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      Dear Readers,

      

      Welcome to the Special Forces: Operation Alpha Fan-Fiction world!

      

      If you are new to this amazing world, in a nutshell the author wrote a story using one or more of my characters in it. Sometimes that character has a major role in the story, and other times they are only mentioned briefly. This is perfectly legal and allowable because they are going through Aces Press to publish the story.

      This book is entirely the work of the author who wrote it. While I might have assisted with brainstorming and other ideas about which of my characters to use, I didn’t have any part in the process or writing or editing the story.

      I’m proud and excited that so many authors loved my characters enough that they wanted to write them into their own story. Thank you for supporting them, and me!

      

      READ ON!

      Xoxo

      Susan Stoker

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dedicated to:

        The combat medics.

        Before the wounded call on God, before they call out to their moms, they call on you.

        Thank you, for answering their calls.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the book

          

        

      

    

    
      Tragedy drove Landon Welch to enlist in the Army with no plans of returning home. After serving seven years as a combat medic, he's teetering on the edge of burnout when ordered to take leave and confront his demons.

      

      Landon’s been searching for redemption, but he never expected to find Mercy.

       

      Preschool director Mercedes Foster has dedicated her life to brightening the futures of low-income children. She’s intelligent, driven, and avoiding distractions, especially one sexy soldier with questionable motives. But when Mercy’s brother gets mixed up in trouble that could endanger her cause and risk her life, Landon might be just the complication she needs to survive. 
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        Landon

      

      

      

      It was another day in paradise, and I was joking around with Truck Commander Briggs about one of the guys in our platoon. Stearman had gotten wasted during his last leave and had a jellyfish tattooed on the back of his calf. As if a grown-ass man with a jellyfish tattoo wasn’t bad enough, the artwork looked suspiciously like a giant dick, providing the entire platoon with a much-needed shot of comic relief.

      “You know how Stearman gets when he’s drinking,” Briggs said. “I bet he marched into that tattoo parlor like he was tough shit. Was probably bragging about how much he can bench or makin’ noise about something, and his artist decided to have a little fun.”

      I nodded. “Sounds about right. I still can’t believe he didn’t realize what it looks like.”

      “Some people just can’t see the dick in things,” Briggs deadpanned. His humor was so dry people often missed it. But not me. I appreciated the hell out of every effort the good men and women of the 101st Airborne Division made at humor. After all, not much was funny in Afghanistan.

      Our current mission had us traveling southwest of Bagram Airfield, checking into reports of insurgent activity. Briggs and I were sitting in the back seat of the Buffalo, a fifty-thousand-pound vehicle with a telescoping arm for digging up bombs. We were the second vehicle in the convoy, and we often passed our time with jokes as we rolled over the dirt supply route, watching for plastic containers, pipes, debris, animal carcasses, disturbed dirt, or any number of indicators of a possible roadside bomb. The assholes who kept attacking this supply route wanted Americans dead, and they weren’t picky about how they killed us.

      “What do you think Stearman will cover the jelly-dick up with?” I asked, imagining a slew of new joke fodder.

      Before Briggs could answer, a blast from behind shook the Buffalo.

      Steadying myself in my seat, I searched for the source. A cloud of smoke engulfed the command vehicle behind us.

      “Stop, stop, stop!” Briggs shouted into his headset, his gaze also fixed on the blast cloud. “Lieutenant Rodriguez’s vehicle just took a hit! Two-six, this is Buffalo, come in!”

      Two-six, our command vehicle, didn’t answer.

      We rolled to a stop and the air grew thick with anticipation as we waited for a response while scanning the area for an attack. Since two vehicles had rolled over the bomb before it exploded, chances were that it had been remotely detonated. About a half-mile away, four onlookers watched us from the top of a sandy hill. Keeping one eye on them, and one eye on the vehicle in trouble, I gripped my rifle and waited as the attack was called in to the command post.

      “Two-six, this is Buffalo, come in,” Briggs repeated.

      “Buffalo, this is Two-six, yeah, everyone’s fine. Everyone’s good.”

      The Buffalo’s occupants released a collective breath. Our driver let out a cheer.

      “Holy shit, we got lucky. Small blast,” Specialist Jeffries, also known as Smiley, said in my ear piece. He was the driver of the vehicle that had been hit.

      “Buffalo, this is Two-Six, can you see how my tire’s looking from there?” Rodriguez asked in my ear.

      Briggs craned his neck around for a better view. “Two-Six this is Buffalo, your front right tire looks shredded. We’re gonna have to hook you up to the Wrecker.” The Wrecker was a hundred-thousand pound eight-wheeled armored tow truck, currently stopped toward the back of the convoy.

      “Copy. I’m gonna try to make my way to it.”

      Despite the shredded tire, this was the right course of action. The blast had been small, and insurgents were known to set off smaller IEDs to disable vehicles so they’d be forced to call for help. Then the insurgents would trigger a second, bigger blast.

      Willing the command vehicle to move, we all watched. The engine roared as Smiley gave it gas, but nothing happened.

      “This is Two-Six. We’re dead in the water. I’m gonna check and see what the problem is.”

      The command vehicle door swung open and Rodriguez’s helmeted head popped out, looking from side to side before the rest of his body emerged.

      That’s when the second blast hit.

      Rodriguez was thrown as the vehicle exploded. The entire area was engulfed in a giant blast cloud. Judging by the size of the cloud alone, the bomb had to be about a forty-pounder.

      Briggs called the command post and requested a medical evac as the rest of us kept scanning the area. Two more onlookers joined the four on the hill, and I was chomping at the bit to get to our wounded and see who we could save. As the convoy’s combat medic, it was my duty to drag soldiers out of the fight so I could treat them, but first we had to make sure we weren’t under attack. IEDs were often followed up with some other assault, and I wouldn’t do anybody any good if I was caught between the vehicles when some asshole started firing rocket propelled grenades at us.

      Besides, since the command vehicle had been occupied by four men, I was going to need help.

      The blast cloud started to dissipate, and I could make out Rodriguez’s motionless, prone form lying about twenty feet from the vehicle.

      More of the vehicle came into view, and parts of it were on fire. If we had any hope of saving anyone, we needed to move now. Briggs must have been thinking the same thing, because he spoke into his mic, communicating with the rest of the convoy. “Doc’s gonna need help. Let’s get him some cover and get those fires out.”

      Briggs released me, and I sprinted for Rodriguez, staying in the relative safety of the tire tracks for as long as I could. Dropping to my knees as I reached him, I checked his pulse as I called out his name. He was unresponsive, but his pulse was strong. His left arm—from bicep to wrist—was shredded, so I slapped a tourniquet just below his shoulder to stop the bleeding and checked the rest of him over. None of his other wounds required my immediate attention, and Jones was sprinting toward me to help. I signaled for her to grab Rodriguez and get him to a truck, then I headed for the command vehicle.

      The fires were mostly out by the time I reached it. Edburg called my attention to a body lying at his feet. Judging by the missing chunk of his skull, Marx, the vehicle’s gunner, had died on impact. Giving Edburg the task of taking the body to a vehicle, I continued searching through the wreckage.

      “Doc, over here,” Jenkins said.

      She was standing beside Malone who looked like he’d been beat up pretty good, but was conscious and responsive. I hurried over to check him out. His left pant leg was torn and bloody just below the knee. Using my trauma sheers, I cut up the pant leg to expose the wound. It was bleeding heavily, so I applied a tourniquet and checked the rest of him over.

      “I think his right arm’s broken,” I said to Jenkins. “Get him on a vehicle.”

      Turning to scan the area, I asked. “Anyone got eyes on the fourth?”

      “Here,” O’Donnel called out.

      I followed his voice to find Smiley. O’Donnel had cleared away enough debris for me to get to the wounded driver. Smiley was conscious, his chest rising and falling with labored breaths, but lying still. His gaze didn’t follow me as I approached.

      This squadron was like my family, and like a family, I was closer to some than others. Jeffries was my buddy. I’d nicknamed him Smiley shortly after he’d joined us two years ago, because he was the happiest son-of-a-bitch I’d ever met. Born into a big family from some podunk town in Alabama, he was so damn grateful to be serving his country that no amount of bullshit seemed to wipe the smile from his face. Didn’t matter how far we were marching, how hot the sun was, what kind of shit poker hand he had, or how many times Staff Sergeant Kline yelled at him, the corners of Smiley’s lips were always upturned in a lopsided shit-eating grin.

      Sometimes he drove me crazy with that goddamn smile.

      But I would have given anything to see it as I crouched down beside him. He was gasping for air, so I cut away his shirts to see what kind of damage he’d taken to the chest. A large purple bruise was already forming from his belly button to his nipples, most likely due to impact from the steering wheel. I checked his pulse, feeling it increase while growing steadily weaker. His jugular veins were popping out of his neck.

      Despite the difficulty he was having breathing, there were no holes in his chest. I suspected he had collapsed lungs, crushed ribs, and likely a pericardial tamponade. Judging by the location of the bruise, his heart was probably injured and bleeding into the surrounding membranous sac. If that was the case, the sac would fill with blood and strangle the heart, preventing it from fully expanding and contracting. The condition would be fatal without surgery.

      I inserted bilateral 14-gauge needles into his chest, hoping his jugular vein distention and difficulty breathing could be alleviated by decompressing his chest and allowing his lungs to expand.

      “Second intercostal space, mid clavicular line,” I whispered to myself. The medical term for below the collar bone and in line with the nipples was like a mantra, having been drilled into us and repeated like a goddamn nursery rhyme.

      He was still struggling to breathe around crushed ribs, and I couldn’t tell if any air was expressed via my needles. As I put my head to his chest, I could hear the muffled beat of his heart.

      “Am I gonna make it, Doc?” Smiley half-whispered, half-wheezed.

      The question took me back in time to my training days.

      Staff Sergeant Bates was pacing the front of the classroom, lecturing us about procedures and taking questions when one of my fellow students asked, “What’s the most difficult part of being a combat medic? Is it the long hours? Or dragging men off the battlefield?”

      Staff Sergeant Bates stopped suddenly, his hand scratching at the whiskers on his chin while he considered the question. “While those both take their toll, they’re not what’ll drain you. No, what’ll really take it out of you is having to make the call… having to look at a fellow soldier and know they’re too far gone to save. That it’s not even worth your time to try. Worse yet, every once in a while one of these soldiers will ask you if they’re gonna die, and lying to them… it’s rough but necessary.”

      Confused, I raised my hand.

      “Welch,” he asked, nodding my direction.

      “Lying to them?” I asked. I joined the Army because I was hellbent on doing the right thing. Lying seemed like the easy way out and I wasn’t looking for any free passes. “Why would you lie? If you know you can’t save a person, shouldn’t you be honest, Staff Sergeant? A soldier deserves the truth. They need to know, so they can prepare for death.”

      He chuckled, but the sound was self-deprecating, bearing not even the slightest hint of humor. “Prepare for death. You make it sound pert near magical, Welch. Let me ask you somethin’, soldier. You ever look a dying man in the face?”

      Yes, I had, but I had no desire to divulge that information. “No, Staff Sergeant,” I lied.

      “Well, I have. More than I can count. The first one was Private Nelson and I’d known him since boot camp. He took a bullet to the gut and it went septic. He smelled like shit, looked worse, and there wasn’t a damn thing magical about it. There is no preparing for death. Private Nelson didn’t call out to his priest, or God, or even his momma to save him. No, he called out to me like I was the second coming of Christ because he believed I could hold back death. He wasn’t looking for honesty. He was looking for hope. You’re a stronger man than me if you can feed a dying man honesty instead. Trust me, Welch, when the time comes, you’ll lie. Then you’ll carry the guilt of that lie around with you forever, wondering if you did the right thing. But the next time you find yourself in that situation, you’ll make the same fuckin’ call.”

      Smiley was a good man who’d served his country well and without complaint. He’d once told me he never wanted to be anything other than a soldier. Now, he’d die for following that dream. I wished like hell I could take his place, but death didn’t barter for souls.

      Trust me, I’d tried.

      I patted his hand and lied my ass off. “Yes. It’s gonna hurt like hell, but you’ll live. I got you, Smiley.”

      “We have hostiles incoming,” Briggs said in my ear. “Time to go.”

      The sound of machine guns firing meant that the squadron was giving me cover fire. Smiley groaned as I threw him over my shoulder in a fireman’s carry and hauled ass back to the Buffalo.

      I’d barely gotten him settled in his seat before the assholes on the hill started launching rocket propelled grenades at us. Our gunners did their job as the convoy began to move again. We were sitting ducks where we were, and we had air support and a medical evac on the way. We needed to get to an ideal location before they arrived.

      “Two vehicles coming up on the right,” Briggs said into his mouthpiece.

      Another truck reported more hostiles behind us. If I was a praying man, I’d be hitting my knees right about now, but after seven years of serving as an Army combat medic, I had little faith in hopes and prayers anymore.

      And, I had shit to do.

      “How you holdin’ up, Smiley?” I asked, checking over his wounds again, looking for something I could treat.

      His eyes were closed. I took his pulse, feeling it slow beneath my fingertips. His breathing had gone from erratic to agonal. He took a few quick breaths, then one deep one, stopped, then his breaths were quick again. No, Smiley wasn’t going to make it. He was already dead, but his body didn’t know it yet.

      Surgery might save him, but he’d never make it to the table in time. There was nothing else I could do for him.

      Watching him slip away, I felt so goddamn helpless. I wanted to check on my other patients and find out how they were doing, but with the fight still going on, I knew better than to clog up the headsets.

      Smiley was gone long before the helos made it to us.

      By the time air support arrived, the gunners had disabled two of the enemy vehicles. The rest peeled off at the sight of the helos. The flight medics loaded up our wounded and took off, and we drove back to Bagram without further incident.

      After we arrived on base and were debriefed, I headed to Craig—officially named Craig Joint-Theatre Hospital, the only role one medical facility in the country—to check on my remaining two patients.

      When I wasn’t out with my platoon, I often worked admittance and triage at Craig, so I knew my way around the fifty-bed hospital pretty well. I found Rodriguez first. He’d had surgery on one of his kidneys, his arm, and fluid drained from his lungs, but was expected to make a full recovery. Malone’s leg was shredded, but they were trying to save it. His arm was broken.

      I was mentally and physically exhausted, and expected to be at the hospital in seven hours for a shift, but my bed was across base which seemed like a hell of a long way to go for some shut-eye. I was considering crawling under the admittance desk and napping until I had to clock in when First Sergeant Mike Young pulled me aside and led me to his office in the back.

      Young had been in the service for eighteen years. He was the hospital’s senior medic and handled all staff scheduling and administrative business. He was a good man, a little crusty and rough around the edges from serving as a non-commissioned officer for so long, but he kept the hospital running smoothly.

      Directing me to one of the two chairs in his cramped office, he sat in the other. I all but collapsed in mine, wondering how the hell I was going to get up again once our conversation was over.

      “I’m declining your request to stay on,” he said, getting right down to his purpose for our impromptu meeting. “The 4th Infantry Division is already en route to replace your unit, and two weeks from now, I want your ass on the bird heading back to the states with the rest of the 101st.”

      After everything I’d done and given for the Army, declining my request to stay on felt like a slap in the face, waking me right up. Exhaustion forgotten, I sprung from my seat and asked, “Can I ask why, First Sergeant?”

      “Listen, youngster…”

      Knowing I was in for a lecture, I resisted the urge to drop my head into my hands. Nothing good ever came from a conversation Young started by reminding me of his age and seniority.

      “You have forty-five days of use or lose, and if you don’t take it, the CO will lose his shit,” Young said, leaning back in his chair.

      I’d been banking my leave, selling it back to the Army whenever it reached the use or lose status, but I’d reached the limit of what I could sell back, and apparently people had noticed. I could use some time off, but I had nowhere to go. Besides, I deserved to be here, stretching myself so thin I was almost ready to snap. I needed to serve, to atone for what I’d done. Since I couldn’t voice any of that without being sent for a psych evaluation, I kept my mouth shut.

      “Go home, go to the beach, or go to Vegas. I don’t care where you go, but you can’t stay here. Get drunk, get laid, get your mind right. You are of no use to me, your unit, or these men if you burn out.”

      There was a reason the military was so strict about leave. I understood what he was saying, but had a hard time applying it to my situation. This was different. Taking leave wouldn’t get my mind right. I needed to be here, serving, to do that. Still, his words smarted. I’d seen medics burn out before and it wasn’t a pretty sight. That’s how mistakes were made, often mistakes that ended in someone’s death. I already had one major fuckup on my conscience, I didn’t need another.

      Maybe it was time to take a break, after all.

      Watching me, Young frowned. “A much wiser man than me once said that it takes a strong heart and a weak memory to survive as a medic. You got the heart for it, Welch, but I’m worried about your memory. Go home and forget all this shit for a while. Face whatever the hell you’re running from and remind yourself what you’re fighting for.”

      I’d rather trek across the entire desert with only one canteen of water than go home, but there was no arguing with him. Besides, deep down I knew he was right. It was time to face my demons.

      They couldn’t be much harder to face than Smiley’s empty bunk.

      “Yes, First Sergeant.”
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        Mercedes

      

      

      

      The distinguished roar of side-by-side Harleys snapped my attention to the bulletproof glass front doors in time to watch the bikes pull in to the second visitor parking slot in front of the building. My four-thirty appointment had arrived. Uncharacteristically nervous about the meeting, I’d been lingering by the front desk, waiting for the sound of a Harley.

      “I thought you said he was bringing his wife?” Adina, my receptionist, asked, standing so she could see over the partition in front of her desk. It was December 21st, and the temperature outside was chilly with Seattle’s signature rain alternating between annoying drizzles and run-for-cover downpours. The bikers cut their engines and removed their helmets. They both had dark hair. The one furthest away had the high and tight haircut of a military man, while the closest man had longer hair with shaved sides. “That’s definitely two men. Two rugged, handsome, delicious men. Which one’s the president?”

      “The one with longer hair,” I replied confidently. The Dead Presidents MC had been in the spotlight more than they’d been out of it lately. However, Tyler “Link” Lincoln was even better looking in person than on TV. Wearing jeans and a black leather vest decorated with patches over his leather jacket, he climbed off his bike looking like he was stepping right out of that popular motorcycle club television show. The man with him wore no vest, just a leather jacket and jeans.

      Adina sucked in a deep breath as they strode toward us, and I can’t say I blamed her. Not only were they impossibly good looking, but there was something dangerous about the way they moved. It was public knowledge that Link was former Army Special Forces, and he wore his training like a weapon, wrapped around his massive biceps, broad shoulders, and muscular thighs. I’d bet money that the man with him was active duty in one of the branches, probably some sort of Special Forces himself. Rather than coming inside, Link folded his arms, leaned against the brick pillar at the bottom of the staircase, and the two men talked as they waited.

      “Think you can find out if the other one’s married?” Adina asked.

      “No. They are here for business. No hitting on the potential volunteers, Adina.”

      The words had barely left my lips when a sleek black Jaguar slid into the parking space beside the motorcycles. Mr. Lincoln hurried to the driver’s side door and opened it, offering his arm to the very beautiful, very pregnant brunette who climbed out, seemingly unbothered by the rain.

      Mr. Lincoln and his associate with their powerful motorcycles and deadly bodies stuck out in our shoddy, low-income gang-ridden neighborhood for an entirely different reason than Emily Lincoln, attorney at law. Wearing a tailored maternity skirt suit, three-inch Jimmy Choos, and standing beside a car that no doubt cost more than my annual salary, she looked like she just stepped off the pages of the latest fashion magazine.

      Mr. Lincoln closed the car door and glanced around the area, pausing to meet the gazes of two young thugs who should have been in high school but were checking out the Jaguar, no doubt stripping it for parts in their minds. He said something to his wife, then as she came up the stairs to the glass doors, he crossed the narrow residential street and gestured for them to join him. His associate stayed back, watching the exchange.

      When Mrs. Lincoln reached the doors, Adina buzzed her in and I stepped forward to greet her. “Hello, Mrs. Lincoln. I’m Mercy Foster, and very glad to finally meet you.”

      “Emily, please,” she replied, shaking my hand. “And the pleasure’s all mine.” Her smile was warm and friendly before she cast a glance over her shoulder. “Link and Blade will be with us momentarily. As soon as my husband’s done baring his teeth to your neighborhood wolves.”

      “Funny, since every article I’ve read about you says you’re the wolf—in the courtroom, at least.” As one of the city’s best criminal defense attorneys, it was no secret that Emily could hold her own amongst the shadiest of characters and the strongest of bikers.

      “Yes, but when I growl, I’m bitchy. When he growls…” Emily looked over her shoulder again, “Well, he’s hot.”

      A surprised burst of laughter escaped before I clapped my hand over my mouth.

      Emily gave me a smile. “Sorry. I don’t usually have outbursts like that, so we’re going to blame that one on pregnancy hormones.”

      But as someone who appreciated honesty and openness, I thought Emily was fantastic. She was beauty and grace, yet had this authenticity about her that drew me in. I’d read that she’d been raised by her grandparents after the death of her parents, and I appreciated that she’d struggled and worked to get where she was in her life and career.

      Mr. Lincoln joined us, and insisted I call him Link before introducing his associate. “This is Blade, an old friend who’s in town checking out the club and what we do. Is it all right if he joins us?”

      I shook Blade’s extended hand. “Of course. The more the merrier.”

      The trio followed me the short distance down the hall to my office. We entered, and I left the door open like usual (I’d read somewhere that closed-door meetings made employees nervous) and stood behind my desk.

      “Thank you for agreeing to meet with me,” I said, inviting them to take a seat on the padded folding chairs in front of my desk. Our furniture was comfortable, but cheap, which could be said about most things around the school.

      In fact, comfortable but cheap should probably be our slogan.

      Emily was too busy taking in my office to sit. I could almost see the wheels spinning in her head as she drifted from wall to wall, making note of my certification plaques before turning her attention to the colorful student pictures and projects. When I first started as the preschool director, my walls were tastefully decorated with prints from well-known artists. I never asked the children for their artwork. In fact, I’d rather they took it home and displayed it proudly, reminding themselves and their families of the beauty they’re capable of creating. But most of my students don’t have the kind of home they’d feel comfortable displaying themselves—much less their work—in, so my tasteful prints have been steadily replaced by corkboard displays.

      Now, my office walls are the kind of colorful chaos that only a group of three- to five-year-olds could create.

      It’s the most beautiful space I’ve ever known.

      “It’s our pleasure,” Link said, patiently holding the back of Emily’s chair as she perused the artwork. “Thank you for calling.”

      Blade stood by his chair, watching all of us and the door, confirming my suspicion that he was elite military. Or maybe security.

      “We’ve been researching Bold Beginnings,” Emily said, patting her baby bump. “I have to admit that I’m intrigued. I had no idea places like this existed in our city.”

      Taking a deep breath, I began the spiel I’d told more times than I could count. “The school has been in business for about thirty years now. We’ve always focused on low-income children, but we weren’t getting the results we wanted.”

      “What do you mean?” Link asked.

      “It’s difficult to convince a family dealing with issues like homelessness and starvation that their child should be in preschool. Even when it’s cheaper than daycare. Back in 2012, when the state passed the initiative for public charter schools, we saw our golden opportunity. Becoming a charter school would secure steady funding so we could start offering three meals a day, instead of one, and increase the number of full scholarship children we could accept.”

      “But the restrictions of the government slowed down your progress,” Emily guessed, proving her intelligence.

      “Exactly. Our priorities didn’t align, so we returned to the private sector and changed our business model. We’re a lot more proactive about obtaining donations now, and we’re meeting our goals. We provide three meals, plus snacks, five days a week. We’re closed for two months during the summer, but still offer free lunches three days a week. One in every five children in this state doesn’t get enough to eat, but in this neighborhood the stats are a lot higher. Devastatingly so. Most of our preschoolers can’t rely on meals outside of our walls, and summer can be a hungry time around here. We’re hoping to increase those lunches to five days a week this summer.”

      There was a rap on my office door frame, and a petite woman with graying blonde hair poked her head in. “Excuse me, Mercy, I heard you had guests and thought you all could use a snack.” The smell of chocolaty goodness drifted into my office as she extended a platter of cookies and stepped in.

      Elizabeth Welch was a widow whose only child had enlisted in the military shortly after her husband had died. She was lonely, bored, and looking for someone to nurture when I met her, and I knew she’d be a perfect fit for the school. I never expected her to become such a close friend, but now I don’t know what I’d do without her.

      “Thank you, Beth. Emily, Link, Blade, Beth is our cook and she’s phenomenal. Her cookies are to die for.”

      Beth flashed me her sweet, motherly smile before focusing it on our guests. She held out the cookie platter and they all three dug in before finally sitting. “Mercy said you were in the Army,” Beth said to Link. “My son’s in the Army. He’s a combat medic.”

      She beamed with pride and I snatched a cookie, popping it into my mouth so I wouldn’t mouth off in front of our guests. Beth never had a negative word to say about her son, Landon, but as far as I was concerned, he was an asshole. Not only had he enlisted right after her husband died, leaving Beth painfully alone, but he hadn’t been back since. He’d left his sweet, kind, caring mom all alone for seven years! Beth insisted that he had his reasons, but I saw the hurt in her eyes every time she defended his continued absence.

      “These cookies are delicious,” Emily said, grabbing another.

      “They sure are. Here, have another.” Link grinned at his wife. Judging by her pre-pregnancy photos she probably didn’t eat many cookies and he was having a good time getting her to indulge now. She eyed him suspiciously, but accepted the cookie he offered.

      “I’d like to meet your son when he comes home,” Link said, turning his attention back to Beth.

      “Me too,” I grumbled. Oh yes, I had many things to say to Landon.

      Beth flashed me a warning look before backing out of my office with her empty platter. “I’ll let him know. It was nice to meet you all, but I’ve got to go close down the kitchen.”

      “Do you have any more questions for me?” I asked the trio.

      Emily nodded and held up a finger, swallowing her bite before asking, “I read that you also provide family housing. How does that work?”

      “We need the children to attend regularly in order for them to realize the benefits of the education we’re offering, and we found that the best way to ensure their attendance is to provide safe, secure, stable housing. Thanks to donations, volunteers, and a handful of big sponsors, we built the adjoining sixteen-unit townhouse complex two years ago.” I nodded toward the window.

      Link and Emily both followed my lead, looking at the structure.

      “Bold Housing is on a first-come, first-serve basis with those currently homeless or on the brink of homelessness receiving top priority. Only families with at least one child attending the preschool are allowed to apply. Part of the benefit of returning to the private sector is that we do our own screening and select applicants ourselves. We don’t offer handouts. We are looking for families willing to work with our volunteer caseworkers, financial advisors, and employment specialists to build a better life for themselves, and our board of directors is very selective about who they approve.”

      “What role do you see the Dead Presidents taking in all of this?” Link asked.

      “Eighty-three percent of our preschoolers come from single-mother homes. Every authority figure in this school is female and we are sandwiched between two gangs—the West Side Boyz and the High Point Locos—who are stealing away the big brothers of our children and enlisting them in their drug war. We need male role models our preschoolers can look up to and trust. The director at Helping Hands Preschool told me about how your motorcycle club has helped them, and we’d like to apply for the same assistance.”

      “How long have you been working here at Bold Beginnings?” Emily asked.

      Everyone always asked that, but what they wanted to ask was my age. At twenty-three, I was one of the youngest preschool directors in the state. Regardless, I was more educationally qualified than most, having earned my master’s in early childhood education, and had the college debt to prove it.

      “I started volunteering here at sixteen, while I was going through the Running Start program. Then once I graduated high school with my associate’s degree, I became a part-time employee while working on my bachelor’s. I guess the short answer is that I’ve been with the preschool for seven years: employed for five, director for one.”

      Normally I didn’t divulge that information, but I knew Emily would respect my drive and not misconstrue it as bragging. In response, she gave me a nod of solidarity, confirming my suspicions that she was an obsessive over-achiever as well. No wonder I got such a good vibe from her.

      The bell rang, signaling the end of the school day. Moments later, the sound of little feet and voices filled the hallway.

      “How many kids attend classes?” Link asked, his attention drifting to the doorway.

      “Sixty,” I replied. “Twenty in each classroom, along with two teachers. We also have a steady stream of volunteers who help.”

      A line of children walked past my door with one teacher in front and one flanking.

      “Those are our three-year-olds,” I said, waving at the kids.

      Several waved back. Our four- and five-year-old classes followed. Once everyone was out the front door and waiting to be picked up, I pulled an information packet out of my desk and turned back toward the trio.

      “Blade, do you have any questions?” I asked. He’d been quiet throughout the entire meeting.

      “No ma’am,” he replied. “I’m just here for the cookies.”

      Smiling, I resisted asking him where he was from and which branch of the military he was serving in, and Link distracted me with another question. We chatted for a while longer before Emily committed to a donation from her firm and Link promised to run everything by his board of directors.

      At about a quarter past five, Adina appeared in my doorway, worriedly glancing toward the front door. “I’m sorry to interrupt, Mercy, but we have a… situation.”

      My schedule was often held hostage by any one of the sixty adrenaline junkies whose moral compasses had a difficult time distinguishing fun from crazy—so I was used to situations—but it was past time for the kids to be gone. By now, staff and volunteers should be cleaning up and preparing to head out for the night. Wondering what could be wrong, I excused myself from my guests and followed Adina into the foyer where the situation presented itself immediately. One of my teachers, Gena, stood between her four-year-old student, Toby Gibson, and a man I didn’t recognize.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t uncommon for strangers to pick Toby up. I had no children of my own, so I didn’t personally know the struggles of being a single mom, and I wasn’t trying to be judgmental. But, I dealt with enough single parents to distinguish those who were trying from those who just didn’t care. Toby’s mom, Sheila, had run out of fucks to give long ago. She played men like they were a game of musical penises, a fact directly represented by the constantly changing list of people allowed to pick Toby up.

      I couldn’t care less who Sheila allowed in her panties, but I sure wished she’d show a little more discretion when it came to who she allowed around her son.

      Despite his mother’s relationship issues, Toby was a sweet, loving little boy, a bit shy and reserved but his counselor was working on getting him to open up and be more vocal. I’d seen Toby leave with all manner of strange men without batting an eye, but the way he cowered behind Gena, made it clear that he was afraid of this one. It was my job to find out why.

      “Sheila said I’m on the goddamn list and you people shouldn’t give me no trouble,” the man said, his words slurring together as he pointed a finger in Gena’s face, just inches shy of her nose.

      Calling Toby to me, I crouched until our eyes were level. “Do you recognize that man?” I asked.

      He nodded. “That’s Larry.”

      “Has he ever hurt you or your mom?”

      Toby looked like he was about to respond, but thought better of it and clamped his mouth shut.

      “Toby, what the hell are you doin’ over there? Get your shit and come on. I don’t got all day to wait on your slow ass. The boy moves like goddamn molasses.”

      “Sir, this is a preschool,” Gena said, standing taller. “If you could please refrain from swearing I—”

      “If you could please refrain swearing,” Larry repeated, his voice mockingly high and singsongy. “Think you’re so prim and proper. Shit, you ain’t nuthin’ but a glorified babysitter. Now do your job and hand over my girlfriend’s kid so I can get out of your hair.” He staggered, and I hoped he’d fall off his drunk soapbox, but no luck. “And another thing—”

      Before he could enlighten us with his clearly vast wisdom, I stepped in. “Gena, why don’t you take Toby to my office and try to call Sheila. I’ll handle this.”

      Gena’s eyes were full of gratitude as she stepped back and took Toby’s hand, tugging him toward my office. Larry tried to follow but I stepped in front of him, cutting him off.

      “What the fuck do you want?” Larry asked.

      Deciding to try honesty, I said, “You’re clearly intoxicated, and we cannot let Toby leave with you. It would be best for everyone if you walk out that door and go home to sober up.”

      “I ain’t intoxicated,” he replied.

      I begged to differ as his stench filled the foot of space between us, burning my nose hairs. He was beyond intoxicated. Someone had marinated him in cheap booze, rolled him in an ashtray, and then baked him in the sun for a week. I tried breathing through my mouth, but that was worse, almost like tasting him. My tongue was going to need a bath after this was over.

      “I only had one beer and I ain’t going nowhere without Toby. Promised his mom I’d pick him up so she don’t have to pay the late fee, and that’s what I intend to do. You people are always trying to screw over hard-working people with this late fee bullshit. You’re just trying to keep Toby here longer, so you can charge his mom more.”

      Apparently honesty wasn’t going to do the trick, so it was time to switch tactics. “You’re right. You caught me, but I’ll tell you what, keep it between us and I won’t charge Sheila any fees. In fact, if you show me your photo ID, I’ll go make sure you’re on the approved pick up list and we’ll get you all squared away.”

      “What?” he asked, his expression puzzled.

      I couldn’t tell if it was the fact that I’d agreed with him, or the use of so many words strung together that had thrown him off. Regardless, I planned to keep it up. Confusion was the best stall tactic I knew.

      “Photo ID. You said you’re on the list, so I need to see a driver’s license or some other official identification with your name on it, since this is your first time picking Toby up. It’s school policy.” His eyes bugged out like I’d asked him for the winning lottery ticket rather than a piece of plastic to confirm his identity. If he had a problem with that one, I couldn’t wait to see how he reacted when I asked him to prove his sobriety by spelling out his name in yoga moves. That’d be stall tactic number two. “It’s usually in your wallet,” I added, trying to be helpful.

      Swaying, Larry took a couple of swings at his backside before he finally connected and retrieved a faded leather billfold. He flipped it open, leaned forward, and it closed again. Maybe I wouldn’t need additional stall tactics after all. Turned out Larry was drunk enough to stall himself.

      “Tried Sheila’s cell and her last known place of employment,” Gena called out from my office door. “By the way, she hasn’t worked there in over a month. The cousin she listed has a disconnected number.”

      Glancing at Gena over my shoulder, I replied, “Make the call.”

      Gena frowned. She knew exactly which phone call I was talking about. Speed dial number three would ring the Child Protective Services. “Are you sure?” she asked.

