” Then she walks out, and I follow behind her, leaving Kat and Annabelle on my bed.

      “You brought food?” I ask as she places the bag down, pulling out containers on my countertop.

      “Yes, I made you two your favorite mince chow mien.”

      I walk up and cuddle her from behind. She tenses then relaxes into my touch, tapping my hands holding her.

      “We love you, Mom.”

      “I know, it’s just been hard.”

      I drop my hands from her, and she turns around smiling at me.

      “Any boys I should know about?”

      Change of subject.

      “Nope.”

      “Are you sure?” she asks again.

      “Nope.”

      “What about girls? You know I would be fine with either as long as I get grandbabies.”

      “No, to girls as well.”

      “Okay, okay,” she says, throwing up her hands. “You’re in your mid-twenties now, Rochelle, you have to start thinking about these things before it gets too late. I had you at twenty-one.”

      “I know, Mother,” I say in a sarcastic tone, as I reach for the water and one container of food, taking it to my couch.

      “Don’t you ‘Mother’ me. How was your night last night?”

      I’m about to answer her when she reaches for something on my coffee table. “Lord Rochelle, you need a cleaner. Why do you not have a cleaner?” She shakes her head and walks to the kitchen.

      “She doesn’t need a cleaner for the same reason I don’t need a cleaner, and our night last night was great.” Kat smiles at me, and it’s then I remember Blaze.

      Oh Lord, does she remember seeing him? I wonder. The things she said. My eyes go wide at her, and she just blushes.

      “Good, good, you’re a mother now, so I don’t expect you to have crazy nights.”

      “I’m a mother, yes. But I am not dead,” Kat says, sitting next to me and placing Annabelle between us, then taking my food.

      “True, okay.” Mother walks to the door, her bag in hand, and she looks back to us. “Love you, bye.” We wave as she walks out, and I immediately turn to Kat, but she’s faster because her finger is in my face. “Don’t you dare mention it.”

      “You asked to see his cock.” I giggle. “A biker. You asked a biker to show you his cock.” I giggle even louder, covering my mouth as I double over.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Roch, I was drunk.”

      Annabelle starts clapping between us, and I laugh even harder. Kat throws a cushion at my head when my laughter doesn’t stop.
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        * * *

      

      The week comes and goes quickly. The time for me to visit Tanika is finally here. And when I see her, my hands are shaky. My bruises are completely gone from where she whacked me one, and my hands stay clasped in front of me. She’s sitting in a recliner when I walk into her rec room. Shy eyes look up at me, and a soft smile plays on her lips.

      “Hey,” I say, sitting opposite her.

      “Hey,” she says back.

      I look around to see a few others playing board games and interacting with each other. There’s no television. The facility is a fair way out from where I live, but the drive is worth it. She is worth it.

      “This place seems nice.” She lifts her hands and starts to bite her nails.

      “It’s a private rehab, it costs a pretty penny,” she says between bites.

      “That’s nice of Blaze,” I say back to her.

      “Yeah, it is.”

      “How are you?” I ask, reaching forward, my hand touching her leg briefly. She looks down at it, unsure, and then back up to me.

      “I’m sorry about your car.” Tanika looks back down. “And your eye.”

      I shrug. “It’s okay. These things happen.”

      Her head begins to shake. “They don’t. And I don’t know if I will be able to go back to who I was. I don’t know who that person is anymore.”

      “You had something terrible happen to you, Tan. It’s okay to not be yourself,” I say to her, as she bites her lip.

      Sad eyes look up at me. “It’s just so hard. So fucking hard. If I could right now, I would get high. It takes away the pain, it makes it better. It helps me forget, even if just for a little while.” She starts scratching at her arm.

      I change the subject.

      “I told Marcus he’s being too needy of my time,” I say, smiling.

      She stops scratching and looks to me. “You did?”

      “Yep. He says he doesn’t want me. Just my body. But I see him as much as I would someone who I would be in a relationship with.”

      “Blaze says he’s all kinds of fucked-up,” Tan says.

      “Yep, he is,” I agree.

      “But you want him all the same.”

      I nod at her words. “I do.”

      “Do you think you want more?”

      “I do, but he doesn’t. So, I haven’t asked.”

      “You should. Because you’re going to get hurt. Call it off, Rochelle. Especially if he doesn’t want you.”

      “He does,” I say in my defense.

      “He wants your body. There is a big difference.”

      I smile at her. “When did you get so smart?”

      “I just know what hurt does to you. You lock yourself away.”

      She’s not wrong. I’m good at hiding when I need to. The last time I did it, after my grandparents died, I was trying to hide with Marcus.

      “I have to go,” I say, standing, then I lean down to cuddle her. “Can I come back next week?” I say into her shoulder.

      Tanika tenses but relaxes at my touch. “Yes, I’d like that.”

      I smile down at her. “It’s good you’re getting help, Tan. It takes a strong woman to do that.”

      Sad eyes look back up at me. “You wouldn’t call me strong if you knew what I had planned to do.” A tear leaks free from her eye and slowly rolls down her cheek.

      “But here you are.”

      “Here I am,” she repeats my words, trying to smile for me.

      I give her a small wave and off I go.

      Looking at my cell for any missed calls from Marcus, I see none. It’s been a week now, and I know I said I would be the one to call, but I was silently hoping he would.
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      “Do it,” Blaze yells next to me.

      “Will you shut the fuck up,” I argue with him.

      “If you had done it already, we wouldn’t be arguing,” he yells back.

      “Well, if you shut the fuck up already, it would be done.”

      “Fine, call me when it’s done.”

      “Nope.”

      “Arghh… just fucking ask her.”

      “Nope.”

      I can hear him grunting into the phone. “Ask her.”

      “No,” I argue back. He won’t win, and he knows it. But that doesn’t stop him from trying.

      “Just ask, you owe me this.”

      “Nope. Now, I have to get back to work. So, fuck off.” I hang up on Blaze, pulling my mask back down and working on the body in front of me.

      My brother once asked me when I was eighteen and he was seventeen, did I know what I wanted to do with my life.

      At that time, I didn’t.

      It wasn’t until our drugged-up mother had an overdose, and we had to go view her body at the crematorium, that I knew exactly what I wanted to do.

      There was a viewing room and a man who showed you the bodies. I stayed well after everyone was gone. I sat in the dark corridors and watched him work. I was fascinated. I could see myself doing what he did, and when he placed my mother into the fire, it was then I knew it was my calling.

      I loved my mother once, so fiercely despite all the bad. I loved her. It was the last time I swore to be blinded by a woman’s love.

      My mother never once cared for us. We were irrelevant to her. Just a check which I ended up taking to feed Blaze and myself.

      Blaze fell into a gang.

      I fell into the dead.

      Ironic.

      It was poetic justice, really.

      A loud bang comes on the door, and I know who it is straight away. Pulling my mask off, I walk outside to see Blaze. He’s leaning on the side of the building with a cigarette to his lips.

      “Is she single?”

      “Aren’t you with the other one… in rehab?” I argue back at him. He wants to know about pretty girl’s sister. I haven’t spoken to pretty girl for at least a month now. She hasn’t called, and I haven’t bothered.

      My need for her is fucking strong, though, and it takes everything in me to stay away. So, I’ve taken on extra work. And extra workload from Blaze too.

      “Yes, I just want to fuck her. Nothing more.”

      “You sound like me,” I say, shaking my head and walking back inside. He hates this place. Hates it with a vengeance, so much so he hardly ever walks inside, always stands at the door.

      “It’s because you showed me how to be this way,” he yells, as I get further in. “Just call her. You know you want to. You haven’t been with anyone else, maybe she will be good for you.”

      “Love and relationships are never good for anyone,” I yell back at Blaze.

      I look up and see him step through the door, just a fraction, so he can see me better. He wipes at his forehead and thins his lips—I know just coming in here this far is killing him.

      “I’ll go see her, tell her how much of an ass you’ve been.”

      “You’ll do no such thing, and if you do…” I close the door to the fire, “… I’ll put your ass in here and watch you fucking burn.”

      Blaze waves off my threat and walks out. Pulling off my gloves and mask, I go straight out after him, but he’s already on the back of his bike with helmet in hand.

      “At least fuck someone else. You’re a moody cunt.” He pulls the helmet on over his head.

      “Who says I haven’t.”

      Blaze starts the bike and revs it loud. It’s pitch black, close to midnight, and no one is around.

      “You haven’t. I know you haven’t.” Then he pulls away.

      I hate that he knows me so well. That he’s the only person on this earth who knows my fucked-up ways and still stays around.
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        * * *

      

      They say love is something that suffocates you. That love is a permanent weight that will never lift you up, and forever hold you down, in that one spot you don’t wish to stay in. People are blinded by love and lose themselves in it. Some will take a fist to the face, a knife to the throat, and call it love.

      My mother had a love like that. She was stuck in a state where she couldn’t escape, and I watched her time and time again trying to escape from such a love.

      But love is like a tornado. No matter how many times you try to get away, it will spin you back right where you started.

      I watch from my truck as Rochelle walks out of her work, her skirt is extra short today. Shorter than yesterday’s skirt, anyway. She smiles at a man as he walks up to her car, but I can tell it’s forced. Rochelle is someone who’s sweet, and far too pretty. She’s too good for the ugly that lurks just around the corner.

      The only form of death she has known is the most recent one of her grandparents.

      Someone like Rochelle doesn’t know what death is really like, only the outside of it.

      She doesn’t know what pain is like—only the emotional kind.

      A part of me despises Rochelle. I want to not want her. Actually, I want to hate her. But as I sit here watching her back away slowly from a man, I see I also want to protect her, and hold her, and most of all, fuck her.

      She’s becoming my second addiction.

      And I’m not sure how I feel about that.

      How I feel about wanting her so much when she’s so good.

      Pretty girl isn’t right for me, but that doesn’t change the fact that I want her.

      And I usually get what I want.
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      I met Marcus over four months ago, slept with him twice, and haven’t seen him for two months. But as he stands out the front of my house leaning on his truck, I wonder why I stayed away. My hands start sweating, and my stomach lifts, full of butterflies. This man is attractive, and I hate the fact that something inside of me calls for him with a need I can’t fully comprehend. Taking the steps one at a time, I walk to him, keeping distance between us. It’s safer that way.

      “Marcus.” His name falls from my lips. His stupid sunglasses cover his eyes, as usual, and as he stands there, he has his hands in pockets. His posture is relaxed as he watches me. “What can I do for you?” I rub my hands up and down my arms.

      “How was your Christmas?” he asks, as casually as asking someone for a coffee.

      Honestly?

      What the fuck?

      “How was my Christmas? Is that really what you came here to ask?” I look back over my shoulder and then back to him.

      “Is someone in there?” he asks, nodding to the door of my house.

      “None of your business.” I wave my hand around at him. “Now, I ask again, what do you want?”

      “You.”

      “You’ve had that. Now try again.”

      He pushes himself off the truck and stands to his full height, his hands clasp behind his back. “I want you.”

      “I am not something you can have when you please.”

      “But you want me too,” he says with some authority in his voice.

      He’s right, he knows I want him.

      There is no denying that.

      I don’t need to air it to him, though.

      “You can’t even argue with me that you don’t.”

      “Arguing with you is pointless. Or better yet…” my hand goes to my hip, “… maybe I should. Maybe that will make you run away from me again for longer this time.”

      “I didn’t run.”

      “Really? Because not seeing or hearing from you for two months sounds a lot like running to me.”

      “You told me to wait for your call.”

      Damn him for bringing that up.

      He’s right, I did.

      But I expected him to call.

      After all, I was proving a point, and I was right.

      “Again, what do you want?”

      “Again, I told you. You.”

      “And I told you… you can’t have me.”

      “Why is that?” Marcus makes a move to step closer to me, but I step back.

      A car comes into my line of sight, and I groan when I see who it is.

      My mother’s eyes pin me with a stare as she gets out, and then they flick to Marcus, who’s standing awfully close to me.

      “Hello. Who is this, Rochelle?” she asks, offering her hand to him.

      He takes it, shakes it, and steps away.

      Mother’s eyes go from me to him. “Is this your boyfriend?”

      “No.”

      “Yes,” he says at the same time.

      My mother’s eyes bounce from me to him. “Why don’t you come out with us? To celebrate Rochelle’s birthday. Is that why you’re here?”

      Marcus turns to me at my mother’s words. “It’s your birthday?”

      “Tomorrow. So, there’s still time to buy her a present. She likes Gucci.” My mother waves off and heads toward the house where I know my sister is inside, and more than likely watching all this while laughing her head off.

      “I don’t like Gucci.”

      “You don’t?” he asks.

      “Well, I do. But it’s expensive, and I have better things to spend my money on,” I say honestly. “Oh, and you’re not invited. I rescind the invitation. Please leave.” I turn to walk back up to the house, but I hear his footsteps behind following me.

      “Your mother invited me. It would be awfully rude not to accept her invitation.”

      “It wouldn’t. Because you aren’t my boyfriend. Now… leave,” I say, turning back around just as I see my sister standing at the door.

      “Marcus, was it?”

      I groan. He must nod, because she continues, “Good, we were just getting ready to leave. Rochelle can go with you, if that works?”

      “I’m going with you,” I say to her.

      “Oh no, don’t have the room. Sorry.”

      I reach the door, grab my heels, and wonder if I can stab her in the eye with my stiletto.

      “Looks like you will be with me, pretty girl.”

      My mother and sister walk out, handing me my bag and shutting my front door. They smile as they walk past and get into their cars, driving off and leaving me with him standing behind me. I haven’t been able to look back at him yet.

      “I’ll walk.”

      “No, you won’t. Now, get in my truck and tell me where to go.”

      I sit on my step like a petulant child and look up at him. Marcus steps forward and reaches out to me. I go to pull away, but he’s much bigger and faster than me, and he picks me up as if I am light as a feather. He turns, walking to his truck which is out the front, clicks a lock, and goes to the passenger door.

      “Happy birthday, pretty girl.”

      “It’s not my birthday,” I say. My eyes are glued to his lips as he puts me in the truck.

      “But it will be.” Then he shuts the door, walks around to his side, and slides in.

      I tell him where to go, and the whole drive my leg bounces in the seat. Nervousness is racking through my body.

      “This is weird. Whatever deal we had is over. So, why are you here?”

      “I’m willing to try a new deal with you.”

      “No, it won’t be a deal. People who enter into new friendships or relationships don’t count it as a deal, Reap,” I say, using his name that everyone else seems to call him.

      He removes his sunglasses and looks to me.

      “I’m not Reap to you.”

      “Why? Is that side of you scary and too much for me?”

      “Yes. Way too much for you. We’ve already established that.”

      “I’m not some innocent girl,” I say.

      “Yes, you are. And I like that about you.” He says the first nice thing to me, ever. He likes me. This man, who never gives me much, tells me he likes me.

      I shouldn’t be happy about that, I should be upset and telling him to go away. Yet, here I sit, staring at him as we pull up to the restaurant to have dinner with my family.

      “You can still run,” I say to him.

      “Tried that already, look where it got me.” Marcus gets out and walks around to my side.

      My family is already inside. I can see them through the window as they wait for me to come in. Marcus clasps my hand in his as we walk in, and I try to pull it away but he doesn’t let me go. My father’s eyes zoom in, but my mother leans in, whispering something to him, then smiles up at us.

      “Sir,” Marcus says to my father.

      “Please, call me Tom,” my father offers Marcus.

      “So, Kat tells me, Marcus, that you’ve been seeing Rochelle off and on for a while?” my mother says.

      My face turns red at her words.

      “Mother,” I chastise her, and hope she shuts up sometime soon.

      I try to pull my hand free, but Marcus doesn’t let go until we sit, and then his hand goes to my thigh. This whole thing makes me angry that Marcus thinks we can go back to where we once were.

      No, we fucking can’t.

      As I push his hand away under the table, Kat starts speaking, “So, you like my sister?”

      “Yes,” he says, as she looks to me as if to say ‘thank you.’

      “But why do you like her?”

      Marcus’ hand goes to my thigh again. “Why is the sky blue?” he answers, and Kat smiles, then nods.

      Annabelle starts crying in her highchair and Kat grabs her. She sees me and tries to leave her mother’s arms to get to me. Kat giggles as Annabelle reaches for Marcus because he’s in the middle, and I watch as he freezes. His hand leaves my thigh, and he takes her as if she’s fire, carefully holding her away from his body and passing her to me as quickly as he can. She claps my cheeks when I have hold of her, then I turn her around and sit her on my lap.

