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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          AMBROSE

        

      

    

    
      I hate being rich.

      This is the only phrase getting repeated in my head over and over again as I stomp through the halls of my high school.

      Senior year is supposed to be the time of your life. Instead, I'm throwing around fake smiles, fake fist bumps, even a random high five to people all because I'm student body president—and because my dad's famous.

      And I'm not talking like he owns a billion furniture stores, or he's a politician; no, he doesn't have a Taco Bell franchise.

      He just owns the town, the same town I live in, the same town named after our family, God help us, and the same town that's been established as the safest place to live in Idaho four years running!

      What an accomplishment.

      He keeps his fucking trophies on the mantle in the living room, you know, next to the key to the city and our perfect little family photo.

      Ask me if I'm smiling in it.

      He comes from at least a century of a fuck ton of money which means we're basically untouchable and that I have to have a sorry-ass smile on my face whenever I'm out in public because the last thing I need to do is make the great McCree family look bad.

      I'm pretty sure I've only made one mistake in my whole life—I ate candy in public, and my dad got mad because my tongue got all red before a press conference.

      Yeah, that was it.

      That was my one mistake.

      Forget smoking weed, getting drunk, and wanting to develop a serious addiction to anything that will help me escape. How would I even find the time at this point in my life?

      Everything is perfect.

      Literally everything.

      Except it isn't.

      The only thing I have going for me is that everyone thinks I'm this untouchable asshole prick who sleeps in a different pair of Jordans every night just because I can.

      The guys want to be me.

      The girls worship me.

      And I'm set for life.

      So why do I want to jump off a ten-story building and see how fast the blood leaves my body every single time I have I walk into this high school?

      I need to be done with it—with all of it.

      God, I can't wait until college.

      At least then I can have a tiny bit of separation from the pressure of it all. I force another smile as I walk into English Lit and take my seat in the back corner next to the window where I spend at least an hour watching birds fly around and thinking how fucking jealous I am that they're outside and I'm inside.

      At least I have Lacrosse practice after this, and I'll be allowed outside this prison.

      I'm paying basically zero attention when my phone starts blowing up. I frown down at it and see the group text from some of my teammates.

      Mel: Bro, you holding out on us?

      Astin: I mean, seriously—how lucky are you? Fucking prince of potato town and all that.

      Me: I have zero clue what you guys are talking about.

      Mel: Bulllllllllshit. I just saw the article. Byron sent it over like two minutes ago.

      Byron Big B has been added to the conversation.

      Astin: Bro, tell him!

      Byron Big B: Dude, you're getting a new roommate! Or shall I say princess? And I agree with the guys, bullshit you didn't know, I mean it's all over the afternoon news, twitter's blowing up with pictures of her and your parents all over town.

      Me: She? Who is she? And what the hell are you talking about?

      They send me a link to an article. I click on it just as one of the office aides knocks on the classroom door and lets themselves in with a note for Mr. Stick-up-his-ass, also known as my English Lit teacher, Mr. Wilder.

      He frowns down at the note then looks directly at me. "Ambrose, you're needed in the office. Grab your things."

      Part of me's thinking day just got better, and then I think back on the group text and wonder if this walk down the hall will be more like death row than a prison escape.

      My mom's waiting for me at the school office. Her eyes are blurry with unshed tears—she's not allowed to cry in public, but I can tell she wants to.

      "Mom?" I frown at her.

      She stands and puts on her black Chanel sunglasses, then adjusts her all-black Lululemon outfit.

      She's wearing a ring on almost every finger, and the filler in her lips has yet to go down enough for her not to look like a Kardashian.

      She's beautiful--and I have nothing against a woman doing things to her body, have at it. I just wish that the confidence came from something other than spending money on looking like someone else.

      Her dark hair is slicked back into a tight bun. "Honey, something's happened; we need to go to the house."

      Panic seizes my chest. "Is it Dad?"

      "No," she says quickly.

      "Grandpa?"

      "We'll talk in the car." Is all she says when we leave the office. I'm slightly shook up as we make it to the red Lambo SUV she drives around.

      She still refuses to let me drive any of the sports cars to school ever since crashing my brand-new BMW last year after taking a corner too fast.

      How was I supposed to know that a fucking rabbit would come out of nowhere?

      We drive through Eagle and into the Boise foothills, and she still says nothing as we drive around the mountain and to the black front security gate to our house.

      "Mom…" My voice cracks. "What's going on?"

      "My sister—your aunt was in an accident. She didn't make it." Her voice is hoarse. "As you know, she couldn't have kids and had just decided to start fostering a girl from Boise."

      "Okay…" My mind is spinning. Is this what the guys were talking about?

      "Anyway…" She sniffles and pulls around the driveway. "If we don't take her in—she goes back into the system, and she's lived a very rough life. You don't have any siblings…”

      I’m stunned stupid. What the hell? “Charity,” I say. “We’re doing charity, so Dad looks good. Why am I not surprised?”

      She cuts the engine. “You know how much I loved my sister.”

      “You saw her twice a year.” I point out. “And last time you fought over which plastic surgeon was better, and she threw wine in your face.”

      “She wasn’t herself.” Mom looks away. “Your dad pulled a few strings, and we were able to cut through some red tape and take her in.”

      “Does the long-lost princess have a name?” I sneer like the asshole I am.

      Mom grabs her purse and checks her lipstick. “Mary-Belle.”

      I roll my eyes. “Of course it is.”

      “Be nice,” Mom snaps. “She’s a little… overwhelmed.”

      I look over at my three-story mansion with its seven waterfalls, strategically parked sports cars, and brick driveway and shake my head. “No. Shit.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          MARY-BELLE

        

      

    

    
      I’m petrified I’m going to break something.

      I knew when Sarah took me in that she had money, and quite honestly, I didn’t care at the time because I was so done carrying around a black trash bag from house to house and getting leered at by some of the men I was forced to live with.

      Some were great.

      But I always had my guard up, you just never know, and after one bad experience, you tend to brace yourself for another and another until all you have are shields up like a damn Star Trek episode while the Klingons go full phasers.

      I may also be a huge Trekkie with zero shame, but the example still works.

      I’m holding a brand-new iPhone in my right hand, staring down at it and trying not to look up all the news stories they warned would come out about me.

      I’m the shiny new charity case.

      With her shiny new phone.

      And I get to go to a shiny new private school on top of that—starting tomorrow—which I can only imagine has some of the most stuck-up people on the planet attending.

      People who don’t know what it’s like to starve.

      Or what it’s like to sleep with the lights on just in case.

      I twirl my long caramel blonde braid to keep my other hand occupied and take a deep breath as Mr. McCree paces in front of me on his phone.

      I hear phrases like. “Money is no object. Get it done. I want it delivered now.” And then he’s covering up the phone and asking if I like pink.

      I almost laugh but shrug instead.

      My foster mom is dead. I’m sitting with a black trash bag at my feet. And he wants to know if I like pink.

      Can’t I just say a bed would be nice?

      I keep a polite smile on my face as he talks. And freeze up when the front door opens and footsteps sound.

      I don’t know why but the hairs on the back of my arms stand on end as the smell of expensive cologne wafts by me.

      He gives his dad a salute before going over to the immaculate kitchen, grabbing a water, and looking toward me.

      I find a small amount of satisfaction in the fact that he chokes a bit as we make eye contact.

      And his eyes are—beautiful.

      A glassy dark blue that seems to almost reflect my exact same panic. His hair is a shade of amber and gold that makes him look like the prince he is, and of course, it’s shaved high up on the sides with perfect man bun execution.

      He looks like a younger version of David Beckham.

      He’s wearing a black and white school uniform with a crown crest on the jacket, and his tie is tugged almost completely off like he was nervously pulling it the entire drive to the house.

      I don’t even realize Mr. McCree is off the phone until he clears his throat and says, “Ambrose, meet Mary-Belle, or Belle for short.”

      Ambrose’s eyes narrow as he licks his full lips and leans against the counter. “Well, that’s just perfect, isn’t it?”

      Oh okay, so he is an asshole.

      Good to know.

      His dad points his cell at Ambrose. “No attitude.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I thought that at least in my own home, I didn’t have to worry about cameras.” He shoves away from the white countertop and makes his way toward me. “Better strap in Belle because as of right now, you’re not allowed to have feelings out in public and apparently not even in here.”

      “Ambrose!” He gets close to him. A muscle ticks in Ambrose’s sculpted jaw. “I’ll tell you what”—Mr. McCree’s smile is conniving as he crosses his arms—“I’ll let you drive her to school in the Aston Martin—in fact, consider it yours.”

      “Drive her to school,” he repeats. “To my school?”

      “Yeah.” His dad grins. “Who else is gonna show her the ropes? Your mom’s on the phone enrolling her as we speak, which reminds me, the house is big; she needs a tour.”

      I open my mouth to say no when Ambrose holds out his hand to me and winks. “How’s it feel to know you’re worth a three hundred and fifty thousand dollar car?”

      My cheeks heat.

      I don’t reach for his hand, but I do stand. Shame fills me as I reach for my black trash bag, my hands squeeze tight around it. I don’t need to look down to know that I only have a few personal things in the bag, including one pair of brand-new white converse that my old guardian had just gotten me.

      We were supposed to go shopping the day she died in the car crash, but when I first came to her house, she had a cute sundress and shoes waiting for me as a surprise.

      I didn’t mean to, but I burst into tears, which encouraged her that we needed a shopping spree right away.

      And just like that, one of my shields sort of dropped, only to come straight back up again as Ambrose stared me down.

      “Come on.” Ambrose jerks the bag out of my hand and starts stomping away.

      I have no choice but to follow him down the ginormous hallways of the first floor. It’s like something a celebrity would live in. I don’t even want to know how much this place costs, but I’m beginning to wonder if it’s more than even an A-list actor could afford.

      Elon Musk? Of course.

      Tom Hanks? Maybe not so much.

      Ambrose charges ahead of me and starts pointing his free hand from left to right. “Guest rooms, Master suites, Game room, theater room.” He moves swiftly up the stairs, my bag swinging next to his thick legs.

      He’s clearly an athlete.

      “Bathroom, second bathroom.” He stops at the top of the stairs, and I nearly ram into his back. “There’s ten, just in case you get bored, oh and they’re themed because why not?” He smirks and then keeps walking. “My room is on the second floor with another theater room.” He turns a hard right. “Workout room is in the basement, which since I see absolutely zero muscle on your scrawny body, I’m assuming you don’t care to see.” Another evil smirk. “My parents’ master suite is the entire third floor, definitely don’t go up there unless you want to be scarred for life.” He shudders. “Pool house and guest house are outside. There’s an indoor sauna near the workout room and an outdoor bar along with an indoor one on every single floor—if you want to raid it, it’s not locked. My dad fully believes in the whole drinking at home if you’re going to drink, which I actually stand by since the last thing I need is to get caught partying and get kicked off the team.” He sighs and shoves a hand in his pocket. “The drugs are, however, under lock and key, especially the mushrooms.”

      I let out a shocked gasp.

      He bursts out laughing. “That was almost too easy. Do you really think my dad would do drugs, let alone have them in the house? Though I do hear microdosing is huge now.” He keeps walking. “My room’s to the left, more guest rooms down the hall and…” He pulls out his phone and fires off a text.

      I wait, feeling awkward as I stare at myself in one of the large mirrors in the hall next to some weird-looking statue that I’m sure costs more than my entire life.

      “Fuck.” Ambrose puts his phone back in his pocket. “And apparently, because my dad enjoys torturing me, your room is right over here, across the hall.”

      “Should we draw a line in chalk or something?” I joke.

      He looks ready to laugh, then shrugs. “Or make a pillow fort… might be more appropriate. God knows my mom has enough throw pillows to smother everyone in Eagle to death—no chalk though, fresh out of that.”

      “And here I thought you’d still be playing with it. My bad.” I joke, trying to get a jab in.

      He stills and locks eyes with me. “Are you going to be an annoying little problem, Belle?”

      “That depends…” I take a brave step forward. “Are you going to be a rich asshole?”

      “A truce then.” He holds out his hand. “Stay out of my way, I’ll stay out of yours, smile when you’re in public, don’t make the family look bad, and remember we aren’t friends at school. I already have those, don’t need one more.” He eyes me up and down. “And we really need to do something about your wardrobe.”

      I hug my chest. “Kind of hard when you’ve been bouncing from house to house.”

      He sighs and looks heavenward like he’s about to make a choice he can’t come back from, then drops my bag in the middle of the floor and drags me into his bedroom.

      Panic seizes my chest until he releases my hand and walks over to a huge indoor closet that was bigger than the first room I shared after my mom's death.

      “What size are you?” he yells, then, “nevermind.”

      He comes walking out with two Prada bags, one from Louis Vuitton, another from Gucci, and a box of Yeezy’s.

      I’m sure my jaw drops to the floor in elegant fashion when he shoves them into my hands. putting the box on top. “W-what is all of this?”

      Is he giving me his clothes?

      “Had a girlfriend last year with expensive taste, the day before Valentine’s Day found out she cheated on me with Xander—who I would definitely stay away from since he’s the worst—and decided not to give her any of her presents, never had a girl yell at me so much. She looks to be about your size, then again, I only slept with her twice and haven’t even seen you out of this giant t-shirt and loose ripped jeans, but for now, they’ll do.”

      I’m still standing there when he holds up a hand and walks away again.

      What is with this guy?

      I both love and hate him a bit.

      So confusing.

      Is this how all rich kids are?

      He walks into a large bathroom with a jacuzzi tub I want to sleep in or would sleep in, to be honest, then comes out with a Sephora bag. “Forgot that I grabbed her some makeup and her favorite Korean skincare stuff.”

      He adds that on top of the box of shoes, then slowly ushers me out of his room across the hall and into mine. He grabs the bag from the floor and drops it inside the guest room.

      Tears fill my eyes when I look around.

      The bed is a King.

      It looks so fluffy I want to nap.

      I have my own bathroom, the first time I’ve ever had my own bathroom—ever. I almost drop everything in my hands when Ambrose very carefully takes them from me, sets them on the bed, and then starts to leave.

      “Wait!” I lick my lips nervously. “T-thank you.”

      He stares at my mouth for a minute before looking away. “It’s nothing, really.”

      “It is to me,” I say quietly.

      Tension swirls between us.

      I’ve never had a guy look at me the way he is, and I don’t know what to do with it.

      “Anyway…” He knocks on my wall. “Dinner’s at seven, don’t be late. Wear one of the dresses.”

      “Why a dress?” I take a step forward.

      “Because it’s a Tuesday, Belle, and on Tuesdays and every other day that ends in the word day… it’s formal, just in case someone important stops by and wants to snap a shot of The Perfects.”

      “The perfects?” I ask.

      “What people call us.” His face falls. “See you at seven.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          AMBROSE

        

      

    

    
      She’s really fucking pretty.

      Like the kind of pretty that has me so hard during family dinner that I’m almost embarrassed about it.

      She wore the makeup.

      Her hair’s in soft waves touching her tits in a near-perfect fit, kissing them more like it. The black Prada dress has material wrapped around her right shoulder the rest is strapless, it’s leather, and she looks like a goddess.

      Her eyes are wide as she stares down the table at all the food as it gets served to us. Protein heavy for me, vegan for mom, and both for dad.

      One of our maids pours some red wine into everyone's glasses, half for the underagers.

      And so, the awkward small talk begins while I try not to look at her.

      And try not to lust like some awkward loser while she takes a sip of her water and stares at the roll in front of her.

      Her hands shake when she grabs it, and slowly, effortlessly, she puts butter on it, and I wonder when the last time any of the girls in my school ever put butter on bread—purposefully.

      I smile at her and hope it doesn’t look mocking.

      My dad starts talking about work, Mom gets her second glass of wine, and we eat in somewhat weird silence as they ask Belle questions about my aunt as well as her life before she went into the system.

      I am truly not prepared to hear her story and almost want to tune it out when she starts talking about her mom's death two years ago.

      A single mom.

      A never-present dad.

      And then I look around the table and wonder if I really haven’t been a total shit when it comes to my life just because I hate faking it for the media.

      I sigh, my appetite suddenly gone.

      “You should eat more,” Dad says. “Don’t you have that big game against Capital next week?”

      “Yeah.” I painfully chew the steak on my plate and then take a sip of wine to wash it down. “Should be a rough one.”

      “What do you play?” Belle asks as if she’s interested, and I can even tell in her tone she kind of is.

      “Lacrosse,” I say.

      “Captain,” Mom adds. “Of the entire team.”

      “I’m not surprised.” Belle reaches for another roll, then pulls her hand back like she’s not allowed to eat, and something in my chest cracks in half as I scoot the plate closer to her and nod.

      Tears shimmer in her eyes, and I hate myself all over again for having a shit attitude and not being the nicest to her at first because I was all up in my own head, not hers.

      She had a fucking trash bag for her belongings.

      That was it.

      Fuck.

      “Eat,” I say. “There’s a lot of food, and you don’t want it to go to waste.”

      She gulps and then grabs another roll and nods her head at me.

      It’s cute, the way her cheeks turn a slight pink color.

      I suddenly want to eat something very different, and I wonder if my appetite would be sated or just set on fire by the taste.

      I clear my throat. “May we be excused?”

      Dad tosses his napkin. “Any homework?”

      “Not that I know of. Got pulled out of school right after lunch, but I’ll check online and try to get Belle updated on what classes she’ll be taking if her name and registration number is there.”

      “Good man.” Dad winks. “Thanks.”

      “Well, you did give me a car…” I joke.

      He laughs with me, and even Belle and Mom smile.

      I suddenly walk away from dinner feeling a bit more light-hearted than I did this morning and this afternoon.

      Fuck, maybe I should be trying harder and not trying to make everything about me.

      Belle follows me up the stairs and into the theater room. She’s still in the dress I can’t stop staring at, wondering how the hell Heidi would have ever looked even a quarter as good in it.

      Maybe I bought it for the right person all along—maybe it was just bad timing.

      I quickly turn on something random and realize it’s the last Star Trek movie I’d been watching on repeat. I can’t remember the name of it, but clearly, Belle does because she does a little gasp and then admits. “My only dream is to go to Comic-Con.”

      She covers her mouth and shakes her head.

      I actually laugh out loud. “Ah, closet nerd. Nice.”

      “Yeah, hanging out with the Lacrosse captain… nice.”

      “Deserved that,” I admit hanging my head.

      “Yup.” She leans against the leather couch, and I fight not to stare down the front of her dress like a creeper. “So, what kind of fresh hell am I going to be put through tomorrow?”

      “Oh, well”—I walk over to the minibar—“that’s gonna take a quick drink.”

      “Underage drinking, how very rebellious of you.”

      “Yes, I’m so rebellious I wear a tie to school every day, joined every club in existence, including fencing, and have to be the student body president my senior year while everyone else is out living their lives… soooo rebellious, one shot of whiskey.”

      I quickly make her one and clink our glasses together.

      We both take it.

      And then it’s quiet, the movie is on in the background, and for the first time in my life, I don’t want to burn down my school or my house. I want to drive her tomorrow in that car. I want to show her off. I want her to smile more and more and more.

      “So, classes…” I grab my phone then frown. “You’re basically in all of mine, so no problem.”

      “How do you know?” She frowns. “You don’t know my last name or—“

      I show her my phone. “Mom already sent it to us, or did you forget you had a phone?”

      She blushes. “Didn’t really have any pockets in this dress.”

      “Mmmm.” I nod. “I can see that.”

      Her eyes flash up at me.

      I back off instantly. “We should go to bed.” Her eyes widen. “No, no, no, no, not like no, not like that, we should separately go sleep, school starts at 7:45.”

      “Why so early?” She whines.

      “Because sports are equally important, as well as extracurricular so they want us out of class by 2:40.”

      She makes a face.

      “Yeah.” I sigh. “Believe me, I know. Now set that fancy new phone to get you up on time to put on a new uniform one of the maids is probably already ironing, and get some rest.”

      “And if I can’t sleep?” she asks.

      I gulp. “There’s always the workout room.”

      She elbows me.

      I laugh and stumble against her as we walk down the hall and part as we go to our rooms.

      I try not to stare too hard as she slowly closes her door.

      I’m awake for another two hours before I can finally close my eyes.

      And when I do.

      I see a black dress.

      And her eating a roll.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          MARY-BELLE

        

      

    

    
      I have a hard time sleeping.

      I keep thinking about him and feel dumb because I’ve known him for less than twenty-four hours.

      When I finally fall asleep, I dream about school uniforms, this weird new stepbrother situation.

      And mainly.

      I dream of Ambrose.

      I dream of him.

      When my alarm on my phone wakes me up, it takes me a minute to actually realize where I’m at and what I’m supposed to do.

      Go to a brand-new prep school with a hot guy I’m not supposed to even find hot who weirdly made me think he’s not the worst person on the planet.

      I yawn and finally get out of bed and walk to the closest bathroom I can find, my eyes still blurry from sleep.

      I open the door to the bathroom and stumble into the heat… wait, why is it hot? I frown and turn around. The door was and still is from the hallway. Huh?

      I’m still confused when Ambrose walks out of the shower looking like a Greek god.

      He’s completely naked.

      His eyebrows raise, so do his hands, and good lord, so does something else—something huge. “Uhmmmm.”

      I cover my face with my hands. “I’m so sorry. I just walked to the closest bathroom.”

      “Like the one connected to my room?” His voice is deep, sexy; what the hell am I getting into here?

      “Yeah.” I gulp, needing to turn around and leave but afraid to uncover my eyes.

      “I’m covered now,” he whispers. I can almost taste his toothpaste as he grabs my hands and pulls them down.

      I must be seeing things because he’s looking at me like he needs my mouth for breakfast, not eggs.

      I have a brief scenario in my head where he shoves me against the counter and then think I’m losing my mind.

      With a bright smile, he asks, “You okay?”

      “Yeah, great, so great, awesome, totally perfect, you?” Too many words, damn it.

      “Good, I just have one question.” His abs are perfection. His towel isn’t tight enough around his lean waist.

      “What?” I try to sound normal, but my voice comes out raspy.

      His smile broadens. “How much will you hate me if I make this morning a bit better?”

      “How would you do that?” I ask.

      He smirks, I notice a small dimple on his right cheek. “Such a dangerous question, Belle.”

      He lifts me up onto the bathroom counter before I can say anything, and then his eyes ask it all—is this okay. His hands don’t grab me; they pull back.

      “I don’t know,” I finally say, still processing the fact that this guy is in front of me, slightly wet, looking like a hot snack I want to devour.

      We barely know each other!

      And maybe that’s part of the appeal.

      I lick my lips.

      He stares at my mouth. “I’m probably going to steal that lick now.”

      “And if I say yes?”

      His smile is so sexy I want to clench my legs. “I might say yes.”

      “You a virgin?” he asks.

      I shake my head.

      He leans in until his mouth presses against mine. “Good.”

      And then I’m lost.

      I’m lost in the heat of his kiss, the warmth of his body, the way his towel seems to also be too much as his body presses into me. “You dirty?”

      “What?”

      He sounds like he’s almost growling as he pushes me into the shower and runs the hot water down my body. I gasp as his mouth tries to capture each drop.

      His hips move against mine.

      “What are we doing?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “We’re not being perfect, that's for sure.”

      I smile because I feel free for the first time in a while. I feel fucking free with this rich prick, and even if he’s using me—I’m going to use him right back. I grab him by his long hair and pull him down to my mouth.

      He groans against my lips, then lifts me, pressing me against the shower as his cock presses between my thighs. “I could be the best thing that ever happened to you, and I really think”—he smiles against me—“you could be the best thing that ever fucking happened to me.”

      I pull away. “What about being perfect?”

      “Fuck it.” He thrusts inside me. “Right?”

      I’ve never felt so full.

      So good.

      So final.

      My head falls back as he keeps thrusting into me. My hands dig into his muscular shoulders, and I know I’m doing something that can’t be undone. I mean, we were supposed to be roommates for how long? Months? Days?

      And now we’re literally having sex in his shower.

      And I’m no longer afraid.

      I’m owning it.

      And I’m loving it as his thick cock shoves deeper, harder.

      I slump against him in a wet mess of satisfaction, and I can’t even think.

      Ambrose’s breathing is heavy as he pulls out of me, sets me slowly on my feet, and then lowers to his knees.

      “We’re going to be late,” I whisper.

      “So let us be late.” He winks from his knees. “Let me be the best boyfriend…”

      “But you’re not—“

      “—Watch your mouth, princess… I’d fit perfectly inside it, by the way, but that's for another day. You’re at my house. My school. In my life. And I’m not letting you go, so let me let you go.”

      My eyes widen.

      And then his mouth is on me, his tongue inside me.

      Is this for real?

      His hands dig into my ass.

      And I’m there for him in so many ways I don’t even know how to process until I’m orgasming against a tongue that should be illegal and a boy that shouldn’t know all the ways to get arrested.

      I laugh.

      He stands. “Ladies first…”

      I get out of the shower and think, best I’ve ever had, shower and… him.

      Ambrose.

      I’m in deep shit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          AMBROSE

        

      

    

    
      I can’t believe I did that.

      Literally, the entire dialogue in my head as we drive to school.

      I reach for her hand.

      She reaches back.

      My phone’s been blowing up like I’m some celebrity and at this point, after being with her this morning, I kind of want to swing my cock around like a total dick.

      Because I have her.

      I need her.

      I want her.

      She’s mine.

      Fucking mine.

      I feel defensive. I feel territorial, and I wonder why I’ve never felt this way until now, and then I glance over at her—it’s not just her beauty; it’s her ability to fight me back, her openness.

      Fuck, ladies first, I’d go to my knees for days for this girl.

      And I barely know her, which makes me seem like I’ve lost it—but fuck let me lose it in her first.

      Please.

      I’m nervous for no reason.

      I haven’t responded to any of my friends' text threads and kind of feel like an asshole for not saying anything, but is it wrong to want to keep this to myself? To keep her?

      I pull into my usual parking spot and kill the engine.

      Today, for the first time in forever, I don’t want to burn the school down. I just want her to have a good day.

      I want to have a good day too.

      Then I want to end it with her in my bed.

      I sigh. “Welcome to Hell.”

      She nods. “Aren’t all High Schools Hell?”

      “Good point.” I love the way she bites her lower lip before opening her door and getting out. Never have I ever… a game I’ve played several times, seen a girl look so fucking hot in a schoolgirl uniform.

      Seriously though.

      I quickly lock the car and follow her, my hand on the small of her back as we weave our way through the crowds. Girls are staring, guys are staring, faculty is staring.

      We need Captain America’s shield or something.

      She ducks her head, and then she’s leaning into me, and I’m letting her because I want to make a point—nobody messes with what’s mine.

      And even though it’s new.

      It’s still a thing.

      I pull her closer as we open the doors to the main hallway, and it’s like time stops as my friends' jaws nearly come unhinged.

      I haven’t dated anyone since Sarah, it’s been at least a year if not more, and the minute we pass her, I almost want to salute her with my middle finger; she looks so jealous.

      Belle isn’t just gorgeous. She has this purity about her that Sarah lacks—that most girls lack, it’s in the way she laughs, she smiles, she’s not afraid to be herself even if that means having a jackass like me next to her or kissing the hell out of her in the shower.

      We make it to her locker without anyone saying anything, and then Sarah walks up and gives her a little shove, enough that I feel it and want to fight. “You new, yeah?”

      Belle looks over her shoulder. “What gave it away?”

      I snort at her sarcasm.

      Sarah rolls her eyes. “Look, you can’t just come strolling in here—“

      “—Gonna stop you right there.” I intervene. “She’s with me, so if you have an issue with her, then you can talk to me about it. If not, run back to small dick Xander, then come back when he can actually make you orgasm, which will most likely be mmmmm…” I pretend to think about it. “Never, am I right?”

      “You’re such a—“

      “—back off, Barbie!” Belle shoves Sarah so hard that her books fall to the ground. “He’s mine, not yours, mine, so walk back to your castle and appreciate the fact that I haven’t kicked your soft ass!”

      “My ass isn’t soft!”

      Belle snorts. “Could have fooled me.”

      Sarah lunges.

      I pull Belle away, laughing.

      And then I see my friends on the sidelines getting basically everything on their cameras, smirks firmly in place.

      “Gentleman.” I wave.

      They all give me a thumbs up as if to say, totally cool, you didn’t respond, we get it, we really get it.

      The bell rings just when I’m ready to approach, so I grab Belle and make a run for our first class.

      The rest of the day passes by in a blur. Word spreads that a new hot girl is living in my house along with me somehow fucking my stepsister and a whole lot of other shit I don’t want to get into.

      Memes are made.

      Tweets.

      And yet, even though I’m livid people can be so cruel, I’m smiling the entire ride back to the house.

      Belle moans, “That was torture.”

      “Correction,” I say, “it was torture before you were there; now it’s almost like a reward, having you by my side.”

      “Huh?”

      “I used to stare at the birds,” I admit.

      She sits up. “Wait, what?”

      “Outside.”

      “Duh, because they live outside. What do you mean though?”

      I pull into my driveway and put the car in park. “I used to be jealous that they were outside and I wasn’t.”

      She frowns, her cute eyebrows causing a crease to form. “And now? Now, what are you jealous of?”

      “The air,” I whisper. “It’s touching you.” I lean in. “I’m not.”

      “I can’t decide if that’s cheesy or just really romantic.”

      “And I can’t decide”—I tuck her hair behind her ear—“if I’m a lunatic for wanting to fuck you again or just really, really in love at first sight.”

      “You think that’s possible?” she asks. “Love at first sight?”

      “Do you?” I counter.

      Her eyes dart from right to left and then land on my mouth. “I think that if it was, it would be proven already, don’t you think? From this morning?”

      “Oh, that was stalking at first sight, but I can see how you’d be confused.”

      She punches me in the shoulder. “I was tired and looking for a bathroom.”

      “Like what you find though?” I tease.

      Her smile goes wide. “I did. I do.”

      “Then the theory is proven, right?”

      “Right.” She throws her head back in a laugh. “How can you be both such an asshole and such a gentleman? I don’t get it.”

      “The world’s a confusing place, princess.” I reach for my door and open it. “Just as long as I’m both to you—I’m okay with the weirdness.”

      “Both,” she repeats, getting out of the car and following me into the house like it’s normal that we live together. Like it’s not tense as hell once we’re in the kitchen making post-school/hell food.

      “So.” She finally breaks the ice. “When do your parents get home.”

      I almost laugh before I point to the fridge. “They always leave a note.”

      She reads it out loud. “Don’t wait up, out for dinner tonight, order pizza.”

      They don’t leave a twenty; they leave a hundred dollar bill as if we’re going to feed the town or at least more than two people.

      Belle grabs it and waves it in front of my face. “Pizza, huh?”

      I lift her onto the kitchen counter and kiss her mouth. “I want to eat something else first…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          MARY-BELLE

        

      

    

    
      His tongue could change the world—literally all I can think of when it’s inside me. Pizza no longer exists. It’s only Ambrose and the way he makes me feel.

      Is it insane that we’re doing this right now? Again?

      Yes.

      Do I care?

      No.

      Because I’ve lived my life in the dark, afraid, constantly putting my shields up, constantly waiting to crack or fall.

      Right now, I want to live.

      And I want to do it in his arms.

      My head lolls back as he spreads my thighs wider and starts to undo his pants, but he’s going too slow, so I tug at the belt and buttons and shove them down with my feet, then lay back on the expensive countertop waiting for more.

      His first thrust hits me so deeply I cry out, and then he’s pumping into me like a madman, and I’m screaming his name because I don’t want him to stop.

      His hips roll, mine follow, matching him hit for hit as we both start to sweat across the granite.

      I remember staring at it and thinking about how expensive it was, and now I want him and me all over it.

      I want him in the stupid pool house.

      The game room.

      Every single bathroom.

      I want him everywhere.

      And with the way he’s gripping my legs and kissing my mouth—I know he feels this inexplicable thing too.

      He pulls out of me just when I’m ready to release.

      “What the hell?” I whimper.

      “C’mon.” He pulls me to a sitting position, then picks me up and tosses me over his shoulder. “You deserve a bed.”

      “My ass is literally hanging out.”

      He slaps it. “Yes, princess, it is.”

      “Stop that.”

      He just slaps it again until I start hitting his with my fists. It’s hard as steel, and so is he as his cock strains toward my stomach and thighs.

      We finally make it to his room, and he throws me across his bed then hovers over me. “I don’t think I’ve ever been so thankful that I live in a perfect world until now.”

      “No more bird watching,” I whisper, cupping his face.

      “No.” His mouth meets mine, and then he’s inside me again, filling me, moving with me, clenching my hands in his, and whispering my name across my lips. “Now, I’ll just watch you.”

      “I’m not free like the birds.”

      “You make me free,” he says, tongue tangling with mine before he sends me soaring, just like his birds.

      And I realize he’s totally right.

      We’re two days in.

      Things always change.

      People die.

      People live.

      But right now—I choose to be free with my asshole bully, stepbrother-roommate-friend.
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      “When’s William coming back to town? I love his big dick.”

      I choke on my coffee and almost drop the phone while I watch the dark stain spread down the front of my white shirt. Because of course I’m wearing white. Damn.

      “Oh, um, didn’t I tell you last time?” Tucking the phone between my ear and shoulder, I swipe a tissue from the decorative gold box on the desk and do my best to catch the liquid, but it drips a scalding path down my cleavage. I grimace at the pain, but continue, “He decided to extend his vacation so he could volunteer in a leper colony.” Really, Mel, you couldn’t do any better than that? I shove another tissue down my shirt. “Eesh, you may want to skip that one for a while, if you know what I mean.”

      There, that should do it—for both the coffee spill and the annoying client. If she’d just stop going on about his Mister Happy, I might consider scheduling her, but let’s be real. I won’t. Ever.

      She expels an exasperated tutting sound and then, “Fine, I guess I’ll take Kane. He’s always got a few tricks up his sleeve.”

      As if his sleeve is where Kane stores anything my caller is looking for. But at least it’s not Will, so I assume my best customer service voice and reply, “Great. He’ll be thrilled to see you, Ms. Smith.”

      I scroll until I reach her account—Ms. Smith #47—rolling my eyes at her originality. It wouldn’t take more than five minutes to find her real identity, but I don’t want to know. I’m satisfied with the mental pictures I’ve created over these last six months of all the Ms. and Mr. Smiths who use our services here at Yours by Regina.

      There’s Ms. Smith #12 whom I’ve decided works 100 hours a week at her corporate CEO job, wears bespoke designer suits that fit her like a glove, and likes to blow off steam on Sunday nights by summoning Rodriguez to her mansion high in the mountains.

      Then there’s Ms. Smith #32, a soft-spoken widow who still talks to a photo of the love of her life every night, yet enjoys the company of a living, breathing man at dinner every so often.

      And then my current caller, Ms. Smith #47. Despite knowing only her address and her preference for sweet, funny, golden-haired men who are way too nice to her, I imagine Ms. Smith #47 to be an older woman in her seventies with saggy boobs down to her knees and a disturbing taxidermy collection decorating her downtown luxury condo like a horror movie set. She also smells like garlic and her vagina has teeth. So, see, I’m doing Will a favor. No matter he never technically asked for my help or anything, but I like to think of myself as a proactive kind of giver. He’s much better suited for the widow anyway.

      “Okay, Kane will pick you up at eight and we’ll have a car service ready at your disposal. Anything else I can do for you, Ms. Smith?” I ball up a soaked tissue and tuck another one between my sternum and the damp band of my bra, somehow getting my finger stuck. Dammit.

      “No, that will be all. But be a dear and give me a shout when William’s back, would you?”

      My jaw tightens, but I’m able to maintain my professional tone. “Absolutely.” I can’t help myself from adding, “If he’s feeling well enough, that is.”

      “Oh.” She clears her throat, and I can feel my lips twitch. “Yes, um, thank you.”

      “Not a problem. Have a wonderful date with Kane tomorrow.”

      I wrench my finger free and set the phone back in its cradle with a sigh. Will hasn’t been in yet today, but it’s Thursday, which is one of his usual days to stop by—thus the reason for the extra half-hour spent getting ready this morning and the now-ruined sexy top. I refuse to examine how sad my existence is that the highlight of my week is exchanging a few pleasantries with a completely unattainable man, but that’s where my life is right now. And I can’t seem to move past it, despite how hard I try.

      Well, okay, I’m not really trying all that hard, but I will one of these days. I swear.

      So far, daydreaming is as far out there as I’ve been willing to put myself. Aunt Regina says to give it time—or more precisely, “It’s not every day you find your future-senator fiancé banging it out with the wedding cake baker. A girl needs a minute.” If only the rest of my family would follow that line of thinking. I shudder to imagine the sins hiding in my parents’ marital closet that could justify my mother’s classification of Warren and Fabio-the-baker doing the deed on my kitchen counter as “just one of those things.” Finding out your boyfriend doesn’t recycle is “just one of those things.” Discovering he prefers peen and requires the mental image of a muscular Italian baker just to get off in bed with you is a whole other kind of thing.

      Standing from the swivel chair, I pull at the fabric of my blouse while banishing all thoughts of my ex and the Ms. Smiths from my mind. This is a dry-cleaning bill I can’t afford right now, so I’d better do something about it. I step out into the carpeted hall and am too busy frowning at my boobs to notice the figure in my path until it’s too late. One minute I’m feeling myself up and the next my hands are caught between my wet blouse and an immovable force. I, being a very movable object in my tractionless heels and no arms for leverage, bounce backward on a new collision course with the carpet below.

      Until an arm stretches out and catches me around the small of my back, halting me in midair and forcing the breath from my lungs.

      “Whoa there, Bradford.” His triple-chocolate-fudge voice melts on the air and my gaze snaps to his upturned lips, those two perfect bows begging for my teeth to nibble them and my tongue to steal a tiny sample.

      Not too much, just a taste. If a tiny morsel is all I can get from Will Cabot—a.k.a. William to all our clients—I’ll take it and be grateful. It’s all I’ve ever wanted, really, because it’s not like I could ever actually date a male escort, could I?

      No, really, I’m asking. Could I?

      And then I remember that he’s just called me Bradford, as usual. And I have coffee all down my front and tissues sticking out of my bra. I am the picture of seduction.

      “Uh, sorry, Will.” I try to hide my grimace.

      He straightens us both, and as soon as I’m fully vertical, I cross my arms over my chest while attempting a smile. Which, let’s face it, is not too hard when you’re standing in front of a guy like Will. He’s just so damn dreamy—apart from that pesky hooker thing. The guy is not only practically a dead ringer for Hemmy with his thick blond hair that’s a touch too long and his arresting denim-tinted eyes, but he’s a genuinely nice person as well—completely unassuming and unfailingly quick with a compliment or a helping hand. Like the time he insisted on jump-starting my car, even though I knew he had an appointment he was already running late for. Or like right now, rescuing me from falling on my ass.

      The heat from his palm seeps through my blouse and into the skin of my back, making me want to pull him down to the ground and snuggle real hard before moving on to more interesting activities.

      “I’m the one who’s sorry.” Seeing that I’m finally steady, he pulls his hand from behind me and uses it to smooth back his hair while all the residents of my lady village swoon. “And, hey, I got to hold a pretty girl in my arms, so that’s never a bad day.” I can practically see the light from the fixture above glinting off his straight white teeth with a ping.

      Yes, I know. From any other guy, this would come off as a corny pick-up line or a complete throwaway compliment, but it doesn’t when it comes from Will’s very kissable lips. It’s no wonder all the ladies ask for him. I realize I probably have stars in my eyes, and I don’t care. Until I remind myself that Will’s entire job pretty much consists of holding women in his arms. And banging them senseless.

      So… yeah. Time to take a step back, both literally and figuratively.

      My eyes drop from his smiling lips, if only so I can resume breathing and not starve my brain of much-needed oxygen. They choose to settle on my coffee-covered boobs instead and, hey, whaddya know!? Two of my buttons have come undone in our hallway collision, exposing my nude lace bra along with what now looks like a brown tissue-paper flower sprouting out the top. Truly the siren call I’ve been going for.

      I uncross my arms and clutch the two flaps of my gaping shirt together, heat crawling up my neck on a race to my hairline.

      “You’ve, uh…” Will stumbles over his words. “Can I, uh…”

      I blink and glance up at him without thinking. His hand is perched awkwardly in the air, and… wait.

      Is it my imagination, or is William Cabot—male escort extraordinaire and lady-spank-bank star of every female client on our roster—actually blushing?
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        * * *

      

      I’ve clearly been deprived of caffeine for too long because my mind is playing tricks on me. There’s no way Will is at all thrown off by a small peek at my breasts unless it’s purely a display of embarrassment on my behalf.

      But, yeah, he’s definitely staring at my boobs. And now I’m staring at them too. And, yup, there go my nipples, the little traitors. As soon as they sense a hot-man vibe in the air, they stand at attention like the little whores they are.

      Will’s shoulders shift forward in his blue button-down that perfectly matches his eyes—not that I’ve noticed or anything—and I panic at the prospect that he’s about to say something that will echo in the recesses of my brain for all eternity to memorialize this most humiliating of days. I cannot let that happen.

      So I cut him off with a, “No! It’s fine!” which comes out at a decibel audible from the sidewalk outside the quaint blue Victorian that houses Yours by Regina.

      Will flinches back at my tone and bites his bottom lip, probably to stifle a laugh, as I scurry by him into the hall bathroom to die alone. This day has utterly destroyed the casual camaraderie Will and I usually maintain—the one where I secretly scribble our names covered in hearts on my notepad and he treats me like his asexual buddy.

      Ensconced in the relative safety of the small powder room, I yank my blouse off so violently that I almost tear the fabric.

      Stupid coffee!

      Stupid Ms. Smith #47 and her excellent taste in men!

      Stupid me for harboring this ridiculous crush!

      Le sigh.

      I glance up to the mirror as I run cold water over the stain. At least my makeup still looks on point.

      “You need to get your act together,” I scold my reflection. “No more crushes on hot gigolos!”

      By the time I emerge from the bathroom, I’ve managed to get rid of most of the stain, although I’ll need a change of clothes if I want to avoid showing everyone in the office the state of my nipples. I’ve also convinced myself to refocus on the important parts of moving forward with my new life: my job, my apartment, grad school. That’s more than enough to keep my mind occupied.

      Will is nowhere to be seen, thank goodness, so I head to my aunt Regina’s office to tell her I’m running out. The door is cracked open, and just as my hand reaches out to push through, I hear Will’s voice inside. It stops me in my tracks.

      “This one is not quite as hard, but you might prefer it. The thickness is the same.”

      Uh, what?

      This is followed by Regina’s response. “I hadn’t even considered it, but now that I’m looking at them side by side, I think you’re right. It’s divine—and so smooth.” Her tone is almost a purr.

      What in the actual hell is going on? Have I interrupted a peen show? Is another guy in there with Will? And who thinks it’s okay to drop your drawers in front of a half-open door, not to mention the huge bay window in my aunt’s office that faces the street? Call it my conservative upbringing, but there are certain things the passersby of Asheville don’t need to witness!

      Sweat beads at the small of my back as my mind races to some terrifying places—ones where it’s plausible that my aunt personally auditions all the escorts, including my Will. Or, possibly even more upsetting, where Will doesn’t measure up to some random new guy. I have the ridiculous urge to burst through the door and defend his honor—or his Mister Happy, as the case may be.

      “So, we’ll go with the walnut?” It takes a moment for Will’s words to register in my addled brain and for me to get a goddamn grip. This obsession with Will has turned me into a maniac.

      “I do love it when you talk wood.” Regina laughs at her own joke. “A walnut armoire it is.”

      “Perfect,” Will replies, and I roll my eyes at myself for momentarily forgetting that this gig with Yours by Regina is only a side-hustle for Will and that his true passion is his fledgling woodworking business. As if I haven’t spent many a night wrapped in one sweaty-carpenter fantasy or another starring the man.

      And, let me tell you, if my imagination is anything to go by, Will knows how to work his wood. Ooooh boy. This is doing nothing for my sweating.

      It’s clear their conversation is wrapping up, and I can’t have Will see me again as I am—hands clasping my sodden boobs and cheeks hot from the trip to Panicville with a pit stop in Hot Carpenter Town my mind just took. So I do the most logical thing and squeeze myself inside the hall closet beside Regina’s office.

      I pull the door shut just as the creak of the office door signals Will’s departure. Regina’s raised voice surprises me as she tosses out some parting words to Will. “And about the other thing. You’ll never know unless you ask her out on an actual date!”

      My body freezes in place and the rush of blood in my veins begins anew as I strain to hear something—anything—that might indicate I’d heard wrong. Is Will falling for one of his clients? It can’t be. But it’s the only logical explanation for him discussing the matter with Regina. I frantically sift through my mental Rolodex to determine all the possible candidates for his affections.

      Why, oh why, have I been scheduling him for dinners with the widow? I should have known someone as sweet as Will would get emotionally involved. He probably couldn’t help but fall for her.

      And all those fancy events I’ve sent him to with Ms. Smith #6. I should have known she was lying when she claimed they were just companion calls. Or maybe they were, and the denial of physical intimacy has only stoked a mighty bonfire of sexual tension they can no longer ignore!

      Damn me and my meddling!

      There’s no response from Will, so I can only assume he’s on his way to sweep #6 off her feet now that he has Regina’s blessing.

      It takes a couple minutes for me to calm down again and repeat the speech I just gave myself in the powder room. When I finally emerge from the closet and enter her office, it’s to find Regina seated behind her ivory and gold scrolled desk, a turquoise silk blouse draped over her straight shoulders and perfectly coiffed blond hair atop her head like a crown. One eyebrow raises as she balances a flowered teacup between her thumb and forefinger and assesses me with a half-smile.

      I’ve almost forgotten about the state of my blouse until she speaks. “Is there a wet T-shirt contest I don’t know about? And why wasn’t I invited?”

      I can’t help but smile a little. Regina has always been my bright spot in a family of meh, something that made her stand out like a sore thumb in the stuffy confines of the high society that eventually chewed us both up and spit us out. “Occupational hazard.” I shrug. “Now I know not to drink coffee while on the phone with #47.” I let my hands fall from my chest. It’s not like Regina hasn’t seen me at my worst before.

      She nods in understanding. “Ah. Yes. Valerie is always one for shock value, but I promise you, she’s harmless.” It shouldn’t surprise me that she knows all the clients’ real names.

      “Then why do I have the urge to pre-apologize to Kane for the date I just arranged?”

      Regina grins at that, carefully placing her teacup back on its saucer and folding her hands neatly on the desk. That’s when she narrows her eyes at me, and I know I’m in trouble.
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        * * *

      

      Her tone is deceptively casual. “Kane? I thought she preferred Will.”

      Shit! I decide to play dumb. “Does she? I’m sorry, I didn’t realize.”

      Regina’s eyes drop to the desk so I can’t read them. My teeth tear at the inside of my cheek while I scramble for something to say, finally blurting, “I should go home and change before these wet clothes give me a cold.” I follow that with a fake sneeze for good measure.

      My aunt rocks forward, and it’s only then that I realize she’s been snickering into her chest. At a loss for what to say or do next, I repeat the fake sneeze, but it only turns her polite snicker into an out-and-out guffaw.

      “It’s not that funny!” I’m not even sure what she’s laughing about at this point, but I have to assume it’s either my pathetic appearance or my unsuitability for this job.

      “Oh, but it is.” She clears her throat and makes a halfhearted attempt to stop laughing at me. “If you only knew how much this explains,” she stammers before losing her mind completely and reaching for a tissue to dab her brimming eyes. She continues trying to get her shit together, but every time she glances at my boobs, it sparks a new round of hysteria.

      “Okay.” I call an end to the peep show by crossing my arms. “I’m going to change. Be back in a little bit.”

      “Melanie, wait!” she calls after me before I can escape. Regaining moderate control of her laughter, she stands and strides across the hardwood, pausing along the way to pluck a silk scarf from a vintage hat rack. Because, of course, Regina has a vintage hat rack.

      Poised and regal as always, she looks down at me from her four-inch height advantage, her eyes losing a bit of their humor and turning soft as they scan my face. My eyes inexplicably prick with tears from that one look alone.

      “Oh, darling.” She drapes the scarf around my neck and ties it neatly so it covers my chest. “You’ve been through the wringer, haven’t you.” Her voice is gentle and imbued with affection, doing nothing to help my teary state. Why am I about to cry?

      “I’m fine.” I give my head a casual shake, striving for nonchalance and a complete banishment of my stupid tears. It’s useless, I know. I’ve always been an open book to Regina.

      After the Warren humiliation, she was the only one to rush to my aid, sweeping me out of my parents’ house and letting me hide out at her place so I could catch my breath. She saved me—from them and from myself; if it hadn’t been for her, I can’t say for certain that I wouldn’t have listened to Warren and my parents’ excuses for his behavior. Like an idiot, I’d already quit my job and given up my apartment in anticipation of moving to Charlotte with Warren. It would have been so simple to sweep his betrayal under the rug and avoid the public humiliation and havoc my leaving would wreak for everyone involved. But Regina became my rock, and with her support, I stuck to my guns and told them all—in the polite manner in which I’d been raised, of course—to go eat a giant bag of Mister Happys.

      “Yes, you are. You’re more than fine,” Regina replies, cupping my cheek in her warm, dry hand. “And it’s time we have a talk.”

      Crap. This is where she’s going to tell me it’s time I get a job I’m better suited for. Or maybe tell me she wants to set me up with someone she met at one of her crazy soirees. I’m confident I’ve hidden my crush on Will from her, thank God. She has no idea of the warped Pretty Woman adaptation I’ve been playing in my mind these past months. But I don’t want to talk about any of this—especially with my nipples out—so I need to throw her off her game.

      “Wait. Are you dying?”

      That does the trick. Her hand drops like a brick and her mouth goes tight. “Bite your tongue!”

      “Sorry.” I have the good grace to at least wrinkle my nose. “Are you firing me then?”

      “You can work here as long as you like—you know that. Even after you become a famous… what is it you’re studying to be again?” She peers down her straight nose at me.

      I crack a relieved smile at this. “Social workers don’t get famous. Heck, they hardly get paid. So, thank you for employing me.” She’s been so good to me, I know I should be more forthcoming. “And I know it’s time to move on, Aunt Regina.” Not just with my career, but my dating life as well. No more silly fantasies and embarrassing crushes.

      “I’m thrilled to hear it.” She clasps her hands together over the shiny silk fabric of her blouse. “I’ve been dying to talk men with you.”

      Nosy aunt alert!

      I cut her off at the pass with a hand in the air. “Baby steps, Aunt Regina. The only guys I even talk to are the ones who work here—and the one guy in my grad program. But he’s married, which puts him even further out of the realm of possibility than an escort.”

      She shoots me a knowing look I don’t like. “Are you sure about that?”

      “About Bob? Yes, I’m sure. He’s married, has two kids, and he’s twice my age.”

      I take a single step back into the doorway because now that I’ve opened up this line of communication, I’m scared where she’s going to take it.

      Her responding grin makes the contents of my stomach churn dangerously. “I’m not talking about Bob.” She inches closer until I can see the swirls of amber in her brown eyes. “And you know it.”