      I understood her hesitation. Our goal was to strengthen families, not to tear them apart. Calling CPS was a last resort, and with only four days before Christmas they’d be slow to place Toby and even slower to return him to his mom. That is, if they decided she should have him back. And, what if this was all just a big misunderstanding that Sheila could clear up quickly? Maybe she had some excellent reason for sending a drunk, most likely abusive douchebag to pick up her four-year-old son. Of course, we’d know for sure if she’d answer our calls or update her emergency contact sheet.

      All I knew for sure was that we were twenty-seven minutes past closing on a Friday evening, and we had a duty to protect our children. Sometimes that duty came at a high price.

      “Positive,” I replied.

      Resolve settled over Gena’s features as she ducked back into my office.

      Thankful for her compliance, I turned my attention back to Larry. He must have grown bored with the wallet-flipping game because he was trying to pry his credit card out of its pocket. I almost corrected him, but caught myself. If he wanted to extend this simple task, who was I to hurry him along? Trying not to breathe, I waited until he finally tugged it free and offered it to me.

      “That’s your credit card, Larry. I need your driver’s license, please.” And a Breathalyzer because I really wanted to know how drunk he was. Hell, I felt like I was getting drunk from his fumes. Was contact drunkenness a thing?

      “Fuck,” he replied, stuffing the card back into his wallet before showing me the plastic sleeve that held his license.

      “I can’t read it,” I lied. “I need you to pull it out.”

      He started to do that, and then paused giving me the side-eye. Suspicion darkened his irises and drew his lips into a hard line. “Are you fuckin’ with me right now?” he asked.

      I absolutely was, but the sudden dangerous glint in his eyes made me realize that I had probably overestimated how far I could push him. The hair on the back of my neck stood up and my mind screamed warnings at me. There was a reason Toby was afraid of this man, and in that moment I knew I should be, too.

      “Of course not,” I replied, easing a step back. “It’s school policy to verify identity before releasing a student.” Words. Pretty, official words. They swirled around in my head before pouring out of my mouth in a desperate attempt to diffuse the situation.

      “Did you tell her to call the cops?” he asked, his voice deeper and darker than it had been before.

      “No.” I shook my head, taking another step back. I could vaguely hear sirens in the distance, but that wasn’t unusual. Nestled deep in the High Point Neighborhood, police sirens were basically white noise that nobody knew how to turn off. They rarely made it into the neighborhood, though. People in High Point didn’t call the cops.

      “Why would I do that?”

      Larry sprung at me, surprisingly fast for someone who was still slurring his words. His fingers brushed the front of my shirt as I flung myself backward and crouched low, preparing to plant my size seven shoe right in his family jewels if he came at me again. But I didn’t need to defend myself. In a blur of motion, Larry’s hand was whipped around his body and he was shoved to the floor. Face to the laminate, his eyes bugged out as he glared at me with Blade perched on top of him.

      That’s when the police finally barged in, announcing themselves as they spanned out to check the room.

      “You lying little bitch,” Larry spat.

      Blade dug his knee into Larry’s back. “You, my friend, need to learn how to speak to a lady.”

      “She didn’t call the cops, asshole,” Link said, standing beside me. “I did.”
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      I’d forgotten it was Christmastime until I tried to book my flight home. With such short notice, December 21st flights from Nashville to Seattle were slim pickings. I ended up settling on an early morning boarding time with a four-hour layover in Los Angeles. Since Fort Campbell is over an hour from the Nashville airport without traffic, I was awake by two am to catch my ride in. I tried to snooze in the gate waiting area, but two attractive twenty-something girls sat beside me and wouldn’t shut up about the band they’d come to Nashville to see.

      The flight wasn’t any better. An elderly man took the aisle seat next to me, looked over the cammies I was wearing, and started talking about every person he’d ever known who’d served. I understood that the lonely old widower (he told me all about his wife, too. She passed away three years ago on Easter, her name was Marge, and she could bake the best apple pie he’d ever eaten.) needed someone to talk to, and although I was grateful for his niece’s son who’d done two tours in Afghanistan, all I wanted to do was sleep. Making a mental note to never wear fatigues on a plane again, I felt my eyes glaze over as he talked, sometimes nodding or throwing out the occasional “yessir.”

      By the time I ambled off the plane into LAX, I was feeling the effects of having my six-foot tall body crammed into seats with no legroom, stuffed between people who didn’t know how to share a fucking armrest or shut up.

      Damn, I was cranky.

      And tired.

      And the Los Angeles airport was a nightmare. Wall-to-wall people were trying to get somewhere fast, but most of them looked as clueless and lost as I was. I stared up at the electronic reader board searching for my next flight, but it wasn’t listed. Confused, I hunted down an airport employee and waited in line as she directed a dozen other people before getting to me.

      Holding my ticket out to her, I said, “My flight’s not listed on the board.”

      “No, it wouldn’t be. This is United. You need to get to Alaska. That’s concourse number four.”

      Nowhere on my ticket did it say I was changing airlines. Feeling stupid and unprepared for not knowing this obvious information, I asked, “Okay. How do I get there?”

      “You can take the train, or you can go outside and walk around the building but then you’ll need to go back through security.”

      I started to ask her what train she was talking about, but she was already on to the next person in line and I was being pushed out of the way.

      Deciding I could figure this shit out on my own, I started walking. I never did find the train she spoke of, but I did find my way outside. I searched for another employee to get directions from, but when I didn’t see one, resumed my march until I spotted a concourse sign. The number was increasing rather than decreasing, so I doubled back and went the other way. It took me about an hour to find the right concourse and make it back through security.

      With almost three hours to go before the flight boarded, the gate was reasonably quiet. I found a seat on the edge of the waiting area, collapsed, and closed my eyes. Finally, nobody was talking, I was where I needed to be, and I could get in a power nap. Instead, memories of my mom flooded my mind. I thought about the last time I’d seen her. She was dropping me off at the recruiter’s, hugging me and telling me she loved me, but when she pulled away her eyes were so full of guilt and relief I could hardly look at her.

      And she had to see the same thing in mine.

      I loved my mom, but after Dad died, I couldn’t stand to be around her anymore. She had to blame me for what happened. Hell, it was my fault, so how could she not?

      She didn’t know I was coming home.

      I’d picked up my phone to tell her at least a dozen times since stepping foot back on US soil, but had yet to dial her number. Seven days ago, I stood beside my brothers and sisters as we buried Smiley before giving his Mom the flag that had been draped over his casket. She sobbed and lost it, and I felt like shit, but I stood there and took it like a man. Like the combat medic who couldn’t fucking save him.

      The we headed to Marx’s funeral to do the same damn thing.

      I’d faced two grieving moms and buried two of my friends, yet I still couldn’t seem to strum up the balls to call my own mom to tell her I was coming home alive and well. Truthfully, I was afraid she wouldn’t want me there—that she’d tell me not to come—and I knew I couldn’t handle her rejection any more than I could handle her forgiveness.

      It was easier just to lock it all away and stay busy, so I didn’t think about my estranged relationship with the only family I had left. I rarely even called her anymore. A person could only apologize so many times.

      And after the apologies, what more was there to say? Since I couldn’t talk about the shit I did in the Army, the few conversations we did have were made up of awkward silences interrupted by occasional ramblings about her job. Working was new to Mom. Dad was old-fashioned and wanted his wife home, raising me and taking care of the house, a role I’d never once heard her complain about. Even with him gone, she didn’t need to work, at least not for financial reasons. Between Dad’s life insurance and the money I sent home, she was set. But she also had to be bored out of her mind and lonely as hell. But now that she was working, she sounded almost happy.

      After seven years, Mom was finally piecing her life back together.

      Now, here I came to fuck it all up again.

      SeaTac was almost as crowded as LAX had been. Bodies pressed in on all sides as I made my way toward the exit. Everything was loud, bright, and heavily scented, overwhelming my senses and making me want to lose my shit and start shoving people out of my way. Needing to get away from it all, I slipped into the airport restroom and ducked into a stall. Leaning against the door, I drew in a few deep breaths and forced myself to calm the fuck down.

      My job was stressful. This… this was walking through a goddamn airport on the way to see my mom for a vacation. What the hell was wrong with me? Determined to pull myself together, I quit hiding in the stall like a little bitch and headed to the sink. Splashing cold water on my face shocked my system and helped me regain control. I looked at the man in the mirror, barely able to recognize him. The dark circles around my eyes made me look much older than twenty-five.

      I felt ancient.

      And alone.

      I couldn’t help but chuckle at that. Smack dab in the middle of a crowded airport, I was alone. For the first time in seven years I didn’t have brothers and sisters at my back, ready to cover my six, and I was lost without them. During training, they’d told us that the key to getting through shit was to focus on the job. But for the next forty-one days, I had no job—nobody to evaluate, nobody to stitch up, nobody to help—and no idea how the hell I was going to cope.
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        * * *

      

      The dreary, cold Seattle weather felt both familiar and foreign as I waited for my Uber driver to arrive. Memories of rare snow days and sleds made out of plastic garbage bags lingered at the back of my mind, reminding me that the city hadn’t always been associated with negative emotions.

      I used to be happy here.

      The thought was staggering, setting me off balance as I climbed into the back of the car with just my backpack.

      “That’s all your luggage?” the driver asked, eyeing my bag.

      I nodded. “Don’t need anything else.”

      As another benefit of my military training, I’d learned how to pack light. If I couldn’t carry it on my back, I didn’t need it. Besides, if Mom took one look at me and decided not to let me in the house, I’d have less to cart back to the airport.

      An unexpected spark of nostalgia hit me as the driver exited the freeway and turned into my old neighborhood. The familiarity of it was odd. Not much had changed—there were a few new buildings, a couple of different business, the little greasy-spoon restaurant that used to serve pancakes was now a sandwich shop—but it all seemed smaller somehow.

      We passed my old high school, and I was shocked to see how different it looked. The school hadn’t changed, but it wasn’t the huge, looming building I remembered it as being. I used to have to rush to get from class to class in time, but young me must have been slow as shit, because I could run laps around the building between bells now.

      When the driver turned down my street, he had to slam on his breaks to avoid two young thugs standing in the way. They glared at us like it was our fault they were clogging the narrow street before slowly stepping to the side so we could pass.

      “Nice neighborhood,” the Uber driver grumbled, his words heavy with sarcasm.

      “Sure. We’ll go with that.” I watched out the window, pointing as my childhood home came into view. “It’s that one on the right. The little blue house with the white trim.”

      The driver idled at the curb while I grabbed my bag and climbed out. I thanked him, then sent him a tip on my phone before turning to stare at the house. It was a small bungalow, built in the early nineteen-hundreds like all the other houses on the block. Dad’s old red Chevy truck was parked outside, and the lights were off, not surprising since it was just past five. Mom should be home from work soon.

      The Uber motored off, leaving me standing on the broken concrete walkway, the closest thing to a sidewalk our neighborhood had to offer. I scanned the area, noting that the two thugs had drifted this direction and were watching me. Ignoring them, I hefted my bag higher on my shoulder and marched past the tiny strip of low-maintenance bushes Mom called the front yard.

      The cement evened out, becoming a true walkway before it raised in steps that led to a wooden gate that reached the middle of my thighs. Bending, I unlatched the gate and it creaked as I pushed it open. Caught off guard, I stared at it pushing and pulling to recreate the sound. I’d never heard the gate creak before. Dad would have attacked it with a can of WD-40, preaching about the pride of home ownership, long before it got rusty enough to make a sound.

      But Dad was long gone now.

      I creaked the gate closed. Once it latched, I made my way up to the front of the house, pausing in front of the bay window. The curtains were open, and Dad’s recliner still sat in the center of the living room, nestled between the matching sofa and loveseat so he could hold court between me and Mom. Our last family portrait still hung above the fireplace, our expressions a testament to Dad’s waning patience, my abundance of teenage attitude, and Mom’s forced happiness.

      Mom’s knickknacks still covered the fireplace mantle, her china cabinet that had never held china, and the coffee and end tables. The newspaper was still perched on the arm of Dad’s chair, as if waiting for him to come home and open it up so he could get in his daily bitchings about politicians, sports, traffic, and weather. They all seemed to piss him off equally, almost as much as I did. He was a gruff man, a creature of habit and tradition, hailing from an era when men didn’t talk about their feelings and children were expected to be seen and not heard.

      He’d expected perfection from me, and I’d done nothing but disappoint.

      When I played basketball, I was never fast enough on the rebounds or accurate enough in my shots. It didn’t matter if I made a hundred shots, he’d focus on the one I missed and lecture me for hours about working harder and practicing longer. When it came to school, I studied my ass off to make the honor roll, but B’s were never A’s and an A- might as well be a C.

      “I’ve worked hard to give you the opportunities I never had, and I’ll be damned if I’m gonna let you piss them away, Landon!” he shouted, his face turning red as he shook a fist at me.

      “Dad, I’m working with my English teacher. I’ll bring it back up.”

      “Landon?”

      My mother’s voice interrupted the memory. Grateful, since my last fight with Dad wasn’t something I was ready to face yet, I sucked in a deep breath and turned toward the road. Mom stood at the wooden gate under a black umbrella, her eyes wide and her mouth hanging open in shock. The past seven years had deepened the lines around her mouth and eyes and added a lot of gray to her blonde hair. She was thinner now, smaller and frailer than I remembered. Her dark eyes flooded with tears and all the words I’d been rehearsing in my mind fled at the sight.

      My sudden appearance had upset her.

      “I’m sorry,” I stammered. “I should have called. I… I can go and come back later or—”

      Shaking her head, she fumbled with the latch on the gate before pushing it open and rushing toward me. Her umbrella caught the wind and flew backward, and she released it, seemingly unconcerned. She came within a foot of me and stopped, putting a hand to her heart.

      “Landon? You’re really here?”

      I nodded, unsure of what else to say.

      Mom pounced, wrapping her arms around me. Her small body shook as she sobbed into my chest. I awkwardly patted her on the back, wondering what to do.

      “I can’t believe you’re here,” Mom said between sobs. Then just as suddenly as she’d plowed into me, she pushed away, wiping the tears from beneath her eyes. Turning toward the street, she made an exaggerated gesture forward. “Mercy! Come meet my son. My Landon… he’s home! Come, celebrate with us and I’ll make my chicken pot pie, my boy’s favorite.”

      That’s when I realized Mom had walked home, and she wasn’t alone. A blonde woman stood at the bottom of the cement stairs watching us from under a bright blue umbrella. Long straight hair framed an attractive face with big blue eyes and plump pink lips. A dark scarf circled her neck, covering the top of a cream-colored trench coat that ended just above her knees. Dark nylons stretched over shapely legs that ended in black high heels. This was Mercy, the woman Mom mentioned whenever we talked. I’d expected her to be older and nerdy, nothing like this classic beauty in her early twenties.

      “No,” Mercy snapped. She was frowning at me. Turning her attention to my mom, she forced a smile. “Thank you for the invitation, Beth, but I can’t stay. Ben is coming over for dinner tonight and I want to be there when he arrives. It was nice to finally meet you, Landon.” She took a step back.

      “You too, Mercy.”

      She turned to leave, showing off sexy curves that her trench coat couldn’t quite hide. The street lights were on, but they didn’t do much to illuminate the darkness and I worried about someone who looked that tempting walking home alone in this neighborhood. Especially after the thugs I’d seen earlier. Assholes like that would mess with a lady like Mercy in a heartbeat.

      “Wait, hold up. I’ll walk you home,” I said, picking up Mom’s umbrella on my way to the gate.

      Mercy stopped and looked at me over her shoulder. “That’s not necessary. I only live on the next block.”

      “But it would sure make me feel better to know you’re safe,” Mom said, unlocking the front door. “Please let Landon walk you. Oh, and be sure to ask Ben about Christmas dinner. I’d love to have you both over again.” She froze, her gaze cutting back on me. “Will you be here for Christmas, Landon?”

      The uncertainty and desperation in her voice felt like a sucker punch to my gut. Mom had been happy to see me. There was no guilt or hurt in her eyes as she watched me, just love and relief. I’d been worried about my presence upsetting her and turning her world upside down, and hadn’t even allowed myself to consider that she’d be so happy to see me.

      Regardless of the mistakes I’d made, this was still my mom, the woman who always went to bat for me and loved me unconditionally. I should have given her more credit. I nodded, slipping through the gate and hurrying to catch up to Mercy. “Yeah. I don’t fly out until January thirty-first.”

      Mom’s eyes widened. “You’ll be home for the holidays? What wonderful news! We’ll have a big Christmas dinner. It will be perfect!”

      Mercy smiled back, but her eyes were hard and her lips were tight. “Have a good weekend, Beth.”

      Mom’s brow furrowed. “You’re still coming for dinner Sunday night, right?”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea? Maybe I should give you and Landon space and time to reconnect.”

      “Nonsense. I look forward to our Sunday dinners every week. I can’t wait to try your cobbler.”

      Nodding, Mercy dropped her gaze. “I’ll see you Sunday.” Waving goodbye to my mom, she turned, resuming her trek.

      “I’ll be right back,” I told Mom, following Mercy.

      Even in heels Mercy was almost a foot shorter than me, but she had one hell of a long stride. I had to lengthen my steps to keep up.

      “So, did you go to West Seattle High?” I asked, trying to strike up a conversation.

      “Yep.”

      “Me too.” I didn’t recognize Mercy, which was strange since there were only about a thousand kids attending that school when I was there. Surely a girl who looked like Mercy would have stuck out. “What year did you graduate?”

      “Twenty-thirteen.”

      “Twenty-eleven, here,” I said, even though she didn’t ask. “I had some Running Start classes my junior and senior years, though, so I wasn’t on campus much when you were at the school.”

      No response.

      I tried to strike up conversation again. “How long have you been at the preschool?”

      She flashed me an annoyed look before focusing on the road again. “Why do you ask?”

      Surprised by her tone, I replied, “You and my mom are obviously close, so I’m trying to get to know you.” Which wasn’t exactly true. Mercy was alluring and interesting all on her own. When she spoke to my mom, her face was warm and inviting, lit up like a campfire, but to me, she was frigid and distant. Something inside me wanted to warm myself beside her, but the icy daggers she kept glaring at me kept me at a distance.

      “Why does it matter to you?”

      “I don’t know. That’s what people do. They talk and get to know each other. Did I do something to piss you off?”

      She stopped walking and turned to face me. I caught a whiff of vanilla and jasmine; her scent was soft and sweet, nothing like the glare she gave me as she folded her arms across her chest, still clutching the umbrella. “Where have you been for the past seven years, Landon?”

      The question cut deeper than it should have. She was a stranger, a nobody that I’d see off and on for the next forty-one days and never have to lay eyes on again. Yet her opinion of me mattered for reasons I couldn’t begin to comprehend.

      “Serving my country,” I replied. Then, because my need to defend myself to her was rubbing me raw, I added, “Why? Where have you been, Mercy?”

      Her eyes widened, then narrowed. “Serving the people of my country, the children and the moms left behind. You get thirty days of leave a year. That means you could have used any one of the two hundred and ten days you were allotted over the past seven years to come home and see her. Yet, you didn’t.”

      Mercy was full of surprises, and the icicles she glared at me dug deep. “Were you in the military?” I asked, knowing full well she hadn’t been. She was too young, too soft, to pure.

      “No. I looked it up online. Don’t worry, I didn’t tell Beth—I would never hurt her like that—but your mom is intelligent, so I’m sure she knows you could have come home and chose not to.”

      She was way out of line, and I didn’t need some uninformed chick poking her nose in my family’s affairs, no matter how beautiful she was. “I don’t think that’s any of your business. But coming home isn’t always as easy as you’d think it would be.” I was still defending myself! Un-fucking-believable.

      She scanned my face, searching for something, but hell if I could figure out what. Nor could I tell if she found it. Finally, she sighed and gestured toward the three-story apartment complex across the street. “This is me. Thanks for walking me home.”

      Apparently, our conversation (if you could call it that) was over. Before I had time to object or plead my case further, she marched across the street and up the exterior stairs to the second landing. She stopped long enough to unlock her door before disappearing behind it, not once looking back at me.

      Irritated, confused, and strangely intrigued, I headed back to the house. Mercy was right, and I should have come home earlier. I had a lot to make up for. And I was looking forward to Mom’s homemade pot pie.
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      I was being bitchy and judgmental toward Landon, but I couldn’t seem to help myself. I’d been there for Beth. I’d watched her wipe silent tears from her eyes, I’d seen her depression set in as his birthday approached every year, I knew he’d broken her heart a little more with each missed phone call or unreturned letter.

      I had detested him for the pain he’d put his mother through, and now I had a face to associate with my anger.

      A ruggedly handsome face.

      That had been a surprise. The walls of Beth’s house were covered in pictures of Landon the child, a gangly little boy with big brown eyes and a sweet smile, but there was nothing gangly or sweet about Landon the man. He was all muscles and hard angles, his chiseled jaw covered in stubble, his eyes haunted and wary, his demeanor calculated and dangerous. And it wasn’t at all fair that he was wearing his Army uniform.

      Landon the soldier was hot.

      I hadn’t expected him to be so damn good looking, and did not welcome the strange stirring in my chest as I watched him move toward me, all strong and protective, offering to walk me home like a gentleman. Landon wasn’t a gentleman; he was an asshole. I knew this for a fact, because I’d been there for Christmases and Mother’s Days and birthdays, watching Beth try not to breakdown every time she glanced at her phone. A phone that rarely rang.

      Seven years, two-hundred-and-ten possible days of leave, and Landon could rarely be bothered to even call his mom. Talk about a dick move if I’d ever heard one.

      I wanted Beth to rage about her son, to talk about him the angry way I spoke about my parents, but she never muttered a single negative word about Landon. Instead, she made excuses for his selfish behavior. “He’s busy.” “He’s probably deployed and forgot to tell me.” “The time difference makes it difficult.” She’d tried to sell me a dozen explanations, but I didn’t buy a single one, drawing my own conclusion about Beth’s son.

      Landon was a selfish asshole.

      Why else would he leave and rarely check up on her after her husband died? Did he even know that Beth had been battling depression when I met her? Did he care that she had a purpose now, and a new outlook on life? She was happy. She’d moved on, rarely even bothered by his absence anymore because she had me and all the children and teachers at the preschool who adored her and would always be there for her. We were Beth’s real family.

      But now he was back.

      Beth’s eyes were so full of hope and joy when she looked at her son that it unraveled me. All I could see was the pain ahead of her. He was home until the end of January, then what? He’d leave, abandoning her.

      She’d shatter, again, and I’d be the one still here, picking up the pieces as I cursed Landon’s name and his stupid handsome face.

      Why the hell did he have to be so damn attractive?

      After I gave him a piece of my mind, I expected to feel better but didn’t. Instead, I felt petty and ill-informed, jumping to conclusions when I still had no idea what had happened to drive Landon away. Beth refused to talk about it, so I knew it must have been horrible, whatever it was. And what did he say about coming home being difficult? If anyone should understand that, it was me.

      And his eyes…

      Landon’s big brown irises were drowning in pain and self-loathing, and with every angry word that crossed my lips, he winced. Those eyes poked holes right through my righteous indignation, making me feel like a bully. Desperate to get away from him, I marched across the street to the building I’d called home for the past four years. Another complex was being built next door, and I used to live in the old building that was there before they tore it down and rebuilt it.

      The old building should have been condemned long before Mom and I moved into it my freshman year of high school. The walls were paper-thin, the floors had an alarming sag to them, and the heaters stopped working when the temperature outside dipped below freezing and tenants needed heat the most. Despite all the building’s problems, I’d been happy there, living with my mom until she found her most recent true love on the internet and moved across the country to be with him.

      Beth and I were close, because I understood her pain. I’d been abandoned, too. I was only sixteen at the time, and I could have gone with Mom but I didn’t want to be the third wheel in her otherwise perfect little love cycle.

      Especially since I knew how often the chain came off her bike, sending us barreling down the face of heartache at eighty miles per hour before crashing us into a sea of regret.

      Mom didn’t have relationships, she had thrill rides.

      After she’d caught her last man lifting money from her purse, I’d convinced her to step away from the bike and focus on us. We’d been doing fine without a man, and I was angry that she’d uproot our lives for someone she met on the internet. Digging my heels in, I refused to move east with her. I never expected her to choose him over me, but she surprised me.

      No, she disappointed me. Again.

      I stayed behind, alone in our crappy little apartment. The rent was cheap, and the neighbors knew how to mind their own business, so I hounded both of my deadbeat parents until they agreed to cover my monthly expenses, allowing me to finish high school.

      By the time I was eighteen, between my scholarships and grants and part-time job, I was able to pay my own rent as I worked on my bachelor’s degree. But then at twenty, after I’d just enrolled in Seattle University to continue my education, I was evicted. Some neighbor had finally fallen through their floor and a building inspector had been called. To nobody’s surprise, the building had so many violations it had to be torn down.

      Since I was working part-time at Bold Beginnings and working toward my master’s degree for the purpose of replacing the preschool’s retiring director, I approached the board and shared my sob story. They increased my salary, enabling me to move into the much nicer apartment complex next door. I only had one bedroom now, but my washer and dryer were in my unit, rather than in the basement, and falling through the floor was no longer a concern.

      Now that I was finished with school and working full time, I could afford to move into a nicer place if I wanted to, but I liked living within walking distance to Beth and the school. Most of my college tuition had been covered by academic scholarships (turns out it paid to be a nerd), but I did have one small student loan. I’d been chipping away at it for the past few years, and maybe once it was paid off, I’d buy a house in the neighborhood like Beth’s. Maybe I’d even get married and cover the walls with pictures of my own kids.

      My future was uncertain, but I did know one thing for sure: Long after Landon pulled his Houdini act and disappeared again, I’d still be in the High Point neighborhood of Seattle, looking after his mom.

      I could feel his gaze on my back as I let myself into my apartment and locked the door behind me. Light flooded the small space, and I blinked until my eyes adjusted. Inside the front door, immediately to the left, a bar separated the kitchen from the entryway. Two upholstered stools were tucked under the bar so it could serve as a dining area if I ever decided to get fancy, but I mostly ate sitting on the overstuffed sofa that took up the majority of my crackerjack box of a living room. Beyond the living room, a sliding glass door led to a balcony that was barely big enough for two lawn chairs and a small plastic end table. The balcony overlooked the parking lot and the field beyond. Sometimes I drank my morning coffee out there while watching the sunrise over the city.

      To the right of the living room, down an absurdly narrow hallway that had been a pain to fit my queen-sized bed through, my room was on the left, and the bathroom on the right. My entire living space was only a couple hundred square feet, but it was clean, organized, and comfortable, decorated in earthy tones with plenty of overstuffed pillows and gauzy drapes to add warmth and make it feel inviting. Last week, I’d sprung for a live Christmas tree and although it was only about three feet tall, and currently perched on my coffee table, it made my entire apartment smell like pine.

      And, my apartment was efficient. In less than ten steps, I was able to turn on the kitchen light, hang up my coat and umbrella in the entryway closet, and plug in the Christmas tree lights. I sighed heavily, feeling the stressful day dance away to the tune of two-hundred twinkling lights and a handful of glass ornaments. Feeling much better and more at peace, I headed into my kitchen and started dinner.

      Spaghetti was on tonight’s menu. Not the homemade kind that Beth made. Simmering sauce for hours when I honestly couldn’t tell the difference seemed like a gross waste of time. My immature palate was no doubt a product of my poor upbringing, but Beth was teaching me to cook, and my jar sauce was light years ahead of the frozen meals I’d grown up eating. Tonight, I was even getting fancy by adding ground sausage and mushrooms.

      I had the sauce simmering, the noodles boiling, and was just about to put the garlic bread in the oven when my phone rang. Hoping it wasn’t Ben calling to cancel on me, like he was notorious for lately, I checked the screen. It was Janet, my friend from Child Protective Services. CPS usually assigned case workers to cases and not schools, but Janet and I worked well together and had common goals, so she always requested my cases when they came in. And Janet had been with CPS so long she had seniority and usually got what she asked for.

      “Hi, Mercy, how are you?”

      Trapping my phone between my shoulder and ear, I opened the oven and put the bread in. “Good. Today was a bit eventful, as I’m sure you’ve heard. Did you get my voicemail?” Then, I gave myself a good smack on the forehead. I sucked at small talk, but thankfully Janet knew that and liked me anyway. “I mean… how was your day? Do you have any plans for the weekend?”

      She laughed. “Busy, and I’m hoping to rest this weekend. Especially since I was able to find a nice foster family to take in Toby.”

      I knew Janet couldn’t give me specifics, so I never asked. “Thank you so much for letting me know. He’s a sweet kid. He doesn’t deserve this nonsense.”

      “Few of them do, Mercy.”

      Even though she couldn’t see me, I nodded. “Were you able to get a hold of Sheila?”

      “No. The officer who went to check on her and let her know we have Toby said nobody was home.”

      That was worrisome, but at least Toby would have a family until it all got sorted. “Thank you. For everything. I seriously don’t know what these kids would do without you.”

      “I was going to tell you the same thing. I know it’s not always easy to call us, but you made the right call, Mercy. You know I can’t get into Toby’s evaluation, but I’m not going to give this one up easily.”

      My chest squeezed as my mind spun, wondering what sort of messed up crap Toby had been subjected to. At least Janet would be keeping an eye on him from here on out. “Thanks again.”

      “Of course. Please give Sheila my number if you hear from her.”

      I promised to do so, and we said our goodbyes. Before I even set my phone down, it was ringing again. Opening the oven to check on the bread, I answered.

      “Hey Mercy.”

      “Hey Ben.” My voice was heavy with disappointment, but I didn’t have the strength or the desire to try to hide it. “You better not be calling to cancel on me again.”

      My egg timer dinged. The bread was done, so I pulled it out and stuck the baking sheet on a hot pad before turning off the burner under the noodles and hunting through my cupboard for the strainer.

      “Sorry, sis, but something came up.”

      I put him on speaker phone and set my phone on the counter, so I could drain the noodles. “Something always comes up. I haven’t even seen you in three weeks, Ben. What’s with you lately?”

      Bentley used to be reliable. We had different mothers, but we’d always been close, despite the five years that separated us. His mom, Alyssa, was an even bigger deadbeat than mine and had started dabbling in drugs toward the end of Ben’s middle school years. I found out and nagged our dad until he pulled his head out of his ass and got involved, suing Ben’s mom for custody. Ben lived with Dad until Dad’s penis overruled his brain and went on the hunt for yet another wife. Ben moved in with me to finish high school, but he moved out on his own shortly after graduation, six months ago, and I’d rarely seen him since.

      “I’m busy working, living the dream, you know how it goes.”

      “Working?” I asked, not buying his excuse for a second. “At six forty-five on a Friday night? What the hell kind of work are you doing, Ben?”

      “The kind that pays the bills. We’ll catch up later, okay?”

      No. I was not okay with any of this. Ben never lied to me. Our parents lied to us so much we’d promised long ago to always be honest with each other. So, instead of lies, he fed me vague answers and skirted around the truth when he knew I wouldn’t approve. He didn’t want to disappoint me, but not telling me where he was working wasn’t disappointing; it was terrifying. My gut told me that my little brother was into something dangerous or illegal, or both, and there was nothing I could do about it.

      Bentley was eighteen now, and nagging or pressuring him would only push him away. Swallowing back all the warnings and wisdom I wanted to bestow upon him, I cradled my head in my hands and said the one thing I could.

      “I miss you, Ben.”

      “I miss you too, sis. We’ll get together soon, but I gotta go now. Love you.”

      I huffed out a disappointed breath, frowning at the pot of spaghetti that would be way too much for me. I’d be eating pasta for days. “Love you, too. Be safe.”

      He hung up and I finished dinner. I had a ton of food, but suddenly no appetite. Determined to eat anyway—I mean, dammit, I worked hard on this meal, so someone should enjoy it—I dished myself up a bowl and carried it into the living room. The lights on my tree were still twinkling, but I didn’t have much Christmas spirit anymore, so I unplugged it and set it on the floor.

      Realizing I’d forgotten to invite Ben to Beth’s for Christmas dinner, I sent him a quick text before turning on the television. Surfing channels while I ate, my cozy little apartment suddenly felt entirely too quiet and lonely.

      I should have just had dinner at Beth’s.

      There was only one problem with that thought: Landon, the asshole. The handsome, gentleman asshole who looked positively delicious in his Army uniform.

      I clicked through reality shows, sitcoms, dramas, and action shows, but nothing drew my interest. Bored and suddenly all too aware of my terminal single and alone status, I finished eating and pulled my laptop out of my bag. No use dwelling, especially not when I had plenty of work to keep me busy.
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      Reconnecting with Mom was nice. I’d expected things between us to be awkward and tense, but nothing could be further from the truth. Being around her now reminded me of how close we used to be. I’d forgotten about all the times I’d heard her defending me to Dad, all the times she tried to cheer me up after Dad had torn me down. Being back home, surrounded by memories, I realized that Mom had always been in my court.

      I felt like a dumbass for not seeing that sooner.

      After dinner Friday night, we lingered in the kitchen and caught up before I retired to my bedroom. Mom had kept my room exactly how I’d left it, but everything seemed smaller, the space even more cramped than I remembered.

      Drifting over to my bookshelf, I let my gaze linger on the science and math awards hanging on the wall before pulling out my senior yearbook and thumbing through the pages. I stopped on a basketball group photo, smiling at the faces of my friends. We’d won state that year. If I closed my eyes, I could almost see my cheering teammates, almost remember the euphoric feeling of our victory. I’d been riding high that day, like I was the king of the school or some shit like that.

      I had no idea how far I was about to fall.

      My gaze drifted down the page to the names of my teammates. Marc, Tristan, Gabe, Jaime… what had happened to them all? They’d tried to keep in touch with me, but after Dad’s death, I had a hard time connecting with anyone. They wanted to talk about colleges, careers, and girls, and I was struggling just to make it through the days.

      They couldn’t understand my pain, and I didn’t want to drag them down into my bullshit. Only months from graduation, on the cusp of adulthood, they didn’t need me yapping about the guilt I felt at hearing my mom crying herself to sleep every night. About the way I’d felt so helpless as my dad collapsed on the floor, his vacant eyes staring up at me, still disappointed at what he saw.

      I didn’t want to talk about that shit and they didn’t want to hear it, so I slowly distanced myself from them. I bailed on enough get-togethers that they finally stopped inviting me.