      Protection from his wandering hand.

      “Annabelle loves Rochelle. Do you want kids one day?” Kat asks him.

      All eyes go to Marcus while we wait for him to answer.

      He looks at me when he answers, “I never really thought about kids. My childhood wasn’t great, and it was certainly one where kids should never have been raised in.”

      “Oh, hunny.” My mother’s hand goes to her heart.

      I look at him and see his eyes are on Annabelle and me. It’s like he’s trying to work something else out in his mind while I sit here shocked that I just learned something about him that I didn’t know.

      “I’m sorry you were brought up that way. You must have some cake.”

      I look back at my mother. How she manages a conversation is beyond me. Cake? Really? Marcus only smirks at her words, and, thankfully, my sister changes the subject direction.

      Dinner goes smoothly. Annabelle climbs back over to Kat halfway through, making Marcus go tight and causing me to laugh. His hand stays on his own lap, and he answers questions that are thrown at him. All the questions are very basic, asking him if he’s from here and if he has any family. He tells them it’s just him and his brother.

      I know about Blaze, but I also didn’t know that’s the only family he has left.

      When we leave, my mother grabs me and whispers in my ear, “I like him. He looks at you like you’re special.”

      I scoff at her words and don’t say anything.

      “Goodnight, Marcus. Please get my daughter home safely,” my father says, shaking his hand as they leave.

      When I turn to face him, he’s already watching me.

      Marcus has his hands in his pockets, standing tall and refined. There’s a smile on his lips.

      “They like me,” he boasts, and it’s as if he can’t believe it. “No one likes me,” he says as if I needed to know that.

      “I like you,” I say.

      Marcus slides his hands from his pockets and steps to me, touching my hip. “You like the idea of me, but not the real me?”

      “And what’s the idea of you?” I argue back, leaning into his touch. Why, I don’t even know. I should be angry, but I can’t be because it’s my fault too. If I wanted to reach out to him, I could have. I was the one who chose not to.

      “The one where you don’t really like what I do. The one where I am normal. I’m not normal, though. My demons are huge and my pain is worse.” His hazel eyes lock onto my blue ones.

      “That’s the most you have ever shared with me.”

      “I don’t like sharing,” he says, pressing closer to me, so our bodies are now touching. “Come back to mine,” he asks, almost pleading.

      “I can’t,” I say, shaking my head.

      I can, but it’s not the smartest thing to do right now.

      “Come back to mine,” he asks again, more demanding this time. Leaning down, he kisses my neck and trails to my ear. “Come back to mine,” he says again. This time it’s whispered and breathy.

      I’m as helpless as the girl who went down that rabbit hole.

      As crazy as that cat that talks in riddles.

      And as lucid as the red queen.

      I look up at him. “Okay.” The word leaves my mouth before I can stop it, and he smirks before his lips drop to touch mine tenderly.

      Damn it all to hell. My resistance didn’t last long. All it took was a touch and a few words, and I’m literally about to climb back in his bed.

      “Why did you tell my mother you’re my boyfriend?” I ask as he touches me.

      “I wanted to see how it sounded on my lips.” He kisses my lips again.

      “And how did it sound?” I ask between touches and soft kisses that make me lose my train of thought.

      “I’ll let you know.”
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      Marcus doesn’t stop at my house to get my things before heading to his place. When we arrive, I see a light out front.

      “Fuck,” Marcus curses, then comes to a stop. It’s then that I see it’s Blaze leaning against his bike with his light on. When we get closer, he turns it off, kicks off his bike, and walks toward us.

      Marcus turns to me. “Just wait in the car.”

      Words fail me as Marcus gets out. The light comes on in the truck and Blaze looks at me, his eyes narrowing as he walks over to Marcus.

      “What the fuck is she doing here?” he asks.

      Marcus’ window is down slightly, so I can hear what they’re saying.

      “You don’t get to tell me who the fuck I can bring to my house. Now, what the fuck do you want?”

      Blaze’s angry eyes turn to me. “Your friend is back on the drugs. Did you even know that?”

      What the fuck!

      I open the door and walk around to him. “I saw her yesterday. She’s fine,” I say defensively.

      He scoffs. “No, she isn’t. But it’s sweet of you to think so.” His lips turn up into a sinister smile.

      “She’s been good,” I say back to him, clearly confused. I know she has. I’ve made a point of going to see her as often as possible. Tanika even said she was coming around tomorrow.

      “She avoided me until she no longer could. The boys said she came over last night to get high.” My hand covers my mouth. “Of course, they said no and kicked her out.”

      “Well, she isn’t high, then.”

      “There are other places to get drugs, good girl.”

      Ignoring his words, I call her. Tanika answers straight away. Her voice sounds happy as she answers. I look back to Blaze, wondering if I should believe him or not.

      But why would he lie about this?

      “Tan.”

      “Yeah, babe.”

      “I have to ask you something.”

      “Umm…” She laughs. “Okay.”

      “Are you using again?”

      Silence greets me, and my heart drops so hard in my chest I wonder if it will ever come back up to beat again.

      “I tried. I was going to. But I didn’t. I promise.” Tanika starts crying into the phone, and I feel bad, but I’m so happy she’s told me the truth, and even happier that she refrained.

      “I’m going to her,” Blaze says, walking away and getting on his bike.

      “I can come to you. Or Blaze is.” She doesn’t speak. “Tan?”

      “Blaze. Sorry, Rochelle, but I can’t take your stare right now. I know you don’t judge, but I still feel as if I judge myself when you are around. Blaze doesn’t judge…” she pauses before she speaks again in a smaller voice. “I tried to be good, I swear.”

      “You’re doing great. Blaze just left.” His bike is loud as he pulls away. “Stay put until he gets to you, okay? Do you want to stay on the phone with me until Blaze gets there?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, so how was your day?”

      Her breathing becomes more even, and I can still hear the faint cry as she speaks, “No, tell me about yours, and why you are anywhere near Blaze.” I turn to Marcus, who’s on his cell. My eyes scan him from head to toe in appreciation, my heart beats fast as I admire him. He looks up, spots me, and winks before he goes back to his call.

      My heart takes on a life of its own.

      “I’m going to fuck Marcus tonight,” I blurt it out.

      Hazel eyes look back to me, mischief playing in them as he slides his cell back in his pocket and walks toward me.

      “Oh my God, is he there?”

      “Yep, right in front of me,” I say as he leans forward and kisses my forehead. I close my eyes as his lips leave my skin and he walks around behind me.

      “Okay, that’s hot. I thought you hadn’t spoken or seen him in ages?”

      “I hadn’t,” I say, as I feel the ribbon belt of my dress come undone. Then he unzips the zipper over my ass and touches my bare ass when he sees I’m not wearing any panties.

      “Blaze seemed happy that you weren’t seeing him. I don’t think he likes you all that much,” Tan speaks. Her voice is sounding calmer. I look out to the night sky. No other lights are around us, and the only light we have is from the moon and my cell, which is glued to my ear, as he lives out in the middle of nowhere.

      “I don’t care what he thinks.”

      Tanika chuckles at my breathless words. “I know that as well.”

      Hands touch me and move around, circling my belly as the dress pools at my feet. Thank God it’s strapless. I’m too afraid to move right now as I stand naked while the hands from this man are teasing me.

      “I can hear his bike. Fuck. He’s going to hate me.”

      “He doesn’t hate you,” Marcus says. Taking the cell from me, he stands behind me, one hand wrapped around my mid-section sneaking down to my bare pussy to touch my clit as he begins to speak. “He doesn’t hate you. If he did, he wouldn’t be there,” he says, then hands the cell back to me, and in a whisper to me only he says, “Hurry up.”

      “Call me if you need me?” I tell her.

      “Yeah, I will. And Roch?”

      “Yeah.” My breath comes out in bursts as he slips a finger in, his lips touching my neck.

      “Thanks for asking and not just assuming.”

      “Of course.” My eyes squeeze shut. “I love you,” I say to her, but its Marcus’ hand that freezes. My eyes pop back open, and his mouth pauses on my neck. “Have to go,” I say back to her, hanging up the phone. “Marcus,” I say, reaching for his hand to pull away, so I can turn to face him. He doesn’t allow me, just starts moving again.

      “Mmmm…”

      “Why did you freeze just then?” I know why, but I want to hear him say it. I need to hear him say it.

      “Let’s not talk.”

      “Does that word scare you, Marcus? If I loved you, would that scare you?”

      “It’s just a word, it holds no meaning.” Then he pushes in me harder, his mouth now sucking on my neck, his thumb circling my clit, and soon he’s fucking me with his fingers. I arch and bend to give him every angle, my hand goes back and threads through his hair to keep me steady as he touches me, and soon I’m moving up and down to the beat of his fingers, wondering how I went so long without this. Without him.

      He’s so much better in real life than my dreams.

      So much better.

      I come all around his fingers, my body slumping back into him. He takes my weight and wraps both arms around my torso, holding me up.

      “It holds great meaning,” I say, once I get my words and thoughts back.

      His grip becomes tighter at my words. “If you say so.”

      “I do.” I won’t back down from this.

      He may know death, but I know life.

      Maybe he needs to start living in the world a bit more.

      “I didn’t bring you here to talk about love, pretty girl. I brought you here to fuck you.”

      “Well, fuck me, then, pretty boy.” I push off him and turn with my hand on my naked hip, the only thing I have on are my heels. He takes a menacing step toward me. His hands go to my hips, and he throws me over his shoulder as he turns and heads toward the house.

      “My dress.”

      “You won’t need that.” He slaps my ass, making me giggle.

      Marcus takes his steps fast as he goes to his bedroom. When we get there, he throws me on the bed and kicks off his boots one at a time, then reaches for his belt. When he pulls his shirt off, I sit up.

      “What’re the marks from?” I ask, not expecting an answer. But for some reason he starts to share.

      “My mother used to let her boyfriends cut me or burn me for their entertainment.”

      My eyes go wide at his truths. “Oh my God.”

      “It was either I take it all, or I let them do it to Blaze.” His clothes are fully removed, and he’s standing there in all his naked glory.

      “You love him.”

      “There you go with that word again.” Marcus pushes me back and hovers over me. “If that is what you call love, then yes. But I will never repeat that. Think of that as the last bit of information you will get from me tonight. Now lay back and let me fuck you.”

      I do as he says while he kisses me, and when he does, I feel him hard and hot between my legs.

      My hands go up to his hair and I pull, wrapping my legs around his waist, wanting him to just go in, but he doesn’t. Instead, he slides up and down, rubbing my clit and taking this humping experience to an all-new level for me. I’ve dry humped but never naked. And I like it, but what I would like even more is him inside of me. Now.

      “Marcus…” I moan, moving my hips farther down to feel him.

      He stops as he reaches my entrance. His eyes fly open, and he looks at me. “Yes, pretty girl.”

      “If you aren’t careful, I may fall for you.”

      His eyes shine, and I wonder exactly what he’s thinking. “That would be a mistake.” Then he pushes into me. I feel that it may be too late for that. That the mistake has been made and I’m falling. Falling from a cliff for a man I shouldn’t be falling for, but I can’t stop. And I’m afraid no one will be at the bottom to catch me.

      I’ll have to catch myself.

      “Yes, I believe it would be,” I murmur to him. I think he hears, but he doesn’t respond. Simply pushes in harder and faster until we’re both screaming and soon, very soon, we both fall.
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      “Will you stop,” I complain, hitting him away as I wake up. We had sex two more times before I finally passed out, and now his cock is nudging my ass.

      “I tried. It lasted...” he pauses, and I turn to see him looking at his watch, “… five hours.”

      Fuck, I’ve only had five hours of sleep.

      “Happy birthday, birthday girl.” He trails kisses all over me.

      “Another year older,” I mumble.

      “Another year sexier,” he says between kisses.

      A doorbell rings, and he groans.

      Getting up, he reaches for his pants, and I watch as he slides them on, looking back at me. He stares for the longest time, and then reaches down to kiss my lips. “Stay where you are, I’ll be back.” Marcus takes off, and while he’s gone, I think about his words for a while. But soon realize I need to pee, so I quickly run to the bathroom, then climb back into bed just before he comes back in. When he does, he’s holding a large box with a bag of food. I sit up.

      “You’re feeding me?” I ask, smiling.

      He grins at my clapping and places the bag of food on the bed in front of me. I open it to find pancakes and hash browns, as well as many other things.

      “I’m so hungry.” I take a bite of a dry pancake, making him chuckle.

      “Worked up an appetite, I see.”

      I nod. “You wouldn’t let me sleep,” I say between bites.

      “I did for five hours.” Marcus moves the food bag and drops another on my lap. It’s big. I look up at him in question.

      “Open it. I arranged it last night. One of my former customers works there.” I tear open the box, and the familiar G that greets me when I see the box causes me to squeal. Tearing it open more, I reveal the perfect little black bag.

      “This is way too much. I can’t accept,” I say while eyeing it, knowing I will never let it go. I’ve always wanted one, but it’s so much money.

      “It’s yours. Accept it. I can’t return it, and I don’t look good in black,” he jokes. My lips turn up into a full-on smile.

      “You do look good in black. Sinful, actually. But this…” I say, looking back down at the gorgeous bag, “… this is huge. I can’t let you waste your money on this for me.”

      “I have a lot of money, pretty girl. Death pays extremely well.”

      “So it seems,” I say, putting it down to the side.

      I reach for him, bringing him closer to me. “So, what are we?”

      “We are whatever you want us to be,” he says, then kisses my lips.

      “You aren’t going to sleep with anyone else?” I ask him.

      “No.”

      “And I won’t either, of course.”

      “Okay.”

      “You’re fine with this?” I ask him to double-check.

      Marcus brushes my hair back. “Yes.”

      “Perfect. Now hurry up and fuck me before I have to leave.”

      He pulls the blankets back. “Your wish is my command, pretty girl.”

      And he does just that.

      Best birthday ever.
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      “You what?” Blaze asks, shaking his head. “You want her? Really?” he asks as if he can’t believe it.

      “I do. Now shut the fuck up and tell me what you need.”

      Snow carries a body inside while I wait for Blaze to speak.

      “I can’t believe the man you’re turning into. You don’t fixate on a woman like this. What’s wrong with you?”

      “Last nerve, Blaze. Last fucking nerve,” I say, shaking my head. “Now, tell me what you need.”

      “Fingerprints, that’s it.”

      “Dispose of the rest?” Blaze nods as Snow steps out. As he passes, he slaps me on the back. “Heard you went back to that fine piece of ass. Smart choice, man. She is mighty fine.” I shrug him off and walk inside.

      The body is already on the steel table. Walking over to the iPod, I crank the music loud, zoning out as I start cutting. I don’t need to cut the body to dispose of it. I have the cremator for that. Which usually has to have the body burn twice to turn the bones into ash, because sometimes the first go isn’t enough. When I first started, we had to crush the bones. Now it’s a lot easier and cleaner. But sometimes, just sometimes, I like to play with a body. Particularly the ones Blaze sends my way. Which doesn’t happen all that often. But when they do, I zone out like I’m doing right now.

      The dead are easy.

      The dead don’t complain.

      The dead don’t care if I cut them into tiny pieces so I can see what they’re made of.

      They don’t care that I cut a hand off and hand it to someone else so they can access their phone.

      They simply don’t care.

      They’re dead.

      And it’s the reason I love this job so much.

      But the dead also deserve respect.

      No matter how vile or evil they are, their soul is gone, and their body is left. I take great pride in doing what I do—my cuts are flawless, precise, and the care I take is perfect.

      For someone who is about to burn them that is.

      They come to me in usually pristine condition, unless they don’t have loved ones or were involved in a terrible accident. Their hair is combed, and they’re dressed in their best outfits. It’s the bad ones, or the homeless ones, or those who have no one that I take extra care of. Even the ones Blaze brings to me. I know he has his reasons, and I don’t question them, but I still treat them respectfully.

      I do it to help him, and I do it to cut.

      I like to cut.

      I love the sound of the saw.

      Removing the first hand, I place it in a plastic bag and look up. When I do, Rochelle is standing there with Blaze next to her, a grin gracing his lips. Her eyes are wide, and there’s fear evident in them. Removing the gloves, and not even bothering with the music, I walk to where she’s standing. She steps back, and her hands go up as if warning me not to touch her.