      Well, crap. I’m beginning to fear I haven’t been quite as subtle as I thought.

      With no time to think, I fake another sneeze and turn my back on her. “There’s that cold I was worried about!” I wonder if I can run in these heels.

      “It’s seventy degrees outside,” she manages over her renewed laughter.

      I pretend I don’t hear her and scamper the hell away from her office. I really should have predicted this. Regina sees all—she’s like a freaking mage. One of the escorts who caters to our male clientele, a hottie named Francis, passes me in the hall, and I manage to return his curt nod of a greeting.

      Regina calls out after me, her voice echoing down the hallway, “Don’t worry about what anyone else thinks! Follow your heart!”

      “Oh my god!” I mouth in embarrassment as I glare over my shoulder at her. Any number of people might be in the building and here she is screaming love advice at me like she’s Dear Abby of the sex-worker community. I not only need a dry shirt; I seriously need a drink.

      I duck into my office to grab my purse, and by the time I reach the front door of the Victorian, my heart rate has almost returned to normal. But that changes the moment I look up to find my car.

      Because a certain blond someone is leaning against the door of my battered Nissan with his hands shoved in his pockets and both eyebrows raised at me. There is no blush or embarrassed wince in sight this time. In fact, he looks like he’s posing for a damn cologne ad, and I’m ready to buy every last bottle they have.
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      My thoughts fork in a hundred different directions. Is Will waiting here for #6 to show up? Does he need a social worker’s recommendation on community resources? I hope not, because I’m only in my first semester. Maybe he twisted his ankle on his walk home and is using my car as a resting spot. I know he only lives a few blocks from here and likes the fresh air. Or does this have to do with Aunt Regina and her knowing looks? She can’t possibly think there’s any possibility… Nope. I can’t go there.

      I force my eyes not to drop to my shirt and decide to let fate do its thing, even as I feel a breeze ruffle the scarf. Besides, I remind myself, this man is treated to the sight of countless boobs all the time. His life is a veritable Mardi Gras—although, if my inner imaginings are even partially correct, most of the boobs are saggy and wrinkled.

      “You ran away.” Will pushes off the car and takes a few steps toward me where I’m frozen on the front walk. No limp in sight, so his ankle is a-okay. His hands are still in his pockets, giving him an adorable boy-next-door quality to go with his smoking hot bod and perfect face. This is the part where, if I were in a movie, a sexified version of some Jaws-style theme music would play. Duunnn dunnn… duuunnn duunnn… bow chikka duunn.

      My mouth decides to cooperate, and I come up with a halfway decent reply of, “I was drowning in coffee.”

      “I noticed.”

      There’s a definite twinkle in his eye as he takes another step. I adore that twinkle, and I decide right then and there not to allow one unfortunate encounter to ruin our budding friendship. No matter how much I want to lick his neck. Whatever Regina may or may not think she knows, she’s crazy; Will is just a friendly coworker who is not at all interested in fulfilling any fantasies I have about hot shower sex followed by naked snuggling and a midnight snack where he feeds me cheesecake and shares his dreams with me. Not that I’ve really thought about it.

      Before we can revert to another mutual inspection of my rack, I walk forward with the intent of getting to my car. “I’m running home for a change. This time I think I’ll wear black.” I throw him a smile, vowing to get over myself.

      “You look good in black.” Will shrugs, the corner of his mouth quirking. “Hell, you look good in anything.”

      It’s a wonder I don’t trip over my feet as I grind to a halt right beside him. This is the second time in the last hour I’ve been up close and personal with him. From this vantage point, I can make out the rim of gray around the blue in his eyes, and I can see a faint scar I’ve never noticed running along the underside of his chin.

      “Thanks.” I swallow, my throat suddenly dry. “Blue is my favorite color on you.” Crap. I didn’t mean to say that last part. Next I’ll be telling him naked is my favorite outfit on him.

      His eyes drop to my mouth and my belly turns upside down like I just crested a huge wave. “You have a favorite? I’m flattered.” His tongue peeks out the tiniest bit to run over the corner of his mouth, and I swear he moves a fraction of an inch closer.

      All I can do is watch his mouth. Could Aunt Regina possibly know something I don’t? Could Will, in fact, feel even a tiny attraction to me? My heart morphs into a kick drum at the prospect, and my voice turns breathy. “Of course, I’m sure all the ladies like you in blue,” I say without thinking.

      And that’s all it takes for me to ruin my almost-taste of Will Cabot. His head lifts, not in a flinch like I insulted him, but in a slow retreat. As if he just realized what he’d been about to do and thought better of it. Of course he did.

      He smiles again, but it feels forced. “Well, I won’t keep you, Bradford. I’m sure your aunt wants you back at work soon.”

      His words hit me in the solar plexus, and my feet feel like ten-ton weights on the concrete under them as Will turns and walks away from me.

      Dammit!

      He’s reached the end of the front walk and is only moments from disappearing down the sidewalk, those strong hands shoved deeper in his pockets. My brain screams at me to stop him. To what end, I haven’t a clear idea, but this is the closest we’ve come to addressing the elephant in the room—because my crush is at least the size of an elephant—and I’m done being careful. If I’m going to let this chance pass me by, I may as well have trailed meekly behind Warren to Charlotte and a respectable life as his high-class beard. I don’t want to let Will get away. I don’t want to go on with him bringing me my favorite banana nut muffins on Monday mornings and telling me silly jokes and me showing him adorable pictures of my cat and scheduling him for dates with venom-fanged vaginas. I want to lay it all out and see if maybe, just maybe, there’s a chance of… something.

      So I do. Kind of.

      “I don’t like the way #47 talks about your Mister Happy!” This is what I yell down the sidewalk.

      Will halts mid-step and I consider jumping in my car Dukes of Hazzard-style and peeling away, but no. Not this time. Then he slowly turns with those gorgeous blues narrowed at me.

      “My Mister Happy?”

      I roll my eyes, as if he’s the crazy one. “You know, your…” I trail off and look around to make sure we’re not drawing a crowd of witnesses.

      Will watches me for a few moments and then appears to come to some kind of decision because his hands leave his pockets and he strides back in my direction, not stopping until he’s only a couple feet away.

      “You call my dick Mister Happy?” He can’t hide the smile pulling at his lips.

      “Well, yeah. I mean, you’re a cheerful sort so…” I shrug, amazed that I’m not crumbling under the weight of the humiliation I’m sure I should be feeling. But, despite his obvious amusement, I don’t get the sense that Will finds me pathetic at all. He’s giving off more of a you’re-intriguingly-nuts vibe, and I can live with that.

      “I see. So this nickname is reserved for my dick alone?” he teases. “He’s not just one of many in the Happy family of dicks?”

      “Now you’re just being ridiculous.” I can feel a smile curve my own lips. I can’t believe I’m managing to joke around about his penis without my face turning into a four-alarm fire.

      We watch each other, both grinning, with his supposedly-legendary peen hanging in the air between us. Figuratively speaking, of course. The sunlight turns his hair into a halo of fiery golds and whites, and I want to reach out and run my fingers through it.

      “Is it weird of me to say I never knew you thought about my Mister Happy?”

      “Is it weird of me to say I think about it quite often?” Shit!

      And then, there it is again—that flush of color in his cheeks.

      I scrunch my nose. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to imply that’s the only thing I like about you.”

      He bites his lip and I realize what I just said.

      “I mean, I haven’t even met… um… crap.”

      His blush is receding thanks to my word vomit.

      “What I mean to say is I like you and it bothers me when people treat you like all you are is a giant penis.” There.

      Now he’s outright grinning again. “I honestly don’t know which part of that to respond to first, so I’ll just say… thanks?” He scratches the back of his neck.

      I cover my face and let out a laugh I can’t possibly hold back any longer. “I can’t believe we’re having this conversation.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      I drop my hands again to see his grin turn to a grimace

      “Do the clients really talk about that stuff with you?” He runs a hand through his hair in clear discomfort.

      “Not all of them.” I’m quick to reassure. “In fact, most of them are quite discreet.”

      “I mean, I haven’t even seen Valerie in months.” I don’t miss the tiny wince at the mention of her name. Aha! I knew I was right to protect him from her.

      Still, I put up a hand. “You don’t have to defend yourself to me.”

      “I’m not, I just…” he trails off and looks like he wants to say something else.

      I already miss his smile and I want it back. “What you and Mister Happy do is none of my business.”

      I’m gratified when his lips twitch at my comment. And it’s the truth. Everyone has a right to do whatever they want or whatever makes them happy, as long as they’re not hurting anyone else. I wouldn’t have begrudged Warren his happiness if he’d only had the decency to be honest about who he is and not betray my trust. Will puts it all out there, and he’s not ashamed of who he is or what he does. I’ve seen first-hand how he helps people and brings them joy—in small and big ways. I don’t want to change a thing about him.

      He takes another step closer, holding my eyes as I grin back at him.

      “Do you ever wish it were?” His voice is low and gravelly.

      It takes me a moment to understand his meaning, and suddenly I find there is not enough oxygen in the world to help me through this moment.

      “All the time,” I practically croak, and then the most amazing thing in the world happens. His head dips down and his lips finally—FINALLY—touch mine in a hesitant kiss. He captures my lower lip between his and I hardly get a chance to appreciate the feel of his warm, soft skin against mine or the slight scratch of his stubble before he pulls back.

      My voice is so breathy I don’t recognize it. “Don’t.” One hand reaches for the back of his neck while the other goes to his firm chest and I pull him back into me. My lips find his and my kiss isn’t hesitant in the least. I plunder his mouth like a medieval village and waste no time running my tongue along the seam of his lips until he opens to me. I’ve never been this brazen before, usually letting the guy take the lead during a first kiss, but I’ve wanted this man for so long I can’t stand it anymore.

      Will groans and slants his head to get better access as he returns my fevered strokes with his own tongue until we’re a fiery storm of teeth and lips and tongues, surging forward and withdrawing in a rhythm I’d like to duplicate with other parts of our bodies.

      His hand drops to my ass where he palms one cheek and pulls me into him. And, hello, Mister Happy. It’s so very nice to meet you. Will squeezes my buttcheek and I want to reach down between us for a proper introduction like the polite lady I am.

      “Melanie.” His voice is a rasp when we come up for air.

      I stroke my hand over his shirt, seeking out the warm, muscled skin underneath and smile against his lips as I pant. “You didn’t call me Bradford.”

      He nips at my top lip and I can feel his heartbeat where our chests press together. “Noticed that, did you?” Another nip to my lower lip. “I’ve been trying to keep you in a no-touching zone. It didn’t work, in case you were wondering.”

      “Thank God for that.” I attack him again and this time I run the fingers of one hand through his thick hair while our mouths explore and our quiet groans mingle.

      Until a catcall and a round of applause sound from a passing car, bringing me back to reality with a crash. I fall back on a foot, ripping my lips from Will’s. The car has passed, but we’re in the middle of the sidewalk on Montford Avenue where anyone could see us making out like teenagers. Yikes! Regina could be looking out her window at this very moment. There’s no way she’d ever let me live this down.

      The thought has me taking another step back. One look at Will tells me he’s emerged from the lust fog as well because he’s got one hand on the back of his neck and his eyes are darting around faster than mine.

      “This can’t happen, can it?” he asks in a quiet voice, but I can tell the question is entirely rhetorical. He looks… defeated.

      There are so many looks I like on Will. The one where he’s laughing at himself for a stupid joke he just told. The one where he’s biting his tongue in concentration while he fixes my stapler that keeps breaking. The one where he’s giving me a man-wave from his hip when he ducks into my office to say goodbye.

      But I don’t like this look. Not one bit.

      So, before I can think too hard about it, I open my mouth. “Will, I have a confession.”
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      Will’s gloomy expression gradually shifts to wary at my declaration, and I’m not sure if I want to curse or congratulate myself. Either way, I’m not getting out of this. His hands are back in his pockets and he’s waiting for me to explain myself.

      I take a deep breath and go all in. “I’ve been telling #47 you’re out of the country.” But I’m not done yet. “And #19.” I swallow. “And Mrs. Faulkenberry.” She’s one of our few clients who uses her real name and doesn’t give a damn who knows it.

      I watch Will carefully, but his expression hasn’t changed. Crap. The squeak of a car’s brakes on the street only highlights the lingering silence between us, and I have to fight the urge to shout, “Just kidding!”

      The feel of his kiss still tingles on my lips, and I wonder if he can feel it too. We both stand on the concrete staring at one another until he finally says, “For real?”

      “Um. Yes?” I bite my lip and rub my now-sweaty palms on my skirt.

      His face relaxes but I’m not feeling any relief. “Huh.” He emits this single syllable in such a casual way, you’d think I just read him my grocery list instead of confessing a massive overstep of personal and professional boundaries.

      “That’s all you’re going to say?”

      “No. I mean.” He shakes his head and then he laughs. The man laughs!

      But I can’t fully enjoy the sight because I’m confused as hell. “Not that I’m not relieved you’re laughing instead of yelling, but can I ask what’s so funny?”

      His hands go from his pockets to perch on his hips while he shakes his head at the ground. “Honestly, I thought I must suck in bed.”

      I blink. “You… what?”

      “Yeah, I mean, all the other guys were getting the full-service calls while I kept getting one companion date after another. Any client I did go there with stopped asking for me. It does something to a guy’s ego.” He shrugs and I want to sink into the sidewalk.

      I cover my eyes instead. “Oh my god. I’m so sorry.”

      “No you’re not.”

      I can hear he’s come closer again. Heck, I can feel it—the heat from his body and the electricity that zings in the air between us. I don’t respond because I can’t at the moment. The thought that Will might ever feel the least bit insecure had never even occurred to me, which is preposterous. Everyone has those moments, right?

      His fingers pry my hands from my eyes and I look up at him. The blue eyes I expect to look cold or angry have gone warm, just like all my insides. I blink up at him and my heart shifts in my chest.

      He grins, entangling his fingers with mine, and I sigh in relief.

      “I’m so sorry I made you feel insecure.” I manage a smile. “I’m not so sorry, however, that I kept you out of #47’s clutches.”

      His smile grows, one corner of his mouth going slightly higher than the other. “I think I owe you for that one.”

      At that, my eyebrows spike and he laughs.

      “Can I ask you a question?” I look down at our hands, marveling at how natural it feels to touch him this way.

      “Considering you’ve been scheduling dates for me for the last six months and I just had my tongue in your mouth, I think you can ask me just about anything.”

      “Good point. Does #47 have a taxidermy collection?”

      Will coughs, just as surprised at my words as I am. “What?”

      I really must do something about my idiocy soon. “It’s just, I like to imagine what these women are like. I guess I have an overactive imagination.”

      “You want to know what the women I date are like?”

      “Yes. Maybe. No.” I bite my lip again. “Yes.”

      He sighs and studies me for a beat. Then he looks around us, taking in the passing cars, surrounding houses, and smattering of pedestrians before leading me to the relative privacy of a huge ancient oak tree at the side of the Victorian.

      He leans a shoulder against the trunk and looks down at me. “Despite you working here all these months, I still don’t think you really understand our clients all that well. No offense.”

      I feel a flush creep up my face. “God, I know. I suck. Everybody knows I only got this job because Regina is my aunt.”

      “No, that’s not true.” Will’s lips quirk. “Okay, maybe it was at first, but I’ve heard you on the phone with them—especially the shy ones. You’re sweet, and you never double book or miss a car reservation.”

      I roll my eyes and pick at a piece of gray bark. “Right. I only lie to the clients and give your highest paying ones to the other guys.”

      Will laughs at this and I still can’t believe he’s not livid. I fully expected to get fired if anyone ever got wind of what I’ve been doing. It would have made Sunday dinners at Regina’s a bit awkward, but I’d considered it totally worth it.

      “What I mean is a lot of the clients don’t even want sex, despite what kind of date they initially book. You don’t do the billing so you might not be aware of exactly how often they decline it. Well, except for some.” He blanches and I just know I was right about that horror show of a condo—and a vagina.

      It’s not like I didn’t know about the different level of services we offer. After all, I’m the scheduler so I can see which guys are full-service and which are companion-only, but since almost all of them are listed as full-service I just assumed they had tons of sex. Color me shocked.

      “My biggest tippers are usually the ones who only want company for dinner or a date to show off at an event. The ones who want sex see it as very transactional, whereas the others you build a sort of friendship with.” He shrugs, and I’m reassured.

      I drop my hand from the tree and inch closer, hoping that things aren’t ruined after all. “That makes me feel a little better. Still, I’m sorry I went behind your back and did that.”

      “I am too.”

      My heart thuds to a stop in my chest, not that I shouldn’t have expected as much. Welp, it looks like it’s time to go inside and make up some excuse as to why I need to quit my job. That leper colony thing is sounding promising right about now. Who needs two arms anyway?

      “I wish you’d told me upfront that you didn’t want me sleeping with any more clients.”

      My head snaps up and Will’s denim eyes are twinkling at me. Damn those sexy eyes.

      “Really?”

      “Really.” He reaches out and runs a finger along my jaw, sending a tingle all the way down to the happiest place on earth (You thought it was Disney World? I can assure you it’s not).

      I narrow my eyes at him, but I can’t keep the grin from my lips. “Well, you calling me Bradford every five minutes didn’t exactly inspire me to stick my neck out.”

      “It’s a beautiful neck, by the way.” He leans in and kisses my jaw, almost managing to distract me.

      “What do we do now?” I ask on a half sigh.

      Will runs his nose along my jawline and nibbles at my neck. “Well…” Another nibble. “I suppose I need to go and officially change my status to companion-only.” This time he places an open-mouthed kiss on my pulse point and I have to grab his shoulders to keep myself upright. “And then we should probably do something about this wet shirt.” He nuzzles the hollow above my collarbone where Regina’s scarf has been swept to the side and the lapels of my shirt have fallen open again.

      I tilt my head back to give him better access and let my fingers scrape against his scalp as I hold him to me. I don’t ever want his lips to leave my skin.

      “You do know I still have to work today, right?”

      Although hanging out all day with Will sounds infinitely preferable to making up new excuses to #47. That woman scares me—I can’t imagine what it must be like to sleep with her. Poor, poor Kane.

      “No working. Just kissing,” Will murmurs against my skin as he cups my ass again and pulls me in. “And possibly some other stuff.”

      I laugh and pull his face up to mine again. “I eat enough ramen as it is, so Mister Happy will have to be patient.”

      He leans forward and growls against my lips before claiming my mouth in another hot-as-hell kiss.

      By the time he pulls back, I’m lightheaded. “I kind of feel like a Disney princess, except Prince Charming is a gigolo and the princess is his pimp.”

      Will barks out a laugh, the skin around his eyes crinkling and his smile beaming at me. I want to memorize this look, but I don’t have to. Because something tells me I’ll be seeing it a lot.

      “I never thought I’d be so lucky as to have my very own cock blocker.” He winks and I just about swoon.

      “Don’t worry, Cabot.” I smile at him. “I’ve got your back.”
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          MIA

        

      

    

    
      It’s been five days.

      Five days since I’ve seen any sunlight or felt the wind blow through my hair. Five days of doing everything I possibly can to avoid facing the harsh reality of what I’ve been through. Five days of being numb of every emotion and not having the slightest desire to exist outside of what it takes to do my job.

      I’ve done everything I can to hide behind the endless emergencies and the rush of saving lives while I pretend nothing ever happened. Sadly, it’s not out of character for me to be here this much, so not a single person suspects a thing. I’m a workaholic. It’s all I know because I’ve made myself this way.

      Life is cruel and filled with so much heartache that I’ve buried myself in work to shield me from any further hurt. It’s just easier to focus on everyone else’s pain and try to help find a cure for their suffering… because there’s not a cure for mine. It’s that very dedication that’s set me up to be one of the youngest surgeons affiliated with this hospital. My residency will come to an end in a few weeks and I’m more than ready to continue diving straight into my work… may as well stay addicted to my job, since I have nothing outside of this to live for.

      Without my career I’m not sure how I’d be handling life right now. I’d be forced to face the ugly truth and it’s just easier to push away the ache and live on with the numbness. I’m not the first woman to have to do that and I won’t be the last. This kind of thing happens to people every day and I’ve worked for years to desensitize myself from feeling a patient’s pain… this is no different. That’ll be true if I just keep saying it to myself.

      I’m about to scrub in for the next patient when my phone vibrates. It’s an unknown number, but I know who it is instantly. He’s the only person who’s ever called me Bug.

      Eli: Bug, I need to see you tonight. It’s important. Meet me where we last kissed.

      Eli: No excuses. Be there.

      I stand frozen in time, reading his words while my chest feels like the very thing he broke all those years ago has finally jump started and is beating on overdrive. Trying to catch a breath of air and snap myself out of this daze seems nearly impossible, so I stay locked in place and allow myself to think.

      I haven’t seen or heard from him in almost ten years. I’m not even sure how he has my number, but it doesn’t surprise me that he’s capable of getting it. Not to mention the last time I saw or heard from him was when he ripped out my heart and walked away from us and all of the promises we had made to each other. He left me stranded in the pouring rain knowing I would fall apart in the very spot his harsh words shredded me.

      I haven’t felt alive since. He killed everything inside me ten years ago and I can’t imagine why he’d think I’d want to talk to him after all of these years of silence.

      The sound of a voice in the distance pulls me out of the trance, snapping me back to reality in a hurry when I realize it’s the surgeon I’m supposed to be working with today.

      Closing the text message, I shake my head at the audacity of this man. Even though I loved him and would’ve done anything for him, that was years ago. I have to keep my distance. I can’t deal with anything else this week.

      Eli doesn’t get to command me to do anything, not that I even know what he wants. He sure as hell doesn’t get to rewind time and take us back to that place… and I can’t believe he actually thinks a text like that would get me to respond to him. The last thing I need in my life is Elijah Savage. My damn heart can’t take that again.

      I force myself to read the next patient’s file. Thumbing through the chart, as if I’m actually retaining any of it, while my mind races at the possibilities of what he wants. It’s not like I have no idea what he’s been up to; our families know each other. That’s how it was so easy to fall for him all those years ago.

      We grew up together. Went to school together and were a couple for the first two years of college.

      But even knowing him all those years, I hardly know the man he’s become. He’s made sure of that. I know just enough about him to know I don’t need him complicating my life again. He’s bad news and that’s the last thing I need.

      “You ready?” Dr. Michaels opens the door, pulling me from my thoughts just in time to consult the next patient before the anesthesia team comes in.

      I toss my phone in the drawer and follow him down the hall a few rooms. Just like always, he motions for me to speak first. Thank god I have the chart in hand and have done this a few hundred times.

      Bed side charisma is a trait I’ve been told I have. Some doctors lack it, but I’ve been fortunate enough to have been mentored by some of the best and I’ve taken notes on each of their personalities and how patients reacted. A calm and collected patient makes this part easier… and I’ve learned an educated patient is generally calmer. If nothing else, I’ll blow their mind with medical terms and take their concentration off of the nerves for a few minutes.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Binkley. It looks like we’ll be removing your gallbladder today. Do you understand what we’ll be doing?” I morph into the surgeon I’m destined to be and set aside all the heavy stuff to do my job, explaining in detail the entire process.

      She looks reassured and ready for us to move along before I know it and Dr. Michaels doesn’t add much to the consultation once I’m finished. Like I said, I can handle all of this. Most of my residency has been done in the emergency operating room, a gallbladder removal is a walk in the park.

      I spend the next hour on the procedure, basking in the ease of the surgery before I’m pulling off my surgical gear and moving on to the next patient on the list. I’m holding the file, actually comprehending the case when my phone vibrates once again.

      This time it’s my mother with her daily morning check in. I respond to her with a quick ‘I’ll call you when I’m finished.’ before I scan my other messages. I reread his a few times and hate the spark inside that’s triggered once again. He’s not supposed to have that power over me anymore. Hell, I thought that spark was dead inside of me, but it’s apparent it was simply dormant.

      Where we last kissed. My grandfather’s old barn. Grandpa died almost five years ago and my parents sold the place soon after. I don’t even try to guess why he’s chosen that place. He made it very clear to me that night that nothing could ever be between us, so I’m not sure why he’s resorting to taking a stroll through nostalgic hell as a place to meet up after all these years.

      I’m still staring at his message when the stupid bubble pops up telling me he’s typing another one out. I race to lock my screen and throw the phone back in the drawer to avoid him, even though I know good and well that he knew I was reading it. I need to disable that.

      I wait a few minutes expecting it to vibrate once again, but it never comes. Just like all those years ago when I thought he’d one day call me and it never happened. Just like that. Except this time my feelings of disappointment aren’t new to me. This time I’m so scarred from the past, I don’t even feel a shift in the sadness of knowing that I’ll never be with the only man I’ve ever loved.

      No excuses. Be there.

      I can’t.

      Emotionally, I don’t think I can bring myself to meet up with him… this week especially. He’ll have to accept that we’ve both changed over the years and me not obeying his every command is the perfect way to prove that.
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        * * *

      

      I manage to stay focused the rest of the day, doing my best to ignore the inevitable black cloud that’s following me around. Just knowing that I have to leave the hospital tonight has me on edge, although it appears that my usual serious demeanor has made it easy for me to hide my anxiety from the other doctors and nurses.

      Once we’ve successfully finished all of today’s scheduled surgeries, I lock myself in the closet sized room I’ve been sleeping in and try to gather enough strength to go home. The hard mattress hasn’t encouraged me to leave all week and if it weren’t for my parent’s anniversary dinner tonight, I’d stay again.

      I slide through my new messages and only see one from my sister reminding me that she’ll have a driver pick me up at my apartment at seven. I check the time once again and realize I only have an hour to get all the way home and get ready. That doesn’t leave any time for the breakdown I feel creeping through my body.

      Memories begin to force their way through and no matter how hard I try to push it all back, everything begins to flood my mind. Flashes of what happened to me the last time I left the hospital take over and my chest tightens with every passing second.

      This is the first time this has happened since I made it back inside the building Sunday morning. Until now, the hospital has been my serine place. I feel completely safe here, so this has to be happening because I’m about to step back outside of these walls.
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        * * *

      

      I can almost smell his rank breath as I gasp for air and even though I know I’m alone in this room, I find myself crawling backwards to the furthest corner from the door. My frantic emotions take over and grip me by the throat and twist my gut at the same time.

      I can’t breathe.

      I can’t talk.

      I can’t move.

      Squeezing my own knees against my chest, I squat and try to work through this living nightmare on my own. He’s not here. Just breathe. I tell myself all the words I’d tell someone else in this same situation and realize how hard it is to actually calm down and how ridiculous it even is to talk to someone when they’re like this.

      I want to be calm. I want to walk out of here as if I’m the strong unbreakable woman I pretend to be… but the truth is, I’m fucking broken. And there’s only two people in the world who know why I’m this way. I’m one of them. He’s the other.

      “I knew you’d be a fighter. Fucking hit me again. I like that shit. I’ll just fuck you deeper.” The more I hit him, the stronger he became and the harder he held me down. I remember the rain hitting me in the face, making his nasty hair soaked enough to drip filth into my face. Screaming was no longer an option because every time I opened my mouth, he would force me to face him and watch as he would drop his vile spit between my lips.

      Nausea takes over and for the first time my sanity kicks in and sends me straight to the waste basket where I lose what little I had left in my stomach. I haven’t eaten much this week so I’m even more pathetic trying to move back once I finish. I slide into the fetal position once again having no choice but to allow it all to start over, because I don’t have the energy to fight these demons anymore.

      My entire body is locked up again and this time the noise is so loud in my head that I barely hear someone jiggle the knob on the door. I don’t know whether I want them to come in or stay away at this point… not that it matters. I can’t stop them even if I want to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      I silently talk myself out of the paralyzed position I’ve been in for almost an hour and send a text to my mom and sister, giving them the easy excuse of work as my reason for not being on time tonight.

      Me: Sorry. I’m running late, can you bring a dress to the restaurant and have the driver pick me up here at the hospital. It’s been a crazy week.

      Mandy: He’ll be there in ten minutes. I’ve already left the house, so just have him bring you straight here. I’m sure you look great.

      I know I don’t look great. I move to the tiny square mirror on the wall and catch a peek of my face. Hell, I don’t even look okay.

      There’s no way I can show up like this. I’ll just ask the driver to take me to my house first. I’m sure he’ll wonder why I’m not just meeting him there, but I don’t owe him an explanation. That’s the benefit of being from a family with endless money. People don’t generally ask questions.

      The most important thing is that he’ll be here to pick me up, so I won’t have to be by myself in the parking lot. I’ll figure out how to get my car from here later.

      I’m still not sure who was at the door before, but it’s obvious they didn’t have a key, so they don’t belong in here anyway. Footsteps have me moving to stand and feign normalcy quickly before the sound of the knob begins to turn once again.

      Amber opens the door just as I manage to pull my hair from the tie that’s been holding it back for days.

      “Oh… sorry. I didn’t realize you were still here.”

      I keep my back turned to her and sit to remove my shoes. Pretending to be in a hurry will be my escape from any questions. “That’s ok. I’m about to be out of here. I’m supposed to meet my parents for dinner in less than five minutes, so I’m real late.” I reach for my duffel bag and grab another pair of shoes, only changing to look busy. Theoretically I should be in a hurry, but in all honesty my only goal is to get out of here and make the driver keep watch over me while I walk into my own apartment and try to resurrect the woman I once was with my own clothes and maybe a little makeup.

      “I’ll stay out of your way. It looks like I’m here for the night. I have three in labor.” She’s one of the obstetricians and a woman I should’ve actually gone to see after everything that happened Saturday but my pride wouldn’t let me. The morning after pill and the longest bath and shower combination in history was my only care. Not that it made me feel any cleaner, it just made me feel better as a doctor knowing the wounds were cleaned properly. The true filth has embedded itself deep inside and there’s not anything in the world that can clean that.

      “Three. That’s crazy.” I shove the rest of my stuff back in the bag and turn to rush out the door, hoping to slip by her without her catching a glimpse of my tear-stained face. “See you tomorrow.”

      “You’re not on call this weekend.”

      “Yeah… I don’t have anything better to do, so I’m sure I’ll be here.” I let the door close behind me as I slip out of the room and down the hall toward the elevator, closing my eyes when I pass the stairwell I usually take. Once the metal doors close me in, I slouch and lean against the back wall as I begin the mantra that will get me through this.

      “You’re stronger than this. There’s not a single man that has any control over you. Hold your head high and walk with confidence.” I slip my sunglasses over my eyes and shift so my shoulders are higher just before the doors open on the bottom floor. I can see the limo through the windows before I go through the revolving door and start silently talking to myself once again.

      I keep the words flowing through my head as I walk, allowing the insanity to hold me up when nothing else could in this moment. I don’t look toward the stairwell door where the guy grabbed me Saturday or the parking lot he drug me through. I keep looking forward, focused on the present and not the past. It’s the way I’ve always been taught.

      There’s not a single person around me that thinks I’m a fucked-up mess and that’s all that matters.

      “Hi Joe. Can you please take me by my apartment before the restaurant? I need to change.”

      “Yes, Ms. Donovan.” He closes the door and I instantly exhale and relax against the seat. I’m pretty sure I’ve been holding that breath in since before I took a step toward the elevator, so it’s a giant relief when I finally let it go. If I could just get control of these emotions, I’d be able to leave it all in the past… where it belongs.

      It’s only a few minutes before I see my apartment in the distance, the weight of the darkness getting easier to handle the further I travel away from the place it all happened. I’m not sure how I can feel so safe and deathly terrified of the same exact location… but that’s my current situation.

      Joe opens the car door and watches me as I make my way to my apartment. I know this because I look back a couple of times to see if he’s still watching. He doesn’t disappoint and makes me question my decision to stand on my own two feet without the help of my family’s money. If I had chosen to do what my mother said I was destined to do… then I never would’ve gone to medical school and wouldn’t be in this situation. I’d be unhappily married to some stiff wit and forced to smile as if everything is perfect when in reality it would not be. I guess that doesn’t sound that much different than what I’m doing now, but that’s only because of the dirty asshole that decided to attack me last weekend. Otherwise, I’ve been happy with my life. I love my career and couldn’t imagine standing next to a man or depending on one just to be something in today’s society. That’s not who I am. That girl died years ago.

      I quickly use my key to get in and have the deadbolt locked just after it closes. It feels amazing to be home. It’s apparent my sad plants aren’t appreciating my hiatus, so I pour some water into each of the pots before I start to pull off my clothes so I can toss them by the washer on my way by.

      I’m through my bedroom door before I hear the ‘tssk’ sound that sends me into an immediate panic and has me screaming at the top of my lungs. My body naturally backtracks in terror while my insides twist in knots of dread and memories that are all too clear.

      Movement catches my eye from the chair in the corner and it’s as if I’m blinded by fear because everything is a blur as I race toward the front door. I’m still fighting with the lock when a strong hand grips my wrist, yanking it behind my back at the same time a hard body smashes mine flat against the door.

      “Why you runnin’ from me, Bug?” His breath hits my neck sending my entire body into a new torture as the warmth of his skin touches mine. It takes me a few seconds of fight to let his words sink in before I realize it’s Elijah’s voice against my ear.

      I struggle with everything inside me to get free even though I’m no challenge against his hold. Sobs rake through my soul, pulling all the pain to surface and making me near nauseous yet again.

      “Jesus Christ. You scared me,” my voice shakes from the inside out. I close my eyes and try so hard to will myself through the panic crashing its way back into place and only calm slightly when I feel him release my wrist.

      I attempt to shove off the wall and put some space between us but he doesn’t allow me to. The heat from his body still covers mine.

      “Do you know how many times I thought about how this would go?” He presses his hips into my ass, allowing me to feel how hard he is. “How many times I thought about burying myself into your sweet pussy.” He moves his hands down both sides of my body, his right hand coming back up to squeeze my breast while the other slides down my stomach and continues further south. “Watching you ride me before I turn you over and fuck you so hard you have no choice but to scream my name when you come.”

      Ten years ago, this approach would’ve worked. Six days ago, it might’ve worked. But tonight, I’m terrified beyond comprehension and unable to speak because my body is still repulsed from the last time a man touched me. It takes everything in me to calm the nausea and remember that it’s not the same repulsive man.

      He’s a different type of vile.

      He bites down on my shoulder and then slides his tongue over my neck to do it again. The sensation of the sting ripping through me each time until his kisses soften the bite. His warmth reminding me of what it felt like to be in his arms all those years ago and his kiss calming me like nothing else has in the past week. In the past decade.

      He continues to trail his caressive tongue over my skin, pulling me away from my own demons only to lock me into the arms of another. I want to stop him. I want to make him sorry for everything he’s done to me but I don’t have it in me to remember to hate him when he’s touching me like this.

      His strong hold now on my face while he allows me the space to turn toward him. He guides me until we’re kissing with more passion than we ever have before. More desperation… more anger… more regret.

      He slides his palms even lower until he’s holding my bare ass in his hands. The little fact that I’m naked somehow being irrelevant until this very moment. I pull away from his kiss and from the tight grip he has me in.

      “I can’t do this. You need to leave.”

      “This…” he points between us before he continues. “Was just a kiss. I’m not here to fuck you, Mia. If I was, I’d already be dick deep inside you.” His blatant response shocks me just a bit. He never talked to me like that when we were together.

      “You’re so sure of yourself.” A tiny piece of the pissed off girl he fucked over all those years ago finds her way to the surface and I embrace the fire.

      “Don’t test me. You know I could have you on my dick in seconds if I really tried.” He has no idea how wrong he is about that statement. There’s no way I could go there so soon, but I can’t tell him that. I know he’d push for more information and I’m not sharing any of that with anyone. No matter how comfortable they make me feel when they’re close. I’ll take this to my grave… and with any luck so will the asshole who did this to me.
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      “Stop.” He presses against me even harder, ignoring my plea.

      “How long has it been, Bug?” He skims across my clit before he grips my hip and pulls me even tighter against his body.

      “Stop. Please.” Tears fill my eyes as panic begins to wave through me once again, drowning out all of my senses and taking over before I can try to push off the wall once again.

      His grip tightens.

      His fingertips dig even deeper than before and my mind attempts to force some form of logic or reason. This is Elijah. He would never physically hurt you, even if he ripped you apart all those years ago.

      “I missed you. Not a day has gone by that I didn’t dream of touching you.” He speaks against my neck as he loosens his grip, still not allowing the slightest bit of space between us. He inhales deeply, drawing it out so long he sends an alarm up my spine and finally shoots me out of control.

      I begin screaming with and shoving him with every bit of strength I can muster. I belt into hysterics causing him to quickly step back as he has no choice but to watch me fall to a fetal position at his feet. This time I begin rocking back and forth, trying not to continue the psychotic meltdown but having no luck keeping it at bay any longer.

      “Jesus, Mia.” He squats in front of me before he pulls me into his arms and squeezes me tight. The enclosed feeling of safety engulfs me and for the first time in what feels like forever, I want this man to save me. I want him to take away all of my fears and wipe away all the tears. I forgot what this feels like and now I find myself slipping.

      He’s the only man I’ve ever let into my heart and no matter how many times I’ve said I hated him for what he’s done to me… to us… all of that faded away the second he pulled me into his arms. Even though I said I’d never let him back into my life, I can’t help but fall for this feeling all over again. I loved him. Hell, I’m pretty sure I still do.

      “What the fuck has happened to you?” His palms slide over my skin, as if he’s trying to wipe away all the pain with just his touch.

      My breathing finally slows enough for me to attempt to talk. “I have to meet my parents for dinner.”

      “Cancel.”

      “I can’t. It’s their anniversary dinner.”

      “You’re not going anywhere like this.” He extends his arms, pulling me from the warmth of his chest just enough that he can look at my face. I take in his features, comparing them to the memories that have almost completely faded from the last time I saw him.

      He’s made sure to keep his distance even though our families know each other. I’ve done a good job of removing myself from it all as well, so it’s difficult to find the similarities. But his eyes are the exact same piercing blue that I spent years trying to forget. His face is more masculine now, the dark facial hair makes him even sexier than I remember.

      His eyes fall to my exposed chest and I instantly attempt to cover myself, even though he’s seen all there is to see of me. He stands above me and moves to reach for the throw that’s draped over my chair. I wrap myself in the blanket, taking note of the coldness in the air since he’s moved away.

      I force my wobbly legs upright while working to keep the blanket in place. He doesn’t bother to turn around or even help me to my feet. I’m not one to allow myself to be the victim, but it’s hard not to feel like one with the weight of his stare.

      Sympathy. Sadness. Pity. I hate everything about the way he’s looking at me right now, which makes it easier to leave the room without addressing him again.

      “Text your mom and cancel. I’m taking you with me tonight.” He speaks in a low tone as he follows me into the bedroom.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you, Eli. You don’t get to just walk back into my life and start barking orders as if you never left.” I hear him follow me into the bathroom.

      “Come on now… you know who I am.” He slides his hand down my bare arm, sending goosebumps over my skin in the wake of his trail.

      “Yes. But that doesn’t mean I’ll let you crawl your way back into my life as if nothing ever happened. As if you didn’t say all those things to me and then just disappear from my life.”

      “I had no idea you were so hurt.” I don’t allow myself to turn around. I can’t look at his face but the more important reason is I can’t let him see mine. Even though it’s been years since he’s seen me, he will still be able to read me like an open book... that’s just how close we used to be.

      Trying to make this as much about our relationship and not my recent nightmare I respond. “I’m not anymore. I’ve moved on. You mean nothing to me.” As if my words are a challenge to him, he steps closer… so close his chest is against my back, which I’m thankful for the direction. I can’t imagine trying to breathe if he was facing me.

      I know this man. If he’s determined to have something, then nothing will stop him. It’s in his blood. Which is the reason I took everything so hard when he walked away from me.

      “You feel nothing when I do this…” He leans toward me until his lips are sliding against my neck again. He continues to glide his tongue over my skin, kissing the most sensitive spot behind my ear.

      “Nothing.” I lie, but dammit if my body doesn’t.

      “How about this?” He bites my neck once more… something he’s never done until tonight, but something maybe he should’ve a long time ago when the time was right. It’s not a full-on bite that’ll leave a mark, but just hard enough for me to feel the pain he could dish out if he chose to. I can’t deny every tingle that shoots through my body as his teeth skim across my flesh.

      I decide it’s time to move out of his hold and into my own space. Just knowing he’s almost made me forget about the shit I’ve been through in just a short amount of time tells me exactly how much power he still has over me. That could be a good thing if he was the right kind of person to help me heal and get over that nightmare… but he is not.

      “What do you want from me?” He has a motive and I need to know what it is. Elijah wouldn’t come back into my life unless he needs something and his aggressive approach makes me nervous about what it is. My life has been extremely boring and uneventful outside of the hell I’ve been through this week, so I can’t imagine how I could have anything he’d want.

      “I’m here to help you.”

      “I don’t need help.”

      “You can tell the world that lie but I can see right through it.” He closes in on me once again, suffocating me with his stare and igniting an old fire at the same time.

      “You don’t know me anymore, Eli. I’m not the same girl I once was.”

      “I can promise you I’m not the same as you remember.” He reaches for my hip once again pulling me against him. His eyes darken as the blanket slides open and I squirm to cover myself once again. It’s as if he’s determined to have our bodies plastered together the entire time.

      Our eyes connect and for a second and I let my heart remember the good times. The way he made me feel when we were together. The way he protected me from everything… until the day he chose to throw it all away.

      He interrupts my thoughts with another kiss. A kiss so aggressive it speaks for itself; without any apology in his touch or in the way he takes what he wants. The half-second urge to fight him is halted when he slides a hand down my back once again. So quickly, we’re right back to where we were just a few minutes ago.

      The embers of the fire between us burning hot enough to ignite with the simplest effort. The remnants of what we once were fighting with the reminder of what we can never be.

      I need to stop all of this. I need to make him sorry for everything he’s done to me… but it’s as if I’m paralyzed by the past and terrorized by everything around me in the here and now. It’s a harsh reminder of how my life is going when Elijah is the only person that can help me feel safe.
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      “I have a driver waiting outside.” I slide away from him and grab some clothes from a pile I still need to fold.

      “Make him go away or I will.” In a hurry I move fast to slide a t-shirt over my head and a pair of sweatpants over my legs, his eyes never allowing any privacy in the process.

      I walk through my apartment toward the door, knowing he’ll have no qualms about making a scene if I don’t send Joe away. That’s not something I want to have to explain to my parents after Joe reports back to them.

      I’m out the front door barefoot meeting Joe at the back end of the car before Eli has a chance to say anything else. “Joe. I have to go back to the hospital… someone will be here shortly to get me. Thank you for the ride tonight.” Thankfully, Elijah stays out of Joe’s view so I can get this lie over with.

      He gives me a quick nod before he walks to the front of the car and drives away, never suspecting anything different than what I’ve told him… or at least he didn’t seem to. I stand in the parking lot for a few seconds and doubt my own sanity for not throwing Elijah to the curb but sadly my own curiosity has won this battle.

      Elijah is watching the open door as I walk back up and if I’m not mistaken a look of relief washes over his face just as I enter. “Alright, what do you want from me?” I choose a straight-forward approach with this man. If he can… so can I. I can’t leave any room for doubts or questions when it comes to him because I don’t plan to let him ruin me like he did the last time.

      “I want you to come with me. I have something I think you’re gonna want to see.” I can’t imagine what in the world he’d want to show me but I know he won’t give up unless I do.

      “My car is at the hospital.”

      “I’ll bring you back here once we’re done.”

      “What should I wear?” I decide to forgo the dinner I’m supposed to go to just to see what he’s up to. I know I’ll catch hell for it but right now Elijah seems like the more pressing situation than my parent’s dinner.

      “Dress for the club. We have to fit in.” I move through my closet more at ease than I have been in a week. I guess knowing he’s here in my apartment has me relaxed for the first time in almost a week, his presence allowing a moment of much needed peace. I make my way through my bedroom and into the bathroom once again.

      “Give me a few minutes to shower and I’ll be ready.” I close the door knowing if he’s anything like he used to be that he’ll be in here in a few seconds… just to prove he can. Once the water is on and almost to the right temperature, he opens the door.

      “Take your time.” He stands against the bathroom sink and watches me closely. His smirk rolls right through my body, touching all the nerves on its way through and I hate that he has this much control of me.

      “Can you wait for me out there please?” I drop my pants and remove for my t-shirt at the same time making quick work of baring it all to him once again.

      I step into the shower and pull the glass door closed, wishing it wasn’t completely clear. Not that he hasn’t seen me completely naked many times in my life, or even today to be exact.

      “I could. But I won’t. I’ve waited a lot of years to be this close to you.”

      “What is this, Elijah? I don’t understand you at all.” I’m hoping for a hint of what his agenda is.

      “You will real soon, Bug. Just trust me enough to let me show you.” I can feel him watching my every move, his attention not as warming today as it once was. Turning away from his stare to wash, I inadvertently leave him with a view of my naked ass. I figure this is better than allowing him to read my reactions if he decides to talk to me again.

      I’d be lying if I said I want nothing from this man… and that pisses me off. I’ve wanted answers for so many years that my entire body is betraying what my mind knows is best. He shouldn’t have that privilege after all these years, but unfortunately, he left a lasting impression on my life and I haven’t been able to get over him.

      I’m not taking my time anymore. In fact, I rush through the shower as if the house is on fire and I’m going to burn to death if I take too long. The more I think about why he would be here the more I realize my easy feeling of comfort is misguided and most likely way off base. But regardless… I feel safe when he’s with me. He’d never allow anyone else to hurt me. He keeps that all for himself.

      “My dick couldn’t be any harder if I wanted it to be.” His deep voice rumbles over the sound of the water splashing at my feet. My heart pangs just thinking about him trying to have sex with me again. It’s too soon. I can’t even imagine my mind being in the right place for that for a long time… not to mention he doesn’t deserve that with me.

      But when he’s close… everything changes.

      I choose to ignore his vulgar advances and shut off the water before I pull the towel from the rack to finally cover myself. He’s still in the same position, his arms crossed over his chest, a giant bulge in his jeans and his eyes glued to my every move.

      The contrast of white fabric against his tan, tattooed body pulls my attention. He’s holding it tight in his fist as it drapes down his side. “What’s that?”

      “A dress I want you to wear.” He holds it out for me to take and I don’t argue. I hold it up and get a glimpse of the tiny dress and have to work up the courage to put it on. It doesn’t matter what I wear tonight, this night will be too much for me. It already is.

      I purposely move from the room with the dress in hand, not wasting any more time stepping into it. I’m not sure why he brought me a dress, but I know he won’t answer even if I ask. He did always enjoy buying me nice things when we were together… but I don’t remember him ever dressing me.

      “Wear the red heels.” It’s as if he’s getting off on the idea of making me wear these clothes - like I’m some sort of doll he wants to play with. I don’t have the energy to challenge him about it, so I do as he says.

      There’s no way I can wear a bra with this dress, the back is cut out and very revealing. The length of it is borderline inappropriate, but I guess I shouldn’t expect anything different from Elijah. Extravagance was always an idea he relished in. He loved to be noticed and with me wearing this tonight, there won’t be anyone not looking right at us.

      “And these.” I turn to see a pair of white lacy panties hanging from his finger and an intense look on his face. The lack of material on them will help me accomplish not having a panty-line all night but won’t do much as far as coverage.

      I’m sliding them up the second leg before he says another word. “Fuck you’re just as sexy as I imagined you’d be.”

      “You act as though you’ve never seen me naked before.” He doesn’t respond with words, but if looks could talk, his would be saying every dirty thing possible. The intensity in his stare sends a jolt right through me.

      He palms his cock, adjusting himself in his jeans. “Keep this up and you’re gonna be on your knees making this go away before we leave your apartment.”

      “I’m not having sex with you.” I give him a stern look as I walk past him to get my heels.

      “We’ll see.” There’s that cocky asshole again. I’m not sure what I’ll do if he keeps pushing the issue. I guess I’ll just see if my emotions can handle him in the moment. If not, I’ll just lose my shit on him again and hope he gets the idea.

      My phone vibrates, interrupting everything and finally allowing me to turn away from Elijah’s overwhelming stare. There’s no doubt his mind is running wild… I can tell just by the look on his face.

      “It’s my mother. I haven’t called to cancel yet and I’m over an hour late. I’m sure my entire family is beyond mad at me.”

      “Tell her that you’ll see her tomorrow and something came up. You’re going with me tonight.” He takes a few steps backward until he’s leaning against the wall. He crosses his arms like a bodyguard again and this time I take note of how much larger his arm muscles are than they were when we were in college. “Do it Mia.”

      “You don’t have the right to tell me to do that. To do anything, Elijah.” I put some distance between us to shut him out of my space and to give me a chance to think.

      “We’ve already established that I can make you do anything I want to. We can do this the hard way or we can do it my way… the easy way, where you do what I say.” He drops his arms until the right one is propped up on his hip and his glare is even more intense.

      “Alright.” I send a return text telling them I have another emergency to deal with. This isn’t too far-fetched from my normal behavior with them, so I’m sure my family won’t think much about it. They’ll be frustrated and I’ll have to hear it for weeks, but they’ll get over it.

      Immediately my phone vibrates again, this time it’s a call from my sister.

      “I can’t believe you’re going to allow work to interfere with family yet again. When will it be any different, Mia?” Instant guilt washes over me as I continue to listen to her. She’s so pissed that she doesn’t give me a chance to get a single word in before she finishes saying what’s on her mind. “I know the driver has already picked you up from the hospital. Don’t tell me you have to go back after being trapped in that building for so many days this week. This is crap and you know it. Get your ass here to spend a dinner with our parents or I’ll load up food from this ritzy-assed restaurant and fucking bring them to your apartment to eat on the goddammed floor.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can. I’ll see you in fifteen minutes, or we’ll be coming to you. I don’t want to hear any excuses.” She disconnects our call without another chance for me to plead my case.

      My eyes drift up toward Elijah’s and I’m met with another defiant personality waiting to tell me what I need to be doing tonight. It’s all I can do to function with everything I’ve been through and here I am worrying about pleasing everyone around me. I know my sister… and I know Elijah. Neither of them bluff and both will go out of their way to be an asshole if they feel like it’s warranted.

      “You will have to wait. I’m going to that dinner and if whatever you want is important enough, you’ll be around when I get back.”

      “I’m coming with you.” His voice loud and clear now that he’s standing in the doorway blocking me from leaving my own bedroom

      “No, Elijah. No, you’re not.”

      “Yes I am. How do you think you’d be able to stop me? Bug, you seem to have forgotten who I am. Plus… you need a ride.”

      “Quit calling me that. And… I haven’t forgotten, believe me. The problem is… you have no idea who I am anymore.”

      “I know and that pisses me off.”

      “You changed me when you walked away from us, so if you’re pissed off about how this is all going, take one long look in the mirror and you’ll know the reason why you no longer get a say in what I do.” I poke him in the chest just to make my point even clearer, his fast grip quickly squeezing the very hand that touched him. With my finger still pointing at him, he pulls my hand toward his mouth and bites down on the tip, exhaling with a sigh and a hot breath.

      “Is that right?”