      Having no friends to stay for and everything to want to get away from made it easy to sign my life away to the Army. And enlisting was the smartest thing I’d ever done. It had helped me find a purpose and pride in myself and my abilities. My job could be hard as hell, but all the lives I’d saved and the soldiers I’d helped made it hella rewarding, too.

      Curious, I thumbed through more pages until I found the sophomore class. If Mom had ever mentioned Mercy’s last name, I couldn’t remember it, so I had to scan the first names until I found her. Her hair was shorter, her cheeks were a little chubby, and her smile… her smile took my breath away. She looked so young, innocent, and optimistic, I could hardly believe this was the frosty beauty who’d just cold-shouldered me.

      Closing up the year book, I put it back on the shelf before roaming over to my old dresser. I thumbed through the drawers, pausing when I found an old Seattle SuperSonics T-shirt. Memories of the night I’d gotten that shirt tugged me back to a better time, a time when things weren’t so tense between me and Dad. I was fifteen when he took me to the last game our Seattle Sonics would ever play at KeyArena. It was an April game against the Dallas Mavericks. The game was close, and we barely squeaked out a win with a final score of ninety-nine to ninety-five. It had been the best night of my life.

      Watching basketball together, rooting on our home team, had always connected us. Once I hit my teen years and Dad started preaching at me about becoming a man, watching the Sonics play with him was the only time I didn’t feel like he was trying to measure me against some yardstick I could never aspire to.

      The Sonics relocated after that season, becoming the Oklahoma City Thunder. With our team gone, our common ground fell out from under us, turning the divide between me and Dad into a gaping chasm.

      The faded T-shirt felt too sacred to my childhood to wear as an adult. I set it down and grabbed a different one, smiling at the Nirvana logo. Since Dad hated my music, this one was free from memories. I stripped out of my uniform shirt and attempted to replace it with the old band shirt, but felt like the Hulk trying to bust through my clothing. Fabric stretched and seams strained until I gave up and tossed it back into my drawer. I didn’t realize how much the Army had changed my body, but there was no way my arms and chest were fitting into a men’s medium ever again.

      Damn, I was a scrawny kid.

      Looking around, I realized I’d outgrown the entire room. I rolled onto the twin bed I remembered as being comfortable to find that it was even shorter than a boot camp bunk. My feet hung off the end as I stared up at the ceiling, trying to force myself to sleep. It was a little after eight p.m. Factoring in the time change, I’d only gotten about four hours of sleep in the past forty-eight hours. And the days prior to that were filled with Smiley’s funeral and even more travel.

      I was exhausted, but not sleepy.

      Reflecting on the day’s events, I realized nothing had gone the way I’d anticipated. Mom was warm and welcoming, and her only tears were from joy. I’d expected to be plagued with memories of my dad and crippled by the guilt of his death, but the only thing I felt guilty about was that I’d barely even thought of him, and my memories were accompanied by a strange numbness, not pain.

      Apparently seven years of that shit had been enough.

      No, the only thoughts plaguing my mind had to do with a certain blonde campfire and her icy barrier.

      “Where have you been for the past seven years, Landon?”

      “You could have used any one of the two hundred and ten days you were allotted over the past seven years to come home and see her.”

      Mercy wasn’t wrong. I’d stayed away because I couldn’t handle the memories and guilt, and assumed Mom needed space from me for the same reason. I mean, how could she even look at me without missing Dad? I’d left because it was the right thing to do, and I’d stayed away to give us both time to heal.

      But I probably should have called more.

      And I definitely shouldn’t have waited seven years to visit.

      There was no help for that now, but I was determined to do what I could to make up for lost time, so I spent all weekend with Mom, doing whatever she wanted. Saturday, we went shopping and bought me some civilian clothes that actually fit before donating most of what was in my dresser. Then we took Dad’s truck out and searched the remaining stock at a few different Christmas tree lots until we found the perfect Douglas-fir. I retrieved the decorations from the attic and set up the tree while Mom made us cookies before joining me to decorate.

      Halfway through decorating the tree, I realized how late we were putting it up. There were only three days left until Christmas, and Mom usually had the tree up and decorated by the first of December. “Mom, why isn’t the tree up already?” I asked.

      “Oh, you know, I’ve been busy,” she replied, hurrying into the kitchen with a strand of outdoor lights. We were setting them on the table until we finished the tree. Then we planned to unravel them and come up with a plan for decorating outside.

      Her quick exit felt a lot like brushing off my question. Concerned, I followed her and kept at it. “But you always have the tree and your decorations up before now.” Mom loved Christmas. No matter how poor we were, every year she went all out with decorations. Then we’d turn off all but the Christmas lights and sip cider in front of the tree. Some of the happiest memories of my childhood were due to the effort Mom put into Christmas. “You weren’t going to decorate at all, were you?”

      Head tilted to the side, she peeked over her glasses at me. “Don’t make a big deal out of this, Landon.”

      I had my answer, as disturbing as it was. “When did you last decorate for Christmas?”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” Her eyes misted over, and she looked away.

      “Mom,” I warned, my voice dipping lower than I’d intended.

      “Don’t take that tone of voice with me,” she snapped, her head whipping back around to stare at me. “With you and your dad gone, who do you think I would have been decorating for? Myself? Do you really believe I did any of this for myself? Ever?”

      Actually, yes, I had believed that. “But you love Christmas.”

      “No, I love you. I loved watching you hang ornaments on the tree. I loved listening to you hum carols when you thought nobody was listening. I loved the way you’d sit on the couch and watch Christmas movies with me, pretending to think they were lame but getting caught up in the happy endings all the same. I loved spending the holiday with my family, Landon. I hated it the past seven years without you.” Her eyes were bright with moisture. She blinked, and a tear escaped, but she quickly wiped it away.

      “But what about Aunt Martha and Uncle Bill? Don’t they still come for Christmas dinner?”

      “Martha and Bill moved to Idaho shortly after you left. They wanted to be closer to Billy and the kids. I thought I told you that.”

      She had, but for some reason my mind hadn’t connected the dots. I hadn’t pieced together that my mom would now be alone all of the time, even over the holidays. The realization knocked me sideways. I’d never thought about what my mom did while I was gone. She’d always been a homebody, content to wrap her life around me and Dad. Although she’d made friends with the moms of some of my friends, she wasn’t close to any of them. We’d been her world, and we’d both left her.

      “So, you’ve been spending Christmas alone?” I asked.

      “The first few, yes. But then Mercy barged into my life and planted herself here. She really is a sweet young lady. Did I ever tell you how we met?”

      Probably, but I couldn’t remember, so I shook my head. “No.”

      “I’d dropped a piece of mail on my way in from the box. Mercy was walking home from work and saw it on the sidewalk. As you know, this isn’t the safest neighborhood for a single woman to just stop in and meet her neighbor, but I swear that girl isn’t afraid of anything. She marched right up and banged on my door. I invited her in for a cup of tea, and although she was hesitant, once I assured her I lived alone she joined me.”

      “Mom, she could have been a robber or a murderer or something. You shouldn’t have invited her in,” I chided.

      “I’d like to believe I’m a better judge of character than that. Besides, at least a robber or a murderer would have added a little adventure to my boring life. Anyway, you should have heard her carrying on about her job at the preschool. She was just a teacher then, and a student on the side, but I’d never heard anyone more passionate about anything in my life. The way she talked about those kids… it made me want to be a part of something again. Made me feel like I still had a role to play in this life.”

      The remnants of depression in her voice made my ears perk up. Alarmed that I’d never even considered her mental health, I patted her hand. “Of course you still have role to play, Mom.”

      She leveled a stare at me. “If you don’t stop interrupting me, I’ll never get through this story.”

      “You’re right. Sorry.”

      “Mercy believed in the mission of the school and she invited me to volunteer. She made me feel like this lonely old housewife could still make a difference.”

      Mom wasn’t trying to hurt me, but her words still cut deep. “I never realized you felt that way about yourself.”

      “Children aren’t the only ones who need to be reassured of their value. I know your dad made you feel inadequate, Landon. There were many times I should have stepped between the two of you. I always stood up for you when he and I were alone, but he was just so stubborn and pigheaded. Your dad loved you, and he believed he needed to push you to succeed. He never realized he was pushing you away. I wish I would have done more… said more. Maybe I could have kept him from getting so worked up that night.”

      She felt guilt over his death, too. “Mom—”

      She held up a hand, silencing me. “I cook for kids now. You wouldn’t expect that to be so healing, but it has been. Lots of these kids don’t eat outside of the school, so I’m solely responsible for their nutrition. I make a difference in their lives, and the day-to-day experience of knowing that I’m helping them is every bit as fulfilling as decorating a Christmas tree for you.”

      Every word out of her mouth was unexpected, almost foreign, making me wonder if she’d completely changed while I was gone, or if I’d never really known her after all. Growing up, my mom had always seemed a little one dimensional, but I could see now that she had more sides to her than I’d ever imagined.

      “I don’t blame you for leaving, Landon. You did what you needed to do in order to cope with everything. I’m proud of the man you’ve become. Your dad would be proud of you, too.” She cracked a smile. “He probably wouldn’t say it, but he would be. At first, I didn’t decorate for the holidays because I missed you and your dad and was feeling sorry for myself, but now… I’m busy. I’m a working woman, and I have better things to do than decorate for a dead husband and a son who never comes home. If you wanted me to put up a Christmas tree, you damn well should have shown up for a holiday.”

      My mom had teeth and a backbone. Who knew? I had nothing to say, no excuses to use to defend myself, so I nodded. “I’m glad you found something that makes you happy, Mom.”

      “Volunteer with me,” she replied.

      “What?” I asked, certain I misheard her.

      “At the preschool. While you’re here. Come and meet everyone and volunteer. I know once you get to know the children and see what we’re doing… It will help you heal, too.”

      I doubted that. “I’ll think about it.”

      I expected Mom to push me into making a decision now, but instead, she gave me a tight smile. “Mercy and Ben will be joining us for Christmas dinner.”

      Mom had mentioned Ben before, and Mercy had hurried off Friday evening to cook for him. “Is that her boyfriend?” I asked. The idea that Mercy had a significant other in her life bugged me far more than it should since the little ice queen clearly wasn’t interested in me.

      Mom gave me an odd look. “Bentley is her brother. Why do you ask, Landon? Mercy is a beautiful young lady and now that I think about it you two would—”

      “Mom, stop.” The train was dangerously close to getting derailed, and I needed to keep it on the tracks. Yes, Mercy was attractive, but even if she hadn’t been openly hostile toward me, I didn’t date. And she didn’t seem like the kind of girl who’d be interested in causal sex. Even if she was, there had to be some sort of rule against sleeping with your mom’s boss. If not, there should be. Mom and I were mending our bridges. Screwing her boss would be like planting C4 beneath them and handing a book of matches to a kid with ADHD and no parental supervision. Something was bound to go boom. “I’m only here until the end of January, remember?”

      “Are you planning on being in the service forever?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe?” But I did know I wasn’t interested in a relationship, so I changed the subject. “Ben’s her brother, and his name is actually Bentley? Like the car?” It was so unusual, it threw me off. Then again, Mercy wasn’t exactly a common name either.

      “Mercedes and Bentley. Their dad named them. Mercy says he has a thing for luxury cars. Probably because they help him pick up women. He’s been married… I think she said six or seven times. I’ve never met him myself, but with the way she talks about him…” Mom shook her head. “I don’t know how such a sweet, intelligent girl like Mercy ended up with a father like that. Her mother isn’t much better. Met a man on the computer and flew across the country to be with him, leaving her daughter here on her own. Poor thing, she was still in high school when her mom left. I’ll tell you what, Landon, you could do a lot worse than Mercy, and I don’t think there’s anyone out there who’s better.”

      She wasn’t listening. “Mom, I—”

      “Martha has two grandkids and a daughter-in-law now. I have a son that I haven’t seen in seven years. When you enlisted, you told me it would only be four. I’m glad you’re home now, but how much longer will you be in the service? You’re twenty-five, and you need to think about your future, about a career, a wife and kids. Don’t you want any of that?”

      Did I? “I don’t know, Mom. I’m gonna go finish the tree.” I turned and roamed back into the living room. Passing Dad’s recliner, I was assaulted by memories. I could almost see him standing in front of the chair, shaking a finger at me as his eyes bugged out.

      “I’ve worked my ass off to give you every opportunity I never had, and you will go to college!” he thundered. A bead of sweat ran down the side of his face. He was really working himself up this time. “It’s time to pull your head out of your ass and commit to something.”

      I blinked, and the memory was gone. Turning, I went back to the half-decorated tree and picked up another ornament to hang. It wasn’t that I hadn’t wanted to go to school. I’d even taken some Running Start courses and had been working on credits toward achieving my associates degree. I just didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life and I needed a break without people pressuring me, so I could figure it out.

      And all Dad knew how to do was pressure me.

      Seven years later he was long gone, and I still hadn’t pulled my head out of my ass and made a commitment. If he could see me now, he’d be so fucking disappointed, he’d probably work himself into another heart attack.

      Desperate for a distraction, I picked up a glass bulb and hooked it on a tree branch.

      The mundane task of decorating the tree didn’t even slow my thoughts. If I was being honest with myself, I’d admit that I’d gone into the Army to get out of making any decisions at all. After the first four years, I’d re-enlisted because I still didn’t know what to do. I’d have to decide what to do soon unless I wanted to re-enlist again.

      Hell, my indecision could probably turn me into a lifer.

      When Mom joined me at the tree, she didn’t say anything else about my lack of a relationship or a career. Instead, she helped me finish before sending me outside to put up the outdoor lights. While hanging the lights, I noticed that the gutters were stuffed with leaves, so I cleaned those out and washed down the walkway. The gate squeaked again when I opened it, so I brought out the can of WD-40 and solved that problem before turning my attention to the weeds crowding the tiny front yard.

      I stayed outside until Mom called me in for dinner. After we ate, I headed straight for bed. I think I was asleep before my head hit the pillow.
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        * * *

      

      Sunday morning, Mom and I ran errands and went grocery shopping. When we returned home, she went to work washing and chopping vegetables and asked me to go let Mercy know that dinner would be at five.

      “Why would I do that?” I asked.

      “Mercy and I have dinner together every Sunday night, but we usually eat at six,” Mom explained. “Please let her know it will be ready at five tonight.”

      “Can’t we just call her?” I asked, suspicious of my mother’s motive for sending me to the home of a girl she’d hinted at setting me up with.

      Mom speared me with a look that meant business. “She only lives on the next block. I figured some fresh air would be good for you, Landon.”

      Fresh air? We’d just gotten back from the grocery store, and I’d spent Saturday hanging up lights and cleaning out gutters. I had enough of Seattle’s fresh air to fill my lungs for days, but not enough breath to argue with my mom, so I put on my rain jacket and headed over to Mercy’s.

      The rain had let up, but the clouds still looked dark and ominous, like they might burst and drown the city again at any moment. Determined to get this bullshit task over with before I got drenched, I hurried my steps until I was standing in front of the door Mercy had disappeared behind two nights ago. I knocked.

      Shuffling sounds came from the other side of the door. “Who is it?” Mercy asked, her voice sounding muffled and a little different.

      “Landon,” I replied, waving for the peephole like a dork. Realizing what I was doing, I shoved my hand in my pocket and tried to play it off. “Mom sent me over.”

      Locks clicked, and the door opened about an inch or two, a brass chain keeping it from opening further. The right side of Mercy’s face appeared in the doorway, one beautiful blue eye, rimmed in red, staring out at me. “Hey. What’s up?” she asked.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, immediately alarmed by the way she looked like she’d been crying. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.” She blew her bangs out of her face. “I’m just watching some stupid Christmas movie.”

      “Can I come in?”

      I don’t know why I asked. I could have easily given her the message through the door and been on my way, but a familiar, sweet scent was coming from the apartment, tickling a memory. And I kind of wanted to see her place.

      “Um. I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”

      Surprised, I stared at her. “What? Why not?”

      “I don’t really know you, Landon, and I’m a single woman who lives alone. I’m not looking to become a statistic.”

      I couldn’t deny the wisdom of her precaution, but did she really think I’d hurt her? “You know my mother,” I objected.

      “Yeah, that’s not the same as knowing you. In fact, that makes it worse because I know you disappeared for seven years. What if you committed some heinous crime and were just waiting out the statute of limitations to return and do it again?”

      What the fuck was she talking about? “Are you really watching a Christmas movie? Or is it some man-hating Lifetime flick?”

      Her lips twitched. She seemed dangerously close to smiling before forcing a frown. “Why don’t you just tell me why you’re here, so I can check on my cobbler and go back to my movie.”

      The familiar scent drifting out of her apartment finally registered. I sniffed the air, my mouth practically watering with anticipation. “You’re making Mom’s marionberry cobbler?” I’d had plenty of desserts since leaving home, but none of them held a candle to Mom’s cobbler. Marionberries were like blackberries, but better. They grew in Oregon, but Mom always found them at the local farmer’s market in early August.

      Mercy nodded. “Beth’s been sharing her recipes with me. This one’s my favorite.”

      “Mine, too. Where did you find marionberries this time of year?”

      The slightest blush colored Mercy’s visible cheek, making her look even younger and more innocent than normal. “I bought a bunch right before school started and froze them. I couldn’t handle the thought of going all winter without cobbler.”

      Every new thing I learned about Mercy made me want to get to know her more. Considering that my time in town was limited, and she was my mom’s friend and boss, that was dangerous. Taking a step back from the door I tried to distance myself from her and her delicious scents, and got down to my reason for darkening her doorway. “Mom wanted me to let you know that dinner will be ready at five.”

      Mercy’s brows furrowed. “And?”

      I shook my head. “And nothing. That’s all she said.”

      “Sunday dinner’s always at five, Landon.”

      Of course it was. Realizing I’d been played and set up by my mother after all, I took another step back. “Okay. I’ll see you at five then.”

      Mercy still looked confused, but I turned and bolted down the stairs before she could ask any more questions.
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      Wondering why Beth had really sent Landon to my apartment, I closed the door and leaned against it. Had she told me a different time for dinner? I reflected on the conversations we’d had over the past week only to come up empty. If she’d mentioned a time change, I sure hadn’t caught it.

      Was Landon lying? Did she really send him?

      Still trying to figure out what motive either of them could possibly have, I took the cobbler out of the oven and turned off the movie before heading for the bathroom and stripping out of my ratty old sweats. I’d refused to let Landon in, but not knowing him had only been part of the reason. I’d been lazily lounging in front of the television all day, practically drowning in my own loneliness as I watched stupid mushy movies about happy couples and families. I hadn’t showered, my hair was a mess, and there was no way I was letting Mr. Sexy Asshole see me in my current state.

      So, now I was hustling to get cleaned up and pull myself together before I headed over for the weekly dinner I usually looked forward to, but had been dreading since Friday night. Beth had her son now, and I wasn’t blood. I was… a fill in. She didn’t need me anymore now that she had the real thing.

      I felt inadequate and out of place, and I hated myself for those stupid emotions.

      I probably should have made nice with Landon, then I wouldn’t feel so weird about interjecting myself into their dinner. He was Beth’s son, so he couldn’t be all bad. Besides, I didn’t know the details and it wasn’t my place to call him out on his absence. Now things between us were sure to be awkward. Keeping my big mouth shut and minding my own damn business would have been the smart move.

      But that asshole deserved to know that his absence had hurt his mom.

      Still, I could have been more tactful. It wasn’t like I lacked the ability to be subtle and diplomatic. Heck, my job forced me to make tact my bitch. I mean, it wasn’t like I could come right out and tell people they were lousy parents who should have their rights stripped and be forced into sterilization. And believe me, sometimes it took a heaping serving of tact to chew on those words without spitting them out. But being politic served the greater good, because it meant keeping the children who needed it most in my preschool where I could still help them.

      For that, I could swallow every ounce of my pride and every one of my opinions.

      But, no matter how I looked at it, I couldn’t see any greater good in not pointing out the effects of Landon’s absence on his mother. He needed to know that his actions had consequences, and that while he was off saving the world or whatever, I’d been here comforting the woman whose heart he kept breaking.

      I’d sacrifice honesty all day long for the chance to help a child, but not just so I could be comfortable at dinner.

      By the time I left for Beth’s I’d talked myself out of any regrets I’d been feeling about dressing Landon down and had puffed myself up with righteous indignation and a shaky sense of honor. I arrived just before five, and Beth opened the door to my knock, giving me a bright smile as she led me toward the kitchen.

      “Your home looks beautiful,” I told her, meaning every word. From the lights outside to the decorated tree to the Christmas village in the bay window and the stocking hanging from the fireplace, the transformation was breathtaking. The place felt like Christmas. Having never seen it so festive before, the sheer volume of decorations took me by surprise. It was like she’d taken her house from equator to North Pole over the weekend.

      “You and Landon must have bought out all the remaining decorations in Seattle.”

      “Oh, no. I had all of this in the attic. Landon brought it down after we picked up the tree. Did you and Ben have a nice dinner Friday night?”

      She had all this in the attic and she never decorated? That gave me something else to be mad at Landon for, since her lack of holiday spirit in recent years was obviously his fault. And I was kind of hurt that she hadn’t told me about her plethora of decorations. I could have helped her make this winter wonderland.

      “Something came up,” I replied, setting the cobbler on the countertop. “Ben had to cancel. I texted him about Christmas but he hasn’t replied yet, so I don’t know if he’ll be here.”

      Her empathetic gaze followed me as I removed my coat. Beth understood my struggles with Ben better than anyone. We were both old pros at making excuses for the men we loved when they hurt us.

      Speaking of which, Landon was nowhere in sight, and I was both grateful for and strangely disappointed by his absence. Forcing myself not to ask about him because I still didn’t know why Beth had sent him to my apartment (if she had), I carried my coat to the hall closet and hung it up before returning to the kitchen. Beth was watching me with an inquisitive look on her face. “You look nice,” she said.

      I didn’t miss the question in her voice as she eyed my outfit. Our Sunday night dinners had always been casual affairs. I usually wore leggings or joggers and a sweatshirt, but today I’d dressed in a tan cardigan over a white shirt tucked into blue skinny jeans with knee-high boots. I’d blown out my hair, leaving it down but adding some loose curls before lining my eyes and brushing mascara on my lashes. I wasn’t exactly dressed up, but I wasn’t my normal slouch self, either.

      Heat flooded my cheeks at being called out on my not-so-casual attire. It wasn’t like I wanted to impress Landon, I just didn’t want to look like a slob in front of him. Why? I had no idea, but it probably had to do with some sort of faulty wiring of my brain short-circuiting due to his big dark eyes and chiseled jaw. “Thanks.”

      “Are you going somewhere after dinner?”

      She was fishing, and I thought about making up an excuse for my appearance, but the look in her eyes told me she already knew the truth. “Nope.” I snapped my mouth shut and washed my hands instead.

      Thankfully, the stovetop buzzer dinged, pulling Beth’s attention away from me. Giving me one last glance, she opened the oven door to remove a bubbling pan of cheesy chicken enchiladas, one of my favorite dishes.

      “That smells amazing. Is there anything I can do to help?” I asked.

      “Landon’s in his room. Will you please go tell him dinner’s ready?”

      I’d made the offer hoping she had some sort of cooking-related task for me, not a retrieve-the-enemy mission, but since I couldn’t take back my offer of assistance now, I slowly made my way down the hall to Landon’s room. There were only two bedrooms in the house. I’d never been inside either of them but had a pretty good idea which door led to tall, dark, and sexy. After pausing for a moment to straighten my outfit and smooth down my hair, then silently berating myself for being so ridiculously girly, I knocked.

      “Come in.”

      I wasn’t about to step foot in his personal space, but I did open the door to relay his mom’s message only to get an eyeful of his gloriously naked back. Landon’s shoulders were wide and muscular, tapering to a narrow waist. He wasn’t bodybuilder big, but the corded back muscle and well-defined biceps spoke of a practical strength. Landon’s muscles had come from hard work and training. Not only was his body well-built and beautiful, but it was also marked up with a few scars and some breathtaking ink. Wings were tattooed on the backs of his arms and he had some sort of medical insignia on his back. A hardhat was perched on the top of the insignia, with the American flag waving behind it.

      Back to the door, he was searching through his closet. “Almost ready, Mom. Just need to grab a shirt.”

      I didn’t correct him, didn’t say a damn thing, as I continued to stare, memorizing every muscle, every line of his ink. His body was beautiful in the way I imagined a gun would be: deadly, powerful, and sleek. I was no virgin, but the few men I’d been with hadn’t been built like Landon, and I couldn’t help but wonder what it would feel like to be wrapped in those arms.

      “Mercy?”

      He’d removed a shirt from its hanger and was holding it as he glanced over his shoulder, breaking me out of my lust-induced trance. My gaze darted up to his face. He was watching me.

      “S-sorry to interrupt,” I stammered, sounding like a complete idiot. “Your mom wanted me to let you know that dinner’s ready.”

      He spun around to face me, giving me a full view of his chiseled chest covered in even more ink, lined abs, and an incredible V that led down to the waistband of his low-riding jeans. I was trying not to stare, but I couldn’t help myself. Landon’s body was built for sex. He finally broke the trance I was in by pulling his shirt over his arms and working the buttons. Grateful for the cotton now covering his nakedness, I sought out his face again.

      “See something you like?” he asked, the left corner of his lips sliding up in a panty-dropping smirk.

      Embarrassed, and refusing to let him know I found him attractive, I scanned his room searching for something I could use to form a reply. My gaze stopped on the awards hanging above his bookshelf. “Yes. I had no idea you were good at science and math. Those awards are pretty impressive. Good job.”

      Oh, God, kill me now.

      I felt like a complete moron. The continued presence of his smirk told me he wasn’t buying my act for a second. With nothing more to say, and every reason to flee, I stepped back and closed his door, probably a little harder than necessary. Then I hurried to rejoin Beth in the kitchen.

      She was dumping corn from a pot into a serving dish, and she paused long enough to glance behind me. “Where’s Landon?”

      I shrugged. “Coming, I guess? By the way, why did you send him to my apartment this afternoon?”

      “Oh, that.” She scraped out the last of the corn before setting the pot in the sink. “I needed a moment to get my thoughts in order. Will you please set the glasses on the table?”

      What kind of an excuse is that?

      She’d had seven years to get her thoughts together. Now, you’d think she’d want to spend every waking moment with her son. They had limited days together, and who knew the next time he’d decide to grace her with his presence? Instead of calling her out on her bullshit answer, I scooped up the glasses she was pointing at. Beth had been acting kind of shady since Landon had arrived, and I didn’t like it one bit. I couldn’t help but wonder if she trying to set me up with her son. Although the idea was flattering, it was impractical. He would be gone soon, and I was far too busy with the preschool for any kind of relationship. Still, I couldn’t seem to get his muscular back and chest out of my mind as I set the glasses of water on the table.

      I probably should have dumped one of them over my head to cool off.

      What was with that smirk?

      Did Landon know I’d been ogling him? He seemed pretty damn proud of himself and his sexy body. Determined to deflate that ego of his, I basically ignored him when he joined us. Not my most mature moment, but I had a lot going on in my head and I couldn’t deal with the questioning looks he kept giving me.

      Not like I was watching him. At least not intentionally.

      Since Landon and I were both quiet at the table, Beth filled the silence with a recap of their weekend. She finished by asking, “Mercy, you don’t happen to have a volunteer packet at your house, do you?”

      “I’m not sure, to be honest. I have my laptop bag, so probably. Why?” I asked, surprised by the sudden change in subject.

      “When Landon walks you home after dinner, will you please check and give him a packet if you have one?”

      Landon set his fork down and his shoulders tensed. “Mom, I said I would think about it.”

      “I’ll be working a lot of the time that you’re here. Will you really want to stay home alone? You’ll be bored out of your mind. And the children would benefit from having a man around. In fact, Mercy had a meeting with the president of the Dead Presidents Friday, and they’re planning to volunteer once a week, too, so there will be other men there that you’ll have something in common with.”

      “The Dead Presidents?” Landon asked. “Is that some kind of band?”

      “No. They’re a local motorcycle club of military veterans. They do a lot of good for the community. In fact, they just made the paper for their annual toy drive. Did you see that, Mercy?”

      The idea of having Landon invading my workspace like he’d invaded my friendship with Beth was terrifying, making me want to crawl under the table and hide until whatever storm he’d rolled in on picked his ass up and took him back out of town. I barely managed to squeak out an affirmative yes before shoveling another bite into my mouth. If I was chewing, nobody could expect me to talk and I needed to think before I said anything stupid.

      “What do you say, Landon?” Beth asked. “Don’t you want to come and help us at the school?”

      I could feel his gaze on me, but I kept my eyes on my plate. Seeing him every day would wreck me, and I had no idea why. Sure, he was attractive, but I’d dealt with all kinds of attractive men before and none of them had made me want to dress up for Sunday dinner. I was a career woman, not some ditsy girl whose heart started fluttering every time a hot guy smiled at her.

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw Landon smile as he watched me, and my stupid heart started fluttering. “What would I be doing there, Mercy?”

      His question felt like a challenge. He had to know how uncomfortable he made me, and the asshole was loving it. He was daring me to stop shoveling food into my mouth and participate in the conversation, maybe tell them both how I really felt about him volunteering.

      I reached for my glass of water and sucked down a drink, holding up my index finger to let him know I needed a minute. Using the time to school my expression into something more professional, I set down the glass and took a deep breath.

      “Volunteers do whatever the teachers need them to do. Sometimes they help with projects—cutting, gluing, things like that—and sometimes they sit with the preschoolers and remind them when it’s time to listen instead of talking to their neighbor. Volunteers also help with activities like playing basketball or handball with kids during recess or our physical fitness time. It can be pretty taxing, though, and if you think about it and decide you don’t want to spend your vacation at a preschool, nobody will blame you.”

      Beth was looking at me like I’d just kicked her cat. She’d only ever heard me sell volunteering as an opportunity, but I refused to do that with Landon. If he chose to volunteer, it needed to be because he wanted to, not because Beth or I had talked him into it. And so far, it seemed like he was only thinking about it to appease his mom and mess with me.

      “You’d love volunteering at the school,” Beth assured him. “Everyone does.”

      I wasn’t so sure. “Do you even like children, Landon?” I asked.

      He seemed taken aback by my blunt question. He scowled and snapped his mouth shut before furrowing his brow. Then his sexy lips twisted to the side as he thought. Finally, he answered, “You know, I’m not sure. I’ve never spent much time around kids.”

      Beth straightened in her seat, a strangled sound escaping from her throat. “But what about your friend Gabe? You stayed over at his house half of your junior year, and he had younger siblings.”

      “Mom, Gabe’s little sister and brother were annoying as hell. We used to lock them out of his room, so we could game in peace.”

      Beth’s smile tightened as she glanced from me to Landon. “You’re a combat medic in the Army. I’m sure you can handle preschoolers,” she told him.

      “It shouldn’t be about ‘handling’ them,” I chimed in. I loved Beth and wanted her to be happy, but I wouldn’t sacrifice the mental health of preschoolers so she could be close to her son. Even if part of me wanted him close, too. “We screen our volunteers carefully. Not only will you have to pass a background check, but you’ll also have to share your motivation for wanting to volunteer. So, let me ask you now: Why do you want to volunteer, Landon?”

      His gaze shot to his mom for a moment before settling back on me. “I don’t even know if I want to,” he answered.

      His honesty startled me. Then it gave me a whole new respect for the man. “Think long and hard about it before you do, then. Kids can tell when someone doesn’t want to be there, and they have enough fake people in their lives. They need to be surrounded by adults who genuinely care and are volunteering because they want to make a difference.”

      “I won’t be here for very long.” Landon frowned. “How much of a difference can I possibly make?”

      I shrugged. “None. Or all the difference in the world. It’s really up to you and whether or not you give a damn.”

      “Mercy—” Beth started.

      “No.” I cut her off. “I’m not trying to be a hardass here, and we always need more volunteers. But, if Landon wants to help out at the school, he needs to be doing it for the right reason. I didn’t grow up in this neighborhood, but I had my own complications throughout my youth, and I know how it feels when everyone expects you to fail because of who you are and where you’re from. I also know how life-changing it can be to have someone who really believes in you. These kids will face several challenges as they grow. I’m not subjecting them to anyone who won’t be in their corner and help prepare them to annihilate the limitations put on them by society for being below the poverty level. Not even for your son, Beth. I’m sorry.”

      All my life people had told me I was too intense, too passionate, too intimidating about the things that mattered to me. Beth and Landon were watching me like everyone else did, no doubt wanting me to tone it down a bit. But I couldn’t change who I was. Nor could I lessen how important Bold Beginnings was to me. I’d sworn to protect the integrity of the preschool, and I would. No matter what.

      “Landon, if you decide you want to come and help the preschoolers, and you can pass the background check, we’d love to have you. But if your motivation isn’t strictly about bettering the lives of those kids, I’m going to deny your application.”

      He nodded, still watching me. “Understandable.”

      Beth, on the other hand, didn’t look nearly as accepting of my speech. “Landon would never do anything to hurt a child,” she said.

      “I understand that. But I also know there’s a lot of room between help and hurt, filled with possibilities that I have no desire to explore. I’m going to get dessert” Desperate for a break from the anger and disappointment in her eyes, I stood and went into the kitchen to retrieve my cobbler.
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      I had no desire whatsoever to spend my leave volunteering at a preschool, but I also didn’t think I had a choice. Mom’s heart was set on the matter, and I was dealing with enough guilt about being gone so long that I would have agreed to anything shy of singing Christmas carols to make her happy.

      I’d always drawn the line at singing carols, and that wasn’t going to change any time soon.

      Mom had been talking about the school all weekend, making it out like it was the answer to every problem that plagued humanity. Then, when she’d come right out and asked Mercy for a volunteer packet, I knew I was done for.

      It didn’t matter that I had no experience with children, I’d volunteer for Mom.

      But then Mercy threw a monkey wrench into the whole scheme.

      “Do you even like children, Landon?”

      Mercy’s question had thrown me off. What kind of a monster didn’t like kids? They were basically little humans who needed help and care, and I’d never thought about their struggles or issues. I had enough of my own shit to deal with.