      “I know that person.”

      Fuck, of course she does.

      Her eyes lift from him to lock on to me. “You look comfortable, more relaxed than I’ve ever seen you,” she says while shaking her head. “How is that possible? How do you like that?” She nods, and I turn to see Blaze watching our exchange.

      He’s never inside. Ever.

      “You had to bring her in, didn’t you?”

      Blaze shrugs. “She saw you… the real you.” Blaze turns to her. “Tell him what you saw.”

      She does as if she’s on autopilot. “You were smiling as you cut into him. You were smiling through your mask.” Rochelle shakes her head. “I rarely get smiles like that.” The music from the room thumps and she shakes her head. “I have to try to accept this side of you if I want you, don’t I?” Then her eyes go back to the room, and she shivers. “He served me coffee. Creepy coffee guy, I used to call him.”

      “He was more than creepy,” Blaze harrumphs next to us.

      I turn, and without thinking, clock him one right in the fucking jaw. Hard.

      Blaze falls backward and clutches where I hit him. “What the fuck,” he screams, wiping the blood from his lip. “She asked to see you, so I brought her in,” he mumbles, then he says something else as he walks out shaking his head, but I don’t catch it.

      Turning back to Rochelle, she’s biting her bottom lip as she shyly looks up to me.

      “I like you, Marcus, that is obvious. But this…” her eyes flick behind me, “… I don’t like to see this.”

      “You don’t have to see this. It’s simple. Don’t come here.” My words seem harsher than I mean for them to be. “You don’t have to come here,” I say to her again, this time softer and with more care.

      “I know. I was driving past, and I wanted to see when you were finished for the night.” Rochelle steps back, and I know she’s going to leave.

      “I’ll be finished in an hour.”

      She turns, giving me her back when she walks out. “I’ll go home. See you after.”

      Rochelle doesn’t give me a chance to respond, she leaves.

      Walking back in, I turn the music off, my mood having significantly changed. Covering the body back up, I slide it to the cremator and push it in, letting it burn.

      I would have spent up to an hour on that body.

      Cutting. Spending time expelling my demons.

      Now I can’t even stand to look at it.

      Walking out, I see her. She didn’t leave like she said she was going to. She’s sitting on the ground, much like where I first saw her that time she was here for her grandparents. I was shocked by her, a beautiful woman lying on the ground. She had all that hurt written on her face. So much so I had to take a deeper look. I had to know why, and what put that there. A girl as beautiful as her shouldn’t carry such monsters around with her.

      I watch as her eyes close the closer I get. She knows it’s me because she doesn’t move.

      “I thought you were beautiful the first time I saw you. It’s what pulled me to you,” I tell her honestly.

      Rochelle opens her eyes at my words. “I thought the same thing about you.”

      “That I was beautiful?” I smirk.

      “No, that you were the most attractive man I’d ever laid my eyes on. And beyond that, you held something I was searching for that I didn’t know I needed.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Death,” she says, then sits up.
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      Marcus looks at me as if he can’t work out my words. Neither can I, but he doesn’t need to know that. I understand only a fraction of why he’s in my life, and why my pull to him is so intense.

      He’s the epitome of death—he works with it, and he lives in it. I had never been around or experienced something like that until that day I met him. I needed him, and that scares me.

      “Death,” he says, stepping closer. He offers me his hand and I take it. “They don’t call me Reap for nothing.” Marcus pulls me up and slams my body into his front. “Most women want me because they want the fear attached to me. They think it gives them something, being with someone who they can’t contain or keep a hold on.” His hazel eyes glisten as he stares at me. “You want me for me. I like that about you.”

      “You do?”

      “I do,” he says.

      “You still scare me. That part of you…” I point in the direction of the crematorium, “… I hate.”

      “You don’t need to like what I do. You simply need to like me. Isn’t that the healthy thing to say in a relationship?”

      I smirk at his words. “Relationship?”

      “I’m fucking you. You’re fucking me. This is what this is, right?”

      Marcus’ words make me pause. “I guess you’re right.”

      “So how about we go back to mine and fuck?”

      “Just what every girl wants to hear. You’re such a romantic,” I murmur against his lips as he kisses me.
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      Hands skim my body and claim me in places only he knows how I like to be touched. I moan as his hot lips connect with mine, while he slides in and out of me. I wonder if I will ever get sick of his touch, or ever not crave it as much as I do right now.

      When he touches me, he brings anything but death. He brings fireworks that blow up so bright I can feel them wanting to escape into the darkened skies.

      I’m falling in love with death.

      I’m falling in love with Reap.

      And I’m falling in love with Marcus.

      I don’t think he feels the same, though.

      To him, I’m just someone who’s here. Someone he likes to play with. I’m his new fascination. He hasn’t ruined me yet, as he promised all those months ago. But I feel if I stay on this path we’re on, he just may completely destroy me.

      Marcus pushes my hair back and touches me with affection. He’s always fucked me, and I never complain because I enjoy fucking him. But I can feel the shift, taste it, with each soulful kiss he gives me.

      It’s not just a sampling anymore.

      It’s more like a devouring.

      My fingers thread through his, and I grip onto him for dear life as I come.

      He kisses me harder, and soon my hands drop to the bed while he finishes.

      Marcus’ body is now on mine, our breaths heavy and our worry is slightly less.

      Until.

      “This won’t be a long-term thing. You know that, right?”

      Ruined.

      He’s ruined the moment.

      “Why?” I question.

      He pushes off of me and lays next to me, his hand touching mine ever so lightly that I want to reach out and grab it. Instead, I lay still. Perfectly still. Waiting for his answer.

      “It’s a right-now thing. And right now, we meet each other’s needs, and I’m not going to lie and say you’re like all the other girls, because we both know you’re not. You are different, to me.”

      “Oh, how profound,” I say with an eye roll while sitting up. “It’s a rollercoaster of I want you, and then I can’t have you.” I reach for my outfit and he grips it, stopping me from putting it on.

      “You want kids, am I wrong?”

      I freeze at his words. “Yes, I do.”

      “This is why it’s not long-term, pretty girl. I can’t have kids.” I gasp at his words and turn to look at him. He lets go of my clothes and sits on the bed naked, the sheet not covering him.

      “Do you mean you don’t want kids, or you can’t have kids?” I ask, not sure what I’ve just heard. Before he can answer, my cell starts ringing. I look to it and see Tanika’s name flashing. Usually, I wouldn’t answer, but with the way she’s been, I can’t not.

      “Hello.”

      Marcus looks at me, waiting.

      “Roch, I need you to come.”

      “What?” I stand, trying to pull my clothes on as I listen to her.

      “I need you to come. Please, come.”

      “Okay, okay, where are you? Tell me where you are.”

      I hear her gasping for breath.

      “I’m on the town bridge. You need to come, Roch.”

      “I’m coming.” Grabbing my keys, I run. My boob is hanging out, and I’m not fully dressed, but as I get in the car, it’s the last thing I think of as I drive.

      It takes me a total of ten minutes flying down the highway until I reach the town bridge. It’s quiet, being late at night, but I spot her straight away.

      Leaving my car, I run to her. She’s standing on the edge, not quite on the railing, but her hands grip it with a force so tight her fingers are going white.

      “Tan,” I whisper carefully, coming up behind her.

      She doesn’t look at me straight away, but I can hear the pain in her soft cries.

      “He found me. He found me.” She lets go and hugs herself, then shudders. “This time I didn’t get to run, Roch. I didn’t get to run.” She shakes, and I’m careful as I step closer to her. My hand goes to reach for her, but before I can, she pushes away so I can’t touch her.

      “Please come to me.” My hands are outstretched, and she looks to them, then shakes her head.

      “He touched me in all the wrong places.” Tanika visibly shudders as she holds out her hands, showing me the bruises all over her arms.

      “Tan,” I say again, but she’s in her own world now.

      “He whispered what a dirty little slut I was. Then offered me this.” She taps on her arm where I can see the injection area of a needle. “I couldn’t say no. It was all I could hope for at that time, my hands were tied, and I needed an escape. It was an escape, Roch.”

      I hear a car door shut behind me, but I don’t want to look. I’m too afraid to take my eyes away from her. She’s a danger to herself right now, and I’m helpless to help her. I know this, but it won’t stop me from trying.

      “Tan, come to mine. You can come to mine and never leave if that’s what you want.”

      “Tell Blaze I could have loved him. He’s a good man.”

      “You tell him,” I say while stepping closer. If I reach my fingers out now the tips will touch her.

      The breeze picks up and floats her beautiful, long black hair over her face where it sticks in the tracks of her tears, but she doesn’t seem to care.

      “I won’t be able to.” She clutches at her chest like the pain is unbearable. “I’m broken now, so broken, Roch. I have no one.”

      “You have me.”

      Beautiful, sad eyes turn to me. “You’re all I have.”

      Then it happens so fast that my heart rate skyrockets. She steps up, those beautiful, sad, haunted eyes look at me, and then she’s falling. And before I know it, I’m going after her. My hands reach the edge, and before I can fall in to get her, hands clasp me from behind, lifting me up and pulling me back.

      “Let. Me. Go,” I scream, but it’s no use.

      Everything is silent.

      Apart from the deafening sound of my breaths.

      “Stop, pretty girl. Stop!”

      I kick, but he won’t let me go.

      I need to get to her.

      I have to help her.

      How am I meant to do that if he won’t let me go?

      Sirens are heard in the distance, and I keep on struggling, trying to be set free, but his hold on me is too tight.

      “I have to get her,” I say, struggling, my legs and hands becoming exhausted. I collapse, but his hold doesn’t let go.

      “I got you,” he whispers in my ear.

      He does have me, but I don’t have me right now.

      I am drowning in that river under this bridge where her body is right now.

      I’m drowning, and I can’t get out.

      I am floundering in a river of pain.

      “Pretty girl.”

      I open my eyes to find the police standing in front of me. There are words being spoken, but I don’t seem to hear them. I can’t register anything. Everything hurts, but it’s my heart that pains me the most.

      Hands pull my shirt up, and I look down, realizing most of my breast has been out on display, but for some reason I don’t even care.

      Why would I care?

      I can’t care.

      I can’t feel.

      When I look up again, ambulances are here, as well as a pair of angry eyes walking toward us.

      Marcus’s grip becomes almost painful as he holds me tight against his chest.

      “Tell me that’s not her.” His voice is so angry.

      My heart is too sore to care what he says.

      “Brother,” Marcus says.

      Rough hands touch my chin and lift my face up to meet his. “You didn’t save her? Who do you think you are?” Blaze spits in my face, but I don’t even flinch. How can I? I don’t care what he says or does. I just saw my best friend jump from a bridge because she was hurt. Hurt again.

      Then, it’s like something snaps and I manage to pull myself from Marcus’ tight grip, and my fists are slamming into Blaze’s chest.

      “He got to her again, you prick. And you didn’t protect her,” I scream.

      Marcus reaches for me again, but not before I slap Blaze in the face as hard as I can muster, but he doesn’t even move.

      Oh God, my hand burns.

      “What’s she talking about?” Blaze’s eyes don’t ask me the question they ask Marcus.

      “He raped her. A-fucking-gain,” I seethe, the words dripping like venom from my mouth. “And you were meant to protect her. You were meant to save her.”

      Blaze takes a step back, shakes his head, and before I can say anything else to hurt him the way I’m hurting, he’s gone. The only thing left is the noise of his engine as he speeds away.

      “I’m taking you home.”

      “No. I want to go to my home.” I try to pull away, but Marcus holds me.

      “You’re wearing your underwear out in public, pretty girl. Let me take you home.” I look down and see I only have on panties and my shirt, the latter just barely covering me. I didn’t think clearly when I was leaving, I simply knew I had to get to Tanika.

      “I want to go to my home. I don’t want to go to your bubble where you make everything seem okay. Then you burst my bubble when I think it’s all working.” I take a deep breath. “Nothing is okay. Every damn thing is broken, and people are dying.”

      “People die, pretty girl, it’s just the way of the world. We can’t stop it.”

      “Trust you to say that. You love death. I bet you can’t even wait till you die.” We are standing on the bridge, the police and ambulance people are still milling around. Some know him from what he does, and it makes me even more uncomfortable.

      “Death is inevitable. We can’t stop it, and we should greet it as an old friend. It’s not here to hurt us, it’s here to set us free from this cage we live in.”

      “You’re fucked,” I say, shaking my head and walking to my car.

      Marcus catches up with me, his hand catching my wrist and turning me around to face him. His body touches mine and he wraps himself around me. “I’ll hold you all night, because I know that’s what you need. All fucking night.”

      I’m too weak to tell him no.

      To tell him he’s everything I need and nothing I want.
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      Marcus does as he said he would. His arms never leaving me for long, and no matter how much I pushed him away, he would always come straight back, gripping me to him as if he needed it as much as I did. Maybe he does, I know I did.

      Waking up the next day hurts, and all I want to do is to sleep again—there’s no agony in the world of darkness.

      So that’s what I do. I only wake when a police officer comes to take my statement, or when Marcus feeds me, then I crawl back into bed.

      The following day Marcus is still here, still in my house. I wake and know I have to move because I need to go to work.

      I run on autopilot—find clothes, brush hair, apply makeup, get ready, leave.

      “Are you going to work?” Marcus asks, walking in dressed, and holding two cups of coffee in his hands.

      “I need to go to work,” I reply, taking one and looking at the logo. “This is the coffee house of the guy’s hand you were removing,” I say, looking down at it. “Find any other suitable people in there today?”

      “Pretty girl…” he warns.

      “Whatever! I have to go.”

      “Tanika’s body was found. She’s coming to me tomorrow.” I pause at the door, my keys now in hand. “I’ll take care of her. Do you wish to see her?”

      My hands sweat as they hold the coffee and keys. Words for some reason cannot leave my mouth.

      “Rochelle…” My name. Marcus has never called me that before. It’s always pretty girl.

      Not looking back, not saying a word, I leave and head straight to work.

      Martin is already there when I arrive. Which is a surprise, because he’s never there before me.

      “You’re here,” Martin says, surprised, while looking up over his glasses.

      “You’re in?” I ask, looking directly at the clock.

      Martin shakes his head. “Dave has become quite painful. Seems he’s worse than the men he was going after.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He destroyed my car last night. I had to call the police on him. Then I woke up to this.” He pushes his cell toward me. There is a picture of his house on the screen, the words ‘YOU’RE NEXT’ are painted in red across the front. I shake my head and look up at him. The poor man is sweating profusely, his brows are furrowed, and worry is etched all over his face.

      “Go to the police.”

      “I will. But, Rochelle, if you see him, I want you to stay as far away as you can, and call the police immediately.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      Martin nods, happy with my answer. “How was your weekend? It was your birthday, right?”

      “My friend jumped off the town bridge and killed herself.” I turn, taking his empty coffee mug to fill it when I hear him gasp.
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      Marcus doesn’t wait at my car, instead he comes straight into the office the minute I finish at five. Martin looks up through his office entrance, then pays Marcus no attention once he sees who’s here.

      “I can get myself home,” I tell Marcus, turning the computer off and reaching for my bag.

      “I know you can, but I thought I’d prepare you. Your family is at yours, waiting for you.”

      A heavy sigh leaves my mouth. “I can’t deal with them.”

      “You can come to mine,” he says without missing a beat.

      “Marcus.”

      “Mm-hmmm,” he answers.

      “You should stop now.”

      “Stop what?” he asks, clearly confused.

      “You should stop helping. The more you do, the more I’m falling for you.” I watch as his body goes rigid at my words. “See, you don’t even know you’re doing it. That’s what makes it worse. And Marcus…” I say, stepping up to him like he does to me. “I can’t take another heartache. You will destroy me.”

      “I would never—”

      I don’t give him time to answer fully, cutting him off as I walk past him and go straight to my car. Without looking back, I head home. My mother’s out the front waiting for me when I arrive.

      I look behind me wondering if I should reverse back out, when she knocks on my window, then opens my car door. “Why haven’t you called?” She pulls me, and I get out of the car. Her hands wrap around my body as she holds me tightly to her. “The police stopped by again. Said something about an assault. Wanted to know if you had any information.” I freeze at her words while Tanika’s words from that night come back to haunt me.