      “Yes. Now let me by so I can get at least one bossy person off my back for the night.” He watches me closely, but I never waiver against his stare meeting him second for second in this long silent conversation of ex-lovers. God, time has been good to him.

      “I’ll drop you off at dinner and wait for you outside.” I eye him closely and begin planning my escape from the restaurant.

      “Don’t make me chase you, Mia.” I roll my eyes at the fact he can see right through me.

      “Don’t bark orders at me Elijah.” We continue our little stare-off even though his blue eyes bring so many things to the surface that I haven’t even had a chance to think about. I’ve spent many years working to forget it all and now I’m being slapped in the face with all these emotions that I’m nowhere near ready to face.

      Surprisingly after he’s read my body language long enough, he steps to the side just enough that I can slip past him. With a pair of the sexiest heels I own draped over my fingers, I grab my phone and text my sister to let her know I’ll be on my way shortly.

      I rush through my hair and makeup and take notice of his smirking presence the entire time, He’s enjoying this. He loves watching me and that’s attention I haven’t had since we broke up. The other two relationships I’ve had were short-lived and neither of the guys could hold a candle to Eli’s intensity. I have to give it to him though… he doesn’t try to divert my attention or slow me down. He even handles me putting on my heels without interruption.

      Once we step outside, he lifts his shirt off, exposing all the tattoos he didn’t have the last time I saw him.

      Good god. I just want to trace each and every one of them. Why can’t I look away from this man?

      He infuriates me to no end, but here I am agreeing to get in this car with him. Agreeing to wear what he wants me to… doing everything he says as if he never ripped my heart to shreds.

      I try not to watch him reach into his car and pull out the white t-shirt and black slacks, but I fail. I also fail at keeping my mouth closed when he drops his jeans in the parking lot and puts on a suit as if he’s made of zero manners. And when he tosses his longer hair back like he’s able to shift from a foul-mouthed asshole into a perfect businessman in just a blink of an eye… I fail then too.
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      Smoke drifts along the hot desert sands, a twisting, curling vapor that signals death and destruction. The sun is merciless, and the dry heat rips away every drop of moisture. My fingers and toes are scorched by the intense heat that I can’t escape.

      All around me, gunfire pops in quick succession. Bullets graze the building above my head as my ears ring, and I stare, dazed by the grenade that exploded twenty feet from my location only ninety seconds earlier. Hollow, sharp sounds change in frequency and pitch, squealing high as I wince. Somewhere close, the heavy chug of a 50-caliber rifle rumbles through my chest.

      Staggering, I hold onto my side, noting the droplets of fluid that trickle over my fingers and leave a trail far too easy for my enemy to follow. My body is weak, disoriented, and probably in shock, but I’ve been trained for this type of scenario. I know how to handle my shit.

      It’s my brothers I’m worried about.

      We look out for one another. Would bleed for one another. Hell, we would die to protect each other and the country we love so much—loyalty, honor, sacrifice are the building blocks of the machines we’ve become. Marines live and breathe by that code.

      There aren’t enough bullets in the world to stop us. When one falls, another takes their place.

      The thought gives me the strength to lift my head and keep moving.

      Gunfire renews close to my position as I sneak through the debris, snaking my way among the ruins of this foreign city to rejoin my men. The Barrett 50-cal echoes in my head as I bump into a wall, clutching my rifle to my chest. I know the enemy is lurking around one of the corners ahead, and I can’t see well. What flash the grenade set off, my vision was disrupted. I can feel my eyes water, but it doesn’t stop the blur or the pain. I can hardly see more than shapes and blurs as my vision tunnels, and I stay perfectly still, waiting for my body to adjust and recover.

      Seconds pass, and clarity slowly returns but not enough. I’ve been wounded, but it won’t stop me. Up ahead, I hear a cry that lashes at my heart, ripping it wide open.

      One of my brothers is dying, and I can’t find my way to him…
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      “Were you having another nightmare?”

      Sighing, I ran a hand through my hair and squinted, staring at the therapist, who enjoyed asking personal questions and watching me squirm. I bet she was one of those kids who studied ants under a microscope to see if the direct sunlight would have any impact or baited worms on a hook only to dangle the little suckers and wait patiently for the fish to bite.

      “Not like I used to,” I finally admitted with a grunt.

      Nightmares were the least of my problems. It was my fuckin’ injuries that pissed me off more than anything. The damn VA Medical Center thought it was necessary to throw in sessions with a shrink because of what I went through overseas. I could have saved them a lot of money, time, and effort. It wasn’t like I was gonna do something stupid. I wasn’t into self-torture. I just had nightmares about the bombs and losing my buddies. Same shit a lot of guys went through. I wasn’t the only one.

      A lot of us were fucked-up.

      I got over it. Moved on. The past was the past.

      “And your vision?”

      “Good days and bad days.” Why did it matter? She always asked the same questions like the answers were gonna miraculously change.

      “The bad days? Tell me about those.”

      We had the same discussion last week. Didn’t she keep notes?

      “Flashes of light. Blurred vision. Sometimes I see particles and floaters.”

      She murmured a few words. Nodding her head, she wrote in her notebook for a few minutes. “What’s today, Flint?”

      “A good day,” I acknowledged.

      “That’s what I thought.” A smile lifted the corner of her ruby lips. “Kane isn’t here.”

      Nope. My service dog Kane was the best thing that happened since I left the Corps. I’d been anxious and jumpy after returning to the U.S. The explosions and my injuries had taken a toll. I’d grown depressed, and that shit pissed me off until I was placed on the list and Kane was issued as my companion.

      “He’s fiercely protective. Didn’t like being left behind this morning.”

      She laughed lightly. One of those laughs that wasn’t forced but still too professional to be genuine. “He’s good for you. I can see it. You’re far less withdrawn than when we first met.”

      She was right. I didn’t talk much the first few weeks. Didn’t have anything to say. What was the point? My brothers that I had known since basic training died just feet from where I stood, and I couldn’t prevent it.

      Did I have survivor’s guilt?

      Fuck yeah. I hated losing men I considered family. Who wouldn’t? I still didn’t need a shrink to analyze everything I said and did to make sure I wasn’t a danger to myself or others.

      “Maybe I am, doc,” I agreed.

      “You can call me Joan.” Her voice gentled, and I knew what she was saying without pointing it out.

      I never called her by her real name. Didn’t feel comfortable addressing anyone with familiarity. Maybe that was foolish, but I wasn’t growing close enough to another soul only to lose them at some point in the future. My dog? Sure. Kane was my best friend.

      People? I’d rather not.

      “When’s your next appointment?”

      “Three days.”

      “I’m optimistic you’ll hear something favorable.”

      Favorable? Right.

      Lady didn’t have a fuckin’ clue. She meant well, but all her knowledge came from books and not real-world experience. She’d never fought for her country and nearly died. Or watched a friend’s chest explode in front of you from the force of a dozen bullets at the same time.

      “Yeah,” I replied, my snark evident.

      “I know you don’t like to let hope slip in only to be disappointed again, so I’ll hope for you.”

      Hope was a delicate thing. A small flame that could quickly grow without warning, and if you weren’t careful, it would erupt into a towering inferno. Then you were stuck with all that heat and burning blaze. When it was doused with water faster than you could blink, it hurt like a motherfucker.

      I couldn’t afford to think that way.

      My vision blurred slightly, and then tried to refocus. Little flashes of light blasted off in my peripheral, and I ignored it, not wanting to reveal that I was having any problems. I’d fought hard to be able to keep my driver’s license. No way was I losing my Harley now.

      That bike was the only thing that kept me going besides Kane. I couldn’t live without either one of them.

      “Detached retina injuries take time to heal, Flint. You’ve been through a lot in the last few months. It’s still raw, especially all the loss you suffered. Emotionally and physically. I’d like you to tell me about the journal you’re keeping by your bedside. Have you been writing in it?”

      Shit. I didn’t use the damn thing, and she knew it.

      “Not so much.”

      “Why?”

      “I haven’t had as many nightmares lately.” The lie was easy to tell, and I didn’t care if she knew it.

      “I see.” Joan folded her hands primly in her lap. “You know you’re not fooling anyone, right? I’m not here to judge you, Flint. You’ve got to be ready and willing to make changes for the nightmares and pain to get better.”

      “I know,” I admitted.

      She glanced at the clock on the wall. “I think that ends our session for this week.”

      Nodding, I stood, careful to keep my balance and stop squinting.

      “You sure you’re okay to drive?”

      “I ride, not drive. My Harley has never failed me.” Neither had my quick reflexes or gut instincts. You were born with them, or you weren’t. I guess I could say I was lucky enough to have them both.

      She tilted her head to the side, studying me as if I was an anomaly. “Alright then. See you next week, Flint.”

      “Sure,” I drawled, heading for the door as fast as I could. Once I was out of her office, I began to relax. My shoulders eased back a little, and I let out a deep breath. Those appointments always made me feel anxious and tense. I never knew what she would ask or what memory would pop up. In the early weeks, I brought Kane with me to almost every session. He was the only thing that brought comfort and prevented the episodes I used to have.

      Didn’t like to think about that now. Memories weren’t always my friend.

      The Nevada skyline was bright and clear as I exited the Medical Center. Cerulean blue stretched as far as I could imagine without hardly a cloud in the Las Vegas sky. I missed the days when I could see the detail, but I wasn’t about to feel sorry for myself. Years as a Marine brought discipline and the hard acceptance that life often didn’t work out the way you expected.

      I wasn’t lying when I told the shrink that it was a good sight day. Particles and floaters were almost nonexistent, and the blur wasn’t bad. Light still bothered my eyes, so I always wore sunglasses, even indoors. The only exception was night. As long as I was home, I didn’t bother.

      Rumbling down the busy road, I was distracted by my thoughts and the visit to the VA. It wasn’t long before I was in my neighborhood and a few streets from my house. My bike rolled to a stop at the nearest intersection as I balanced her out, sitting comfortably in the saddle as I waited for the light to change. I lifted my head, scanning the area before turning right.

      As I rounded the corner, I caught sight of a man and a young woman arguing. She had her hands in the air, animatedly waving them around in frustration. I was all set to keep riding when he lifted a hand and cracked her hard across the face. The girl crumpled to the ground as I stopped, dropping the kickstand and hopping off my bike.

      There were two things I didn’t condone. Bullies were one. Men who hurt women were another.

      This motherfucker was about to learn a hard lesson.
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      Fuck. I hated bullies.

      Men that hurt women? I loathed them with a passion.

      The guy yanked her roughly to her feet and grabbed the collar of her denim jacket, nearly choking off her airway as her hands rose to her throat. He spun her around, lifted his foot, and kicked her hard in the ass as she cried out.

      “Move it, you little bitch. I’ve had enough of your shit today.”

      She wasn’t able to respond as she coughed and gasped, dragging air into her lungs. Tears filled her eyes, hovering at the brim before a few slipped down her cheeks. Struggling to get out of his hold, she tried to walk as he manhandled her. She’d already been dragged along the sidewalk several feet when they both noticed my presence.

      “Let go of the girl,” I commanded softly, standing my ground.

      The bully turned in my direction, and he ticked his chin as if he thought I’d understand his actions and agree if he explained. “She has it coming, amigo. No need to get involved.”

      Too late. “Not gonna repeat myself,” I warned.

      Amusement and frustration competed for dominance in his dark eyes. A coldness I knew too well. There was a flash of violence, and I knew his arrogance would cause trouble. Men like this didn’t give up or surrender. It wasn’t their way.

      I’d seen enough battle to know when it was time to fight and time to run.

      My feet planted shoulder-width apart, and I shrugged, ready to act fast if this went to shit.

      “Walk away now, and I’ll forget we met.”

      “Can’t do that,” I admitted, reaching inside my leather to pull my gun free the exact moment he reached behind his back and whipped out his own, pointing his weapon in my direction. “Listen, cabrón. You don’t know who you’re messing with. Back the fuck up or—”

      “Let the girl go,” I commanded calmly, interrupting the stupid fucker. I didn’t need to hear his bullshit.

      His face flushed as he pulled the trigger, and I dropped to the ground fast, rolling out of the way before I was back on my feet. Two shots left the barrel of my 9mm, and one hit his left shin, the other his left hand. His gun clattered to the ground as the girl screamed, and I rushed forward, picking her up from the ground.

      A string of curses left the mouth of the bully, along with numerous threats. I didn’t give a shit and kicked his gun into the yard of an abandoned lot next door. It clattered away out of view, and I knew it didn’t buy more than a few minutes before serious trouble was coming my way.

      Running for my Harley, I didn’t stop until I lowered her onto the seat, throwing a leg over in front of her.

      “Arms around me now,” I ordered, kicking up the stand. I pulled back on the throttle as the bike roared to life. Her arms wrapped around my waist before we sped off, my heart pounding out a frantic rhythm in my chest.

      “Hold on!” I yelled as she buried her head in my back.

      Two slim hands clutched at the material of my jacket, and I knew my life was never going to be the same again.

      “We don’t have long,” I blurted in a rush as I parked my ride inside the garage and closed the door before I stood, ticking my head in her direction. “I’ll take you wherever you want to go, but neither of us can stay here. Trouble is comin’, darlin’.”

      The girl looked up, and I was struck nearly dumb as vibrant green eyes settled on my own. Startled, I watched as she paled, frightened by the idea that she would be hunted down. My gaze swept over her, and I couldn’t rush the moment, taking in every detail. It was a shit time to notice my attraction, but I was beyond controlling my ability to focus. My vision cleared up better than I could hope, and I realized I’d just stolen a prize from that asshole.

      He didn’t deserve her.

      Full pouty lips begged for my mouth to explore every delicious inch of her skin. Dark hair, exotic features, and a figure ripe and full enough to take the hard pounding I suddenly wanted to give her. I liked a woman with meat on her bones. A little cushion for the pushin’ as my old man used to say.

      She was wearing a tiny little tank top beneath the denim jacket she had on and skintight jeans that revealed far more of her figure and curves than was decent. A sexy little camel toe drew my gaze downward, and my mouth watered at the thought of gobbling her up and tasting the sweetness hidden between her thighs.

      Fuck. I’d gone way too long since I indulged my desires and now wasn’t the time to let my dick call the shots.

      “What’s your name, little dove?” Her creamy skin reminded me of silky white feathers. There was a sensual grace to her movements combined with a striking beauty that I appreciated on multiple levels. My dick agreed with that thought as I grew hard, pressing against the zipper of my jeans.

      “Lark,” she answered with attitude. “Don’t look at me like that. I’m not sucking your dick for a ride on your motorcycle.”

      A loud chuckle left my mouth, and I shrugged. “I wasn’t offering but feel free to let me know if you change your mind.” Lark. Interesting name. Fit the dove description perfectly.

      She rolled her eyes. “I won’t.”

      “Did expect a little gratitude, though.”

      She smiled sweetly. “Thanks for pulling a gun and shooting my ex-boyfriend. Scared me half to death.”

      Snarky little thing. “I’m packing a bag, my dog, and my Harley and getting the fuck out of here. Happy to drop you where you want to go. I’ll be leaving once it’s dark. I doubt anyone noticed we were the ones involved, but I’m not sticking around to find out. My house is only a block from where I found you. Gonna lay low for a bit.”

      She folded her arms across her chest. “What dog?”

      That was what she wanted to ask? “My service dog Kane.”

      Lark quirked a brow but didn’t ask what I meant.

      “We’re takin’ a cage so you can wait in my truck.” I clicked the fob on my keys and heard the locks disengage. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      The second the interior door was open, Kane was up in my shit, sniffing around and whining. He knew the scent of gunpowder and blood, and he caught a whiff of both. His cold nose nudged into my hand, and I had to make it right, or he would lose his shit in the truck. I stroked his thick, black fur and glanced down at the deep brown eyes that held a hell of an amount of emotion and intelligence for a canine.

      “I know, bud. I’m alright. No worries.”

      “He’s handsome.”

      I turned abruptly at the sound of Lark’s voice. “I told you to wait outside.”

      Kane’s snout lifted, and he inhaled a few times before his tail started wagging. I was completely ignored as he went straight to the female, who lowered to her knees and began scratching behind his ears. Annoyed, I was tempted to scold Kane. He never went to other people. He was trained to protect me and never obeyed the impulse to seek out others no matter how good they smelled.

      I guess she was too great a temptation. Fuck me. This wasn’t good.

      Kane licked the side of her face, and she giggled. “Kane? That’s your name? Fits you, handsome.”

      His tongue lolled out of his mouth as he stared at her and pleaded for more attention.

      “You’re a traitor,” I mumbled, walking to the stairs and running up to my room. There was a seabag and duffle bag I used in the Marine Corps, and I knew how to pack fast and efficiently. I was done in ten minutes and loaded them both in my truck. Making my way into the kitchen, I picked up a cooler and began to pack it with drinks and snacks. The trip to Tonopah would take a few hours, but I wasn’t sure where she was headed, and I didn’t want to risk stopping until I reached my buddy from the Corps.

      “You’re in the military, aren’t you?”

      She must have noticed my gear. “I’m a Marine. No longer active duty,” I explained, squinting as a few flashes of light danced in my peripheral. This wasn’t the time for my vision to kick up a fuss.

      “Well, I figured that out when I noticed the seabag. Had a cousin that served overseas.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. Any comment could spark a conversation I didn’t want to have. Or worse, questions.

      Lark sighed. “I’m not going with you.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I knew she couldn’t tell with the sunglasses, but I didn’t care. Crossing my arms over my chest, I didn’t hesitate to let her know what I thought. “Not smart, Lark. You can’t stay in Vegas.”

      She shrugged. “I’m used to looking out for myself.”

      Snorting, I didn’t point out the fact that she was literally having her ass kicked when I showed up. “You’re leaving.”

      “No.”

      “I said you’re leaving,” I emphasized, growling the words.

      Slender fingers settled at her hips. “No. I’m not.”

      If she thought she could win the battle of wills, she certainly didn’t have experience with a Marine. “It’s not safe. I won’t leave a man or a woman behind.” Damn. That was painful to say. My chest felt tight, and I had to take a couple of deep breaths. “Unless you want me to drop you somewhere out of town, then you’re coming with me.”

      “Fine. Don’t lose your shit.”

      My lip lifted in a snarl. “Get in the goddamn truck.”

      She lifted her chin, debating whether or not she wanted to push it. “I’ll go. What do you need for Kane?”

      Surprised, I blinked. “I’ll grab his stuff. Just take the leash and clip it to his collar for me. He knows to wait at the door.”

      Lark sauntered off as Kane lifted his head, waiting for approval. “Go with Lark. Wait at the door.” Kane got the gist of what I was sayin’ and went straight to the door. “Sit,” I commanded firmly. He immediately dropped to his haunches. “Good job,” I praised.

      At least someone knew how to listen.

      Lark clipped his leash, and they both waited patiently as I gathered the rest of what I needed. Once the car was loaded with supplies, I ticked my head in the direction of the truck.

      “Load up!”

      Kane bolted forward and practically dragged Lark across the garage floor as she skidded on the concrete and had to hold on tight to the leash to prevent slamming into my workbench full of tools. I snickered as he halted next to the driver’s side front door.

      She tossed a glare in my direction. “You did that on purpose.”

      Shrugging, I didn’t bother to deny it. “Kane likes to go out.”

      “A little warning next time, okay?”

      I opened the door, and Kane jumped inside the cab and plopped down on the front seat. Reaching in, I unhooked the leash and tossed it up onto the dashboard. “Now you know. Right?”

      Lark didn’t reply but huffed under her breath and said a few choice words before she flounced around to the other side of the truck. She was inside with her seatbelt on before I had to say a word. Maybe this little bird was easier to instruct than I earlier experienced.

      She sure had an attitude, though. I could see it in the blazing hue of her eyes as they met mine.

      Chuckling under my breath, I locked up the house and set the alarm. Twilight had long ago descended on the city, and I quickly attached the trailer to my truck and fired up my bike, loading it onto the bed. Securing it didn’t take more than a few minutes, but I was nervous about getting the fuck out of here before Lark’s ex-boyfriend decided to scope the neighborhood for the two of us. I covered my Harley with a tarp and made sure it kept my ride out of view.

      Once we were on the road, I had more than a few questions. If she was staying with me, I needed to know who the fuck her ex was and why he was roughing her up. I couldn’t protect her if I didn’t know the details. Part of me wondered why a pretty young woman was caught up with a guy like that. Was she a criminal? He said she deserved the beating he wanted to give her. Why?

      I couldn’t think of a damn thing she could have done to deserve the way he treated her, which meant she was probably in way over her head. Drugs? Theft?

      I wasn’t letting her out of my sight until I learned the truth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          LARK

        

      

    

    
      I still hadn’t asked his name yet—the dark biker with the broadest shoulders I’d ever seen and a deep, gravelly voice that seemed to vibrate my core, increasing my need for release with every word he spoke. Stupid. He was nothing more than a stranger. And yet, he was also a hero. He saved my life.

      Two words came to mind as he stared down at me in the cab of his truck, and those dark brows of his furrowed. Sex and sin. He wrapped them up in a dangerously addictive package. I was tempted to give in and flirt with him just to find out if he was half as interested as I was.

      Not that it changed a damn thing.

      I was still going to be held accountable for my bad choices, so why run? How could I allow his help and involve someone else in my mistakes? This guy didn’t get it. He didn’t understand that the cold hand of death was brushing his fingers along the back of my neck and just waiting for the moment to snuff out my life.

      “You gonna start talkin’, Lark? Or make me ask a bunch of dumb and pointless questions?”

      Lifting my chin, I gave him a withering look. “Aren’t the pointless questions and small talk the best options? The less you know, the better.”

      We were already driving down Highway 95, and the roads were mostly clear, with only a few cars here and there along the two-lane stretch of asphalt. Stars were sprinkled heavily above and twinkled merrily like life was just one big happy adventure, far from it.

      “You’ve got some serious walls built up, little dove. I thought I was the best at pushing people away and keeping them out. You’re a close second.”

      I gave him my full attention, stripping off my jean jacket in a fit of temper. The material landed on the dash as I lifted my underarm and exposed the first of many scars. “See this? That’s the first cigarette burn I earned from my dad. Guess how old I was?” I didn’t give him time to answer but kept right on going with my tirade, “Five. Just a little kid.” I lifted my tank top and exposed my midriff. “See that? It’s from a burn I received when a pan of hot water hit my stomach. Know what my father told the ER doctor? I pulled it down and hurt myself.” I snorted, not the least bit humored. “I was six.” Unsnapping my jeans, I shoved them down until the wound above my pelvic bone was visible. “This scar? What does that look like? A knife wound? Well, you would be half right. It’s from the blade my dad used to go hunting. Has a gut hook on the end. He carved me up as a sweet sixteen present before he forced me to become familiar with how a man wanted a woman. I lost more than my blood that night. If you look close, you can see it’s his name carved into my skin.” Tears didn’t even fill my eyes when my lip lifted in a sneer. “I don’t trust men, and I have a lot of good reasons.”

      Partially naked, I didn’t bother to hide all the visible skin or remaining scars. I wasn’t ashamed of who I was or what I survived. I didn’t have to answer to a single soul on this earth.

      The truck slowed down and then parked on the side of the road. The biker slowly turned my way and lowered his sunglasses, placing them on the dash. I blinked when I saw the cloudy irises and the scar below his right eye that pulled the skin downward slightly.

      “I’m partially blind, so it’s hard to see detail, but I figure it’s as bad as I can imagine.” He swallowed hard. “I served in Afghanistan and Iraq during Operation Freedom’s Sentinel and the global war on terrorism. Shrapnel damaged my body in a few places, but those aren’t the worst scars. I was flashed during an explosion that killed five of the brothers I served with, as well as damaging my vision. I’ve never told a single soul what happened until now. Only the review board knows the whole story.” He reached for my hand and held it, his thumb grazing over my skin and sending little electric volts up my arm. “My name is Flint Shepherd.”

      “Hi, Flint,” I whispered, lifting on my knees and scooting closer. Confessing all that had happened to me left my mind screaming to think of something else. All I wanted was to escape. Memories weren’t my friend. My fingers began to stroke the beard on his chin, and I leaned in, letting my lips linger close to his own.

      “Don’t,” he warned. “Neither of us is in a good place right now. I’m not fucking you in my truck when we’re exposed, and the enemy could catch us unaware.”

      “Flint, who said we are going to sleep together?”

      He didn’t buy the innocent tone. “Listen, little dove. You’re gonna straighten your clothes, buckle up, and try to get some rest. I wager you’re running on pure adrenaline right now, and when it crashes, you’re gonna be done. Close your eyes, and I’ll wake you when we reach our destination.”

      “Where’s that?”

      “Tonopah.”

      A part of me wanted to reject him and his proposal. It wouldn’t be too hard to jump from the truck and walk away. But this man didn’t strike me as a predator. Or even a monster, and I knew those kinds of men too well. Chewing on my bottom lip, I conceded.

      My head bobbed in agreement, and I listened to what he asked, using my jean jacket as a pillow. Kane chose that moment to wake up, and he licked my hand before snuggling close against my side. My eyes fluttered, and I knew if I could trust a single person on this earth, it would be a man who fought and served his country—a man with enough morals to reject my desperate attempt to engage him in sex.

      If he tried anything funny, I had a switchblade in my pocket and within reach.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up, little dove. We’re here.”

      Blinking, I sat up and stifled a yawn, staring into the intense expression of the man who was risking his life to bring me to safety. He wasn’t a fool. I didn’t tell him all the details, but he could connect some dots. It wasn’t hard to surmise that I was in trouble and my life was in danger.

      “Come on; I need to find Patriot.”

      Patriot? Was that a Marine too?

      Flint left the truck and called Kane, who stayed close to his side as Flint clipped his leash and placed the sunglasses on over his eyes. I closed the door to the truck and noticed we had parked in a massive, gated lot. A few guys stood by the perimeter fencing and seemed to be watching the surrounding desert for possible signs of trouble. Buildings stretched in front of us, but one loomed more prominent than the others. Loud rock music was blaring from inside.

      Flint’s hand closed around mine, and he tugged me closer, lowering his voice before we stepped inside. “You ever been around bikers or in a clubhouse?”

      I shook my head.

      “Rough bunch. Booze, cigarettes, pussy. It’s the norm.”

      “I understand.”

      “Stick close to me. I don’t want any of the guys thinking that you’re fair game.”

      What was that supposed to mean?

      “They’ll want to fuck you like a club whore,” he answered, knowing I was curious. “Unless that’s what you want, then stick by my side. Got it?”

      “Okay.”

      Flint squeezed my hand, and we entered the building with the words The Crossroads in big letters above the door’s thick frame. The noise in the room quieted considerably as curious stares roamed over us. A big guy bellowed out Flint’s name and sauntered over. He wore a vest with PATRIOT and ROAD CAPTAIN on patches stitched to the black leather. An American flag was wrapped around his head, and I blinked, realizing it was a bandana.

      The two men gave each other a brief hug and slap on the back.

      Flint ticked his head at the biker. “You’ve put on weight, Patriot.”

      “Fuck off,” he slurred slightly, showing off a crooked grin. “Where you hidin’? It’s been too long.”

      “Been thinkin’ on your offer to check out the club. Figured this was as good a time as any.”

      Patriot tilted his head and stared into Flint’s eyes for what seemed like an eternity. “Alright, Flint. Let’s go someplace where we can talk.” Some unspoken communication occurred between them, and I didn’t have a clue what it meant.

      “I need to know Lark will be taken care of first.”

      Patriot’s gaze roamed over my body in only a few seconds. “Done. I’ll take care of it.”

      Flint nodded.

      “Snooki!” Patriot yelled, calling out above the noise that had resumed around us.

      A redhead with a knowing smile showed up and placed her hand on Patriot’s arm. “What you need, honey?”

      “Not what you’re thinkin’. Got my ol’ lady for that.”

      Flint chuckled lightly.

      Snooki winked. “Good. I’d hate to rat you out to Mimi.”

      “This is Lark. See that she feels at home.”

      Snooki nodded and linked her arm through mine. “And the club?”

      “No one touches her,” Flint growled.

      Snooki laughed. “You got it, sexy.”

      “It’s Flint,” he corrected.

      Snooki smiled. “Sure thing.”

      Flint leaned down and pressed a kiss to my lips, shocking the hell out of me as his hand cupped the back of my neck. Warm lips trailed up to my ear as he whispered only loud enough for me to hear. “You keep close to her. Don’t talk to any of the brothers.”

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “Because I don’t want to kill anyone tonight.”

      Blinking, I didn’t know what to say as he released me and followed Patriot from the room.

      “Damn. Flint has it bad for you, honey.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “He’s been to the Crossroads on quite a few occasions. Never showed up with a woman before, and he’s never seemed this protective over anyone or anything other than his dog.”

      I barely noticed that Kane had stayed close to Flint’s side, quietly menacing since the moment we entered. The rottweiler was on edge and watched everyone for any hint of a threat. When Flint walked from the room, Kane obediently followed his master.

      “I guess that’s good to know.”

      Snooki tugged me toward the kitchen. “Got a table going with a few of the girls. When we aren’t busy, we play card games and take shots.”

      Busy?

      Snooki giggled. “We like to keep the brothers happy.”

      “Oh,” I answered with a slight blush. To each his—or her—own.

      “Come on, honey. I’ll introduce you to the others.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          FLINT

        

      

    

    
      Patriot lit up a cigar and puffed away, his eyes closing briefly as he inhaled. “Damn. Wraith’s Cuban cigars are no joke. Pure fuckin’ pleasure.”

      I snorted, grabbing a beer from the fridge. We found a private room with a pool table, minibar, and a few dartboards. Tables and chairs were scattered around the area, proving this clubhouse used all the rooms frequently. I took a long pull from my bottle and then picked up a dart, throwing it without aiming and hitting just slightly off-center.

      “I’m too sober for this,” I announced, giving him a smirk over my shoulder. Two more landed even farther from the bullseye.

      “Fuck. I never see you miss.” Patriot puffed away, inhaling and closing his eyes briefly to savor the expensive taste and aroma. “This is almost heaven.”

      I shook my head. “Never thought I’d hear you say anything was closer to heaven than a nice pair of tits and a sexy ass.”

      Patriot’s chuckle was as familiar as home. He sounded far too much like David. The thought was sobering.

      “Got a special girl worth taking my time and building something. She’s special. My ol’ lady is fucking fearless.” I didn’t miss the way his voice seemed to catch. “I miss David too.”

      My thoughts must have been obvious. “That’s not why I’m here, though.”

      “Didn’t think so.” Patriot blew a cloud of smoke from his lungs, and it rose upward, hovering in the air above our heads. “My guess is it’s something to do with that pretty little brunette you brought here with you.”

      It was hard to look Patriot in the eye for long. It was just like staring down his dead nephew, conjuring up images and memories I didn’t want to haunt the rest of my evening.

      “It does. I need a place to lay low. Not sure how long.”

      “Done. Before I take it to Grim, I need a little more info to go on.”

      “When I left the VA this afternoon, I found a young girl being beaten on the side of the road. Couldn’t let that go, Dale.”

      “Shit. That the girl you brought with you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Who was beatin’ on her?” Patriot looked pissed. I knew he hated that shit as much as I did.

      “He was oddly familiar. I didn’t realize who I’d shot until I was on my Harley and ridin’ away with her on the back of my bike.”

      “Fuck. Just tell me.”

      “Guy was sticking his boot up her ass; he was kicking her so hard,” I seethed. “Should have seen the way he smacked her and how hard she hit the ground. I saw the marks around her throat as he nearly choked her.”

      “Who?”

      “Angel Mackenzie.”

      Patriot whistled low. “Grim isn’t gonna like this.”

      “Yeah, I figured that. Not like I meant to start shit with the golden boy of the Guerrero Cartel. What the fuck was he doing in my neighborhood anyway?” I fumed.

      “This is gonna stir up a hornet’s nest, Flint. The club has to vote. I can’t say for sure if you can stay here or not. Got to take it to my pres and then church.”

      “I understand.” I really did. I’d grown up around several different clubs. It wasn’t a surprise how things worked. “If I need to leave, I won’t hold it against you.”

      Patriot sighed. “That’s just it. You’re like family to me. Whatever the decision of the club, I’m going to have your back. Know that, Flint. You’re a brother whether you wear the patch or not. I don’t say that shit lightly.”

      “I know.”

      “You almost died trying to save David. Didn’t forget what you lost or the scars that you carry.”

      All of the emotion buried deep within threatened to surface.

      “What I’m sayin’ is that you won’t be going anywhere alone.”

      He wasn’t going to risk his life for me. No fuckin’ way. The more I thought about it, the more I realized I shouldn’t have come here to begin with. I was placing Patriot, Grim, and the entire club at risk. If anyone noticed I was here, the Crossroads would be in danger.

      “I shouldn’t have come.”

      Patriot shot me a look. “Don’t pull that shit with me. You’re not leaving until I talk to Grim. Give me the night. That’s all I ask. I’ll let you know the decision in the morning.”

      Nodding, I didn’t have any intention of sticking around.

      “Fuckin’ say it, Flint. I know you won’t go back on your word if you give it.”

      He knew me too well. “Fine, Patriot. I won’t leave before tomorrow.”

      “That means midnight, you slick fucker. Don’t even try. I’ll put a prospect on your ass and watch every move you make.”

      “Dammit, Dale. I’m not gonna leave. Okay?”

      A triumphant smile curved his lips. “Now I know.”

      I flipped him off as he laughed and exited the room, the door shutting with a soft click. Kane was perched on his haunches, waiting for any word from me that he could move.

      I shook my head. “Guard, Kane.”

      His dark eyes focused on me, but his ears perked up, listening for any hint of danger.

      Now that I was alone, I could let the stress of the last few hours release. Picking up a glass from the bar, I filled it with whiskey and tossed the contents back. Three more followed it. My belly burned with the liquor, and I welcomed the distraction.

      My thoughts were so scattered that I hardly noticed when the door opened, and I was no longer alone. A sweet, sexy little voice brought me back to the present.

      “You’re drinking alone.”

      My head whipped in her direction, and I leaned against the bar, ticking my head in Lark’s direction. “You’re observant.”

      “Aw. Don’t get all offended on my account.” Lark snatched the glass from my hand, poured a shot, and drank the whiskey in one gulp. She hissed as it went down, catching my humored expression. “What? I have plenty of reasons to drink.”

      She sure did. No argument there.

      “Maybe we’ll both die before this is all over. Pretty stupid of you to shoot Angel.”

      “Even more stupid to become indebted to the asshole.”

      “Maybe I was lonely.”

      Scoffing, I shook my head. “No way. You wanted the attention. Craved the danger like it was some bad romance novel, and he’d take you to his mystery dungeon of toys. You should have gotten out before it went too far.”

      She refilled the glass and drank again, wiping the back of her hand across her mouth before she hiccupped. “I’m stupid, I guess.” There was far too much sincerity in her tone.

      “Hey,” I chided, crooking a finger under her chin to lift her face toward mine. “Don’t ever call yourself stupid. I mean it.”

      For the first time, she let some of the vulnerability she felt rise up to the surface. I could feel her insecurity, and I didn’t like it.

      “He’s going to kill me.”

      “Why would he want to harm you?” I tried to gentle my voice so she felt comfortable enough to confess the truth.

      “I might have flushed his stash of meth down the toilet.”

      Uh oh. “You messed with the man’s drugs?” Incredulous, I couldn’t believe she had the guts to get rid of a known drug dealer’s product. “How much was it worth?”

      She closed her eyes and blurted out her words, wincing at the number. “I flushed about five pounds or so. Angel said it was well over $100,000 in value.”

      She was fucking screwed. Angel and his thugs had killed for much less in the past.

      “I won’t let them hurt you.”

      Bright green eyes shimmered with tears as they opened. “You can’t promise that. You don’t even know me, Flint. We met today. How do you know I’m not lying? Or using you? Maybe I staged the whole thing.”

      “You took a beating to ride on the back of my Harley? That’s fuckin’ crazy, little dove.” The words left my mouth with a seductive purr.

      “No. I, uh, shit,” she cursed, distracted by the way I was staring at her mouth.

      She was too damn reckless. Sexy. Stubborn. A part of me wanted to see if I could tame such a wild little bird.

      My head lowered, hovering only a few inches away from the pouty pink softness I remembered touching only an hour ago when we first arrived. That kiss had lit a low flame inside me, and I couldn’t stop wondering what it would feel like to slide my dick through those same silky lips.

      Nothing good could come from this attraction that I felt. I was oddly protective and downright possessive of the little minx. The idea of any other man taking advantage of her sweetness fired up a rage I hadn’t felt since I left the Corps. My entire body tensed and pleaded for release.

      She was the only way I’d lose some of this excess energy.

      I just wanted one little taste. A single caress. One singular night to fuck her out of my system. My fingers had been itching to touch her since the moment her sweet little ass dropped onto the seat of my bike. The problem was, I knew it would only lead to craving her more. An itch that couldn’t be tamed with just a few scratches. I knew this, but I couldn’t walk away.

      She was dangerous in more ways than one.

      I didn’t do relationships and didn’t indulge feelings. My heart was untouchable.

      Didn’t change the fact that I wanted balls deep inside her and couldn’t wait to hear that sexy voice crying out my name in pleasure.

      “One night,” I growled out low, offering all she would receive. “Say yes.”
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      Blinking, I knew he’d just asked me to spend the night with him.

      One night. No attachment. No promises.

      Most girls would find that insulting. I didn’t. I’d known plenty of liars and thieves. The honesty was refreshing. Besides, who knew how many days I had left?

      Was it stupid to throw caution to the wind? I’d done things far more careless in my life.

      My thighs clenched together, and I felt that tingle in my core, the desire for this man to take what he wanted from me, and I wasn’t going to refuse. In silent answer, I shrugged off my jean jacket and tossed it aside. My tank top and bra hit the floor next. I’d shimmied out of my jeans when he growled, and I was lifted, my ass planted on the bar.

      Flint’s deep blue gaze met mine as he ripped off his sunglasses and shoved them into a pocket in his leather jacket. My hands rose to his face as my fingers massaged the coarse hair of his beard. For a few seconds, neither of us spoke. There was something hypnotic about the way he stared into my eyes. An urgency that mixed with lust but also more. I caught a glimpse of the man who almost lost his life, who struggled and fought to get where he was today.

      I saw the fierce protector and brutal biker: the Marine and the scarred man.

      Flint was beautifully broken.

      Part wounded hero—part bad boy with a dark past.

      All wicked temptation.

      “Fuck, little dove. You see me, don’t you?”

      “Yes. Just like you see me.”

      His lip curled up on one side, giving him a dangerously sexy look. “I want to devour you, little dove. I don’t care if a single soul walks in here, but I’m not leaving this room until you scream my name at least once.”

      There was no way I could reply. Flint’s lips crashed down on mine the exact moment his hands cupped the flesh of my ass. I jolted as he ripped my thong off and shoved the material into his front pocket. His fingers dug into the bare flesh of my ass as he groaned into my mouth. I gasped as his lips left mine, and he quickly unbuckled his belt, the sound the only noise in the room. The snap popped on his jeans, and he shoved the material down, revealing the thick, stiff length of his cock.

      A condom wrapper rustled for a couple of seconds before he had it open, and then he was rolling the latex down, reaching for me again. My legs spread wide as he leaned in and kissed me, his tongue thrusting into my mouth as he dominated my senses in every way.

      Two thick fingers slid between my legs, and I moaned when they dipped inside me, gliding in and out as my head fell back and the kiss broke. Flint’s lips traveled down my throat, and he paused to savor the skin as he nipped and bit at my neck and earlobe. My hands rose, and I cupped my breasts, tweaking the nipples as he hissed out his approval.

      His fingers pulled out of my core, and Flint lifted his hand, licking both digits as he groaned before palming his dick, stroking up and down to lubricate his length. His hungry gaze met mine, and then he moved in, coating his dick in the fluids that had already leaked from my eager pussy. I was wet—no sense in denying it.

      Flint was inside me with one firm thrust, and I cried out, wrapping my legs around his waist. His hands gripped my hips as his fingers dug in, holding me in place as he pumped in and out, fucking me hard and fast as my tits bounced, and I felt my orgasm begin to surface that fast. The man knew what he was doing, precisely the right angle and depth to coax my release and build it up. His fierce gaze focused on the place where our bodies connected.

      “Fuck, Lark. You feel so good.”

      “Yes!” I agreed, my voice louder than I anticipated, and he sent me a knowing grin.

      “You’re not screaming yet.”

      His hands slid beneath the cheeks of my ass and squeezed before I was lifted and carried over to the nearest table. Despite his eagerness, I was placed down gently. One of his arms knocked the half-full and empty glasses in our way to the side, and they crashed to the floor as they shattered. My back met the firm surface as I lay down and scooted to the edge. Flint thrust back in and lifted one of my legs, angling my body so that he slipped deeper. A guttural moan escaped my lips, and I reached upward, holding onto the edge of the table as his body pounded mine into the wood.

      “Yes!”

      The word was almost undecipherable as it left my lips.

      “You’re teasing me, little dove.”

      His hand splayed across my stomach as his thumb pressed down on my clit, pressing small, firm circles into the sensitive bundle of nerves. My thighs shook as he flashed a triumphant grin. I felt the tight coil inside my core building and knew I would come soon.

      “Scream my name when you orgasm, Lark. I want the entire clubhouse to hear who owns this pussy.”

      The words didn’t sound at all like a man who only wanted one single night between my thighs. I didn’t say a word because as much as I agreed to it, I wasn’t satisfied yet. I didn’t think I would have nearly enough of him after just one night. Even when that dam inside me burst and I flooded his dick, wailing out my climax loud enough to let the entire world know as I quivered and bucked my hips, I held onto Flint and allowed my heart to feel something that I hadn’t in a long time.

      “Fuck yeah!” he shouted, pumping faster as he leaned down and captured my wrists, holding them above my head as his thrusts grew nearly punishing in their rhythm. I was half out of it, basking in the pleasure that filled me in every way. There was something primitive in the way he held me and took what he wanted, gripping my body with a possession that belied his words. His hands were almost rough in their eagerness to claim my body. He wasn’t a selfish lover. After all, I’d already soaked the both of us with my own release.

      With a roar, he filled me, my name on his lips in a reverent whisper. I held onto him as he pumped a few more times and then collapsed, his forehead lowering and pressing to my own. We lay there intertwined, my legs wrapped around his naked ass while his hot breath mingled fanned across my neck. We both shuddered as he lifted his head and pressed a kiss to my lips.

      “Fuck, Lark.”

      “Is that good?” I teased, running my fingers through his hair.

      “Yeah, little dove. It’s fuckin’ real good.”
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        * * *

      

      “Here, boy,” I whispered, scratching behind Kane’s ears. “I hope you’re not traumatized by watching what your owner did.”

      Flint smirked. “I forgot he was in the room. He probably didn’t notice how I fucked you anyway. He was guarding the door.”

      “Such a clever dog,” I praised as he nuzzled my hand.

      “He likes you. Kane never goes to anyone. He’s been trained to protect and guard with his life. It’s a little shocking to see him like this with you.”

      “That’s interesting.”

      “It’s dangerous. He might feel that he now has to protect us both. He would kill for me, and I think he may for you as well.”

      “Aw, you’re such a fierce boy. You watch over Flint for me, okay?”

      Kane licked the side of my face, and I laughed. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      Flint stood at the foot of the bed. We’d been shown to a room where we could spend the night after we dressed and rejoined the crowd in the common room of the clubhouse. Couples had been engaged in all kinds of sexual acts, so it wasn’t like anyone noticed what we’d been doing. It was impossible to hear what anyone was saying with the loud music.

      “I think I want a shower,” I announced, stripping down and leaving my clothes on the bed as I stepped into the bathroom. I didn’t expect him to follow. The man didn’t have to worry about my feelings. I knew what we shared together wasn’t more than a fleeting moment.

      Once I was under the warm spray, I began to wash with the bottles located inside, containing body wash, shampoo, and conditioner—decent brands and not too cheap. I was almost finished when Flint joined me. There was a funny smile on his lips as he gently pushed me up against the wall.

      “Best two out of three?”

      “Are you suggesting that we need at least two more orgasms to decide?”

      A challenging gleam entered his eyes. “Baby, I don’t even know if that will be enough.”

      His words sent a shiver down my spine, and I dropped to my knees, eye level with the monster that dangled between his legs. Leaning in, I let my tongue flick at the tip, and he groaned, his hand sliding down my head and lightly gripping my hair.

      “Fuck yeah.”

      My hands went behind my back, and I clasped them together as I sucked the crown of his cock into my mouth, increasing the suction as he bucked his hips and then one palm slapped against the tile. Rolling over the sensitive head with my tongue, I curled around the stiff length and began to move up and down, gliding over him from base to tip as noises of rapture left his lips.

      “You...fuck, Lark.”

      I swallowed him down as far as I could go as he cursed aloud, and I increased the pace, sucking, swallowing, and licking his dick until the man warned he was going to lose control. He slipped from my mouth with a pop, and I was hauled upward, legs instantly wrapping around his waist. He entered me fast as Flint thrust into my aching channel, driving into me with an exquisitely brutal thrust. I wanted all that he could give and more, moaning and writhing in his arms as he pressed me up against the tiled wall.

      Rivulets of water splashed and dripped down our bodies as Flint gripped my jaw, his mouth dominating mine in a feral kiss that was wild and out of control. Teeth clashed and nipped at one another. Our fingers gripped and tugged with greed. I was pinned in place as he took me savagely, thrusting in and out as I clung to his shoulders. I hardly knew the moment my orgasm hit because I had been so lost in pleasure, soaking up the raw passion he gave without expecting anything in return.

      Ragged breaths left my chest as the dark biker held me up, crushing my chest against his own.

      “I didn’t expect this.”

      “This?” I asked, out of breath.

      “You. Us.”

      “Me either,” I whispered. “It’s insanity.”

      “Maybe,” he agreed, his lips gently meeting mine. “I don’t want it to end. Not yet.”

      Panic briefly filled my chest, but I knocked it down, knowing nothing was forever, but at least I could enjoy the few days or moments I had left.

      “I don’t want it to end yet either.”

      “Good.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          FLINT

        

      

    

    
      The attachment that I felt for Lark didn’t make any sense and was dangerous. Not just for me, but for her too. I had enough worries and problems without adding the ones that belonged to a young woman who went looking for trouble. Maybe that was harsh, but she admitted she was partially to blame—not for the beating—but for dumping Angel’s drugs and owing the Guerrero Cartel a shit ton of money.

      I had every intention of walking away after last night. No, I wasn’t a dick. She had my protection. Once she was safe, that was when I planned to ride off on my Harley and out of her life.

      Nothing ever goes the way you plan it in this life. As I drifted off to sleep with my arm wrapped around her, one hand cupping her breast as she wiggled her bottom up against me, I couldn’t remember the last time I felt this conflicted. She made me feel things I hadn’t since before I deployed. It was scary as fuck.

      Pounding on the bedroom door awakened us both. Lark was sprawled across my chest and completely naked, her arm draped over my waist. I’d taken her three more times during the night, and I would have done so again this morning, but some asshole wasn’t leaving us alone.

      “Coming,” I grumbled, slipping from the bed and tugging on my jeans.

      When I opened the door, Patriot didn’t look happy. “We’ve got company at the front gate.”

      Any lingering fatigue I felt immediately disappeared. “Angel?”

      He nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Understood.” I turned to grab the rest of my clothes and belongings when Patriot’s hand landed on my shoulder.

      “Spoke to Grim last night. You’re family to me, which means you’re also family to the club. We’ve got your back. You’re not alone, Flint.”

      Shit. I fought hard not to show the surge of emotion that followed his words. For a guy who lost almost everything defending his country, watched his buddies die, and then suffered significant wounds only to return home to no one and nothing but time and long nights alone, this was a lot to handle all at once. My old man died when I was serving overseas. My mother passed away when I was a little kid. The girlfriend I thought loved me had already hooked up with another guy and ditched my ass before I arrived at the airport.

      I had no one until now.

      “Gather your gear and meet me out front. The girl stays with Snooki.”

      Patriot spun on his heel and strode down the hall as I walked up to the bed fast and yanked back the covers. Lark was blinking the last remnants of sleep from her eyes.

      “I need to take care of something, little dove. Need you to remain here. Snooki will stay with you.”

      She bolted upright in the bed, and I knew my vague orders didn’t fool her. “Angel is here.”

      I didn’t confirm or deny it. “I’ll be back soon.”

      Lark’s hands lifted, and she held my face as her lips met mine. “Come back to me.”

      She didn’t beg or argue, plead with me to stay or try to stop me. This woman understood what I had to do and didn’t try to change my mind. She was so damn perfect, even with her scars. Lara was ol’ lady material, and I wasn’t even a member of this club. Someone would snatch her sexy ass up in a heartbeat, and that shit made me feel a rage I didn’t expect.

      “Kane, let’s go,” I ordered, nibbling at Lark’s mouth before I kissed her again and then rose, leaving the room without a backward glance.

      Kane whimpered when we left Lark behind, and I knew he sensed something was up. He was intuitive and never failed to surprise me. His senses were keen, and Kane was fiercely protective. He stuck close to my side while his ears flattened against his head. Kane growled at anyone who stepped close to us. He felt the tension and responded as he knew how.

      Patriot flanked me on the left as Grim approached and stood at my right. The gate remained closed, but I could see Angel Mackenzie as he stood with a handful of thugs from the Guerrero Cartel. His mother was Salazar’s sister. She married a man who wasn’t Hispanic, against the family’s wishes, but that didn’t stop Angel or his brother Gabriel from becoming the favorites of their uncle Salazar.

      “Amigo, we meet again.” Angel’s gaze locked on me, but he ticked his chin toward Grim. “Grim, I have no quarrel with the Royal Bastards. I simply came for my merchandise.”

      My entire body stiffened at his crude description of Lark. Patriot glanced in my direction and gave a slight shake of his head. He didn’t want me to react before his pres tried to calm Angel down.

      Grim opened his arms wide. “That’s a little hard to accept when your men are pointing guns at my compound.”

      Angel waved a hand, and the guns lowered. I caught sight of his bandaged palm, and he seemed to have one leg that was a little stiff. Such a shame. Maybe he shouldn’t be beating women, and then karma wouldn’t have to teach his arrogant ass a lesson.

      “I wonder how he knew I was here,” I mused aloud, lowering my voice so that only Grim and Patriot could hear.

      “That was me,” Grim confided. “The longer this goes on, the worse it’s gonna get. I prefer dealing with shit upfront and not dicking around.”

      Fair enough.

      “I’m not handing Lark over. He’ll torture and then kill her. Not happening.”

      Grim squinted into the sunlight and then nodded. “Thought you’d say that.”

      Patriot’s hand was dangling in the air next to his hip like some gunslinger in a wild west movie. Weapons were strapped to his shoulders and in both fists. He wasn’t playing around. I had my 9mm firmly in my grip, ready to roll the second this went south. Grim rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck. I stood my ground, ready for whatever was about to go down.

      Kane snarled as he focused on the gate and the men straight ahead, clearly a threat.