      But here was Mercy, two years younger than me with her shit together and refusing my help unless my motives were righteous. Did she treat all potential volunteers this way? If so, it was a miracle she had any help at all. Still, there was something so beautiful and pure about the way she talked about the school. I’d been right about her; she was like a campfire, blazing and bright. I finally understood why Mom had gotten caught up in Mercy’s fire for the preschool—why she was excited and happy about her job—and I had to admit that I felt a bit salty at being excluded.

      “Why are you so passionate about what you do?” I asked Mercy while walking her back to her apartment after dinner.

      I was holding the pan she’d brought her cobbler over in. It was empty, because we’d eaten the whole damn thing. Hell, I would have licked it clean if I’d thought I could get away with it. It was every bit as good as my mother’s, and the fact that Mercy had baked it made her even more of an enigma in my mind.

      She gave me the side-eye but kept walking. “Aren’t you passionate about your job?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “I guess. I like to save people. I like to know that they’re going to live and return to their families because I did my job, but I don’t talk about it like you do.” In fact, I’d never heard anyone talk about their job like Mercy did. Not only had she drunk the Kool-Aid, but she’d swallowed the cup it came in. It was clear to see that she was all in. No wonder she’d made director at such a young age.

      Mercy stopped walking and turned to face me. It was cold out, but not raining. She was wearing her trench coat again but had left the blue umbrella at home. We stood under a street light, and with her long blonde hair and her pale skin, she looked almost ethereal as she folded her arms and stared me down. “Are you sure you want to know?”

      “Of course I want to know. Why would I ask if I didn’t?”

      She blew out a breath. “Everyone asks questions they don’t really want the answers to. It’s human nature. We’re curious, but often regret that curiosity when it makes the conversation awkward.”

      For someone who was usually so blunt, she was sure hesitating now. “I think I can handle an awkward conversation.”

      She watched me for a moment more before continuing. “Fine. My mom was raped as a child.”

      It was a startling way to begin the conversation, and I knew she was after a reaction, but I refused to give her one. “And?”

      “And this is the part where you get uncomfortable and make up some excuse, so you can leave,” she said.

      I leveled a stare at her. “I’ve been a combat medic for seven years and have had four tours in a goddamn desert. Uncomfortable is basically my permanent address. I’m sorry about your mom. What happened?”

      Mercy seemed to consider me for a moment before she went on with her tale. “It was one of my grandmother’s boyfriends. The women in my family aren’t exactly good at relationships, and they tend to trust the wrong men.”

      Her wording caught my attention. “They? Are you intentionally excluding yourself?”

      “I don’t have time for any relationship nonsense. Besides, guys tend to run away screaming when you tell them you have sixty kids. Anyway, Mom didn’t have anyone she could turn to, nobody feeding positivity into her life or encouraging her to pursue her dreams. My grandmother was a horrible person and used to fill her mind with all sorts of messed up advice, like, ‘Marry for money, love will come later’ or ‘You can love a rich man just as easily as you can love a poor man’.”

      “That is fucked up.” I glanced across the street at Mercy’s humble apartment building. It was obvious she didn’t come from money. “I take it your mom didn’t heed your grandmother’s advice.”

      “I think she tried, and that’s how she ended up with my dad. He looked great on paper as long as you didn’t consider his history. He had a promising career in the Air Force, programming satellites at Moffett Airfield. He’s brilliant, but he has no common sense, which turned out to be pretty damn expensive. Alimony and child support for his four previous wives and children made quite the dent in his paychecks.”

      “Four? Holy shit. Please tell me your siblings all have luxury car names.” I couldn’t resist bringing that up. In fact, I’d been waiting for an opening all night.

      She cracked a smile, shaking her head. “So stupid. Beth told you about me and Bentley, I take it.” At my nod she continued. “Yep, all car names. Aston, Royce, Porsche, and Nova.”

      I laughed. “That’s horrible, Mercedes.”

      She tried to glare at me, but the side of her lips crept up. “Mercy. Nobody needs to know that I was named after a car my dad most likely wanted so it could help him get laid. Anyway, you think that’s bad? Wait until tonight when you’re trying to sleep, and your brain points out that all six of us have different mothers. I know Dad has no common sense, but let’s be real. Any of those women could have put a stop to Dad’s luxury car name insanity. He is not that charming.”

      “Novas aren’t luxury cars,” I pointed out.

      “Nova was a compromise. According to my mom, Nova’s mom is a hippie who was naïve enough to believe her daughter was being named after a brightening star.”

      “Well, your dad was Air Force. Those guys tend to be stargazers,” I joked. Growing up as an only child with parents who’d never gotten divorced, I couldn’t imagine what Mercy’s life had been like. “Are you close to all of your siblings?”

      “Nope. Ben’s the only one I’ve even met… well, that I remember. Mom and Dad split before I was two and Mom moved us north to Portland. As far as I know, all my other sisters and brothers still live in Cali. Dad retired from the service about a year after I was born and moved to Seattle for a job. That’s where he met Ben’s mom.”

      “Wow.”

      “Indeed. I’ve thought about reaching out to the others, but Nova’s the closest to my age and five years older than me. I don’t know that we’d have anything in common. Porsche has friended me on social media, but her daughter’s closer to my age than she is. My family is weird.”

      She could say that again. Still, knowing that Mercy hadn’t grown up in a traditional family just increased my respect for her. She could have turned out to be a sniveling pile of self-pity, but instead she’d educated herself and dived into a career path she felt passionate about. She’d seen a lot of shit, yet she managed to hold onto her innocence and hope. All of this combined with her classically beautiful face and curvy body, created a package I could hardly resist.

      “My mom’s not a bad person,” Mercy continued. “She has issues from her childhood that she never figured out how to resolve. To this day, she still measures her self-worth by the amount of affection she’s receiving from whichever man she’s dating. Regardless, she protected me. Even though she dated a lot of scumbags, she made sure I was never alone with any of them. She didn’t want what happened to her to happen to me. When I started learning child psychology, I wanted to build a time machine so I could travel back and help her, to be the person who cared enough to ask the right questions and get her the kind of help she needed. She’s too far gone and set in her ways now, but if I could have gotten to her as a child, I feel confident that I could have made a difference in the way she turned out.”

      “That’s why you’re passionate about the preschool,” I replied. “You want to help kids like your mom.”

      She nodded. “I know that probably sounds crazy or narcissistic, but yes. There is no time machine, and Mom is beyond my help, but the little boys and girls I work with… there’s still hope for them. I want to help them break the cycle of abuse and neglect and poverty. I want to show them that it doesn’t matter what life they were born into, they can be so much more.”

      “I don’t think that sounds crazy or narcissistic at all.” Her dedication and enthusiasm practically made her glow. She was so fucking gorgeous it took everything in me not to reach out to her and pull her against me. I understood her, because we both had regret driving us. I couldn’t find a time machine to send me back to save my dad, so I tried to make up for it by saving the lives of others.

      Mercy shrugged. “Yeah, well let’s just say I don’t have a lot of friends my own age.”

      “Hm?”

      “I’m a lot to take in, Landon. ‘My mom was raped as a child’ isn’t exactly the best conversation starter, and I suck at small talk. I usually don’t know any television star’s name, what else they’ve played in, or who they’re dating. I don’t care about that stuff. Instead, I want to talk about ending child poverty and protecting the future. I make it awkward and am known to be a little intimidating.”

      She was rambling, talking shit about herself and showing me the insecurities she felt because she was different. But she didn’t understand how beautiful her uniqueness was. Desperate to show her, I didn’t think. I just lowered her pan to the sidewalk to free up my hands and closed the distance between us. Then, my mouth covered hers.

      A spark zinged between us. It was like I could taste the passion on her lips and feel the intensity in our touch.

      Her eyes grew impossibly wide, and she froze. But she didn’t push me away.

      Encouraged, I pressed my body against hers, feeling her soft mounds press against my chest. Deepening the kiss, I licked at the seam of her lips, silently begging for entrance as my hands circled around to her back to pull her against me and hold her close. Her lips parted with a sigh, and she let me in. Relieved, my tongue swept over hers, sampling, exploring, savoring. She tasted like marionberry cobbler, vanilla ice cream, and life, and with every second I stayed connected to her I felt a little more rejuvenated. A little less like the cynical asshole I’d become.

      Kissing Mercy felt like coming home. Finally.

      All too soon, she pulled back, separating us. My hands fell to my sides, instantly missing the feel of her. The night felt colder and lonelier as it filled the space she’d occupied.

      Her eyes were dark with lust, her breathing was shallow and quick, and her lips were swollen as she searched my gaze. “Why did you do that?” she asked.

      Stunned, I stared at her. No woman had ever asked why I’d kissed her before. How the fuck did I even answer that? “I don’t know. I… You were talking shit about yourself and I… I don’t know.”

      “You’re only here visiting, Landon.”

      I couldn’t tell which one of us she was trying to remind, but her words rattled me. Forty-five days of leave had seemed like a life sentence, but now it felt like a single day of freedom. “I know.”

      “I can’t… I don’t even know you.”

      “What do you want to know about me?”

      “Nothing, because you’ll be gone at the end of next month and I’m already going to have to pick up the pieces of your mom that you leave behind. I can’t let you break me.” She started to pace in front of me. “Let’s be logical about this. We obviously share a connection through your mom and this neighborhood, and we’re both in the business of healing people. It’s natural for those sort of connections to be misconstrued as emotions like affection.”

      She was trying to reason away the attraction we felt towards one another.

      “But the good news is that we’re both mature adults and we can control ourselves. This doesn’t have to be awkward or strange or—”

      “What if I don’t want to?” I asked.

      She shook her head, as if to settle her jumbled thoughts. “Sorry, what?”

      “What if I don’t want to control myself? I enjoyed kissing you, Mercy. I think you enjoyed it, too, and I’d like to do it again.”

      She gaped at me. “That’s a horrible idea.” But then her gaze dropped down to my lips, and I knew she was thinking about it. “I am not my mother. I don’t need the affection of a man to validate me.”

      “Never said you did. Pretty sure I wouldn’t be this attracted to you if you did.”

      That seemed to throw her off. She swallowed and glanced toward her apartment building, as if gauging the distance and figuring out how long it would take her to escape. I didn’t want her to feel threatened, so I took a step back.

      “I’m also not your mother, either, Landon. I’m not going to wait around for you to get your shit together.”

      That stung. “Never asked you to.”

      “Well, I don’t do casual. Conversations or sex.”

      “Who said anything about sex? It was just a kiss, Mercy,” I said, playing it off like I didn’t want in her pants. I was kind of being an asshole, but her comment about me getting my shit together was still smarting. Hell, I wished the woman would pull a punch every now and then. She seemed to know how to hit me right where it counted.

      Her tongue snaked out and slid across her lower lip, drawing my attention back to it. “So, you don’t want to have sex with me?” she asked.

      “Never crossed my mind,” I lied as my mind cycled through thoughts of stripping her bare and getting my hands on her luscious curves. I wanted to know what Mercy’s other lips tasted like, what sort of sounds she made as she was reaching climax, how she looked when she orgasmed. “But if that’s an offer, sure. I’ll take you up on it.”

      She snorted. “Unbelievable. No, that is most definitely not an offer.” Bending, she picked up her pan from where I’d discarded it when I lost my mind and kissed her. “Thank you for walking me home, Landon. In the future, do try to control yourself and keep your hands and lips off me.”

      “You kissed me back,” I reminded her. Sure, it was immature, but I was still a man and my ego had been bruised. I needed to save face.

      “Goodbye, Landon,” she replied, crossing the street.

      I followed her, not quite done with our conversation yet. “Wait. Is the preschool open tomorrow?” I wasn’t sure since it was Christmas Eve and all.

      She stopped, in less of a hurry to escape now that we were back on a topic she was comfortable with. “Yes. Only until noon. We should be closed, but we were worried about the kids getting a Christmas meal, so we took a vote and decided to stay open. Your mom has been preparing one heck of a feast for them. We’re down a couple of teachers and volunteers, but a lot of the kids will be gone, too.”

      “I’ll be here to walk with you in the morning.”

      Her expression hardened. “Thank you, but I’m sure I can make it the block and a half to your mother’s house on my own.”

      The idea of her walking any distance alone in this neighborhood set off all sorts of protective instincts in me. Knowing I needed to extend an olive branch so she’d allow me to keep her safe, I agreed. “I have no doubt you can protect yourself—you’ve been doing it your whole life—but you don’t have to while I’m here. Please let me walk you.”

      Her step faltered, but she recovered quickly. She didn’t look at me, but she nodded. “Okay.”

      Relieved, I let out a breath. “Thank you.”

      With her pan still in hand, Mercy hurried up the stairs to her apartment. But this time, she glanced over shoulder at me before disappearing behind her door.

      I was making progress.
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      True to his word, Landon was waiting on the stairs of my apartment Monday morning when I emerged. I’d been agonizing about what to wear since Sunday night when he dropped me off, so I was running a little late. I’d considered pairing today’s Christmas themed V-neck sweater with a cute little plaid skirt that showed off my legs, but thought better of it, deciding to wear the sweater over a collared shirt and pair it with slacks instead.

      Landon had already kissed me once, and although I enjoyed the experience, I was at least sixty percent sure I shouldn’t encourage a repeat performance. So, I made plans to dress extra conservatively throughout his visit and hopefully dissuade any advances.

      However, my professional attire didn’t seem to discourage his gaze from wandering over my body, somehow making me feel both self-conscious and beautiful. After hurrying to button up my coat (which I should have done inside my apartment, but I’d taken a lot of care to pick out this outfit and kind of wanted him to see it, hence the forty percent uncertainty about a repeat of our kiss), I popped open my umbrella and shielded myself from the morning rain. Landon walked beside me, but he didn’t crowd me or say anything more than a quick good morning as we headed out to pick up his mom.

      Landon was different as we walked to the school, more alert and tense, more focused on what was going on around us. It was almost as if he expected an attack at any moment. Thrown off by his strange behavior, I looked to Beth but she was busy watching him, too. I had a feeling we were seeing Landon the soldier, vigilant, watchful, protective. I wanted to remind him that we were on our way to a preschool, so the threat of being attacked was slim to none, but didn’t dare.

      Apparently, I wasn’t the only one passionate about my job, after all.

      By the time we approached the school, a few of the children were already there, playing in the side playground as they waited for the doors to open. Beth went in to begin breakfast prep and I peeled off and headed to the playground to see who all had arrived.

      I was almost to the gate when someone shouted, “Ms. Mercy!”

      Looking around, I found two of the four-year-olds, Randall Adams and Samuel Fletcher—Randy and Sammy, as they preferred to be called—sprinting down the sidewalk toward me. Randy’s mom, Marie, hurried behind them as she balanced his little sister on her hip. The boys had been inseparable since the first day of preschool when they teamed up during a game of wall ball. Their friendship was sometimes a struggle for their teacher, who often had to separate them to keep them from talking during class, but I loved how readily the two accepted each other.

      In the beginning, their parents begrudgingly let them hang out, but over the past year and a half, they’d all turned into more of an extended family. They were each other’s emergency contacts, and the parents alternated drop-off and pick-up duties. Sammy told me they were even spending Christmas together this year. Wearing matching Spiderman hoodies and jeans, they came to an abrupt stop at my feet and smiled up at me.

      “We’re twins,” Randy informed me, his chest puffed out in pride. “Mom got us the same shirt, and now nobody can tell us apart.”

      Randy had dark skin, dark eyes, and short dark hair, whereas Sammy’s skin was pale, his hair was shaggy and blond, and his eyes were blue. The two couldn’t have looked more different if they’d tried. Yet somehow, in their little world, all it took was a sweatshirt to make them the same. The sentiment was so sweet and innocent it made the back of my eyes sting as I nodded, giving them both a bright smile. “You’re right, Sammy, I can’t even tell you apart,” I told Randy.

      “I’m not Sammy, I’m Randy!” He threw back his head, laughing, before turning to face his friend. “See? She thinks I’m you.”

      “Let’s go see who else we can trick,” Sammy suggested.

      Still laughing, the two scampered off toward the playground.

      “I probably should have told them… I don’t know. Something,” Marie said as she joined me, breathing heavily as she turned to watch the boys. “But they were just so adamant about it, I couldn’t.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t,” I replied. I’d needed their little interaction today. I could still feel it warming my heart and taking away the stress of the weekend, so I could focus on my job. “The world will tell them they’re different soon enough. Here, they can be the same.”

      “It’s adorable, isn’t it?”

      “The sweetest thing I’ve ever seen. I hope they never change.”

      Marie drifted off toward the playground while I turned to walk into the school, wiping moisture from beneath my eyes. Landon was standing on the sidewalk watching me. He’d been close enough to hear the boys, and I wondered what he thought of the exchange. His expression was unreadable, telling me nothing.

      “Have a good day, Landon,” I said, climbing the stairs toward the school.

      “You too, Mercy.”

      When I looked back, his previously hard expression had softened, and he was watching the children on the playground.
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        * * *

      

      The short day went quickly. The children were all so excited about Christmas they could barely sit still, and we were operating with a skeleton crew, so we focused on crafts, music, and activities between breakfast and lunch. Beth’s fabulous feast had been served and cleaned up, and the kids were now in the gym, running off their energy until the bell rang and they could go home to wait for Santa.

      And now, they’d have a Santa to wait for.

      Shortly after I’d gotten to work this morning, Link called to tell me that the club wanted to buy toys for the families living in our townhouses and needed a list of the children’s first names and ages. Since I couldn’t give out the addresses, the teachers were sending flyers home with the children, asking their families to meet us at the covered picnic area at two p.m. Link said one of his brothers would even come dressed as Santa.

      There was something so sweet and endearing about a motorcycle club full of military veterans sacrificing their Christmas Eve to give gifts to children they hadn’t even met yet, that it threatened to wreck me. If I thought too hard about it, I’d burst into tears and be a sniveling mess for the rest of the day, so I’d been staying busy by flitting from room to room, helping and keeping my mind preoccupied.

      Finally, I slipped into the kitchen to check on Beth. We hadn’t spoken much since I’d left her house last night. I knew she was upset with me about what I’d said to Landon about volunteering, and I was giving her time to deal with her emotions, knowing she’d come around eventually.

      Regardless of any remaining animosity she held toward me, Beth had a warm cookie and a warmer smile waiting as I entered. She’d been mopping the floor and took a moment to dip the mop in her bucket. “I knew you’d be around sooner or later,” she said.

      “Sorry,” I said, ducking at her admonishment. “I thought it was best if I gave you some time after last night.”

      She blew out a breath and started working the mop again. “I shouldn’t have pushed so hard, Mercy. I’m sorry. It’s just that this place changed my life, and I think it can change Landon’s, too. He needs a little of the joy and peace these kids tend to give us. I worry about him going back to God-only-knows-where after his month is over. He’s seen so much, first with his father’s death, and now in the service. This morning, on the walk here, he was so… wound up. It was like he thought we’d be attacked. I’ve never seen him like that before and it’s been worrying me all day.”

      “You never talk about what happened to Landon’s dad.”

      She leaned against the mop handle. “I was at the grocery store. The two of them were fighting, and I didn’t want to be around it, so I left. I usually made myself scarce when they went at it. I swear, those two could argue about anything, and it just got worse as Landon got older. This time, they were going at it about college. Phil wanted Landon to pick a school before he graduated, and Landon wanted to take a little time and figure out what he wanted to do.” She huffed out a breath. “Not a day goes by that I don’t wish I would have stuck around. Maybe I could have diffused the situation.”

      The guilt in her voice was genuine and soul-crushing, and I understood why she hadn’t gotten angry with Landon for staying away. She carried part of the blame.

      “Apparently, one thing led to another, and Phil got so worked up about it he had a heart attack, right there in my living room. Landon didn’t know what was going on. One minute, Phil was standing and yelling at him, and the next he was on the floor. Landon called nine-one-one and they tried to talk him through CPR, but Phil was gone before the ambulance arrived.”

      Now that I’d finally dragged it out of her, so many things clicked into place. “That’s why Landon became a medic,” I said.

      Beth nodded. “He blames himself for upsetting Phil and for not being able to help him. Thinks if he would have known the signs or known what to do, his dad would still be alive.”

      Turned out I wasn’t the only one who wished I had a time machine, so I could help out a parent. Landon and I were completely different, but we had so much in common. He’d thrown himself into his work, trying to make a difference, just like I had. He hadn’t stayed away for seven years because he was selfish, but because it was the only way he knew how to cope.

      Feeling like a judgmental asshole for the way I’d treated him, I nodded. “All this time, he’s paying penance for his father’s death.”

      “I don’t think he was planning on coming home. Ever.”

      As much as I didn’t want to agree with her, Beth’s words rang true in every fiber of my being. Thinking back, I could see all the signs that Landon was still punishing himself for something that wasn’t even his fault.

      “That’s why I pushed so hard for him to volunteer,” Beth said. “I’m worried about him being alone in that house, with all the memories of Phil.”

      The final bell rang, signaling the end of our short school day. As the pitter-patter of little feet filled the hallway, I nodded.

      “I understand.” Volunteering would still have to be Landon’s choice, made because he wanted to help the children, but I could offer Beth some hope. “I think he’s softening up,” I assured her. When she looked at me in question, I told her about Randy and Sammy’s twinning and how I was certain Landon overheard it. He needed to care about the children in order to volunteer, and if hearing stuff like that didn’t do the trick, nothing would.

      Beth smiled, a layer of tears brightening her eyes.

      “Those boys are so sweet,” she said. “It’s nice when they remind us why we do what we do.”

      I was just about to agree when Adina came barreling into the kitchen. “There you are,” she said, her eyes landing on me. “Sheila and her boyfriend are here looking for Toby.”

      My mood plummeted. Janet and I had both left voicemails on Sheila’s cell, but neither of us had heard a word back. My last experience with Larry had been like a boxing match that I’d only won because Blade had tagged himself in. I wasn’t looking forward to going another round with Sheila’s flavor of the week. Hoping Larry wasn’t drunk this time, I told Adina, “Stay back and be prepared to call the police.”

      On the way to the front doors, I dipped into my office and grabbed my purse, rifling through it until I found my pepper spray. Throwing my purse strap over my shoulder, I kept a hand buried inside and wrapped around the pepper spray just in case. I’d learned from our last encounter and wasn’t going in unprepared.

      By the time I reemerged from my office Larry and Sheila had made it past the reception desk. “There she is,” Larry said, pointing at me. “You get off on separating families right before Christmas, bitch? Where the fuck is Toby.”

      Larry’s jerky movements and the manic gleam in his eyes made it clear that he was high on something and there’d be no reasoning with him, so I turned my attention to Sheila. She looked rough. Her eyes were puffy and red, and she’d lost weight since I’d seen her last. Wondering what she’d gotten herself into, I tried to reassure her.

      “Toby is safe, Sheila. He’s being cared for and if you come with me to my office, I’ll get you the information for his case worker. Her name’s Janet, and she’s great to work with. She’ll help Toby. She can help you, too, if you let her.”

      “We don’t need your fuckin’ help,” Larry roared. “Just get us her son back.”

      This conversation was going nowhere quick. I glanced over my shoulder and gave Adina the nod to call the cops before turning back to Larry. “I can’t do that. Toby is a ward of the state now, and you’ll need to—”

      “I’m sick of your goddamn lies. Where the fuck is he?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Larry reached behind his back. Fearing the worst, I pulled out my pepper spray and lunged forward, giving him a face full of the mist.

      “Fuck! What the fuck was that?” Larry shouted.

      Something whacked me in the head, and then everything went black.
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      After I dropped Mom and Mercy off at the school, I went for a run. Then I worked out, showered, and spent the rest of the time putting away last night’s dinner dishes and doing laundry. I kept telling myself I was doing it all to help Mom out, which was partially true, but I was really keeping myself busy. I avoided the living room and Dad’s chair like the plague, and after the laundry was folded and put away, I went through the old shit in my room and bagged up a lot of it for the garbage.

      It felt like I’d killed a dozen hours just waiting for the clock to strike noon.

      At eleven-thirty, I gave up on waiting and headed to the school. During my walk, I thought about the two little boys in the Spiderman hoodies who’d approached Mercy this morning. Honestly, I’d been thinking about them off and on all morning. I wondered if I’d ever been so innocent, so inclusive and optimistic, as to believe that a simple piece of clothing could wipe away the differences in people.

      I wondered what it would be like if we could all see the world through the eyes of those little boys. Would we be quicker to accept people exactly as they were without trying to change them? Such blind acceptance would have completely changed my relationship with my dad. Hell, he might even be alive today if his disapproval of me hadn’t sent his blood pressure through the roof.

      If I ever had a kid of my own, I hoped I’d be more like those kids, and less like my old man.

      Before he’d sent me on leave, Sergeant Young had told me to remember what I was fighting for. At the time, it had been a bullshit request, because I wasn’t fighting for anything. I was running away from it all. But, now? Now I had a reason to don my uniform again. I’d fight to preserve the innocence and purity of those little boys. I’d fight hoping that while this country remained free from outside threats, they could grow up safe, creating a world where people accept one another unconditionally.

      I was beginning to see why the preschool was so damned important to Mercy. The future she and I both fought for was being educated in that building.

      A few parents were already waiting in the pick-up area by the time I arrived at the school. I hung back and watched them interact with one another, trying to get a read of the group. Mom said all the kids attending were from the neighborhood, so I expected it to be a rough group. I was wrong. They were a friendly bunch, making small talk about the holidays and sharing funny stories about their kids.

      One mom watched me out of the corner of her eye. I couldn’t tell if she thought I was a threat or was checking me out, but I stayed far enough away that she wouldn’t call the cops or feel encouraged to ask for my number.

      The bell rang and kids emerged, barely contained by teachers who looked frazzled and ready to be finished for the holiday. Flyers waved through the air as kids spoke excitedly to their parents about Christmas presents and a giveaway at some gazebo.

      The last three children were being picked up when a Caucasian couple came around the corner and zeroed in on the group. The woman was thin and wearing skinny jeans, high heels, and a jacket. The man had a wiry build, and wore low-riding jeans, sneakers, and a puffy coat. With the woman beside him, he strutted up to one of the teachers like he was the shit, carrying way more attitude than his build justified. “Hey, where’s her kid?” he asked.

      The woman put a hand on his shoulder like she was trying to dial him back a click or two. He tensed, and she winced. Not a good sign. If I had to guess, I’d say this asshole liked to lay his hands on his woman. I pushed off the street sign I’d been leaning against, ready to jump in if I was needed.

      “Ms. Gena, where is Toby?” the woman asked, her voice shaky and her tone concerned.

      “Hi Sheila,” the teacher said. She smiled, but there was fear and uncertainty in her eyes as she took a step back. “Let me go get Mercy. She can explain the situation better.” She turned and hurried to the building with the couple hot on her clicking heels.

      As the man stormed up the stairs, his puffy coat slid across his back, raising high enough to give me a peek at the gun tucked into the back of his waistband. He was packing, and he was headed for the school. Swearing under my breath, I ran toward them.

      The teacher was buzzed in. She tried to close the door behind her, but the man grabbed it and stopped her. “Think you’re just gonna go in there and disappear?” he asked. “Fuck that.”

      She tried to push the door closed, but he easily overwhelmed her and shoved his way inside.

      My feet hit the curb as Sheila entered the school behind him. I made it to the door the second it clicked shut. I figured it was locked, but tried the handle anyway. No luck. Desperate to get in there and make sure the asshole didn’t try anything stupid, I scanned the area. All the kids were gone, and one of the teachers stood at the bottom of the steps, watching me like I’d just hurdled a fucking building and was about to rip the door off the hinges.

      “You can’t go in there,” she said.

      Winning her over was my best option for getting in the school quickly, so I released some of the tension from my shoulders and tried to appear less threatening. “Hi.” I forced a smile. “My name’s Landon Welch. I’m Beth’s son, and I’m a trained soldier in the Army. That man has a gun and he’s a threat to everyone in this building. I can help keep them all safe if you can get me inside. Trust me, you want me in there.”

      Eyes round, she looked from me to the glass door, obviously still uncertain. “He had a gun?”

      “Yes. You need to get me inside and call the cops. Please. My mom is in there.” So was Mercy, but explaining how I knew her and why I was afraid for her would take far more time than we had. “Please,” I repeated, gesturing for the teacher to come to the door.

      She finally decided to trust me and rushed up the stairs. She reached the door, and with shaky hands, she fumbled with the keys as I tried to see what was going on inside. The man and woman stood just beyond the reception desk with their backs toward me. The man was gesturing wildly, and I couldn’t see anything beyond him. He reached for the gun hiding in his waistband right as the door opened for me. Pushing past the teacher, I rushed in.

      I heard a spray.

      “Fuck! What the fuck was that?” The man was flailing his pistol around like he was blind, surrounded, and about to get jumped. The weapon must have made contact with something, because there was a loud thud. Then it sounded like someone hit the ground.

      “What was that? I can’t see shit!” He stopped flailing to rub at his eyes. “That fuckin’ hurts! What the fuck did that bitch do to me?”

      Slowing my steps, I crept toward him.

      Sheila saw me. “Larry!” she shouted in warning.

      I lunged, grabbing for the pistol. His grip was loose, and I easily disarmed him. Jabbing the hard steel into his temple, I said, “Hands out in front of you where I can see them.”

      After he complied, I took in the scene in front of him. Mercy was lying on her side. The gun hadn’t been discharged, so I knew she wasn’t shot. There was no blood, and her chest was rising and falling. She was out cold, but she was alive.

      Still, it took everything in me not to shoot the bastard for whatever he’d done to her. Sirens sounded in the distance, closing in on us. I wanted to go to Mercy and check her out, but I knew better than to take my eyes, or weapon, off the threat.

      “Mercy!” I shouted.

      She didn’t so much as stir.

      “What did you do to her?” I asked the asshole.

      “I don’t fuckin’ know. I can’t see shit.”

      “It was an accident,” Sheila said, swiping at her eyes. “Damn. This shit is like hovering in the air.”

      I couldn’t care less about her affliction. “What did he do to her?” I roared.

      “Hit her. With the gun. He didn’t mean to.”

      A teacher and my mom were rushing down the hall. Mom zeroed in on Mercy’s prone form and her hands went to her mouth. “Is she okay?” she asked, looking at me.

      “She’s breathing,” I assured her. “I need you to check her out.”

      “What are you going to do with Larry?” Sheila asked, watching me. “It was just an accident.”

      I needed Sheila to stop talking so I could focus on making sure Mercy was okay. “He’s not my priority right now.”

      Larry started to say something, but I refused to hear anything he had to say.

      “I’m two seconds from knocking your ass out, Larry, so you might want to shut your mouth and wait for the police. Trust me, you’re gonna want them to take you into custody and get you away from me.”

      Tears flooded Sheila’s eyes. “Can’t you let him go? He’s on parole and he didn’t mean anything by it. He was just trying to help me get my son back for Christmas.”

      If she was looking for sympathy, she was barking up the wrong damn tree, because I had none to give her. Especially with Mercy lying unconscious in front of us. “He brought a gun into a preschool and assaulted the director. His ass is gonna do hard time for this. I suggest you find another boyfriend. Maybe one who doesn’t beat the shit out of you. You want your son back? You should probably start making better life choices, Sheila. Now shut the hell up and let me work.”

      She paled and snapped her mouth closed.

      Mom kneeled beside Mercy. Looking up at me, she asked, “What do I do?”

      “Try to wake her. She probably has a concussion and we need her conscious.”

      “Mercy,” Mom put her hand on Mercy’s face. “Wake up, dear.”

      Nothing happened.

      Mom grabbed a hold of Mercy’s shoulders and gently tugged her. “Mercy. Get up.”

      Surprisingly enough, that did the trick. Mercy’s eyes opened, and she stared at Mom in shock before focusing on me. Her gaze went to the gun in my hand. “Landon. What are you doing?” She tried to jerk away from Mom.

      “Easy,” I warned. “Sit up slowly. Mom, help her.”

      I hated having my hands tied, but the sirens sounded like they were on top of us. Knowing the cops would take over soon, I directed Mom as she got Mercy to her feet. “What do you remember?” I asked.

      Mercy’s brow furrowed, which caused her to wince. Her hand flew to the side of her head and her fingers probed beneath her hair. Her gaze shot back to Larry. “You! You brought a gun into a preschool, and you hit me with it!”

      When the cops arrived, I handed over Larry’s gun and Mercy gave them her statement before they took Larry and Sheila away. By the time we got the school locked up, it was almost two p.m. and six bikers and a couple of women had shown up. They’d stopped in long enough to check out the scene and tell Mercy they were heading over to set up. To set up what, I had no idea.

      “We should take you to urgent care and get you checked out,” I told Mercy, not for the first time.

      “We can’t.” Mercy adjusted the bag of frozen peas she was holding on her head. “We have something a lot more important to do this afternoon. Besides, you already checked me out, and I trust you.”

      I wished she wouldn’t say shit like that. Knowing she trusted me made me want to take care of her all that much more. “I’m not a doctor and I don’t have any equipment here to give you a thorough evaluation.”

      “I’m fine, Landon,” she assured me. “My head hurts and I have quite the souvenir forming on the side of my head, but the majority of the damage is to my pride. I should have dodged or jumped back or something. I wasn’t expecting him to come at me that quickly. But I don’t want to talk about this right now.”

      “Well, you’re not going home alone,” I replied.

      “You’re right. I’m not going home at all. At least, not yet. Come on you two, or we’ll miss it.” She tossed the bag of frozen peas in the trash and took off.

      I looked at mom and asked, “Do you know what’s going on?”

      “No. You sure she’s okay?”

      “Her memory’s intact, her speech isn’t slurred, she said there’s no ringing in her ears. She said she’s a little nauseous and has a headache… she probably has a low-grade concussion. I’d feel a lot better about it if we could get her to a doctor,” I replied.

      But, since Mercy clearly wasn’t going to agree to a doctor appointment, we followed her to the townhouse complex that bordered the school. Families were pouring out of their units and meeting in the center, under some sort of a gazebo. There, we found a black man in a Santa suit, helping a bunch of bikers give out gifts to children while a few women handed out food boxes.

      “What’s all this?” Mom asked Mercy when we finally caught up.

      “The help we’ve needed,” Mercy said, her smile beaming.

      One of the bikers approached her, holding out his hand. “Good to see you again, Mercy. Is everything okay with the cops?” he asked.