      “Roch,” Kat yells from my door.

      My mother hugs me tighter before she finally lets me go. “I’m here for you, you know that, right? And so is that man. He’s here for you, too.”

      “Marcus?” I ask, confused.

      “Yes, he was here before. He’s been here all weekend?” I can only nod as she starts walking with me to the house.

      “What do you need?” my sister asks.

      I look at Annabelle in her arms and take her. “Just this.” Beautiful Annabelle smiles and slaps my face with her little hands. And then it hits me—Tan will never get to experience this.

      And maybe, neither will I.
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      Marcus comes back, and I don’t expect him. And when he climbs into my bed later that night, he wraps himself around me, and I cry. I sob until I no longer can, and when the tears stop, I turn to him.

      Marcus brushes my hair from my face. “I don’t like to see you hurting.”

      “Hurt is a part of life,” I reply.

      “I can make it go away. Even if it’s just for a while, I can make it go away.” He leans over and kisses my lips. “Do you want me to make it go away?”

      “Yes,” I answer almost desperately.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” I respond, this time wrapping my hands around his head and pulling his lips to mine.

      Marcus takes control, he always does. His lips scorch mine and his hands devour my body, stripping me bare with each touch.

      One touch—legs spread.

      Second touch—sliding in.

      Third touch—euphoria.

      My eyes bleed with love, and I know in that exact moment as he tries to take my pain away the only way he knows how, that I love him.

      Dragging kisses along my neck, then biting, he pushes in harder, as if he can hear what I’m thinking.

      “I love you,” I whisper into his ear.

      Marcus pushes in harder and fucks me faster, not saying a word in response. I didn’t think he would, but for some reason I had to get it off my chest. I had to tell him.

      Clinging to him, I let him take me. I give him what he needs while he takes all I have left. And it leaves me in a state of bliss with no thoughts running rampant in my head.

      Marcus did what he said he would do, and I had to go and utter the words I never thought I would. When he comes, he stays on top of me, then looks down. Something has changed in his eyes, but I don’t know what it is, and I don’t want to find out either. Turning around, I pull the covers up and go to sleep.

      I don’t dream about death.

      Instead, I dream of heartache.
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      This time I wake before Marcus does. His face is pressed against my pillow as he lightly snores. I reach for his curls, brushing them back. He moves but doesn’t wake. One of his legs is under the sheet while the other is out, showcasing his perfectly sculptured ass. Reaching for my cell phone, I flick to the last pictures that were taken, which are of Tan and me from a few weeks ago. She was doing so well, so fucking well. And now? Now, I don’t even know what to do or how to function in a world without her in it.

      Death has many faces.

      Some are beautiful.

      Some are evil.

      But they all lead down the same road.

      Pain.

      “I never told you about my mother.” Marcus’ eyes are open when I turn to look at him. He hasn’t moved, he’s simply watching me.

      “No, not much.”

      “She was evil. We raised each other, my brother and I. To her, we were just a government paycheck so she could get high. I used to have to steal her money or steal her drugs to sell, so I could buy food for Blaze and me. She never cared. The most she bought us was one loaf of bread a week, that was when she remembered. And for two growing boys, a single loaf of bread? Well, let’s just say, it doesn’t last long.” He breathes out harshly, and I turn fully to see him. “She was the first real death I witnessed, but not before she used me so she could get what she needed. Her friends, as she liked to call them, would pay her money to do things to us. Burn us. Make us scream. I took most of it, and Blaze would run. I would always tell him to run. The older he got, he stopped listening, and soon I stopped letting her get away with it.”

      “You were just kids,” I say, shaking my head.

      “She was dead in our trailer for over a week before we called someone. I loved her when she was peaceful, when she was asleep and with no words or motion left in her.”

      I just look at him, not really knowing what to say.

      Marcus turns on his back and looks up to the ceiling. “I loved her, if that’s even the correct word. She was beautiful, despite all her fucked-up ways. You remind me of her. It’s why Blaze hates you so much. You look like her,” he says it as if it’s a good thing.

      “I don’t want to look like a woman who did that to you.”

      “I stopped seeing her in you the moment you opened your mouth. It’s the hair… you have her hair.” Marcus sits up, pushes my strawberry-blonde hair behind my ear. “If you died, pretty girl, I would keep you longer than a week. I now know what to do to prevent you from decaying.”

      “That’s kind of fucked-up,” I say, my nose turning up at his words.

      “I did warn you… I am far from normal.”

      “Tell me what you see when you look at me?”

      “I see a woman who has her claws in me so deep it hurts. That it’s the first thing in this life I am scared of.”

      “And…” I say, climbing to sit on his lap.

      “When I look at you…” he smiles, “… I don’t see death. I see life.”

      “This is life. Can you feel it?” I ask, reaching between us and sliding him inside of me. His hands grip my hips as I start moving.

      “I can feel your pussy.”

      “And…”

      “The words you want to hear, I’m going to whisper in your ear.”

      He moves me faster with the help of his hands on my hips.

      “That sweet pussy of yours that’s milking my cock.”

      My breathing picks up a notch at his words.

      “Yeah, you know the one. The one that’s currently squeezing me so fucking tight that I’m about to come. But I won’t. Do you know why?”

      I shake my head.

      “Because watching you come is the best thing since watching a body being torn apart. You have become my new favorite thing, pretty girl. If I were you, I wouldn’t encourage it. My obsession has become something you may choose to regret.”
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      Rochelle doesn’t want to see the body.  I take particular care when I prepare Tanika to be cremated. It’s the most care I’ve taken in anyone I have handled. And in the end, as I watch Tanika burn, I wonder why. What is Rochelle doing to me? And why am I letting it happen?

      The following weeks flow by, and not much changes. Except her. She changes. Something in her is gone, and I don’t know exactly what. Not once does she bring up our relationship again or push for anything more. The words that she loves me also never leave her mouth again. It’s as if she’s been frozen in time and cannot escape.

      Blaze ignores me as if I am the plague. He doesn’t like Rochelle, and she doesn’t seem to like him either. No matter how much Blaze dislikes her, I can’t seem to stay away.

      Rochelle sneaks up from behind me, wrapping her hands around my waist and snuggles into my back. “Let’s stay in,” she says.

      I would usually say yes because I hate going out, but the clubhouse is throwing Blaze a party for his birthday, so I have to go. It’s the one time of year I always give him. No matter what.

      “Just an appearance,” I reply, turning to her.

      She’s wearing something short, perfect for my hands to slide up and under to grip her ass.

      “We can have more fun.” Rochelle’s hands slide down my body and she goes to touch the floor, but I reach for her and pull her back up. She distracts me with sex. It’s her specialty, and she’s good at it too.

      “We will. After.”

      Rochelle stands, crossing her arms over her chest. “I don’t like your brother.”

      “I know, and he doesn’t like you either.”

      She shrugs her shoulders, throwing her hands up in the air. “Then why do I have to go?”

      “Because you do nothing anymore, literally nothing,” I say.

      Rochelle bites her lip and looks down. “You never do anything either but work, so what’s the problem?”

      Stepping away from her, I take my keys and turn to her. “You’re changing. I know why. But stop locking yourself away. You didn’t die with Tanika,” I say, and it’s not until the last words leave my mouth that her eyes look up at me and anger is evident in them.

      “A part of me jumped off that bridge with her,” she says, walking over to me. “Now, if you’re finished discussing this, let’s go.” She takes the keys from my hand and walks out of my house to my truck. She unlocks it and sits in the passenger seat as I lock up the house and follow her out. She hands me the keys and doesn’t say a word as we drive.

      I look at her and wonder why I’ve stuck around for so long. Why I haven’t gotten sick of her. It’s been months now, and not once have my eyes strayed. Not once have I wanted another woman more than I want her.

      It’s her.

      Always her.

      “I’m going to drink,” she announces, as we pull up to the clubhouse. Rochelle jumps from my truck and waits for me to meet up with her before she goes any farther. Her hand reaches for mine and she clasps it, squeezing tight.

      I’ve become her lifeline, and I don’t know how to break that. Before me, she was her own lifeline.

      Death has changed her. Seeing it, feeling it, has killed something inside her.

      “You brought her? I told you not to bring her,” Blaze says, as we walk toward him.

      “She’s right here, asshole.” Rochelle pushes into my side.

      Harper stands, smiling at us. “Hey, it’s been too long.”

      “Sit, Harper,” Blaze barks. “She isn’t welcome here.”

      Rochelle ignores him and turns, looking up at me. “Drink?”

      Before I can reply, a flash of blonde hair comes up behind Rochelle and pulls her strawberry-blonde hair backward, making her leave my side and fall to the floor. The blonde who was on my lap last time Rochelle was here jumps on Rochelle and punches her in the face. Hard. Rochelle gasps, covers her face, then in a split-second bucks the blonde off and flips her so she’s on top. Rochelle’s fast hands punch and she starts hitting, over and over again, until I reach for her, lifting her backward and off. The blonde who started it is lying on the floor crying.

      “You stupid fucking bitch, you made me bleed,” Rochelle screams, struggling to get free and go back to the blonde. I manage to keep hold of her when Harper walks over and helps the crying blonde up from the floor and walks her away.

      Snow steps over with a beer in hand and passes it to a very angry Rochelle. She takes it as she calms in my arms.

      “Girl, every time you come here, trouble follows you,” he says, and gives her a smirk. “And… I’m sorry about your friend.”

      Rochelle’s chest deflates, and I see the fight leave her.

      Blaze pushes through and angry eyes land on Rochelle. “You have some fucking nerve.”

      “Me?” She points to herself while shaking her head. “I didn’t even want to come, let alone be attacked from behind by some blonde maniac. Maybe you should control your bitches,” she yells at him.

      Everyone around us goes silent, and Blaze steps up to her, but I block his path, stepping in his way.

      “I would calm down.”

      “You pick her?” he spits angrily.

      “I’m not picking anyone. But you will watch what you say or do to her.”

      “I’ll do no such thing. You’re on my property now.”

      “It’s in both our names. This is our place. I let you think you can have it.”

      Rochelle steps up from behind me. “Tell me, Blaze… tell me why you hate me?” She takes a long pull of her beer. She brushes up against me, and Blaze doesn’t miss the action.

      “You’re changing him. I hate that you are.”

      Rochelle looks to me with her eyes pinched. “Am I?”

      I don’t answer her, because she is. I think she knows that too. I’m almost ready to walk through fire for her to make sure she’s safe, and stand still as I burn.

      “He won’t answer you. He can’t see it yet,” Blaze says, looking between us. “But I see you. Your world is too perfect for him to fit in. How will you explain him to your friends? Your family?”

      “My family loves him.”

      Blaze looks back at me, surprised. “You’ve met her family?”

      I shrug.

      Lips thin and squinted eyes look back at Rochelle. “I fucking hate you,” he spits.

      “Feeling’s mutual, asshole. What Tan ever saw in you I will never know.”

      “Why she had you as a friend, yeah, who the fuck knows? You only cared for yourself, bitch,” he throws back at her face.

      Rochelle goes tight, her body rigid. But then fast as she can, she reaches up and slaps him across the face. Hard.

      Blaze moves fast, grabbing his gun and pointing it directly at her head. She doesn’t move.

      “Prez,” Snow says behind him. “Lower the gun.”

      “No, this bitch needs to know her place.”

      “Did you show Tan her place, too?” Rochelle eggs him on.

      “No. I was nothing but good to her. Unlike you.”

      The gun doesn’t lower.

      “You know nothing about her. It wasn’t you she called when she needed someone, it was me,” she screams at him.

      “It’s because she loved you,” Blaze says back to Rochelle.

      “Lower the gun, Blaze,” I say.

      Rochelle doesn’t even seem fazed anymore that the gun is in her face.

      “Do it, I dare you. Do it.”

      “And make my brother hate me?” Blaze shakes his head and drops the gun. “Fuck off and don’t bring her back again,” Blaze says, as he walks away.
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      I manage to avoid Blaze for a good month after that night at the clubhouse. Marcus and I haven’t changed, we see each other at least four times a week, and we can’t keep our hands to ourselves for too long.

      Everything with him is easy. It’s nice. And not moving forward. I know that’s also my fault. Something in me has changed. I guess death does that to you. You see the world in a different light. For me, I’m constantly seeing Tanika jump from that bridge. The nightmare wakes me when I’m by myself, and every time I close my eyes I dream of her.

      Marcus helps those demons go away.

      I’m becoming reliant on him.

      I’m not sure how that makes me feel.

      I love him, but I’ve pushed those feelings down because he’s right. Love brings nothing but pain.

      Leaving work, a man is leaning against my car. I should have gone an hour ago when Martin left. But tonight I’m not seeing Marcus because he’s working, therefore I stayed back to finish up some things so I can leave early tomorrow.

      My feet slow down when I notice who it is. Dave stands next to my car with a smile on his face as I get closer.

      “Rochelle, right?” He straightens. I nod.

      “Martin’s left if you’re after him. But I can give him a message if you like.”

      “Oh no, no message required. I actually came to see you.”

      “Me?” I ask, confused.

      “Yes. I wanted to know if you would go on a date with me?”

      “Oh,” I shake my head. “Sorry. No. I’m seeing someone.”

      “Yes, Marcus, right?” He smirks at my shocked face. “I know things, but I could give you more than a man who works at a crematorium.”

      I’m sure he can, like the creeps for one.

      Trying to step around him, a smile creeps up on his face, and I want to get away, I don’t want to be near him. Looking around, there’s no one in the area. It’s after five and everyone has finished for the day. Damn it! I stupidly stayed back.

      “I usually go for blondes, but there’s something about you,” he says, his head dropping to the side, assessing me. “I wonder what it is. I wonder if I’ll know once I’m buried inside of you.” My eyes go wide at his words, and I thread the keys resting in my hand through my fingers.

      “You need to leave,” is all I can manage to say.

      Dave shakes his head. “No. No, I don’t think I do.”

      “You do. You need to leave,” I reiterate, not backing down. Men like this bastard like having power, but he doesn’t know me, doesn’t know I will fight to my last dying breath. I’ve had a shit year, so this guy can’t make my life any worse.

      Lights shine brightly and we both turn, then he looks back to me and smirks.

      “I guess I will be off. Oh, and Rochelle… Tanika wasn’t sweet, but I bet you will be.”

      Oh my God, his words make me freeze, and in doing so, it gives him enough time to step up to me, his hand coming up to my neck, locking tightly around it.

      He licks my face and breathes heavily on me. “See, I knew you were going to be sweet.”

      A horn honks not far from us, and he lets go of my throat, backing away until he steps into a black car right behind mine.

      The minute his car is gone, I get in my car and call Marcus, but he doesn’t answer. I swear and start driving to his place. He has to be there, right? Because as I drive to his, I bypass his work and he isn’t there. My hands shake as I drive, and tears are streaming down my face.

      What did he mean?

      What did he mean…

      He couldn’t have been the guy.

      Could he?

      Stepping on the gas, I speed up and pull into his driveway. We didn’t arrange to see each other tonight, but right now I need him. I need him more than I’ve needed anyone for a long time.

      I’ve been so numb. So numb, that right now I feel like I’m being slammed with all the emotions at once. And not one of them is good.

      Pulling up at his house, I see he’s not here. Where is he? Why isn’t he here? I know he isn’t a social man.

      I call him again—there’s no answer.

      Hitting the steering wheel, I try to think of where else he could be. I should drive home, but I don’t want to be by myself right now.

      Pulling back out, I go to the one place I was told never to go to again. I don’t stop on the way, and when I pull up to the front of the gigantic gates, which let me in, I spot his truck straight away. Taking only my keys with me, I walk in. It’s not a party like the last few times I’ve been here, it’s tamer, quieter. There’re a few people sitting at a bar, Blaze not being one of them.

      I look around for Marcus, and don’t see him.

      Harper spots me and waves me over.

      “Oh God, you’re here,” she says in a tone that doesn’t sound happy. But I’m not in the mood to dive into that right now, because I need to find Marcus.

      “Yeah, look, I don’t want to stay. I need to find Marcus. He isn’t answering his phone.”

      “I know where he is.”

      Turning around, I see her, that same stupid-ass blonde. I don’t even care what her name is.

      “Where is he?” I ask, almost desperately.

      She pulls the door open completely and it reveals she’s naked. “Do you really want to know the answer to that?” Her eyebrows raise in question.