      I blinked, my vision blurring a little on the edges. My head ached from the booze last night, and I knew getting drunk hadn’t been a great idea. Those shots in the bar with Lark hadn’t been the only liquor I consumed. It was careless, and now I had to deal with a headache and my poor vision.

      Right as I was about to answer Angel, I heard the voice of my little dove. She didn’t listen.

      “Fuck,” Patriot cursed at the exact moment Kane lowered to the ground, flicking his ears as his gaze went from me to Lark and back to the gate.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you, Angel.” I had to give her credit. She sounded courageous and not the least bit fazed.

      “Not really much of a choice, la maldita perra.”

      “Don’t call her that again,” I warned.

      “Open the gate, Grim,” Angel ordered, taking a step closer as his men tensed.

      Grim flashed a grin in his direction that was so sardonic and deadly that I would have been afraid if I was Angel. “Not gonna happen. This is my property. You want to negotiate? Take it up with Salazar.”

      “You’re gonna regret that choice,” Angel warned.

      “I doubt it,” Grim challenged.

      There was a sudden roar as the ground rumbled beneath our feet, and I thought we might have been having a damn earthquake when a semi-truck approached, hauling ass toward the gate. The massive beast rounded the corner of the compound fast and then smashed into the front entrance as chaos exploded around us.

      I yelled for Lark and snatched her around the middle as gunfire erupted, bullets spraying in our direction from behind the truck. We hit the ground, rolled, and then I tugged her behind a black SUV for cover. Completely frantic, I checked her over for injuries, relieved when she seemed no more than a little shaken up.

      “He has to die, Flint.”

      Her voice didn’t even waver when she said the words.

      “I know, little dove.”

      As fucked up as it was, I knew Angel wouldn’t stop coming after Lark. She made him look like an idiot and incompetent when she flushed his drugs and then escaped him without a trace. Angel was pissed, and he wanted to take out the cost on her flesh. He would use her, torture her, and drag it out for as long as possible before he finally took her life.

      A man like that was ruthless. Bloodthirsty for vengeance.

      I knew what surged in his blood. I’d felt that wrath myself not long ago.

      “You’re not going with him.”

      She pressed her lips to mine and then ducked lower as more bullets hit the glass in the windows above us and shattered, raining down shards upon our heads.

      “Fuck,” I cursed.

      Crouching, I grabbed Lark’s hand and led her from the SUV and over to the auto garage. The bays were open, and dozens of vehicles filled the inside—plenty of places to hide while I took care of Angel.

      “Find a quiet place to wait this out. I’ll find you when it’s over.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not leaving you.”

      “You will,” I ordered firmly. “Kane, guard Lark.” I handed over his leash and left her inside, running back toward the semi-truck and the steady pop of gunfire.

      When I reached the cab, the door was ajar, and no one was inside. I crept around the trailer and took my time, hoping to find Angel at any moment. I was done with his bullshit. He was getting nothing more than a bullet between his two eyes—end of story.

      I wasn’t a stranger to killing a man. Hell, the Marine Corps made sure you knew how to shoot your rifle, and you were good at it. I still went to range every week to ensure my aim was the same sharpshooter expert it had been while I was on active duty. I didn’t need luck. Just the chance to fire my weapon once.

      “You’re too late, puto cabrón.”

      I spun around, jolting as I felt something bite into my right shoulder with fangs so sharp that I was sure I was about to die. Pain lanced the whole portion of my upper body. My knees gave out, and I hit the ground, still clenching my gun in my right hand. I fired a single shot and sneered when the bullet hit dead center of the bastard’s forehead. Sadly, it wasn’t Angel.

      My ears began to ring, and I thought I heard Patriot yell my name.

      The last thought in my head was that Lark was in danger, and I wasn’t there to save her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          LARK

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t hesitate to move the second that Flint left my side. The auto repair shop smelled like burned oil and old grease as I wrinkled my nose and led Kane toward the back. There was an office, but it wasn’t wise to lock myself in there with nowhere to escape. I decided to duck behind a van in the back and hope that no one bothered to search inside the shop.

      My fingers dug into the pocket of my jean jacket, and I pulled my switchblade free, holding the weapon firmly in my palm. Gunfire was still popping off outside, and I trembled, running my free hand through the fur of Kane’s neck and head, lightly massaging behind his ears. He didn’t utter a sound but seemed to enjoy the action until we both heard a metallic clatter along the floor a short distance from our location.

      A rumble began low in his chest as his snout opened, a growl erupting when footsteps approached. Scared but determined, I dragged Kane by the leash and slowly moved in the opposite direction. Maybe whoever was in here didn’t hear us.

      Should have known I wasn’t that lucky.

      We rounded the front of the van and stopped abruptly when Angel stood in our way, blocking the path. His gun was pointed at my heart. Kane lowered closer to the ground, his growl threatening as he snarled in warning.

      “Don’t you think you’ve made me wait long enough, Lark?”

      I didn’t answer, trying to back up when I bumped into someone and spun, trying not to freak out when I saw Angel’s bodyguard. The last time we met, I knocked him over the head with an expensive vase and tugged his body into a closet, locking him inside. He seemed to remember as he grinned with cruel promise.

      “You remember Miguel?”

      Swallowing hard, I nodded.

      “He gets the first night with you once we return.”

      Kane began to fight the leash, and I had to hold tight, nearly dropping my knife. His growls grew louder, and I knew it was only a matter of time before someone found us. This place was crawling with bikers. I just needed to buy a little time.

      Carefully unclipping the leash as Angel narrowed his eyes, I hoped Kane would understand the command I was about to issue. If not, we might be in a lot more trouble than we anticipated.

      “Kane, attack!” I shouted, dropping the leash as he lunged forward and knocked Angel to the ground. I heard a crunch and Angel’s scream as I spun around and pressed the button on my switchblade, jabbing upward as the blade sank into Miguel’s stomach. Blood coated my hand, and I blinked, both horrified and stunned that I had the courage to fight a man twice my size.

      Miguel cried out as his hands rose and wrapped around my throat. He began to squeeze as he stumbled, and we both crashed down to the ground. A punch landed on the right side of my jaw. Dazed, I vaguely realized he had straddled my waist.

      “I’ll kill you for this!”

      Brass knuckles slipped onto his left hand as he raised his fist and brought it down, fully intent on punching me in the face as hard as he could. A black blur latched onto his hand, and I blinked, staring at Kane as he chomped down and dragged Miguel away. Screams filled the sudden silence and then choked off as Kane latched onto his neck and then snapped it, snarling as he glanced behind me.

      I tried to sit up, but I was dizzy.

      “Stay down, Lark!”

      My head pounded as I rolled over in time to catch my hero fire off a bullet, and it hit Angel dead center, right between the eyes. He lifted his weapon but never had a chance to shoot. Flint was far quicker and highly trained. Angel’s body hit the ground with a thud as Flint rushed forward, falling to his knees at my side.

      “Little dove, you’re hurt.”

      “I’m not the only one.”

      Flint tried to hide the pain evident in his vivid blue eyes. His shirt was soaked with blood, and he teetered, almost falling over as I helped him lower to the ground. His sunglasses were missing, and he blinked like the light was bothering him. I covered his eyes and started yelling for help. Shouts from outside the auto shop echoed around us as I leaned down and pressed my lips to Flint’s.

      “We’ve got him,” Patriot assured me as several big guys in leather rushed inside and lifted Flint off the ground, carrying him into the Crossroads. I wobbled as I stood, and Patriot scooped under my knees, heading in the same direction.

      I didn’t have more than a few cuts and cruises, including a sore jaw. Didn’t make sense why I felt so weak. Maybe it was just the aftermath of fear and adrenaline. Flint had been shot in the shoulder, and bikers rushed around under Patriot’s guidance, cleaning him up, removing the bullet, and bandaging his wound. There were numerous stitches, so Flint would need to keep his movements minimal until the injury healed.

      “He’s going to be fine. Trust me. This club looks after their own.”

      I stared at the blonde nurse, wondering how she fit in here.

      “I’m Rael’s ol’ lady.” She shrugged, tossing the long, silky strands of her hair over her shoulder. “Let me know if you need anything. You both should rest.”

      I nodded, watching as she cleaned up the room and took out the blood-soaked linens.

      Patriot seemed to know quite a bit about the human body and standard medical procedures as he finished up with Flint and then ticked his head toward the bed. “Get some rest. He won’t wake up for a few hours. I gave him strong painkillers.”

      “Alright.”

      A hand was squeezing mine as my eyes opened a short time later. I didn’t realize I had fallen asleep until I blinked, stifling a yawn.

      “Hey, little dove.”

      “Hey, sexy hero.”

      “I like the sound of that,” he admitted, lifting my hand, and pressing a kiss to my palm.

      “You’re sitting up,” I observed. “Shouldn’t you be flat on the bed?”

      He tilted his head to the side, giving me a soft smile. “Well, I had a problem with that.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah, you weren’t with me.”

      “Huh, I wonder if that means you have the hots for me.”

      He blinked. “The hots?”

      “You know,” I added with a wink, shaking my boobs in front of him. “You like what you see and want more.”

      “Was there ever any doubt?” he asked with a wink.

      “Not really.”

      “What are we going to do now? Angel and Miguel are dead, and the Guerrero—”

      “Shh,” he hushed. “I’ve got that handled.”

      “You do?”

      “Yeah.”

      I didn’t have any clue what that meant. “But—”

      Flint cut me off when his mouth captured mine in a kiss so sensual and hungry my toes almost curled. Flint cupped my bruised jaw when he leaned back, rubbing a thumb across gently. “I’ve been thinking of hanging around here.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, but I’d be damn lonely if you didn’t stay.”

      “Who said I was leaving?”

      “No one,” he replied firmly, “Definitely not me.”

      “Well, I think you and Kane need someone to help keep an eye on you both. You’re a magnet for trouble.”

      “You’re right about that,” a deep voice added.

      I glanced up and caught Patriot leaning against the doorframe.

      He moved out of the way as Grim strolled in, followed by Mammoth and Rael, his VP and SAA, or so Flint mentioned last night before all the drama. “Nice to see you both up and awake.”

      Flint snorted. “Can’t say the same for your front gate.”

      Grim chuckled. “The prospects needed something to do. They’ll be busy for a long while. I’ve been wanting to upgrade security anyhow.”

      Flint winced as he sat up straighter. “I’d say I’m sorry, but I’m not. Angel deserved what he got.”

      “Yeah, he did,” Patriot agreed.

      “Won’t that cause trouble for the Royal Bastards?”

      “Maybe, but we can handle it.”

      Grim ticked his chin at Flint. “Ever thought seriously about patching into the club? We could use another brother that’s as fearless as you are, Shepherd.”

      The president’s presence was commanding, and there was something almost sinister about the man. He was the most intimidating person I’d ever met, and at the same time, I wasn’t afraid of him. A protective vibe seemed to hover around all of the guys in this motorcycle club. They treated their women with a firm but gentle hand, and as I watched the interaction of the others, I had hope it was a place where I could belong. Until now, I wasn’t convinced that I belonged anywhere, but that changed the moment I met Flint, and we arrived at the Crossroads. Maybe it was a place we could both call home.

      Flint lifted his chin, a mischievous glint in those dark blue eyes. “Well, when you put it like that, sure.”

      “There’s just one thing left then,” Grim added, flashing a wicked grin.

      “And that is?”

      “The Devil’s Ride.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      “You sure about this?” I asked, staring down at Lark and hating the fact that I was leaving her for any length of time. The attack on the Crossroads was too fresh, and even though I made up my mind and wanted to patch in with the Royal Bastards, I didn’t like going too far from her presence, even if it was for a good reason.

      “Hey, sexy hero, we talked about this. I’m safe here.”

      “I know,” I murmured against her lips, nibbling on the soft pink flesh. “Gonna be here when I get back?”

      My lips pressed to hers as I cupped her neck, drawing her in close as I deepened the kiss. When we separated, her cheeks were flushed.

      “What kind of question is that?” She popped out a hip, placing her hand at her waist as she gave me a once over. “I need that dick. It’s become an obsession. You okay with that?”

      Hell yeah. “As long as you’re spread and ready when I get back.”

      She snorted, flicking out her tongue as she traced my upper lip. “Guess you’ll have to hurry back to me if you want to find out.” The wicked girl winked and then sashayed toward the Crossroads, tempting me with that fine ass. I couldn’t wait to get back and smack it, maybe taking her from behind as I drove in hard and fast.

      “You’re in for it, baby,” I yelled, grinning as she stopped, glancing over her shoulder.

      “I hope so,” she replied with a flick of her hair.

      Fuck. I had it bad for this sweet little bird. “Hey,” I called out, my voice dropping low as I caught the smile that she tried to hide. Sure was taking me forever to leave the clubhouse and join my new brothers, including Patriot. I just couldn’t seem to say goodbye. Lark was a songbird that lured me in, snaring my heart and lulling me into a safe, comfortable place that I hadn’t felt in far too long. I didn’t want it to end, not now, not ever.

      “Yeah, baby?”

      A shiver ghosted down my spine. I loved the way her voice softened when she called me that. It made me think of the way she sounded after sex when her tone became husky, and she was fully satisfied. “Keep Kane by your side. Don’t leave him for any reason.”

      “I won’t,” she promised. “He’ll be a good boy.”

      “And darlin’?”

      “Yes?”

      “Hold onto my heart too.” I didn’t know why I said that. It was silly. Emotional. Far too exposed, but at the moment, it felt right.

      “You got it,” she whispered right before she palmed her chest, tapping over her heart.

      “Gonna be a wild new ride for us. Hope you’re ready.”

      “As long as I’m with you, it’ll be perfect.”

      

      
        
        Thank you for reading!

      

      

      

      
        
        If you enjoyed this novella, please leave a review to help others decide on the book.

        This isn’t the end for Flint and Lark.

        There’s more to come in 2022.

        To read the first book in the series click here:

        The Biker’s Gift
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          SASHA

        

      

    

    
      Nighttime is the hardest part of the day for me.

      My conscious mind knows I’m free, happy, protected. My subconscious hasn’t gotten the message yet, however. My dreams are haunted by Jasper. Some nights they feature me getting my revenge, though that can only bring about a certain amount of contentment. Other nights I dream of my time with him, his hands all over me…his tongue…his…

      Oh shit.

      Throwing the blankets off, I launch myself out of bed and make a mad dash into the bathroom. Coughing, my body attempts to rid itself of all the nothing in my stomach. As the acrid taste of bile overwhelms my tastebuds, another heave powers through me, and I’m incapable of stopping it.

      “Fuck, Sasha. Are you alright, babe?”

      Blade’s large hand rubs over my shoulder, causing another wave of nausea to hit me. I shrug him off because I can’t bear the touch of another when I’m in this state. Never have. Never will.

      “I’m—I’m sorry.” Heave. “I can’t be touched right now.”

      “It’s okay, little girl. I get it.”

      He retreats from the bathroom as the contracting of my stomach muscles subsides a little. Once I’m certain my body is finished attempting to expel the contents of my stomach, I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and stand up.

      Pumping some soap into my palms, I turn the water on and wash the yuck from them. I meet my swollen, red-rimmed eyes in the mirror and take a deep breath. Once the soap is all washed away, I cup my hands under the stream of water to get a drink, when I see Blade’s reflection join mine.

      With a glass of water in his hand.

      His pity-filled gaze breaks my heart. He’s been absolutely incredible these past several weeks, especially since Maggie left. Blade has been my rock, but I never had to explain how I was feeling to Maggie. Even when I couldn’t put those feelings into words, she just knew. We could be sitting across a crowded room from one another and one look from her felt like a compassionate hug.

      “Thank you,” I croak, my throat raw and irritated, as I accept the glass of water.

      When his hand is free, he reaches for my shoulder again, but stops himself. Another pained look flashes in his stare as he crosses his arms and leans his body against the closed door.

      I swish the water around in my mouth and spit before taking another sip. The cool liquid feels incredible on my throat as I gargle, trying to clear the remaining bits of acid from it. A final, tiny sip, and I set the glass down on the smooth ceramic countertop.

      Blade moves to open the door when I turn from the sink, but I stop him. Wrapping my arms around his stomach, tears spring to my eyes. With everything that’s happened, it would be easy for me to be despondent and withdrawn. I’m not saying I ever want to go through something like that again. I hope to God that was the only hell Blade and I will have to endure in this lifetime. But I’d be ungrateful not to acknowledge all the good it brought me.

      A badass, unfuckwithable family.

      An overbearing, pain-in-the-ass protector who I love deeply, who loves me beyond measure, and who I never knew I needed.

      And the baby growing inside of me I still haven’t told him about.

      At least I keep telling myself this baby is a good thing. Blade and I briefly talked about kids for about five seconds, what feels like ten years ago. He was all on board the baby express, but that was right after we had sex. What if it was just the dopamine talking?

      Tugging my arms away from his body, I look up into his strong, steel stare. My heart swells as our gazes connect. I’m so lucky to have him. Most days I struggle to understand how I ended up the object of his affection. I’m so plain and simple, and he’s…extraordinary. To think I ever pushed him away…the thought makes me want to cry.

      Or are those the pregnancy hormones?

      Just tell him. He loves you, and you know he’s going to be fine with it. More than fine!

      “Bl—”

      “Yo, Blade,” Hawk calls from the hallway before a series of firm knocks rap on the door to the bathroom. “You almost done in there? I’ve gotta take a leak.”

      “Hold that thought,” Blade winks at me before opening the bathroom door with irritation.

      “Almost.”

      “Aw, hell…I’m sorry Sasha, I didn’t realize you were in there, too.”

      “It’s okay. It’s all yours.” I manage a weak smile as I walk past Hawk and back into our bedroom.

      “Hey, what were you about to say in there?” Blade inquires, following me into our room.

      I crawl back into bed, feeling weak and shaky, and Blade takes a seat on the edge, waiting expectedly for me to continue.

      “Oh, uhh…I was just going to say thank you. For the water.” I smile. “It was sweet of you.”

      “You’re welcome, little girl.” He winks and places his palm on my clammy cheek before kissing me on the forehead. “When he gets out of there, I’m going to hop in the shower. I’ve gotta get to the garage early today.”

      “Okay.” I nod.

      “Why don’t you go back to sleep?” Blade suggests.

      “I will.”

      “I love you,” he declares.

      I smile. “Love you, too.”
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        * * *

      

      I tried to go back to sleep, but I couldn’t. I was too busy screaming at myself for being such a goddamn wimp. I don’t know what my problem is. Although, I could be projecting my shock and dismay onto Blade. Thinking back to when I took the pregnancy test last week, I was so dumbfounded; I didn’t believe the results. So I took another one. Still not believing it to be true, I went back to Shepard’s and got two more, just to be sure.

      I remember sinking to the floor of the bathroom with four positive pregnancy tests clutched tightly to my chest. Not only was I speechless, but I realized I didn’t have a parent or girlfriend I could talk to about it, either. I wanted to tell Maggie…until I remembered she was gone, and no one knew how to get a hold of her.

      As I finish brushing my hair, I think back to our last conversation. It was the day after we killed Jasper.

      

      As I lay comfortable and protected in Blade’s arms, a knock sounds on the door, pulling our attention from the television. I’m immediately irritated. I don’t want either of us to have to move. Whoever it is can come back later. Unfortunately, Blade doesn’t feel the same. He kisses my forehead before unwrapping his arms from around me and rolling off the bed.

      I sit back against the headboard and look to see who’s interrupted us. When I realize it’s Maggie, my frustration dissipates immediately.

      “Sorry to bother you guys,” she apologizes.

      “It’s no bother,” Blade assures.

      She looks expectantly at me, and Blade excuses himself to the kitchen for a snack. When we’re alone, she joins me on the bed, and we sit facing one another.

      “I wanted to check on you,” she begins. “Hawk told me what happened last night after I left you in the infirmary. How are you holding up?”

      Taking a deep breath, I exhale loudly as I run my hands over my face.

      “Honestly? I’m okay,” I admit. “I don’t know what came over me last night. I can’t believe I did what I did, but I don’t feel bad about it. That being said, I never want to become that girl again. She scares me.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “I don’t know what they did with him. Blade brought me up here as soon as it was over, but I don’t think I want to know.”

      “It’s probably better that you don’t,” she replies.

      We sit in silence for a moment before I speak again.

      “So, what’s the latest with you and Hawk?”

      I would love to see the two of them end up together. I know she was planning on leaving initially, but she hasn’t yet. The longer she stays, the more hopeful I get that she’s going to be here for good.

      “There’s no latest.” She shakes her head, and I don’t miss the sadness in her tone.

      “Oh, come on. You’re perfect for one another. What are you waiting for?”

      “Things are…complicated.” She rolls her eyes as her voice cracks slightly.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” I pull her in for a hug as I see her blue eyes gloss over with tears.

      “Nothing. Nothing, I promise.” She wraps her arms around me. “There’s just been a lot going on…you know? Emotions are heightened and all that.”

      “I totally understand,” I agree.

      “I know you do. Anyway.” She pulls away from me and wipes her eyes. “I’m fine. Everything is going to be okay.”

      The intonation in her voice sends shivers down my spine. I don’t know whether she’s trying to convince me more, or herself.

      I nod my head, pulling away from her. “You know I’ll always be here for you, right?”

      “I know,” she replies with a wistful smile.

      Just then, Blade appears in the hallway outside of the bedroom door.

      “Anyway, I’m so glad you’re okay.” She sniffles and squeezes my biceps reassuringly as she speaks. “I’m going to go now.”

      “Thanks for checking on me,” I call out to her as she clears the threshold of the room, not looking back.

      

      It was the last time I saw or spoke to her. The finality in her voice as she told me she was leaving didn’t hit me until the next day when Hawk told me she had gone. We have no way of getting in contact with her. Not directly anyway.

      I've asked Blade to reach out to the Royal Bastards to see if she’s there…see if she’s okay, but he hasn’t yet. He assures me he will as soon as the time is right, but the fact that Maggie disobeyed her father by staying here, and the fact that Hawk was less than helpful to Royce in seeing that she was returned to him in the first place, makes the entire situation very sticky.

      Not to mention the big fuck you Hawk gave him a few weeks back. Royce will not be in the mood to do us a favor anytime soon, if ever.

      Speaking of Hawk, I hear him banging around in the kitchen. Turning the bathroom light off, I go look to see what he’s doing.

      “Hey,” I mutter, grabbing the coffee pot and filling a mug full of it.

      “Hey. Sorry again about earlier. I saw Blade out here and I thought he was the only one up.”

      “It’s fine, really,” I promise him.

      Hawk crashes at our place here and there. Having an extra room, we asked him if he wanted to move in. Not that we’re eager for a roommate, we just feel bad for him. However, he doesn’t like being away from his infirmary that often in case there is an emergency.

      But I think he needs to get away from time to time to keep himself from thinking about Maggie. I’m not the only one who’s dealing with a void in their life caused by her absence. Unlike Hawk, though, I didn’t get into an argument with her before she disappeared.

      I think that makes him feel even worse about her being gone. I don’t know exactly what they fought about, but Blade told me Hawk mentioned things being tense between the two of them the night before she left.

      “Can I make you some eggs? Bacon?” Hawk offered, pulling the package out of the refrigerator.

      The second my eyes land on the thick strips of raw meat, my stomach turns. Knowing I won’t make it to the bathroom, I sprint to the kitchen sink and dry heave until it feels like my stomach is going to come out of my mouth, and it forces tears from my eyes.

      “Fuck!” I pound my fist on the countertop as I gasp for air.

      Placing my head in my hand, I reach for the faucet and turn it on. I splash myself with water to cool the feverish heat on my face. As soon as I’m finished, Hawk speaks.

      “How far along are you?” he inquires.

      “Excuse me?” My head snaps to him a little too quickly, and I nearly lose my balance.

      He runs to me as I grip the countertop to steady myself. Sitting me down in the chair at the kitchen table, he takes the one opposite me. He doesn’t repeat his question. Instead he pins me with a knowing and expectant gaze.

      Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath and give in. It’s actually a bit of a relief to have someone to talk to about it. And if not Blade, Hawk of all people is the best person to discuss it with.

      “I’m not sure. How did you know?”

      “You turned down a beer at dinner—”

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” I snap.

      “—and you turned green the second Bon-Bon put the platter of chicken on the dinner table last night. Also, the sight of the bacon just now was an instant trigger. I wasn’t a hundred percent positive, but I had a hunch. Plus, I heard you getting sick in the bathroom this morning.”

      “I thought you didn’t know I was in there.”

      “I lied.” A large shit-eating grin stretches across his face.

      I rub my forehead, trying to ease the pain that's throbbing beneath my skull.

      “He’s not an idiot, Sasha. You won’t be able to hide it from him much longer.”

      “I know he’s not. And I’m not hiding it…exactly. I’m just trying to figure out the best way to tell him. It’s monumental, you know? I don’t know how he’s going to take it, and I don’t want to just spring it on him.”

      Hawk doesn’t hide his eye roll. He thinks my excuses are bullshit.

      “I honestly don’t think you have anything to be nervous about. He’s going to be stoked. The longer you keep it from him, the worse it’s going to be. Have you called the doctor yet?”

      I shake my head.

      “I’ve only known for a week…barely. I didn’t think to make an appointment yet.”

      “Tell Blade and then make that appointment. It’s important. As is your diet, so I’m going to make you some eggs. How do you want them?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          BLADE

        

      

    

    
      Work has been steady at the garage lately, which is great.

      We’ve lost some customers the past few months with everything that’s been going on. It sucks, and that’s money lost, but Sasha needed me, and you can’t put a price on love.

      But you can put a price on an engagement ring.

      Especially blinding one carat, pear-shaped diamond on a platinum band, like the one I picked up from the jewelers over in Belle Grove this morning. Staring at the ring for the hundredth time today, I get nervous.

      A marriage is not something I ever expected to have. Not only because I never found a girl I wanted to make that kind of commitment to, but because of the dangerous life I live. For the past two years, the one thing that kept me away from Sasha was knowing that bringing her into my life would be hazardous to her health.

      And I wasn’t wrong.

      If it makes me a bastard to admit I wouldn’t go back and change where we are today to spare her the pain of everything she’s gone through, then I guess I’m a bastard. A selfish bastard in love with the most selfless person I’ve ever met.

      Yes, she’s out of my league.

      Yes, she’s far too good for me.

      No, I don’t fucking care.

      We haven’t been together long, but we’ve been through more than most couples who have been together for years. Most people would say it’s too early in our relationship to pop the question, but I say too soon isn’t soon enough.

      I don’t simply want to be with Sasha.

      I want a ring on her finger, I want to make it legal, and I want to give her my last name.

      I want to go to the diner, right this second, and make her put it on her finger.

      But I won’t do that.

      Despite being a bastard, I want to give Sasha everything she deserves.

      Like a proper proposal. With flowers and shit. Something romantic. Something that will make her roll her eyes and tell me it’s too much. And I’ll kneel before her, basking in the warmth of her beauty, knowing she’s dying inside because it’s everything she’s ever wanted, but never felt worthy enough to receive.

      “Hey.”

      I snap the ring box closed as quickly as possible when I hear the voice. I don’t want anyone knowing my plan yet.

      “Is that an engagement ring?” Cap asks, his voice elevated in surprise.

      “Shhh!” I hush him, hopping up from my chair and closing the door to the office so no one else will hear.

      So much for keeping it a secret. But I can’t be too mad. I’m actually relieved to tell someone. I’ve had to keep quiet since last week when I bought it. They kept it for resizing. I knew it was going to be too big for her dainty finger, so I told them I would call back with the information once I figured out what it was.

      I had to wait until Sasha was asleep one night so I could wrap a string around her finger and get the correct measurement that way. Luckily, she’s been sleeping like the dead recently, so she didn’t even flinch while I got what I needed.

      “Yeah, it’s an engagement ring. But don’t tell anyone. I’m trying to keep it a secret for now.”

      “Damn man, congratulations.” Cap claps me on the back, and I can’t help but smile.

      “Don’t congratulate me yet. She could say no.”

      “One, she won’t. Two, even if she did, I have a feeling asking her is just a formality. You’re not actually going to give her a choice,” he jokes.

      Kind of.

      “Yeah, pretty much.”

      “Anyway, that’s awesome, man. I’m happy for you.”

      I gently place the box in my safe and lock it up. I’ll take it to the clubhouse and hide it somewhere secure when I get off work. We have church tonight, anyhow.

      “Do you know when you’re going to do it?” Cap questions as we exit my office into the garage.

      “No, not yet. I want to think of something nice. She deserves it, you know?”

      I look around the garage to make sure no one is listening. Kid is busy changing the oil on a truck while Hawk is installing a new alternator on a sedan.

      “I was thinking the other day, it’s a shame I can’t ask her dad or brother for their blessing. But then I thought maybe I could ask Ellie? She’s the closest thing Sasha has to a parent. Is that stupid?”

      “No, I don’t think so. It shows respect, and I don’t think either Sasha or Ellie would expect it. It will probably win you some brownie points with Ellie, too.”

      I nod my head. That’s an excellent point.

      “Yeah, I could sure do with some of those.”

      Ellie is far from being my biggest fan. When I called and spoke to her the day after we rescued Sasha from Jasper—for the second time—she made it very clear the best thing I can do for Sasha is to leave her alone.

      “You could always ask Boy Scout. I think he’s warmed up to you by now.”

      “Maybe. We played nice to get Sasha back, but I haven’t heard from him since. I don’t know if his feelings are still as strong for her as they used to be. If so, then he wouldn’t approve.”

      “But you’re going to ask her regardless of what anyone else thinks anyway, my brother. So does it really matter?”

      I think about that as Cap gets back to work. He’s absolutely right on both counts.

      Getting someone’s blessing is about respect, not permission.

      Whether or not they approve, I’m going to marry Sasha.
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        * * *

      

      Last week, I suggested to Stone that we patch Kid in early. After his quick thinking the night Sasha was taken from the diner, I thought he deserved it. Stone agreed and told me we would put it to a vote, which happens tonight. I’m hoping the rest of my brothers feel the same way.

      “Okay, quiet down.” Stone brings order within the walls of the chapel. “Blade has made a request that requires a vote from the club for approval. He’s asked to be heard this evening.”

      When Stone confirms he has everyone’s attention, he tells me to go ahead. “Room’s yours, son.”

      I nod to him before speaking.

      “If it weren’t for Kid’s actions last month when Sasha was abducted from the diner, we may never have found her.” My heart plummets into my stomach, thinking about all the different ways that night could have gone so much worse than it did. “Since he’s only a month away from his one-year of service as a prospect, anyway, I thought we could acknowledge his quick thinking and unwavering loyalty by patching him in early. Tonight.”

      I look back at Stone to let him know I’m finished.

      “Okay, let’s vote,” he announces.

      One by one, Stone looks at each of my brothers, awaiting their response. If even one member votes no, it dies. I hope that’s not what happens tonight.

      Iron. “Yes.”

      Me. “Yes.”

      Cap. “Hell yeah.”

      Hawk. “Yes.”

      Pretty Boy. “Yeah.”

      Drama. “Yes.”

      SoCo. “Yeah.”

      Finally, it's Stone’s turn.

      “Yes.”

      With Stone’s vote, it’s declared. Drama walks to the built-ins at the back of the room and grabs a Devil’s Skull top rocker and the Whispering Valley, MD rocker for the bottom rear of his cut.

      “I sent Kid to the basement to look for something I know isn’t down there,” Stone laughs. “Blade, why don’t you go get him?”

      I hop up from my chair and exit the chapel. The delicious smell of lasagna hits my nose, and it makes me want to stay for dinner, but I told Sasha I would eat at the diner tonight. Maybe I can get Ellie alone to talk to her while I'm there.

      “Yo, Kid!” I shout down the basement steps, purposefully sounding angry.

      “Yeah?” he runs to the bottom of the steps quickly with a hesitant look on his face.

      He doesn’t understand my hostility.

      “Get the fuck up here, now.”

      “Uh—” he looks behind him. I’m sure Stone told him not to come up until he found what he was looking for. Abandoning his search, he finally puts one foot on the step. “O—okay.”

      When he reaches the first floor, he stops and waits for me to speak, but I don’t. I just push him toward the back hallway that leads to the chapel. When we get inside, each of my brothers has varying states of anger or rage painted on their faces.

      “At the table, son,” Stone commands when Kid enters.

      I take my regular seat next to Iron, keeping my hostile gaze on Kid as he stands at the end of the table facing Stone.

       “We need to discuss something that occurred because of an action you took.” Stone explains. “Had it not been for you, it never would have happened.”

      I watch as Kid swallows nervously, the overhead lights glimmering off his sweaty forehead as his eyes bounce from member to member.

      Stone nods to me, letting me know it’s my turn to explain.

      “If not for your quick thinking and actions last month, I may have lost Sasha forever.”

      I stand up and walk over to a very confused-looking Kid.

      “I’m not good with words, but even if I was, I wouldn’t be able to find any that are strong enough to convey how thankful I am to you for what you did that night. Aside from all of you in this room, Sasha is my life. I don’t know where I would be today if she weren’t around any longer.”

      Kid’s eyes go wide when he realizes that he’s not in trouble, as he previously thought.

      “As a token of my appreciation, I’ve requested that we patch you in early if you think you’re ready for that.”

      “Are you fucking with me?”

      “Drama?”

      I turn and watch as Drama slides the patches toward this end of the table. When Kid realizes we aren’t joking about his patches, he practically crumbles to the floor with relief. Each of my brothers gets up from their seats, hooting and hollering, and jumping in a pile on top of Kid.

      “Welcome to the club, fuckface!” SoCo shouts as he punches him in the arm.

      “We totally had you, dude,” Pretty Boy laughs.

      When they finally let Kid up off the ground, he looks at me. “Jesus fucking Christ, I thought you were going to take me out back and shoot me.”

      “Nah. Not tonight,” I wink, clapping him on the back. “These patches are well-deserved. Seriously…thank you.”

      I bring him in for a hug, and I can feel both his love and appreciation in the way he squeezes me.

      “It’s weird. I haven’t known her for long, but I already think of her as a sister. I’d do anything to protect her, man,” he says in my ear.

      “Better keep it that way.” I touch my finger to his chest as I pull him away. “She’s mine.”

      I cup his cheek in my hand and flash him a smile.

      “Come on, let’s go celebrate.”

      Kid follows me to the clubhouse bar, the crowd of us behind him. I hand out beers to everyone, then stand back and watch as they give cheers to this and cheers to that.

      “So,” I shout after the cheers have died down a little. “There’s actually something else to celebrate this evening as well.”

      My eyes shoot to Cap, who nods for me to let them in on my secret. I pull the tiny, black velvet box out of the inside pocket of my cut. I dodge the gazes of my brothers as I open the box. Once I see the light reflecting off the diamond, casting a rainbow glow onto the white satin the ring is sitting in, I look up.

      In Iron, I see pride. In Stone, acceptance.

      The rest of my brothers look like I just told them I won the lottery. And I feel like I have.

      “I’m going to ask Sasha to marry me.”

      “Thank God, because I thought you were about to drop down on one knee in front of me. And that would have been really fucking awkward,” SoCo jokes.

      “That’s great news, brother.” Hawk swats my arm as the rest of my brothers start in with another round of cheers.

      “Hey, hey! Okay, I got this.” SoCo breaks through the noise and raises his beer bottle up high. “This is to honor.”

      “Oh, this oughta be good,” I joke.

      “I offered my honor. She honored my offer. All night long, I was honor and off her.”

      The group of us chuckles as SoCo continues.

      “Here's to hittin' honor, gettin’ honor, stayin' honor. And if you can't come in her, come honor.”

      As we break out into a fit of laughter, I realize the only opinions I need about popping the question are from the men in this room.

      Other than Sasha, as long as they’re happy, no one else matters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          SASHA

        

      

    

    
      I have never been so tired in my life.

      The first thing I did after taking the four pregnancy tests was research signs and symptoms. They’re not pleasant. Not until the second trimester, apparently. With the past couple of months I’ve had, I’ve been able to explain away my fatigue as not being able to sleep well. Which is also true.

      I haven’t wanted to tell Ellie because I know she will fuss over me. Either that or she’ll tell me how stupid I am for letting a neanderthal knock me up. I’ve been trying so hard to convince her that Blade and the rest of the club really are the good guys. No matter what I say, she is adamant if it weren’t for them, I wouldn’t have been abducted—twice—and forced to endure what I did.

      She didn’t have as much of an issue with them after they rescued me the first time. But then it happened again, and her gratitude went out the window. She forgets that Michael was part of it. She has no idea Death’s Road planned to take over Whispering Valley no matter what, and we all would have suffered. Instead, they’re no longer a threat.

      “Hey Toni, someone just sat in your section, but I know you’re trying to get out of here. Do you want me to take them for you?”

      Toni and I still aren’t best friends, and we never will be, but she’s kept her word about turning over a new leaf. I’m not objecting to it either. I just want life to be simple again, and I don’t want to hate coming into work anymore. I still don’t understand how what happened to me made her feelings change where I’m concerned, but I think part of it has to do with my connection to the Skull.

      Toni has never been one to hide her feelings. Even before, I could see it on her face anytime one of them would walk through the door. She wanted them, and I honestly don’t think she cared who. Though recently, it seems her attention has been focused more on SoCo than anyone else. As long as she doesn’t go after Blade, not that her feelings would be reciprocated in any fashion if she did, I couldn’t give a shit.

      “Yeah, actually. That would be great. I’m supposed to be meeting up with someone later. I need to go home and get ready.”

      My curiosity begs me to ask her who, to see if her date is with SoCo. He doesn’t exactly ignore her when he comes in here, but he doesn’t pay her nearly the same amount of attention as she does him. I won’t ask, however. It's none of my business, and again, I’m still not ready to enter a friendship with her where we giggle and talk about our love lives.

      “Thank you,” she offers.

      “You got it,” I tell her before leaving the kitchen.

      When I get back out into the dining room, my eyes fall on Blade as he struts through the front door. The deep, thumping sound of drums beats in my ears as my heart pounds the same way it always does every time I see him. Butterflies tickle their wings along the inside of my stomach when his steel eyes meet mine, and I can see his desire swimming in them. Unfortunately, the fluttering conjures up a wave of nausea that has me clutching my stomach, and I break eye contact with him.

      “Little girl?” he says, concern laced in his voice. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” I ensure as he wraps me in his arms. “I think I’m just hungry.”

      Hungry? Ugh... I’m so not hungry.

      Not the smartest answer.

      “Well, let’s go eat then.” He pulls away and places his finger under my chin.

      “Yeah, go have a seat. I have to greet this table, and I’ll be right over with your drink.”

      “Okay.” Blade winks and the corner of his mouth lifts slightly.

      I watch him walk away and my stomach reminds me not to get myself too worked up. Turning my attention to the couple who walked in just before he did, I take their order and hand it to Mikey to get started.
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        * * *

      

      As Blade polishes off his open-faced roast beef, I continue to take tiny sips of my chicken noodle soup. Mikey returned to work at the right time. His famous recipe is the only thing that’s been able to settle my stomach so far. He was out for three weeks while his leg healed from the bullet wound he sustained when Rooster shot him. I was ecstatic when I found out he was going to be okay.

      Ellie is relieved to have us both back to work. That may be another reason the Skull rubs her the wrong way. She hasn’t had a full staff in about three months, all because of events surrounding the club. She had to hire another chef and two new servers within the past month. One to fill Toni’s spot, since she was briefly promoted to assistant manager, and the other because Whitney quit, deciding to focus solely on beauty school. Of the two newbies, only one is still here.

      “Are you sure you’re okay? You’ve barely touched your soup,” Blade questions.

      “I’m fine, just tired. I haven’t been sleeping well lately, and it’s catching up to me.”

      “When we get home, how about I massage you all over and try to help you relax?”

      He wiggles his eyebrows, letting me know the last thing he wants to do is relax. I would give anything to be with Blade tonight, but unfortunately, sex is the last thing on my mind. I roll my eyes jokingly at his incessant attempts at persuasion.

      He’s lucky I love him.

      Unconsciously, my hand finds my stomach, and an overwhelming feeling of joy soars through my body. I feel happy tears trying to make their way to the surface, but I push them down. I don’t want to make Blade worry.

      Tell him.

      Both my own and Hawk’s voice, ring in my head at the same time.

      “I’m—”

      “I’ll—”

      We both begin speaking at the same time. I smile at him and nod for him to go first.

      “I’ll take the dishes into the kitchen for you, little girl. Hold that thought. You can tell me as soon as I get back.” He winks at me as he stacks my bowl on top of his plate and disappears into the kitchen.

      I take a deep breath and smile as I rub my stomach while I wait. After a few minutes, I realize the rag and sanitizer I was using to clean the tables is still where I left it before sitting down to eat. I hop up and grab the cleaning supplies, taking them to the back of the house to put them away. I don’t see Blade back here, and I wonder where he went. When I step out of the storage area, I hear his voice coming from Ellie’s office.

       Just before I link my arms around Blade’s middle, my feet stop moving. My heart breaks into pieces as words I wasn’t expecting to hear fall from his lips.

      “No, of course not. After everything we’ve gone through, we need to take our time. Adding a kid to the mix right now would be a mistake...”

      Seven letters. Two simple syllables, and my world feels like it’s imploding on itself all over again.

      Unable to listen any longer, I hurry from the doorway and return to the dining room. Tears that only a moment ago were so full of celebration are now tainted by pain.

      Wiping the tears from my cheeks, my mind switches over to survival mode. I need to find somewhere else to live. I’ll have to get on government assistance. There’s no way I can raise a baby on my measly salary. I’m going to need—.

      “Hey, what’s wrong? What happened?”

      Blade crouches in front of me and takes both of my hands into one of his. With his other hand, he wipes the tears from my cheeks.

      “Sasha.”

      “Nothing,” I sniff. “I just don’t feel well. I want to go home.”

      I stand and push past him, but he grabs onto my hand and pulls me back into his chest.

      He says nothing, but his intense look of concern is piercing. It cuts through me and tears me to pieces. He thinks I’m lying, and in a sense, yes, I am. But I’m also not. I don’t feel well. I feel scared, heartbroken, and betrayed.

      Barely a month ago, we promised one another no matter what happened, we would get through it together. Does that also include a mistake such as an unwanted pregnancy

      “I’ll see you at home,” I tell him, pulling away again. 

      This time he lets me go, but I feel his presence behind me. The thud of his boots hitting the linoleum sounds off like a cannon. He parked his bike right next to my car, and I can feel his eyes on me as I buckle up and throw it into reverse. Looking behind me, I avoid his gaze as though it will turn me to stone and pull out of my parking space.

      The entire drive home, I keep my hand on my stomach and make a promise to my baby that I will be a good mom. I promise to be there in all the ways my mother wasn’t. To do whatever it takes to provide for him or her, no matter if their father wants to be part of their life or not.

      I survived on my own before Blade, and I can survive just fine after him, too.
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        * * *

      

      I managed to dry my eyes before I got to the house. I was hoping I had enough time to go inside and hop in the shower before Blade got here, but he rode my ass the entire way home. I wanted to escape the inquisition I know is about to unfold.

      “Sasha,” he calls after me the second I step from the car. His gravelly voice is thick with emotion. He hurts because he knows I’m hurting. “I didn’t want to press you in the diner, but what’s wrong? What happened in the five minutes that I was in the kitchen?”

      He grips my bicep, twirling me until I’m facing him,

      “Was it a flashback?”

      No, for once I can’t blame that fucking lunatic for my tears.

      “I’m fine, okay? I don’t feel good, and I smell like pie and meatloaf. I want to go inside, take a shower, and go to bed.”

      “Why are you lying to me?”

      “I’m not, Blade.” I do smell like pie and meatloaf. “Please, can we go inside now? Before the neighbors hear?”

      “I don’t give a fuck what they hear. There’s something wrong, and I want to know what it is so I can fucking fix it for you.”

      You can’t fix this.

      I wipe my cheek and walk toward our front door, relieved when Blade moves his feet and doesn’t force me to stay out here any longer. The second we’re inside and the door is locked, Blade spins me around again. Just as I’m about to scream at him and tell him to stop tugging on me, he pushes me up against the front door and crushes his lips to mine, swallowing my whine of protest.

      His knee wiggles between my thighs, his hands cup my cheeks. He’s got me pinned with his hips, and his erection is burning through his jeans, singeing my skin.

      I make a noise, trying to tell him to stop. My hands fist his black t-shirt, and I push against his chest with all my strength. I don’t stop until my arms feel like they’re going to give out, and he hasn’t budged. Then he runs his warm, soft tongue over my bottom lip, causing it to tremble.

      No. Do not give into this Sasha.

      After a moment, he breaks the kiss, and I whimper.

      His thumbs trace along my cheekbones, and through my closed eyes I can feel the intensity of his stare.

      “Sasha...” he whispers my name, and it sends tingles down my spine.

      Peeking through my lashes, the second I finally lock my eyes on his, the heat and desire within their depths takes my breath away.

      I’m done for.

      If this is going to be the end, we may as well go out with a bang. Tomorrow I’ll tell him I’m pregnant and deal with the fallout. But tonight...tonight I just want to be with him.

      “Carson...” I breathe as a lone tear escapes through the corner of my eye.

      His lips close over mine again as he hoists me up into his arms. My legs lock around his waist, and I squeeze him tightly...like my life depends on it. He walks us into our bedroom and slowly places me on the bed. Using my feet, I kick off my shoes as he makes quick work of unbuttoning my jeans and pulling them down my legs. When they’re off, he grips my chin possessively, and his eyes search mine.

      The lust in my eyes must be what he was looking for. He plants another kiss on my lips and pulls my bottom lip gently through his teeth.

      Fuck, I’m going to miss this.

      I can’t think about that right now.

      My lip tingles after he releases it, then he begins untying his boots. As his fingers work to loosen the knots, mine find his zipper. Tugging it down and releasing the button, his jeans part, falling down past the firm “V” of his lower abdomen.

      Fuck me.

      I pull my shirt over my head and quickly dispose of my bra before pulling the heavy fabric down his legs. He discards his jeans as soon as he frees both feet from his boots. Once there are no more barriers between us, he flattens himself over me on the mattress. Reaching underneath of my body, he squeezes my ass before moving his hand farther down my leg.

      Cupping the back of my knee, he lifts my leg, bending it and granting himself better access to me. Grinding his hips into mine, I wince in beautiful agony as his dick rubs against my clit. He runs his hand over my ass again and down my leg, only to retrace his path back up to my core. Running his fingers through the center of me, I watch his eyes intently as passion burns brighter within them.

      How can this be the end?

      After checking that I’m primed and ready for him, he licks my arousal off of his fingers before guiding himself inside of me. How is it possible that it feels better now than it ever has before?

      Blade and I have made love very few times, but never because it isn’t good. Our love has always been intense, ferocious, and urgent. The need to take and be taken has always been strong, and we’ve never been patient enough for this kind of slow and sensual dance.

      But everything is different tonight. It's as though both of us know big changes are coming, and we want to take our time with one another. Savor the experience. I only wish I knew what changes Blade has in mind, because based on what I overheard at Ellies, we’re out of alignment.

      And I am terrified of what tomorrow holds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          BLADE

        

      

    

    
      Last night felt...different. Way more emotional than any other time we’ve been together. I don’t know what happened in the few minutes after I left her at the table, but I won’t let her get away with shutting me out again. Been there, done that. It’s not for us. Not how we operate, and she damn well knows it.

      “I’m telling you, man. She’s acting fucking weird. Not like her usual self.”

      Hawk hands me the impact wrench, and I go to work loosening the lug nuts from the tire of the car I’m working on.

      “I’m sure it will pass soon. She's been through the wringer, you know?”

      “Yeah, but last night...I swear to you she looked at me like it was the last time she’s ever going to lay eyes on me.”

      When I went back into the kitchen with the dishes, I did it so I could slip into Ellie’s office and speak with her about the proposal. As I suspected, she wasn’t thrilled with the idea, but I could tell she was surprised that I felt it was important to reach out to her

      “I’m sure you just saw wrong.”

      Lifting my head from the wheel of the car, I flash an annoyed look at Hawk. He usually has more helpful responses when we talk about shit, but I’ll give him a break since girl drama is new territory for both of us. Plus, I didn’t take into consideration that this might be hard for him to talk about since Maggie left.

      The poor bastard tries hard to hide his heartbreak, but I've never seen him like this before. It’s like he’s been in a fog for a month, barely eating, closes himself off in the infirmary or in his bedroom when he’s not crashing at our place.

      “So, I talked to Ellie last night...” I tell him, trying to shift the subject a little.

      “Yikes...how did that go?”

      “The first words out of her mouth were, ‘Did you knock her up?’” I look back at Hawk and laugh.

      “And what did you say?” he questions, eyes wide with a nervous look on his face.

      “I told her no, obviously. But the way she was looking at me, she made me nervous. It’s fucking hard to make me nervous, so I randomly spit out that we’ve been through so much. Adding a kid to our situation right now would be a mistake.”

      Closing his eyes, Hawk pinches the bridge of his nose like he does when he’s getting a migraine.

      “You all good, man?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, just a headache coming on. So, how did the conversation end?”

      “After the kid talk, the only thing she said to me was, ‘I don’t care how tough you think you are, if you break her heart, I’ll come after you myself,’ and then she told me to get the fuck out of her office.”

      A smile stretches across Hawk’s face, getting a kick out of the fact that Ellie essentially shooed me away.

      “So when are you going to pop the question, anyway?”

      “I wanted to give it to her the second I got it, but she deserves something incredible, you know? Some sort of grand gesture. I’m not good at that shit, though. Maybe I’ll talk to Mariah and see if she has any ideas.”

      “How was Sasha this morning?

      “Asleep. She’s been so tired lately and hasn’t been sleeping well. I figured she needed the rest.” 

      “Does she work today?”

      “Yeah, she’s closing.”

      “Why don’t you go home for lunch and see how she’s doing?” he suggests. “Knowing how trauma can sneak up on a person...well, she may be going through something. Talk to her, see if you can get her to tell you what it is.”

      “I tried that last night, man. She just kept pulling away.”

      “Yes, but today is a new day. Try again.

      “Why the fuck are you pushing this?” 

      “Because if it were Maggie, that’s what I would do,” he snaps.

      He curses and links his hands together on top of his head, turning away from me. I give him time to collect himself and continue changing out the brake pads.

      “I’m sorry, man,” he apologizes.

      “It’s all good,” I promise him. “You’re really missing her, huh?”

      “Too fucking much.” He walks back over to the car, more agitated than I’ve ever seen him before. “Do you know how many fucking times I’ve had to keep myself from calling that mother fucker, Royce? From cruising up to Gettysburg and demanding he tell me where the fuck his daughter has been for the past month?”

      “Look, I know Royce is an asshole, but do you honestly think he would hurt his own daughter?

      “Tell me you wouldn’t be thinking the same thing if it were Sasha.” Now he’s the one shooting me a look of irritation.

      “Of course I would, but—and I mean this with no disrespect, brother—are you sure she even wants to see you? I don’t know what happened between the two of you, and I’m not asking for details. But I saw how she looked at you when she was at the clubhouse. There’s no doubt in my mind she was into you. If you had an argument, maybe she’s not over it yet. She knows how to get a hold of you. I’m sure she will when she’s ready.”