      “That man you and Blade helped me out with on Friday showed up again, but it’s all handled now.” Mercy looked past him to the rest of the group. “I can’t believe you pulled this off. You guys even put together food boxes. This is so great.”

      The biker glanced at me.

      “Oh, sorry,” Mercy said. “I’m a little out of it right now. Let me introduce you. Landon, this is Link, the president of the Dead Presidents Motorcycle Club. Link, you met Beth in my office. Landon is her son.”

      “Right, the 68Whiskey.”

      Mercy arched an eyebrow. “The what?”

      “Combat medic,” Link replied, holding out his hand to me. “Good to meet you, man. You home on leave?”

      Even without Link spitting out my job code, I would have known he was former military. I could see it in the way he held himself and the way he seemed to watch everything and everyone in the area at once. I shook his hand. “Yessir.”

      “Served in the Army myself, tenth Special Forces Group. Same with Havoc.” He pointed at the man in the red suit. “Er… Santa.”

      “Santa’s a nice touch,” Mercy said, smiling at the dark man in the red suit. “I’m surprised you got anyone to dress up with such late notice.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Link asked. “They all wanted to be Santa. They arm wrestled for it.”

      Mercy laughed. “A bunch of bikers arm wrestling for the right to dress up as Santa. That has to be one of the best things I’ve ever heard.”

      Link nodded. “They’re good guys. A little rough around the edges, but they’ll do anything for kids. Don’t let the rough exteriors and tats fool you, they’re a bunch of softies.” Link turned his attention back to me. “How long are you in town for?”

      “I fly out the last day of January.”

      “Well, here, let me give you my card.” Link pulled out his wallet and offered me his business card. It had the same logo that I could see on the backs of the vests of the men behind him: Abe Lincoln’s skull with a bullet hole through his top hat. “We’re all vets, and we’re always looking for brothers to join. Can’t tell you how valuable it would be to have a 68W in the fold. You should give me a call when you get out of the service. We’ll have a beer and talk about the club.”

      I hadn’t given much thought to ever getting out of the service, but now that Mom and I reconnected, the idea of coming home for good no longer made me cringe. “I’ll do that,” I said.

      “I should get back to it.” Link gestured at the activity behind him. “Can’t let them have all the fun.”

      He went back to work, and Mercy, Mom, and I lingered, watching several families brought to tears by the generosity of the bikers. It didn’t take long for all the gifts and food boxes to be handed out. After shaking hands with the rest of the bikers and their women, we began our walk home.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked Mercy.

      “Amazing. I still can’t believe they did that.”

      “I meant your head.” Actually, I’d meant a lot more than that. No matter how hard she was trying to play it off as nothing, she’d been attacked in a place she perceived as safe. There was no way in hell she was okay.

      “It hurts, but I’ll live.”

      Professionally, I’d agree. I’d been watching her for signs that her symptoms were changing, but so far she seemed in the clear. Still, head wounds were tricky, and I worried about her not taking it seriously enough. “You sure I can’t talk you into going to the doctor?”

      “Yes. I’m fine, but thank you.”

      “You’re not going home alone.”

      “Landon, I—”

      “Why don’t you let Landon come over for a while and keep an eye on you,” Mom suggested. “We’d both feel much better if you weren’t alone.”

      “But you haven’t seen him all day,” Mercy replied. “He should be spending time with you.”

      “I’ll be baking pies and preparing the food for tomorrow, so I won’t be much company for him. Landon, what are you looking for?”

      The question surprised me, because I hadn’t consciously been looking for anything. Subconsciously… that was a different story. Seeing Larry draw his gun in the preschool was fucking with my mind. Memories of combat zones—some with children—kept playing through my mind. I’d searched through rubble more than once, looking for anyone, any age, with a pulse.

      And Larry had brought a gun into a preschool.

      On US soil, we shouldn’t have to deal with this shit, but here we were. I thought about Randy and Sammy, Mom and Mercy, that little red-headed girl who jumped into her dad’s arms and cheered that Santa was coming, forcing myself to face the reality that any of them could have been killed today.

      It made me desperate to protect them all, which was why I’d been unintentionally scanning the sides of the road the entire walk home.

      I was watching for IEDs.

      In Washington state.

      And I wasn’t about to admit that shit to my mom or Mercy. No sense in letting them see my crazy and making them worry. “Found a needle on the side of the road during my run. Just watching for more. You two need to be careful on this walk. Who knows what kind of shit you’ll find in this neighborhood.”

      Mom didn’t look like she bought it, but she didn’t question me, either. We stopped by the house to drop her off, and I made the excuse that I had to go to the bathroom so I could go in and check the place for intruders. When I was sure the house was clear, we said goodbye to Mom, and I followed Mercy home. She unlocked her door and pushed it open, and when I moved to follow her in, she didn’t slam the door in my face. Either she was beginning to trust me, or she was more worried about her head injury than she let on. Deciding either reason would suffice, I closed the door behind me and took in her apartment.

      The space was small but cozy and warm. Mercy shed her coat and shoes, putting both in the entryway closet before heading to the sofa where she set her laptop bag down, so it was leaning against the coffee table.

      I wanted to search her rooms to make sure we were alone, but knew that kind of behavior would raise all sorts of red flags. I didn’t need her wondering whether or not I was mentally stable.

      “Come in and have a seat,” she said, patting the cushion beside her as she picked up the remote.

      I was still looking around, forcing myself to see the décor, and not the possible hiding spots. “Nice place. I like what you’ve done with it.”

      “Thanks.” She turned on the television. “I need to unwind and be distracted for a while, and then I’ll make us some dinner. How do you feel about romantic comedies?”

      Probably the same way every man felt about romantic comedies: they were a means to getting laid, basically a gateway to the panties, and men who watched them for any other reasons were pussies. Mercy was injured, and I had no intentions of getting in her panties until she was better, but she’d been through a lot and if a manhood-slaying movie would distract her from her shitty day, I’d bite that bullet.

      If I had to. “You know, you’re not really supposed to watch television when you have a concussion.”

      “I’m aware of that, but I have a rental that expires tonight, and I’m going to watch it.”

      I didn’t miss the fact she hadn’t phrased it as a question, leaving no room for discussion. There was something to be said for picking your battles, and I could already see this one wasn’t worth fighting. Besides, it was her house and she was a grown ass adult. “Fine. I’ll watch a chick flick with you if you let me order dinner. You should relax tonight. You don’t need to be cooking anything.”

      “Are you always this bossy?” she asked.

      “No. You bring out my bossy side.” And my protective side. “Also, I want a volunteer packet.”

      She turned, watching me as I sat down. “Why?”

      Knowing I needed to tread softly, I thought about all the shit I’d gone through today and tried to put it into words that wouldn’t sound crazy. “My job… what I do in the Army… is to protect and heal. We protect our own. We anticipate and watch for threats, and we keep our brothers and sisters safe. Bold Beginnings Preschool needs protection.”

      She started to argue, but I held up a hand.

      “Not for you, necessarily. But for kids like Randy and Sammy. That innocence, that purity, it needs to be protected. Let me protect them, Mercy. Let me protect all of you.”

      She studied me for what seemed like forever before finally nodding and reaching for her laptop bag. “All right. Let’s get you a volunteer application.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mercy

      

      

      

      “Just so we’re clear, you’re volunteering so you can protect the children, not me,” I said, eyeballing the paperwork Landon was filling out. “You said you want to protect all of us, but you’re really going to be there for the children.”

      “I think I can manage to watch over you, Mom, the teachers, and the kids.”

      “Right, but keeping the children safe is the priority.”

      “It’s a preschool, Mercy, how many threats do you think it’s going to face?”

      His questions provoked all sorts of thoughts that made me uneasy.

      “What?” he asked, no doubt reading my expression. “What’s going on in that mind of yours?”

      That was the million-dollar question. “I—” Unexpected tears stung the back of my eyes and I tried to blink them away, turning back toward the television.

      Landon didn’t miss a beat. He scooped up the remote and paused the movie. “Talk to me, Mercy.”

      I took a deep, steadying breath, trying to get my thoughts together enough to voice them. “Up until today, an outbreak of chickenpox or a nasty virus epidemic was my biggest fear for the school. I know we live in a rough neighborhood and some of the parents aren’t exactly upstanding citizens, but I never expected anyone to bring a gun into a preschool. This isn’t the first time I’ve had to call CPS and have a child taken away, but I’ve never had to deal with parents acting so rashly. The board is going to flip out when I make my report to them.”

      “How are you doing with it all?” he asked. “You’ve talked about the kids and the board, but how are you holding up?”

      “Holding up?” I snorted. “I’m trying not to think about it. Having the Dead Presidents there giving away presents was a great after-the-fact distraction. Got my mind off it for a while.”

      “And now?” he prodded.

      Still staring at the paused screen, I asked, “Can we just watch the movie? Maybe talk about this later? Or never?”

      “No.”

      Turning to gape at him, I asked, “What do you mean, ‘No’?”

      “Exactly what I said. You are a strong, independent woman, and I don’t think you should let this shit turn you into a pussy.”

      I blinked, trying to let that set in. “Just when I start to think you’re a pretty cool guy, you find a way to remind me that you’re really an asshole.”

      He smirked. “Yep. A wise asshole who knows you shouldn’t let this shit stew unless you want to end up just like me.”

      He had a point.

      “Talking about it will help, Mercy.”

      “He had a gun, Landon. In the preschool.” The tears were trying to come back. I took another deep breath and pushed through them. “I knew he was reaching for something, but when I saw the pistol, I just let him have it. I was so scared he was going to hurt someone.” My mind kept serving up the memory of Larry, his beady little eyes wild as he brought the gun around and aimed it at me.

      He’d aimed it at me.

      Yes, I was afraid for my employees, but I was also afraid for myself.

      “I thought I was going to die,” I finally admitted.

      “And how did you feel about it?” he asked.

      I got the feeling someone else had asked him these same questions. “Scared. Confused. Unprepared.”

      He cocked an eyebrow at me. “Unprepared?”

      “Yes. There’s a lot more I want to do before I die.”

      He leaned closer, giving me his undivided attention. “Like what?”

      “Bold Beginnings is a pilot program. We’re experimenting and finding what works and doesn’t work so we can build more of them in different cities. If we succeed, we can change more than the High Point Neighborhood of Seattle. We can help kids across the country.”

      “And what about you, personally?” he asked. “What do you want?”

      I thought about it for a moment. I had all sorts of wants and desires for my personal life, but none that I’d ever really voiced. Being in the relative safety of my apartment with Landon after a near-death experience made me want to talk about them. “Same thing most women my age want.” I shrugged. “To fall in love. Maybe even start a family. See if I can’t do a better job than my parents did.”

      He grabbed my hand and tugged it onto his lap, running his thumb over the back of it before meeting my gaze. “We’ll make the school safer, Mercy.”

      “How? We already have bullet proof security doors that Larry bullied his way through. I’m not going to turn it into Fort Knox, and I won’t let fear of repercussions stop me from making necessary decisions like calling CPS,” I replied.

      “I don’t expect you to. But I do expect you to let me help you. Security isn’t my field of expertise, but I’m no slouch. And I think Link and his buddies might have some good ideas. They look like a tough bunch. We’ll fix this. But I have to know something.” He tucked a stray hair behind my ear before hooking his finger under my chin. His eyes were heavy with concern as he studied me. “Do you always attack unruly parents with pepper spray?”

      Humor twinkled in his eyes, obliterating the fear and tension I’d been feeling since the attack.

      “I try not to make a habit of it,” I replied. “But when the situation calls for it, then hell yeah.”

      He smiled, shaking his head at my fake badassery. “How’s your head feeling, Mercy, Pepper Spray Ninja?”

      “If I was a real ninja, I would have anticipated Larry’s flying pistol of death move and gotten out of the way in time.” I gingerly touched the goose egg on the side of my head. “It’s sore, but nothing I can’t handle. I do feel like I should get some sort of badge of honor for being pistol whipped, though. Do they have anything like that in the military?”

      “I think that goose egg is the best you can hope for. I’m glad you’re okay, but I’ll feel a hell of a lot better after that asshole has been tried and locked up for a while. I can’t explain how it felt to see you lying on the floor like that. Scared the shit out of me.”

      His admission was far too intense for someone I’d only known for three days and kissed once. I’d made it clear I didn’t do casual sex, so he shouldn’t be hitting on me, but the concern in Landon’s eyes was anything but casual.

      “I didn’t expect Larry to freak out like that. It was like he was having a seizure or something. And he was being such a baby about it; pepper spray hurts, but not that bad.”

      My gaze drifted back to the television. Something had shifted between me and Landon, and it was making me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. He still had a hold of my hand, and every time his thumb passed over my skin, my stomach did a somersault. He’d ordered Chinese takeout, but the more time I spent with him, the more certain I was that I wouldn’t be able to eat when it arrived.

      But then again, that could be the concussion still making my stomach woozy. Landon had said that was a symptom.

      “How do you know what it feels like?” he asked. “Have you ever been pepper sprayed before?”

      Damn. I’d been hoping he wouldn’t pick up on that. “Mm-hm,” I answered.

      I could feel his gaze on me. “Mm-hm as in yes? You’ve been pepper sprayed?”

      “Sure have.”

      “When? What happened?”

      His eyes were all dark and stormy, and for the umpteenth time since I’d met Landon, I found myself wishing I was a better liar. If I could make up some cool story to explain away the experience, it would make me sound a lot less like a dork. Unfortunately, I was just a curious nerd who liked to try things first-hand.

      “I’m kind of a scientist,” I said in an effort to set up my excuse.

      He blinked. “What does that mean?”

      “I like to research and collect data. I learn best by experiencing things for myself.”

      His eyes widened. “Please tell me you didn’t spray yourself with pepper spray.”

      He made it sound so awful. “It was just a drop, really. And only in one eye.” And now I felt like I’d done something stupid and was trying to save face. “It was for educational purposes, and I learned a lot from the experience.”

      His jaw dropped. He forced his mouth closed and his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he swallowed, no doubt trying to come up with a politically-correct response.

      Before he could tell me how stupid I was and piss me off, I plunged ahead, willing him to understand. “There’s a sting to it, and it’s a little disorienting, but it doesn’t hurt nearly as bad as this bump on my head. I had to try it out for myself.”

      “You could have watched a YouTube video about it, you know?”

      I nodded. “I did, but it’s not the same as experiencing it.”

      “But it’s a lot safer.”

      “I disagree. I think a real-life education is always safer. I needed to know how long someone would be incapacitated if I sprayed them, how much time I would have to get away and get help. Knowing exactly how it feels and what the recovery is like is important to me. If I’m going to willingly hurt someone, I want to know the level of damage I’m doing to them. Now when I use this spray on someone, I understand the pain and recovery they’re going to experience and I’m consciously deciding to inflict that on them.”

      He was staring at me like I was crazy.

      “Police officers do the same thing,” I defended.

      “No, they don’t. Police officers get maced or pepper sprayed because there’s a chance they could get sprayed by a suspect or catch some from the air and they need to know how to do their job while afflicted. Not so they can empathize with the bad guy.”

      “Well, it’s practically the same thing.”

      He shook his head, chuckling. “No, it’s not. And I now understand why you go by Mercy instead of Mercedes. It fits you a lot better.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I don’t know if that’s a compliment. Shit.” He was full on laughing now. “I still can’t believe you sprayed yourself.”

      I wanted to be offended, but his laughter was so warm and throaty it made me feel all sorts of other emotions. His face softened as he laughed, and I saw a hint of the adorable boy from the photos hanging on Beth’s walls. It gave me hope that he was still in there under all of the man’s layers of regret, guilt, and self-loathing.

      Finally, Landon stopped laughing. “You think real-life education is always safer, huh? You’re never getting a gun,” he said.

      Fighting the urge to snap back and ask him who he thought he was to tell me what I wasn’t going to do, I considered our conversation. Based solely on my reasoning for pepper spraying myself, I couldn’t deny that buying myself a gun would be a moronic move. “Fair enough,” I replied. “But for the record, I wouldn’t shoot myself.”

      Shaking his head, he barked out another laugh. “It’s the fact that you even have to give me that assurance that concerns me.”

      He had a point. Shrugging, I pulled my hand away from him to snatch back the remote and resume my movie. Landon went back to filling out his volunteer application.

      “Done,” he said after a while, handing the paperwork to me. I took it and slid it back into my laptop bag to process after Christmas. “Also, I’ve been thinking, and what I said about Mercy fitting you better than Mercedes, that was a compliment. I appreciate that after all the shit you’ve been through, you’re still willing to take chances. Even on someone like me.”

      His words were heavy and serious. I met his gaze, finding a different kind of darkness in his eyes. The storm clouds were gone, replaced by something more intense. Something that made my pulse race.

      Landon leaned in. “I don’t need a Mercedes, but Mercy… I could use some of that in my life.”

      I was still trying to figure out a response when his lips landed on mine, robbing me of the ability to think. He licked at the seam of my lips and his warm, hard body pressed against me. I knew I shouldn’t let him kiss me—that the clock was ticking, and he’d be gone before I knew it—but I wanted it. I wanted him. I knew it didn’t make sense, but I opened my mouth and let him in. He was tentative and cautious at first, as if waiting for me to pull back or push him away, but as my hands roamed to his back, he unleashed himself.

      His hands slid under my sweater, wandering over my stomach before roaming up to my bra. His kiss deepened as he palmed my breasts over the thin lacy fabric. I felt my nipples pebble beneath his heated touch. I couldn’t remember the last time hands other than my own were on my breasts, and it felt so good I wanted to cry out for him to keep going.

      I wanted to feel him—to feel all of him—and there were far too many clothes between us. My hands dipped under his shirt, settling on the defined muscles of his back before meandering forward. I took my time, reveling in every dip and curve of his hard obliques and abs, before making my way up to his pecs. His torso felt every bit as good as it had looked, and I couldn’t wait to see and feel the rest of him.

      My hands slid down to his jeans and I unbuttoned the top button.

      Someone knocked on my door.

      The effect was almost humorous. It was like we were a couple of teenagers who’d gotten caught making out beneath the bleachers. Landon jumped away as I pushed off the sofa. His shallow breathing matched my own. “I’m sorry,” we both said at the same time.

      His brow wrinkled. “No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. Your head.”

      “What did you do to my head?” I asked, confused.

      Another knock sounded on the door.

      “I should get that,” he said. “It’s probably the food.” He stood, tugging his T-shirt down over the top of his unbuttoned jeans. It did nothing to hide the fact that he was sporting one hell of an impressive erection. I tried not to stare but it was super obvious, and I was kind of proud that kissing me had that effect on him.

      While Landon dealt with the delivery driver, it dawned on me how close we’d come to having sex. I wasn’t a prude or anything, and knew sex was natural and healthy. I also wasn’t a virgin. When I was sixteen, I’d wanted to see what all the fuss was about, so I arranged to lose my virginity to one of my guy friends, Dwayne Smith, who was also a virgin. We’d kept the experience as scientific as possible, but neither of us really knew what we were doing so it wasn’t anything impressive. He came the second his condom covered cock entered me.

      I’d tried again with my most recent boyfriend, Josh, but he was nothing to write home about either. He could make himself come at the drop of his pants, but I never did find that “release” I’d read about. Sex hadn’t been much of a priority since.

      But every time Landon got close to me, my body responded in ways that had nothing to do with science and everything to do with lust. He just turned me on. There was no commitment between us. How could there be? We’d known each other for a whopping three days and his days in Seattle were numbered. Sure, this thing between us could grow into a relationship, but it would be long-distance with sporadic in-person visits.

      It probably wouldn’t last.

      And, although I’d told him I didn’t do casual sex (or any sex, really), the man had me reconsidering my position on the matter. I couldn’t deny the attraction I felt to him. The instant his lips had landed on mine, my brain short circuited and my libido took over. If we hadn’t been interrupted, I had no doubt I would have let him go as far as he wanted.

      No, I would have wanted us to go all the way.

      The idea startled me. Then it worried me for a whole different reason. Landon was pulling paper cartons out of a plastic bag and lining them up on my bar. Watching him—and appreciating the way his biceps bulged with every move—I blurted out, “I’m going to go take a shower.”

      He looked up at me, pausing in his food display task. “But what about dinner?”

      “I’m not really hungry right now. Maybe later?”

      His gaze went from me to the food, and then back to me. Then his eyebrows shot up his forehead. “Are you okay, Mercy?”

      “Yes. It’s just been a long day and I could really use some hot water to work out the kinks in my neck.”

      “I could give you a massage,” he suggested. Then his face screwed up like he was angry at himself for suggesting it. “A platonic, healing massage. I didn’t mean anything sexual by that.”

      If I let him put his hands anywhere near me, I was done for. And there were things I needed to take care of first. “Thanks, but I’m good.” I turned and dashed down the hallway before he could say more.

      Grabbing a pair of pajama bottoms and a tank top from my room, I hurried into the bathroom and locked the door. Then I stripped out of my work clothes and climbed into the shower. As water cascaded over my head, I took a gander at my real reason for escaping from Landon, unsurprised to see that it was even worse than I’d expected.

      I hadn’t had a boyfriend in more than a year, and I’d let things get a little out of control downstairs. Some women had a landing strip, I had more of an overgrown airfield. Thank God Landon hadn’t put his hand down my pants; he might have gotten it stuck and been grounded for good.

      And then I’d be left high and dry.

      Wax would never do, even if I had any. No, clearing away this much pubic hair called for a match and a controlled burn. But since I didn’t want to set off the building’s sprinklers (or end up in the hospital), I grabbed my razor and went to work. While I lathered and shaved, I thought about Landon. Knowing he’d only be in town for a month, I’d been determined to protect my heart from him. But now, that didn’t seem so important. I was lonely, he was lonely, I needed a distraction from the fact I could have been shot today, and he needed a little healing of his own.

      We could help each other.

      Besides, the scientific part of my brain was all too curious about what sex would be like with someone I was so attracted to. Would it be all passion and power? Or would it be sweet and loving? Would he help me finally understand what the big deal was? Would he help me find that fabled “release”?

      Washing between my legs, I grazed my folds and was surprised by how sensitive they were. Just thinking about getting it on with Landon was doing a number on my body. So, I got out of the shower and dried myself off, freshly shaved and all too ready to pick up where we’d left off.
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      I was an asshole. I knew this, because only an asshole would try to get into the pants of a woman who’d been through what Mercy had experienced today. She was vulnerable and scared, and fucking her would be like taking advantage of those emotions. I knew this in my head, but my hands wouldn’t stop touching her. My lips wouldn’t stop kissing her.

      And her body was so damn responsive.

      As her tongue danced with mine, my fingers lingered on her neck, feeling her pulse quicken. I expected her to push me away—to put an end to this insanity—but instead, her hands explored my chest, her touch making me impossibly harder.

      I knew it was wrong, but the launch sequence had started.

      Her body was sending out the appropriate signals, letting me know she wanted this as much as I did. Then she undid the top button of my jeans and I knew we were going all the way.

      Takeoff seemed imminent.

      But then the food arrived, saving us both.

      Mercy was a wreck. Her chest heaved with deep breaths as she leaned against the wall, watching me collect the food and sign the credit card slip for the driver. Disgusted at myself for how close I’d come to ripping off her clothes despite her injury, I could barely stand to look at her. I was supposed to be there to help—to protect her—and I couldn’t stop thinking about the way her skin felt beneath my fingers. About the way her lips had tasted.

      I wanted more. And I knew the second I got the chance, my hands would be all over her again. As would my lips, my tongue, and any other body parts she allowed to touch her, to invade her.

      Fuck! Get it under control, Welch.

      “I’m going to go take a shower,” she announced, surprising me out of my thoughts. I’d been taking my time laying out the food, trying to force my thoughts toward basketball, or medical procedures, or anything else that would get my dick to calm the fuck down.

      “But what about dinner?” I asked, afraid to let her out of my sight. What if I’d scared her? What if I’d misread her body language and she wasn’t interested in me at all? I needed her to sit and talk to me, so we could get this all worked out.

      “I’m not really hungry right now. Maybe later?” She sounded almost frantic as she inched toward the hallway, away from me.

      I liked Mercy, and I wanted more than just sex from her. A lot more. We’d only known each other for a few days, but she’d already shown me her passion, her strength, and her sense of humor. She was a good person, and I wasn’t just blowing smoke up her ass when I said I could use a little of her in my life. I wanted all of her, and I was terrified that I’d blown this thing developing between us.

      “Are you okay, Mercy?”

      “Yes. It’s just been a long day and I could really use some hot water to work out the kinks in my neck.”

      “I could give you a massage.” It was like I couldn’t stop the desperation and stupidity from spewing from my mouth. “A platonic, healing massage. I didn’t mean anything sexual by that.”

      “Thanks, but I’m good.” She practically sprinted down the hall to escape from me.

      Left staring at several cartons of food I no longer had an appetite for, I barely resisted the urge to splatter them all against the wall. She’d trusted me enough to let me into her apartment, and I’d broken that trust by practically attacking her. Disgusted with myself, I took a deep breath and packed up the food. Then I stuck it all in the fridge before settling on the sofa and waiting for Mercy.

      Since last night, I’d been doing so good at keeping my distance. But seeing her lying on the floor of that preschool… it had triggered me, made me realize how important she’d become to me in such a short time.

      Seeing her in danger had changed everything.

      But hearing her talk about the ordeal… That fucked me up.

      I tried to stay calm and collected, but listening to her admit that she thought she was going to die had taken me over the edge. Death was in my face every day, and I handled it. No, I compartmentalized it. But as I stared into Mercy’s gorgeous blue eyes and heard her fears, I knew without a shadow of a doubt that I wouldn’t want to exist in a world without her.

      Mercy was passion. She was fire, hope, and joy, all the things my life had been lacking. Her admission that she wanted to fall in love and start a family had awoken something inside of me that I’d never known was there.

      For the first time in a long time, I knew what I wanted from life.

      I wanted Mercy, and there was no fucking way I’d let some asshole with a gun take her away from me. I just needed to play it cool and give her some time, at least wait until her head felt better before I came on to her.

      Though I’d resolved to do better, it was even more difficult to control myself when she emerged from the bathroom wearing pajamas. They weren’t sexy, that wasn’t her style. Instead, they looked comfortable. Soft. Kind of cute. Her bottoms were black, tight through the hips and flared out at the feet. Her tank top was fitted and the same bright blue color of her eyes.

      And she wasn’t wearing a bra.

      The natural sway of her lush, round breasts drew my attention immediately and held me captive, as she entered and sat on her side of the sofa. The outline of her pebbled nipples created little circular tents in the fabric of her shirt. Hints of jasmine and vanilla tugged at my senses, beckoning me closer. Determined to stay right where I was, I turned my attention on the still paused television, trying not to notice the way her wet, dark blonde hair framed her makeup-free face, highlighting her big blue eyes and plump full lips.

      Everything about her drew me in, but I wanted Mercy whole, unhurt, and thinking clearly. I didn’t want to be some mistake she regretted. I had thirty-eight days to spend with her, and I couldn’t afford to screw this up so she spent them avoiding me.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked. My voice was deeper than normal, but I couldn’t help it.

      “Good. Better.”

      I expected her to pick up the remote and start the movie, but she didn’t.

      My watch dinged. Grateful for the distraction, I jumped to my feet. “It’s time for more ibuprofen. Where do you keep it?”

      “I can get it.” She started to get up, but I knew that watching one more sway of those perfect tits would do me in.

      “No!” I said a little more forcefully than necessary. “I’m supposed to be taking care of you. Let me do something.”

      She watched me from beneath her lashes. “Bathroom. In the medicine cabinet.”

      The bathroom was still warm and steamy from her shower, and the air smelled strongly of Mercy. Breathing it in felt like both punishment and a reward, bringing back the hard-on I’d done my best to get rid of. I rifled through the contents of her cabinet, absently cataloging the contents: peroxide, bandages, acetaminophen, condoms…

      My hand hovered over the open box. I had no right to be curious, yet I was. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure Mercy hadn’t followed before picking up the box and peering inside. It looked mostly full. Knowing condoms had a shelf life of three to five years, I checked the expiration date. They expired in two years, which meant it had probably been a while since she’d had sex. I’d expected as much, but seeing the proof in black and white drove home another reason why I couldn’t fuck her.

      Not yet.

      Finding the ibuprofen bottle, I shook 800 milligrams into my hand, then took it to Mercy. Watching me, she picked up her water bottle from the coffee table and swallowed them back.

      “Thank you.”

      I nodded. “No problem. You hungry yet? Want me to warm you up some food?”

      She chewed on her lip and set the water bottle down, her gaze following me as I leaned against the wall, putting as much space between us as her small living room would allow.

      “Are you just going to avoid me now?”

      “I’m not avoiding you,” I lied.

      “You are. You were practically sucking my face off before the food came, and now you’re dancing around me. It’s amusing to watch, but I’m wondering why. What’s going on in that pretty little brain of yours?”

      “Pretty, huh?”

      She grinned. “Stunning, really. You should be a brain model or something.”

      Chuckling, I shook my head and replied, “I owe you an apology, Mercy. I shouldn’t have kissed you.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Why not?”

      “Because you have a concussion.”

      “Is it contagious? Are you afraid of catching it?”

      She knew damn well it wasn’t contagious. “No, but I like you. A lot. And I don’t want to fuck up this thing between us.”

      “So, don’t.”

      “Which is why we’re waiting. Maybe we’ll see how you feel about it in the morning.”

      She cocked her head to the side in an are-you-shitting-me look. “You said I should limit television time. I’ve already showered and we’re in for the night, so what else are we going to do?”

      I chuckled, shaking my head. “You want to have sex because you’re bored?”

      “Whoa, who said anything about sex? It was just a kiss, Landon. But if that’s an offer, sure. I’ll take you up on it.”

      Regardless of her concussion, Mercy’s memory was fine. I couldn’t believe she’d thrown that line back at me. “Are you fucking with me?”

      She shrugged. “Would you like me to?”

      I laughed. I couldn’t help myself. She was so damn funny and ridiculous, and I’d never had such a strange conversation about sex before. Scratch that, I’d never had any conversation about sex. It wasn’t something I talked about. Normally, I just went for it. I could not figure the woman out.

      “Are you sure you don’t have a split personality or something?” I asked.

      “Why would you say that?”

      “A half-hour ago, you were scampering down the hall like a scared little mouse trying to get away from the big scary cat.”

      Her eyes sparkled with humor. “And you think you’re the big scary cat, do ya?”

      “If not, then why did you run away?”

      She straightened. Smoothing down the front of her pajama top while the slightest pink colored her cheeks. “I had business to take care of.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “If you must know, it’s been a while since I had sex. Thought I’d do a bit of landscaping.”

      I stared at her.

      “It means I shaved, Landon.”

      “I know that. I’m just trying not to imagine you in the shower and it’s really hard right now.”

      She arched an eyebrow at me. “How hard are we talking about here? Hard like it could easily break the crust of a warm apple pie? Or hard like if I had a picture to hang you could use it to pound the nail for me?”

      I stared at her for a moment before throwing my head back in laughter. “I think that concussion made you funnier.”

      “Well, it sure as heck didn’t make me breakable. Come sit by me.” She patted the seat.

      It wasn’t so much an invitation as it was a dare, and damn if I didn’t want to take her up on it, but I held my ground. “I’m not going to take advantage of you while you’re hurt.”

      She stared at me for a beat, and then laughed.

      “What?”

      “I was the one unbuttoning your pants. Do you really think you were taking advantage of me? Landon, I’m not drunk. I knew what I was doing.” Her gaze drifted down my body, landing on the front of my jeans. Eyes widening, she said, “It kind of looks like you’re ready to pick up where we left off, too.”

      This was a side of her I hadn’t seen yet. Sure, she was responsive when I kissed her, but I never expected her to initiate anything. She stood and approached me.

      Hips swaying, nipples poking out of her shirt, breasts bouncing, it was the hottest thing I’d ever seen.

      Needing her to stop moving and looking at me like I was a treat unless she wanted me to attack her, I replied, “I thought you said you don’t do casual. Sex or conversation.”

      I’d expected that to hit a nerve, but she kept coming until our bodies were inches apart. I could feel her heat and smell her hair.

      “Our conversations haven’t been casual, and you’ve done all right. There’s more than attraction between us, Landon, and I think you’re ready to handle some non-casual sex.”

      “But your head—”

      “Is fine. What I really need is a distraction from this day. Would you like to distract me?” She laced a leg through mine.

      “I’m only here until the end of January,” I reminded her in a last-ditch effort to do the right thing.

      “Turns out that staring down the barrel of a gun really puts things into perspective. A month is better than no time at all.” She tugged her pajama shirt over her head and tossed it on the sofa.

      Shocked, my gaze went straight to the swell of her tits. They were perfect, round, large, her nipples dark pink and puckered, and I couldn’t wait to get my hands and mouth on them. “You are beautiful,” I breathed.

      I had more to say on the matter, but she leaned into me and her lips landed on mine, stealing my breath away. As our tongues danced, she tugged up the hem of my shirt, breaking contact long enough to pull it over my head before our mouths crashed together again.

      My hands were large, but the soft flesh of her breasts overfilled them as her nipples pebbled against my palms. I kneaded and played with her mounds, and her hands continued their interrupted exploration of my upper body. I dropped my hands to her ass and picked her up.

      Mercy let out a gasp of surprise, and then her lips smiled against mine as she wrapped her legs around my waist. With the heat of her core against my pelvis, I grew so damn hard for her my cock ached. Keeping one hand on her ass, I adjusted myself before rounding the sofa and making my way down the hall to her room.

      Gently lowering her to the bed, I stood back and checked her out. Wet blonde hair splayed across her pillow, lips moist and swollen, she watched me through hooded eyes as I let my gaze drift down her body, taking her all in. Her now dark nipples begged for my attention, and I couldn’t resist them. Climbing over her, I wrapped my tongue around one nipple while giving the other a little pinch.

      Her back arched, responding to my touch. Encouraged, I sucked her nipple into my mouth and flicked it with my tongue. Every time my teeth grazed it, she whimpered. After I made sure each nipple had equal treatment, I kissed my way down her stomach to the top of her pants.