      “Yes.”

      She steps out and points in. Stepping up closer to her, but not inside the room, I see him. He’s asleep on the bed with no shirt on and a sheet covering his bottom half. I look up to her and know straight away she’s won.

      “He was in the mood, so was I. Didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

      She did, of course, and she meant it because she’s a cunt like that.

      “You fucked him?” I ask, looking incredulously where he’s lying asleep. Not a sound comes from him. Marcus looks so peaceful, so fucking beautiful. I hate him and love him all at once.

      He’s made me numb.

      Or perhaps death has.

      And those two? They are like twins.

      I don’t know who I am anymore.

      Is it because of him?

      “Come on, sweetheart, you do have eyes, right?”

      My angry eyes fly to her, the blonde bitch. I want to pull her hair out, but I won’t. I won’t stoop to her level. Stepping away, a hand touches me, and I pull away.

      “Rochelle,” Harper says, as I turn to leave.

      I run to my car and see Blaze standing at the entrance, watching me. Putting my car in reverse, I leave as fast as I can. My eyes fill with water as I head straight to my sister’s house. It’s the last place I can go to. My mother will ask too many questions, and I need to be with someone. Being alone right now isn’t an option.

      Wiping at my eyes, I manage to drive to Kat’s house, which isn’t too far from mine. And when I get out she comes over with Annabelle on her hip.

      “Roch?”

      “Can I stay tonight?”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      I walk past Kat into her house. She’s in the middle of cooking so she passes me Annabelle and I sit with her, playing on the floor.

      “Do you plan to tell me why you’re here and not with Marcus?”

      “No.”

      “Okay. Did you guys have a fight?”

      “No,” I answer truthfully, pressing buttons on Annabelle’s fake phone, which makes all kinds of whirring and dinging noises.

      “How is it going with you two then?”

      “Fine,” I answer.

      “Lord, Rochelle, tell me more. You’ve been so checked-out since Tan died. No one can talk to you without you giving them short, snippy words, and no one knows what to say to you.”

      “That’s fine.”

      “Do you talk to him?” she asks.

      I lean over and cover Annabelle’s ears before I answer her, “We fuck.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” she says, then I smile and kiss Annabelle’s cheek. “You love him though, right?”

      “I think so.”

      “You either do or you don’t.”

      “I love who he is with me. He helps me when he doesn’t even know he’s doing it.”

      “He lets you be silent,” she says, as I look up to her. “I can tell straight away he isn’t a man to push you for answers, or to give them.” Kat’s right about Marcus, he lets me be. “He would push you if he loved you. He would want you to be okay.”

      “I am okay.”

      “Why are you here, Rochelle?” She holds up her hands. “Not that I don’t want you here. I do. I really, really do. But I won’t be like Marcus because I need to know.”

      “A man came to my work today, he grabbed my throat and scared me. I don’t want to be alone.”

      “Oh my God, how can you just say that so blasé.” Kat shakes her head. “I’m calling the cops. You need to report this.” And that’s exactly what she does.

      A man in uniform arrives quite quickly, and I recognize him. He coughs when he sees me and tells me he’s sorry for my loss. Yet again. Then I give him all the information and he leaves. Kat has put Annabelle to bed, so it’s just us now.

      “Does Marcus know?”

      “Know what?”

      Her hand slaps my leg, and she pinches the skin as hard as she can. She’s frustrated with me.

      “Ouch.”

      “Yeah, that’s right. You feel that.”

      “I feel everything,” I scream at her. “I felt it the worst when Grandma and Grandpa died,” I say to her, my voice still loud. “I felt it when his lips touched me, and I knew I was falling in love with a man who couldn’t love me back, but I fell anyway.” Taking a deep breath, I continue, “Then I felt it even worse… hell, it ripped my soul out… when she jumped. When I watched my best friend dive off a bridge because her demons were too big to handle. How do you think that felt?” I scream. Pushing her hand away, I stand. “And I feel it in the way he touches me, as if I’m his everything. So that’s what I’m doing, letting myself get lost in the way he touches me. Letting myself lose myself in him. Because the pain… the pain of everything else is too much for me to bear.”

      “Rochelle, you need to end this. I don’t know who you’re becoming with him. You need to end it.”

      My phone rings, and I see his name come up on the screen, so I answer, “Hello.”

      “I’m home now. You were looking for me?”

      “I’m coming over.” I hang up and stand.

      “You aren’t staying?” Kat asks.

      “No, I need him.”

      “No, no you don’t. You need you.”

      “No, right now I need him,” I say, walking out and going straight to him.
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      When she turns up, I’m expecting a war. Harper told me what Misha did, and I know things will be a battle, but Rochelle does the exact opposite. She falls into my arms, wrapping herself around me and starts tearing at my clothes. Hands are going everywhere, and I try to stop her, but she’s on a mission. I don’t see her every night, and when I do, we hardly speak. I like it like that. I like that words aren’t needed as much anymore, and I also realize how selfish that is of me.

      But I will take what I can from her.

      Because soon she will crack, and when she does, I’ll have to set her free. A woman like her shouldn’t be tied to me. She has so much good, and I have none.

      “Rochelle,” I say, pulling her back. Her eyes flash with hurt before they’re covered again in need.

      “Since when do you call me that?” I’ve said it a few times, but she hasn’t been paying much attention to what I say.

      “What do you need?” I ask her.

      She pushes up against me. “You. I just need you,” she says, stepping back and removing her own clothing. I watch as she steps out of her skirt, leaving on her heels, so she can reach me. I’ve always liked her height, but with heels on she’s closer to my head, making our kisses perfect.

      She is perfect.

      I am not.

      Picking her up under her ass, I walk with her. Rochelle’s kisses don’t stop, and her hands won’t stop roaming my body. I’m hard and I want in her, but first I need to take her to the only place I haven’t had her—the pool. Stepping in, she stops what she’s doing as the cold water hits her, and I stop on the step, depositing her on it. Stepping farther in, so my feet touch the ground, my chest is all that’s exposed.

      “The pool?” she asks.

      Rochelle comes out here in the mornings sometimes to watch me swim, or late at night when I can’t sleep and need the exertion of a good swim to exhaust me. She’s fallen asleep multiple times on those lounge chairs.

      “Do you plan to tell me the real reason you came looking for me?”

      Surprise flashes on her face, and she slides forward until she wraps her sweet little body around mine. Her ass on the step brings her to the perfect position for me to slide into her when she is wrapped around me, and I do just that. Her head drops back, but her hands stay glued to me.

      “No. Not at all,” she says. It’s then I notice marks on her neck. My hand touches the bruises, and she flinches but doesn’t stop moving, sliding up and down my cock. Rochelle leans forward, her head coming into the crook of my neck, so I can no longer see her bruises, and she holds onto me tightly.

      I grip on, lifting her and letting her move. She needs this more than I do right now. Usually, it’s me needy with lust for her, but tonight it’s all about her.

      “You can have me,” I tell her.

      She shifts her hand to cover my mouth and doesn’t stop moving. I can see her eyes vividly now, and hurt is evident in them, as she leans forward and bites her hand that covers my mouth as she comes. Then she slides off of me, and slides backward, putting distance between us.

      “I can’t really have you, though, can I?” Rochelle stands and walks back to the house, closing the door behind her. Getting out quickly, I follow her. She’s already in my bed when I step into the room, her eyes are open as she lays there.

      “What?” I ask her.

      “I had another man’s hands around my throat today. He told me I would taste sweeter than Tanika. How would he know that?”

      I freeze at her words. What the fuck!

      “Rochelle.”

      “Why are you calling me that?” Her eyebrows are pinched together.

      “It’s your name.”

      “Not for you, it isn’t.” And she’s right, but I don’t tell her that.

      “Do you know this man?”

      She nods. “Yes.”

      “How?”

      Rochelle moves and pulls the blanket up to her chin. “He’s a client. A private one of Martin’s who I bumped into.” She pauses. “I don’t want to talk about this. I want to go to sleep.”

      “I have to work tonight, Rochelle.”

      “I’ll just go to sleep, then.” And she does, turning to give me her back and closing her eyes.

      Walking out of the bedroom, I get dressed and go straight back to Blaze.

      “Rochelle knows who he is,” I tell him.

      Blaze pauses his hand, which is up some girl’s skirt, and turns to me. “What?”

      “He threatened Rochelle. Told her she would taste sweeter than Tanika.”

      Blaze stands fast, the girl on his lap falling to the floor.

      “Who the fuck is he?” he growls.

      I smirk. “We’re about to find out.”
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      Marcus doesn’t come back, and my sleep is awful. On and off I doze, never falling into a deep sleep. Those frightening eyes of Dave’s stare at me, scare me, and then there’s the dreams which consume me of that bastard touching her, of him hurting her.

      When I pull myself out of bed, I feel worse than when I climbed into it. And Marcus isn’t here to help me.

      I should have said something to him last night, about the blonde. But I realized I needed him more than knowing what happened between them. So, I took him to remind him he has me, and I lost myself in his touch as I always do.

      I love him based on kisses and lies.

      Climbing out of his bed, I go into his closet, it’s neat just like everything else in his house. He’s always so clean. Everything’s always so perfect. My hands grip on a neat pile of clothes, and I tear them down, tearing and ripping until it’s not so perfect anymore. Not everything can be perfect. Sometimes you have to tear things down to build them back up.

      “Do you plan on redecorating my whole room?” I jump, startled by his voice, and turn to find him and Blaze standing in the doorway. All I have on is a tank top and panties, but I don’t care.

      “Maybe,” I say, looking between them.

      “We have someone we want you to meet,” Blaze says, then walks away.

      Marcus continues to stand there, eyeing me. “You need to get dressed first and tie your hair up in a bun.”

      “Why?”

      “Do the hair first, so it doesn’t get on anything.”

      I sigh and do as he says—I’m on autopilot. A part of me knows the old me wouldn’t take orders from Marcus like this, but I can’t help myself. Once my hair’s in a bun, I reach for my clothes, pulling them on.

      “Is there a reason you were tearing my closet apart?”

      It’s been months now, months since we’ve been together, and I haven’t asked for more.

      He hasn’t offered it either.

      We are stagnant, going nowhere fast.

      “No,” I lie.

      “Okay,” he says, taking my answer as he usually does. There are times when he questions me, but it’s never for too long, and then he gives up or doesn’t care. I don’t know which one is worse.

      “Follow me.”

      We head downstairs, then out the back. We cross through some of his land before I see an old shed standing tall. Marcus doesn’t stop or look behind as he opens the door, holding it open for me to pass through.

      Stepping inside, the floor is white and clean. So extremely clean it’s scary. Looking up, I see a chair. The chair reminds me of one you go and sit on at the dentist’s office. But it’s what is in that chair that makes me take a step backward until I hit a hard body.

      “Rochelle.”

      There he goes again. Using my name. Why doesn’t he call me pretty girl anymore?

      “What….” The words get stuck in my throat, and I am unable to move.

      “I told you not to bring her in here,” Blaze says while shaking his head. “She should have left.” His angry eyes meet mine.

      Looking back to Marcus, his face is blank, as if it’s normal to have a man gagged, and tied to a chair so he can’t move.

      “Do you want to leave?” Marcus asks.

      “No,” I answer truthfully.

      He steps past me, happy with my answer, and walks over to Dave in the chair. I hate that I have to see him again, but I am happy it’s not him in a position of power. That bastard creeps me out, and for a good reason. Dave’s eyes look at me, and I can see he’s pleading with me, but I don’t have anything in me to give to him.

      “He hired my boss to take you down,” I tell Blaze, who looks up at me, shocked.

      “That’s interesting. So, you were behind the newspaper articles then?” Blaze asks while looking down at Dave. “I only fucked your wife once, and you know she wanted it. Plus, it was payment for all those fucking drugs you never paid for.”

      Dave starts thrashing in his seat, and Blaze smiles, looking over at me. “He would have lied, it’s what Dave’s so very good at. A lying, cheating, scumbag.” Blaze shakes his head, and I turn to see Marcus dressed in a white coat, he’s wearing gloves and a face mask.

      “Did he do it?” I ask Blaze.

      He leans down, takes the gag from Dave’s mouth, and looks him in the eye. “Tell her.”

      “I knew she was yours, the second time. I marked her and told her my cock can go deeper than yours. Then I showed her. She screamed then,” Dave says to Blaze.

      What a mistake.

      I lose all the contents of my stomach at his words.

      I don’t want to know. Really, I don’t want to know any of the details.

      “You should leave now,” Marcus says through his mask.

      “What do you plan to do to him?”

      Marcus doesn’t answer as he steps closer to a struggling Dave.

      It’s Blaze who answers, “He deserves everything he’s about to get. And Rochelle…” I look up to Blaze, “… you were never here. And you know nothing of this place. Do you understand?”

      I nod at his words.

      “I need your words, Rochelle,” he says.

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Go home. You won’t have to worry about him again.” Then Blaze walks over to me, opens the door as Dave starts speaking his evil words about all the things he did to Tanika, and how much she liked it. The minute the air hits me, I can no longer walk. And as the door shuts behind me, I collapse onto the grass out the front. I can still hear Dave screaming awful things about Tanika, but, somehow, I can’t seem to move my body. It’s stuck in the position it is in.

      Music blares and I know what’s happening. I don’t know exactly, but I have a pretty good idea.

      The screams eventually fall silent, and the sky seems to grow darker.

      Curling up in a ball, I lay there with the sun shining down on me, wondering what it would be like to live a different life. And how on earth did I end up here, lying out front while my lover is in a shed more than likely tearing apart a rapist.

      All while I do nothing but twiddle my thumbs in the grass.
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      When the door finally opens, I’m still lying in the grass with my eyes closed and not wanting to move. The sun has started to set and I know, I just know, this isn’t me. I have to change. I have to change all of this. Starting with the man standing above me.

      “Déjà vu,” I say.

      Marcus walks around so he’s standing in front of me, reaching down to help me up. When I stand, he picks me up as if I weigh nothing, and carries me back to the house.

      “Is he dead?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      “Dave went back to Tanika the second time because he knew she was with Blaze, right?”

      Marcus’ eyes search mine as we reach the house. “Yes.”

      Pain radiates through me, and sadness hits me hard. “I miss her.”

      Marcus doesn’t speak, just puts me in his bedroom and heads for the shower. When I manage to move, I head in too. His shower is large and open, and it has no glass doors.

      “I’m going to go,” I tell him.

      Marcus nods, there’s no fight in him. No asking me to stay.

      Just a damn nod.

      “Marcus…”

      He turns that beautiful ass of his, leaving my view, and now stands before me, a man with scars and a face so hauntingly beautiful I have to remember to breathe.

      “Do you love me?”

      He picks up the soap, blinks a few times, and turns back again. Giving me no answer. I nod my head in acknowledgment and leave. He doesn’t try to stop me. He doesn’t even walk me out.

      As I get in my car, I see Blaze standing in the dark near his motorcycle. He stubs out his cigarette and walks toward me, then leans down so he’s at my window and looks me over.

      “I hated you on the merit that you’re too good. I can see it. You are too good for someone like my brother. Not that he isn’t a great man,” Blaze says. I don’t speak. “You haven’t experienced half the things in this life he has. He’s walked through hell and never once looked back. He does that for people he loves. It’s why I admire him so much.” Blaze winks. “Don’t tell him that, though.”

      I won’t, because I think this is it.

      I think I’m done.

      I can’t do this anymore.

      Marcus had become a security blanket, one I no longer need. Well, one I have to stop needing.

      “What I’m saying is, Marcus doesn’t know good. You are the first good thing in his life that doesn’t expect anything. Do you get what I’m saying?”

      I do expect something from Marcus, and right now, I want something. I want him to tell me he loves me. And he didn’t. So my heart, which is shattered, will slowly grow back to love again. Maybe I will love myself differently, but I need to grow it back and become whole once more.

      Too much death, and not enough life.

      Marcus is all about death.

      I am not.

      “I don’t hate you, but I don’t like you,” he says, pushing back so his face is no longer near mine. “I couldn’t protect her, but I can protect him. If you stay with him any longer, he will change, and he doesn’t need to. Marcus is perfect just the way he is.” I shake my head, confused by his words. “He will never love you. He vowed to never love another woman after our mother. You will be lonely with him, no matter how good you are. He is always in the dark. Always.” Then he turns and walks off back to his bike, kick-starting it, and leaving me sitting in the driveway with no sign of Marcus and a hole the size of New York in my heart. He must know by now I’m no longer inside the house, and he hasn’t come to stop me, or see if I am okay.