      Hawk makes a noise that sounds an awful lot like a growl.

      “Sorry I brought her up, Hawk. It wasn’t my intention to get you riled up like this.”

      “I know,” he replies. “It’s okay.”

      He scratches his nose with his knuckle and checks his watch.

      “Hey, man. I need to go make a quick phone call. I’ll be right back.”

      “Sounds good.”

      God help us all if he’s planning on calling Royce. He made it abundantly clear to Stone that our allies to the north aren’t as faithful to us as they once were. And it would be in our best interest to forget all about his daughter.

      But Hawk fought by my side to get Sasha back. So that’s exactly where I’ll be if he needs me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I did what Hawk suggested and drove home for lunch. I’ll see what Sasha is up to and pray she was able to sleep away her sadness. When she wouldn’t speak to me last night, I’ll admit, it scared me. What Sasha has been through...it’s not something I know how to make better. She’s been thriving this past month, though. But from what I’ve seen with Hawk, your past can come back to fuck you up any time, any place, and often without even so much as a trigger.

      The one and only time I asked if she wanted to see a therapist, she looked at me the way a cat looks at a mouse. But maybe I need to push the idea more. As I pull up in front of the house, I find it odd that Sasha’s car is missing. She’s not supposed to be to work for another hour or so. Parking my bike, I hop off and rush to the front door.

      “Sasha?” I call out when I step inside.

      I walk back into the bedrooms, but she’s not in either of them. The bathroom is empty as well. I passed the kitchen on the way in the house. I didn’t hear her in there, but I turn around and double check.

      It’s empty.

      Fuck.

      My eyes search the room, wondering where she could be, and land on a balled-up piece of paper next to the trashcan. I walk over to it and pick it up. Opening it, I see it’s a note from Sasha.

      

      
        
        Blade—

      

      

      
        
        I’m pregnant. I should have told you sooner. My “mistake.”

      

      

      
        
        Sasha

      

      

      

      “Oh, fuck.”
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        * * *

      

      “Pregnant?” Iron exclaims way louder than I expected him to.

      I called him as soon as I read Sasha’s note and asked him to meet me at the clubhouse. Then, I called the diner. Thank god she was there. I was worried she’d try to flee town again. I obviously won’t be getting over that for a while.

      She’s been acting like she needed to tell me something for the past couple of days. Fuck me for not realizing that she’s struggling.

      “Shh...yes. I just found out, by way of a fucking note. Though I don’t think she meant for me to see it. It was in a ball next to the trash like she threw it away in a hurry and didn’t realize she missed.”

      I hand the paper over to Iron, and he looks at me like I’m an idiot.

      “Boy, what did you do?”

      “I fucked up. Plus, I said something to Ellie last night—something that I didn’t actually mean. She must have overheard. She was fine before that, happy and smiling. The second I got back out into the dining room, she was a mess of tears, and practically running away from me.

      He slaps me upside the head, and I look at him like he’s crazy. 

      “You better think of a way to fix this, and I’d think fast if I were you. If you lose that girl, it will be the single biggest mistake of your life, son.

      Don’t I fucking know it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          SASHA

        

      

    

    
      I can’t do this.

      I don’t want to be without Blade.

      I don’t want my baby to grow up without a father.

      Blade thought I was sleeping when he woke up and got ready for work this morning, judging by the slow and quiet way he moved throughout the house. I told myself to get up and talk to him. To finally tell him the news and discuss what our future would look like.

      But I chickened out at the last moment. A few minutes later, he was out the door. All morning long I contemplated what to do, but I told myself I wouldn’t make any rash decisions until I spoke with him. When I got a frantic call from Hawk that I needed to tell him today, but refused to give any further details, I decided leaving a note was the best way to let him know and make him come to me.

      Because there’s no world where you drop a bomb like that on Blade and he won’t fucking hunt you down.

      But as soon as I wrote it, I screamed at myself for being an idiot. Everything I’ve been through and I can’t tell the man that I love, who loves me, that I’m pregnant with his child?

      I told myself to grow some fucking tits, tossed the note into the trash, and promised myself I would tell him tonight. No more fucking around. Then I headed to work a couple hours early, which is where I am now, teary-eyed in Ellie’s office.

      “You were right, he’s wrong for me,” I sob. “But I love him so much, Ellie.”

      “What are you talking about?” she questions.

      “I overheard the two of you talking last night, what he said about not wanting kids...”

      “Yeah? And?”

      When crying harder is my only response, she puts the pieces together.

      “Oh, sweetie.”

      She gets up from her seat and grabs the tissues. Dropping into the chair next to mine, she wraps me in a hug.

      “Sasha, that boy looked me right in the face and lied his ass off. He was just telling me what I wanted to hear.”

      “But why was he even in here? How did that topic of discussion even come up?”

      Releasing me from her tight grip, she sits back and regards me carefully.

      “That’s between you and Blade, Sasha.”

      If it’s between us, then why was he talking to Ellie?

      “Why haven’t you told him yet?”

      “I’ve been afraid to. I wasn’t sure how he would feel. Then, to hear him say what he did last night…”

      “Sasha, that’s not like you. You need to talk to that boy.”

      “I know. And I’m sure he’ll be up here at some point today. I just don’t know when.”

      “I have no doubt about that,” she laughs.

      How can she be laughing right now? When it feels like my entire world is falling apart? I know I should have told him already. I know I’m not acting like myself, but I’ve never fucking been pregnant before. My emotions are all over the place, and I’m having a really hard time thinking clearly.

      “I need to get out there. Take these.” She hands me the tissues. “Take your time and get yourself together. Sasha, he loves you more than you know. You guys will work it out, I promise.”

      I’m dying to know what they talked about. Ellie’s attitude toward Blade has changed considerably, almost overnight. Something happened, and I fucking want to know what it is.
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        * * *

      

      The lunch crowd is thick today, with almost every table full. As I run around, feeling like a chicken with its head cut off, I can’t help but think that pretty soon, I’m going to have to do this with a gigantic belly. I’m already exhausted thinking about how much harder my job is about to get.

      Through the steady chatter and clanging of silverware tapping ceramic plates, I hear a roar of motorcycle engines. I turn quickly, ready to watch them roll by, but they don’t. Instead, the entire group of them pull into the parking lot of Ellies.

      Oh, fuck.

      I watch from a distance as Blade and the rest of the Skull dismount their bikes, and a few people get out of their cars.

      Is that Steve? And what the fuck are the Doxies doing here?

      Blade’s eyes find mine through the glass door before he’s even halfway to it. I fall victim to his entrancing stare, as I always do, the moment he removes his sunglasses. The bell on the door handle rings when he opens it and steps into the building. An entire line of people file in after him, the lot of them attracting the eyes of all our other customers.

      I stand still, dumbfounded, and more nervous around the club than I’ve been since Blade dragged me back from West Virginia.

      “What...” my voice falters under their gazes. “What are you doing here?”

      Blade takes a step toward me, still holding my attention hostage.

      “Two months ago, I stood here in the middle of this diner and staked a claim on you. I wanted you to be mine more than I've ever wanted anything else in this entire world. I acted like a complete asshole and disregarded your feelings. I was impatient, impulsive, and irrational. But that’s not all that was wrong with what I did.”

      With my stomach in my throat, I’m without words. Without sense. His heavy boot lifts from the floor as he takes another step closer to me.

      “I should have told you why I wanted you to be mine.”

      His other foot follows suit.

      “Wait.” I reach out to him, gripping his forearms. I can’t let him say one more word without knowing everything. “I—”

      I lick my lips and try to blur out every face other than Blade’s. With tears in my eyes, I look deep within him.

      “I…I’m pregnant.”

      “I know, little girl.”

      How the hell?

      “I found your note,” he whispers, so only I can hear him.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to find out that way.”

      “No,” he insists. “I’m sorry.”

      Grabbing my hand from his arm, he kisses the back of it and begins speaking again.

      “Sasha, you hooked me the moment our eyes first met. You’re brave, feisty, and you don’t take my bullshit. You are absolutely, without a doubt, the most beautiful person I’ve ever met in my entire life. Inside and out. You’re a fucking badass. I’ve met men who don’t have the balls you do. You’re a survivor. You don’t let your hardships define you. You inspire me to be a better person. To be the man you deserve to be with—” he pauses, emotion thick in his throat, “—and the father our baby deserves to have. And there’s only one thing in this entire world that could make me any happier than I already am.”

      It feels like there is a jackhammer in my chest as he lowers himself onto one knee in front of me. All traces of sound are eaten away by the deep thumping of blood pounding in my ears.

      “Oh my god,” I breathe.

      Inhale, exhale.

      “Sasha Marie Cooper.” When he takes the stunning diamond ring from his pocket, I nearly faint. “I want to spend the rest of my life growing old and relentlessly bickering with you, proving my worth, and making babies. Will you marry me?”

      I can barely see him through the river of tears flowing from my eyes. I don’t even attempt to respond verbally. I couldn’t speak right now even if I tried. I simply stand there, in a room with what feels like a hundred people surrounding us, nodding my head.

      He grabs my left hand, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen him move as fast as he does when he slides that ring onto my finger. In one motion, Blade is up off of the floor and wrapping his arms around my body. He lifts me off of the ground as my hands find his stubble covered cheeks. Like magnets, our lips find one another and connect instantly.

      The room erupts into a deafening roar of shouting, whistling, and clapping. I both hear and feel the other club members surround us, thumping Blade on the back. They hurl terms such as ball-and-chain and pussy-whipped at him.

      Blade breaks our kiss with a laugh and shouts, “If this is what it feels like to be pussy-whipped...whip me harder, baby.”

      I miss his lips at once, but when he puts me down, I finally have a moment to wipe my eyes.

      “We’re just givin’ you shit for goin’ legit, my brother,” one of them says, and they all roar with laughter again.

      I feel a pair of hands on my shoulders, and I turn around to find Bon-Bon waiting to pull me in for a hug.

      “Oh, I’m so happy, baby. Welcome to the family...officially.”

      “Thank you so much,” I answer. “Oh my goodness, I need to get a hold of myself.”

      Trying to wipe the last of my tears away, I turn back to face Blade. His eyes find mine, and he pushes his way through the huddle, back to me.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t realize you were struggling to tell me something sooner. And I’m so sorry you overheard what I said to Ellie last night. I’m even more sorry that it made it harder for you to come to me. Sasha, you have to believe me. I didn’t mean any of it.”

      “I told you he lied right to my face.”

      Blade and I turn to find Ellie has made her way through the bedlam to join us. Her face is grave. Talk about mood swings. She seemed a lot happier about him and I being together earlier. She’s going to have to get used to the fact that Blade is in my life. If she can’t, and it’s going to cause a problem, I’ll just have to find another place to work.

      “I’m sorry for lying to you. It’s just…you’re the closest Sasha has to family. I wanted to do the right thing and ask for your blessing, like I would if her father were still alive. You looked furious when you asked if I knocked her up—but I didn’t lie about that. I only just found out myself about an hour ago.”

      Blade shifts his gaze from Ellie to me. To find out he was in her office to ask for her blessing makes my heart feel even more full than it already does. Blade looks at me with intensity and takes my hands in his. He looks down and fingers the diamond with his thumb, admiring the look of it on my finger.

      “I lied when I said having kids right now would be a mistake. Sasha, I’m ecstatic. I told you I was ready for kids should you happen to get pregnant. It doesn’t matter when. I’m in this relationship for the long haul. Shit, we can have an entire army of kids, and that would be just fine by me.”

      “Let’s just start with the one for now,” I suggest with a soft laugh. 

      “Okay, little girl.”

      “How did you get a ring so fast? And one that fits so perfectly?”

      “I bought that ring last month. Just been saving it for the most crowded and inopportune time to ask you.” He winks at me and focuses on Ellie again. “Again, I’m sorry I lied. I just wanted to make you proud.”

      “Blade, the reason I didn’t tell you to fuck off—well, at least not right away—is because you lied. If you didn’t want a kid, you would have been exponentially more emphatic about it than you were. Instead, you quite maturely provided me with a perfectly logical idea. Which I was not expecting. Now, I’m not saying you aren’t smart, but you’re smart enough to love this girl, and that’s all I could ask for where she’s concerned. But I really will kill you if you hurt her.”

      “If I hurt her, then I’d deserve it.”

      He looks back at me, taking my cheek in his hand, and pulling my lips to his once more.

      “That’s my cue to leave,” I hear Ellie say. “Congratulations, you two. Sasha, feel free to go home and...celebrate...if you want.”

      Yes. Yes, I want.

      I hold my hands over Blade’s and pull them away from me.

      “Take me home,” I breathe.

      Without speaking, he winks and takes my hand, leading me outside.

      “Let’s take the bike,” he suggests. “We’ll come back for your car later.”

      “Are you sure it’s safe? You know, with...the baby?”

      Blade places an arm around my shoulders and his other hand on my stomach. With tears in his eyes, he looks at me.

      “I would never do anything to put you—or our baby—in harm’s way. I’ll keep you safe forever.”

      He leans down and plants a soft, but desperate, kiss on my lips. When he pulls away, he cups my chin and speaks again.

      “That’s my promise to you...to both of you.”

      

      
        
        The End
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            PROLOGUE

          

          NURSE STONE

        

      

    

    
      I watched the burly motorcycle club members walk up the steps of the hospital. I was staunchly against them taking the girl, but my words had fallen on deaf ears. As far as they were concerned, I had no idea what was best for her. She was healthy, my job was done. But I feared/expected that wouldn’t be the end of my interaction with any of them, least of all, the girl.

      What they were doing was releasing her darkness, and I’m positive they didn’t know how to contain it. Or if they truly knew anything about it.

      The girl greeted them with soulless eyes and a vacant stare. Even the biggest member looked shaken, but still they continued to extract her from the only home she’d ever known. The only walls that have been able to protect her.

      She’d been born at Briggs Mental Hospital where her mother was a resident for the past number of years. The girl survived her first ten years within these walls, and it was expected she would spend her last here, as well. Until, out of the blue, her father came to take her out. No matter the warning. No matter what was best for the girl.

      Glassy, unfocused eyes, weak moans, and flinches as he picked her up greeted him. Whispers of, “It’s okay, you’re safe,” fell on an oblivious mind. As he touched her, a keening wail like I’d never heard from her before, reverberated through the hallway.

      A tear rolled down my cheek as they walked out the door, her quivering in terror with her meager belongings. The tear was for the child, the life she lost, and the darkness she would unknowingly bring.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          CHEYENNE

        

      

    

    
      The smell of cigarette smoke, sweaty sex, and body odor assaulted my senses when I walked up to the window of the sleazy hotel. I couldn’t keep the grimace off of my face as I asked the sleazy manager which room he saw Rebecca go in.

      He was hesitant at first until he saw the marking on my wrist. The brand told everyone I was the property of Hell’s Glory MC, and no one was stupid enough to fuck with them.

      Quickly, he gave me the room number he had sent her to and handed me a key. I walked up the dirty steps, and let myself into the room. The sound of flesh smacking flesh as he bent her over on the bed, fucking her with vigor.

      “Ahem,” I said. Neither one looked at me. I’m guessing she couldn’t because his fat, flabby ass was covering her small, slender body. Taking a different tactic, I walked over towards the top of the bed, and said as loud as I could, “Hey dumbass!”

      Rebecca’s head shot up, as well as his.

      He stopped what he was doing but stayed inside of her. “Who the fuck are you?” he asked.

      “That’s my Aunt Cheyenne,” Rebecca said miserably.

      “Get the fuck out of here, bitch.” He started pumping into her again as if I weren’t standing there watching with grotesque horror. The flab that made up his body swayed wherever it wasn’t pressed against Rebecca’s smaller frame.

      I’m not a small girl, so really, it isn’t a good idea to piss me off. I kicked him as hard as I could, knocking him off of my niece. I glared at her. “Get fucking dressed, now!”

      “She is staying with me.” The fat bastard had the nerve to demand through his labored breathing. I almost expected him to have a heart attack from the exertion.

      Slowly I turned from him and saw his wallet on the stand. He saw me going for it and tried to grab it before me, which only earned him a kick in his exposed balls. Those kickboxing lessons with Blayt really paid off.

      I grabbed his driver’s license out of the wallet, tilted it towards the weak lamp so I could read his name.“Mr. Herbert Gruber. You have just fucked the fifteen-year-old daughter of the Vice President of Hell’s Glory Mortorcycle Club, which means,” I shrugged, “you are royally fucked.” My statement not only rang of the truth, but I also took a lot of pleasure in watching his face contort in pain, fear, and horror.

      He was rolling around, holding his crotch from the kick. Now his face was chalk white. “Please! She didn’t tell me she was fifteen. She said she needed money to become an actress.” He started to cry. His lips dripped with spittle as he begged for mercy.

      I snapped a picture of the license. “Now we know who you are. If I ever see you again, I will tell the boys where to find you. Got it?”

      He was blubbering, thanking me. His loosely hanging cheeks wet and red.

      I rolled my eyes, threw Rebecca’s clothes at her, and dragged her out of the nasty ass roach hotel.

      “I’m not even dressed yet,” she whined, clutching her clothes to the front of her body.

      “Too fucking bad. You want to act like a whore, I will treat you like one.” My heart broke a little when I saw her wince at my harsh words. Her dad was going to fillet her.

      Shoving her in the backseat of the car, I slammed the door behind her. I didn’t trust her not to try to jump out. My back doors didn’t have door handles on the inside. It was useful for some jobs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          CHEYENNE

        

      

    

    
      We pulled up to the clubhouse. My thoughts were all over the place. My old man was the Warlord for the club, which basically meant he was the President’s bodyguard/ enforcer. The brawn for the big guy.

      I had not received permission to leave. He had been out on a run when I got the phone call from one of the crow eaters, aka the club whores, that they saw Rebecca going into the seedy hotel.

      I held onto her arm when I opened the front door.

      “Baby girl,” I heard the deep timber of his voice. Blayt knows when he calls me that, it melts me.

      “Daddy,” I answered.

      “You left without asking,” he stated.

      I knew I was in trouble. I explained I had to go pick Rebecca up, then explained what I found when I did. Pushing her forward as he walked towards us, he shifted his dark stare to her. His brows arrowed down in menacing anger.

      She shuddered. I understood her reaction all too well. Blayt was six foot five and two hundred eighty pounds of raw muscle. You really didn’t want him angry with you, pinning you with that dark glare.

      “Come with me,” he looked at her. “Go to the room,” he said without looking at me, knowing I would obey without question.

      I never went downstairs. There was no need to. The downstairs hosted four rooms for the club members to utilize. There was a lounge for the brothers with a built-in bar and pool table, a bathroom, a bedroom with an ensuite bathroom, and the room they held their meetings in. “Church" is what they called it. When they called the brothers to church, no women attended, only patched members.

      Every day, there were two crow eaters that were assigned to clean the downstairs area. They had one hour to get it cleaned and restocked. Those two were the only ones ever allowed the honor, as most saw it, to tend to the off-limit area. If they failed in their task, they were dispatched and replaced. Suffice it to say, not many of the crow eaters saw the downstairs area.The upstairs, however, had a common area for everyone, plus a communal kitchen for the women to cook.

      I assumed Blayt was putting Rebecca in the bedroom downstairs and locking her in until her father decided what he wanted to do. She was at an awkward age where she wanted to move off the reservation, away from the protection of the club, so she could find her mom. Unfortunately, her mom didn’t want her. The bitch loved to spread her legs, but keeping anything that came out of her cunt was as vile a thought to her as collecting her feces.

      We tried to fill in, but I didn’t know fuck all about being a mother, and frankly, I didn’t want to. My father was Sioux, but my mother was a pale face, like Rebecca. It was hard on the reservation being a half-breed. I know, I lived it.

      I was lost in thought, sitting on my bed when Blayt walked through the door. He stood in front of me, staring. Pulling me up, he embraced me. That wasn’t what I expected. I thought my ass was going to be so sore I wouldn’t be able to sit for a week.

      I could feel the rumble of his chest. He was my personal bear. His long ebony hair was so sexy, it hung in a braid down his back. My man was a warrior. I never knew why he chose me. There were so many squaws who were vying for his attention, pure-blooded squaws, smaller ones—because I am a curvy girl—but when he looks at me, he climbs into my soul, so it doesn’t matter why, only that he did.

      “I’m sorry Daddy. I just couldn’t give Rowan the news that his daughter was dead, or worse, in a trashy hotel when you got back.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “What’s worse than dead?” His lips puckered up.

      “The guy that was on top of her.” I crinkled my face, still disgusted at the sight.

      He burst out laughing. “That is why I love you, Kitten, you always have a different view on life.” He smiled. He kissed me, breaking away too soon. Bumping my nose with his forefinger, he admonished me, “Next time, ask, though.”

      “I didn’t want to bother you on a job.”

      He nodded, knowing I was right, but not relenting. I knew he worried. We walked out to the common room where the other brothers were congregating.

      Blayt walked over to say a few words to Rowan, who stiffened his posture for a moment, then stomped down the steps to the basement. No one envied his daughter at the moment. Rowan’s temper was renowned in the club. It was something no one wanted to be on the receiving end of. If Blayt could slay you with his gaze, Rowan could eviscerate you.

      The floor under our feet rumbled when he started yelling at his daughter. His raised baritone tipping the Richter scale. We knew he would never put his hands on her, but his bark was pretty vicious.

      Looking at Blayt, he gave me the ‘don’t even think about it’ look. He knew I wanted to run down and smooth it over. No one wanted to raise the kid, but we didn’t want her childhood to be shit, either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          CHEYENNE

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the day went pretty smoothly. Rebecca slammed shit around in her room, which was her norm when she was grounded, while her father gritted his teeth and stayed upstairs so he didn’t give in to his anger and beat her ass. There were times when I wondered if maybe that’s what she needed, but somehow I knew it would only make it worse.

      I would go down and talk to her in the morning, but I wasn’t rewarding her bad behavior right now with her throwing shit around. Some of the others may have been more tempted to go and coddle the girl, but none made the attempt. They were too afraid to risk Rowan’s ire for undermining his word as law. At this particular moment, she had a bed, a bathroom, and a television in her room. If she broke said television, then she could lay there with nothing. That was on her. The crow eaters would take her meals to her, bring her water to drink or clean up with. The young girl needed to appreciate we didn’t have her smart ass locked in a dungeon.

      The club house was buzzing with activity above just as Rebecca’s tantrum settled down below the floorboards. We were inducting two prospects into the club tonight, so we were having a party with some of our sister chapters.

      Of course, my old man would be on security detail after his run. Warlords never rested. He didn’t imbibe, which was probably good for everyone else. He was a motherfucker when he was pissed on a normal basis. If he was stoned on something, God help them all.

      Nona, our mother, so to speak, would organize it all. She would give each whore their job and they would get it accomplished before the shindig tonight. Nona ran everyone around with a stern, yet hoity, tone. As one of the oldest women on the reservation, she had seniority over most things. And she never let anyone forget it. Her weathered face from years riding bitch in the sun, was almost always with a twisted mouth of disdain. At least, whenever she looked in my direction.

      Nona’s thick braids were swinging around as she barked out orders, telling them all what their mission was. I envied her. She could take control of any situation, no matter the circumstances. No one really knew her age, or was brave enough to ask, just knew she had been with the club for as long as any of us knew. She helped raise Hawk, the president, when his biological mom was gunned down at a weapons trade. The Irish Sons double crossed them and shot her dead, then stole the merchandise.

      Retaliation was swift. However, that didn’t bring Milen’s old lady back. Killing the transport crew only started a war that was never ending, which we all agreed with, but eventually took him to his grave. He lost his mind in mourning, got reckless, and slid his bike off of a cliff one rainy night, leaving behind a bereft son, and me, a half-breed. He came to my mom’s arms for comfort, then hated himself for it, driving her literally insane into a mental breakdown. The last I had heard, she was a patient in an asylum.

      “Cheyenne, are you available to help me tonight?” Nona was looking at me with her eyebrow lifted. The woman hated me, but because Blayt laid claim to me, she had no choice but to tolerate the half-breed. And it killed her. I, however, tended to take joy in her discomfort.

      “Of course.” I smiled reassuringly.

      She looked doubtful, but nodded at Blayt. I swear sometimes they could speak to each other in their minds. Yet another thing I was jealous of her for.

      Culture was everything on the reservation and they never let me forget I was only half Sioux. Not everyone, but most of them. I’d learned to not let it get to me, well, most of the time.

      I could see Blayt looking at me with concern. Seriously, he was worse than a fussy mom. Not that I knew how that was. I smiled in his direction so he knew I was going to be alright.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          BLAYT

        

      

    

    
      Cheyenne was absolutely mesmerizing. I could stand and stare at her curves for hours. Our being together was not an accident. My father arranged for us to be a couple. Not that arrangements were normal in our tribe anymore, but he needed to know she would be taken care of after a promise he made to her father. Actually getting feelings for her was a bonus. For me, anyway.

      My father wasn’t pleased I actually bonded with her because Cheyenne scared the shit out of him. Besides the fact she was a pale face, the tribe believed she had a wendigo inside of her. Her eyes were all black. She didn’t have any other color in her irises. It made her look like she was piercing your soul with her stare.

      The entire clubhouse had a healthy fear of her. She thought it was because of me, but it was actually because of all the stories of her childhood. Stories were all they were, but there were nights I woke up and she would be sitting straight up in bed staring into a void of nothingness, having some hallucination or another. She never remembered these episodes, so I didn’t dwell on them. I suppose they would burn her at the stake if she ever harmed me in my sleep, but so far, she just looked scary as fuck.

      When she was lucid, she would do anything for you. Take the shirt right off of her back if you needed it, although I would tan her hide for that. No one got to see her naked but me. I took great pleasure that she seemed to like her ass smacked.

      Cheyenne never really pushed me very far. She knew I was her lifeline. No one else would take her in or care about her. I would always protect her, but as an old lady, she was expendable. At least as far as the others were concerned.

      
        
        Cheyenne

      

      

      

      “Tell me you don’t want to leave. Say I’m enough to make you stay. I know it’s not true, but please just say it.” His growl of disapproval let me know I was pushing his buttons. That’s what I was going for. If I was going to be in for a tense evening without him, the least he could do was fuck me until my legs were weak.

      “Strip, now,” Blayt ordered. His eyes bore into me, causing my insides to ignite with desire and anticipation.

      In less than a minute, I stood before him naked as the day was young.

      “Bend over,” he commanded.

      Before I could comply, my face was buried in the mattress as his brutal hand held it down. The pain seared through my backside as he thrust his weeping cock deep inside of me. “Don’t. Ever. Tell. Me. What. To. Do. Again.” He enunciated each word in my ear, pulling my hair so my head was pulled back.

      “Yes, Sir,” I managed to grind out.

      After he grunted his release, he slid out and slapped my ass five hard times, making me jump. Taking my legs, he flipped me over. I pulled my legs up, knowing he wanted access to me.

      “You know better than to defy me, baby girl.” He took my hands, having me spread myself for him. He spanked my soaking wet pussy in rapid succession. I couldn’t stop thrusting my hips into his splayed hand as it threw the stinging slaps. Blowing on the tender skin before using his tongue to lick my slit, he threw me into a frenzy.

      “Looks like this chubby little clit is vying for my attention,” he rumbled over my sensitive bundle of nerves. He sucked it into his mouth, almost making me throw myself off the bed. I grabbed the back of his head, holding onto his braid, and riding his face until I was completely spent.

      He got up and got dressed as soon as he was done, leaving me feeling bereft yet satisfied.“Don’t give me that look. Did you really expect things to be different this time?” He sighed, looking at me. “You know I have to go on this job. The club comes first. Always. I will be back before the party is over.”

      Nodding, I gave him a fake smile. He knew it was fake, but he kissed me and left anyway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          NONA

        

      

    

    
      Cheyenne was trying to give the crow eaters orders, and they were being disrespectful. It was my job to nip that shit in the bud. You didn’t disrespect an old lady. But fuck, I didn’t blame them. She had no business bringing her bad juju into our house. Blayt, for some reason, felt responsible for her but refused to say why. If asked, he would say it was club business. I often wondered how Cheyenne would feel knowing her man only had her there because of the club. Unfortunately, I wasn’t brave enough to get on Blayt’s bad side and be the one to tell her.

      The celebration was starting to get underway. We were without our President, Vice President, Warlord, two enforcers, and three road captains. They were sent off for this job they needed to do. It left us with the prospects who were getting patched in tomorrow, our Sergeant at Arms, and several enforcers. We were a large club to be on a reservation, but that was because we had some of the riders from sister reservations that didn’t have the resources for a club.

      For the most part, no one was stupid enough to fuck with us.

      
        
        Cheyenne

      

      

      

      It was nice to have other people over, even though they really didn’t react well to me. I was used to that. Blayt was truly the only friend I had. Even my half brother, Hawk,  didn’t want to be around me.

      Loving Blayt was easy. So seamless. It was like he was the other half of my soul. I would say he was the light to my darkness except in actuality, it was more our darkness combined and we connected on a level even I didn’t understand.

      So I always walked with my head held high, because no matter what, these big ass thighs typically had the face of the sexiest Warlord in between them, so fuck everyone else and the steel they rode in on.

      Walking behind the kitchen counter, I jumped right in to help serve booze to the guests. When you serve up the drinks, it didn’t matter who the fuck you were. As long as you kept the liquor flowing, you were their best friend.

      After the first hour, everyone had had a couple of drinks and were feeling pretty good. We started bringing the food out, knowing our boys would be hungry. Thankfully, with the large group, it was buffet style. It would’ve taken all night to serve everyone.

      My stomach started to cramp. Looking at the calendar, I realized it was time for me to start my period. I was a plus size girl, and my cramps were hellacious. If I went and put something on now and took ibuprofen, I could nip it in the bud before it got too bad. Every little thing that happened to me medically was a tremendous deal to me because of my mother. She made me a hypochondriac. The fear of turning into her was more than I could handle. I already had been losing moments of time I couldn’t recall.

      “Someone needs to take a plate downstairs to Rebecca, please,” I reminded them as I left the kitchen.

      Making my way through the noise and celebration, I went to my room. Locking the door behind me in case someone stumbled in, I took care of my needs and sat in the recliner for a little while so my pills could kick in and ease my angry uterus.

      
        
        Nona

      

      

      

      The girl who came shrieking and shaking to me almost passed out before she could finally get any words out. ”Go downstairs,” she panted out. Her face was ashen, her hands shook as she gripped my arm.

      I had no idea what I was walking into.

      Rebecca’s body was mutilated and beaten beyond compare. A wooden baseball bat that was obviously used to break her body, was haphazardly lying on the floor beside her, broken and splintered apart.

      She’d been scalped, her skull a congealed mess of blood and gore. The bloody skin and hair was nowhere to be seen, as if her killer kept it as a trophy. Both of her hands were twisted in odd positions, like the killer wanted to make sure we knew they were broken. The feet were the same way. Her frail, naked body was littered with contusions and lacerations. The look of complete and utter fear etched on her mangled face was something I would never forget. It would haunt my dreams and plague my waking hours everytime I blinked.

      While she lay down here fighting for her life, no doubt screaming and writhing in agony, we were upstairs drinking and partying. Running to the bathroom to expel everything I had eaten, my only thought was Cheyenne. She did this to Rebecca and now she was going to pay.

      Feeling numb and lightheaded, I was having a difficult time staying upright. My knees wouldn’t lock in place, wobbling and knocking against each other. Needing something to lean on, I grabbed the seat of the toilet, pulled myself up, and sat on the edge of the tub. As I fought to clear my head and calm my nerves, I ran through my options. The only thing I could do was make a plan with some of the enforcers to imprison her. Right? I mean, we couldn’t let her get away with it. She killed a child, after all!

      Surely, Blayt would agree with this. He will deal the killing blow. Not like last time. I was still bitter about how cruel he was. He took her side, listened to her lies, then put her to bed. He then came and doled out his brand of justice. Out of us six girls that punished her that night for being a pale face, I was the only one left alive. But he made me suffer. The ten lashes he gave me with the bullwhip scarred me.

      This time, this time, he will see I was right. He brought this filth into our home. It was time to cleanse this place of her once and for all.

      
        
        Cheyenne

      

      

      

      Walking out of my room, I felt much better. I’m sure they didn’t miss me at all. Blayt should be returning anytime so I would set him aside a plate –

      Before I could finish the thought, pain shot through my head and darkness took over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          CHEYENNE

        

      

    

    
      The throbbing of my head was the first thing that registered in my addled mind. Once the headache settled down to a dull roar, I tried to remember what happened. Did I fall? Pass out? Did Blayt move me here? Shaking my head slowly, still wincing at the pain, I realized I couldn’t remember anything before helping serve drinks.

      Looking around, feeling my anxiety rise, I wondered where I was. What time was it even? “Hello?”

      No answer. Just my pathetic voice echoing down a hallway. Wait–I know this hallway. I was at the clubhouse. Oh, what a relief. I started to calm down, until I realized I was locked by a leather restraint around my ankle in the basement of the clubhouse.

      Shifting from one foot to the other, I waited to see if anyone was going to acknowledge me. The pressure on my bladder increased with each minute that passed. Then, out of the blue, Nona walked in.

      With a disgusted sneer marring her lips, Nona looked me up and down. She broke out in bitter laughter. “I knew one day we would prove how dangerous you were to us. I just didn’t know it would be for the heinous murder of that defenseless little girl.” Nona shivered and hugged herself.

      Looking at her quizzically, I tried to think of something to say. “Nona, what little girl? Who killed a little girl? What the fuck happened?”

      She let out a harsh breath. “As if you don’t know.”

      Truly, I had no clue what she was talking about. Before I could say anything else, four of the brothers came in and surrounded me. Warily, I looked at them all, anger and cruel intentions showcased in their eyes. Jerking away, I reminded the guys, “Blayt will be here soon and won’t appreciate you handling me.” I was hoping I was correct, since I had no clue how long I had been knocked out.

      That one sentence did give the men pause, but then Nona took over. “Remember what you saw, boys. Only a monster could do that.” She tilted her head towards me, giving them a silent command.

      They crowded me, one of them unlatched my restraints, while the other two forcefully pulled my arms in front of me, securing my wrists with a zip tie. I was stunned. Whatever had happened must’ve been horrendous for them to be brave enough to take Blayt on.

      
        
        Blayt

      

      

      

      The job had been a tough one. We knew they would try to doublecross us, but the fact of the matter was, we needed their firepower so it was worth the risk.We had no casualties, but they lost one man. They now hopefully understood not to fuck with us.

      Pulling up to the garage to park my bike, the front of the clubhouse was quiet. Too quiet. We walked in with our weapons drawn. The first thing we saw was Rebecca’s pummeled body on a sheet in the middle of the common room. The emotion in Rowan’s eyes gave away his true feelings as he kept his stoic demeanor. “Someone find out who the fuck murdered my daughter.” His voice was deadly as he drew in a long breath.

      Before anyone could move, Nona walked in the room. “Blayt, it’s time you took responsibility for the abomination you brought upon us.” She jutted out her hip, waiting on my reply.

      I stiffened, headed her way. “What have you done?”

      She cowered. “Not what I have done, son, it’s what she has done.” Her hands fluttered towards Rebecca’s corpse.

      “Bullshit!” I spit out. “She loves that girl as if she were her own daughter. What proof do you have?”

      Stuttering, Nona started, “Sh- she took a plate of food down to her. When the girls went down to get the plate, they found Rebecca in her room like this.”

      Rowen stood with fists clenched nearly as hard as his jaw. His knuckles were white, a stark contrast to his dark skin. His breaths came in hard puffs through his nostrils as he stared at the crumpled body of his daughter unceremoniously positioned on the floor. No one bothered to cover her or even close her eyes. Those once bright eyes stared fearfully at the ceiling, chilling even my blood.

      “What did Cheyenne say happened?” I growled out through clenched teeth.

      Nona started fidgeting back and forth on her feet. Without hesitation, I slammed my fist on the pool table, making the balls fall and crack on the cement floor. “You haven’t asked her side of the story yet?” I growled.

      Defensively, Nona looked to Rowan, the grieving father, for help. Realizing he wasn’t going to be her savior on this matter, she wrung her hands together. Her mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water. Then, finally, she said, “She was the only one down there.”

      “I want to find the bastard who did this, but I have a hard time believing Cheyenne is capable of hurting my daughter. She kept Rebecca out of trouble. I need to see it to believe it.” Rowan raked his fingers through his hair, suddenly looking exhausted. He nodded to me, and I understood. Nona looked confused.

      “That’s why I had the boys bring her up here for you,” she said gently. She truly was trying to make this easier on him. The loss of a child was an inexpressible wound that would never heal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          CHEYENNE

        

      

    

    
      They hung me from a hook attached to a metal pole so my arms were above my head. Shock and mortification a mere pittance of what I was feeling when they pulled up pictures of Rebecca on a cell phone. Her mutilated and broken body, bent at odd angles and covered in blood. All in high definition color. My mouth dropped open, but words wouldn’t come out.

      “You deserve to hang and burn.” Nona jerked her head in the direction of Zel. He walked over with the bullwhip, and gave me a menacing stare. I could take a hit, even a lash, but fuck, I didn’t do this. Did I? Did I black out and somehow destroy this child?

      “Get Blayt,” I urged him.

      I thought it was uncertainty I saw in his eyes. That was until he ripped my shirt open. I have ample breasts, so the buttons popped off like popcorn. He slid the blade of his bowie knife between my breasts, the cold metal sparking goosebumps to burst across my skin. With a sharp tug, the two cups fell to either side of my chest, putting me on full display. Thoughts of Blayt’s second rule of never exposing myself to anyone but him brought stinging tears to my eyes.

      The first swish of the whip took my breath away. I wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of screaming. With the next swish, swish, swish, I could feel the blood dripping down my abdomen. I held back the curses and whimpers, the screams and wails. I bit the inside of my cheek because I would not give them the satisfaction.

      It wasn’t until Nona said with glee, “By the way, Blayt doesn’t want to see you,” that I started to scream.

      My skin was on fire. I’m not sure how many times they whipped me as I wept for the little girl whose life was taken away, and the little girl lost. The only problem was, I’m not sure if I was crying for Rebecca or myself.

      
        
        Blayt

      

      

      

      Someone was going to die tonight. Painfully. At my hands. Glaring at Nona, I grabbed her roughly by the arm and dragged her to the office. Her feet twisted, making her stumble, but I didn’t let that stop me or slow me down. She wasn’t normally allowed in here, but I needed to see, and for her to see, once and for all, who did this hostile act right under our noses.

      What she didn’t know, as well as most of the clubhouse, was that we had installed security cameras in certain areas. It was a need to know basis, and they didn’t fucking need to know. The invisible eyes pointed at some of the bedroom doors.

      I could see the excitement in the old woman’s eyes when she discovered this. She had always had it in for Cheyenne. I knew it was because Cheyenne’s mother had taken the one man Nona had fallen for, but he didn’t reciprocate the feelings. So the sins of the mother washed onto the child.

      Nona was positive this footage would persecute my girl. I prayed to my ancestors it would not. As the tape started to play, Cheyenne went to our room. She stayed there for two hours, never leaving.

      “Well, that doesn’t mean anything,” Nona sputtered. “She could’ve climbed out the window,” she stated indignantly as she grasped at anything she could to dishonor my girl.

      Rolling my eyes at her, I flipped to the downstairs feed. A couple of women went up and down the steps to restock the alcohol. Then a man in a hoodie walked down, without a cut, a leather club vest, on and slipped into her room. Rebecca greets him like she knows him, with open arms.

      The man leaves a half hour later, bloody, rushing out of the clubhouse.

      “Who the fuck is that?” Rowan roared.

      “I–I don’t know. But this doesn’t prove anything. Cheyenne could’ve still–”

      I’d had enough. This dumb bitch was still blaming Cheyenne when, in reality, she had been in charge of the clubhouse and this shit had happened under her nose. It took everything I had not to slam her head into a wall.

      “Where is she?” I growled low and deadly. Nona knew she had pushed me too far.

      Hanging her head, she mumbles, “Out back. We…we um, started her punishment.”

      Roaring a war cry, I ran outside. I made it in time to see them scalp her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

          ZEL

        

      

    

    
      As the scalp was thrown on the ground, and the Indians did their war dance, Blayt shot his gun in the air. Everyone stopped and looked at him.

      Before he had a chance to say, “She’s innocent,” she burst into flames.

      “You fucking set her on fire?” Blayt’s mouth was agape, obviously appalled. His whole world was collapsing. And for what? One old woman’s vendetta? “She didn’t fucking do it!” He screamed at his brothers, whose eyes were as large as saucers. Someone had the wherewithal to turn the hose on and spray her down.

      “We didn’t set her on fire, man, she did that to herself,” I said in disbelief. She started screaming a war cry of some sort and she erupted in flames. Praying to my ancestors that Blayt would believe what I couldn’t believe myself.

      
        
        Cheyenne

      

      

      

      The minute the inky black gloom started to overtake my psyche, I knew there was no going back. I could’ve handled the whipping, the scalping was brutal, but even that I could’ve overcome. What broke me was when they said Blayt had abandoned me. That the one person who had been there for me, had cared for me no longer wanted anything to do with me. That cut me worse than anything they could have done to my body.

      Once it settled in my mind that he was no longer there for me, I let myself be consumed with the fury. I had tampered myself down for so long; I had forgotten about it.

      Feeling the flames licking my skin, I let myself think I saw my love, but I knew it was a mirage. He stopped loving me, believing I killed a member of the family.

      
        
        Nona

      

      

      

      “Rowan, I was trying to protect you and our way of life,” I pleaded my case.

      “It’s too fucking late. Blayt will never forgive you. Help find the man who did this to Rebecca and I will try to help you.”

      I nodded vigorously, “Of course.” That would be my way back into Rowan’s good graces.

      Rewinding the tape, she looked at the man’s face again. He looked like one of the liquor delivery guys that had dropped a supply off. But why kill her? What was his motive? It couldn’t be random. He came here to meet her during the party.

      
        
        Blayt

      

      

      

      Rowan needed closure so I would help him find the killer, then I would decimate them, one by one. Hawk, our Pres, needed answers as to why our club fell to shit when we were going on what should've been a routine run. Everyone who had a hand in Cheyenne’s treatment. If they so much as looked at her wrong in the past, they signed their own death certificate.

      When Nona gave us the info, I only half trusted her, but so far that was the only lead we had. I made sure Zel called to EMT for Cheyenne, then we grouped up in a van and headed to the distillery  to surprise the lowlife from the footage. Rowan had printed his picture off to show the manager when we asked about him.

      The manager, a short, jovial man who was happy to help because we doubled our next order, told us if we hung out, Mick, the man we were in search of, would be there soon.

      We pulled the van into the employee parking lot. When Mick pulled up in his pickup, we waited for him to get out of his vehicle to make our move. As soon as he shut the door of his truck, Rowan grabbed him from behind and threw him into the van. His head thunked against the far wall as his body scrambled on the floor. Curses and fists flying.

      My gun was cocked and aimed at his temple when his fight or flight kicked in.

      “What the fu—” He got a good look at our cuts then said with a grin on his face. “Oh.”

      “That’s all you fucking have to say?” Rowan punched him in the nose.

      Even with a broken schnoz, he still managed to look cocky. “Retaliation is a bitch, ain’t it?”

      Rowan and I looked at each other.

      Hawk cocked his head sideways at him,“You are O’Malley’s boy.”

      The boy confirmed with a nod. Realization dawned on me. This bullshit was all over a deal that went bad, one I hadn't been involved in.

      The image of Cheyenne lying in a hospital bed fighting for her life, triggered an uncontrollable rage inside of me. My finger acted of its own free will, discharging my weapon, not once but twice, taking out Mick and Rowan.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Hawk screamed, pulling off to the side of the road. By that time, I had unloaded an entire clip on the occupants of the van. I was reloading when Hawk tried to reason with me. “Man, I know you love her. Fuck, she’s my sister, but there is other pussy out there. Club first. Remember?”

      As I pulled the trigger point blank, leaving pieces of white matter flying through the small enclosed space and splattering on the windows, my thoughts were focused on the mutilated, scarred woman that I swore I would protect and keep safe. That promise was broken, because of jealousy and ignorance.

      I couldn't quite grasp how I was going to move forward without her in my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

          BLAYT

        

      

    

    
      Taking the van to the clubhouse, I called Nona out to the garage. “Did you get him?” she asked hopefully.

      I threw Mick’s body at her from the open sliding door.

      She looked relieved until she realized no one else was getting out of the van. She opened her mouth to say something, and that was when I took my shot, right inside the opening. Her teeth exploded, fragments flying into the concrete. Finally, the bitch was silent.

      Walking around to the backyard, reloading as I went, all I could see was red. I opened fire on every soul I came across. Some of them looked like they almost expected it. As they should have.

      By the time the reservation police showed up, they say I was holding Cheyenne’s favorite blanket, rocking back and forth.

      Bloodied.

      Broken.

      
        
        Cheyenne

      

      

      

      I hear all the beeping and talking around me, but I can’t communicate. I am trapped in my mind, not able to break free. Without Blayt, life doesn’t matter, anyway.

      I hear the words, “Squeeze my hands if you are in pain.” My only pain is etched deeply into my heart and soul. My very essence. I’m pretty sure there is no medicine for that kind of destruction.

      Oddly enough, I don’t remember much of what happened to land me here in the darkness. I remember as a child, I lived here in oblivion. I remember Blayt and the pure feelings I had for him.

      And a song. There is a nursery rhyme that my mother taught me. That I remember. Why is life so cruel? I should be thankful I guess that I was allowed to have him in my life for a short time. Some people don’t even get that amount of perfection.

      For that, I am blessed. For now, the darkness will be my solace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

          NURSE STONE

        

      

    

    
      The woman didn’t speak. She didn’t ask for the television to be turned on or when she could leave. She hummed. Soon, the humming turned to song. Four lines. Repeated over and over. The song was all she would sing from the moment she woke up, until the moment she fell asleep.

      Ring around the fire,

      Black dust fills the air,

      I burn, you burn,

      We all fall down.

      Over ninety percent of her body was burnt, yet somehow she managed to survive. I knew I would see her back here, just didn’t expect it to take so long.

      
        
        Blayt

      

      

      

      Going to see Cheyenne daily can take its toll on a person. I promised her, though, until death, and I meant it. She never acknowledged me, but I knew she was somewhere in there. Hiding within herself. Afraid, maybe, of what would be waiting for her on the outside. Scared to open herself up again. I just didn’t know.

      That damn song rolls around in my head even when I’m not with her now.

      Ring around the fire,

      Black dust fills the air,

      I burn, you burn,

      We all fall down.

      There is no forgiveness left in me. I hope every mother fucker who ever said a cruel word to her burns from the inside out. I will be devoted to her until the day I take my last breath. Even if she never looks at me with her soulful eyes, or tosses me a pout ever again. Even if I never hear her sensual voice calling me Daddy for the rest of my natural life. I will be devoted to her and her alone.

      
        
        Nurse Stone

      

      

      

      One thing that was unexpected was her influence over the man. He literally couldn’t live without her. We tried to keep them apart, let them both heal at their own paces. The man would have none of it. He would demand that he be allowed to sit by her side, he would get physical with the orderlies. Hell, he put one of them in the hospital for touching ‘his girl.’ With help from his doctor and hers, we were able to change his ward to the same one she was in. Every morning he would wake up, get dressed, then walk next door to her room. Devotion in its purest form.

      Insanity breeds insanity, but who ever said love was sane?
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            ONE WEEK

          

        

      

    

    
      “Did I bore you?”

      I turned around as piercing green eyes narrowed through thin-rimmed glasses. It was as if he was scolding me. I had to stifle a gasp. He was even more handsome closeup.

      “I’m not sure if you meant me...”

      “You yawned during my presentation, young lady,” he scolded.

      I was thrown off by his tone. “You must be mistaken—”

      “I’m not.” He held my brown eyes in a tight glare.

      “My apologies, Sir. I’ve been running on very little sleep,” I offered as a joke. He had to be kidding.

      “Not acceptable,” he expressed with distaste.

      I realized I had entertained this man and his attitude long enough. He was a very hot older man, but I was no grade schoolgirl.

      “I don’t know who you think you are, talking to me like that!”

      He narrowed his eyes again as he fingered his collar. “Watch your tone.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” escaped involuntarily.

      He sucked in a breath, then hissed out. “Mind that dirty little mouth before I stuff it shut.”

      I gawked and turned red—from his audacity and the fact I was a smidge turned on.

      “Who the hell—”

      “Ella!” Brooklyn barked from behind me, sliding in between the two of us. “Dr. Johnson, your presentation this morning was inspirational.”

      “Glad you thought so, Ms. Robins. It seems I might have been a bore?” He peered at me.

      The handsomely fit and tall, blond-haired jackass thought he was a comedian.

      “Nonsense,” Brooklyn fawned, flipping her red hair. “It is a true honor to have you join us. Your assistant said you had to fly in from Africa. You truly were an inspiration to the staff. The committee and I were thrilled you accepted our invitation. I know your time is limited.”

      “Yes, it most certainly is,” he stated blankly.

      Brooklyn’s mouth dropped, at a loss for words. After a few moments, she collected herself, then turned her wide hazel eyes toward me.

      “Have you met my intern, Ella Sams? She helped organize the conference this summer. Ella, this is Dr. Johnson.” She stressed Johnson.

      I knew who he was without her hints, and I was not about to flip my brown curls and fawn. He was one of the most admired orthopedic surgeons in the world, he was known as the ‘young genius who turned into a virtual recluse.’ Though he wasn’t that young now and didn’t look at all as I expected. Perhaps he was a fuck-hot recluse who found a stylist along the way—and yes, extremely hot and intelligent, but obviously, he needed to work on his social skills. Surgeons were usually pompous jackasses, but Golden Doc was in a league of his own.

      I didn’t bother to extend my hand after Brooklyn’s introductions. Dr. Johnson appeared he was over the fact I had “yawned” during his presentation. I hadn’t realized it was him until the announcer thanked him for speaking, then went on and on about his credentials. Dr. Johnson was the keynote speaker and would offer up his expertise during future question-and-answer panel sessions.

      I had folded programs until three a.m., then had to be up to greet and direct attendees for the six a.m. breakfast seating, which was why I had been dozing off in Dr. Johnson’s session. For the past three months, I’d barely had time for anything social while preparing for this weeklong conference, thanks to Brooklyn. She was the chair of the hospital wing being built and volunteered my services to assist with sessions. I had been preparing and working registration, then had to sit in boring sessions.

      This was supposed to be an internship where I learned medical administration. So far, the summer of my senior year in graduate school was uneventful. I had become Brooklyn Robin’s gopher while her assistant was out on maternity leave.

      Needing a breather, I excused myself to grab a coffee and quickly prepare for the afternoon sessions.
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        * * *

      

      The next day of the conference was going well. There were no major fires to put out… yet.

      While sitting in the back of a panel session, I took the time to check my emails. Now that summer was over, I had to complete my class registration. I also needed to RSVP for a few parties my friends were throwing. As I scrolled through my inbox, a text appeared on my screen.