      Mercy wasn’t skinny. She wasn’t fat, either. She was perfectly round and soft in all the places a woman should be, making me want to bury my face in every inch of her flesh. I slowly slid her pajama pants down, pleased to find that she wasn’t wearing any panties. Her arousal smelled sweet and inviting as I slid her pants past her ankles and looked her over.

      She had shaved. A perfectly groomed little landing strip welcomed me. Her lips were swollen and wet with her juices, making my mouth water. Desperate to see if she tasted as good as she smelled, I didn’t fuck around with teasing her.

      My mouth landed on her core, and Mercy about jumped off the bed. Chuckling, I grabbed her thighs and held her still while I licked and sucked at her sensitive nub.

      “Ohmigod,” she breathed, grabbing the back of my head.

      “You like that?” I asked.

      “Yes. More.”

      All too willing to oblige, I licked her from entrance to clit, before sucking her bundle of nerves into my mouth and sliding a finger inside her. Her channel squeezed around me, and I almost came right there and then, loving that I could bring her so much pleasure. I added a second finger, stretching her out for me, and continued to assault her clit with my tongue. She writhed beneath my attack, her breasts bouncing with every arch and release of her back.

      Snaking a hand up her stomach, I tweaked one of her nipples and sent her over the edge.

      “Oh. Landon!” she cried out.

      Hearing my name pour off her lips as she came was erotic music to my ears. I licked her clean, savoring every ounce of her sweetness, and then stood. Grabbing the condom out of my wallet, I dropped my pants and boxers and stepped out of them.

      Mercy’s eyes widened as she took in my achingly hard cock, doing wonders for my ego. She watched as I rolled the condom over my shaft, stroking myself a few more times than necessary.

      “You like that?” I asked.

      She nodded, the rest of her body still unmoving.

      I kept stroking my cock. “I was thinking about having you ride me, so I could watch those big, gorgeous tits of yours bounce, but that kind of movement isn’t good for your head. I was also thinking about taking you from behind, so I could grab ahold of that nice ass of yours as I pound into you, but I want to watch your face as you come again. God, you look so fucking sexy when you come.”

      She chewed on her lip.

      “So, I think I’m going to fuck you like this. I want you to tell me if your head hurts, okay?”

      “I’m fine, Landon.”

      “Just promise me you’ll let me know if that changes.”

      She smiled. “All right. I promise.”

      Good, because I didn’t know how much longer I could hold off. I needed to be inside of her, claiming her, marking her as my own. Positioning myself over her body, I watched Mercy’s face as I lined myself up at her entrance. Heat and moisture pooled from her channel, welcoming my cock as I slowly slid it in. Her gaze dropped down to where our bodies met, and she watched as I inched my way in, pausing every now and then to pull out and begin the process over. She was tight as hell and I didn’t want to hurt her, so I took my time, fighting for control of myself.

      She felt so damn good.

      Tight and hot, she clenched around my cock, and I froze, scared I’d shoot my load if I moved. Hissing out a breath, I struggled to get myself under control before going deeper.

      “You okay?” I asked, watching her for cues that she was in pain.

      “I feel so full,” Mercy replied.

      Yep, she was excellent for my ego. Smiling, I pushed further inside, until my balls brushed against her ass. “You feel amazing.”

      Pushing myself up on my arms, I was able to get even further inside her. I’d been with my share of women, but none of them had felt like this. I was so damn deep, and Mercy’s pussy felt like it had been made for me. The angle was perfect, the fit, incredible. After once again pausing to regain control, I started to move.

      I tried to be gentle, but Mercy had other plans. After a few slow strokes, she slapped my ass. “Faster,” she said. “Oh, god, you feel so good.”

      “Did you just slap my ass?” I asked, amused.

      “Yes. Now do your job or I’ll do it again. I want another orgasm. I need to see if this one feels different than the one you gave me with your tongue.”

      Chuckling, I pulled out slowly, and drove back into her. “You’re supposed to enjoy it. Let it last.”

      “Forget that,” she said, squeezing my cock inside her.

      Fighting the urge to come, I sucked down a deep breath and picked up the pace, so she wouldn’t feel the need to milk me with her pussy again. I wouldn’t last if she did. I was already holding on by a thread. Shifting my weight to one arm, I freed up a hand to play with her clit.

      “Ohmigod,” Mercy said. “Yes. Do that. Keep doing that.”

      Watching her writhe and buck beneath me was every bit as big of a turn on as being inside her, and I wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer. “Come for me, Mercy,” I commanded, giving her another hard thrust.

      Throwing back her head, she let herself go.

      Liquid heat wrapped around my cock and took me over the edge with her. With two more hard thrusts and a shout, I filled the condom and drained myself. My head dropped to her chest, and I swore, still trying to keep most of my weight off her.

      “Indeed,” Mercy agreed. “I think I get what the big deal is now.”

      “What?” I asked, pulling out of her and standing to get rid of the condom.

      “The big deal with sex. I think I get it now.”

      Definitely good for my ego. I disposed of the condom and then crawled in bed with her. Tugging her against my side, careful not to bump the injured side of her head, I wrapped myself around her. “Get some sleep,” I told her.

      “I thought I wasn’t supposed to sleep with a concussion.”

      “I’ll wake you up every couple of hours.”

      “Promise?” she asked.

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

      “Babe, huh?” she asked.

      I patted her bare ass. “Yep. Just go with it. Let it happen.”

      She giggled.

      Seconds later, her breathing evened out and her body relaxed against me. I set my watch alarm, just in case I drifted off, but every time I closed my eyes. I saw Mercy lying on the floor of the preschool.

      Thirty-eight days, then I’d be gone.

      I couldn’t help but worry about who’d protect her after I left.
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      Landon and I had gone to bed early, skipping dinner for sex, so the first time he woke me up it was around seven. He tugged on my shoulders and asked me my name, where I was, and the name of the current US president. I’ve never been much of a morning person, so I told him he and the president could get bent, but to leave me out of it. He laughed and let me roll over and go back to sleep.

      After that experience, he found more creative ways to wake me up. The second time, around nine thirty, his lips were locked around one of my nipples and his fingers were massaging my clit when I opened my eyes. He fired off the same annoying questions while working me up into another orgasm, and this time my answers were slightly less hostile and a lot breathier. Then I watched as he jerked himself off and came all over my boobs. Him painting my chest in his cum felt possessive, like he was marking his territory. I probably should have been offended by that, but the act was surprisingly hot.

      When he was done, he cleaned me up with a warm wash cloth and drew me back into his arms. Landon was a snuggler. I never would have seen that coming, but it was a nice surprise. He loved to spoon, pushing my hair out of his way so he could rest his nose up against the back of my neck. I’d never had a guy do that before, and it was kind of charming and sweet.

      His third attack came around midnight. Hunger and the distinct smell of Chinese food drove me from my bed. Throwing on a nightshirt, I emerged to find Landon, wearing nothing but jeans riding low on his hips, laying out a reheated feast on my kitchen counter.

      He flashed me a smile over his shoulder. “Hungry?”

      My stomach growled. “Starved.”

      His smile widened as he handed me a plate and got out of my way. I turned on the movie we’d started watching earlier and we ate in the living room.

      “How does your head feel?” Landon asked when we finished.

      I fingered the bump. “Better. It’s still tender, but my headache is mostly gone.”

      He got me more ibuprofen anyway, and then we stretched out with him lying behind me and finished the movie while we fooled around. By the time it was over, we were both worked up, and his erection was pressing into my back.

      Landon ran kisses up my neck and over my ear before asking, “Mind if I bend you over the arm of the couch and take you from behind?” He rubbed down my backside and cupped one of the cheeks of my ass. “I want to grab your hips and watch this fine ass as I pound into you.”

      Since that sounded like a marvelous plan to me, I agreed, and Landon had us both naked and bent over the sofa in no time. I was wet and ready for him and he wasted no time sheathing his cock and sliding it into me. He got even deeper in this position, using my hips to angle me where he wanted.

      Once again, I was amazed at how different sex felt with him. Not only did he fill me up completely, but he hit places that made my body tingle and my ears ring. If I had known sex could feel this good, I would have spent a lot more time and effort looking for a man. Something told me that this pleasure was specific to Landon, no doubt having everything to do with not only the way our bodies fit together, but also the way he paid attention to my cues. He was a generous and attentive lover.

      By the time morning rolled around and we woke up for the day, my body was sore in all the right places, my head felt much better, and I was surprisingly refreshed for someone whose sleep had been interrupted all night. Of course, that could have had something to do with waking up entangled in Landon’s arms.

      “How’s your head?” he asked, nuzzling my neck.

      “Is that your favorite question?” I asked.

      He trailed a finger down the side of my face. “Last night was nice. I gotta take care of you and make sure your brain doesn’t explode so we can do it again.”

      I laughed. “Gee, thanks.” Although, last night was phenomenal.

      I felt his smile against my neck as his fingers drifted down to stroke my arm. “My pleasure. Well, after the first time. You have one hell of a mean right hook. Maybe I should get you some boxing gloves, Champ.”

      “I barely even swung on you,” I defended.

      Grabbing me by the wrist he kissed my knuckles. “Doesn’t matter. It was worth it.”

      “Did you get any sleep?” I asked. He’d been wonderful and attentive in taking care of me, both in and out of bed.

      “Yes.” He stretched. “My shifts are usually twelve hours, and sometimes I have to stay late or come in early. In the Army, you learn how to power nap and sleep when you can, and I don’t remember the last time I woke up feeling so rested.” He kissed my forehead. “By the way, Merry Christmas, Mercy.”

      I’d forgotten all about it being Christmas. “What are you still doing here?” I asked, scrambling to sit up. “You should be home with Beth.”

      “Relax.” One of his big hands snaked around and started rubbing my back. I knew our relationship was mostly sexual and would be short-term, but I loved the way he kept touching me. It was both comforting and arousing. “I called Mom last night. She wanted me to stay here and keep an eye on you. Even if she hadn’t, I wouldn’t have left you.”

      He was still being sweet, and I didn’t know how to take it. Part of me wanted to push him out of my apartment and lock the door so I could protect my heart from his words and touches. The other part of me wanted to lock him in my room and keep him to myself. Knowing he was here last night, had helped me sleep. For the first time ever, I’d felt like I could relax, knowing I had someone at my back who could take care of everything.

      It had been nice.

      I wanted to relax and enjoy the time I had with him, but my crazy mind kept racing forward, reminding me that he would be gone soon, and I’d be alone again. I couldn’t let myself get too attached.

      “What’s on the agenda for today?” Landon asked, still rubbing my back. Enjoying the contact, I leaned into his touch.

      “I need to get my butt out of bed and go make sweet potatoes and a peppermint cheesecake, so I have something to take over to your mom’s. Can’t have her doing all the cooking.”

      “You need help?” he asked, finally climbing out of bed.

      “No. You should go see your mom. I’m sure she has a stocking for you. And presents.”

      His hand that had been massaging my back slowly circled around to my front. Fingers whispered over my collarbone before dipping down between my breasts. “I’m twenty-five years old, Mercy. Christmas stockings don’t do shit for me. I can assure you that this is the only gift I’m interested in right now.”

      I grabbed his hand, stopping him from starting something I would want to finish despite the soreness between my legs. “It’s not for you, it’s for your mom. You’ve missed a lot of Christmases. And stop being so sweet before you ruin me for all other men.”

      “But that’s the goal.”

      I leveled a stare at him, willing him to do my bidding.

      “Fine. You’re right. I’ll tell you what, take a shower with me, and I’ll go open presents with Mom.” His heated gaze kept drifting down to my lips, my neck, then my breasts, managing to set my entire body on fire. He might be onto something. We did both need a shower, and taking one together would conserve water. And I was all for saving the earth.

      And I’d never had sex in the shower before.

      “Okay,” I said.

      He beamed me a smile and scrambled off my bed, holding out his hand to offer me help up. I put my hand in his, and he gingerly tugged me to my feet. I was naked, and my body was far from perfect. I knew I should be self-conscious about it, but Landon had a way of making me feel completely at ease. It was in the way his eyes darkened every time he looked me over.

      Despite my body’s imperfections, I had never felt more desirable in my life.

      He led me to the bathroom and we stepped inside the small space, getting cozy really quick-like since it wasn’t made for more than one person at a time. As I turned on the water and got it to temperature, he grabbed my loofah and soap and started lathering me up. I was both impressed and a little disappointed to see him getting right to the task of cleaning me up rather than making me dirty again, but it didn’t take long for him to get distracted by my boobs. After he scrubbed and rinsed them, he stuck one of my nipples in his mouth and started to play.

      “We’re supposed to be bathing,” I reminded him, half-heartedly.

      His hand dipped down between my legs and he massaged my clit. “Yet it feels like you don’t mind.” He dipped a finger inside of me and I let out a gasp. “Nope. You don’t mind at all.”

      He had me there.

      Enjoying the way his finger curved inside of me while he took turns sucking on my nipples, I leaned against the wall of the shower and let him work. Adding a finger, he stroked and squeezed until he took me over the edge. Then he stepped out of the shower to grab a condom from my medicine cabinet.

      Gasping in pretend shock, I asked, “Were you going through my personal stuff when you came in here to get me ibuprofen?”

      “Of course,” he replied. “I had to make sure you were well-stocked. But I should pick you up another box of these. We made quite a dent in them last night, so we’re gonna need more.”

      “You used my condoms?” I asked. “But I was saving those.”

      His head whipped around to eyeball me. “For whom?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. My mailman’s kind of cute.”

      Landon was back in the shower so quickly, I’d barely seen him move. He had me pressed against the wall with his body all but surrounding mine. “No mailmen, Mercy. I don’t share well. I need you to myself.”

      “So, what? You want to be exclusive?” I asked. “You’re only here for another thirty-seven days.”

      “Yes.” His hands drifted down my arms, caging me in. His gaze captured mine, and there was something desperate and heartbreaking in his eyes. “While I’m here, please. Do this for me.”

      I wanted to ask him what would happen when he left, but I didn’t have the heart. Not when he sounded so desperate. “It’s not like I’m sleeping with every guy I meet, Landon.”

      “I know. But I want… I need to know that it’s just you and me.”

      “All right,” I replied. “While you’re here, we’re exclusive.”

      Relief washed over his features as he rubbed the head of his cock against my entrance, teasing me. Landon’s lips captured mine and he hitched my legs up around his hips, taking me higher to line me up with his cock. I wrapped my legs around him, and he drove himself inside of me. Sweet pressure filled me, expanding me around him. Trusting him to keep me balanced against the wall was another unexpected turn on, obviously for us both. His eyes were wild and hungry as he pounded into me. The combination of friction, his intensity, and the warm water cascading down around us was so sexy it didn’t take long until I felt another orgasm building.

      Sex with Landon had been awesome every single time. I wasn’t lying when I’d told him I finally understood the appeal. I’d never known that a tongue was capable of bringing me so much pleasure, but Landon’s talented tongue had nothing on the expert skill level of his cock. He rested his hand gently over my pulse as he fucked me wildly until the water ran cold.

      By the time we finished, I knew something major had shifted between me and Landon. Yes, we’d only known each other for four days and he’d be leaving soon, but our lives would never be the same.
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        * * *

      

      After Landon left for his mom’s, I started preparing my two dishes for Christmas dinner. I’d gotten everything ready and was reading a book as I waited to put the sweet potatoes in the oven when someone tapped on my door. Keys jiggled and the doorknob turned, and in walked Ben, my long lost brother.

      “Ben!” Relief and joy pulled me from the sofa and wrapped my arms around him. I tried not to notice the faint smell of cigarette smoke clinging to his jacket, reminding me that I had no idea where he’d been and what he’d been up to. Holding him at an arm’s length, I looked him over. Ben had his mom’s light brown hair and green eyes, with Dad’s square jaw and athletic build. He’d lost a few pounds since I’d seen him last, but eyes still sparkled when he smiled at me.

      “Hey, sis.”

      “Merry Christmas. How’ve you been?”

      “Good. Just busy. Working a lot.”

      “Awesome.” I led him to the sofa. “Come in and sit down so you can tell me all about it. So, what is it you’re doing again?” I was trying to make it sound like he’d told me, but in reality, all he ever did was avoid the question.

      “Oh, it’s boring. I’ve been doing deliveries for a friend’s company, but I don’t think I’m gonna do that much longer. I’ve been looking for something else. What about you? How are things at the school?”

      He’d deflected my question and turned it back around on me. Ben used to tell me everything, and the way he bobbed and weaved whenever I asked him about his job worried me. I wanted to probe and find out what kind of deliveries he was making and to whom, but I’d learned long ago that wasn’t the right way to deal with Ben. If I hadn’t kept pumping him for information about a couple of shady friends he’d been hanging out with, my little brother would likely still be sleeping on my couch, where I could keep an eye on him.

      Ben didn’t like being cornered or questioned, and I knew if I pushed too hard, he’d bail.

      “Things at the school are going well. We have some new volunteers starting after the new year that I’m really excited about. They’re that motorcycle club that’s been in the papers. The ones that took Mayor Kinlan and his son down.”

      “Oh yeah, I heard something about that. Cool. Hey, what happened to your head?”

      My fingers once again sought out the tender flesh on the side of my head. It felt better, but the bump had grown, obviously visible despite my hair covering it. “Just an incident at school. Where are you staying now?”

      Yep, now I was deflecting, but I didn’t want Ben to worry about me being at the school.

      “What kind of incident?” Ben asked, pulling my hand away, so he could check out my injury.

      “I had to call CPS on a parent, and her boyfriend got a little upset about it.” I shrugged. “We handled it. No big deal.”

      “No big deal? Did he hit you or something?”

      “Yep.” I chose to leave off the part about the gun.

      “Mercy, I know you don’t want to hear this, but you need to get out of the neighborhood. You have your master’s degree for Christ’s sake. You could make a lot more money somewhere else, and not have to deal with parents roughing you up. You’re good at your job, and you don’t need to take this shit.”

      Ben and I had had this conversation before, and I knew he’d never understand why I insisted on staying at the school, and I didn’t want to argue with him. “I’ll think about it,” I lied.

      He stared at me for a moment before shaking his head. “I wish you really would, but I know you won’t.”

      Time to change the subject. “I miss you, Ben. Where’ve you been staying?”

      He looked away. “With a friend.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      His gaze shot back to me, and the irritation in his eyes made me regret the question. I was probing.

      “Is she cute, at least?” I asked, trying to play it off.

      “Not a girl, sis. Just a friend.” He tugged something out of his pocket. “Hey, before I forget, I got you something.”

      I eyed the little wrapped box with its smooshed bow. “Ben, you shouldn’t have.” I had no idea how much his delivery job paid, but doubted it was all that lucrative. Especially since he was looking for something else.

      “But I did, so you might as well open it.”

      “Well, here, I got you a couple of things, too.” I hurried into my bedroom and returned moments later with a giant stocking and a big wrapped box.

      “You shouldn’t have,” he said, reluctantly accepting it all from me. “I’m an adult now, sis. I know Santa isn’t real, stop trying to do his job.”

      “Never!” I declared, taking my gift from him. “Santa is real, and you’re my baby brother, Benny. I will always take care of you. Now, open your damn presents.”

      He grinned like the little kid I used to know and dumped his stocking all over the coffee table. Since I had no idea where he was living and what he needed, I stuffed it full of candy, a toothbrush, toothpaste, body wash, deodorant, and socks.

      “Thank you,” he said. “Now open yours.”

      “You first.” I nudged the big box in his lap.

      He cocked his head to the side and stared at me, but I wouldn’t budge. Finally, he said, “Together.”

      Matching his grin, I nodded. “One. Two. Three!”

      We both tore into our packages like we were children again. Wrapping paper went flying everywhere, adding to the fun. I loved that despite whatever Ben had been up to, and how hard he was trying to prove he was a man, he could still be this immature with me on Christmas. He bought me a beautiful silver necklace with a tree pendant.

      “I saw that, and it reminded me of that book you used to read me when I was little.”

      My chest squeezed, and I nodded. “The Giving Tree.”

      “Yeah. Do you like it?”

      “It’s beautiful. I love it. Will you help me put it on?” I unfastened the clasp, and Ben slid it around my neck, closing it.

      “You always reminded me of the Giving Tree,” Ben said, his voice low and somber.

      “Why?” I asked. “Because the boys always stay away?”

      It was an attempt to poke fun at myself and my lack of dating history, but Ben didn’t even crack a smile.

      “No. Because you give and give until you have nothing left. You did that with me, and you’re doing it with the preschool. I don’t want to see you become a stump, sis.”

      “Don’t you remember how the story ends? The boy and the tree are together and both are happy. Yes, I give a lot, but I also get a lot. From you and the school.”

      He didn’t look so convinced, so I fingered the pendant around my neck. “You just gave me this beautiful necklace.”

      “I’m kind of wishing I would have gotten you a helmet now,” he said, eyeballing my injury once more. “I still can’t believe some asshole hit you.”

      “I’m fine, Benny. And the children are always giving me stuff. You should stop by and see my office some time.”

      He pulled his gift from the box. It was a jacket. Last time he’d been here, I noticed how frayed and worn his looked, and I wanted him to be warm. But more than that, I wanted him to be safe, and this one was made for bikers with all sorts of pockets and armor and made of five percent Kevlar. It wouldn’t stop a bullet, but it would slow one down. Or a knife, or any of the other crap my brother could have been into.

      His gaze met mine and I didn’t miss the appreciation in his eyes. I wouldn’t interrogate him about what he was up to, but I would do everything I could to protect him.

      “You can always come home, Ben,” I said, patting my sofa. “This comfortable ol’ boy’s always here for you.”

      Ben’s phone buzzed. He pulled it out of his pocket and studied the display. His eyes widened and his nostrils flared before he slammed it back into his pocket. “I hate to do this to you, sis, but I gotta bounce.”

      “What?” I asked. “You’re leaving? But we have Christmas dinner at Beth’s.”

      “I know. I’m sorry, but I can’t make it.” He stood and went into the kitchen, returning with a plastic bag. He shoved all the goods from his stocking into it before taking off his old coat and adding it to the bag. Then he put on his new one.

      “Why? It’s Christmas, Ben.”

      “I just… I have some shit to take care of. I’ll be back in a few days. Maybe we can have dinner then. Just us.”

      “Beth’s son, Landon, is home on leave from the Army. I want you to meet him.”

      Ben was already making his way to the door, and this was my last-ditch effort to get him to stay. He smirked at me over his shoulder and threw my previous question back at me. “Is he cute at least?”

      “Yes.” I sounded desperate, because I was. I hadn’t seen Ben in weeks, and his sudden departure was worrying the hell out of me. “And you should come pound on your chest and let him know that you’ll kick his ass unless he spoils me and gives me everything I want.”

      “I wish I could.” Ben paused at the door. “I love you, sis. Merry Christmas.”

      Then the door opened, and he was gone.

      Staring after him, I wondered if it was me or something in the message he’d received that had driven him away this time.
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      I missed having Ben at Christmas dinner, but Landon and Beth did their best to lighten my spirit during the meal. Of course, the two bottles of wine we drank didn’t hurt. Afterwards, we cleaned up and then sat around and split another bottle as we played old board games. I’m pretty sure Beth cheated at Clue and Landon cheated at Life, but I couldn’t prove anything, as they both pointed out. Multiple times.

      “How do you cheat at Life?” Landon asked, throwing his hands in the air like he was exasperated with me.

      “Very easily when you’re the banker and you keep slipping yourself money,” I snapped back.

      “I’m not admitting I did what you’re suggesting I did, but doesn’t the banker deserve a salary? Maybe a little kickback for all of his hard work?”

      Shaking my head, I couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re unreal.”

      “Oh, trust me, I’m real,” he replied with a wink. “I’ll show you later.”

      My cheeks caught on fire. I glanced at Beth, but she was doing her best to ignore us.

      And she was smiling.

      Around ten o’clock, Beth started yawning. She was having a hard time keeping her eyes open, so we put away the games and Landon walked me home. Expecting him to drop me off and leave, I unlocked my door, thanked him for escorting me, and gave him a quick peck goodbye.

      His body stiffened, and he didn’t kiss me back. When I pulled away, his eyebrows were arched. “That’s it?” he asked.

      “What’s it?”

      “You just used me for sex and wake up calls while you were concussed, and now you’re cutting me loose?”

      His voice was loud, and I had neighbors I didn’t want to overhear him and think I was a tramp, so I held a finger to my lips and tried to shush him.

      “I will not be silenced. I have rights and feelings and I will not let you turn me into your boy toy.”

      Oh, the drama. I loved this side of him, this crazy, ridiculous, fun-loving goofball. He had plenty of serious moments, times when his expression darkened and his gaze saw stuff that wasn’t there, but I’d been seeing more of his mom’s silly sense of humor peeking through the darkness, and wanted to encourage it. I also didn’t want my neighbors to call the cops, so I grabbed him by the collar of his shirt and hauled him into my apartment, closing the door behind us. “You are out of control.”

      He shrugged as I released him. “Got me in the door, didn’t it?”

      The more I learned about Landon, the more I liked him. Playing games with him and his mom had me rolling with laughter so hard my cheeks still hurt. I suspected they were being over-the-top for my benefit, but I appreciated the distraction for what it was. They were both amazing people.

      “I thought you’d want to go home and spend some time with your mom. Maybe sleep in your own bed,” I said.

      “I spent all day with Mom, and my bed sucks. It’s too small, and yours is a lot more comfortable. I’m especially fond of your booby pillows.” The humor left his eyes. “Besides, I don’t want you to be alone tonight.”

      “Still worried about my concussion?” I asked.

      “No.”

      He didn’t elaborate, but he didn’t have to. I didn’t want to be alone, either. I’d tried to call Ben after dinner, but he hadn’t answered. Instead, he’d texted me back letting me know he was busy, and would call me after a while. But he never did. Since this wasn’t the first time he’d bailed on a meal and left me worrying, I knew blowing up his cell phone with more calls and texts would only irritate him. Ben would reach out to me when he was good and ready, and not a moment before.

      Landon followed me into the kitchen and leaned against the counter. I started digging through the bag of leftovers his mom had sent home with me, pausing when I came across a pair of jeans. I held them up. “What is this?”

      “Clothes for tomorrow.” Landon took the pants from me. “Should be a shirt, a pair of boxers, and some socks in there, too.”

      I gaped at him. “Please tell me your mom did not slip your clothes in my food bag.” It was obvious Beth wanted us together, but packing him clothes seemed a bit excessive.

      “No. She would have, but I slipped those in there when you were saying goodbye.”

      “You were planning to stay over all along? Think you’re slick, huh? What if I would have told you no?”

      He smirked. “You can’t resist me. And if you tried, I was prepared to pull down your pants and go to town on you with my tongue again. Right there in front of your apartment door.”

      Just the thought of having his tongue on me made my panties embarrassingly damp. “That’s called indecent exposure. You can get a ticket for it. So can I.”

      “Bet I’d make it worth the fee.”

      “You sound pretty sure of yourself, soldier boy.”

      “Boy?” he asked, his eyebrows shooting up his forehead. “Boy?”

      I shrugged.

      He moved quickly, closing the distance between us and put his hands on my hips. We were suddenly breathing the same air. Dark, wild eyes were staring into mine with such intensity it made my breath hitch.

      “Boy’s with Tarzan because Jane quit, if you don’t know my name you can suck my—”

      “Clit?” I suggested helpfully.

      He cracked a smile. “I don’t have a clit, babe.”

      “What is with this ‘babe thing?”

      “I told you, just let it happen.”

      “It’s just that I didn’t know we were at the pet names stage of this thing between us. Does it feel like we’re moving a little fast to you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’ve been in town four days now and this will be the second night your spending with me. Although I’m no expert on relationships, it all seems very quick. Is it always like this with you?”

      His hands raised to my ribs, and he slowly started running his thumbs over the underside of my breasts, teasing me. “I don’t know. I’ve never really had anything like this. I mean I dated a couple of girls in high school and I’ve fucked around with a few women on base, but I told you, I don’t really do relationships.”

      “Then what’s this?” I asked.

      Uncertainty crossed over his face as his thumbs stilled. “I don’t know. You’re not like anyone I’ve ever met before and I enjoy being with you. For the past seven and a half years, I’ve been following orders and working my ass off. I haven’t had much time or opportunity to do any of the shit I wanted to do. Hell, I didn’t even want to do anything. But now, I do. I want to spend time with you. My time here is ticking away, so why would I waste it by trying to stay away from you?”

      I don’t know what sort of response I’d been looking for, but his explanation blew all my expectations out of the water. And, he was right; this thing between us didn’t need to be defined or labeled, it needed to be celebrated and enjoyed. Landon had arrived when I’d needed him most. He’d been there for me during the scuffle with Larry at the school, and now he was here while I was worried about my brother and feeling lonely. Determined to relax and stop trying to fit “us” into society’s norms, I decided it was past time for me to show Landon a little appreciation for all he’d done.

      I unbuttoned his jeans.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, his gaze dropping down to my hands.

      “Seeing if your name is written on your underwear so I don’t forget it and call you boy again,” I replied, sliding the zipper down. He was wearing boxer briefs beneath his jeans.

      “You’re gonna find something down there, but I don’t think it will be my name.”

      “These are offensive.” I gave his boxer waistband a little snap. “You should start going commando so I have easier access.”

      Landon chuckled. “I’ll try to remember that.”

      By the time I freed his cock from its cloth prison, he was already sporting a stiffy. I arched an eyebrow at him in question. “Hard? So soon?”

      “Shit, I’ve been hard since I watched your ass climbing the stairs. You unbuttoning my jeans was just icing on the cake. What are you gonna do with that, anyway?”

      I got on my knees in front of him, answering without words. My gaze still locked with Landon’s, I flattened out my tongue and licked his shaft from balls to head. He sucked in a deep breath and swore. Feeling a little devious, I swirled my tongue around his tip tasting the precum that was starting to leak out.

      “Holy shit that feels good.”

      I’d never wanted to give a guy a blow job before, but Landon’s delicious reactions had me enjoying the heck out of it. Encouraged to keep going, I popped the crown into my mouth and sucked.

      He swore again, this time hitting the countertop with his fist like he was in pain. Or extreme pleasure. Judging by the way his teeth pressed together and his body kept spasming, it was a fine line.

      Loving the control I had over him, I hollowed out my cheeks and tried to see how far I could shove his now completely hard cock down my throat. My eyes watered as he tickled my tonsils. Despite that, his obvious enjoyment of the act made me want to do more. I took him as far as I could, and then slowly slid him back out. Releasing him with a pop, I smiled up at Landon.

      He was staring back at me with such open adoration and awe I had to do it again. Besides, there was more I wanted to try out. Lips on his cock, I kissed him then sucked him back inside my mouth, this time rolling my tongue as he slid over it.

      He hissed out a breath, making me feel empowered and completely in control. The soft skin of his hard shaft slid over my tongue again, but this time I didn’t let it escape. Catching the head on my lips, I used his legs to brace myself and took him even deeper than I had before. His entire body shuddered. I pulled back and took him deeper still.

      “Fuck. My god, Mercy, why didn’t you tell me you could do this? It’s like you don’t even have a gag reflex. Watching you swallow my dick is the hottest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      My mouth was full, so I couldn’t reply, but if I could I’d tell him that watching him watch me was the hottest thing I’d ever seen. Wanting to take him over-the-top with pleasure, I sucked and released and sucked and released again. Landon’s hands settled on the back of my head, careful of my injury, and I could tell he wanted me to pick up the pace.

      So, I did.

      With me egging him on, Landon lost control and started fucking my mouth. He was power and strength unleashed, and I reveled in the fact that I had done this to him.

      “Open your shirt,” he commanded, his voice deep, dark, and strained. “I wanna see those big tits.”

      I unfastened the buttons as he continued to take my mouth.

      “Bra, too.”

      Reaching behind me, I unfastened my bra and slid everything over my shoulders and down my arms.

      His eyes darkened, and his nostrils flared. “Good, now stick your hand down your skirt and touch yourself.”

      My fingers slid past the stretchy elastic fabric, down to the silk of my panties. I dipped into the lace and started rubbing my clit in circles.

      “You are so fucking beautiful,” Landon breathed. “If you keep doing that, you’re gonna make me come.”

      It sounded like he was asking for permission. Wanting to assure him that there was no way he was leaving my mouth without releasing, I slid my tongue up and down his shaft, milking him for all I was worth.

      He moaned. “So fucking gorgeous.”

      He thrust harder, hitting the back of my throat. My eyes watered again, but I refused to pull back. He’d gone down on me multiple times, and I wanted to do this for him. I needed to do this for him. Finally, his thrusts slowed and he threw back his head, releasing as he cried out my name. Hot cum hit the back of my throat. I swallowed it down and licked his cock clean as he pulled out of my mouth.

      Then he grabbed me under my arms and lifted me to my feet, so he could kiss me senseless. Just when I thought I would pass out from lack of oxygen, he released me and said, “Thank you.”

      “Liked that, did ya?” I asked, feeling particularly proud of myself.

      “God yes. Give me a few minutes to recover, and then I’ll show you how much.

      Smiling, I nodded. “Deal.”
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        * * *

      

      Wednesday morning, I went back to work. Landon walked me and Beth to the preschool again, but this time, he followed us inside the building. I faxed his paperwork to the company we used for background checks, doing my due diligence, then I took him around and introduced him to the teachers.

      April, the teacher for the three-year-old class, was down a couple of volunteers who were still out for the holiday, so I left him in her class and got to work.

      The rest of the week flew by, and before I knew it, it was Monday, New Year’s Eve, and the day felt bitter-sweet since Landon was down to thirty-one days left, but tomorrow was a holiday and we planned to spend it together.

      Probably in bed.

      Since Landon had been sleeping at my place, we’d started having dinner with Beth every night, so she could actually see her son outside of work. I felt bad for monopolizing his time, but the way Beth insisted he stayed with me reinforced my belief that she was playing the long game… the one where Landon and I ended up together and gave her grandchildren.

      Then, in case I doubted her motivation, she confirmed it that night after dinner.

      “You two would have gorgeous children,” she told me while Landon was using the restroom.

      She wasn’t wrong, so I nodded. “But he leaves in a month.”

      “He doesn’t have to stay in the service forever. In fact, he should be coming up for re-enlistment at the end of June.”