      Maybe Blaze is right.

      No, I know he is.

      Marcus will never love me the way I love him.

      And no matter how much I try telling myself it will be enough, it isn’t.

      Marcus told me he would only be with me.

      Now that’s a lie too.

      Does he like her more than he likes me?

      I shake my head as the jealousy of the blonde comes roaring into my head.

      I’m not a jealous woman, and Marcus has turned me into a crazy person.
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      “You lied to her,” Blaze says later that night as he steps into the back house, his eyes falling to the source of the lie. Dave, who is not dead.

      “It was necessary.”

      “Was it, though?” he asks. “You have a woman who, despite all of this…” he waves his hands around, “… still hangs around.”

      “You don’t even like her.”

      “True. This is true. But I can see the way she looks at you.”

      “And how is that?” I ask, walking over to a passed out Dave, who is close to death.

      “She looks at you as if you’re her lifeline.”

      “I don’t want to be anyone’s lifeline,” I mutter while shaking my head.

      “I think you do,” Blaze says.

      Dave starts to stir. He’s strapped to the chair, unable to move. He starts to make muffled sounds, then screams when the pain begins to take hold.

      Blaze looks down on him and shakes his head. “Everyone thinks it’s me who is the dangerous one and you’re just the freak. But they don’t really know it’s you who’s the dangerous one. And I feel even if she knew that as well, she’d still accept you.”

      “She’s good,” I tell Blaze, reaching for my favorite item—the saw.

      Dave starts squirming.

      “And you’re evil. She will balance you out.”

      “Again… you hate her, that makes it hard,” I tell him.

      “I do, but I love you.” My hand freezes at his words. “You protected me. Showed me what love is. You didn’t even know you were doing it. I’d hear your screams when they would burn you. I never ran too far from the trailer. I had to know. Had to know they didn’t kill you.”

      “They could never have killed me.”

      “They could have. You loved Mom, and you should have left several times. You didn’t, though, because you wanted to protect me from her, Marcus. You stayed because you stay for broken things. And Rochelle is broken now.”

      “No, she isn’t. She’s hurt.”

      “If you say so. But also think about what you want.” Blaze steps back as I put Dave’s hand flat on the table, his screams are muffled as I start to saw each finger off individually. It’s not long before he passes out. The area fills with blood again, mixing with what is already dried up from when we did his toes yesterday.

      Blaze has instructed we give him the same pain he inflicted on Tanika. And short of shoving this saw up his ass, which I am still contemplating, this will do. Torturing him and stopping when he passes out, then restarting when he wakes again. Over and over until I have nothing left to cut off.

      Then, if I feel generous, I might take this blade to his throat and finish the job.

      “She wants kids,” I tell Blaze, my blade sitting on Dave’s stomach as we wait for him to wake.

      Blaze steps back and shakes his head. “Fuck.”

      “Exactly,” I groan.

      “Well, you need to work out what you’re doing.”

      The door pushes open, and Snow steps in. He’s the only other one who knows about this place other than Blaze.

      “I found these.” Snow drops pictures and panties onto the floor.

      Majority of those pictures are of Tanika, but a few are of Rochelle as well. Then I see ones where she’s showering, and the curtain is not fully shut.

      “Marcus,” Blaze says, holding a photograph of Rochelle standing next to me. My arm’s holding Rochelle possessively, and there’s a look in her eyes that can only be described as love. She doesn’t look at me like that anymore. She looks at me as if I’m a need to be filled.

      She’s lost in a world where I cannot pull her back from.

      “Fuck,” Snow says, moving a photograph on the floor.

      It’s one of Rochelle sleeping. He was inside her house? How the fuck was he in her house? Before I can stop myself, my saw is at Dave’s neck, and as he opens his eyes, I watch as the life drains from them.

      “Fuck. Really, Marcus?” Blaze shakes his head, picking up all the photographs. “Burn these when you burn him.”
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      “Oh, look, it’s you again.” I step back, my eyes narrow. Then I realize who it is. It’s hard because I don’t recognize her dressed in clothes.

      The blonde.

      The evil bitch.

      Her cell phone dings, and she looks away from me then looks back with a smile. “Don’t recognize me?” she asks with a hand on her hip.

      Kat looks to us both. I can tell she’s unaware of what’s going on. I should have avoided this place, and from now on I know I will. But our food is on its way, and it’s obvious the bitch works here. Just my luck.

      “And you are?” Kat asks, clearly not happy being interrupted.

      “I’m Marcus’ other girl… hasn’t this one told you?” blonde bitch says.

      “No. No she hasn’t because clearly you aren’t relevant,” Kat fires back.

      The blonde, whatever her name is, which I don’t really care, scrunches up her nose.

      “Well, I was relevant to him the other night.”

      It was two nights ago now, and I haven’t seen Marcus since.

      “My guess is you’re here annoying us right now in an attempt to get Rochelle to bite. For what reason, I don’t know. Maybe you’re jealous? Who knows? But if you don’t go away, I will call your manager and get you the fuck fired,” my sister says, then shoos blonde bitch with her hand, to which she scrunches up her nose and turns, leaving us.

      I smile at Kat, but she doesn’t return it. “Thanks.”

      “Oh, don’t thank me. I want to know everything, and I want to know it now. So spill.”

      I tell her about the blonde bitch, and Kat shakes her head.

      “You didn’t ask him?”

      “No.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I went to yours, then I went to him. Fucked him until I fell asleep.”

      Kat’s hand goes to her mouth and she mumbles something I don’t quite hear. Then she says, “You fucked him? What the fuck is wrong with you? Wake up, Rochelle. Leave that fucking world you’re in and wake the hell up.” Kat stands and grabs my wrist, then starts walking toward the car. We don’t even eat, but she left some money on the table before she dragged me out. We get in her car, and I don’t question when she drives off. Kat stops at the cemetery, and I close my eyes.

      “Oh no, you are getting out. Open those pretty blue eyes and get out.” I hear her door slam, then she walks around to my side, opening the door and reaching in for me.

      “I don’t want to.”

      “No, you’ve been avoiding any sort of feeling. I can tell. Now get out and feel again.”

      I pull my hand back. “I like not feeling, it’s easier.”

      “No, it’s not. Now. Get. Out.” Kat pulls me again until I’m out of the car, then she doesn’t let go as we start walking. It’s not long before the headstone registers in my brain, and I know whose it is straight away.

      My grandparents.

      I collapse to the ground, and tears start almost straight away. I haven’t cried in so long because holding it in feels safer. Kat leaves me there until I can manage to calm my breathing, then she pulls me back up to her. We go to the wall of names. Tanika was cremated, so her plaque is on a wall with a few others, but I spot her name straight away, my fingers roaming over it as the tears blur my vision.

      “You did nothing wrong. Tan had demons she thought she couldn’t live with. She loved you, Rochelle.”

      I nod. I know Tanika loved me. I loved her too. No, love. Still do.

      “I need to do something before I talk myself out of it,” I say, standing and wiping my face.

      “I’ll take you to your car.”
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        * * *

      

      My hand grips the glass tightly, my breathing picks up as I watch Marcus Stone in action. I can see his skin glistening under the cold night as each stroke grows more powerful, one after the next. My eyes are glued to his body as he comes up for air. His strong jawline opening then closing with each powerful breath.

      How can watching someone swim turn you on?

      I’m not sure, but it can. Somehow it turns me on.

      Bringing the glass to my lips, I take one more drink, finishing the contents and feeling the burn as it goes down. I need the liquid courage. I need it to face him.

      Marcus turns, his strokes finally stop when he looks at me. The light from the kitchen is not helping to obscure me while I sit in the dark, stalking.

      My breathing stops as his two powerful eyes lock on mine, his strong hand lifts and strokes his fingers through his hair. I’m helpless and can’t help but watch as the muscles in his arm flex during the simple action. His hazel eyes narrow in on me.

      “Rochelle…” Marcus says my name as easily as the water drips from his body.

      It makes me even madder.

      The drink in my hand feels like it could smash any second with the pressure I’m applying to the glass. He pushes himself out of the water, his body glistening as he comes to a stand not too far away from me. Reaching for a towel, he wipes his body. His hazel eyes, now darkening, lock on me when I don’t answer him.

      “I’m leaving you,” I say with a smile when my breath doesn’t hitch at those words.

      “This is what you want?” Marcus asks.

      No fight.

      No argument.

      Nothing.

      “Yes. I’m leaving you,” I say it more to myself this time. Perhaps to help me believe it.

      He chuckles.

      The asshole chuckles.

      “Off you go, then.”

      With as much strength as I can muster, I throw my glass at him, just missing his head when he ducks out of the way. When he stands taller, I know that was a mistake. But I honestly don’t care. I can’t care anymore.

      Pushing myself up from the lounger where I was reclining while working up the courage to tell him I am leaving, I step forward and come just under his chin.

      Marcus is tall.

      I hate that about him.

      I hate a lot about him.

      But then again, I also don’t.

      “Is that all you’ve got to say?” I arch an eyebrow.

      Marcus arches one back. “Yes.” Then he pushes past me, not caring that he almost knocks me over as he heads inside.

      I follow. I shouldn’t, but I can’t help myself.

      “You sleep with her… when I’m not here… in this house,” I yell.

      He halts, turns, and smirks. “I do,” Marcus says, the towel now dropping. His swimwear is sitting low on his hips. “And I fuck her hard… all the ways you hate and I love.” His lips turn up, waiting for me to say something in return.

      “I hate you,” I spit at him.

      “I know you do.”

      “I hate you sooo much.”

      “That’s okay. You can leave now.”

      “Is she coming over?” I yell.

      Marcus turns, his hand touching the railing that leads up to his room.

      I’ve never really lived here—I was simply a visitor. No one important. Just a person in this man’s life. No one can penetrate him. I feel sorry for the person who finally does get through his impervious walls. They will either be very stupid or love him more than anyone else ever has.

      “She will be now. I have steam I need to work off.” He takes the steps two at a time and disappears, leaving me standing in the foyer with my hands clenched as I look around for my things. Luckily for me, I never moved out of my house. What a mistake that would have been if I had.

      But worse, what a mistake Marcus was.

      While rushing around and grabbing my things, I hear a ding. Looking over to the countertop, I see his cell light up. For some reason he doesn’t have it locked, so I slide it open and up pops a girl’s name.
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      I gag, then throw his phone at the floor, hard enough that it shatters.

      Fuck him and his cheating ass.

      Picking up my bags, I walk to the door and step through, pushing it hard behind me so it slams. Again, fuck him and whatever he thinks.

      My car is parked out the front where I left it when I arrived to break this nightmare off. I knew I’d have to make a quick getaway.

      I need to get away from him.

      He’s poison.

      Toxic.

      A virus that has inserted itself in my system and won’t leave, sucking me dry.

      Now is my chance to extract that poison.

      I have to for my own health.

      For my own good.

      Marcus Stone is not good for me, that much is obvious.

      Throwing my bags in the car, I look back at his house, and when I look up, I see him standing on his balcony staring down at me. Marcus’ hands are on the railing, his eyes locked onto mine.

      “Fuck you,” I say under my breath, as I walk around and get into my little red car.

      The car creaks, and I wonder if it can hear my own heart doing the same.

      The tears don’t come, not until I’m almost home.

      I feel everything. Everything.

      And I want the pain to go away, but I won’t allow it to.

      I love a man who can’t love me back. Marcus never made me believe that he could love me. I knew this, but it didn’t stop me from falling in love with him anyway.

      And fall I did.

      My sister’s sitting on my front steps when I arrive back at my house. Kat stands when she sees me, and I walk to her falling into her arms.

      “You did it?”

      I don’t need to reply, she already knows. I manage to nod in her arms, and she squeezes me tighter. “Breaking your heart is the worst pain of all.”

      “He never loved me,” I say, wiping my tears as I look up at her. “I knew it, but I stayed anyway. Hoping maybe it was possible.”

      “Yes. But, did you love yourself with him?”

      That’s the tricky part isn’t it? Did I?

      I was breaking when I met him, and I broke even more each day thereafter. Marcus didn’t get the best of me, he got the broken part of me, and I did nothing to repair that.
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      Marcus makes no attempt to see me. None at all. I didn’t really expect him to, but as the weeks pass and I don’t hear from him, I wonder if he even thinks of me, or if it’s just my broken heart hoping maybe he does.

      My soul’s crushed, just as much as my heart was when I left his house.

      I return to work and life goes back to where it was. Before my grandparents’ death. Before meeting him.

      I start to smile again, which is nice. It takes time, but eventually it comes, even though it’s painfully slow. When I think of those whom I loved and lost, I don’t break down at the drop of a hat anymore. Now, I smile and try to remember the good, and not get hung up with the bad. The bad is not a good place for me to dwell in.

      Kat asked to move in with me. Her lease was up on her place, and she had been over at my house every day with Annabelle anyway. I was more than happy for her to move in. The company’s nice.

      Kat started dating.

      I don’t.

      I won’t.

      Annabelle is my companion when Kat goes out, and thank God for my beautiful, toothy niece. She makes me smile on days when I’m not sure I can, or perhaps the truth is I don’t want to.

      “You need to date,” Kat says, smiling as she slides on a red dress. “Get dressed, you’re coming with me.”

      “Nope. No way,” I reply while shaking my head and sitting my ass on the couch.

      “Oh yes you are. Now get up.”

      “I don’t want to do that speed date thing you do.”

      “This isn’t that. I’m going out with a few friends to a club. You. Are. Coming.”

      “Nope,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “You haven’t heard from Marcus since you broke up. It’s been almost two months, Roch. Get dressed, it’s time for another man to play with that heart of yours.”

      “I like not having my heart fucked around with, and I don’t want that anymore if I can help it. Thank you very much.”

      Kat waves at me. “Please, you loved it.” She throws a dress from her closet at me. “You can be pretty in red, too. Now get it on, it’s a red party.”

      “Isn’t it meant to be a white party?”

      “No. Now slide it on and put your hair up. I have to leave soon, and the Uber is on its way.”

      “I don’t want to go.”

      “If you come, I will clean for a month.”

      I jump at her words and start stripping, sliding on the dress, and heading off to change panties before I throw my hair up. When I walk out, she’s wearing heels, and she dangles a pair off her fingers for me. “I knew that would work. You hate housework. Now, come on.”

      Of course, it would work, and she knows it. Honestly, I hate cleaning, cooking, you name it. Hate it. My goal in life is to live where I never have to cook again, I detest it that much.

      Now that would be living.

      “How long are we expected to stay out?” I ask as we both slide into the Uber.

      “Don’t even start the night off with that attitude,” Kat answers with an eye roll.

      “What?”

      She points her finger in my face. “I know what you’re doing, and don’t. Relax, try to have fun. Have a few drinks and mingle. Mum has Annabelle and I need this.”

      “Are you meeting anyone?”

      “No, but I hope to.”

      Kat’s in a phase lately where she likes to go out. She never used to. Hardly went out before Annabelle, and now that Annabelle’s over a year old she’s started to go out more. If I don’t watch Annabelle, our mother does. And it’s not like Kat goes out often, just more times than we are used to from her. This is her second time this month, and I like to see her happy. It’s as if she’s discovering life again, and she’s living it.

      We come to a stop outside a club that is not in our area. I haven’t been here before, as I prefer to stay local.

      Getting out, there’s a queue around the corner. Damn, I really don’t want to wait in a line. Kat clamps her hand around mine and pulls me to the front of the queue. The bouncer smiles at Kat and instantly lets her in.

      “When did you become miss popular?” I ask as we make our way down steps into a busy area full of people.

      “One of the guys from my speed date owns this place. It’s pretty cool, hey?” I can only nod at her words. “Okay, let’s drink.” Kat walks to the bar, buys two drinks, and turns around. “So, I know for a fact those guys over there…” she points to an area in the corner where a few guys are seated, “… are single. Any of them tickle your fancy?”

      I look, even though I know I won’t say yes. One guy with blond hair, the type I would usually go for, before him that is, takes my eye.

      “That’s Matt, by the way.”

      “I’m not interested.”

      “You want to turn into a lonely old cat lady?” she asks with an eyebrow cocked.