      ‘Boring you again?’

      I was thrown off by the unknown number. I thought of Dr. Johnson, but he was sitting on stage with the panel, answering questions. Plus, he didn’t have my personal cell number. How could he? I ignored the text and continued with my task—until another one materialized.

      ‘Stop biting your lip!’

      My eyes glanced up and saw and heard Dr. Johnson was still talking animatedly. I looked around curiously to find my stalker and came up empty. It had to be a joke, maybe Beth or Carmen. Beth was another intern, and Carmen had landed a position a few years ago at the center. We’d all been lacking sleep while working the conference, and this had to be one of them playing a prank on me to keep me on my toes and mock Brooklyn. Thinking about it, Carmen would have done something like that. What the hell? I’d play along and respond.

      ‘What I do with my lips is my business!’

      I waited, but no response. Scanning the room, I tried to locate one of them but fell short. I continued to look over my emails until another text popped up.

      ‘Correction. What I do with those lips is my business.’

      My eyes flicked back up, straight into Dr. Johnson’s. He was still speaking, yet there was something in his eyes—a silent, intense communication. He stared directly at me as he answered the next question. He didn’t skip a beat, and I didn’t see a phone in his hand until his fingers swiftly typed in front of him on the podium. I felt the vibration, indicating a new text.

      ‘I now have your attention?’

      I crossed my legs and pondered what was happening. Was he flirting with me? Why did I think it was him? Did I want it to be him? How could I be certain? I peeked up through my lashes, and Dr. Johnson was sizing me up. I responded.

      ‘Correction. I seem to have your attention.’

      As Dr. Johnson spoke, he glanced down at his cell, then locked eyes with mine as he continued with business as usual.

      Two could play this game, Dr. Johnson.

      Uncrossing my legs, I spread them slightly apart, then sat back comfortably and continued to peruse my emails.

      ‘Wider.’

      My heart pounded against my chest as my eyes glanced back to him. He looked serious.

      Who the hell did he think he was?

      My thighs rubbed together involuntarily.

      ‘Now, Ella.’

      Like magic, my legs spread open.

      ‘Good girl.’

      Was I really doing this?

      Obviously, yes, because I opened my legs as wide as my tight skirt would stretch, hoping no one looked behind them to see me spread-eagle for a total stranger, with no shame.

      ‘You look good enough to taste.’

      My nipples hardened as I stared at Dr. Johnson. Someone asked him a question to my left, and everyone turned to face the questioner. I instantly closed my legs until I felt the familiar vibration.

      ‘Keep them open!’

      He wasn’t even looking in my direction.

      ‘Until I tell you to close them.’

      I quickly surveyed the room, and everyone was mesmerized by Dr. Johnson’s explanation of some procedure. I opened my legs and sat, embarrassed. I couldn’t believe I was allowing this to happen, that I was following his instructions. Yet, I had to admit, I was aroused.

      This can’t be happening to me.

      He was paying me no attention, but another text arrived.

      ‘I want you wet and dripping for me.’

      He didn’t have to worry about that; I was a waterfall. A tired, delusional pool of uncontrollable substance he molded. It had to be the lack of sleep—or maybe the fact Dr. Johnson looked like a Greek god—that made me susceptible. The man looked better than he did the first time I saw him. He had on tinted glasses that made his green eyes more vibrant and a cool, brightly patterned shirt only he could pull off under a European-style gray suit. The man was walking sex, and by his demeanor, he knew it.

      With every second that flew by, my body was more aroused. The coolness of the air chilled my exposed wetness as my nipples stretched under my blouse.

      There was a moment when he said nothing, only stared, watching me as if to make sure I was doing as I was told.

      My fingers glided across my neckline as perspiration saturated my blouse. Any more of this and my white blouse would expose my secret.

      Then my phone vibrated.

      ‘I can’t wait to be inside of you.’

      Too late, I was a very wet, overheated pile of goo. My ass pushed down against the seat as I tried to find some friction between my pulsating thighs.

      ‘I can see your need from here.’

      The man was igniting a thermal engine.

      ‘It’s making me hard.’

      I blew out a breath and responded, ‘My chair is soaking wet.’

      I waited for a response.

      Still waiting.

      The anticipation was becoming maddening.

      His response finally came through.

      ‘My mouth will clean up that dirty pussy shortly.’

      I went limp. My eyes stayed on the screen as I read mouth and pussy over and over again.

      This was insane!

      He was insane!

      But sexy!

      I wanted to jump up and fuck him right where he sat.

      He had this… smirk pasted on his face, which looked confident and arrogant, yet all I could think about was seeing it close up as he fucked me hard.

      My cell went off, bringing my thoughts back to my current environment.

      ‘Close them. Now!’

      I immediately did and realized the panel discussion was over. I stood, along with everyone else, as we gave the panel a standing ovation.

      My chest palpitated as Dr. Johnson’s eyes held mine.
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        * * *

      

      Exiting the session, I headed straight for the nearest glass of water. Gulping it down helped clarity set in, and I silently chastised myself for allowing him to play me. While everything that happened excited me to no end, I felt played. I was going to give Dr. Johnson a piece of my mind until I remembered there was no confirmation it was him.

      What if it was someone else?

      I assumed it was Dr. Johnson by the first text I received and subsequent actions, but it was never confirmed. What if all of it was a joke? What if they had been taping me? I started to panic until a hand slowly glided across my lower back.

      “See, that wasn’t so boring, Ms. Sams,” Dr. Johnson whispered in my ear. “I knew I could give you good... lecture.”

      I breathed out. “No, it was quite... enlightening, Dr. Johnson.”

      His hands grabbed my waist from behind. “You can call me Parker, and I can enlighten you on a few more things, Ella.”

      The way he said my name, my head started to spin. “I-I’m sure you could.”

      He leaned closer. “You are quite the tease.”

      Our first encounter hadn’t been the friendliest, but this sure as hell was different. How the hell did this happen? Whatever it was, his touch was igniting something within me, and I became increasingly aware—of him, of everything about him, as well as the very pronounced cock pressed against me.

      “I aim to please,” I answered as I pushed back into his hard body.

      He hissed in my ear. “That’s what you said that day.”

      “What day?”

      He turned me around to face him, so we were within inches of the other.

      “The day I spoke to your class.”

      What? I was irked. That didn’t jog any memories.

      “We have never met. I’m sure I would have remembered…” I examined his face, trying to recall. “Or... have we?”

      “Alliance Building, with Professor Douglas,” he stated flatly.

      I would have remembered him. How could anyone forget a man like that?

      “I detested that course. Professor Douglas and I never could see eye to eye.” I laughed more to myself. “That was my sophomore year.”

      “How you have grown up,” he said with that smirk, while his eyes traveled down my body.

      “I apologize for not recognizing you.” I simply couldn’t remember him. “I was still trying to figure out my major at the time, and my best friend Mia pointed me toward that class to audit.” I never would have thought the medical field was something that would interest me, but it did.

      Dr. Johnson seemed to be able to tell I still hadn’t placed our encounter.

      “I wrote down a conflict to solve, and you were the only one who looked outside the box to appease both the administration and the doctors. I gave you a red apple as a prize.”

      I cupped my hand over my mouth and laughed. “That was you?”

      He nodded.

      Everyone in my class had been overanalyzing the situation. It was a simple joke no one had been able to figure out except me. I remember we spoke after class for a while, but I never saw him again until now.

      “That guy was... old.” His eyes narrowed. “Not old-old, just… you look a lot different. You had longer hair and a long beard.”

      His fingers rubbed over his shaven chin. “I miss that.” He smiled thoughtfully.

      That was the first time I’d seen any sign of a decent human being—deep, deep down and behind a hard exterior.

      “This look is a much better look for you.” I smiled in return and almost said sexy but caught myself.

      His stern disposition seemed to be taken off guard for a moment before he said, “Is that so, young lady?”

      I nodded and boldly stepped closer. “Though I have always wondered how beards would feel against… my skin.”

      What was I doing? Flirting with my professor? Well, he wasn’t my professor, but he was old enough to be, and he had worked with one of my professors.

      From his expression, I had taken him by surprise.

      How?

      I was the same girl who had been spread-eagle for him as a total stranger. I was certain Dr. Johnson could make a lot of women do a lot of things they wouldn’t normally do. He just had that presence.

      Before he could say another word, a group of his colleagues walked over to talk shop. I knew he saw my disappointment at the intrusion. I really wanted to see where this could go, but they wouldn’t stop asking him questions, so I excused myself and walked straight to the ladies’ room.

      After that session, I needed to freshen up a few things.
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        * * *

      

      I stood, looking at myself in the mirror, miffed at my lack of self-control when it came to Dr. Parker Johnson and was questioning the entire exchange.

      “Ella?”

      I whipped around, only to be stopped mid-spin. Hands grabbed my shoulders and turned me back to face the mirror. As my brown eyes met his green ones, a shiver ran down my spine.

      “Parker.” My heart was beating a mile a minute. “What are you...? This is the ladies’ room.”

      Spinning me to face him, he grabbed my jaw and planted a firm, very passionate kiss on my lips.

      At first, I stood stock-still, shocked, eyes wide open as his tongue forcefully demanded entrance, which once I gathered my wits, I was happy to allow. His arms wrapped around my body, pulling me closer as he explored every inch of me.

      My fingers found themselves floating through his long wild mane before I grabbed hold and tugged. Parker grunted and pulled away, his eyelids heavy as that smirk grew larger.

      “Someone may come in,” I breathed out.

      “Let them,” he said confidently, kissing me again.

      The fire inside me intensified as he moved us. I heard the lock click behind me as he shoved me against the door.

      “You look good enough to eat,” he growled into my neck. He fell to his knees, lifted my skirt, and drew in a deep breath. “You smell perfect,” he murmured, then slid his finger through my wet folds.

      My head flew back into the door as he took in another breath.

      Suddenly, there was a knock. “Hello, anyone in there?” Then a pause. “I think it may be out of order.”

      Parker’s finger continued to feather up and down the outside of my thong. I shuddered and squirmed

      “Don’t move from this position,” he said, slow and soft but serious. “I told you, Ella, my mouth would clean up this dirty pussy, and I’m a man of my word.”

      I think there were a few more knocks, but all awareness stopped when his hand slid my thong to the side and his lips attached around my clit.

      “Fuck! Sshheese,” came out, as my hands grabbed his hair. He sucked and flicked it with his tongue while I tried to assemble coherent words.

      “Let’s see if you taste as good as you smell, as good as I’ve imagined since I first laid eyes on you.” He flattened his tongue between my folds and feasted.

      “Oh… Yes!” My legs shook.

      He slapped my pussy. “Keep them open.”

      I came at the sensation, trying to obey while his mouth licked, sucked, and devoured. Another more powerful orgasm was approaching, and Parker seemed to know. He gnawed down on my clit, and I came all over his face.

      “Good girl,” he said, blowing softly over my heated skin. He kissed my pussy a few more times as I rode every delicious ripple until I could stand properly.

      “You’ll be sure to remember me now, Ella.” Gazing intently into my eyes, he licked his lips. Then, as quickly as he came, he left.

      I found myself, once again, staring at the mirror, wondering what the fuck was wrong with me.
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        * * *

      

      After cleaning up and splashing water on my face, I eagerly left the ladies’ room, only to find Dr. Johnson gone. Disappointment washed over me as I searched the foyer, and there was no sign of him.

      My heart sighed.

      I fucked a total stranger—well, not a total, total stranger—and didn’t even know if I would see him again.

      He did say he thought about me.

      All I could do was hope our paths would cross again.
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        * * *

      

      Unfortunately, that was the last time I saw him for the rest of the week.
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        * * *

      

      The conference was ending, and there was a farewell banquet where everyone could relax and let down their hair. For this group, that meant drinking like fish and partying like someone’s life depended on it.

      Beth, Carmen, and I joined in the festivities. We ate, drank, and were merry until well into the evening. We tried to scope out men close to our ages, but this group was a more mature crowd. Most were married or with a partner, which unfortunately, didn’t stop a few from forgetting that fact.

      The single ones we could find were eyesores, sociably awkward, or both. These men were considered expert physicians, yet few were able to hold a coherent conversation with a woman in a social setting

      Word got around about how hot Parker was, and his sessions were always crammed with plenty of women. Brooklyn kept me so busy I missed the few meetings he had.

      When Carmen mentioned Dr. Johnson and wanting to “jump his bones,” I laughed and stated he was way out of her league. She didn’t find that humorous, even after I apologized. I didn’t intend for it to come out in a mean way. It just came out. Probably because I was fantasizing about the exact damn thing after what had happened in the bathroom that day. I had thought about it every day since.
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        * * *

      

      As the evening progressed into the late-night hours, Carmen eventually forgave my loose tongue. The alcohol seemed to assist with that. The open bar helped a lot of people that night. After Beth, Carmen, and I did a few more shots, Carmen pulled us out onto the dance floor.

      I barely felt the vibration from my cell phone, which was in direct competition with the base of the DJ’s music. I peered down at the text.

      ‘Dance for me.’

      My breath caught in my chest, and I scanned the room. No sign of Parker, yet I could feel his eyes on me.

      My hips swayed to the music, slow and controlled, every movement thought about as I moved my body around while searching the room. I was unable to locate him until a chill ran across my back. I halted, then spun around to find him sitting alone at a table.

      His expression was dark, but his eyes glowed from the reflection of the cell resting in his hand. A black V-neck T-shirt exposed the fine hairs along his chest. He truly was a magnificent specimen. He looked... fuckable.

      Hips moving back and forth, my arms lifted in the air as I swayed to the beat of the music. My hands floated down my body, skimming my breasts while he stared as I danced for him.

      The floor became overcrowded, and our line of sight was hidden until I found him leaning against the bar, glass in hand and eyes on me. I watched his long fingers grip the glass as he took a sip. My mouth parched as I stared at his tongue taste the liquid from his lips.

      My eyes fell closed as my body heated up, still moving and swaying to his beat. When they opened, Parker was calling me with his eyes, beckoning me to come to him. The closer I went, the more apparent it became he hadn’t shaved in days. Fine stubble filled his chin, and deep down, I knew I would get to feel it against my skin—preferably my inner thighs.

      When I stepped in front of him, he lifted his glass to my lips to drink. The liquid poured out, filling my mouth to the brink and spilling over. Parker leaned forward, hovering over the corner of my mouth as if to taste, but his finger swiped the liquid away. Then he placed the wet finger into my mouth and instructed me to “suck.”

      Fuck!

      I did as I was told.

      “Good girl,” he praised. “You will be perfect.”

      “For what?” I asked.

      “For me.”
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      My name is Tyler Hendrix, and there used to be a beat inside my head. I’m confident I was born with it and the only one who heard it. The constant pulse was more than music. For years, I depended on it, like a born-again addict.

      Until one day, a single gunshot took more than my beat away.

      I’ve been searching for it ever since.
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        * * *

      

      New York City had once made music. But on this day, awful noise streamed through my helpless ears and into my head. It was a violation, a rape. At this point, I’d rather hear nothing.

      Despite the noise, the air was fresh, and SoHo was alive.

      Gemma pulled me out of my daze, and I was right back to where I’d been all along: sitting in front of her, trapped in a relationship, with the sultry sun crawling higher between a crack in the cast-iron buildings. Its rays beating against my face.

      Gemma lounged in the shade under a black and white striped umbrella, oversized black sunglasses hiding the top half of her face. Car horns and the soft music playing from the outdoor speakers muffled her words—or muddled my ears. I couldn’t be sure. I was hungover, brain damaged, still in sweats, and hadn’t slept in over twenty-four hours.

      I popped another pill into my mouth to keep myself from standing, from pacing. To keep my thoughts from racing. I tried focusing on Gemma’s lips, make out the words she was saying. All I could see was the gash of nude lipstick spearing across her bleached teeth, but I couldn’t tell her this. I could hardly get a word out. I blinked, wishing her away.

      Gemma’s voice raised an octave from across the bistro table when she said, “And Kendall, of all people.” A manicured claw came down on the table, shaking her pomegranate mimosa. “It took me a week to get out of bed after what that pute called me. Do you remember?” An ugly Chinese Crested pup lapping Voss from a marble bowl next to Gemma skittered away, a scrawny bent tail wagging from between its owner’s legs beside us. “How could you do this to me?”

      “I—”

      “No, Ty. I don’t want to hear it.”

      Just don’t give a fuck trapped in my brain. Repeating. There was no point. I didn’t have an excuse for what happened between Kendall and me. I had been drunk and out of my mind, one thing leading to another. It was how the story always went. My fuck this mindset evolved as the world turned. And the world would always turn.

      Between the long intervals of surrendering to chemical demons and blacking out, the music industry had been screaming in my ear. They wanted me locked in a room with a mic to produce music that sounded like the next, lyrics that didn’t stand out from the rest, my pen’s damage folded and tucked in my pocket to never see the light of day. I’d heard the shit going viral. If what I produced didn’t sound like what was buzzing, it would be trash to them, anyway.

      I flipped the switch on rap just before I missed the days when everyone wasn’t tone-deaf. A time when being different meant something. Hip Hop was fucked, so I gave it the middle finger.

      Producers wanted a carbon copy. Not an original.

      The real Ty Hendrix could no longer exist here.

      I was okay with that because if I did, so did everything else.

      For three months, Gemma was my only constant. I needed challenge and passion in all aspects of my awoken life, so I spent most of our relationship getting a rise out of her, pissing her off to see if she cared about me at all or only the contract. Three more months and our contract would end. I could escape this shit show of a showmance, but my guilty conscience would never escape me.

      I swung my head to the side.

      I tuned her out and peered down Lower Manhattan.

      Gemma carried on.

      The neighborhood was a picturesque backdrop for high-end crowds with boutiques, art galleries, and elegant restaurants—a living, breathing urban vein in the heart of New York.

      Girls grouped together on street corners, phones out and snapping pictures of us from behind designer shopping bags as big as their daddy’s credit card limits.

      Gemma snapped her finger in front of me with a groan, stealing my attention from on-lookers. “You just can’t help yourself, can you?”

      “Gemma, give me a break.” It was the first time I could get anything out between bits and pieces she fired at me. I’d only caught keywords and dodged the rest.

      The pup looked at me from between its owner’s legs. Its tongue hung like a limp pink dick from the side of its mouth, and thirteen wiry hairs stood straight on a balding head, almost like it was embarrassed to be here, too.

      “You want to go back to L.A., is that what this is?”

      “Fuck, that would be amazing, but we both know that can’t happen. The only thing I need right now is for you to get off my back and a pillow to shove my face into.” I sat back in the chair and stretched my long longs out under the table. “This screams attention.” I waved my hand toward the on-lookers. “But this is what you wanted, isn’t it? It’s very Gemma of you. A fight on public display. Make me out to be the bad guy in this.”

      A tear slipped from under her glasses.

      I rolled my head back. “Oh, here come the waterworks.”

      “I don’t want to fight with you,” she mumbled through a sniffle, patting her bronzed cheekbone with a cloth napkin. “I just don’t want my boyfriend fucking my enemy.”

      “Should I have taken home your other fake friend instead?”

      “Who? Lyla? I could have been okay with that.”

      As much as that thought didn’t surprise me, and something I should have expected her to say, I was still stunned to hear her admit it out loud. I slumped in the chair with no fight in me. Just dust. “You’re a real piece of work.”

      “You just don’t understand ...” her voice trailed when the paparazzi popped up from behind a Tesla. If there was a time and place I wanted the paps to come and rescue me from a situation, it was now. But they didn’t. All the expensive cameras kept their distance so Gemma could yell at me in peace.

      They shot over a hundred stills—most likely the next YouTube hit—within the last twenty-five seconds. I imagined what they were thinking: rapper, Ty Hendrix, was making his darling model-actress girlfriend cry. The ratings for her debut movie would sky-rocket, and I’d get flooded with more hate mail. Direct messages. It didn’t take much effort to select all, delete.

      If people wanted to say insane things about me, form opinions, that was their right. None of it could touch me anymore.

      “Girls are vindictive. The only reason Kendall even had sex with you was to get to me,” Gemma said, her voice background noise.

      The corner of my head throbbed. A scar sliced through my right brow, and I pressed my thumb into it to make the ache go away. The scar was from when my brother, Linc, split the skin with his ring-covered knuckle. A constant reminder of how much he hated me.

      I shoved a hand into my pocket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes.

      “Do you have to do that here? It’s so rude,” Gemma barked between her rambling.

      I glanced up, my hair falling into my eyes. A bright light blinded me and bounced off my glasses. Without them, I couldn’t see, but I still pulled them off, raked my fingers through my hair, and looked back to see where it had come from.

      Across the cobblestone street, a waitress balanced a tray of dirty dishes and wiped down a table. She was clear as a daydream, with her blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail and white strands framing her face. A crisp white apron hugged her waist below a sea-colored blouse. A single thump, like a pulse, vibrated in my head.

      California, I thought. The waitress reminded me of California.

      A city bike zoomed down the street, and paparazzi jumped out of the way, knocking the waitress against the side of the building. Her tray and glass crashed to the floor. The sun blared. Click, click, click.

      “Tyler!” Gemma growled. My phone buzzed in my pocket. Chaos everywhere. I stood and pushed the chair out from under me.  “Tyler, what are you doing?”

      Then I was walking, chasing the beat, the cobblestone street beneath my Nikes and Gemma’s voice behind me. The rhythmic thumping grew louder and with each step. My sights were set on the waitress, and I didn’t stop until the paparazzi surrounded me and she was in front of me. Their click, click, clicks were like cotton swabs in my ears.

      The waitress had her back to me, about to bend down to pick up the broken glass. She flipped her ponytail to one side, and the blonde ends rolled off her shoulder and grazed her collarbone. Thump, thump, thump, like a bass in my ears. The morning air carried the sound and everything she did.

      There it was, in my head, my low and steady beat.

      I was right where I was supposed to be.

      Glass crunched under my feet. I reached for her arm to spin her around before she had a chance to bend down. Large blue eyes looked up at me, bouncing with confusion.

      I touched her face lightly with the tips of my fingers.

      And then I kissed her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      The moment our lips touched, the waitress pulled away and slapped me.

      My head twisted to the side, a sting burning my cheek.

      I licked my lips, tasting cherry Chapstick on my tongue, and smiled. I’d deserved that. It had seemed vain to start with, ‘Hi, my name is Tyler Hendrix, and I still don’t give a fuck but I missed that sound.’

      Click, click, click.

      “Ty Hendrix, who is this woman to you?” came from my left. “Is this why you and Gemma Perez were arguing? Have you been cheating on her this whole time?” came from my right. And I couldn’t force away my grin.

      When I looked back at the waitress, I noticed the freckle beside her right eye beneath her brow, the only sweet feature on her angry face.

      I’d witnessed a bucket full of emotions in girls’ eyes before. Infatuation, nervousness, lust. But never a rocket ship about to take off. Her eyes were narrowed at me, pounding out anger between blinks. Irises hot and intense. I took a step back, my fingers still wrapped around her arm. I let her go.

      A crowd pushed us from all sides, when a hand came between us—twenty-four karats wrapped around the wrist—and flung orange juice at the waitress, soaking her.

      The waitress stood frozen with her arms stiff at her sides, angry eyes gone and squeezed shut. The cute little freckle beside her eye had folded in half.

      When she opened her eyes again, both of us just stood there. Our shocked gazes stuck together as OJ slid down her face, dripping from her ponytail and jawline. Pulp clung to her lashes, her blonde strands. The blue blouse was drenched and transparent, sticking to the waitress’s skin and showing off a black lace bra.

      Her nostrils flared, and her pupils grew ten sizes.

      I caught the name Kate printed on her nametag pinned to her breast pocket just before she ducked between the crowd. The thumping slowed, quieted.

      “Kate,” I said, but it wasn’t loud enough. “Kate, wait!”

      I went to grab her hand to bring the beat back, but she slipped through my fingers. The crowd cornered me, boxed me out.

      I peered over heads, and Kate disappeared into the restaurant.

      Cameras crowded me, questions hitting me from every which way. I clasped my fingers together and settled my folded hands on my head, spinning around for an opening.

      Across the street, Gemma was gone, and the Chinese Crested pup was brave enough to return to its water bowl.

      Kissing her was a bold move, a quest to make the noise stop—to shut everyone up and be with the beat again. The same beat I hadn’t heard in over six years. In a way, the dumb kiss did all these things, but for only a moment.

      My actions came off as petty, but everyone had a breaking point. I didn’t care about the consequences. I didn’t care about the story they would spin or about the fans who thought they knew me. But for some reason, I cared about the turmoil it caused the waitress.

      I pushed people out of the way, trying to get to the door Kate had disappeared behind. I reached for the door handle, and the world went silent once I was inside, like someone placed noise-canceling headphones over my ears and transported me somewhere else.

      An erotic and masculine scent drifted under my nose, and a collision of string music penetrated the silence. A slow rise of violins, cellos, harps, and guitars. If it were at all possible, in a whispered rush, the sad music managed to make it feel like my heart was aching.

      I dropped my forehead to the closed restaurant door, breathed in, and breathed out. The crowd shoved and pushed and pressed their faces against the glass to peer inside on the other side. I pulled away when a man with greased back hair tapped the door with his finger. “What’s going on, Ty? You can’t hide in there all day.”

      “This is private property,” I said, flipping the open sign over between us and twisting the lock with a click. “Go stalk someone else and make them famous.”

      When I turned, a woman appeared in front of me. She was short but still in my face. Wrinkles crested the corners of her brown eyes, around her mouth. Red bangs covered her forehead, and the rest of her hair was held back by a giant claw clip.

      A combat gaze zoned in on me.  “You can’t be in here.”

      “I just want to talk to her,” I said, holding my palms up in surrender and seeing Kate behind the counter picking pulp from her hair. Her posture was harsh, and her fingers shook each time they stripped a strand. My phone was continuously going off inside my pocket, and my brain spun, but I ignored it all, trying to pull myself together.

      I took a side-step. This time, my words were for Kate— “Please, let me fix this.”

      “Fix.” Kate hmphed, shook her head back and forth. “Ty Hendrix wants to fix this.”

      She said my name as if I wasn’t in the room. Was her caustic tone because of the tabloids? The social media rants? I’d been too busy wasting away. I hadn’t sobered up long enough to see the picture the public painted of me. It didn’t matter because she was right. I didn’t fix things, I ruined them.

      My gaze flitted over the restaurant in one quick sweep to take in my surroundings and think about what I would say. A long emerald velvet bench stretched along a white brick wall on one side. I only thought of emerald because it was the same color as my little sister’s eyes. She had these emerald glass eyes that haunted me long after she died.

      Wooden chairs slid under bistro-style tables with hammered gold edges. Nude paintings covered the white brick walls. A French twist under the soft glow. Paintings of naked breasts, couples kissing with tongue, and intercourse splashed the brick wall like it were no big deal. Like I was the one out of place in this tiny gem of a space.

      I dragged in a breath and settled my eyes back on Kate. “I’m probably everything they say I am, but I can at least try to make this right.”

      “He can try to make this right,” Kate mocked under her breath, soaking the ends of her hair in a stainless-steel sink.

      “Why are you talking as if I’m not standing right here?”

      “She does that,” the woman said beside me, and I’d forgotten she was there. “It’s a way to distance herself from the situation.”

      Kate turned off the water and dropped her palms on top of the counter, my attention snapping back to her.

      “Trish! Don’t talk to him,” Kate seethed, wet hair sticking to the side of her cheek. “Maybe if we ignore him, he’ll just go away.”

      “I’m not going away.”

      Trish turned her eyes back to Kate and shrugged. “He’s not going away.”

      What’s happening? I stepped toward Kate. “Just hear me out. I can replace your clothes and those ...” I peered over the counter and scrunched my face, “hideous shoes, I don’t even know what to call them.”

      Kate narrowed her eyes. She was very good at it. “They’re leather.”

      “They’re ugly.”

      “They’re Stuart Weitzman.”

      “I don’t even know who that is.”

      “Your girlfriend is a model.”

      “Yeah, that doesn’t help my case in the least.”

      Kate groaned. “This is stupid. Why am I even talking to you?”

      “Because I’m charming. I can show you if you’d let me.”

      “And he’s cocky, ladies and gentlemen,” she said, shutting off the water and raising her hands in the air.

      “Please stop doing that.”

      “When you’re not partying or causing a scene, you still manage to create problems for others when everything’s going perfectly fine. Tell me, Ty. When’s the last time you had your fix?” she asked, and a memory of taking a pill with my mimosa whipped by. I felt my face fall. Literally, felt it fall with her accuracy. Kate tilted her head and squinted her eyes. “God, are you fucked up right now?”

      To make myself seem more stable, I laid a hand over the counter and felt paper slide beneath it. It was a letter. Three months’ notice was written in bold red letters across the top of the page.

      I picked it up to examine it further when Kate reached over the bar between us and snatched it out of my hand. “You shouldn’t pry into other people’s personal business.”

      “That’s hypocritical, considering you all drink up my personal business for entertainment.”

      “Hey, you asked for that life.”

      “No, I didn’t. And you didn’t tell me that you owned this restaurant.” Restaurant owners didn’t wear aprons and bus tables at their own establishments. Or maybe they did, but not in neighborhoods like this. Cities like this. They were too busy having drinks and networking and showing off their bank accounts to clients.

      “It’s not something I go around advertising.”

      She was humble without making a show of it. I liked that about her. It was one of the few things between her cutting replies and narrowed eyes. “Don’t get me wrong, I don’t see what’s so special about Gotham city, but having something that’s all yours in one of the most famous cities in the world? I’m impressed.”

      Kate swept a strand from her eyes with the back of her hand and looked down at the letter, sadness creeping along her features. “Not for long.” Her grief faded fast, and anger took her over again. It all unfolded in front of me, the spiral of emotions. She crumpled the paper into a ball and chucked it across the restaurant. It landed into the trashcan without touching the rim, and I felt it in my chest as if it scraped the rim of my ribcage.

      This SoHo daydream loved the restaurant. Almost as much as I once loved music. I didn’t know which was worse: knowing you were about to lose the only thing that mattered or it being taken away from you without warning. I didn’t know, but I wanted to help. I didn’t have the best reputation, but I had the means. Money. A name. All the things that I would have once died for.

      “Let me help. With your restaurant.”

      “What makes you think I want anything from you?”

      “You don’t, I know that. But your ego doesn’t pay your bills, and I can help. But I’ll need something in return.”

      She leaned on her hip. “Of course, you do.”

      I was stuck in New York for another three months. If I wanted to survive this contract with Gemma, this seemed like the only way to ignite something in this city after what it had done to me. After all, Kate was the reason the beat had returned.

      She was the beat, and I wanted to stay with her a while longer.

      “Spend twelve hours with me. I’ll pay you to show me around. To introduce me to all the things that make this city so great. Change my mind. Make me fall in love with it.”

      It was the first time Kate smiled. And when Kate smiled, the soft beat inside my head thumped, thumped, thumped. “Love is a crazy woman, Ty. A crazy woman that has claws to scratch you whenever she wants,” she said. “Do you really want New York City tearing apart your west coast heart?”

      I was sick and tired of the bad-meets-evil mindset. It was about the city as much as it was about the music.

      It had been too long since music made me feel good. Tough. Powerful. Lyrics had been my confidence to throw the first punch, convey a message, or just bleed out. Once upon a time, rap had been my liquor of choice and the only pill I’d swallow.

      A part of me, the part that was sober and awake and starving, was still famished for it all. Stomach hurting. Delirious. Weak.

      “Yes. Yes, I do. And I’ll even throw in a sweetener: no alcohol, drugs, or sex for twelve hours.”
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      We were about to meet on the sidewalk.

      It always began for us on the sidewalk.

      I’d given her a couple of hours to shower and change her clothes, so my late morning had been spent trying to sober up with sleep to prepare for our twelve hours together, but I couldn’t sit still, and the clock raced with my anticipation of seeing her again.

      I leaned against the glass storefront of Now or Never Coffee Shop—the place we agreed to meet—downing an orange ginger latte that was promised to cure my hangover by the barista behind the counter.

      It was early afternoon, and the sun was sick and high above me, throwing up its rays all over the city. If she didn’t show up, it was only a short walk around the corner to the SoHo Grand Hotel, and she could forget this had happened. We would never see each other again, and my manager would spin a story to buy his shady client time until some other elite loser of society did something stupid.

      The public would move on. They always did.

      I hid under a snapback and behind shades—my eyeglasses left at the hotel—scrolling through my phone in one hand, my empty latte cup in the other. That’s when I looked up.

      I noticed her from two blocks away.

      When Kate walked past people, they turned their heads, her long tanned legs like two sticks poking out of a leopard-print mini skirt. She wore hideous black cowboy boots, and her hair swayed under a newsboy hat. I adjusted my shades, spotting blood-red lipstick splashed across her pouty lips as she walked toward me. Reminders of the slight taste of her sparked my tongue.

      I didn’t realize how long I’d been staring until I looked down and noticed my phone screen went black. I shoved it into my pocket when she neared, and I pushed my back off the glass wall.

      “You showed up,” I said, suddenly feeling foolish around her. Before, she was beautiful, even with orange juice dripping down her face. Although now, as she stood before me, she was a sexy kind of beautiful. Bold and loud.

      “Keys, phone,” she said, stopping in front of me, lifting her head to meet my eyes. She had her palm out between us. “Gimme.”

      I laughed. “I’m not giving you my phone.”

      “Places are much like people,” she began, digging into my pockets, and I let her. I was amused by her audacity and her hand so close to my ... “You can only see a new place objectively once. At first glance. After that, your opinion of a place will be tainted. You already hate it. It’s already tainted for whatever reason, and if our deal is for me to make you fall in love with it, we need your undivided attention. Hence, I’ll need your phone.” She held up my phone between us, clasped between nude painted fingernails.

      I liked how she referred to the city and her as we. “I dig your commitment. Do you give everything a hundred percent?”

      Kate smiled, and I could tell we would have fun together. “Like I said, Ty, places are like people. There’s a reason we have skulls around our brains and cages around our hearts. Everyone wants to be loved, but no one wants to get hurt. And you will fall in love again, but only after this place breaks your heart. What’s an epic love story, if not a little suffering?”

      “A tragedy.”

      Kate’s face fell.

      The first time I’d come here was six years ago. It was for my first show at Madison Square Garden.

       I’d only stayed for a mere twelve hours, a return plane ticket to home in my pocket as soon as I stepped onto New York pavement. At the time, it was easy to tuck away California when it begged to be compared to a city that begged to be loved. It had been easy to be blinded by the city lights, ambition and drive so full it spilled out of me. I hadn’t settled in. I hadn’t met city dwellers. I hadn’t tasted their food.

      I’d put on a fucking show, later earning me both a Grammy for songwriting and Best New Artist at the Teen Choice Awards in my debut year, which lit the media on fire. I’d shown up to neither award shows, not giving a damn about the trophies.

      But Kate was right about one thing: the great NYC had become tainted in those twelve short hours I’d spent here the first time. And what she didn’t know was, this place had already broken my fucking heart.

      A contract and overwhelming guilt forced me here a second time. “Sometimes you have to do things you don’t want to do. You have to do what’s expected of you,” my manager, Colorado, had said. “Pay your dues.” So, I signed the contract, met the people, tasted the food. All love lost, no love found.

      Kate tucked the phone away into a zipped pocket in her purse, a torn paper from one of my spiral notebooks sticking to it. “What’s this?” she said, unfolding the page to read the scribble.

      I snatched it from her fingers. “I’ll take that.”

      “You are writing,” she stated. “Afraid I won’t like it?”

      “It’s gibberish. Everyone’s raps look terrible on paper.”

      Her gaze lingered on me, searching, then she turned and walked away. I paused for a moment to tuck the words back into my pocket. My gaze fell onto her cute little ass in that skirt before jogging to catch up to her.

      “Now that you disconnected me from the world, where are we off to first?” I asked, my hands feeling empty at my sides. “The Statue of Liberty? The Empire State Building?” I turned, walking backward to face her. “You’re going to make me wear one of those ‘I Love New York’ shirts, aren’t you? Because that’s where I draw the line.”

      “First of all”—Kate grabbed my shoulders and spun me around, her eyes dancing to my antics— “don’t walk backward here, it’s not cool, and you could cause an accident.”

      “And second of all?”

      “Just don’t think about it, okay?”

      I glanced down at her, seeing her try to hide a smile inside those red-painted lips. “Okay.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      If Manhattan were the heart of New York, the subway stations were the lungs. It breathed us in, breathed us out.

      People were in full swing, bustling up and down the stairs. Some with music blaring from headphones, others in groups and trying to stay together without bumping shoulders with strangers.

      Once we reached the underground platform, a bad breath of weed and sweat and urine blew in my face. Paint peeled off the walls and ceiling like scabs on wounds, leaving behind dirt and grime. Litter piled in the corners, empty cups and torn brown paper bags high like something I’d see in Linc’s studio apartment back in Santa Monica. We passed words graffitied on the wall: the art you create is immortal.

      Kate’s fingers wrapped around my bicep as she walked close beside me, a debate brewing between us.

      “Who the fuck was cooler than Run-DMC?” I asked, and Kate threw her head back with a laugh, then shook her head. “Exactly. No one.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Beastie Boys.”

      “Okay, okay. Both are in my top three. Still not cooler, though.”

      She turned her body toward me just enough to shut the rest of the world out and whispered, “Three rules, and you’ll be a subway pro: pay no attention to what everyone else is doing. If you fall, get right back up. Ride with honesty.” She paused. “Oh, and don’t touch anything.”

      “That’s four.” I looked around. “Do you ride the subway every day? Alone?”

      “This is why I have rules.”

      Bells rang around us.

      Prompts from a loudspeaker echoed above us.

      The whirr inside the station pulled me in every direction until a subway car lurched forward before coming to a halt. Doors slid open with a whoosh of stale air. I took off my shades and settled them on my hat, then dropped my hand to the back of my neck and squeezed.

      Kate’s hand landed on my back, urging me to enter the subway.

      We stepped on. The bell came again. The doors slid closed.

      All the plastic seats were taken, forcing Kate and me to stand.

      When the subway car lurched forward again, I staggered with it, my body colliding with Kate’s. I reached for something to hold, and Kate stopped me with a shake of the head and a light touch of her hand against my wrist.

      “Don’t touch anything,” she said. Her hand drifted down my side, and she patted my thigh. “Part your legs and find balance.” The subtle touch sent a shiver down my marrow, a heartbeat in my ears. She managed to crack me open and force me to take a deep breath to mask it. We were so close I tried to avoid looking her in the eyes so she wouldn’t see what it did to me.

      A homeless man splayed out on the bench spoke nonsense beside us. His beard was matted, scum in the creases of his wrinkles. He looked as if he hadn’t showered in over a month. The stench of booze and roadkill permeated off him.

      There was a military patch on his cap, and I assumed he was one of the many war Veterans the system had dumped after serving our country. It was a sad sight to see though common in California, too.

      It hadn’t hit me until this moment. It didn’t matter what city, state, or part of the world we were in. It didn’t matter what we did for others or the sacrifices we’d made. No one was immune to people turning their backs on us.

      It made me think of my fans. How far was I willing to go before they turned their back on me, too?

      “Hey, girl. Come sit on my face,” the homeless Veteran said, his arm reaching for Kate’s thigh.

      I blocked his hand. “Show some respect, man.”

      He laughed. “You going to show her some respect?”

      Kate stood solid with an impenetrable force surrounding her, ignoring him as if this was something she dealt with day in and day out.

      A woman standing behind Kate grimaced. A laugh cracked from a man to my right. We were all squeezed into a small place with nowhere to run. I laid my hands on Kate’s shoulders, turning us so that my back was facing the homeless man, and she was out of reach. Guilt slammed into me for doing it. For turning my back on him like the rest, but I couldn’t let him touch her, either. She was mine for the next twelve hours. The only face she had the option of sitting on was mine.

      “Aw, c’mon, help a brother out,” the drunken homeless man said.

      I ignored it all and focused on Kate. Looked her in the eyes. Her breasts were pressed against my chest, and I felt every intake of breath she took.

      Kate looked at me, too, her ocean blue gaze jumping about my face, perhaps noticing the heavy bead of sweat sitting on my brow from wanting to throw my fist into the homeless man’s face or from weaning off the pills. It could go either way at this point.

      Then Kate tore her gaze away and pulled earbuds from the hidden pocket of her mini skirt. She handed me one, its wire dangling between us.

      I put the bud into my ear, and she plugged the end into her phone and played a song: No Sleep Till Brooklyn by the Beastie Boys.

      I smiled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      The sudden craving I had for Kate was tangible.

      And when we returned to higher ground, my fingers brushed her thigh as we stepped into the center of Time Square. A touch so simple that still managed to make something inside me come alive. It should have been the city, I thought, as the colors and lights and animated billboards jumped out and assaulted me. The square had a quality of demanding your silence and drawing all attention, making it impossible to focus on any one detail.

      “Was that your first time in a subway?” she asked as we walked side by side along the sidewalk. “You looked like you wanted to throw up.”

      “It was an experience I’ll never get used to,” I said, sliding my shades back on and lowering my hat. I didn’t know which way she would take that, and I didn’t know how I meant it. If I were talking about Kate or the subway. If I were talking about the drunken homeless man slapping me with a dose of reality or the ache to touch her. My thoughts were split between chaos and hunger.

      Our reflections bounced off glass storefronts, the tattoos crawling up and down my right arm warping and blurring like a funhouse mirror. I looked deeply at myself, and for a moment, it seemed like I didn’t have a scar on my brow at all.

      A display of shoes caught my eye, and I reeled back. “Let’s go in and see if they have your shoes.”

      Kate stopped and turned around, throwing a hand over her eyes. “No.”

      No? “Why not?”

      “You can’t just buy me the shoes.”

      “Uhh ...Yes, I can.”

      “No, I mean, they can’t just be replaced.” She huffed and dropped her arm to her side, hustling New Yorkers breezing past her on both sides. “Forget it, please. Let’s keep going. We only have eleven and a half hours.”

      I took a step toward her. “Why? We can find a department store or something if this isn’t the place. Don’t make it a bigger deal than it is because it’s no big deal for me. I want to do this.”

      “That’s my point,” she said, turning away to start walking again.

      I caught her arm to stop her, turning her back around to face me. “Stop. Just for a second. I’m offering to replace your boots that got ruined, and you just went from a hundred to zero degrees so quick my head is spinning. What is it about those fucking shoes?”

      “I’ll tell you about the shoes when you tell me why you hate New York so much.” She stood stubbornly with a peaked brow, the Gatsby hat shading half her face. I opened my mouth, my heart pounding in my chest, in my ears, but nothing came out. I’d been put on the spot before, many times, but she had a way of making me feel like I was slashed open and exposed. “Yeah, I thought so,” she said with my silence.

      I hated confrontation and was determined to turn this mood around, so I grazed my knuckles along her side to test her, to shatter her ice. “You know, you’re sexy when you get all worked up.”

      She wiggled away from me, trying not to smile. It was adorable.

      “We’re only a few more blocks away,” she said.

      “Away from what?”

      “My Sunday afternoon hideout.
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        * * *

      

      Few more blocks, my ass. Sweat slid down my spine when we entered the used record store, and I drank in the cool air. The shop was much like a record store I would frequent back home. The old nostalgic cardboard scent of vintage vinyl reminded me of my childhood, growing up with Linc and my sister, Tanya. Each time I’d walk to the record store, it was never because I was on the hunt for a specific record. Linc and Dad were the ones into vinyl, and I’d always spent the little cash I made from rap battles on cassettes.

      “Follow me,” she whispered, and her voice sounded like a beat I’d never heard of. One I wanted to produce.

      Kate exchanged quick hellos with an old man wearing a bucket hat behind the counter, then she took off to the back and around the corner. I followed her. “LL Cool J is one of my favorites,” I heard her say as I turned the corner. L was in my top ten, and suddenly, I wanted her tongue down my throat. Wrapped around my dick. Anywhere. Desperately. With Doin’ It playing in the background.

      I swallowed. “Really?” We were in a back room dedicated to the man. His posters, records, cassettes, and CDs were everywhere in the closet space.

      “On vinyl. It has this crackling sound and ...” she hummed like she was tasting the beat on her lips. She stood on the toes of her cowboy boots, reaching up to grab an old record player from the dusty top shelf.

      I would have helped her but couldn’t. I was too busy staring at the crescents of her ass cheeks peeking from under her skirt.

      “It’s okay we’re back here. The owner used to vibe with L,” she said. “L’s from Bay Shore but back in the day, he would stop in all the time and drop a lot of money in here to keep this place alive. At least that’s what Greg, the owner, always tells me. Now Greg’s pushing sixty and still rockin’ those wacky neon balloon pants because hip hop isn’t something you do but something you are. A way of life.” She landed back on her feet and faced the wall to plug the record player in. “Hey, you know what I was thinking?” she asked suddenly, facing me again while the intro of Make It Hot sizzled on the player.

      I snapped my eyes up and straightened my posture. “What? What were you thinking?”

      “What does your girlfriend think about what you did and this arrangement we have?”

      “It’s not exactly what it seems like between us, and I couldn’t give a fuck about what Gemma thinks.”

      Kate cocked her head. “Does she know this?”

      “Yes.”

      “And what if I was married?”

      “Are you?”

      “I could be. What if I was married, and you just kissed me like you did. You really should think before you act, Ty. It could have been anyone with a husband and kids or psychotic boyfriend, and now it’s all over the internet.” Kate’s eyes widened with entire oceans inside them. “And what if said crazy boyfriend finds out and is abusive and strangles her to death? You don’t take anyone else’s life into account. You’re impulsive and can be downright disrespectful in the most ridiculous, passive way. It’s great for music but horrible for forming any type of relationship.”

      “Are you fucking with me right now?”

      “Serious as a heart attack.”

      A smirk played on my lips. “I wonder what this psychotic boyfriend would think if I kissed you twice.”

      “You should at least ask him first.”

      I patted my pockets, forgetting she had my cell. I put my thumb and finger to my ear, mimicking a phone. “Hey, I’m looking for Psychotic Boyfriend of Kate ...” my words faded, and I placed a hand over my pinky and whispered, “What’s your last name?”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      I returned to my imaginary call. “Yeah, man, I’m here. Look, I kissed your girl, hope you don’t mind.” Kate’s face turned red. “I plan on doing it again, doing it right this time if you know what I mean. Make her all hot and bothered. That is, if she’ll let me. She did say I needed to talk to you first. I’m trying to work on taking other people’s lives into account”—I paused, displaying shock and holding my palm against my chest. “No shit, bro.” I covered the fake phone again with my hand and whispered to Kate. “Psychotic Imaginary Boyfriend said he doesn’t want you anymore and to go to hell.”

      Kate lunged at me, laughing and ready to attack. Make It Hot turned on the table behind her, crackling in the small space.

      I gripped her forearms, keeping her close until her laughter faded. The mood in the room changed, charged. It turned thick and heavy, the aftertaste of her still tingling on my lips. I chanced a look around the room. We were all alone.

      “Kiss me,” I said.

      “Kiss you?”

      “I’m asking you this time. I’m a changed man, Kate.”

      “I don’t know. My imaginary boyfriend just dumped me. Don’t you think it’s too soon—”

      I dipped my head down and crushed my mouth to hers, the force taking her against the shelved wall. The kiss followed her. Pinned her there.

      I parted my mouth, and her tongue thrust inside, every nerve ending meeting liquid until I was hard and stretched against my sweats. I felt like I could die if we stopped. Fuck, I could die kissing her forever. I could kiss her, die, reincarnate, live, repeat. Kate moaned when I took her bottom lip into my mouth, pulling back only to slip my tongue inside her mouth again, tasting her. She was a blend of sweet addiction.

      And the song on the record player changed with us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Kate had walked out of the record store with a hand over her mouth, cheeks hot and flushed. I’d turned my hat back around and shadowed my face, wishing I could access her thoughts. If she were replaying what had happened back at the record store like I was. If she wanted more like I did. It was only a kiss, but it was enough to keep the picture of her naked pinned in my mind, hung on the walls of my skull.

      We hadn’t said a word to each other since we left the record store, but she did rap an Eminem song under her breath. I wondered if it were something she did when she was nervous. The way she knew every word kept the beat with me and steady inside my head. Even when we’d stopped to grab pizza from a hole-in-the-wall joint, it seemed Kate used small talk with the marinara-splashed Yankee behind the pizza bar to distract herself from me. She didn’t want to eat, though, and told Frankie she was too worked up and to cut me a mad good slice. Whatever that meant.

      In no hurry, we walked side by side as city slickers blew past us, phones glued to their ears and New York accents flooding mine. Kate tied her hair back and off her shoulders. Tiny beads of sweat like diamonds glistened along the nape of her neck. Her rosy cheeks hadn’t faded, and her red lipstick was smudged. All the subtleties from our one-on-one that had made her come undone.

      With a humorous smile, I took a bite of the wonky and fat slice of heaven, fresh mozzarella and pepperoni sliding off and dripping onto the paper plate I held beneath it. It was crazy to think that for a moment, and for as long as I’d been making music, she was the one who’d made me feel gifted.

      “Okay, stop,” Kate said, grabbing my arm and breaking the silence. “You can’t eat it like that. You have to fold it in half.” I froze, my mouth full. “Just give it to me, let me show you.” She took the pizza from my hand, bent the crust in half, turned her head, and took a cosmic bite. Mozzarella stretched from the corners of her mouth as she pulled it away. “Oh, this is good,” she said, turning away from me, ready to take another bite.

      I leaned forward, reaching for my slice. “Whoa, nuh-uh. If you wanted pizza, you should have ordered your own slice,” I said through my mouthful, taking it back. I swallowed, watching cheese strings dangle from her bottom lip. “And I’ll take this, too.” I picked the mozzarella from the corner of her mouth and dropped it into mine.

      Kate’s face squished. “You’re disgusting.”

      “Awe, don’t act like I haven’t been inside that mouth of yours.”

      She slapped my shoulder, and a laugh cracked out of me.

      It was easy, falling back into step on the sidewalk with her.

      Dirtbags passing us looked at her twice. Women, too. She never noticed, but I did every time. Walking next to her made me feel like both a god and a mortal. For once, no one was looking at me. They were all looking at her. It allowed me to breathe, a sense of being free.

      I trashed the paper plate and swung an arm around her shoulder, dropping my mouth to Kate’s ear. “We have ten more hours together. Once three AM strikes, the sweetener of no alcohol and sex is off the table.”

      I’d never planned to fuck this waitress I kissed back in SoHo, and I couldn’t tell if she wanted me, too, but I’d be a liar if I thought she wasn’t the reason my beat was rising from the silence.
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        * * *

      

      It was only a fifteen-minute walk to Central Park. The sun hung in the sky like it was about to faceplant at any moment. Lamp posts glowed, and trees created a tunnel around a thick concrete walkway. Scattered light flickered through tree branches like strobe lights as we strolled between green benches lining each side of the pathway.

      Kate took a seat, and I sat beside her, stretching out my legs. It was the first chance I had to sit down in hours.