      “This June?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      Now that was interesting information. I filed it away for later as Landon rejoined us and gave his mom a kiss on the cheek before following me out into the cold, rainy evening. As we made the short walk to my apartment, my thoughts shifted to my brother, as they’d been doing off and on all week. I hadn’t heard from him since the text he’d sent me after Christmas dinner, and although his radio silence wasn’t unusual, it was bothering me more than normal. The last time I’d been this worried about Ben, his mom had started using again, and they were in a bad place. That was right before I’d convinced Dad to file for custody of him.

      Ben had needed me then, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that he needed me now.

      Landon and I settled on the sofa and turned on the television, as had become our nightly after-dinner routine. Deviating from the normal, he leaned back, and said, “Let me see your feet.”

      Wondering what he was up to, I swung my feet up and settled them in his lap. He grabbed the one nearest him and started massaging it with his magical healing hands. I had to hand it to him, the man knew how to give massages.

      “Tell me about him,” Landon said.

      “Who?” I asked.

      He gestured at the phone in my hand, and I realized I’d been checking my messages. Again. “Your brother. Unless there’s some other guy who’s making you scrunch up your forehead like that.”

      For only knowing me such a short time, Landon sure had my number. Giving in, I took a deep breath and shared. “He was just a baby when Mom and I moved to Seattle. She had some job opportunity at a bar up here and I was ecstatic over the idea of finally having a sibling. Sure, I had the others in California, but I didn’t know any of them. Besides, they were all older and I wanted to be the big sister. I couldn’t wait to meet Ben.”

      I smiled in spite of myself, thinking back to the adorable little baby wrapped up like a burrito. “I was five, and he was the coolest thing I’d ever seen. Dad and Alyssa, Ben’s mom, used to let me come over all the time because he had colic and cried a lot. I’d play with him and keep him busy. I could usually get him to stop crying when they couldn’t. In looking back, I realize Alyssa probably suffered from postpartum. She cried almost as much as Ben did.”

      “Taking care of a baby seems like a lot of responsibility for a five-year-old.” Landon dug his knuckle into the ball of my foot and I let out a moan of pleasure. “I wouldn’t trust most of the five-year-olds at the preschool with a puppy.”

      He had a point. Some of those kids were rough.

      “Dad was with Alyssa for a while… longer than any of his other wives, and I spent a lot of time at their house. My mom was jealous at first, but once she realized it was the baby I wanted to be around, and not Alyssa, she got over it. I was a big nerd and didn’t have many friends at school, but Ben looked at me like I was his whole world. As he got older, he loved it when I’d read to him. He’d bring a book and sit in my lap, begging me for a story. Whenever Alyssa would try to read to him, he’d tell her no, because it was my job.”

      “Is she still around?” Landon switched feet, starting in on the second one.

      I shrugged. “Who knows? Dad’s always had a thing for needy women, and Alyssa had that damsel in distress gig on lockdown. He put her through rehab twice, but finally moved on to wife number seven when Ben was twelve. I was seventeen at the time, and my mom had just split for the east coast. Ben spent a lot of time with me, but lived mostly with his mom. Dad took him in for a while, but wife number seven wasn’t up to raising another woman’s child, so Dad kicked Ben to the curb to appease her.”

      “Your dad sounds like an asshole.”

      “You have no idea. He’d have to save a little old lady from drowning or rescue a puppy from a dog fight to be elevated to asshole level. Anyway, Ben lived on my sofa until he finished high school. Then he started hanging out with a couple of shady friends and kind of drifted away. I confronted him about it, but it didn’t go over so well. We had a huge blow up and he packed his stuff and left. I’ve been trying to mend things between us since, but I know he’s keeping stuff from me. And nagging him to tell me what’s going on will only push him further away again.”

      “You are amazing,” Landon said, watching me.

      Surprised that was his takeaway from my story about how I’d screwed up and alienated my brother, I asked, “Why would you say that?”

      “Because you basically raised your little brother. You called him on his crappy life choices and he threw a hissy fit and left, but you still love and worry about him. I stayed away for so long because I worried about how my mom would receive me, but she’s like you. If Ben walked in the door right now, you wouldn’t give him shit or rip him a new one for what he’s done to you—even though he deserves it—but you’d be legitimately happy to see him. To me, that’s amazing.”

      “He’s my baby brother.”

      “He’s also a man now, Mercy. Sometimes us men get these crazy ideas in our heads about protecting the ones we love by distancing ourselves from them. Sometimes we fuck up so badly we feel like we can’t come home. I know you won’t give up on him, and one day Ben will figure that out, too. Then he’ll find his way back here and you guys will be close again.”

      I smiled. “Sounds like you’re speaking from experience there, soldier.”

      He squeezed my feet. “Yeah, well, I was a dumbass for a long time, but I gotta say that coming home was the smartest thing I’ve ever done.”

      “Oh really? Why’s that?”

      “You know damn well why that is. Are you fishing for compliments?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe.”

      His fingertips ran softly over the balls of my feet, tickling them.

      Screeching, I drew my knees in to my chest.

      Landon laughed and tackled me, trying to see where else I was ticklish.

      We brought in the New Year in a tickle fight on my sofa.
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      Over the next few weeks, Mercy and I settled into a comfortable groove. Between working at the preschool, dinner every evening at Mom’s, and hours of phenomenal sex that knocked us out every night, our days were full, but not overly busy.

      Life was comfortable.

      There were no weird expectations or stupid fights over petty bullshit. Things between us were fun, and easy, all the things I’d never imagined my life being. I was still hesitant to call it a relationship, but the title didn’t matter.

      We were happy.

      Volunteering at Bold Beginnings was a lot more fun and fulfilling than I’d expected it to be. The kids called me ‘Mr. Landon,’ which made me feel like I was pushing fifty rather than twenty-six, but when I worked with them on dribbling and shooting hoops, they looked at me like I was Gary Payton during his glory days with the Sonics. My basketball skills might not have been enough to impress my dad or my high school coaches, but a gym full of three- to five-year-olds watched my reverse layup like it was a magic trick.

      “Will you show me how to do that, Mr. Landon?” a four-year-old named Jamal asked.

      It was Wednesday morning and we were in the gym because the weather was too cold and rainy outside. I loved being in the gym because the kids were all corralled and I didn’t worry about them getting out or being taken. I could relax and have fun with them.

      “Yeah, of course I will,” I replied, passing him the ball.

      “Me too?” Liam asked.

      “And me!” Olivia said.

      “Girls can’t ball,” Jamal told her.

      “You shut your filthy mouth, Jamal Warner,” Olivia said, standing. Hand on her hip, dark braids and pointed index finger swinging with sass. “My sister was a better basketball player than you’ll ever be.”

      “Why doesn’t your sister teach you how to do layups, then?” Jamal fired back.

      “None of your beeswax, asshole.”

      Shocked at the language, I stared at her.

      “Olivia!” a teacher by the name of Trinity snapped. “Go see Ms. Mercy and tell her about your mouth.” Trinity glanced at me. “Can you please make sure she gets there?”

      “Sure.”

      The line of kids that had been waiting for me to work with them on layups, groaned.

      “I’ll be back,” I promised my little fans before following Olivia down the hall to Mercy’s office.

      Mercy greeted us, and I leaned against the wall while she crouched down to hear Olivia’s confession.

      “You know that language isn’t allowed here,” Mercy said.

      “But he was being an asshole,” Olivia argued. “Ms. Mercy, my momma says you have to call a spade a spade. What else was I gonna call him but an asshole?”

      I bit back a laugh.

      Mercy shot me a look, but I could tell she was having a difficult time controlling herself as well.

      “Nothing. We don’t name-call here. Why don’t you tell me what he said that upset you?”

      After Olivia relayed her story, Mercy asked, “Your sister, Janisa?”

      Olivia nodded.

      Mercy’s features softened, and she hugged Olivia. “I’m sorry, Liv. I’m sure Jamal doesn’t know about your sister and didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. I’ll talk to him. But in the meantime, you have to promise me you’ll stop using that language in my school. If someone says something that upsets you, you need to use your words and tell them to stop. Without calling them names.”

      “Yes, Ms. Mercy,” Olivia droned.

      “Thank you. You may go back to the gym now.”

      Olivia hurried out of the door and down the hall. Mercy stood and wiped moisture from beneath her eyes before returning to her desk.

      I waited for the patter of Olivia’s little feet to disappear down the hall before pushing off the wall and approaching Mercy. “What happened to Olivia’s sister?”

      “She died right before Olivia enrolled. The West Side Boyz and the High Point Locos were in the middle of some sort of pissing contest. Janisa was shooting hoops with friends at Cascade when she was hit by a stray bullet. Died instantly.”

      “Damn,” I said, shaking my head. The neighborhood was rough, and I’d heard about things like drive-bys and stray bullets my whole life, but I’d never thought about how the little siblings of the victims were affected by that kind of senseless violence. Cascade was a middle school. “How old was she?”

      “Ten.”

      “Jesus. How do you do it?” I asked, stepping closer. I wanted to wrap my arms around her, but we were at work and she’d made it clear that PDA wasn’t allowed here. I was doing my best to respect her wishes and her professionalism. “How do you compartmentalize shit like that and keep going? What stops you from packing up and leaving this neighborhood to go somewhere safer? Somewhere where the kids you help have less of a chance of eating a stray bullet or ending up as a statistic? Somewhere where you could be safe?”

      She shrugged, her beautiful blue eyes watering again. “Because they need me, Landon. Most of the world has given up on these children. I won’t.”

      Everything about Mercy was beautiful, but her compassion and resolve were heart-stopping. Blue eyes fierce and shining, blonde hair down and curled to frame her face, she looked like a warrior angel in a dress and heels, ready to draw her sword and defend those too young to defend themselves.

      If I squinted hard enough, I could see me taking up my sword and standing beside her, helping her cause.

      Would it be so bad to put down my M4 and join Mercy on her battlefield permanently?

      The thought caught me off guard, forcing me to evaluate my life in a way I hadn’t in years. I’d still be serving. I’d still be paying penance, although I was no longer sure I needed to. And, this thing with Mercy wouldn’t have to end.

      I could wake up in her bed every morning for the rest of my life.

      The idea definitely had appeal. No longer sure of myself or my future, I drifted back down the hall and into the gym to help preschool kids with their layups.

      Hours later, I was still thinking it over when the bikers arrived with designs to put an obstacle course in the gym. I’d spoken to a few of the club members over the past few weeks and they all seemed like good guys. I jumped at the opportunity to help them build the course, and went to work beside Havoc, the black Santa.

      “Link said he talked to you about joining us when you get out,” Havoc said. “Said you might have questions?”

      I hadn’t even thought about the club, but now that Havoc mentioned it, I was curious. “Link seems like a good man. How is he as a leader?”

      “The best. That son-of-a-bitch led my Special Forces unit and wouldn’t shut up about his old man’s club. I got sick of listening to him, so I followed him here to see it for myself, but I never expected to stay. Turns out I kinda like being a Dead President.”

      “You were in the Special Forces together?”

      “Yep. I met him before that, though. I was doing nighttime PT, putting in training after hours to prepare for the Q-Course when this bossy asshole approached me and said we should train together, push each other, you know? Link had grown up in the club and was used to working as a team, but I grew up with sisters who only ever teamed up to take me down. Working with Link was an adjustment.” Havoc chuckled. “But it was good. We picked up a third… Blade. Did you meet him while he was in town?”

      The name didn’t ring a bell. “I don’t think so. He wasn’t there handing out gifts with you guys on Christmas Eve, was he?”

      “No. He went back to Texas the weekend before that. He has a woman who was waiting for him at home. He’s back now, though, and this time he brought his wife. He and Link are throwing around ideas to start something like the Dead Presidents to help vets down in Texas.”

      “How long were you in the service?” I asked.

      “Long enough to know I wasn’t cut out to be a lifer. Link had to come home and take over the club so his old man could retire, and I had other stuff I wanted to do with my life. The service taught me a lot, but it’s messy and loud. I needed to find my calm before I lost my shit, you know?”

      Yes, I did. I’d seen plenty of soldiers lose their shit. “Did you? Find your calm, I mean.”

      Havoc grinned. “Sure did. Her name’s Julia, and she’s a gorgeous redhead who owns a bookstore downtown.” He held up his hand, showing off his wedding ring. “Got hitched this past Thanksgiving when I took her home to meet my mom and sisters.”

      “Congrats. That’s great.”

      “Thanks. There sure are benefits to retiring in the service, but I’m glad I didn’t. I served my country, and now I’m right where I belong. Have a stable job, a beautiful, fierce wife, and a club full of brothers who have my back no matter what. I don’t know what I did to deserve it all, but God help the man who tries to take any of it away.”

      “That’s beautiful, man,” Wasp said, pretending to wipe a tear from beneath his eye as he joined us. From what I’d gathered, Wasp was the clown of the group, always cracking jokes and pushing the buttons of his brothers. “But I’m gonna need you to quit yapping about your feelings and get back to work so we can finish this obstacle course.”

      “Wasp was a sailor,” Havoc said. “Spent too long on the boat; he’s not right in the head.”

      Wasp flipped him off.

      As we got back to work, I continued to ponder the future. I didn’t want to leave Mercy and Mom, but there was more to it than that. I was happy in Seattle. The walls didn’t feel like they were closing in on me anymore. Sure, I still occasionally caught myself looking for IEDs on the side of the road, but I’d grown comfortable here.

      And I could see myself settling down with Mercy.

      Of course, I’d have to get a real job. Volunteering at a preschool sure wouldn’t pay the bills, but maybe I could become an EMT or a fire fighter or something. Or, maybe I’d take advantage of the GI Bill and finally go to college and finally make my dad proud.

      The possibilities were limitless, and for once, they didn’t seem suffocating, they felt freeing.

      I was thinking about slipping out of the gym to go find Mercy and tell her about this breakthrough when shots were fired, sounding like they were right outside our building.

      Havoc sprang to action, barking orders. “Wasp, Spade, Sage, split up and check on the classrooms. Stay with the kids. Landon and I will check out the rest of the building.”

      The three nodded. We all jogged for the hall, and they split up as Havoc and I headed for Mercy’s office. She wasn’t there.

      “Landon! Havoc!” Adina shouted from the reception desk. “Mercy’s outside!”
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      I was sitting at my desk pouring over the budget when someone tapped on my office window. Surprised, I looked over to find someone watching me with his hands cupping his face. I startled, and it took me a moment to realize it was Ben. My little brother looked like he’d been through the ringer with messy hair and dark circles around his eyes. He waved for me to come out and join him.

      Ben hadn’t returned a phone call or a text since Christmas, and I was so relieved to see him, I didn’t think twice about doing what he asked. My butt was up and out of my office in two seconds flat. “I’ll be outside if you need me,” I told Adina as I scampered past the front desk.

      “Okay, I’ll hold your calls,” she replied, sparing me a quick glance before her gaze returned to her computer screen.

      Hurrying out the front door, I went down the stairs, banked right, and headed for the side of the building. Ben was on the other side of our metal dumpster, pacing in front of my window, his brow furrowed and his frown deep. The second I moved into view, he stopped and offered me a cautious smile. “Hey, stranger, long time no see. Where you been?”

      My brother the comedian. I didn’t know whether to sob, laugh, or cuss him out. I settled on wrapping him in a hug and trying to squeeze the worrisome shithead tendencies right out of him. His clothes were filthy, his hair was greasy, and he stunk like body odor and cigarette smoke. After the initial whiff, I held my breath until I could step back and put some fresh air between us.

      “I’m super glad to see you, so don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re kind of a hot mess. What’s going on? Are you in trouble?”

      His smile faltered and he looked away, scanning the area. Wondering what he was looking for, I followed his gaze. We were beside the backside of some of the townhouses and there was an alley that bordered the back of the school building. I saw nothing out of place.

      “You always get right to it, don’t you, sis?”

      “No sense in wasting time. What’s up, Benny? Why are we out here, and not in my office?” I’d worn a cardigan over my dress, and wrapped it tighter around me to shield out the cold, wishing I would have thought to grab my coat. At least the rain had let up.

      “Um. I have some shit to tell you, but I don’t have much time, so I need you to listen carefully and let me get it all out, okay?”

      A lump formed in my throat, making it impossible to speak. I had a bad feeling I wasn’t going to like whatever my brother had to say. Still, I nodded.

      “That delivery job I took… my friend Billy got it for me.”

      I sighed. Out of all my brother’s shady friends, Billy was the worst. I’d met him a couple of times and each encounter had made me feel like I needed a shower and a lawyer. Billy had all the personality of a seedy television evangelist, promising miracles and delivering poverty. “Ben…”

      He held up his hands. “I know. I know. You tried to warn me about him, but I… I thought he was my friend.”

      “What did he do?” I asked.

      “He… Shit. This is harder than I thought it would be.” He scrubbed a hand through his messy hair and looked around, his gaze darting over the area again like he was expecting to be attacked. “You were right, okay? Billy’s so fuckin’ dirty nuthin’ can scrub him clean.”

      Normally I liked hearing that I was right, but today it made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Ben didn’t talk shit about his friends, he defended them. Billy had done something that made even my sweet baby brother give up on him. “What were you delivering?” I asked.

      He sucked in a breath. Still not looking at me, he breathed out, “Drugs.”

      “Ben!” I snapped.

      His gaze swung back around to meet mine. “I swear I didn’t know at first, Mercy. I’d meet up with Billy and he’d give me these manila envelopes and business addresses to deliver them to during work hours. It seemed legit to me. I mean, it wasn’t like I was selling smack to kids on the street or something. I was given sealed envelopes and paid to drop them off in offices.”

      His story worried me, because I could understand his point of view. If someone gave me an envelope—that wasn’t ticking—and paid me to drop it off at a business, I wouldn’t suspect drugs. I might think I was delivering a court summons or a child support demand or something, but not drugs. No wonder so many good kids got messed up with the local gangs.

      “Why you?” I asked. “Billy knows how you feel about drugs. Why would he recruit you for this?”

      Holding up his hands, he said, “Look at me. No tats, no crazy scars, most of the guys in the WSB look like they just served a ten-year sentence at the Washington State Penitentiary making inmates their bitches. Anything they deliver anywhere will be questioned.”

      “The WSB?” I asked, my voice raising an octave as my heart leaped into my throat. “As in the West Side Boyz?” The WSB wasn’t just a gang, they were the most openly ruthless gang in the city. Not only were they rumored to control the drug trade in the High Point Neighborhood, but in most of Seattle as well. I’d been preaching at my little brother to stay away from the WSB for as long as I could remember.

      “I swear I didn’t know!” Ben repeated. “You know I never would have willingly joined them.”

      Yes, I did, but every word coming out of Ben’s mouth made the situation worse. “You joined them?” I felt sick to my stomach.

      “I told Billy I wanted out, but he didn’t give me a choice.” His gaze once again scanned the area. “Once you’re in, you’re in. They don’t care that I didn’t know I was working for them.”

      I couldn’t believe this was happening. I’d tried so hard to protect Ben and it was all for nothing. “There had to be something you could have done rather than join a freaking gang, Ben.”

      “They threatened your life, Mercy. I couldn’t let them hurt you.”

      Well, that took the wind out of my sales. Deflating, I asked, “What do I have to do with this?”

      He dropped his head in defeat. “Billy knows you. He knows you’re the only real family I have, and they used you as leverage to keep me in line.”

      I didn’t know if I was more offended or disgusted. “They can’t use me against you. Ben, why didn’t you tell me? I could have helped you. We could have figured this out together.”

      “I was going to on Christmas, but then I got this text... They knew I was there with you. They sent me a picture of me coming into your apartment. I panicked. I didn’t want to put you in danger. These guys are… scary. The shit they do is unreal. It’s amazing how many cops they have in their pockets. Politicians. It’s bigger than anyone knows, and I just saw a small piece of their operations.”

      And he was here… telling me everything. A shudder went down my spine that had nothing to do with the cold day. “I’m glad you’re coming clean with me, Ben, but what changed? Why are you telling me now?”

      “Because we need to leave town, sis.”

      “We?” I shook my head. “Leave town? Ben, I have a job and—”

      “They want me to kill someone,” he blurted out. “I tried, but I can’t do it.”

      “You tried?” I shrieked. “To kill a man?”

      “Would you keep your voice down?” he growled. “They made it clear it was him or you. You’ve protected me my entire life, sis. I fucked up. I’m not letting you pay for my mistake.”

      It was my turn to pace. “But you couldn’t do it.” I don’t know who I was trying to reassure, him or me. “Regardless of all your other mistakes, you did the right thing in the end.”

      He snorted. “Yeah, well the WSB is coming for both of us now, so I don’t know if I would call it the right thing. I know you don’t want to go, but we have to get out of Seattle, Mercy.”

      My gaze shot to the school. The idea of leaving it and all the people inside was tearing me in two. “I can’t leave, Ben. This is my life. You know that.”

      “If these guys get a hold of you, you won’t have a life. You have an education; you can work anywhere. We’ll go east or south or wherever you want.”

      He didn’t get it. Ben had never understood my passion for Bold Beginnings. “This is my home. I’m not leaving.”

      “Mercy, this guy that they want me to kill… he’s a good guy. A cop who refused to take their buyout. I can’t kill him.”

      “Good. Don’t. Let’s just go in and talk to Landon and the Dead Presidents. I’m sure they’ll have a solution and we can—”

      The sound of two shots being fired interrupted me. One whizzed by my face and slammed into the brick building and the other pinged off the metal dumpster beside us. Ben jerked backward and hit the wall.

      I was still trying to piece together what had happened when his hands went to his chest. He pulled them away, and they were bloody.

      My brother had been shot.

      “No!” I shouted, reaching for him.

      He slid down the wall, landing on his ass.

      I’d been through the mandatory first-aid training, and knew to apply pressure to the wound, so I shrugged off my cardigan and wadded it up, pressing it to his chest.

      Ben winced. Eyes wide with wonder, he said, “They shot me.”

      “I know.”

      “Fuck. You have to get out of here, sis.”

      “I’m not going anywhere. Just hold still. Landon’s a combat medic. I’m sure he can help. We’ll get you taken care of. You’re gonna be okay.”
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      “What happened,” I asked, as I reached Mercy. She’d taken her cardigan off and had it pressed against the chest of a man leaning against the wall of the school.

      “Ben’s been shot! Ohmigod, Landon. We have to do something. I don’t know how bad it is. I just saw the blood and panicked.”

      I glanced down at the sweater. “You did the right thing, babe. Keep applying pressure. I’m going to check for an exit wound. Okay?”

      Mercy nodded, and I grabbed Ben by the shoulders to lean him forward. No hole. No blood.

      “No exit wound. The bullet’s still inside him. We’re gonna have to get him to the hospital to get it removed.”

      Ben grabbed my wrist. “No. No hospital. The WSB will find out I’m there and will come finish the job. No hospitals.”

      “But Benny, you’ve got to get the bullet out. What if it damaged your lungs?” Mercy asked.

      “The WSB?” Havoc asked. He’d followed me out to find Mercy and was standing beside me, scanning the area. “The West Side Boyz did this?”

      I’d never been all that familiar with Seattle’s gangs, but everyone knew about the WSB. They were bad news, and if Mercy’s brother had somehow gotten wrapped up with them, they were both in danger. Hell, we probably all were.

      “Yes,” Ben replied.

      “We should move him,” Havoc’s head was on a swivel. “You got a gun on you?”

      Ben nodded and reached in his pocket to retrieve it.

      Mercy’s jaw dropped. “You have a gun?”

      “I told you, they sent me after a cop.”

      “Shit, shit, shit!”

      Mercy tried to stand, no doubt to appropriately freak out, but I grabbed her wrist and kept her crouched beside me. “They could still be close. Stay down.”

      “We shouldn’t be out in the open like this,” Havoc said, checking the gun’s magazine before flicking off the safety. “Get them inside. I’ll watch your six.”

      “Mercy, you go first. Run straight into the building.”

      She shook her head. “No. I’m not leaving him. I can help.”

      “Please, sis?” Ben asked. “It’s me they want. I’m the one who fucked up. You tried to warn me. None of this is on you.”

      Still, she hesitated.

      “The sooner you get your ass in the school, the sooner we can follow you,” I pointed out.

      She searched my face for a second. “Be careful.” She gave me a quick peck on the lips before giving her brother a stern look. “You better be okay, because we are so not done with this conversation.”

      Ben paled.

      “I’m sure he’s aware, babe,” I said. “Go, Havoc will cover you.”

      She turned and ran for the front of the building.

      “Ben, keep pressure on that wound,” I said, gesturing at his chest. “I’m gonna help you up, then we’re gonna head inside. You got me?”

      “Did my sister really just kiss you?” he asked. “Or am I hallucinating?”

      “Probably should keep in touch with her better, then you’d know what the hell was going on in her life.” My words were harsh, but I was pissed. Ben had finally shown up, and he’d brought trouble to his sister’s school and endangered her life. Near as I could tell, she’d been in the vicinity when he’d been shot, which meant she could have easily been shot as well.

      Ben was on my shit list, and it was taking everything in me to be civil to him.

      “Fair enough,” he replied, leaning heavily on me as I helped him to his feet. “Fuck. Shit, that hurts.”

      “When we get inside, I’ll take a look at it.”

      While Havoc watched our backs, I helped Ben into the school.

      Adina took one look at us and picked up her phone.

      “No ambulance,” Mercy said, her face pinched in concern as she watched her brother.

      “Are you sure?” Adina asked.

      Mercy nodded. “Yes. At least not yet, but I reserve the right to change my mind. Hopefully nobody calls in the shooting.”

      “I think we’re the only ones who know how to call the cops in this neighborhood,” Adina replied.

      Mercy had me take Ben into her office. “I didn’t know what you’d need, so I brought you this,” she said, gesturing at a giant first aid kit sitting on top of her desk.

      “Smart thinking.” I helped Ben lay on the floor and grabbed a pair of rubber gloves out of the kit. “Are you sure you don’t want us to call an ambulance?” I asked.

      “I’ve been thinking about it, and it can’t be that bad, right? I mean, it hurts like hell, but I’m still conscious and I’m not dying or anything. Mercy said you’re a combat medic. You deal with gunshot wounds, right?” Ben took a breath and gritted his teeth.

      I nodded and kept watching him for clues as to the extent of the damage. “All the time. Does it hurt to breathe?”

      “Not to breathe. My chest hurts to move. It’s the pressure.”

      “But you’re not having any difficulty breathing?” I asked.

      “No. And this might be my chance to get away from the WSB. If they think I’m dead, I can get out of the city without putting Mercy at risk,” Ben replied. “Can you remove the bullet?”

      For taking a bullet to the chest, he was doing phenomenally well. “Did you get hit directly?”

      “I think it ricocheted off the dumpster,” Mercy replied.

      “It must not be too deep. Let’s check it out.” I slowly removed the blood-soaked sweater and looked over the damage. The wound was still leaking blood, but not gushing. Needing full access to his chest, I unzipped his jacket and pushed it aside before grabbing a pair of scissors from the first aid kit and cutting away his T-shirt. Watching his chest, I confirmed that there was an equal, bilateral rise and fall before wiping away the pooling blood again.

      Ben winced, hissing out a swear. Mercy knelt beside his head and offered him her hand to squeeze.

      Looking in the wound, I could make out the black metal of the bullet. “Good news, I can see the back of the round,” I announced. “It’s not deep, but it’s still gonna suck to get it out of there. You sure you’re up for this, Ben?”

      He nodded. “Just do it.”

      Havoc was standing in the doorway watching us. He stepped fully inside the office and closed the door behind him. “Do you have anything for him to bite down on?” he asked Mercy. Apparently the big man knew a thing or two about bullet removal. Not surprising. “Maybe something leather.”

      “My purse strap.” Mercy pointed to the bag hanging behind her chair.

      Havoc passed it over and she positioned the widest part of the strap between Ben’s teeth.

      I grabbed a pair of tweezers from the medical kit and went to work, trying to get a good grip on the bullet.

      “Remind me to stick to Life and Clue and never play Operation against you,” Mercy said, watching me. She’d been handling the situation like a boss, only increasing my respect for her.

      Ben grunted back a cry and bit down on the purse strap as I squeezed the round and plucked it from his chest. Mercy grabbed a plastic bag from the first aid kit and held it out to me. I dropped the bloody, misshapen metal into it and leaned forward until my ear hovered directly above Ben’s chest.

      “I can’t hear or feel any airflow. It would take an x-ray to know for sure, but I’m pretty sure the chest wall hasn’t been compromised.”

      “Well, that’s good,” Mercy replied. “Right?”

      I nodded. “I’m gonna need to flush out the wound and stitch it up.  If he’s not getting x-ray’s, I’ll need to keep an eye on him.”

      “I’m not going back to Mercy’s. It’s too dangerous,” Ben replied, sounding resolved.

      I still wasn’t happy with him, but his unwillingness to put his sister in more danger made me think there might be hope for him yet. “Agreed. You’re definitely not going back to Mercy’s.”

      “We need to figure out a way to make these guys believe they got me. Last thing she needs is for them to see me walking into her place.”

      Mercy was frowning at both of us.

      “Ben, your lung could collapse if the chest wall’s been damaged. You understand that, right?” I asked, trying to make sure he comprehended the gravity of the situation. “I would feel better if you got an x-ray.”

      “Yeah, I get it. But I still think our best bet would be for me to play dead. The WSB employs people in the hospital. I need to find somewhere else to hole up until I can get out of here.”

      “You can come to the fire station,” Havoc announced, typing something into his phone. “I told Link what’s going on, and he says you’re welcome. Doc, you and Mercy can come, too. We have plenty of room.”

      “Doc, huh?” I asked. Nobody had called me that since I’d left Tennessee.

      Havoc shrugged. “Seems fitting. All the brothers have road names.”

      I’d been asking Havoc questions about the Dead Presidents, but I hadn’t once voiced interest in joining them. “You know I’m only home on leave, right?” I asked. “I go back at the end of the month.”

      Havoc nodded, his gaze bouncing between me and Mercy. “You’ll be back.”

      The certainty in his tone made me chuckle. I had no clue what the hell I planned to do, but clearly Havoc did. Neither confirming nor denying his claim, I grabbed the suture kit and sewed up the hole in Ben’s chest.
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      By the time Landon finished doctoring up Ben, school was over. Nobody had called the cops about the shooting—which was both convenient and worrisome—and I was glad to have all the children and staff gone and out of the line of fire should the WSB decide to come back and finish off my brother. Or me.

      I still couldn’t believe Ben had joined a gang.

      Although I understood what had happened with his delivery job, I wished he would have come to me when the whole thing started. No, I wished he’d never met Billy.

      At least Ben hadn’t shot a cop.

      I shuddered at the thought of my sweet little brother becoming a cop killer. Ben had made a lot of mistakes, but he’d always been a good kid. Maybe, with the help of Landon and the Dead Presidents, he’d get the chance to grow into a good man.

      Regardless, there was no way I was letting him push me away ever again.

      Landon walked Beth home and returned with his father’s truck. Still chastising myself for letting my baby brother fall so far off the rails, I stood by the front door as Landon and Havoc wrapped Ben in a tarp and told him to play ‘Light as a Feather, Stiff as a Board.’ Then they carried him out, like a corpse, and put him in the back of the truck. Seeing my brother in what constituted as a body bag, and knowing how close he’d come to actually dying, made tears sting the backs of my eyes.

      “You okay?” Landon asked, rejoining me on the curb. Shaking his head, he said, “Don’t answer that. Of course you’re not okay.”

      As I reached up to wipe my face, he grabbed my hands.

      “And don’t brush away those tears, Mercy. Cry your heart out. Put on a show. I don’t know if anyone from the WSB is watching us, but you want them to think your brother just died. Turn on the waterworks, babe. It’s okay. I got you.”

      I blinked at him.

      “Ben just died in your arms. Believe it. Sell it.”

      I wasn’t a crier. I mean, sure, sad movies did me in, but life rarely gave me a reason to turn on the waterworks. It wasn’t like crying would change anything, anyway. But imagining Ben dying broke something loose inside me. Tears started rolling down my face in earnest.

      Landon draped an arm over my shoulders and I lost it. Every ounce of composure I’d fought for when bullets were flying and Landon was plucking a round from my brother’s chest… it all dissolved, leaving me in a puddle. Bawling, I leaned on Landon. He gave up the pretense of me walking, picked me up, and carried me to his truck. He slid me into the passenger’s seat before getting behind the wheel and starting it up.

      My brother’s tarp-covered body rode in the back of my temporary boyfriend’s truck as a motorcycle convoy escorted us to the renovated fire station that served as the Dead Presidents MC headquarters.

      My life felt a tad out of control, but I kept reminding myself that today could have been a lot worse. We could be taking Ben to the morgue, rather than a clubhouse.

      Landon parked in the side lot and rounded the truck to open the door for me. I’d somewhat managed to compose myself, but my eyes felt like they’d been rubbed with sandpaper and my heart wasn’t doing much better. After making sure I could stand on my own two feet, Landon joined Havoc and Wasp as they retrieved Ben from the back of the truck and carried him inside.

      I followed the strange procession through the front door and into a giant common area made up of multiple furniture groupings situated around television sets, pool tables, and dart boards. As soon as the door closed behind me, the trio set down their package and unwrapped Ben.

      Something inside of me had been terrified that his chest exploded or his lungs collapsed or he’d suffocated, or any number of bad scenarios had befallen him, but my brother, the asshole, was smiling as he shook free of the tarp.

      His gaze met mine. “I’m fine, sis. We’re all gonna be fine,” he said.

      “But you could have died,” I reminded him.

      He wrapped me in a side hug, wincing as the movement tugged on his wound. His arms were strong and wiry, and I marveled at the fact that this was the same baby brother I used to balance on my lap and read stories to. When I wasn’t looking, he’d grown up. Then he’d joined a gang, and now we were faking his death.

      And I was having a hard time coping with it all.

      “Come on, Link and Blade are waiting,” Havoc said. He led us past the entrance to a large kitchen with a bar set up, down a brightly-lit hallway, and into an office decorated in all black and white, the focal point of which being a giant MIA flag hanging on the wall above a high-backed chair. The rest of the walls held dozens of framed news articles about homeless veterans or veterans who’d committed suicide.