      “No, I want to move on, but only when I’m ready.”

      Kat turns away with her drink in her hand. Then her hand grabs mine and she squeezes.

      I turn in her direction.

      Then I see them.

      Both of them.

      They’re walking to the booth area where all the guys are seated. Marcus stands behind his brother, Blaze. Marcus is just a fraction taller and just as big, but he doesn’t look interested. Blaze, on the other hand, looks angry. A few guys straighten when they see them approaching, and they start talking, but my eyes don’t leave him. Marcus is dressed in black jeans and a white shirt, and his hair is brushed backward, so his curls are not as strong or evident as they usually are.

      Damn! I love those curls.

      “I need to go,” I say to Kat.

      “Yes, okay, then. Sorry, I didn’t know they would be here.”

      I don’t reply to Kat, simply turn and start for the door. It’s busier now, and it is hard to push through the people to get back to the front.

      Suddenly, I’m pulled back, and I’m about ready to let go at Kat when I turn and see Marcus with his hand on me. “Pretty girl.”

      Something rushes toward my chest from the sound of that voice, suffocating me. Pulling my arm out of his grasp, he looks at me, shocked. “Why are you here?”

      I scrunch my face at his words and turn to see Blaze talking with Kat, who’s next to me. I can’t hear what they’re saying, but she’s smiling. And Marcus, well, he looks serious.

      “I was just leaving.”

      “You look good, pretty girl.”

      I laugh. Uncontrollable, crazy laughter, and wipe at the tears that burn in the back of my eyes.

      “You are fucked, you know that? Fucked.”

      “Why did you leave, pretty girl?”

      I step closer to him. “I chose to leave because loving you was making me become less and less like me.”

      Marcus looks at me like he can’t believe the words that have left my mouth. I turn to Kat and see she’s up on her tippy toes as she whispers to Blaze. Blaze’s eyes go wide, and I reach for her. “We are leaving.”

      “Okay.”

      Pushing past Marcus, I walk out with Kat behind me and wave a cab down.

      “We’re really leaving?” Kat asks.

      “Yes.” Then I stop. “Do you want to stay?”

      “No. Well, yes. But no.”

      Opening the cab door, I slide in, and just when I think she’s going to follow, a pair of black jeans climbs in, and Marcus is sitting next to me, shutting the door with Kat standing next to Blaze.

      “Get out.”

      “Where to?” the cab driver asks.

      Marcus rattles off my address and the cab starts moving. When I look out the back window, Kat gives me a wave, smiling.

      Fuck.

      “You need to get out.”

      “No. It seems we need to talk.”

      “I don’t want to talk to you.” I pull my legs away from Marcus and make sure none of my body is touching him.

      “You do. And I want to talk to you.”

      “You don’t talk. So please don’t act like you want to.”

      “I will, for you.”

      My head turns sharply to look at him, his hazel eyes already firmly on me.

      “Lies,” I spit at him.

      “No. We need to talk.”

      “Then talk,” I say, placing my hands in my lap with an eyebrow raised while waiting. The cab driver probably thinks we’re crazy, but I don’t care.

      “I’ve missed you,” he says, his face serious.

      “Okay,” is all that seems to leave my mouth at his words.

      “Have you not missed me?” he asks. I watch as his hand moves closer to me.

      I pull my leg away and narrow my eyes at him. “I don’t give you permission to touch me. Do not touch me,” I say as we come to a stop out the front of my house. I slide out and hear Marcus pay the cab driver before he also gets out. I don’t want to invite him inside, so I stay on my stairs as he walks across to me. His eyes drink me in, and he stops just shy of me.

      “I need permission to touch you now?” he asks.

      I nod my head. “Yes. You lost that right when you stuck your cock in a blonde bitch’s pussy,” I say back to him.

      His head shakes and he steps closer. “I did no such thing.”

      “I saw you with her. You didn’t deny it, and then I saw the messages.”

      “Oh yes, thanks for smashing my phone,” he says with his eyes narrowed.

      “You’re welcome,” I reply, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “I see you,” he says, reaching for a piece of my hair. “You aren’t so numb anymore.”

      I brush his hand away. “No thanks to you.”

      “I didn’t make you numb, pretty girl. I didn’t push you through it either, though.”

      Marcus is right, he was content with how we were.

      So was I. Until I wasn’t.

      “You need to go,” I say, taking a large step back.

      “No. I didn’t sleep with her. I haven’t slept with anyone since I met you.” Marcus steps closer, not caring that I’m trying to put distance between us.

      “You lie.”

      Marcus shakes his head. “No. No, I’m not. No more kisses and lies, it’s the truth.”

      “We c-could never work, we’re t-two complete opposites,” I say to him, my voice breaking.

      I want him.

      I want him so badly because my heart loves him.

      I love this man.

      “Opposites last. We will never get bored of each other.”

      “We don’t want the same things,” I say.

      “I’ll do anything you want as long as it involves you.”

      “What about kids?” I ask.

      Marcus’ face hardens, and he stops.

      “What about kids?” I ask him again.

      “I can’t have kids.”

      “Why? Why can’t you have kids?” I ask. He’s told me this once before, but he never explained why.

      “I have to go.” Marcus steps back.

      “This is why. This is why we will never work.”

      He pauses, and before he can turn or say another word, I spin around, unlock my door and walk inside my house, slamming the door behind me. Sliding down the door, I listen for his footsteps. He comes up the stairs and stops at my door, I wait for him to knock but it doesn’t happen. A few breaths later his feet retreat, and I’m left on my floor wondering why my heart beats so fast for a man who can never love me the way I want to be loved.

      It’s really unfair.
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      Having Marcus come back into my life when I was healing hasn’t done me any good, it’s fucked me over yet again.

      I still love him.

      I still want him.

      Despite his damn words.

      And, is what he told me true? It can’t be. I saw them together, and then the messages. He didn’t deny it when I asked, he told me he was going to fuck her. So why lie if it’s not true? It makes no sense. None at all.
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        * * *

      

      “Blaze was angry that Marcus left with you,” Kat says, sitting next to me the following day. She came home very late, smelling like smoke and alcohol.

      “You friends with Blaze now?” I ask.

      She harrumphs. “If you mean, do I want to sleep with him, then the answer is yes.” She smirks. “But no, we haven’t.”

      “You sound awfully sad about that fact,” I say, shaking my head.

      “I don’t want to marry the man, I just want to sleep with him,” she says while standing. “Anyway, it’s you we should be talking about. Marcus left with you.”

      “Not by my choice.”

      “Do you want him?”

      I shake my head. “Why are you asking me this?”

      “It’s a simple question. Do you want him?”

      “Yes. Yes, of course I want him, but I will not be one of those stupid girls who goes back to her cheating-ass boyfriend.”

      “Fair enough.” She shrugs. “Though Blaze did say he would never have fucked around on you.” Then Kat walks off, leaving me hanging on her words.

      Heading to my room, I get dressed, then drive out to see Blaze at the clubhouse. Because I know on the weekend that’s where he will be, and so will she. Surprisingly, I am let in without anyone stopping me.

      I spot blonde bitch straight away. She’s dressed today—still slutty—sitting at a table with everyone else as they eat.

      “Oh God, not you again. Thought we got rid of you.”

      “Tell me, are you always such a cunt?”

      Snickers are heard around the table as her eyes narrow in on me. “Do you want me to hit you, bitch?”

      “You tried that already. Pretty sure I won.” I give her a wide smirk.

      “Rochelle,” Blaze growls from the end of the table. “You come in here and threaten my people? What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      I ignore him completely and look at blonde bitch. “Did you really fuck him? Or, were you being a messy bitch?”

      “Misha,” Blaze says.

      Oh, so that’s her name.

      “I may have.” The bitch flicks her hair, and it does nothing but irritate the fuck out of me.

      “You may have? Or you did?”

      “Misha,” Blaze says again, becoming annoyed.

      I hear footsteps behind me, and a hand touches my hip. I know who it is without turning.

      “Misha,” Marcus says behind me.

      Misha’s eyes narrow in on me. “No, I didn’t sleep with him. Not that I didn’t try, though.” Blonde bitch winks at Marcus.

      “Pack your shit, Misha, and leave,” Blaze says.

      Misha’s head whips around to Blaze. “You can’t be serious… over her?” She points to me.

      “Over you being a bitch. Now pack your shit.”

      “No,” she says, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “I could make you leave. You covered in a black bag might look good on you,” Marcus says.

      Blonde bitch’s eyes grow worried, and she stands, letting the chair fall back on the floor and shouldering me as she walks past. Turning to leave, I don’t even bother saying goodbye to anyone. I walk quickly, and as I go to get into my car, before I can open the door, Marcus reaches for me and turns me around to face him.

      “Was there anyone else?” I ask.

      “No, only you.”

      “What was the message about then? Remember, I read it on your phone.”

      “Misha always sent me messages. If you had looked properly, you would have seen I never replied to any of them.”

      “Have you ever slept with her?” I ask.

      “Once. That was long before I met you.”

      “Why can’t you have kids, Marcus?”

      His hand lifts, and I watch as his muscles strain in his shirt. He looks everywhere but at me. “Will you come to my house?” he asks. “We can talk there.”

      “Maybe tomorrow,” I reply while opening my car door and sliding in. He leans on the window and looks down at me.

      “Tomorrow?”

      “Yes, tomorrow, Marcus. You aren’t the center of my universe anymore.”

      “Fair enough.” Marcus steps back, giving me room to move. “Tomorrow, pretty girl.”

      I give him a simple nod and drive off.
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        * * *

      

      It’s late, raining, and I’m soaked as I knock on his door. I simply couldn’t wait until tomorrow. I want answers now. I need them. At first, I don’t think he’s home, but his truck is here.

      “Marcus,” I yell, my hand banging on his door.

      A light flicks on, and through the window in the door I watch as he comes down the stairs with no shirt, and only a pair of gray tracksuit pants hanging from his hips.

      My body starts shivering when he comes to the door. He doesn’t invite me inside, he just stares at me like he can’t believe I’m here.

      To be honest, neither can I.

      “I want kids,” I say to him. “Why can’t you have kids?”

      “You want to talk about this now?” he asks, running a hand through his hair.

      “Yes. Why?” I wrap my arms around myself as the rain pours even harder.

      “Come inside.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I don’t want to be in your space, I simply want to know why. Now tell me, Marcus. Tell me, so I can walk away for good if I need to.”

      “You want to walk away?”

      “I don’t want to, but I will. I’ve sacrificed myself enough for you, even though I know you never asked that of me. But I did. I put away my needs because I wanted to be with you.”

      “I never asked you to.”

      “I know, and that makes it worse,” I say, shaking my head. I’m freezing, my bottom lip is involuntarily quivering, but I’m not moving. I want my answer. “Tell. Me. Now.”

      “No,” he replies.

      I huff at his words and turn, walking back to my car. Before I can get there he turns me around, the rain’s running down his face.

      “Let me go.” I pull away, but he makes a move for me again and I slip. When I do, I go down, pulling him on top of me so we’re both wet. I struggle to move with him on me, but he doesn’t budge. He looks down at me, and I see it then, the change in his eyes. Something is different.

      “I told you about my mother. I don’t want to bring children into a world where this is what happens to them. I would never wish that on any child.”

      “You think you will turn into her?”

      He closes his eyes, water falling from his eyelashes. “I would never be her, but that doesn’t mean I don’t have her traits. I’m guarded like she was. I don’t like people, which is exactly like her.” He tells me how he feels.

      “That doesn’t mean you will be like her.”

      “I don’t want kids, Rochelle.”

      A heavy sigh leaves my mouth, then I push at him. He gets up and helps me up too.

      “That’s it? I don’t want kids and you walk away?”

      “It’s what has to be. I would never choose to be with someone who loves the dead more than he loves the living. But here I am, telling you I love you regardless. And here you are, telling me you won’t give me what I need. What I want from life.”

      “You can have a happy life with me without kids, pretty girl.”

      I put my hands up while shaking my head. “But I don’t want that. I want to know what it’s like to grow a baby in my belly. I want to know what that unconditional love is like. It changed my sister, and I want the same thing. I saw what that love can do.”

      “My love can do that too,” he says, his lips now in a thin line. I don’t think he’s realized what he’s just said, but I certainly took notice.

      “You love me?” I ask him, confused. He knows I love him, but not once has he told me he loves me. Every time I told him, I got nothing in return.

      “Yes. Do you need written confirmation?”

      “Well, yes.”

      Marcus reaches out and pulls me into his arms, then his hands start tearing at my clothes, and I let him.

      “This doesn’t solve our problem. I can’t be with you if you don’t want the same things as me,” I say as he pulls my skirt from my body, then lifts my hands, taking off my shirt.

      “I want whatever it is you want to make you happy.”

      “I want kids.”

      “Except that.” Then he lifts me.

      “No. It will never work unless we want the same things,” I say as he walks us to his bedroom. My legs are wrapped around him as he holds me tightly to him. I can feel he’s hard beneath me, but I won’t act on it. I can’t.

      “I want you. Whatever comes with that, I will learn to accept.”

      “You will?”

      Marcus places me on the bed and looks down at me, my hair a frizzy mess from the rain. His locks are sticking to his forehead, and he never looked so fucking good. His gray tracksuit pants are wet, revealing the outline of his hard cock, so he peels them off, standing naked in front of me. Hard and exceptional.

      “As long as you are a part of the package, I think I can walk through this thing called life.”

      “Really?” I ask again.

      “Yes. Now will you shut up so I can kiss you?”

      “Tell me you love me again.”

      Marcus bends forward, his lips touching mine, and soft slow kisses begin to take over my mouth and own it as if it was always his. Pulling back, I look at him straight in the eyes. “Tell me, Marcus.”

      “Only for you,” he says while pushing me back and climbing over me. “Only for you will I say those words…. I fucking love you, pretty girl, and I will until the day I fucking die. That I know for sure.”

      I smile. “And kids?”

      “Can we start slow? We have time.”

      “Slow? As in how slow?” I ask breathlessly while he pushes my legs apart.

      “How about you move in, then we talk more about the kids part. But I would like to be buried deep in you every night for the rest of my life.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” I smirk as he reaches between my legs, touches my clit with his fingers, and rubs in a circular motion while he nips at my lips.
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      She’s asleep next to me while my hands roam her perfect body. Rochelle moans, and turns to face me.

      “Did you ask me to move in with you last night?” she asks, smiling up at me.

      “I think I did.”

      “Wowser! Who knew all I had to do was break my own heart for you to come to your senses?”

      “It broke mine, too.”

      Rochelle’s eyes go wide at my words. But I’m not going to lie to her, I was fucking lonely and desperate when she left. I didn’t know I needed her that much until she was gone. I didn’t know I wanted her so badly until I couldn’t have her.

      “Did you think this was how we’d end up?”

      “We’ve only just started,” I say, leaning into her, kissing along her bare neck, when her phone starts ringing.  She moans, wanting to ignore it but knowing she can’t. “I have to get it,” she says when it rings again.

      “Rochelle.”

      I hear a scream. Rochelle giggles at the sound of her screeching voice.

      “It’s my sister,” she whispers. “Clearly, still drunk.”

      “So, I may be at your lover’s brother’s playhouse thing. Can you come get me?”

      Rolling off her I get up.

      

      
        
        Rochelle

      

      

      

      I didn’t want to come back here—I hate this place and the memories it holds of Tanika now. The gates open and I spot Blaze standing at the wooden door, holding it open as I slide out of my car.

      “Déjà vu,” he says.

      “Yes, another one close to me I’ll have to save from you,” I say while walking up to him.

      Blaze’s lip quirks. “As long as you don’t get this one killed, we’ll be fine.”

      His words anger me, and I instantly want to strangle him.

      How fucking dare he!

      “This is my sister, and she will not have anything to do with you.” I cross my arms over my chest.

      “I haven’t killed you because Marcus loves you. Don’t make my brother hate me because I found the need to end you.”

      I hear Kat giggle and watch as she comes out. She leans on him and he takes her weight. “Rochelle, how come you never invited me here before? I love it.”

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I tell Kat.

      Blaze turns to her. “Your annoying sister is right. Don’t fucking come back.”

      Kat seems to straighten and sober all at once. “What the fuck?” Her eyes turn to angry slits as she steps up to Blaze. Kat has a temper, a bad one. “Did you really just say that?”