      Beside me, Kate lowered her cap. “You see that lady reading the book to your left?”

      I hadn’t noticed until I turned my head.

      Sitting about twenty-five feet away, an old woman was sitting on the same green bench on the opposite side with a paperback opened and resting on her lap. She sat alone, silver hair curling around her hat and rags hanging off her bones. Despite looking breakable, the world she was lost in was unshakeable.

      Kate sighed at my side. Like she let go of all the burdens in the world in that one breath. “In too deep.”

      I looked at Kate from the corner of my eyes. “What’s that?”

      “That’s what the book is called. In Too Deep.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “She wrote it,” Kate said, her eyes pointing at the old woman. “Her name is Gertie Ellis. She sits there on the same bench at the same time every day and reads that same book.”

      My gaze bounced back to old Gertie. The label would have to put a gun to my temple to force me to perform the music they made me record. The thought of listening to it on repeat felt like rape. The reason I refused to let it go to the public. “Why?”

      “Reliving. It’s the only thing Gertie has left.”

      “You read the book, didn’t you?”

      Kate nodded. “She marked it as fiction. People can’t judge you when it’s marked as fiction. To everyone else, it’s make-believe, but to her, it’s a lucid dream. After all this time, she can’t escape from her past mistakes. It’s like she reads the book over and over as if something would change. Like the answers are right there in front of her, and she can’t figure out where it all went wrong. It breaks my heart.”

      I couldn’t look away from the woman. “How do you know all this?”

      “The girl in the story is named Evie,” Kate said instead, and how she knew all this wasn’t as important as the story she was about to tell me.

      So, I listened.

      I watched the woman from twenty-five feet away with Kate’s voice in my ear.

      “Evie lived in New York but spent her summers in Florida because that’s where her aunt lived, and one scorching Florida summer, she met a boy and fell in love. His name was Peter, and it was that young, first love. The kind that never really goes away, you know? And summer after summer, year after year, she’d go back to Florida and see him. They had this connection that it didn’t matter what stage they were at in their life or who they were with at the time. When they were together, everything else disappeared.

      “After about three years of this, the distance got hard. Peter loved Florida, and Evie loved New York. Both were too stubborn to leave, and eventually, Evie met a man in the city. I forgot his name, so let’s just call him Matt.”

      “Matt. Nice.”

      “Matt and Evie were on fire. Their relationship was passionate. Like fiery, hot, angry, possessive ...”

      I laughed. “Okay, okay. I get the point.”

      “But each year, Evie still went to Florida to see Peter. She could never let him go, and Peter knew about Matt but didn’t care. Peter even had a girlfriend of his own, but it was like a pact. This connection they had was too strong to care when they were together, even though neither one of them would sacrifice leaving their home.

      “Back in New York, the passion eventually turned toxic with Matt, and the moment Evie realized this, was about to pack her bags for Florida, she found out she was pregnant with Matt’s baby. In her mind, for her child, she had to make it work with Matt. See if having this baby would make a change between them.” Kate’s tone dropped in degree, and I looked at her. She’d taken her eyes off the woman, and her stare hit the ground. “It didn’t. After they married and the baby was born, the toxicity turned to abuse. The emotional kind.”

      The chill of her statement ran cold in my veins. It wasn’t about what she’d said but how she’d said, and the way her voice dropped stuck in the summer air.

      “Evie was between a rock and a hard place. She couldn’t take her kid out of New York, and the only thing left to do was stay and give up a life with the only man she ever loved to raise her child, thinking she was making the best decision for her little girl. Because it would be wrong taking a child away from their father. Plus, Matt had rights too. The state didn’t believe in the bruises they couldn’t see.

      “So, Evie’s daughter grew up watching her mom fall in and out of depression, ultimately losing a sense of herself and identity. And when the daughter turned eighteen, she couldn’t stand to watch her mom waste away because she never stood up for herself. So, the daughter left New York with a vow to never end up like her mom. When the daughter had a kid, she kept her away from her grandparents. Because who wanted role models like that in their daughter’s life?”

      It was a question I didn’t need to answer, but one that forced me to think about what I would do in that position. To think about my future kid, if I ever had one. Would I have done the same?

      I had no fucking idea. After what happened to my sister, I couldn’t imagine God would make me be responsible for a child.

      I would ruin him or her, too.

      “Eventually Evie realized everything she’d lost, her daughter, her granddaughter, Peter ... And when she had enough and finally grew a backbone, she divorced Matt, but it was too late. Peter had already gotten married and had a family of his own.

      “That’s where the book comes in. Now Gertie spends her life alone, sitting on a park bench every day at 4:15pm, reading the happily ever after she never got. The alternate ending she always imagined.”

      Kate’s shaky deep breath was heavy beside me. It was almost as if she were reliving the same life as the old woman on the park bench. I was afraid to look at her, to see her expression.

      “If Evie would have just, for once, realized that the only way to be a true role model was to love herself first instead of deciding to stay was best for her daughter, she’d have the whole world right now.”

      “Kate,” I said, my hand going to her thigh but stopping. I clutched the edge of the park bench instead. “Why are you telling me all this?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe because it’s scary to be away from home, Ty, and I know how much you hate it here. Hell, the whole world can see that. But change is scary. Taking another road is scary, all the what-ifs and scenarios flooding your head. Or maybe it’s okay to love two places like someone can love two people.”

      Kate inhaled, deep, dropping her hands on the bench on each side of her. Her hand brushed mine, but she didn’t inch away. I stayed quiet, listening, soaking up her voice, her words, this story, and her reasoning.

      “Or maybe I’m telling you all this because this city may be grand with all the flashy lights, good pizza, tall buildings, and secret hideaways. Everyone on the go, go, go, the hustle and bustle ... but if you pause for just a second and look around, you’ll realize so much more. It’s all a distraction.”

      She pulled a Sharpie from her purse, took my hand, and opened my palm. “It’s the people, Ty,” she said, and the wet, sticky ink was cold, but her eyes were warm. “I’m just one girl in this city, but it’s all the people who make Manhattan. The homeless Veterans sleeping on subways and still wearing their hats proudly. A rapper stopping into a small record store just to make someone’s day. The struggling shop owners selling their dreams for a pocket full of change. And the old woman on the bench who loved this city more than herself, ultimately sacrificing everything for it. This is New York. Passionate, intense, alive, fast, and manic,” she said with finality.

      I dropped my eyes to my palm.

      Kate drew a black heart inside it.

      “There are good people here who deserve a second chance. There’s also good music inside you that these people need. And if you lost your heart somewhere along the way, all you have to do is retrace your steps.”

      Kate snapped the cap back on the marker and returned it to her bag. I hid the heart inside my closed fist and looked around.

      A couple argued under a tree, their kids running around and between them, playing tag. Two men were making out on a bench to our right. A woman was breastfeeding her baby as her toddler fed the birds. Another woman in a business suit, cutting the air with a sadistic tone, shouting into her Bluetooth. It all made me feel entirely small at that moment.

      But then my gaze fell back on her.

      The sun lowered behind her, leaving the trees.

      Kate wasn’t just one girl in this city.

      She was the entire city in one girl.
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      Something changed inside me. I felt it before leaving Central Park. Anger, grief, and confusion followed me all the way to thirty-eighth street in Midtown. The stadium full of emotions was overwhelming, clawing and scratching and beating inside me to escape. I was both drained by them and bouncing on my toes as we walked into a restaurant and down a flight of stairs.

      The underground bar was like a study in someone’s 1920’s home. A speakeasy with velvet seating, antique lamps, and traditional burgundy rugs under our feet. There were built-in bookcases filled with books and liquor bottles used as bookends. Paintings that seemed to belong in the eighteenth century hung between dark wainscoted walls.

      Kate led me to the corner of the bar, passing a man playing the piano on the way.

      For the next half hour, I sat next to a beautiful woman. A conversation that flowed easily distracted me from the black heart burning into my palm. For a short while, I’d forgotten what happened here six years ago.

      “I’m treating you to dinner,” Kate said after the waiter cleared empty appetizer plates from the table. I’d never let a woman treat me to dinner before, and it felt wrong to let her pay after everything I’d done, but she gave off an impression that she didn’t take no for an answer.

      “So why do it?” Kate asked after sipping from a tall glass of Veuve Clicquot Brut, and I circled my finger around the rim of my club soda and lime, knowing where this was going. “Why be in a relationship you don’t want to be in? It doesn’t make sense to me.”

      Her drinking liquor in front of me should have made me uneasy, but it didn’t. I’d insisted she order what she wanted and didn’t have to take my sweetened deal into consideration. I was also curious what Kate would be like with alcohol swimming inside her.

      I picked up my drink and let it hover under my mouth. “Most things I do or am involved in wouldn’t make sense to you. I wish I could explain it to you, but I can’t.”

      “Because I won’t understand?”

      “Because of an NDA.”

      “Ah,” Kate nodded, “It’s complicated.”

      I tilted my head. “To put it lightly,” I said and took a sip.

      “Do you love her?”

      “I do love her, yeah, but not in the way you’re thinking. Gemma’s been through a lot. We’ve been through a lot. I know the world makes her out to be this obnoxious and rude model at times, but she has good intentions ....” I paused, hearing myself talk about Gemma in a way that was so unexpected of me. “Gemma and I share something that only a few people can understand. I think it’s why I’m impartial to her. To do anything she’d ask me to do. Maybe it doesn’t make sense, but it’s the only way I know how to explain it.”

      “You don’t have to explain it to me, Ty.”

      “I get that, but I was so out of my mind earlier today. Like the world was pressing down on me, screaming in my fucking ear, and it took something crazy like—”

      “Like kissing me?”

      “Yeah,” I smiled, “something crazy like kissing you, a stranger, in front of everyone, to get the noise to stop.” My head rolled back before my eyes settled on hers again. “A second to just fucking breathe.”

      “What about music? Isn’t that your outlet?”

      “Music,” I said, shaking my head. I was caught in the chase for so long, loyal to music like it were my wife. I’d given music my everything. I would have died for it, and in return, it took advantage of me. Betrayed me. Took away my freedom when it was supposed to drown me in it.

      “Music was my outlet and love of my life for eighteen years. The industry has locks and chains, Kate, and music and I have been locked in a room together ever since. It suffocates me until I’m burning—physically burning in my chest—and now I resent it. I’m to the point where I want nothing to do with it. Music mocks me and laughs in my ears, and if it were a thing I could kill to make it stop, I would and never look back. It sounds stupid coming out of my mouth, but I’m still sitting here wondering how to escape music and learn to breathe without it. It’s toxic.” I closed my eyes and tried to calm the tremble in my hands. “Funny how that works, wanting to write off the only thing that keeps me alive .... One day, I’m afraid music and fame are going to bump fists and kill me, too.”

      It was the first time I admitted that out loud. Kate wasn’t scared or gathering her things to take off. She didn’t feel sorry for me or look at me with pity. Her reaction made me feel like I’d made sense and was normal. That I could trust her. And it was hard to trust anyone.

      “When’s the last time you made music for yourself? For fun?”

      “It’s been a long fucking time.”

      “Do you know how to play the piano?” Kate’s gaze left me, and I followed it to see the piano in the corner of the room.

      “Ah, I know where you’re going with this. Don’t hold your breath, Kate. It’s not happening.”

      “We’re just two random strangers in a random bar. I’m not asking you to play for me,” she said, her hand on my thigh, the weight of the champagne charging all her actions. “I’m asking, for once, to let go and play, or rap, or whatever it is you feel like doing.”

      “I just confessed I wanted to murder music, and you want me to make love to it? Are you drunk right now?”

      “A little,” Kate said, leaning forward and holding up her thumb and finger, a small space between. “And I don’t want you to make love to music, Ty. This is New York. I want you to fuck it.”

      My brows bounced, and a grin stretched across my face. It was a way to smother the nerves and tension building up inside me. “Wow. I’ve never heard you say fuck before, how did that feel?”

      “Shut up and go face this bitch you’ve been locked in a room with. You’re literally shaking just talking about. Like you have so much pent-up frustration. You need to take back control and show music what it’s missing out on.”

      I was speechless. Pressured. Angry. And there was a purity of emotion and focus when you were angry.

      I couldn’t believe I was considering this.

      “Go,” Kate said, hands coming over my tats as she pushed my arm until I was standing.

      I looked around, flattening my tee and adjusting the waistband of my jeans. Then I pointed at her with a foolish smile. It was a silencer to hide the gunshot of animosity. “This wasn’t a part of the deal.”

      Kate lifted her champagne glass in the air. “Go breathe.”

      I walked across the room to the man playing the piano, asked him if I could have a moment with it.

      He left me alone.

      Just me and the piano and a mic.

      I adjusted it, lowered it.

      What came out of the tips of my fingers were keys to a beat I’d heard in my head since SoHo. Lyrics I’d written before but never left my lips. I wasn’t nervous. My throat was scratchy and tight when I started to sing. Almost like it hadn’t been used in a while. A foreign feeling, like returning to a place I hadn’t visited in a long time.

      The pain was intense, and there was a ferocity in my voice. The more I sang, everything else faded. The bar was a smokescreen, and at this moment, I was fighting an invisible enemy, pacing an invisible street, voice punctuating words, fingers punching keys. Deafening aggression burned a hole in the scene. Everything that I’d bottled up inside unraveled like slam poetry. All the frustration and anger and grief I’d held onto towards music boiled, burning me until I exploded into a pile of flesh and bones, blood spilling out into the bar.

      I was nothing more than an open wound.

      The chorus had come and gone, but I was too far gone to notice.

      And by the time I finished, my hands fell from the keys, and my chest heaved for a solid breath. People in the underground bar cheered, clapped. But I was wasteland.

      I looked at Kate, mad she did this to me and angrier at myself for letting her. She made me vulnerable. Exposed the ugly. We were on two opposite sides of the room, and she had her lips parted and a hand clutched to the center of her chest like she felt the same painful eruption that had happened inside of me.

      But how could she?

      It wasn’t hers. It was all mine.

      I spotted the stairs.

      People began to approach the piano, and I took off, Nikes beating the solid wood before they could reach me.
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      I ran off. And if Music was my ex, then the street was a stripper. City lights bounced and beamed, poking its claws into the night. But it was hot. Bold, blistering, and heavy as a daytime summer sky.

      My palms hit the front siding of the building, and I leaned over, dropping my head against the paned windows. I chugged the polluted air as if it were a bottle of Vodka. Whiskey. Anything but club soda and lime and heartache.

      If I hadn’t made this deal with Kate, I’d be on my way to any number of nightclub hotspots. I would already be drunk with a numb and dumb smile, not dealing with confronting my painstaking past.

      It was the song. It was Kate. It was this whole damn city.

      I clenched my fist and pulled back, ready to punch through the glass storefront.

      But something stopped me. My fist locked inside another.

      It was Kate, and her hand came over my forearm, turning me around.

      My arms instantly wrapped around her. My face hid in her hair. She held me tight, and for a while, we stayed still like a broken clock while the fast-paced city and nightlife ticked around us.

      I knew we cried from our eyes. It was something our bodies did and not something we had to think about. It just happened. Though I couldn’t force the tears out, I could stop them from coming. But with my jaw tight and teeth clenched, it felt like the rest of my body was crying. Emotional. Weeping. Breathing.

      “Ty Hendrix? Oh my gosh, Tyler Hendrix!”

      The timing was awful. It always was.

      I released Kate, clearing my throat, looking up, and wiping my arm across my forehead. “Yeah, hey.”

      The transition happened so easily, so quickly. Bottling myself so that no one could see. They expected my attention. They expected me to drop everything I was doing, everything I’d been feeling, and give them a hundred percent like I owed them something because they downloaded my music. Why would Ty Hendrix brush me off if I was a number in his net worth?

      Two girls had phones pulled out, cameras on and facing me.

      Another group of girls trailed behind, coming at us.

      “Where’s Gemma?” one asked, side-eyeing Kate.

      Kate.

      I flicked my eyes to Kate, my hands moving on autopilot and signing things that had been thrown my way. Kate had taken steps back, clutching her purse close to her side. The crowd was growing, and she distanced herself. Good.

      “Who is that?” another girl asked. “I’d never seen her before.”

      I looked back at the growing group of girls and shrugged. “I don’t know, just a girl, but I have to get going ... Okay, one more picture.”

      “When’s your next album coming? We’ve been waiting forever!”

      “Don’t know.” It was the same response every time. Even if I were to drop anything, why give them enough time to form an opinion about it or make assumptions on what to expect?

      Just when I broke away from the crowd, Kate was gone.

      My heart slammed in my chest.

      I gazed up and down the busy street. Cars honked, and music thumped from cracked windows. I patted my pocket for my phone, then realized I didn’t have it. It would have been useless anyway. I didn’t have Kate’s number, either.
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        * * *

      

      I was stranded and alone in a city I hated.

      I had no idea where Kate could have run off to or why she’d run off at all. I recognized the irony. It was the same way I’d fled my problems, racing to alcohol and sex and anything else that could come between music and me to make me forget. I could create my own versions of heaven under the influence. But now I was sober and wandering along Thirty-sixth Street, and the city had eyes that followed me, skyscrapers with chainsaws and other things with teeth.

      I didn’t know how long I’d been walking for. It felt like hours.

      To my right, the top of the Empire State building stabbed the sky, hid the same stars that I was sure shone brightly on the west coast. Could I spot Kate from the top? Was she on her way back to SoHo, riding the subway alone? I retraced our steps, our day.

      That was when it hit me, and I looked down at the center of my palm where Kate had left a black heart inside.

      I knew where she was.
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        * * *

      

      The night was quiet here. No laughing, no screaming.

      I found Kate sitting on the same green bench, this time with two vintage suitcases—stickers of various countries peeling and scattering across the front—resting on the ground at her feet. She was the loudest thing in the park, sitting alone with her arms crossed and looking up at the moonlight between the trees like a public service announcement.  She was beautiful, though, even with her horrible taste in shoes.

      Her head lowered, and she settled her eyes on me.

      I felt her gaze hit my spine. Was she upset about what I said about her on the sidewalk in front of the mob of girls? I couldn’t tell. Fuck, I couldn’t tell.

      I couldn’t remember exactly what I’d said about her, either. “I’m sorry for whatever I said back there. I didn’t mean it, and it’s safer that way. You have to believe me.”

      Kate didn’t say anything. She just sat there and looked at me, her big blue eyes like nails and reaching into the depths of my soul. I couldn’t escape the confrontation this time. Our twelve hours were almost up, and Kate wanted the answer to the one question I’d been avoiding for six years.

      “You may be some stranger I kissed on the sidewalk, but I wouldn’t go as far as dragging you into my shitty life if I can help it. Yeah, what I did was stupid, but I’ll keep you far away from it all if I can because this city, music, it all broke my fucking heart once already. I’m not strong enough to endure it a second time.”

      “I know,” she said. “I know what happened.”

      “No, you don’t know. You only know what the media tells you.”

      Water shook in her eyes when she said, “You lost your girlfriend and your sister in one night. I’ll never forget that. No one will ever forget that.”

      “I didn’t lose my sister, Kate,” I spat. “I didn’t misplace her like I would a set of keys, she didn’t go missing. She’s dead, and it’s because of me.” My vision blurred with my statement, a dizziness, a weakness. It was the way she’d said lose out loud and clear when the truth has been whispering in my ears ever since. You killed your sister.

      “The girl I was with? Lana? It was never anything serious. She was just a fling. Some model I was fucking at the time ... and she was Gemma’s best friend. If I thought for one second that some crazy and obsessed fan would go as far as shooting her, I would have never put her in that position. And I didn’t think one bullet could kill two people, either. I didn’t think one bullet could take out Lana and Tanya.”

      “Ty, I’m so sorry ...” Kate said, a single tear on the loose and running down her cheek. Then another one. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      She was a mirror of my inner child that was never really gone. A time when I believed the world was up for the taking and nothing bad would ever happen—a time when it was okay to cry when things hurt and hide when life got scary.

      Self-pity looked good on no one, and her single tear set me off, resurrected the rage.

      She was crying for me, and I didn’t deserve it.

      Looking down at her, my hands shook. I fisted them to make it stop. “Yeah, well, I’m sorry, too, because Tanya and Lana didn’t ask for this. My sister was young—only sixteen with her whole life ahead of her. The fame was supposed to take me too soon, not her. Not fucking her!” I turned into a pile of anger and spit and oral ammo, firing at her as if she were the piano.

      I gripped the back of my neck and turned around.

      “I’m right here,” I heard her say behind me. “You don’t have to hide. Please, just tell me what happened. I want to know what happened. But from you this time.”

      It was a scene that replayed in my head for six years, blocking the beat I once had. “Tanya just came to the show because it’s fucking New York,” I continued, turning back around with my arms up at my sides. “But I never thought anything like this could happen. The things I screamed that night at the crazy girl, taking her down and punching her in the face over and over again, I was just ... Fuck, she just shot my sister, Kate. My sister was dead, I wasn’t thinking straight, and I didn’t know what to do. She could have shot me, why Tanya and Lana? Why did my sister have to die?”

      “Olivia Davis.”

      My eyes snapped to her. “What?”

      “You haven’t said her name,” Kate said through her tears. “You’ve said everyone else’s name but the girl who shot Tanya, Lana, and herself. Her name was Olivia Davis. I’m not saying this to take away from what happened to your friend and sister, but three girls died that night, Ty. And the most twisted part is that while they dedicate a ceremony to Tanya and Lana every year, the whole world forgot about Olivia. She wasn’t mentally stable. She was sick and never got the help she needed. You can’t blame your fans, you can’t blame New York, you can’t blame music, you can’t blame Olivia, and you can’t blame yourself. What happened is horrible, but if you keep transferring blame, you’ll never find peace with what happened.”

      “Olivia.” It felt like a curse word leaving my mouth. Olivia killed my sister, and I hated myself for thinking all these years that I was glad she was dead, too. That because her parents never got her help, now they had to live with the pain I had to live with. Kate was right, and these guilty thoughts simmered inside me as she watched me from below.

      “Is that why you and Gemma are close? Because she was there with you and witnessed her best friend dying?”

      I nodded. “No one but her will understand what happened that night after the concert, but the craziest part about it all, even though I haven’t come out with an album since, I’m even more famous because of it. Tell me how sick and fucked up that is. If I could go back to being a nobody so I could keep my sister, I’d do it in a heartbeat. Fuck the label. Fuck the music. Fuck the fame. I never wanted it anyway. I never gave a fuck about the status or streams or numbers. Fuck everything. It’s not worth it. The only reason I’m here and stuck in this contract is because Gemma needed this movie debut to go well. And yeah, I owed her that much after a fan of mine took her best friend. But you know what? My sister died, too. If I had just—”

      Kate started to shake her head. “Ty, this—”

      “Nah, stop. I already know what you’re going to say, but it doesn’t make the pain stop. I heard you, I know it’s not my fault. I know there was nothing I could do. I’ve heard it all before, but my chest, my head, it all still fucking hurts. And after today, I realize all this now more than ever.”

      I went silent, shoulders rising and falling, and dropped my head back to catch my breath. Kate remained silent, too, and I felt her eyes on me.

      “Tanya,” I whispered as if she were here, then squeezed the bridge of her nose before returning my eyes to Kate to lift the heaviness in me. “She always dreamed of coming here. I couldn’t get her to shut up about it. And seeing the city through your eyes today reminded me of that day before she died when the city reflected in her’s. I get it now, Kate. I do. I’ve been wasting my time blaming New York when I should be experiencing it for her. I should have been making music through the pain this whole time instead of avoiding it. I know. I may not have it all figured out, but I’m finally catching on.”

      It had been a long time since I let Kate talk. I took a step closer with my hands in my pockets. “That’s why I asked for twelve hours with you. Because it only took twelve hours the last time in New York before my sister was gone. Maybe twelve hours more would bring her back. And in a way, it did.”

      Kate’s cheeks were glossy on both sides of her small smile. “I’m happy you kissed me on the sidewalk today, Ty. Maybe the universe has a way of bringing two strangers together in desperate times.”

      It wasn’t until after some time had passed when I caught myself smiling back, then shook my head and dropped my gaze to the suitcases. “So, what’s with the luggage? Are you cutting our time short and taking off? Wasn’t going to bother to say goodbye?”

      Kate’s breath came out shaky on an exhale like she was still recovering from my emotional lashing. “I have an hour left, and there’s one more stop we have to make.” She stood, leaned forward, and grabbed the handle of each suitcase. “Are you okay?”

      I took a suitcase from her, knowing it was best to not ask questions. “Yeah, I’m okay.
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      We faced the beautiful arc windows of Grand Central Station. The suitcase handle was sweaty in my palm, and I tightened my fist, adjusted my grip. “What are we doing here?”

      Kate’s attention remained on the clock in the middle of the station. It was almost two-forty-five in the morning. “C’mon. We don’t have much time.”

      I followed her down a flight of steps to the lower concourse until we reached ground level.

      “Stay here,” Kate said. Then she walked until she was on the opposite end of the same arc.

      She said my name, and though she was more than ten feet away, her voice was in my ear as if she were standing right next to me. “Can you hear me?”

      Bodies breezed between us, people coming and going.

      How could I hear her?

      “Ty,” she said again. “Look at me.” My eyes snapped back to hers, and it felt as if my intestines were tying in knots. Kate’s smile managed to calm me, to focus me. “This is it. We’re leaving our guilt trapped inside these suitcases, leaving them at the station, and never looking back.”

      “How can I hear you right now when you’re so far away?”

      She laughed. “You don’t have to shout. Just talk normally and focus. The arch will carry your voice to me.”

      I coughed into my fist. “Okay, okay.”

      “What I have to say isn’t nearly as gut-wrenching as what you told me, but I made a promise to you. I told you that if you told me about why you hated New York, I’d tell you about the boots.” Her expression was a mixture of embarrassment, awkwardness, and sadness.

      “Pain isn’t a competition, Kate.” I adjusted the handle of the suitcase in my hand, wanting to stand in front of her and not ten feet away. “How deep or brutal our scars are in comparison isn’t the fucking point. It’s not like that. And the fact you waited until now to finally tell me shows me you listened and cared. You could have just told me about the boots back at Central Park, but you didn’t. Because it would have taken away from my sister, from me. You gave me time, were there with me. You didn’t spin some bullshit about losing someone, too. I’m not an idiot, everyone’s lost someone. But you didn’t take what I said and make it about you.” I dropped my chin, felt a smile creep along my lips, then looked back up at her. “You’re a good woman, Kate.”

      “It just seems so juvenile telling you this after what you told me.”

      “It matters. It’s a part of you, right?” I shrugged. “I want to hear, and you still have to leave something behind in that suitcase. I’m not doing this alone.”

      Kate took a second to gather her thoughts, and I gave it to her, neither one of us moving from our side of the arc.

      “Okay, so my mom and I never had much growing up. She ran away from New York as soon as possible to get away from her parents, then had me. It was always just us two, and life with her meant city to city, man to man, trailer park to trailer park, making ends meet.  I never really had anything but these stories she used to tell me about this amazing city where dreams were born. We only bought what we needed, and it was always enough. I was okay with it until I grew up and needed more. I realized I couldn’t go on without knowing what couch I was going to sleep on the next day. What town I’d end up in. I couldn’t take it anymore. As soon as I turned eighteen, I left and managed to get here with only twenty bucks.” She laughed. “Pocket change, Ty. I worked my ass off, and every day I walked past those boots on my way to work. Not at the coffee shop, I didn’t have it then, but at this elite restaurant. Seeing those boots in the window every day kept me moving forward when the lights went out, or on days I couldn’t eat.”

      “Well, you chose an expensive city.”

      “Tell me about it, but I was determined to buy those boots when everything else failed me. To me, they represented so much more than boots. A home, a future. I was determined to make something of myself, no matter how hard it got. I moved up fast, became manager, saved a crapload of money to buy the store in SoHo. And when I made the first hundred bucks, I went back to the window for those damn boots, but they were gone.”

      “Damn, life is a bully. Sometimes I think it enjoys fucking with our lives.”

      Kate nodded. “It took me six months to find them. They were out of season, but I never gave up.” She laughed until it faded. “It’s funny, really. My mom ran away from New York because she didn’t want the city holding her back like it did for her mom, Gertie. I ran back to it for the same reason. To let a place hug me so tight, I couldn’t breathe. A place to call home.” She shrugged. “This place is what we make it, Ty. We can either let the city hold us so tight until we can’t breathe, or we can allow it to let us go.”

      “Wait. Gertie Ellis? That whole story in the park ... That woman is your grandmother?”

      “Yeah. Gertie’s my grandmother, but she doesn’t know me. Not yet.”

      The way I felt for Kate increased to new limits with her confession. Growing up, I’d always had Linc and Tanya and a place to run back to when things got hard. Kate had no one until she found her way back here. At one point in time, Kate and I were on two different spectrums. She was once the hungry girl with stars in her eyes, who would have sold her soul to get where she was today, and I was once the rap god who took everything for granted.

      Today, we’d crossed paths when we both needed it the most: when she was about to lose her restaurant, and I was about to lose myself.

      Kate was right. Maybe the universe did know when to bring two total strangers together in desperate times. And our timing couldn’t have been more perfect.

      With her, I was hearing music again.

      “Drop your suitcase, Ty. It’s time to let go.”

      My knees bent, and I let the suitcase go along with everything that had been weighing me down. Kate did the same, and when I straightened my spine, the heaviness floated off me.

      The clock struck three AM.

      Kate and I peeled our eyes away from the marquee and settled them on each other. The way she looked at me had my heart punching out of my chest. She’d seen more of me in twelve hours than anyone had in six years, and she stayed. We’d gone this far, and there was nothing more to hold us back.

      “I want to fuck you,” I said.

      A woman stopped in her tracks, turned to face me. “Excuse me, young man?”

      “No, ma’am. Not you. That wasn’t for you.” A laugh burst from the other side of the arc, and Kate’s hand came over her mouth to stifle a giggle. “Her,” I said. “I want to fuck her.”

      The old woman grimaced before turning and walking away, the wheels on her luggage spinning behind her. Kate’s cheeks flushed a crimson-red.

      I took a step toward her. “Kate.”

      “Ty.”

      We met in the middle of the arc.
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      I raced behind Kate to the six subway back to SoHo before it took off. It was the last train of the night, and we hopped on before the doors closed.

      Kate gripped the back of my head, fisting my shirt and pinning her body to mine. My mouth came down on hers, fast and open and greedy to taste her again. When our tongues collided, brushed, touched, it was blood-pumping and enough to lose my mind.

      “I knew it,” a man yelled.

      Kate pulled away from me, her breath staggering and dragging across my lips. I opened my eyes and turned my head. It was the homeless man.

      “Thatta boy, she gonna sit on your face.”

      Kate’s giggle was infectious. She grabbed my hand, yanking me down the middle aisle and through doors to another train car. The sound of the train against the track was like a heartbeat. Paced and steady against our mania.

      Her blonde hair twirled when she turned back to look at me with a wicked smile. One that caused my cock to jump and my heart to get clogged in my throat.

      It was illegal to jump cars, there were signs on the wall saying as much, but at this hour, we were lawless lovers chasing the night.

      We stopped running once we reached an empty car, and Kate fell into my arms. Her hands clung to my neck, and I dipped down to kiss her once more, stroking her tongue with mine. The cherry taste made me weak, and I gripped her hips and took her backward with me until we fell onto a beaten seat.

      Kate stood between my spread knees.

      I looked up at her, and her eyes admired me in a way that hadn’t before. I splayed my fingers across her naked thighs, gripped the backs of them. Kate didn’t look away, lids hooded, eyes drenched. She fisted the hem of her skirt and lifted it, revealing panties that had a music note stitched on the front.

      My heart slammed in my chest, and I inched my fingers higher and higher and hooked her panties, sliding them down until they rolled off the heels of her cowboy boots. I shoved them deep in my pocket and stared at her perfect bare pussy, my eyes worshipping it.

      Kate’s eyes turned heavy, and she wet her lips as goosebumps spread across her skin. She lifted her leg and planted a boot on the seat beside me, her pink pussy spread like an offering. Like I paid for this. Like I deserved this. Whatever I wanted. My words caught in my throat. I was drunk from the sight. My dick throbbed to be inside her. To taste her.

      My fingertips grazed her soaked slit, her opening, her pink lips. Gentle at first. Kate fisted the hem of her skirt as I explored, swaying against my touch, and the way she moved with me was intoxicating. All the blood in my body free fell and rushed to my cock.

      I watched her features as I slid a finger inside her tight hole. Kate’s lashes fluttered, and her pussy clamped around my finger. The room spun, hazy and high on her. I pulled my finger out and licked her juices off before dipping two back inside her. The sweetness was addicting and never enough.

      Kate let go of her skirt, and the material fell around my arm. She was touching her neck, her hair, her head rolling back as I pumped into her. My midnight angel was so fucking sexy, and I couldn’t take it anymore. I pulled out, flipped my hat around, and gripped her ass with both hands. Yanking her forward, I took her entire pussy into my mouth.

      My tongue glided through the sweet center, and Kate melted against my face. I caught her hips, sinking my flat tongue inside her entrance, pressing with precise long licks, sliding in and out. Kate grabbed the back of my head and rolled her hips into my mouth with a cry I could get off from.

      My whole body felt light, and my cock felt heavy, stretched, and hard against my sweats. One touch, and I was afraid to explode without ever being inside her.

      I clamped down on her pussy, my teeth scraping her clit, my tongue flicking her entrance. She was watching me from above. Our gazes locked, and Kate dug her teeth into her bottom lip just before her mouth fell open.

      She whimpered and tried to pull away, tried to cover my head with her skirt, but I squeezed her ass and yanked her forward. I used both thumbs to stretch and massage her opening from behind and thrust my tongue deep inside.

      Kate’s expression melted when the orgasm hit like an explosion. Her beautiful, tanned legs shook as she tried to hold herself together. She gripped a nearby pole, and I moved a palm over her pubic bone and pulled up, spreading her open and kneading her clit with my thumb until she came in my mouth, cum on my tongue and pussy beating against my lips.

      My hands left her to drop my sweats. Fast. My ready and thick cock jumped out, and I fisted the base, hooked an arm around her, and pulled her close until she was straddling me. She hovered my thick head, dripping on it.

      “Ah, Fuck, Kate,” I said from the sight. Kate whimpered in response, desperately eager to be filled. I grabbed the space between her thighs to stop her, to tell her something, and my balls tightened at the warm and soaked pussy in the palm of my hand. “When tomorrow comes, don’t you dare forget about me.”

      Kate’s dancing blue eyes narrowed. “Then make sure you fuck me so good, you leave an impression, Ty Hendrix.”

      I sucked on my lips to hide my smile and cupped her neck with one hand. Then plunged my cock deep inside her.

      Kate’s jaw fell open, and my palm moved down the length of her neck. “God, you’re fucking perfect.”

      Her heat and tightness fisted my cock, and I could have come right then, but the feel of her paralyzed me, sent me into a shock.

      I had her pinned down—my cock deep and to the hilt—and grabbed her thighs to keep her in a slow grind. I wanted to stay connected to her like this for as long as possible. To plant myself, grow roots and never leave.

      I kissed her neck to slow time. The taste of her delicate skin could inspire me, and the touch of the cold metal of her earring on my lips shot a shiver to my brain like a hit of menthol.

      The train car stopped, and the doors slid open, but we were in too deep. Someone could get on, and I wouldn’t notice. The world would have to fight me. The world would have to slit my throat to pull her away from me. The thought was painful yet equally exhilarating, knowing someone could see us like this. The Ty and Kate show. The thrill of it all spurred me on.

      The doors closed, and with my lips paused on her neck, I chanced a look around to see that we were all alone.

      Kate’s mouth caught mine, and she balled my shirt in her fists, the two of us succumbing to each other in every way possible. One hand fisted her hair, the other squeezed her ass. The tip of my finger pressed against her tight little asshole, and my tongue swept across hers, praising her and urging her to never stop. My moans tumbled down her throat as her pussy walls squeezed my dick every time she rolled her hips.

      We were a track of hearts pounding and heavy breathing. Lights bounced in the tunnel, shining bright before fading out.

      “Oh my God, Ty,” Kate cried in my ear, the next orgasm coming with a warning and spreading across her hot skin, her sweaty palms trying to find grip.

      I slammed inside her once more. “Stand up,” I ordered, and Kate looked at me with despair as her thighs shook.

      I tossed her up onto her feet.

      My sweats dropped to my ankles as I turned and bent her over the bench. The art you create is immortal was tattooed on the base of her spine, and I knew I’d seen those words before. I squeezed my eyes closed and opened them again, then wrapped my arm around her hip until my long fingers were gliding through her pussy lips.

      “Part your legs and find balance,” I whispered in her ear while my middle finger stroked her swollen clit, the same thing she’d told me the last time we were on the subway. I flipped up her skirt, and her bare ass was decorated and red from my hands.

      My heavy cock pulsed, ready to unload, and I watched myself slowly inch back inside her to feel everything all over again.

      My slow grind turned into a pounding, but my fingers continued the slow graze on her clit. I pulled down her shirt with my free hand and slid my fingers across her chest until I cupped her warm and naked breast. Her hard nipple rolled between my fingers, and my entire body clenched like she had a full, invisible grip on my being.

      Then the beat was in my ears. Loud. Slamming. Hard. Vibrating my bones until we both exploded.

      I didn’t think about pulling out. Not once. I pinned my gaze to Kate’s expression, eyes squeezed shut, hair stuck to her cheek, as I came inside her, and she coated me.

      I only pulled out because her legs were shaking, unable to stand anymore. Evidence of our climaxes dripped down her thigh when I collapsed onto the bench, taking her with me.

      Then everything heavy left Kate’s body. She was nothing more than a pile of mush in my arms. Her forehead fell onto my shoulder, and I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her temple.

      Our chests heaved against each other.

      Sweat slid down the edges of my hairline.

      And we laughed as the train came to a halt at our stop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The two of us took our time back to the SoHo Grand Hotel. Though we were quiet with our fingers laced and bodies wasted, we were content. I was happy. Kate, somehow, was everything I’d needed. The city, somehow, was more vibrant, and, if it were at all possible, my senses were more alive. There was an abundance of warring emotion bubbling up inside me, too. My fingers itched to write. To produce. To call Colorado and book the studio for tomorrow to let it all out to prolong this feeling. Ride it out for as long as possible.

      However, when we reached the entrance to the hotel, there was also tightness in my chest. A clawing that only dug deeper. I turned Kate toward me, and she took off my shades to see my face.

      My gaze swept across the sidewalk, the street, before it settled back on her.

      Her smile beamed, cheeks flushed and glowing. “So, I guess this is where we go our separate ways.”

      I gripped her hand in mine. “We don’t have to.” I didn’t want this night to end. I wasn’t ready to let the beat go. Kate’s panties were burning a hole in my pocket, and I didn’t want that to be the only thing I had left of her. I wanted more than fucking panties. I didn’t know exactly what I wanted, just more.

      “C’mon, Kate. This doesn’t have to be the end. Stay the night.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You can’t?” I laughed an empty laugh, pulling her closer and rubbing my thumb across hers, “and why not? Do you have a boyfriend you have to go home to or something? because I really don’t give a fuck if you do.”

      Her hand slipped from my fingers. “It was always about music just as much as it was about New York. I hope you fall in love again with both this time, Ty.”

      “Stop.” I rolled my eyes. “My checkbook is upstairs. Let me at least hold up my end of the bargain. Let me help you save your restaurant.”

      “After we did what we did? No way, I’m not a hooker,” she said, shaking her head and pulling away from me with a laugh I couldn’t decipher.

      I grabbed her arm and spun her back around, standing before her again. “Wait. Just slow down a second. Are you upset?”

      Kate’s shoulders slumped, and a lazy smile spread across her lips. “No. I’m the opposite of upset. I’m happy. Let’s not ruin it with money or deals or anything else. It always destroys things, doesn’t it? Let’s just end it here while we’re both in this place, okay?”

      “Okay,” I said, lying through my fucking teeth. It wasn’t okay. I wasn’t going to let Kate lose her restaurant. If I had no other choice, I’d find another way to save it. “We’ll not ruin it, but it’s not the end of us, Kate,” I said, sliding my hand down her arm to pull her closer to me. “The universe will make sure of that.”

      I took off her hat and pushed her hair back until she was looking up at me.

      “Don’t forget, Ty. Pay no attention to what everyone else is doing. If you fall, get right back up. And write with honesty.”

      There was a tempo in her eyes when she’d said it.

      Then I understood. I’d understood it all.

      I kissed her one last time on the sidewalk.

      I kissed her so deeply, it felt like she was vanishing in my arms.

      But this time, I was kissing her in the middle of the night as the vibrant spirit of New York—everything that Tanya had fallen in love with that I didn’t until now—rushed around us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes the city made music, and sometimes it made noise. But on this day, the commotion streamed through my ears and into my head. It was a hellish feeling. I wished it would go away.

      Still, the light was bright. The air was fresh.

      SoHo was alive, just as I was.

      Clouds drifted beneath my feet, and the pounding in my head was out of beat. Out of focus and everything off-kilter. It sucked me in, spat me out, and I was right back to where I’d been all along: laying on the sidewalk with the sultry sun crawling higher and beating against my face.

      Car horns blared, and the trap music playing from cracked windows drowned out Gemma’s cries.

      I opened my eyes, and the sun weaved between the crowd of people standing over me, their faces a blur. I rubbed my eyes.

      “His eyes are open!” Gemma cried into the phone glued to her ear, black mascara streaming down her face. I noticed that much.

      “Lay back down, sir. An ambulance is on their way,” someone else said.

      Get the fuck away from me, I thought, but my mouth wasn’t moving. My voice was trapped in my head. I sat up and turned to the side. A puddle of blood was next to me.

      Someone ordered the crowd to back up and give me some room. People threw opinions and directions like they knew what was best for me.

      Angry, I jumped to my feet, touched my head, and looked at my fingers. The blood was sticky and thick. “What happened?”

      “Did you take something? Pills?” Gemma cried through her whisper, my eyes trying to focus and piece her face back together. “You blacked out, Ty. I was so scared. You just slumped out of your chair and hit the ground. It all happened so fast, and I couldn’t get to you in time.”

      “You’ve been unresponsive for a minute,” someone else said, and I heard his voice but couldn’t see his face. I knew I didn’t know him. I didn’t know any of these people.

      Gemma handed me my glasses, and I slipped them on. Everything was clear again. Chaos crowded me, and I pushed them out of the way. My brain pounded in my skull as I looked around, seeing nothing but worried eyes, the back of a hundred or more phones facing me. I dropped my head and pressed against my temples, trying to stop the street from spinning.

      When I glanced up, blood trickled into my eyes, and a bright light blinded me, bounced off my glasses. I wiped the corners of my eyes and raked my fingers through my hair, looking back to see where it had come from.

      Across the cobblestone street, a waitress wearing a crisp white button-up and black tie was looking right at me. A serving tray dangled from her fingertips at her side. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, blonde strands framing her face.

      Kate. I took a step onto the cobblestone street. A car screeched, braking just in time, but I didn’t bother moving out of the way. I pounded my fist on the hood and kept walking. “Kate!”

      “Ty, where are you going? Come back!” Gemma shouted over the chatter. Cameras swarmed all around, paparazzi clicking away.

      “Ty Hendrix,” another man called out. “You should sit down. You shouldn’t be walking.”

      My attention never left Kate, and I didn’t stop until she was in front of me. I felt every crevice of the cobblestone street under my Nikes on the way. I was lightheaded but consumed by a newfound inspiration. Enough of it to spill out of me.

      Kate’s eyes went wide when I approached.

      The freckle was gone, and her eyes were no longer blue but a greenish hazel. I looked down, and the heart she drew in my palm was no longer there. None of it made sense.

      “Kate?” I took a step back, wiping my forehead with my arm.

      The tray dropped from her fingers when I said her name. It spun on the sidewalk until it laid flat next to her shoes. They weren’t leather or boots but basic white sneakers. This is wrong, I thought. The story about the boots slammed into me, made me question my thoughts and everything that led to this moment.

      Then my gaze drifted up her body when it hit her nametag.

      Kate was printed on her breast pocket, and a sigh left my lips.

      I erased the small distance and grabbed the back of her head.

      And I kissed her.

      The moment our lips touched, Kate pulled away and raised a hand to slap me, but I caught it in my fist.

      “I know you better than that.”

      “What are you doing?” she whispered, trying to take her hand back. “You don’t know me at all.”

      “Yes. Yes, I do,” I said. Kate was the girl who liked a mad good slice of pizza and knew every word to an Eminem song. I took the hand she had slapped me with once upon a time and laced my fingers with hers.

      Then I felt something that wasn’t supposed to be there.

      I dropped my head, examined her hand, stared at it.

      “And what if I was married?”

      “Are you?”

      “I could be. What if I was married, and you just kissed me like you did. You really should think before you act, Ty ....”

      I looked up at her, feeling all the color leave my face. “You’re married?” I squeezed her hand, not wanting to let it go. Am I dead? What if this is what Hell feels like? “How are you married? I don’t understand.”

      Kate took back her hand and narrowed her eyes.

      She was good at that.

      “Yes, I’m married. You don’t understand because you don’t know me,” she reiterated.

      We stood in a silent standoff, neither of us breaking away from the hold. The longer we stood there, confusion raking my core, the more something was breaking inside Kate. I didn’t know what it was, but I saw the moment it happened in her eyes.

      It looked like an Empire state of mind.

      “It’s the universe, Kate.”

      I’d witnessed a bucket full of things in her eyes before—anger, admiration, music—but this time it was a sense of power breaking out of chains and slavery leaving her irises. Freedom, fire, and full of intensity. They were aimed at me, hammering out decisions between blinks.

      I took a step closer, wrapping my fingers around her wrist. The click, click, click from the cameras became background noise.

      I rubbed my thumb across hers. “You were once the music, weren’t you?”

      Kate looked around at the crowd, and I placed the tips of my fingers on her jawline to direct her eyes back to me.

      Then she fisted my shirt and pulled me down until our mouths crashed.

      Passionate, intense, alive, fast, and manic like the city.

      
        
        The End
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        Make sure to stay in touch to find out more about Ty & Kate
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          VADA

        

      

    

    
      “That’s disgusting.” I scrunch my nose, watching Colton’s long fingers run across the large chunk of meat on the counter in front of him.

      “The mustard tenderizes the meat as it cooks. You won’t even taste it when it’s done.” He smirks, then flips it over with both hands. It looks like he’s dipped his gloved hands into a gallon of yellow paint.

      “Really?” I cross my arms over my chest and lean against the large stainless-steel refrigerator behind me. The cool metal brings quick relief to my back and causes a shiver to race down my spine. I break out in goosebumps. “I’ve never heard that before.”

      “That’s what makes our barbecue unique from everyone else.”

      “I guess you have to be when opening a barbecue restaurant in a state known for their barbecue.”

      “It’s a risk, but it’s one I’m willing to make.” He shrugs, his grin spreading across his mouth. I can tell he’s proud of what he’s doing.

      “So,” I say, raising my eyebrows in amusement. “What you’re telling me is you’re a gambling man?”

      “It depends on what I’m betting on, but sure, you could call me that.” After carefully removing his gloves, he tosses them in the trash beside me. He leans in my direction, lingering longer than usual before spinning back around to the chunk of pork still sitting on the counter. Grabbing a clean pair of gloves from the box in front of him, he slips them on. He glances over at me before he digs his fingers into the container sitting on the counter and sprinkles a multitude of seasonings all over the mustard-coated meat.

      I stay where I am, watching the muscles of his arms flex with every motion he makes. I swallow the dry sensation rising in my throat.

      It’s happening again, and I hate it.

      My cheeks heat with a warmth I’m slowly becoming all too familiar with when I’m around Colton. I can’t help it.

      I want him.

      I shouldn’t. He’s my brother’s best friend and business partner. Co-owner of Dallas’ Barbecue and Brew. Completely off-limits.

      I care about my brother’s friendship with Colton. I truly do. But a part of me has wondered for the past four years what it would feel like to have those same fingers running across my flesh, touching me in places I have no business imagining him touching. My eyes transfix on his hands, watching as his fingers slide and bend with every move he makes. They’re slow and meticulous, paying attention to even the smallest detail.

      Colton reaches into the bowl again, grasping a fistful of spices. His eyebrows dip in concentration, and the corner of his mouth twitches.

      My skin tingles, and my thighs clench. I already know I’m wet between my thighs when he slaps the last bit of seasoning on. Smack!

      I gasp.

      “Are you okay?”

      I swing my eyes up to find Colton’s honey-caramel gaze staring directly at me. They’re hidden behind the black-rimmed glasses resting on the bridge of his nose. The square-shaped frames seemed to have enlarged his eyes a bit more than if he weren’t wearing them. It’s one of my favorite features about him. I chance a quick glance around the kitchen, hoping the two other cooks working in the back didn’t catch me staring at Colton. Thankfully, they’re too involved in what they’re doing to notice us over here.

      My bottom lip pops out from under my teeth, and I clear my throat, pushing off the refrigerator. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “Okay,” he says, placing the pork onto the rack with the rest of the meat. “You spaced out there for a minute, so I wasn’t sure.” He removes the second set of gloves and tosses them into the trash, then spins around and stands across from me. Crossing his arms over his chest, he leans against the counter. His saddened eyes evolve into a darker shade of caramel, matching the dark brown hair resting above his brow. “Have you talked to Dallas this morning?”

      “No.” I sigh. “I figured you already did.”

      “Nope,” he says, shaking his head in disappointment. “I tried calling him last night, but he didn’t answer. He was supposed to meet me here to help get all the food ready for our grand opening in two days. Now I’m here, doing it all by myself.”

      “He’ll show up, Colton. He always does.”

      “I don’t doubt he will. I just don’t know when that will be.”

      “Yeah.” With another sigh, I dip my eyebrows in thought as my heart grows heavy. “I wish I knew.” Colton and my brother, Dallas, have been working on opening their barbecue restaurant and bar for the past several months. The grand opening of Dallas’ Barbecue and Brew is in just two days, and Dallas has gone radio silent, leaving Colton to nearly fend for himself. Under normal circumstances, I would find my brother’s behavior unusual and concerning, but these aren’t usual circumstances. None of this is typical.

      Dallas’ pain is reasonable, but I also understand Colton’s worry as well. For as long as I’ve known him, this has been Colton’s dream, and my brother’s absence is putting it at risk.

      But despite Dallas’ absence and silence, I’m not as worried as Colton is. Deep down, I know this is still Dallas’ dream just as much as Colton’s. He just needs to get through his grief first.

      Colton’s gaze wanders off in thought. It’s clear he isn’t reassured or even confident that Dallas will show up.

      “What can I do to help?” I stand and clap my hands, giving Colton the biggest supportive smile I can muster. “Where do you need me?”

      He turns back to me, his eyes widening behind his black frames. “You don’t have to do that, Vada.”

      “Of course, I don’t have to, Colton. I want to.”

      “Seriously, it’s okay.” He shakes his head and smirks, still not quick to take me up on my offer. “Weren’t you just telling me about your possible promotion to editor in chief? I can’t ask you to risk your career for the sake of your brother’s and mine.”