      Link stood from behind his desk and greeted us. As did Emily, Blade, and a curvy woman with brown hair, brown eyes, and high cheekbones, who were all seated on a sofa opposite Link’s desk. Introductions were made, and the woman was introduced as Wendy, Blade’s wife. Havoc brought in folding chairs and everyone sat.

      “Havoc says you need to get out of the city, Ben,” Link said, getting right down to business. “Have you thought about where you’ll go yet?”

      “Actually, I’ve been pushing around the idea of joining the service.”

      “You have?” I asked, shocked. Ben had never talked about going into the military before.

      “Yeah. Why not?” Ben asked. “It would get me out of here and give me some options. Education. Training.”

      Link nodded. “Havoc said you’re running from the WSB. We might be able to help. Why don’t you tell us what happened?”

      Ben broke into his tale from the beginning, talking about how his friend had betrayed him by setting him up with the job. He spoke about the package that had ripped and opened his eyes as to what he was really delivering, and how he’d responded by freaking out at Billy.

      “My mom’s a junkie,” Ben explained. “I don’t want anything to do with that shit, I swear. After I told Billy where he could shove his dope, the asshole snitched to his boss, Ace.” Ben’s gaze cut to me and his expression soured. “They had pictures of you, sis. In front of the school, walking home with Beth, on the stairs to your apartment. They said if I didn’t do my job, they’d kill you, and these guys don’t screw around.”

      Landon tensed beside me. I squeezed his knee to reassure him that I was fine, and he grabbed my hand, bringing it up to his lips to kiss my knuckles.

      “I wanted to tell you, Mercy,” Ben continued. “But they knew I wanted out, so they were watching me. After Ace showed me the pictures of you, I tried to play it off like you and I weren’t close, but he didn’t buy it. I stopped talking to you and coming by, not because I wanted to, but every minute I spent with you put you in more danger.”

      “If you were so worried about Mercy’s safety, why’d you go to the school today?” Blade asked, leaning forward in his seat.

      “I was hoping she’d agree to leave town with me. I told her everything.”

      Link’s eyebrows rose as he looked to me for confirmation.

      I nodded, a little irritated that Link didn’t take his word for it. Then again, my brother had just admitted that he was moving dope for the WSB. “He was coming clean when the bullets started flying.” They needed to know Ben was still honest and good. “Said they wanted him to kill a cop and he couldn’t do it.”

      “He had this on him,” Havoc said, leaning forward to set a pistol on Link’s desk. Link studied it for a moment before sliding it into a drawer. “I’ll get it to a friend of mine on the force. Which cop did they send you after?”

      “A detective by the name of Javier Sanchez. They made a play to get him in their pocket, and he declined.” Ben reached in his pocket and pulled out a piece of paper with handwriting on it. “Here’s his address. Schedule for the week. I’m not a cop killer, and I’m sick of delivering their dope. I’ve gotta get out of here.”

      Link studied the paper for a moment before handing it to Havoc. “Will you see that Tap gets this and reaches out to Sanchez anonymously? We need to make sure Sanchez knows they’re gunning for him, but I don’t want the WSB knowing how he got tipped off. Let them worry about it for a while.”

      Havoc took the paper and walked out.

      Link’s attention went back to my brother. “So, you want us to help you fake your own death?”

      “They brought me here in a body bag. Think we need to do more than that?”

      Link nodded. “We can write you up an obituary, hold a little ceremony and give your sister your ashes, make it look all official. But you definitely can’t stick around here if we want it to work. One person spots you and the jig is up. Mercy will be in danger.”

      “I’ll go.” Ben looked at me. “I always wanted to travel anyway, sis. Here’s my chance.”

      My heart felt like it was breaking. “I don’t want you to leave.”

      “I know, but I have to. You can still come with me.”

      I shook my head. “You know I can’t.”

      “You serious about wanting to join the service?” Blade asked, jumping into the conversation.

      Ben nodded. “The more I think about it, the more sense it makes.”

      “What’s on your mind, Blade?” Link asked.

      Havoc returned and took his seat.

      Blade and Wendy put their heads together for a few seconds before breaking apart again. “We can take him back to Texas with us. We have an extra room, and he can stay with us until he ships off to boot camp,” Blade announced.

      Ben’s head whipped around. “You would do that for me?”

      “Sure,” Blade replied. “You got caught in a bad situation, and you found your way out of it. That’s exactly the kind of skill set the military is looking for.”

      The backs of my eyes were stinging again. I couldn’t believe Blade’s generosity. “Are you sure?” I asked.

      Wendy gave me a sweet smile. “Positive. I have a little brother that I raised, too, Mercy. It’s amazing the things we’ll do to protect them. I can’t imagine what you must be going through right now, but I know I’d want someone to help my brother if they could. We’re in a position to help Ben, and we want to.”

      “I can send money for food and supplies and whatever else he needs,” I said.

      Blade shook his head. “No need. You have a school full of kids to look after. Let us do this.”

      Ben’s shoulders relaxed, and tears filled his eyes. “Thank you,” he said.

      Blade nodded and smiled at Link. “That’s what brothers do. They help each other.”

      “Lucky,” Havoc said, smacking the back of Ben’s chair. “That’s what we’ll call you when you get out and join us. Don’t fuck up too badly, kid, and I’ll even sponsor you myself.”

      Ben’s brow furrowed. “Sponsor me for what?”

      “We’ll explain it later,” Link replied. “When you’re ready. But you and Doc there are gonna need to start riding bikes.”

      Landon chuckled, shaking his head. “Soon, Link. But for now, we should get some food in Ben and get him to bed. My patient needs rest.”

      “Of course.” Link stood, and everyone joined him. “Let’s go eat and celebrate your death, Ben. It’s time for you to start a new life, brother.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Landon

      

      

      

      The Dead Presidents sure knew how to throw a party. We had more food than my entire platoon could eat, and more beer than it would take to drown them. Sitting around a giant table in the dining area, we all shot the shit about glory days in the military. Havoc said something about Ben heading to boot camp, and the entire room erupted into stories about basic training.

      “The ruck marches were the worst,” a guy named Stocks said. “Can’t tell you how many people in my squad were selected for their random rucksack checks only to discover they were carrying nothing but socks and shit to keep the weight down. I think we had extra PT every day of basic.”

      Wasp cleared his throat and beat on the table until he had everyone’s attention. “My rucksack was usually empty, but the drill sergeant let it go. He didn’t think it was fair to make me carry the normal weight since I was already lugging around this sixty-pound dick.”

      Laughter and calls of “bullshit” erupted around the table.

      Emily shook her head, laughing. “You’re awful, Wasp. When does Carly get off work? We need her to wrangle you back under control.”

      I hadn’t met Carly, but would have to before I left town. Any woman who could handle the club clown had to be worth meeting.

      A guy who’d introduced himself as Frog chimed in. “Best reason I ever heard for anyone enlisting… scrawny kid named Private Lewis. Nerdy on a whole new level, even more so than Morse there.”

      Morse looked up from his tablet and flipped Frog off.

      “We had some top brass asshole come around, asking why we’d all joined. This Private Lewis kid tells him his level eighty warlock got banned from World of Warcraft and he freaked out and bit a kid at school. The guidance counsellor told his parents the Army was his only hope.”

      The table roared. More stories were swapped. With my arm draped over Mercy’s shoulders, I ate until my stomach hurt and laughed until my cheeks burned.

      Then the assholes turned the conversation on me.

      “I hope you know what you’re getting yourself into with this 68Whiskey, Mercy,” Link said, taking another sip of his beer.

      “What do you mean?” she asked, smirking at me. “He seems like an all right guy.”

      “Oh, I’m sure he is. But there’s lots of stories about medics. For starters, whenever anything’s wrong, he’s gonna shove Motrin down your throat.”

      Everyone around the table laughed.

      “It’s true,” Havoc said, chiming in. “The Army gives medics these 800 milligram tabs of Motrin, and medics hand them out like candy.”

      Mercy eyed me thoughtfully. “He has fed me a lot of ibuprofen,” she confirmed.

      More laughter roared.

      “You had a concussion,” I defended.

      Link set down his glass. “You know what they say… above the waist pain, you get Motrin, below the waist pain…”

      “You get foot powder,” everyone chanted.

      “Comedians, all of you,” I said. “Just wait until I join your ranks. I’ll be flushing out your road rash with lemon juice.”

      That only made them laugh harder, the savages.

      “That’s what whiskey’s for,” a biker by the name of Eagle said, saluting me with his rocks glass.

      “For you,” his very pregnant wife, Naomi, complained before taking a sip of water. During the meal I’d discovered that Eagle was formerly a sniper in the Marines and Naomi—who was also Link’s sister—had been a helo pilot in the Air Force. They were one badass couple.

      When the conversation finally wound down, Link showed us the upper stories of the building. There were locker room style bathrooms and several bedrooms on both the second and third floors. He put me and Mercy in a room next to Ben and told us to feel free to roam around and check the place out, but after the day we’d had, we were exhausted.

      I checked Ben’s wound, changed his bandage, and listened to his breathing before he disappeared behind his door. Then Mercy and I locked ourselves in our room for the night. I made a quick call to Mom to make sure she was okay, and then Mercy and I stripped off our clothes and fell into bed with her lying partially on top of me, chest to chest.

      It had been an exhausting day and we were both tuckered out.

      “What’s on your mind?” I asked, sweeping the hair from her face to tuck it behind her ear.

      Mercy raised her head and stared at me. “I’m glad you were there to help Ben today. I don’t know what we would have done without you.”

      I squeezed her. “Yeah, me too.”

      Her lips fell into a frown and she dropped her head back to my chest.

      “What?” I prodded.

      She sighed. “Eight more days.”

      I felt the weight of my impending departure as well. I kissed her forehead. “We’re going to have to make them extra special.”

      “But then what?” She blew out a breath. “I’ve been trying not to be all girly and crazy about this… thought I could just enjoy our time together and let you go… but I’m freaking out inside. You’re not going to wait seven more years to come home, are you?”

      The thought of being away from Mercy for seven days hurt. Seven years? That was out of the question. “No.”

      “But when will you come back? Next Christmas? Any other holidays? Will I get a schedule? God, I sound so needy, but Ben’s leaving as soon as you clear him to fly and you’ll be leaving soon after, and a bullet whizzed by my head this afternoon, and I’m having a really shitty day.”

      “Agreed. You’re entitled to sound needy right now, but you need to stop reminding me that you could have been shot. It does bad things to my blood pressure.”

      “That’s not fair, since in the Army you can pretty much be shot at every day of the week. Not just on a random Wednesday.”

      I nodded. “Good point.”

      She huffed out another breath as her soft fingers doodled on my chest. I realized she was writing something. After watching her scribble out her message, I asked, “What are you writing?”

      She stopped, her hand slapping flat against my skin. “Nothing.”

      I’d seen the message, but I wanted her to admit it. “Tell me.”

      “Maybe later.”

      “Why are you being so cagey?” I asked. “You’re usually so open and blunt.”

      “I don’t want to make things weird.”

      I laughed. “Babe, that’s never stopped you before.” My laughter died away, and my tone grew series. “I love that about you.”

      Mercy’s voice hitched. She pushed herself up again, so she could look me in the eyes. “You saw it.”

      Naked, staring at me with those intense blue eyes, blonde curls framing her gorgeous face, she was so damn stunning she took my breath away. I understood what Havoc had said about finding his calm. Amidst this crazy shitstorm called life, Mercy was my serenity.

      She was my pardon.

      She was… well, my mercy.

      “I love you, too,” I said, admitting I knew what she’d written.

      Her eyes grew round and her lips formed a perfect little “o.”

      “I’m not gonna be gone for seven years, babe. I’m pretty sure neither one of us could handle that. I’ll be gone until June. I won’t reenlist. I’m coming home.”

      Seemingly stunned, she watched me as if waiting for the ‘but.’

      “For good,” I added.

      “Really?” she asked. “And you’ll live here?”

      I glanced around, reminding her that we were in the fire station. “Well, not here. I was kinda hoping you’d let me stay with you. Or we could get a different place, but I still want to be close to Mom, and I know you want to be close to the school and—”

      “You better not be fucking with me!” she said.

      Having never heard Mercy drop the f-bomb before, I knew she meant business. I grinned. “Definitely not.”

      “Why?”

      I blinked, trying to figure out how to answer that.

      “I mean… I’m not the only reason, right? I want you here more than anything, but I don’t want you to do this just for me. This has to be the right thing for you. But I’m also feeling a little selfish right now, so I’d settle for it being mostly about me with additional reasons on the side.”

      “Lately I’ve been doing a lot of thinking about what I want from life. Turns out I’m not much different from everyone else. I want to fall in love. Maybe even start a family. See if I can’t do a better job than my parents did.”

      She grinned at me. “I think you’d make an awesome dad, Landon.”

      Her words warmed me more than I could have expected. I planted a kiss on her lips. “Coming home, being with you, is definitely the right thing for me to do. And not just because I want to protect you. I haven’t felt this at peace in… well, ever. I love you, and I want to build a life here with you.”

      “Ohmigod, I love you, too! So much. You just turned this shit day into amazingness. I can’t believe you’ll be home for good in June! Now stop talking and kiss me. And then we’re going to have copious amounts of wild animal sex.”

      Laughing, I asked, “Copious amounts, huh? You do realize your brother’s next door, right?”

      “Yep. That asshole shouldn’t have gotten himself shot if he didn’t want to hear us getting busy next door.”

      Sometimes Mercy’s logic astounded me. “We’ll teach him. Bet he never makes that mistake again.”

      She pulled herself all the way up to a sitting position, straddling me. “Yes, we will.” She started rubbing the hot, damp lips of her pussy over my cock, making me even harder.

      I smiled, loving the feel of her. Loving how ready she was for me. “You’re a little wet, you know?”

      “Of course I am. You’re coming home for good in five months. I’m so freaking horny right now, I could pound nails with my clit. It’s that hard.”

      She bounced up and down as my stomach shook with laughter. “I don’t think that’s a thing, babe.”

      “Well, it should be. I thought I told you to stop talking and make me come.”

      “Damn, you’re sexy when you’re bossy. Today’s the day, right?”

      Mercy had been on birth control since the day after Christmas. I’d been counting down the days until I could go bareback with her. Neither of us had experienced sex without a condom before and she was hellbent on turning me into a sexual scientist with her.

      She nodded. “We are in the clear.”

      I reached down and angled my cock upward, positioning it at her entrance, then watched it disappear inside her as she took it in. Smooth, hot, wet, she’d always felt amazing, but without a condom, her pussy felt downright heavenly.

      Her eyes rolled back in her head and she smiled. “It feels even better like this. I love how we fit together so perfectly.”

      Grabbing her hips, I held her still, so I could rock upward and get deeper. “I love how that tight pussy strangles my cock.”

      I gave her a couple of slow thrusts before she took control and started riding me. Her big tits bounced, giving me quite the show as her nipples turned dark and red. They were far too tempting to ignore, so I flicked my thumbs over the areolas before leaning up to pop one into my mouth.

      As I sucked and nipped, Mercy threw her head back, moaning. She started bouncing on my cock harder and faster, making it impossible for me to keep her boob in my mouth. I released it with a pop and lay back, enjoying the view along with the feeling of her working me.

      “You are so fucking sexy,” I moaned as she slammed down harder, chasing her own orgasm.

      Her walls started clenching and I knew she was getting close, so I grabbed her hips, held her still, and took over. Putting my feet on the bed and angling my knees in the air for leverage, I fucked her as she came all over my cock.

      Then, I turned her over and took her from behind, getting even deeper. She felt so damn good, and I didn’t think I was going to last until she came again, so I reached around and started stroking her clit.

      “God, Landon,” she moaned, dropping her head to the mattress.

      The view of her round ass rippling every time I pounded into her unsheathed, the feel of her soaking wet clit on my fingers, the sound of her moans as her release built… it was too much. Knowing I needed to get her there, I squeezed and pinched, reaching around with my other hand to grab a tit.

      Mercy cried out my name and we came together before collapsing in a hot sweaty heap. I didn’t want her to bear my weight, so I rolled to my side, taking her with me. Curled around her cooling body, I stroked her hair away from her neck and rested my face against her shoulder so I could breathe her scent in.

      She smelled like home.
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      Four Months Later

      

      Landon was calling. Excited to hear and see my sexy soldier man, I accepted the call and waited for the camera to load. His face was a little grainy, but just as handsome as ever as he came into view.

      “One month,” he said with a grin.

      We started all our calls with a countdown. It helped me to know he still planned to come home, reminding me that there was a light at the end of this tunnel.

      “One month,” I agreed. “How’s Afghanistan.”

      “Touristy. It’s quite the vacation destination. Tons of sand, sunshine, things that go boom.”

      “Ugh, don’t remind me,” I groaned.

      He chuckled. “I’m okay, Merce. I’m getting out of here. Four more weeks. God, I can’t wait to see you again. Have you talked to Ben lately?”

      I nodded. “He’s doing really well. Just started basic and he said it’s not as bad as he thought it would be. He joked that someone in his squad had already gotten nailed with a rucksack check.”

      I chuckled. “I’m glad to hear he’s doing well and getting the full treatment. Any trouble with the WSB?”

      “Nope. The Dead Presidents keep a pretty close eye on me, though.” Before Landon left, Tap and Morse had installed a security system in my apartment. Now, if anything happened while I was home, all I had to do was hit a button and a bunch of bikers would show up on my doorstep like my own personal Avengers.

      “I owe those guys so much.”

      “I’m sure they’ll be happy to collect when you come home.” I grinned. “But they only get what’s left of you. After I’m done.”

      “Deal.” He grinned back. “How’s Toby? He still doing well with his new family?”

      After Larry’s little stunt and Sheila’s numerous failed drug tests, Toby had been placed in permanent foster care. He now had a brother and two sisters, and he was doing incredibly well. I’d even gotten to meet the family and check on him personally, which I’d told Landon I was planning to do in our last phone call.

      “Yes. He looks fantastic. He’s so happy.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. What about the other kids? How’s Olivia and her little foul mouth doing?”

      I laughed. We covered the rest of the children at the school, and then Landon told me about some of the additional medical training he’d been getting. The call was beginning to wind down, so I asked, “When was the last time you spoke to your mom?”

      He tweaked his lips, as if thinking. “Is this a trick question?”

      Yep. I already knew the answer. “Two weeks ago, Landon. You know she worries about you.”

      “You know, this right here is why she wanted us together. She knew you’d bug me and make me feel guilty any time I don’t communicate regularly with her.”

      “And I’m not going to disappoint Beth. Call your mom.”

      “All right. On one condition.”

      I could already tell by his smirk what that condition would be. “What?”

      “Flash me the girls.”

      Laughing, I shook my head. “You are incorrigible.”

      “Why thank you.”

      “Not a compliment, soldier.”

      “Come on, Merce. I have one month to go, and I need something to think about when I relieve myself later.”

      The idea of him jerking himself off to the memory of my boobs did have a strange sort of appeal. Giving in, I grabbed the bottom of my shirt and yanked it up, giving him an eyeful. Landon’s gaze greedily drank in my body until I lowered my shirt back down. “You happy now?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “I won’t be happy until I have one of those in my mouth while my cock is buried deep inside you. You’re still on the pill, right?”

      I nodded as his words heated me from the inside out.

      Soon. I silently promised my body. I’d been jonesing for him, and my fingers were no longer doing the trick.

      “Did you get the present I sent you?” Landon asked.

      “Yes. And as your note requested, I have waited to open it. Which has been killing me. Can I open it now?” I grabbed the foot and half long non-descript box off my coffee table and shook it, as I had done every day since it arrived.

      “Go ahead.”

      I ripped open the package and reached inside, removing the contents. Another box. This one was closer to a foot long and four inches wide. I rolled my eyes at Landon and opened it, reaching inside. My hand wrapped around hard plastic, and I pulled it out. The hard plastic was attached to a penis-shaped rubber sex toy. “A vibrator? You got me a vibrator?”

      “Sure did. Did some research and read a shit-ton of reviews and that’s the best one on the market. The ears on that piece right there, those are supposed to tickle your clit when the rest of it’s inside you. It has multiple speeds and it pulses and wiggles and does all kinds of shit. It’s guaranteed to get you off.”

      I stared at it. Then at Landon. “I have no idea what to say right now. I mean, I’m intrigued, but shouldn’t my body belong solely to you?”

      “Abso-fuckin’-lutely. But I don’t want you to suffer for the last month of my deployment. I can get relief easily, and I want you to as well.”

      I’d always been curious about vibrators and other sex toys, but I’d never talked myself into actually buying one. What Landon had referred to as the ears on this one intrigued me, as did the metal balls inside the clear rubber material. Would I be able to feel them? “But what if I like it more than I like you?”

      He threw back his head, laughing. “Babe, if a toy can replace me, I need to step up my game. You don’t want to use it?”

      I eyed the vibrator again. It had been a lonely four months without Landon, and going from sex every day to no sex at all sucked. I could use some release. “Of course I want to use it. I am basically a scientist,” I said.

      He laughed again. “I love you so damn much, babe. I gotta go, but you should go try that out so next time we talk you can tell me all about it.”

      “Deal.”

      He stood, giving me a quick view of the stiffy he was sporting in his pants before adjusting it. “See what you do to me? Every damn time. Love you.”

      “I love you, too. And call your mom!”

      The call disconnected, and I washed my new toy and took it into the bedroom. Thinking of Landon already had me wet, so I slid it inside me and turned it on.

      Ohmigod.

      The vibrating, pulsing pleasure pole couldn’t replace Landon, but it could certainly pinch hit for him until he got home. Making a mental note to chastise him for not getting me a vibrator sooner, I turned off my light and got down to business.

      One month, and my man would be home.

      One month, and we’d start a life together.

      I couldn’t wait.
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        About the book

      

      

      

      President Tyler “Link” Lincoln of the Dead Presidents MC, runs a club dedicated to helping military vets readjust to society. When his sergeant at arms is arrested for the attempted murder of a prominent Seattle figure, Link’s search for a lawyer brave enough to fight for justice leads him to an alluring defense attorney with a bleeding heart and a steel backbone.

      

      This isn’t the first time Emily Stafford’s commitment to defending the falsely accused has put her in harm’s way. Smart, cautious, and independent, she knows how to defend herself. At least, she did until she joined forces with one sexy, overbearing, tattooed MC president.

      

      Flames run hot as Link and Emily seek shelter in the club’s converted fire station, working against the clock to uncover the truth and save a somewhat innocent man.
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        Link

      

      

      

      I HAD TO hand it to her, the bitch had balls. Wearing some tight-ass navy blue business blazer that put her perky tits on display, a skirt that made her round ass pop, and high heels that begged to be draped over my shoulders, renowned Seattle criminal defense attorney, Emily Stafford, controlled the courtroom. Her long, dark hair was pulled back into a bun, accentuating high cheekbones, big blue eyes, and pouty, kissable lips. The photo from her firm’s website—the one I’d spent the past two nights jacking off to—didn’t do her justice. She wore a golden band on her left ring finger, but she wasn’t married. I’d checked. Most likely she wore it to dissuade creeps like me from stalking her fine ass.

      The witness she was currently cross-examining had to be in his mid-thirties with lots of muscle, but no actual strength. Seemed like the kind of pussy who spent half his life in the gym but would piss himself if someone threw so much as an insult his way. He had no clue how to handle the calculated look Emily leveled at him as she asked him to repeat his testimony.

      His eyes flickered around the courtroom like he was waiting for someone to step in and rescue him from her. “On January thirteenth, I dropped my wife off at seven-twenty a.m. for her shift. That’s when I saw Mr. James, the defendant, loitering in front of the Quick Mart.”

      “Loitering?” Emily asked.

      She looked up from the paper in her hands and lowered her glasses to the tip of her nose, like some librarian who’d just caught a loud-mouthed trouble maker tearing shit up in her library. Her no-nonsense demeanor was sexy as fuck, causing my jeans to tighten uncomfortably. I shifted and reminded myself why I was here. The thought of my best friend behind bars had the desired effect, calming my member down immediately.

      “That’s a strange word to use. Very legal sounding. What makes you think Mr. James was loitering?”

      “He didn’t have a shopping bag, so he wasn’t buying anything. Just standing there, leaned up against the wall with his arms crossed. Looking threatening.”

      Her eyebrows rose as she looked over the witness’s physique before glancing at her much smaller, younger, black client. “You felt threatened by Michael James?”

      “Well, not me, personally.” The witness leaned forward, hands on his knees. No doubt the dumbass realized the corner she’d backed him into and was trying to figure out how to defend his manhood without sounding like a liar. “But I could see where others would find him threatening.”

      Emily nodded, a faint smile ghosting her lips. “You said you dropped your wife off at seven-twenty, but Mrs. Watts’ shift doesn’t begin until eight. Why’d you drop her off so early?”

      “I don’t remember. Probably had to be to work early. Maybe a meeting or something.”

      “You don’t remember the reason, but you remember the exact time you dropped her off? That seems strange, don’t you think?”

      “Not really. I looked at the clock as I dropped her off. I usually do.”

      One perfect eyebrow arched, Emily froze so the jury could see her reaction. “You looked at the clock on January thirteenth and made sure it was exactly seven-twenty a.m.? Are you absolutely certain?”

      “Yes.”

      He was lying. The entire courtroom had to know it, and apparently Emily had the documentation to prove it. She presented some signed statements to the judge that showed he’d clocked in late for work that day.

      “I probably ran errands after I dropped her off,” he protested. “Sometimes I do that. I stop for coffee or a breakfast sandwich. Those drive-thru lines can take a lot longer than they look.” He smiled at the jury. “I’m sure you all know what I mean.”

      Emily broke up his attempt at connection when she approached the bench to provide documents from Mrs. Watts’ boss, claiming that she was also late to work that day.

      “Are you positive you dropped your wife off at seven-twenty, Mr. Watts?”

      His eyes darted to the defendant before landing on the prosecuting attorney. “I-I-I thought I was, but now I realize I could be mistaken. That was more than a month ago. But I know that one of the mornings I dropped her off early and he… the defendant… was loitering.”

      “You’re not sure. Why are you so willing to risk my client’s freedom on something you’re not sure of?”

      The prosecuting attorney jumped to his feet. “Objection!”

      “Withdrawn. But I will remind the court that this is a criminal trial and since we still live in the USA, the law requires proof beyond reasonable doubt. Regardless of the witness’s disdain for the defendant’s race. Isn’t that right, Mr. Watts?”

      “Objection, your honor,” the prosecutor repeated. “Badgering the witness.”

      According to rumors, Emily Stafford didn’t just badger witnesses, she fucking ate them for breakfast, which was exactly what I’d come to see for myself. Enjoying the show, I leaned back, kicking my steel-toed boots onto the pew in front of me to get comfortable.

      I needed a sit-down with Emily, and had no intention of leaving until I said my piece. I’d tried going through the appropriate channels—namely, calling her office to make an appointment—but the dickwad screening her calls wouldn’t patch me through. Time to go over that little piss ant’s head and straight to the top.

      And fuck, I’d love to see Emily on top. Especially wearing those heels. The glasses, too.

      Court ended a little past four p.m. Ass asleep from sitting so long, I moseyed out the door, wandered toward the entrance, leaned against the wall, and waited. A steady stream of suits passed by, giving me a wide berth and sideways glances as they went. The crowd died down and there was still no sign of Emily, so I pushed off the wall and headed back the way I’d come.

      Turning the corner, I caught sight of her sweet ass stepping into the elevator. I kicked up my heels and hustled down the hall, arriving barely in time to shove my hand between the doors before they closed. They sprang open and I hurried in, coming face-to-face with one sexy attorney.

      Wisps of hair had come loose from her bun to frame her beautiful face. Perceptive, bright blue eyes gave me a quick once-over before her hand went into her bag and she took a step back. The fear in her eyes was unmistakable, and I can’t say I blamed her. Wearing jeans and my cut over a short-sleeved T-shirt that revealed my fully tatted-up sleeves, most people would take one look at me and assume my time in the courthouse should be spent under guard and within the confines of handcuffs.

      Still, it rankled.

      “Is it the tats or the cut?” I asked.

      “What?”

      She had a nice voice. Not high-pitched and annoying like some of the broads I knew.

      “The reason you’re lookin’ at me like I’m about to attack you. Is it the tats or the cut that has you trying and convicting me before I even get the chance to open my mouth, counselor? And what are you reaching for? I know you can’t have weapons in the courthouse.”

      Straightening, she eased her hand out of her purse and pushed the door close button, sending the elevator to the fifth floor. “Habit.” She patted the outside of her bag, as if confirming that it was lacking anything that could protect her from me. “I don’t know you, we’re alone in an elevator, and I’m cautious. And, might I add, I don’t have to explain myself to you.”

      Damn, she was fine. Confident, intelligent, sassy, sexy-as-fuck, if she knew half the things I wanted to do to her, she’d be wishing for whatever self-defense trick she usually carried so she could hit me with it. Maybe a good pepper spraying, or a few volts of electricity would get my libido under control. No matter how fine she was, my purpose for being here was much more important than a roll in the hay. Or a roll in the elevator, as it may be.

      “I have a case I hope you’ll be willing to take,” I said.

      “Then you should call my office.”

      “I’ve tried. Please. Just hear me out.”

      She looked me over again, as if forcing herself to give me the benefit of the doubt. Something flickered in her eyes. Interest? Attraction? I couldn’t tell, but I sure as hell wanted to find out.

      “Dead Presidents?” she asked, reading the patch on my cut. “Never heard of them. That some sort of gang?”

      “No,” I snapped. Then, reminding myself that I needed Emily’s help, I reined in my temper. “Sorry. Gang is an offensive word. We’re a motorcycle club. All ex-military, and we specialize in helping vets get back on their feet after they come home from the service.”

      Her expression changed. Softened. “Sorry. I didn’t—”

      “Don’t worry about it. Name’s Link. I’m the club president.”

      “And you’re in need of legal assistance?”

      I nodded. “My sergeant at arms is in jail for attempted murder. Attacked the wrong dumbass… some mayor’s kid.”

      Her eyes widened. “Mayor Kinlan’s son? Your friend’s the one who put Noah Kinlan in intensive care?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Sorry, not interested.”

      The elevator dinged and the doors opened. I was running out of time. I hit the door-close button and turned to face her. “You haven’t heard the full story,” I blurted out. “I came here because people say you’re fearless and persistent and you always ferret out the truth. That true? Or is it bullshit?”

      She folded her arms across her chest and said, “You have one minute. Talk.”

      I took a deep breath and let it all out, “My club brother, Havoc, stopped off at The Line to have a drink. After his beer, he went out back to light up a smoke and finds this girl screamin’, skirt hiked up around her waist and some asshole plowin’ into her as she’s begging him to stop. We don’t put up with that shit, and Havoc jumped in and beat the punk to a pulp before two of the bar’s regulars came out and interfered. They called the cops and Havoc got thrown in the slammer while this shithead is plastered all over the papers like some goddamn hero.”

      “Wait.” Her eyebrows had crept half way up her forehead. “You’re telling me Noah Kinlan was raping someone?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m tellin’ you. The papers sure as hell aren’t saying it. It’s like it never happened. Like Havoc snapped and tried to kill him for no good reason, but I’m tellin’ you I know my friend. No doubt in my mind that he lost his shit and tried to kill the asshole, but he wouldn’t make up some story about a girl getting raped.”

      Expression still stunned, she shook her head. “But what happened to the girl?”

      I shrugged. “No fuckin’ clue. My guess is that the mayor paid her off or made her disappear or something. Havoc said he saw her being loaded into an ambulance, but I haven’t been able to find hide nor hair of her.”

      “What about witnesses? The bar regulars?”

      I shook my head. “I went back to the bar and asked around, and nobody’s sayin’ shit.”

      Emily snorted. “This is crazy. You can’t find the victim, you have no witnesses, sounds like some sort of nonsense you cooked up to get your friend out of jail. You expect me to believe this? Your time’s up.”

      She pushed the button to open the doors and stepped out of the elevator.

      “No,” I replied, following her as I pulled a sheet of paper out of my pocket. “I don’t expect you to believe anything. If you’re half the lawyer I suspect you are, you’ll figure out the truth for your damn self. Havoc’s real name is Marcus Wilson.” I handed her the paper as I lengthened my stride to keep up with her. For only being about five-and-a-half feet tall, she had a fast gait. “Here’s everything I know about the case. It’s not much, but please, at least look into it.”

      A couple passed us, and then Emily paused, looking at me as she stuffed the paper into her purse. “You were in court all day today, weren’t you?”

      “Yeah. I couldn’t see any other way to get to you. I’d do it again, too. I promised Havoc I’d help him outrun the demons he picked up while in the service. He was getting his shit together until he saw that girl bein’ raped. He might have gone a little overboard, but he did the right thing—protecting someone who couldn’t protect herself—but because this Noah dickwad has a powerful daddy, Havoc’s rotting in the county jail for it. You seem like a nice woman and I sure as hell don’t want to drag your ass into this mess, but quite frankly, you’re the only lawyer with the balls to do it.”

      Lips pursed, the slightest tinge of pink coloring her cheeks, she stared at me for a couple of beats before asking me for a dollar.

      “A dollar?”

      “Yes. There needs to be a monetary transaction so I can honestly say I’ve been paid to represent Mr. Wilson before I go speak to him.”

      She was going to talk to Havoc. Relief threatened to cripple me, making me want to lean against the wall for support. It had been five sleepless nights since Havoc had been locked up and I finally had the barest glimmer of hope. Pulling out my wallet, I handed her two crisp one hundred-dollar bills instead.

      She arched an eyebrow at me in question.

      “It’s a retainer,” I replied.

      “I’m not promising anything. Said I’ll talk to him, not that I’ll take the case.”

      Folding her fingers closed around the bills, I nodded.

      “I’ve read all about the clients you take on, and no way you’re gonna let some asswipe get away with raping a girl while you can do something about it. My contact info’s also on that paper. I look forward to hearing from you.”

      She stared at me for a beat before shaking her head and cracking a smile. “Still not promising I’ll take the case, but after my meeting, I will go talk to him.”

      “That’s all I’m askin’,” I said. “Thank you.”

      Then I got another eyeful of Emily’s round ass as she turned on her heel and walked way. She glanced over her shoulder at me one last time before turning the corner.

      I smiled to myself, knowing I’d see her again.
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