      “Yes. Now fuck off.”

      Kat shakes her head, steps closer, and I watch as she grabs his cock, cupping it in her palm. “I’m going to break your fucking heart, Blaze, and you’re going to enjoy every single moment of it.” Kat smiles, and I know she means every word. She drops his cock and walks over to me threading her arm through mine as we turn and walk off. I flick a glance back over my shoulder to Blaze, and see him watching her with a look I can’t quite read on his face.

      Is that appreciation?

      Loss?

      Or is it hope?

      I don’t know, but I’m eager to find out.

      Because Kat is going to do exactly what she said—she is going to break that man’s heart.

      She’s vengeful like that.

      This is going to be fun to watch.
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      Prologue

      

      His flawless lips are right in my face, his perfect body inches from mine.

      How I adore this man.

      With everything I am.

      Even when I know I shouldn’t.

      His eyes skim my body, roam me with a pleasure that shines so brightly.

      Rough hands touch me. If he wants to claim me again, I will let him.

      I love this man.

      I’m love-drunk on him, and I’m afraid I will never get sober.

      The problem is, I want to be sober. No. I need to be sober.

      “Everly.”

      I briefly close my eyes, taking in that word that captures me, steals me, and makes me drunk, so fucking drunk on him I can’t think clearly.

      His breath’s on my ear now. He’s fast, always so damn fast. I can’t keep up with him.

      “Don’t.” My eyes flash open, and he’s back in front of my face.

      “Don’t what, Everly? Touch you?” His hand cups my sex.

      Tears stream down my face and fall onto my top.

      “Why cry, Everly? I am not hurting you. Yet.”

      I shake my head. “Why?”

      The tears are now streaming so fast it’s like Niagara Falls cascading over my eyelids. He leans in close again. His breath makes me tingle, and he licks my ear then takes my earlobe in his mouth, biting it.

      “I want you. There’s no other excuse.”

      I shake my head and he pulls back. His hand is still firmly on my sex, which he’s touched many, many times.

      I’ve been in love with him now for three months.

      How was I so blind?

      How did I fall so fast?

      “You don’t lie, Gunner. Tell me the truth.” My tears dry as he pulls back and looks me in the eyes. His gorgeous, dark, hypnotic eyes stare at me like they’re seeing right inside my very soul.

      “You can’t handle the truth. And your father won’t tell you the truth either.”

      I scoff and shake my head. “I want it from you. Why can’t you give me the truth?”

      His hand touches his perfect hair—brown with natural blond highlights. It’s flawless. It’s the type of hair women pay big money for, and he’s somehow naturally blessed with it.

      But, as with all blessings—and believe me, he has many—there comes a price.

      I was too late to see the price.

      To see who he really is.

      I’m not sure I even see it all now.

      Pieces. Fragments. Scraps. That’s all I have.

      Just like one drink when you’re an alcoholic. You tell yourself only one more sip, it won’t do anything. But one sip is never enough to quench that thirst.

      He’s like that for me.

      I keep telling myself that one more sip won’t hurt, and that I won’t get drunk on him.

      What a lie.

      I’m always drunk on him.

      Totally and utterly intoxicated by him.

      “Everly.”

      The tears have stopped.

      He’s watching me. Waiting. Unsure.

      “Did you ever love me?”

      His eyes look to the floor for answers that don’t come.

      That hurts when there’s no automatic answer.

      I turn to walk away, but like usual, he grabs my arm and turns me back to him.

      “You know not to speak of that. You know who I am. I have not hidden the fact.”

      I pull my arm free, and this time he lets me. “So many things not to do, not to ask, not to feel.” I throw my hands up in the air.

      His posture shifts, and he stands tall. “I changed for you,” he says through gritted teeth.

      This time, I laugh. “It’s nothing more than what you wanted me to see. Isn’t it?”

      Turning, I walk out the door, hopefully taking my love-drunk heart with me.

      “I love you, Everly. Is that what you want to hear?”

      I stop.

      Turn around.

      I’m out the front now, he’s followed me outside with his shirt open from my hands—having a mind of their own—unbuttoning it while we were inside. My eyes betray me, they can’t help themselves as they drop to see his gorgeous physique.

      “You just want me to stay, Gunner.”

      His hand runs through his mass of curls. Why is he so devastatingly beautiful? It’s really unfair.

      “Everly.”

      “Stop saying my name,” I yell.

      A door opens and a neighbor sticks her head out.

      “Get back inside,” Gunner says without looking.

      I turn back and see he’s watching me intently.

      “I don’t think I can do this. Thank you, Gunner. Have a good life.”

      The minute I turn, the tears start. They fall hard and fast like a thundering waterfall gushing with force and ferocity.

      My heart is breaking, tearing into shreds. I’m not sure how I’m putting one foot in front of the other. But I am. I am walking away from him. Hopefully leaving the love-drunk part of me behind.

      I walk past the club where it all started. The place where I met him.

      It’s where my story with him started, so I guess it is fitting it ends so close to it.

      

      Chapter One

      

      My hands are on the hem of my dress—it’s one of those that creep all the way up and doesn’t stop creeping until your panties are showing. I try my hardest to pull it down, but the minute I walk, it sneaks its way back up to my ass.

      May’s laughing and brushing my hands away as we arrive at the club door. Her dress, on the other hand, doesn’t budge. Somehow it sticks to her like glue. The cocktail dress is made from red velvet and is beautiful. She’s matched it with a pair of sky-high black Louboutin heels. May’s ass is perfect, and the dress shows all her curves with nothing left to the imagination. While my ass, thanks to my mother, is curvy. I have junk in my trunk, that’s for sure.

      “Leave it,” May states while she brushes my hands away again. I run my fingers through my dark hair hoping it doesn’t frizz later on. Puckering my lips together, I smudge the lipstick between my lips that May insisted I wear tonight, after telling me I have the perfect Cupid’s bow lips.

      The bouncer opens the rope to let us in, and May gives him the biggest of smiles she can muster. As she walks past him, her long straight blonde hair sways from side to side.

      I’ve always admired her confidence, it’s something she has in abundance. Where I only have scraps of it left. She sees no harm in flirting and taking a man home with her. I, on the other hand, would have a panic attack thinking he might actually fucking kill me, or something worse. Who knows? Okay, I know what you’re thinking—there’s nothing worse than being killed, but let me tell you, there is.

      I’m no angel.

      My father runs his business a certain way, and some parts of it are considered dangerous. There are things he does which I shouldn’t know about. But it’s hard to keep secrets when men are constantly coming in and out of your house at all hours of the night. Or when you have a bodyguard with you on your way to school. I overheard these men talking sometimes when I was bored and would sneak out of my bedroom. The way they spoke about what they would do to people who didn’t listen or conform still sends shivers down my spine when I think about it all these years later.

      There is definitely worse.

      In some instances, death is the easy way out, and even preferable to the alternative.

      Granted, I stayed far away from everything that was happening around me—and especially from my father’s business—and did my own thing. I only went home on weekends for my obligatory family dinners or Sunday lunches. It was all part of my arrangement with them.

      One of the reasons I now use as an excuse not to visit them, is that I own one of the busiest cafés in my town—the Pink Café. The reason for its name you ask? Yes, it’s pink, and everywhere you look are tones of the color. It is an Instagrammer’s dream to take photographs of themselves by our flowered walls, or in front of my pink heart stands. I’m proud of what I’ve built, and people visit from all over the world to take pictures. And soon, I will have paid my parents back in full. I honestly cannot wait for the day. The pleasure will be so intense, and I’m sure I will be smiling widely when that time arises. To not be indebted to them anymore means I will not have to be surrounded by them and their wishes or demands.

      “I need to change, or better yet, leave,” I say in the most irritated tone I can muster.

      May shakes her head and steps off to grab our free drinks. That confidence of hers is a really good thing when we go out. She’s also been a massive help for the success of my café. Without her large following and constant posts, it wouldn’t be where it is today.

      We move to the end of the bar, sit on two of the stools where it reads ‘No Service,’ and we sip our drinks while May scans the crowd.

      “I’m going to pick someone for you to go up to and introduce yourself. Offer to buy him a drink. And if you do, my next three posts on Insta are all yours.”

      That’s a bargain for me. May has close to a million followers and is growing exponentially. My little pink café has only fifty-thousand, but I’m hungry for more. She will bring in those followers. Every time she posts, my follows go up, and in conjunction with her posts we become busier. It’s a win for me. Her bright blue eyes shine at me knowing full well I’m going to say yes. She’s simply playing mean now by dangling that proverbial carrot in front of me.

      “Move it, because your first post is tomorrow.” May throws her head back and laughs loudly.

      I stand there waiting and watching for her to settle back down before she makes her choice. This is my chance—I will be able to go home after this and there is nothing more I want right now than my comfy bed and a book. I tap my heels waiting for her to settle the fuck down and pick.

      Once she stops her cackling, May’s eyes scan the dance floor and stop. I watch her line of sight and smile. May would never want me to be with anyone who wasn’t photo-worthy, and this man is definitely in that category. Well, of what I can see of him anyway.

      He has brown-blond hair with touches of light, which is curly and tied back in a low ponytail with a few curls straying out to the side. He’s tall and has quite a few women crowding around him. A few men, too. All of them seem to look up at him as if he’s the center of attention. He probably is, let’s make no mistake about that.

      “That one. Go. Say hello.”

      I turn my attention back to May, raise an eyebrow, and smile. I still haven’t seen his face because his back is to me.

      Her smile is more like a gloating smirk. “Yes, him. The one with the fuck-me hair tied back. Go.” She shoos me, but before I turn to walk away, I ask, “Just hello, right? And three posts, if I do?”

      She nods with a smile.  “Yes. Now move it before one of the other women beat you to it and claim his ass.”

      I turn, pull my dress down, and make my way through the throng of people. As I reach him, a girl who’s standing next to him looks me up and down, then dismisses me as if I’m nothing. I turn back to look at May, who’s eagerly watching me. Taking a deep breath, I give myself a little pep talk and tell myself I can do this. He’s just a man, and I interact with people all day at my little café, so saying hello isn’t going to kill me.

      Facing him, I almost stop breathing. It literally feels like everything’s knocked out of me, including my breath. He’s facing me, watching me, and waiting for me to turn back around. His dark eyes bore into mine, and it takes everything in me to not take a step back and slowly retreat away. It’s not simply that his eyes are dark, there’s something else held in them too. Like he could eat me alive if he so pleased. And that thought is scary.

      “We have enough company. Thank you,” one of the girls says. Her hand is on his chest, but he isn’t touching her. In fact, he isn’t touching any of them now I come to notice.

      Removing my eyes from her, I look back to see him assessing me. He’s waiting to see what I’ll do. He still hasn’t uttered a word to me, and I haven’t garnered enough confidence to let any words leave my mouth.

      This was a stupid idea.

      I shouldn’t have let May talk me into this.

      Stupid Instagram. Stupid May and her damn posts.

      Deciding this isn’t worth my embarrassment, I go to turn, to walk away, but something in the way he watches me, makes me open my mouth and speak. “I came over to say hello.”

      What the fuck!

      Seriously… what the fuck!

      Who even says that?

      My back is straight, when really all I want to do is groan ever so loudly and cover my face with my hands in embarrassment. My eyes dart back up to his. He’s still watching me, and even in the dark lighting I can see he’s amused, just as I see his eyes are darker than everyone else’s. The music blares so loudly, and I hope that it’s loud enough for my words to be drowned out and that he didn’t hear me. But knowing my luck, and the look of amusement he’s throwing my way, I would say it’s a big fat no.

      “Hello.”

      His voice startles me. I didn’t expect him to speak. And neither did the two girls hanging by his side because they both look up at him with hopeful expressions. Then they turn their evil eyes to me when they realize he’s only looking at me.

      “Who wears a yellow dress! You do realize yellow is so last season.”

      He doesn’t look at the girl who spoke. In fact, he stands still, staring at me as if he doesn’t hear the words spewing out of her disgusting mouth as she’s stationary next to him.

      “Goodbye,” I say, but managing a smile. This isn’t worth my time. No guy with evil spawns hanging off of him is worth my time or effort. I’ve done what I said I would do, and I better get my damn posts. I spin on my high-as-fuck heels and spot May standing in the same place I left her. The damn woman’s laughing, and as I come closer, I snatch the drink from her hand and down it all in one gulp.

      “That was awful. No more of that shit. Do you hear me? No more.”

      She takes the glass back from my hand.

      “And is this dress really that bad?” I look down at myself, pleading with her for the truth.

      May looks me up and down. “You look banging. Fuck! I would fuck you if I batted for the other team.”

      “Well, okay.”

      She turns, ordering us more drinks, and speaks over her shoulder, “He’s mighty fine though, right?”

      I giggle like a schoolgirl at her words. “That he is.”

      “I bet he likes to strangle his women. I read about that. It’s supposedly the new thing which has some sort of euphoric effect and can give you intense orgasms. Do you like to be strangled, Ev?” When she turns to face me there are now two drinks in her hands.

      “I haven’t tried it.” I shrug. “But sure, I’d give it a try.”

      May’s eyes flick past my head, and she coughs. One thing you should know about May is, she isn’t subtle. She starts nodding her head behind me, and I know, just know, there’s someone there. I really hope it’s not the stranger who I just interacted with.

      “It’s him,” she says loudly enough for me and him to hear.

      I stop the groan that wants to escape my mouth and turn around to face him. He holds that amused look in his eyes. I find it ever so charming. Shit!

      “I only like to choke on a Tuesday, so you’re out of luck.”

      Words! Words have left his mouth, and I have to remind myself he’s talking to me.

      May stifles her laughter behind me while I stare at him, and don’t say a word. Not one, single word.

      “I’m May. And this here is my friend, Everly Thorne. Everly with a Y on the end, in case you need to find her on Insta.”

      My head swings to her. Did she really just tell a complete stranger my whole name? She’s smiling, still holding our two drinks. I take one, putting it to my mouth to stop myself from talking.

      “I’m free Tuesday if that suits you better, Everly.” He tests my name on his lips, and it rolls off as if it’s sweet like candy. I bet he tastes better than any damn candy you can buy. I don’t remove the drink from my mouth. I can’t remove the drink, and even when I’ve drunk the last little drop, I still hold it there against my mouth. Because he’s staring at me, waiting for me to answer. And I can’t. I really, really can’t. He has me awestruck. So much so, I can’t form words.

      “Thorne? As in the family of Evergreen Thorne?”

      “That’s the one. Big Papa is her daddy.”

      He takes the drink from my hand—it’s empty so I let him. He places it on the bar behind me, and when he does, he leans in ever so close that I can smell him. Divine. That’s the word that comes to mind. My eyes close on instinct, and I breathe him in. He smells of sandalwood, and something else—something darker, maybe a little sinister.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you… Everly Thorne,” he says.

      All I can do is nod. I’m too afraid to speak, and if I do, I’m still not sure what will come from my mouth.

      “She’s pleased to meet you, too. She’s thinking about the right words to say. It happens when she’s awestruck,” May says.

      My eyes go wide as I turn away from him and to her, hitting her arm, and she fakes that it hurt, before I turn back to him. When I do, those beautiful dark eyes are staring at me.

      He leans in close, and I have to shut my eyes, unsure of what he might do. “I would like to take you home.” My eyes spring open to find him now level with me as I stare at his shoulder, his mouth near my ear as he whispers to me.

      My head starts shaking. “I don’t go home with strangers.”

      “Gunner,” he offers me his hand. “I live not far from here. How about you come back for a coffee? I’ll even text your friend my address.”

      I turn to look at May, who’s nodding enthusiastically. But I’m not sure. I don’t know if I can do that. I’ve never gone home with a stranger.

      “It’s just a cup of coffee. No funny business, unless you ask for it.”

      “Okay,” I say, turning away from May who looks like she’s just seen Elvis.

      I, on the other hand, am sweating out of every hair follicle on my body, considering I’m not sure if this is the right thing to do. Heading off to some stranger’s home who might turn out to be a serial killer.

      “Gunner?” I ask, testing out his name. “I knew a Gunner once.”

      He nods while putting his number into May’s phone as she holds it out for him.

      “And what happened to him?”

      I shrug. “I don’t really remember.”

      “Such a shame,” he mutters, as his eyes assess me. “Shall we?” He offers me his hand, and, for some strange reason, I take it.
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