      “No.” I glance down at my feet and cross my arms over my chest. “You’re not asking me to do it. Plus, the promotion isn’t guaranteed. My boss has just mentioned it a few times as a possibility. But that’s beside the point. Dallas is my brother, and if he needs my help, then I’m here. Family comes first, and work will understand.”

      Colton pushes off the counter and steps forward. I feel his smooth and effortless movement deep in my chest and up my throat. It’s the same feeling as taking that first drop on a roller coaster. The sensation climbs its way up, and suddenly, I’m left gasping for even the slightest breath. It’s both glorious and frightening at the same time, much like my feelings for Colton.

      He’s standing closer to me now. I loosen my arms around my chest, my defenses starting to crumble. My face is in line with his chest, and his scent immediately surrounds me. The smell of crisp, fresh laundry and smoked pecan wood is intoxicating. I shouldn’t feel this way about my brother’s best friend, especially when that man is Colton. The same one who’s about to open his own restaurant all while still completing graduate school. I know Colton’s life doesn’t allow much room for anything outside of business or school, but a small part of me still holds on to hope.

      My heart pounds against my chest, reverberating between us. I tip my chin higher to meet his gaze and swallow. He’s never stood this close to me before, always ensuring to keep his distance.

      I’ve never tested the waters of my attraction to my brother’s best friend. Even if Colton has been in Dallas’ life for several years, I’ve only gotten to know him better this past year. When all our lives started to seemingly dissolve out from under our feet.

      “You’re a great sister to Dallas, you know that?” His caramel eyes search mine, the shade slowly lightening back to its original color. The same shade that makes my stomach do flips and the space between my thighs heat.

      “Well…” I nervously swipe my tongue across my lips. “It’s not difficult. He’s an amazing brother.”

      Silence follows my words, and Colton’s eyes are filled with every sort of emotion imaginable. It’s late afternoon, and the kitchen is quiet, aside from the hushed sounds of the chefs prepping the smaller menu items. The back door is propped open, leading to the patio where the smokers are located.

      The sun pours through the doorway. Thick yellow and orange glow reflects off the planes of Colton’s face, highlighting the sharp curves of his jaw. I bite down on my bottom lip, resisting the urge to lift my hand and run my fingers across it just to see what it would feel like.

      Up until this moment, when Colton is clearly standing closer to me than he’s ever been before, I’ve been certain my feelings for him have been one-sided.

      Doubt whether that might still be true dissolves the second he reaches his hand out and loosely grabs one of my many curls. My chest stills as he lets it linger there for a moment. His gaze moves from mine down to his finger. It’s clear the thoughts twisting and turning in his mind are the same thoughts I’m having.

      When he finally pulls his hand away, my long brown curl bounces and drops on my shoulder. The memory of his finger wrapped up in it quickly disappears. Disbelief catches up with me, leaving me to wonder whether it truly happened.

      He steps back, realizing we’ve unknowingly crossed a boundary. His eyes widen slightly as he steps back even farther. He scratches his chin as his eyes roll to the side, toward the open door. He smirks, then shakes his head.

      Words catch in my throat, leaving me speechless. They hang from my tongue, thick and heavy. This is the most exposed I’ve ever felt around Colton. It feels as if that one single touch has sliced open my chest, and every ounce of tension I’ve felt for the man has come pouring out in front of me.

      If Colton feels the same way, he doesn’t show it. Instead, he casually walks over to the sink and quickly washes his hands before slipping on a new pair of gloves. The rack filled with the seasoned pork shoulders sits on the counter, ready to be moved outside.

      After picking the rack up, he nods his head in the direction of the open door, letting me know he wants me to follow him.

      I swallow the heat in my cheeks, hoping some fresh air will help erase the tension I feel. Warm air slams into my face when I step out of the kitchen and onto the back patio. Colton stays ahead of me, carrying the rack over to the largest smoker. I move off to the side, out of the way of the heat.

      When Colton lifts the lid, a large cloud of smoke billows out from the smoker. He slides the rack into the smoker, then closes it. He turns to me just as the first signs of sweat form along his brow.

      Summer has extended into fall, and the heat is unforgiving in Texas. A drop of sweat slides down the side of Colton’s face, tracing the outer line of his jaw.

      Tipping his chin up, he squints against the beaming sun behind me. He sighs, then shifts his gaze back to me.

      “Dallas hired a server and bartender, but we could still use an extra set of hands out front. Have you ever served tables before?”

      I’m surprised Colton’s running with the idea of me stepping in to help. Back inside, he seemed against the idea, but now he’s staring at me as if he’s hoping I haven’t rescinded my offer.

      “No, but I’m a fast learner.”

      One of his eyebrows arches over the rim of his glasses. The corner of his mouth turns up again. “You can learn?”

      “Yes.” I cross my arms over my chest. “I’ve always been quick to learn anything. I don’t settle for second best, Colton. Why do you think I’m being considered for a promotion when I’ve only been at the newspaper for less than a year?”

      “Fine.” He laughs, sliding his hands into his pockets. “I didn’t think you’d get so defensive. This isn’t an interview, Vada.”

      “I know it’s not, and I wasn’t trying to be defensive.” I try to blink away his comment even though I know Colton’s right. I can’t help it. An inherent part of me is always quick to guard myself. When it comes to situations like these, I don’t allow myself to fail. Or even be given the opportunity to fail. It’s part of the reason I was hired on quickly at the Austin Daily News and able to hold the position I do. The tension dissolves from my shoulders as I take a breath, unraveling my arms.

      “You were about to give me your résumé.”

      “I was not.”

      Colton laughs as he walks over to the far corner of the concrete patio, where four large smokers are built on brick bases. I’m not entirely sure what each one is used for. Cooking the food was definitely not in my department.

      He sits down on the edge of the brick wall separating the patio from the back alleyway. His body is relaxed as he tips himself back far enough to cross his arms over his chest again. His legs are casually bent and spread far enough apart for me to be able to slide myself between them.

      If I wanted to.

      It’s almost as if Colton’s daring me to move closer. His eyes narrow as he sticks out his tongue, swiping it across his lips.

      I keep myself at a distance as I stare at the man who makes my heart skip a beat like I’m a preteen who’s just met her crush for the first time.

      My heart hammers in my chest, and my blood races through my veins. I’m pathetic for allowing myself to feel this way. There’s no way Colton has feelings for me. At least not in the same way I’m feeling right now.

      I try to temper my desire for Colton, knowing now is not the time to get involved with him. Or anyone, for that matter.

      I need to be there for my brother.

      Placing my hand on my hip, I stare at Colton with an unaffected expression. “Do you want my help or not?”

      He moves one of his arms to lift his hand to his chin. He rubs his fingers along his skin and pushes up his glasses with the tip of his index finger.

      Silence. He doesn’t speak a word as he stands from the short brick wall and walks over to me. He’s closed the gap between us, standing even closer than when we were inside.

      He weaves the same finger as before around one of my curls. Only this time, he allows the tip to graze my cheek.

      It’s only for a quick second. His touch is full of electricity and warmth all at the same time.

      His caramel eyes harden, and his mouth forms a firm, thin line. His gaze moves to mine, and I hold my breath, waiting for the next words to fall out of his mouth. “We start your training tomorrow morning at eight. Don’t be late.”

      He drops my curl, then moves around me to head back inside the kitchen without another word.

      I spin on my heel and watch him as he disappears.

      Offering to help Colton open his new restaurant was supposed to relieve some of his stress, but something in the way he looked at me before storming back inside tells me I’ve only made it worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          COLTON

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t know what the fuck I’d gotten myself into when I agreed to open my own restaurant. As with everything else in my life, I sometimes wonder if it was the right decision for me.

      Was it a good decision to open my own barbecue restaurant in the heart of Texas? Probably not.

      Was it a smart idea to do all of that while finishing grad school? No.

      Was it smart to fall for my best friend’s little sister? Definitely not.

      I’ve had a crush on Vada since the moment I laid my eyes on her. It was the first time Dallas had invited me over to hang out at his apartment. Vada was curled up in one of the chairs out on the back patio with a magazine on her lap. My heart thrashed inside my chest as I caught sight of her long brown curls resting on her shoulders. My dick twitched and nearly sprang to life the second her green eyes landed on me. Her full, pouting lips had spread out into a wide grin as Dallas introduced me. I didn’t even know he’d had a sister up until that day.

      Fucker didn’t even give me a warning.

      Ever since then, I’ve tried my best to allow my feelings for Vada to fall to the wayside. For a while, my efforts worked. There simply isn’t time for me to start a relationship with her. Or risk it when it comes to Dallas. Aside from the fact that Dallas probably isn’t in a position to deal with me attempting any sort of relationship with Vada, my life is simply chaotic. All my obligations make it easier to push my feelings for her aside.

      But then, when she stands in front of me again, all of it goes to shit. It’s a vicious cycle that I’m certain will end one day. I’m just not sure how.

      “Dallas!” I pound my fist against the large wooden door, hoping to God my best friend finally answers.

      I glance over my shoulder and check once more to see if maybe he’d taken his motorcycle out for a ride. I assumed he was still home once I saw his truck parked in the driveway.

      Nope, still there.

      The residents of this quiet neighborhood have manicured yards and no cars parked along the street. I take one look at the house across from Dallas’. A part of my chest deflates when I see how empty it is and the reason.

      It’s been a few months now since the owner has passed away. I figured there would be a for sale sign posted in the front yard by now. Instead, it’s left hollow and empty.

      I push the thoughts of what’s happened to all of us this past year and swing my attention back to my best friend. Lifting my fist, I pound on the door once again.

      “Dallas! If you don’t open this fucking door, I won’t have a choice but to call the police and have them do one of those wellness checks or whatever they’re called.”

      My knuckles rap against the wood a few more times before the door is suddenly yanked open.

      “Welfare checks, asshole. They’re called welfare checks.”

      “Right.” I exhale a deep breath and flex my fingers a few times, looking over my hand. The skin above the bones of my knuckles are a pale shade of red. The color reminds me of Vada’s smooth, full lips.

      See? I’m screwed.

      “You haven’t answered your phone,” I tell him, shoving my hand in my pocket. I lean against the wall outside his front door. The bricks scrape against the side of my arm, but I don’t care.

      “I’ve been busy.” The ends of Dallas’ hair stick straight up, and by the looks of the way he’s dressed, he hasn’t left the house since yesterday morning when he came to set up the new glassware at the bar.

      “Too busy to answer Vada or me? We open in less than two days.”

      “I know.” He sighs, then rubs the heel of his hand against his eye. He looks like shit. He doesn’t even look like himself anymore. “I promise I’ll be there.”

      I resist the urge to argue with him because I understand Dallas’ sorrow. We’ve all been grieving for the past few months, but I know Dallas’ cuts deeper.

      Still, as much as I hated it, I had a business to worry about. I’d give Dallas as much time as he needed, but decisions still needed to be made. To deny that it wasn’t unsettling would be a lie.

      “I get it,” I tell him. “Not only did I come here to check on you, but I also came to let you know I hired an extra bartender to help for the grand opening. We needed it.”

      “Who did you hire?”

      I clear my throat, hoping Dallas’ reaction doesn’t turn for the worse. “Vada.”

      “What?” He immediately shakes his head. “No. Tell her we don’t need her help.”

      “I can’t do that,” I admit. “I’d be lying if I told her that. We need the help, Dallas. And there’s no one better for the job than your own sister.”

      I leave out the part where the main reason I’m looking forward to having Vada work at the restaurant is just to have an excuse for her to be around me more often.

      Even if I know nothing can ever come of it. Whether I had the time for a relationship or not.

      Dallas narrows his eyes in thought. I can tell he’s deciding if he should push the issue with me.

      He pauses for a few seconds before his shoulders drop. He sighs, surrendering. “Fine. You’re right. I’d rather have Vada help than hire someone completely new. I just hate to pull her away from the newspaper since she’s working her way up to editor in chief.”

      “If it makes you feel any better”—I smirk— “it was her idea, and I put up a bit of a fight.”

      “Thanks, man.” He offers me a weak smile before he leans on the door.

      I don’t intend on staying to hang out with Dallas. There’s simply too much work to do, and Dallas knows that. I hope I can convince him to come by later to check out what else needs to be done.

      Dallas stops me before I even get the chance to mention it. “I was just about to jump in the shower and head over to the restaurant, by the way.”

      “Really?” I arch my eyebrows in surprise.

      “Yeah.” He rubs the back of his neck. “I wanted to go over the drink menu one more time, then it should be good to go. I promise I won’t back out on you.”

      “I appreciate that.” I give him a smile and back out of the porch.

      His face turns serious as his gaze hardens. “I still want this, Colton. Trust me, I just need a little time.”

      “I know you do.” My heels reach the edge of the walkway, and I turn to head back to my car. “I’ll see you there later.”
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        * * *

      

      When I wake up the next day, I already have three emails and roughly a thousand reminders to write a paper for my statistics class.

      I grab my glasses from my nightstand and groan as I sit up, ignoring them by tossing my phone beside me. I’ve had every intention of sending them an email asking for an extension on my assignments while I work on getting Dallas’ and my restaurant up and running, but I have yet to do it. In a way, asking for an extension feels like I’m giving in to the pressures of my life, and I refuse.

      There’s too much on the line. Too much of my life and money at stake.

      Nerves start to shoot across my body when I think about what’s happening this week.

      There are only two more days until the grand opening and today will be the first day I’m training Vada.

      Class can wait. Today means everything.

      I quickly take a shower, then get dressed. I decide to keep it casual with a plain gray T-shirt and a pair of worn jeans. I slide on my boots and head out of my apartment, making sure to leave enough time to get to the bar before Vada.

      When I pull my car into the parking lot, I’m surprised to see Vada already standing out front.

      After I park in the spot off to the side, I stare at Vada through my front window.

      She’s leaning against the front door with her shoulder pressed against the glass. Her long brown curls are pulled back into a ponytail. A few strands frame her face, the spirals swaying with the slight breeze blowing through downtown Austin.

      In one hand, her phone is cradled in her palm, her thumb scrolling up and down the screen. A long red piece of licorice is hanging from the corner of her mouth. She lifts her free hand to twirl it between her fingers as she continues chewing on the end.

      My cock immediately strains against the zipper of my jeans, fighting to be free. Something about watching her chew on a piece of candy this early in the morning is doing something inside me. My stomach dips as I force myself to relax.

      Shit. Maybe this is a bad idea after all.

      Taking a few deep breaths, I pull out my phone. I quickly go through my emails, avoiding the ones from school. Anything to take my mind off Vada and that fucking piece of red licorice. Once my erection has subsided, I step out of my car to meet Vada.

      She looks up when she hears my boots pound across the pavement. She stands and pulls the last bit of licorice from her mouth.

      “I was wondering how long you were going to sit in your car.” She grins. The licorice has only reddened her lips even more. Suddenly, I’m imagining how they would look wrapped around my cock.

      “You’re early,” I tell her, unlocking the front door.

      She follows me in. “I’d rather be early than late.”

      “Same here.” I walk behind the bar and turn on the register. Vada sidles up beside me, sticking the last bit of licorice back into her mouth. She chews on the end of it again, keeping a few inches sticking out.

      “Candy at seven in the morning?” I ask her.

      She pulls it out, swiping her tongue across her sweetened lips. She really needs to stop fucking doing that.

      Lifting one shoulder, she sighs. “Life of a journalist. These were all I ever ate in college. Whenever I was out trying to snag an interview and didn’t know when my next meal was, I’d keep a bag of these in my car. Habit now, I guess.”

      Staring at me with her large round green eyes, she pops the last piece into her mouth and chews it. Her neck dips as she swallows.

      Relax, Colton. Don’t spring another hard-on.

      I move past Vada without another word. She follows me as I push through the swinging door leading to the kitchen. Stopping in front of the ice machine, I grab the two blue buckets hanging from the hooks next to it.

      I extend my arms, holding them out to her. “First things first. Fill the bins behind the bar with ice.”

      With her eyes narrowed, she twists her mouth and places her hands over mine. Her breasts push together, the smooth skin swelling above the neckline of her black Dallas’ Barbecue and Brew T-shirt. “No problem.”

      The handles to the buckets are pulled from my hands in one swift move. I leave Vada to get the ice and head straight for my office. It’s honestly a job I intended to do on my own, but I need a minute to gather my thoughts. If I’m going to work with Vada from now on, I need to get a better handle on my desire for her. Or whatever bullshit this is that I’m experiencing around her.

      I head back to my office and slam the door shut behind me. Gripping the edge of my desk, I press the tips of my fingers into the hard surface until they turn white. I dip my head between my shoulders and look down at the floor. It’s still pristine, the black tile gleaming with the bright lights of my small office. The ends of my hair brush across my forehead as I squeeze my eyes shut.

      Silence fills the small space as I gather my thoughts. Honestly, I’m making a bigger deal out of this than there needs to be.

      My restaurant opens tomorrow, and Vada is here to help. Next week, I can start working on those research papers my professor emailed me about. Everything will work itself out.

      I lift my head when there’s a soft knock on the door. I swing it open, figuring it must be Vada telling me she’s finished loading the ice. My suspicions are correct when I find her staring me down. Her arms are crossed over her chest, and her cheeks are flushed pink.

      “Is everything okay?” She arches her eyebrows as she waits for my response.

      I inhale a deep breath and shove my hands in my pockets. “I’m fine. I just needed a moment to email one of my professors.” It’s only a partial lie. I still need to email my professor. I’m simply leaving out the part where I haven’t sent it to him yet.

      “Oh.” She unravels her arms, letting them fall at her sides. “Well, I finished loading the ice bins out front. I wasn’t sure what else you wanted me to do.”

      I wave my arm toward the doorway and give her a reassuring grin. “We can start working on the cocktails Dallas created last night.”

      “Perfect.” Vada’s enthusiasm is enough to let all my doubt and feelings for her fade into the background. At least for now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          VADA

        

      

    

    
      By the time the evening rolls around, I’ve learned how to make nearly every drink on the menu by memory. Surprisingly, bartending has come easy for me. I’m not entirely sure what it is but seeing Colton’s eyes spark every time he watches me pour the correct amounts of each ingredient into the glass makes me want to keep going. It doesn’t take long for me to feel like I’ve done this for more than one day.

      I actually enjoy it.

      Dallas came in not too long after Colton and I started my training this morning. He stayed long enough to help out with a few drinks and to explain how to work the register. I didn’t think it was possible, but the sadness in Dallas’ usual bright eyes was even more present. Afterward, he said he had a meeting with his lawyer. He didn’t say what it was about, but I knew it didn’t have to do with the restaurant. Colton is just as much in the dark about it as I am.

      The rag in Colton’s hand is shoved inside one of the tall beer glasses I was using to practice pouring a draft beer. This is the third time I’ve watched him clean it. I stretch my arm out and grip the edge of the bar, tilting my head as I stare at Colton.

      “How’s school going?” I ask.

      Colton pushes against the middle of his glasses with his fingertip, sliding them up the bridge of his nose. He sniffs, then glances over in my direction. We’re standing beside each other behind the bar. The entire front dining area and bar are quiet, aside from the soft country music playing overhead. He presses his mouth into a thin line as he inhales a deep breath. By the time he releases it, he looks over at me. “It’s fine.”

      “Just fine?” I grin, not buying it. Aside from the restaurant, Colton lives and breathes school. In the months leading up to this opening, it’s all he’s ever talked about. I know it’s important for him to finish his degree, and the last I heard, he still has about another year of grad school.

      He stops drying the glass and stares at me. Finally, he shakes his head, and a small laugh erupts from his throat. I watch as his Adam’s apple dips with the movement. “It’s a lot of work, and it takes up more time than I have, but I’m working through it. For now, I’m trying to put all my focus on the restaurant. Once we’re through this grand opening, I’ll get back to it.”

      “Right.” I give him a soft nod and twist a glass with my fingers. I’m not entirely sure what I expected to get out of Colton with this line of questioning. Maybe I’ve left a small amount of hope buried inside my chest at the thought of us ever being more than we are now.

      “Okay, we’re going to try a little exercise now.”

      “An exercise?” I immediately lift my gaze to his.

      “Yeah.” He grabs the glass I’m holding in my hand and sets it on the counter. His fingertips linger on mine before he pulls them away. “You’re going to serve me. You’re the bartender, and I’ll pretend to be a customer.”

      Moving behind me, he places his hand on my waist. The space between the bar counter and the back counter isn’t very wide, but it’s enough for us not to be touching when we’re both back here. Colton is definitely closer to me than necessary.

      I swallow down the lump forming in my throat at his touch. It’s a searing kind of touch, carving a path across my skin as he pulls away.

      He drags the ends of his fingers across my lower back, then moves out from behind the bar. Sliding a barstool out, he takes a seat. A large grin spreads across his mouth, and his eyes sparkle with amusement. The light above him lights a spark in his eyes as he stares at me across the bar.

      He lays his hands on the counter and sits back against the stool. Everything about the way he’s looking at me screams that he’s flirting with me. A part of me doesn’t want to believe it’s possible for him to feel the same way I do.

      Would Colton risk it?

      I lean on the counter and grip the edge.

      “Howdy, ma’am.”

      I can’t help but laugh. Colton doesn’t have a traditional Southern accent, so his words catch me by surprise. It’s strange to hear him talk this way, but oddly enough, it’s a bit satisfying. A giggle erupts from my chest as I stare at him, sporting the same grin that’s been on his face all day. “Howdy?”

      “Yup.” He continues with his fake Southern accent. “Now, I’ve heard y’all have some of the best barbecue in Texas, but what about them drinks you got here?”

      I press my lips together, resisting the urge to sputter out with laughter. I tilt my head to the side and roll my eyes, knowing he’s testing me.

      I decide to play along, accentuating my natural subtle Southern accent. I drop a coaster in front of him. “Well, sir. You’re right about that one. We do have the best barbecue around these parts. As for the drinks, well, I can serve you up anything you like. Personally, I recommend our signature cocktail.”

      Colton sits up in his seat, rocking with laughter. He squeezes his eyes shut and waves his hand back and forth. “I’m sorry, Vada. I thought I could do this, but I can’t.”

      “What?” I place my hands on my hips, frustrated. “I’m just trying to serve you a drink, and this was your idea.”

      He places his hand on his chest. “I know it was. It’s all my fault.” He takes a deep breath as his smile relaxes.

      “Damn right it is.” I cross my arms and lean on the counter, bringing my face in line with his. “Do you want me to make the drink or not?”

      Colton drags the pad of his thumb across his mouth, taking his time to answer me. His expression has transformed. His brow is furrowed, but his eyes focus directly on me. I can’t explain it. The look in his eyes shoots through me, piercing through the last bit of defense I’ve created around my desire for him. They’re studying me, slowly taking in every detail as if he’s seeing me for the first time.

      My bottom lip pops out as I attempt to break the palpable tension between us, but he beats me to it.

      “Um, listen, Vada.” He leans forward on the counter and crosses his arms in the same way I am, bringing his face close to mine.

      I hold my breath, hope digging deep in my gut for him to kiss me. I imagine how he would taste. I start to imagine how it would feel with his body on mine, exploring every inch of me.

      His eyes dart from my nose to my mouth, lingering there for a few long, agonizing seconds before they come back up to meet my gaze once again. He’s impossibly close with his lips ghosting mine, and for a moment, I think he might kiss me. He opens his mouth and whispers against my lips. “I should let you know that I’ve wanted you—”

      Colton’s confession is cut off by my phone’s ringtone from where it’s sitting on the counter behind me. He immediately pulls back, returning to his seat. His eyes move past my shoulder, catching the glow of my screen. My phone continues to ring, and the moment between us disappears. The feeling evaporates as if it was never there to begin with. Following Colton’s stare, I glance over my shoulder and read the name across my screen.

      Dallas.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, turning back to Colton. “I should probably get it.”

      “Of course.” He points his finger toward my phone with a weak smile, then leans back on the stool. He shifts his attention to the front of the restaurant.

      I clear my throat, then swipe my finger across the screen. Spinning around, I lean back against the counter. “Hey.”

      “Hey, sis.” Dallas’ voice comes through the other end of my phone as a whisper.

      “Dallas?” I furrow my eyebrows, puzzled as to why he sounds different. “Are you okay?”

      Colton notices my confusion and slides out from his seat. He moves to stand beside me.

      He’s warm with his chest nearly pressing against my arm.

      I swing my gaze up to his for a moment before staring off to nothing in particular.

      “What are you doing?” I ask Dallas.

      “Have you ever wondered what happened to her? Where she went.”

      Pressing the palm of my hand to my forehead, I try to hold back the emotions threatening to surface. Not only do I know who Dallas is talking about, but I’m also worried about him.

      She’s gone, and he hasn’t accepted it.

      “What happened?” I ask him.

      “Nothing happened, Vada. Absolutely nothing.” His words are increasingly more slurred the longer he stays on the phone with me. Concern takes over.

      “How many drinks have you had?”

      “Enough.” He scoffs. “Yet somehow, it isn’t enough.”

      “Where are you?” I quickly say, already leaving Colton’s side. I grab my keys from the counter and start making my way to the front door. “I’m coming to pick you up.” Colton’s already behind me, shutting off the lights and the music to the bar on our way out.

      “I’m, uh…” He sighs heavily. “I’m at the park,” Dallas mutters into the phone. “You know which one. The one where—”

      “I know.” Chewing on the inside of my cheek, I fight back the tears. “I’m on my way, okay? Just stay there.”

      “Fine.” Dallas hangs up the phone, and the second I reach for my car door, Colton’s hand wraps around mine, stopping me.

      “I’ll drive. Come on.”

      “Thank you.” I sigh. “He’s at his and Hailey’s park.”

      “Okay.” Grabbing my hand, Colton pulls me toward his truck without question. My heart rate picks up at the feel of his hand around mine.

      Liquid coats my bottom lashes as tears spring out from behind my eyes. At times, I held out hope that my brother was handling his life better. But then there are moments like tonight when I feel completely lost.

      Once we reach Colton’s truck, we don’t waste any time before we jump into our seats, and he jams the key in the ignition. The engine roars to life, and within seconds, he’s already pulling us out of the parking lot and toward the park.

      As Colton and I make our way down the pathway winding through the park, we catch sight of Dallas. He’s stretched out along the metal park bench. It didn’t take long for us to figure out where he’d be. This is the only place he’s ever gone to when he’s come here.

      I’d say I’m surprised to see him here without Hailey, but the beer dangling from his fingertips makes me think otherwise. I know how he ended up here. Liquid courage.

      “There he is.” I touch my fingertips to the back of Colton’s hand as we jog the rest of the way to meet Dallas.

      He doesn’t move when we reach him. His eyes are open, staring up at the dark sky. Since we’re near downtown, the stars are barely visible, but it doesn’t stop Dallas from his gaze.

      “Hey.” I look down and give him an encouraging smile.

      The edges of his eyes are bright red, and tears brim his eyelashes. “I know what you’re both going to say.”

      I place my hands on my hips and glance over at Colton before turning my attention back to my drunk brother. “Fine, I’ll play along. What are we going to say?”

      “That you’re worried about me. That I shouldn’t be here drinking right now because tomorrow is too important for me to mess up.”

      “That’s not what I was going to say, but we can go with that.” I bend to grab the bottle from his hand and toss it in the trash can beside the bench. It’s empty. “How much have you had to drink?”

      “Not as much as you think.” Dallas swings his legs out, pulling himself to sit. He rests his back on the cold metal and stares up at Colton and me. “I haven’t had alcohol in a long time, so it didn’t take much for it to hit me.”

      Colton hasn’t moved from his spot. He’s still staring at his best friend, concern engraved into every bit of his face. Dallas catches it.

      “Don’t worry, man. I told you I’ll be there tomorrow.”

      Colton rubs his fingertips across his mouth, taking a step back. He inhales a deep breath, then places his hands on his hips. “I’m not trying to be a dick, Dallas. You know I fucking hate that this has happened to you, but I can’t hold this shit in any longer. I need to know now before we open.”

      “Need to know what?” Dallas asks.

      “I need to know if this is still what you want. I’ve already dropped the idea of live entertainment.” Colton’s anger simmers under the surface. He clenches his fist, and it takes everything in me not to go to him. I’ve never seen him this way. “I’ve put my entire life on hold for this, and I can’t stand by and watch you destroy it. I’m not saying you will, but I can’t deny how every day I’ve woken up wondering if I can count on you to be in this with me. This is supposed to be fifty-fifty, and I’m fucking drowning here.”

      Dallas quickly stands, a part of him sways. His boot scrapes against the concrete as he closes in on Colton. He grinds his jaw, staring down his best friend. I move to step forward but hold myself back. Dallas and Colton have never been this angry with each other. It’s part of the reason they agreed to open a business together. They’ve never so much as disagreed on a single thing about the restaurant. Again, I feel like I’m standing between them. Seeing the situation from both sides.

      Dallas is standing about two feet from Colton when a tear slips from his eye. “And you don’t think I’m fucking drowning?” His voice booms across the dark, empty park. “You have no idea how this feels.”

      Silence falls between the three of us. If I could separate and count each one of our breaths, I would. They’re heavy and weighted, searing their way through our flesh and hitting our bones. I fight to hold back the tears, but they come anyway. One after another starts to fall, and a shudder ripples across my chest.

      “I’m sorry, Colton. I need you to know I’m trying my best. It’s like I want to take the step forward and move on, but it feels as if my feet are frozen to the ground.” Dallas reaches out and places his hand on Colton’s shoulder. “There’s nothing I can say that will prove to you that I’ll be there. I just have to do it.”

      “No, I shouldn’t have said those things to you. You’ve done your fair share of work. I’m just…” Colton massages his forehead with his fingertips. “I’m just stressed, that’s all.”

      “Come on.” I walk over to my brother and place my hand on his arm. “We’ll take you home. We have a big day tomorrow, and it’s getting late.”

      Dallas turns his attention to Colton, running the back of his hand across his damp cheek. He doesn’t speak a word during their exchange.

      “We’re good, Dallas,” Colton assures him. “We’re good.”

      The three of us leave the park, but a part of me is still unsure whether Colton was able to put his uncertainty aside. Because even as we climb into his truck and drive my brother home, I can see the stress practically radiating from him. I just wish I could be the one to help take it away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          COLTON

        

      

    

    
      After helping Dallas into his house, I meet Vada back at my truck. When I glance at the clock, I realize it isn’t nearly as late as I thought it was. The darkness is deceiving in that way.

      “Dallas should be good now. He was able to get himself up to his bedroom, so I don’t think he’s as drunk as he made himself out to be when he called you. Nevertheless, he needs the rest if he’s going to be good for tomorrow.” I shove my key into the ignition.

      “Okay.” Vada’s tears from earlier have already dried. She sniffs, then attempts to give me a weak smile of reassurance.

      A part of me feels better after talking with Dallas, but the other part is worried that we’ll eventually drown together. And looking at Vada now does nothing to settle my feelings for her. I know it’s nearly impossible to put her first in my life, but I still haven’t been able to ignore the way her one look manages to feel as if she’s knocked the very breath out of me.

      She’s still dressed in her black T-shirt and frayed jean shorts. Her long curly hair is pulled to the side in a braid, the end stopping just above her breast. She’s beautiful even when she’s sad. There’s light in her eyes, though, as I pull out of her brother’s driveway and head toward the restaurant.

      The closer we get to the restaurant, the more I can feel her sadness about tonight beginning to dissolve. We don’t speak on the way, but the tension between us fills the cab.

      When I pull up alongside her car, she quickly reaches for the door handle. She pulls on it, unlocking it, but she doesn’t push it open. With a smirk, she lifts her shoulder. “If you’re up for it, I’d like to continue with my training.”

      “Yeah, we can do that.”

      Vada pushes her door open, far enough for her to hop down from her seat. By the time I’ve made it out from my side of the truck, she’s already nearing the door. I follow her. She’s standing in front of the door, nearly blocking me from getting to the lock.

      When she feels me behind her, she spins around, keeping herself pinned between me and the glass door. My breath catches in my throat, surprised by her boldness.

      Her chest presses against me as she tips her chin higher, looking up at me. I look down, matching her gaze with mine. Her black eyeliner is slightly smudged from her earlier tears, but they only accentuate the gold flecks sprinkled throughout her green irises.

      It’s hard not to think about our almost kiss from earlier. I wanted to claim her mouth with mine, and I almost did before Dallas’ phone call interrupted us. It’s not that I’m upset with Dallas for stopping us. I’m only upset because I didn’t get to go through with finally giving in to my temptation with Vada.

      My dick twitches with her body touching mine. Entirely too close, yet not close enough. We’ve never felt each other this way. Even when we’ve stolen small touches from one another, those were minuscule compared to this.

      Her full pink lips pop open, and her eyes search my face. “I just wanted to thank you.”

      “For what?” I attempt to keep myself calm, willing my hardened cock not to be too obvious. It fails when she pushes her body against mine. Without thinking, I slide one of my hands around her waist. I place the other one against the door above her head.

      She presses her back flat against the glass. I keep her body against me, pressing my erection between her bare thighs. She feels good, and I bite down on the inside of my cheek to keep from groaning.

      Her eyes widen slightly when she feels me. She blinks and quickly swipes her tongue across her lip. “Um, thank you for everything. For giving me this job. For giving my brother time. Despite putting school and everything else on the line.”

      “Well, I’ve already explained about Dallas and school. As for you taking this job, it should be me thanking you.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” I nod, sliding my hand down the back of her waist to the smooth curve of her ass cheek. My fingers make their way across the fabric of her shorts. I lift the ends of her shorts and feel her skin with my fingertips. She gasps, reacting to my touch. I’m testing her, seeing how she reacts to me.

      “Thank me then.” Her whispered words hit me all at once.

      Fuck. She wants this just as much as I do.

      The street isn’t usually busy at this time of night, especially since we haven’t opened yet. I’m thankful it’s just the two of us.

      Vada’s hands move between us. She lowers one hand and starts stroking my erection over my jeans. I lightly slam my hand against the glass and lean my head forward, bringing my face closer to Vada’s.

      “Shit, that feels good.” My confession falls on heavy breaths as I grind my hips against her. I can’t help it. A part of me is still coming to terms with the idea that I’m finally touching Vada this way. “Be careful.”

      “Why should I be careful?” She continues stroking me, lifting her other hand to my face. Her fingers graze against the light stubble on my chin before she traces my bottom lip with her nail.

      I move my hand from her thigh to cover her hand, still stroking me. She stops as I hold it on my cock. “Because if you keep doing that, I’m going to fucking come right here.”

      She smirks, then flexes her fingers. “That wouldn’t necessarily be a terrible thing, would it?”

      “No,” I try my hardest to hold my orgasm back. “But I can think of a million other ways we’d achieve the same result, and it would involve more than just your hand touching me.”

      She gasps and her chest stills. Her eyes widen with my comment and the golden flecks in her green eyes spark as she realizes the words that I just said.

      She stays silent, holding her breath for a few moments longer before she finally breathes. Once her chest starts moving, I keep my eyes on hers as I move my hand inside my pocket and grab the key to unlock the restaurant. Not once do we break our focus on one another when I unlock the door behind her. The bar is nearly pitch-black inside. The streetlights outside are the only source of light, barely giving us enough light to see one another clearly. I know once we step inside, no one will be able to see us from the street.

      Once I have the door free, I don’t waste another second pulling her inside with me. I quickly lock the door behind me, then place my hands on either side of her face, bringing her up to me. She stands on her toes, following my lead as I back her into the dining area of the restaurant. I still haven’t kissed her, wanting to make sure we’re still okay to be doing this. As much as I fucking want to, I need to hear her say it.

      “Are you sure you want to do this, Vada?”

      “I thought I already made myself clear.” Her hand returns to my cock, stroking me like she was outside the door. This time, she doesn’t waste a moment before popping open my jeans.

      “You did. I’m just making sure you understand that I can’t—”

      She places her fingers against my mouth with her other hand, stopping me. “I understand. This is it.”

      “One time,” I tell her. “That’s all I can do.”

      “One time.” She nods.

      “One time.” I nod back, repeating myself.

      “And we never mention this again,” she says, breathless. “Now fucking kiss me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          VADA

        

      

    

    
      Colton’s touch is everything I’ve imagined it to be. When he presses his lips to mine, I think I might have an orgasm on this sensation alone. They’re smooth and commanding all at the same time. He leads me farther into the restaurant and lifts me onto the bar top. His large hands spread across my lower back as he grips the edge of my shirt, lifting it over my head. He tosses it behind him, then returns his attention to my mouth.

      The bar is dark, aside from the small light coming from the kitchen. Colton carried us far back enough to where if anyone were to walk by, they wouldn’t be able to see. I reach my hand up and wrap my fingers through the ends of his hair.

      “Fuck, Vada.” He pulls back as his eyes roam over me. “You have no idea the thoughts I’ve had about you.”

      “Yeah?” I ask him. I’m still in my bra, but not for long. I sit up far enough to reach behind me and undo the clasp. “Well, I don’t think you know the thoughts I’ve had.”

      His eyes train on my breasts. My nipples pebble against the cool air. Colton leans down, wrapping his hand around my breast. His fingers press into my flesh as he grips it, then he looks up at me with hooded eyes. He rubs the pad of his thumb across my nipple. Fire immediately shoots down my body, settling into the space between my legs.

      “Did you imagine me like this?” he asks, lapping his tongue across my nipple. “Tasting you here?”

      With a hiss, I tilt my head back. His slick tongue moving across my sensitive skin is more than I’ve ever dreamed. “Yes.”

      Colton wraps his lips around my nipple, tugging on it with his teeth before pulling away. He smirks, then moves farther down, popping open the button of my shorts. I lift myself off the bar as he removes both my shorts and my underwear. I place each of my feet on the backs of the barstools tucked underneath the counter as Colton slides himself between my legs. This time, I’m completely exposed. He slides his hands along my thighs, watching them as they move across my skin. His thumb trails the inside of my legs, and I’m already writhing for him.

      He stops his hands at the top of my legs, then leans forward, this time placing his mouth at the bottom of my breast. He kisses the swollen flesh before sliding his tongue out and dragging it down my ribs and side. By the time he reaches my hip, I’m already soaking wet for him, and he hasn’t even truly touched me yet.

      He looks up with hooded eyes again, challenging me. “Did you imagine my mouth here?”

      “Fuck.” I breathe out. My feet press into the barstools, growing more tense the lower he goes. “Yes.”

      He moves his mouth in front of my center, wrapping his arms around the underside of my thighs to pull my legs over his shoulders. My thighs are resting on either side of his face, and I can already feel his heated breath breezing across my soaking wet clit. “What about here?” he asks, ghosting his lips against my skin.

      “I’ve imagined you everywhere, Colton.” I bite my bottom lip. “Um. I—” I fumble my words, unable to think about anything other than Colton.

      “As for me,” he adds, “I’ve always wondered what you tasted like.”

      The second Colton slides his tongue between my folds and finds my clit, I tense my legs around him. His hands are on the top of my thighs, and he holds me in place as I move, unable to keep myself still.

      His strong tongue continues to move across me. I reach down and thread my fingers through his hair, wanting to feel him.

      I’m not sure how long I’ll be able to hold off my orgasm. I want to feel Colton, all of him, and if this is our one-time secret, then I want to take full advantage. I want to feel all of him.

      He moves his mouth across my folds, sucking on my clit. Every move he makes is opposite from the one before it. He’s gentle then rough, moving in to quickly soothe it. Sliding two fingers into me, he continues lapping his tongue on my clit. He hooks them inside me, and I arch my back, knowing I’m about to come.

      “Colton.” His name falls from my mouth on a weighted breath. “I want you. I need you inside me before I come.”

      Kissing me once more, he moves to stand, pulling his fingers away. I immediately miss him between my legs, but it isn’t long before he lifts me off the bar top by the hips. I wrap my legs around his waist, pressing my wet center against him. He carries me across the floor, moving us through the dining area to a table near the back. Once his thighs hit the edge of a table, he lays me backward. The tabletop is cold against my hot, damp skin. I inhale a sharp breath at the sensation it gives me. It’s enough to cause my nipples to harden even more. I lift my hand and pinch the tightened pebble, hissing between my teeth. I drag my other hand across my stomach, tracing around my belly button before dipping them between my legs. I find my already swollen and wet clit, moving my fingers in slow circles. The thought of Colton’s mouth having been in the same spot only seconds ago causes tiny bursts to break out across my entire body.

      I don’t intend on giving myself an orgasm but the image of Colton in front of me might send me there if he doesn’t rectify the situation I’m in.

      His eyes roam over me, watching my every move.

      With quick hands, he starts unbuckling his belt and unzipping his jeans. He slides them off along with his boxer briefs. His erection springs to life, finally free from the constraints of his clothes. He steps out of his pants as he lifts his shirt over his head. His mouth is still shiny and wet from me.

      He swipes his tongue across his lips, then steps forward, centering himself in front of me. I move my hand away from my clit, relieved he’s finally ready.

      “Good.” With one hand, he wraps his fingers around his dick. “I never thought I’d be jealous of a hand. As much as I was enjoying watching you, I know this will be so much better.”  He grabs my chin with his other hand, pressing his thumb against my bottom lip.

      I tilt my head back against the table, looking up at him.

      “And even if this is our one-time secret,” he says, pushing himself inside me. “I want to make it a secret you’ll never forget.”

      Grabbing my hips, Colton plunges into me completely, filling me. “Oh my god.” I gasp and tilt my head back before rolling it back to Colton.

      “Shit,” he says. “You feel fucking amazing, Vada.” He pulls my face toward his, pressing his mouth to mine. He pries my mouth open with his tongue and tangles it with mine. He tastes sweet, and I remember it’s because his mouth was on me before, tasting me.

      The realization of what we’re doing bursts across my body. Colton places one more kiss on my lips before he straightens his back. He looks down as he pulls out, then thrusts back in, watching as our bodies connect. His eyes are lit with a fire. A fire to remember this moment because we both know this won’t likely happen again.

      My skin dampens even more, and heat radiates through my legs. His warm hands run down my legs, then back to my hips. Tiny bursts of electricity course through me when my orgasm hits. It’s unlike any orgasm I’ve felt in my life.

      “Come for me,” he grits out, increasing the pace of his movements. He slams his hips into me. Again. Then again. “Come for me, Vada.”

      Wrapping his hand around my throat, beneath my chin, he lifts my face up, pinning my stare with his as we both fall apart on the table.

      The pressure of the hold he has on me is enough for us to ride out our orgasms together. His cock throbs inside me, taking me even further over the edge. His movements slow as he bends, resting his face on my damp chest.

      He turns his face enough to place a soft kiss there. I wrap my arms over him, threading my fingers through his hair. I’m still sitting straight when Colton stands, pulling himself out and away from me.

      When I catch his eyes staring into mine, I can read his thoughts as clear as the moment we’d just had together. They’re shadowed with a hint of resignation.

      “I—” I open my mouth to speak, but no words come.

      Colton gives me a soft smile. It’s the most unconvincing smile I’ve ever seen on him. “I know,” he says. “I know.”

      Our thoughts are ingrained with the idea that this can never be more than the one time. Our lives simply won’t allow it. This truly was it. Deep down in my core, I know it.

      But with those thoughts come the dream of what it could be if it wasn’t.

      In another life, it could be beautiful.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          JULIE

        

      

    

    
      It was easy to tell when people didn’t feel comfortable around me.

      They liked to shift, either on their feet or in their seat…it was an indicator they wanted to be anywhere but in front of me. The small tightening of the eyes came next, and of course the thinning of the lips. Then, my absolute favorite, the clipped questions.

      “So, you from around here?”

      I stared at the woman in front of me, her silver hair was stretched out against her scalp, as her watery brown eyes roamed over my features. I already knew what she was thinking, and it was the entire reason she was currently uncomfortable around me. I didn’t care…not really, but still…my fingers seemed to move of their own accord, tugging down my mini skirt.

      “Yes, I'm actually from the valley…” I smiled, but her face pinched…indicating that she was already done listening. Shutting my mouth, I narrowed my eyes, curious if this job interview was going anywhere…I could usually tell with these things, but hope had made me an idiot.

      She adjusted in her floral armchair. “Well, to be honest, dear…”  Here it came, “I’m not sure this would be the right fit… You seem lovely, but I’m looking for someone…” she trailed off, looking out the window.

      I already knew what she was going to say.

      “Older?” I raised my eyebrow in question.

      Her face swung in my direction, her eyes wide with understanding. “Yes…that’s exactly what I was going to say. You’re what…nineteen?”

      I nearly winced. Usually, I had the chance to talk my age up when someone suggested seventeen, or worse…sixteen.

      I cleared my throat. “Eighteen, Mam.”

      She waved me off and stood. “Right, well, too young for this particular position.”

      I stood, wiping my sweaty hands down along my skirt.

      “With all due respect, Mam…the position is for a live-in maid, yes?”

      She tugged her cardigan closer to her, crossing her arms. “Well, yes…but—”

      “I have excellent references, and I’ve cleaned, cooked, and even nannied for the past three years. I think I would be an excellent—”

      “You just aren’t a good fit,” she interrupted me, putting her hand up to stop me from saying any more.

      I watched her, knowing that it wasn’t just my age, but the way I looked too. My face heated under her intense scrutiny. I knew if she’d been freed from the shackles of decorum, she’d shout at me that my skirt was too short, my boots too tall, and my shirt too revealing. I’d respond that I had exactly five dollars to use towards an interview wardrobe, and at the local thrift, that didn’t go far. So I borrowed Layla’s shirt, and found this skirt in the fifty-cent bin. It didn’t fit, it wasn’t my size, but at least I wasn’t in a pair of ripped jeans.

      I gave her a half-hearted smile. “Well, thank you for your time.”

      I walked out feeling the exact same way I did the three other times I’d been turned down this week. No one wanted to hire a high school dropout, and certainly not one that looked like me.

      I pulled my phone out of my purse and saw that it was getting close to two in the afternoon, which meant I needed to find free Wi-Fi, so I could check if I had any messages. I didn’t have a cell phone number, or a data plan, but if I hopped on Wi-Fi then I could check my private messages and look for more work.

      With a heavy sigh, I walked ten blocks back downtown, and found a coffee shop. I’d have to buy the coffee black, because that was all I could afford, and I felt too guilty using their internet without buying something. One day, I’d have enough money for one of those iced coffees with all the cream and sugar, and syrups. One day, I’d go in and just sit there to relax, or catch up with a friend. Not to stretch the hours, hunting for work.

      Grabbing my coffee and taking a seat, I replied to Johnny about the party tonight.

      Can’t go. It’s a school night.

      I kicked my leg while I manipulated the other browser windows. My bank account was the same as it was earlier this morning. Just enough for rent, and a little left over for food. Nothing more.

      Johnny texted back: Why am I dating someone so lame?

      I smiled, while shaking my head wondering why I was dating someone so immature.

      Because I’m a freak in the sheets.

      He sent back a million emoji’s complete with egg plants, a tongue, and a few others I wasn’t cool enough to decode.

      I liked Johnny, he was a fun way to escape my duties, but anytime they took the forefront; he became a total dick. We both knew we were only in this relationship for the physical release, but every now and then, I considered what it would be like to have a partner who was my teammate. Someone who helped with the burdens, and who wanted me in bed at night, not just to fuck, but to actually talk to.

      I would throw that dream right up there with buying frivolous coffee. I sipped the last drop of caffeine and hustled out of the shop, so I didn’t miss pick up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          GARRETT

        

      

    

    
      For some reason, I actually thought this little backyard barbeque would make me feel better. I’d been stuck in the house for an entire week, the twins were driving me insane… So, when Jason said he wanted me to come, I decided it would be fun.

      My idiot brain went back to nine months ago, back when going to these things were fun… Back when I had help, and back when I had Becca. She would prop one kid on her hip, while I took the other. Sometimes she’d go on the grass on a blanket, while I stuck by the guys, sipping a beer. It was fun.

      Now, I was bogged down by two kiddie back packs, filled to the brim with toys, tablets, and pull ups. After their mother decided that this was too much for her, both our kids reverted back to pissing their pants whenever they fuckin’ felt like it.

      “Garrett, man…” Jason opened his front door for me, eyeing the two three-year old’s in front of him, dipping his brows and narrowing his eyes. Did he think I wasn’t going to bring them?

      I moved in, settling the kids in the living room, and tried to catch sight of my friend. He was already moving around, welcoming other guests. His wife, Larissa, was in the kitchen, probably cooking something that would make my cooking taste like shit. Yet another thing I didn’t need to be reminded of. Becca used to cook, and she was damn good at it.

      “Is that Kassidy and Kellan I hear?”

      The twins perked up, jumping over to hug Larrisa. She was nice enough. Pleasant at parties and game nights, but when it came down to really relying on her, she was all smiles and bullshit. I had been drowning for nine months, and not a single one of my friends offered to help babysit, or to come and spend time with me at my house, so I didn’t have to leave the twins. Especially knowing they had early bedtime’s.

      Larissa stood, giving me a fake smile. “Hey, Garrett, how’s it going?”

      It was a nice enough question, but she didn’t really care. If she did, she’d have maybe brought a meal, or answered her phone when I called asking how to lower their fever when the kids had the flu last winter. She was all talk.

      “Fine.” I shrugged, wishing she’d offer to watch the kids while I snuck off and took a nap.

      “Okay, well there’s food in the kitchen, help yourselves.” She smiled warmly then sauntered off. I had no fucking clue why it hurt so bad to see her leave, or why it dug at me that Sarah and Callie, Becca’s other friends, only managed to give me a brief nod before returning to their conversations.

      She’d left me, and yet our friends didn’t seem to give a single fuck.

      “What am I even doing here?” I muttered out loud, running a hand through my hair. I turned around, dipping down to grab the twins shit, when the two empty spots on the couch had me frozen in place. Where the hell did they go?

      I stood, spinning in a circle, holding onto a small stuffed alligator, looking lost and pathetic.

      “Kass? Kellan?”

      The hallway was empty, same with the kitchen, and no one seemed to care that two three year old’s were missing, or wandering around the property by themselves. I ran out back, ensuring they weren’t near the pool.

      “Garrett, what’s wrong?” Jason called for me, as I dashed past him.

      “The twins are missing!” I yelled over my shoulder, moving through the side yard. Where the fuck had they gone? I loved my kids. I did, but fuck they stressed me out.

      Finally, after checking the stairs that led from the upper level of the house, down to the back yard, I heard someone yell. “Over here!”

      I raced back into the house, back to where this entire thing started and found my two kids, playing blocks with a smiling teenager, who was gently placing the last block on their tower before it fell down and all three of them started laughing.

      I was momentarily stunned that someone was talking to them, playing with them. Everyone had acted like they were essentially invisible ever since Becca left.

      The teenager’s stare tipped upward, and a pair of ocean blue eyes pinned me to the spot. Her smile was slow and measured, as she watched me close the distance. Something behind my chest moved around, sloshing around like water drowning a boat.

      “Hey…”

      She blinked, shattering whatever strange pull had just made me feel that oddity in my chest.

      “Sorry, they found me in the games room. I had no idea who they belonged to, but I had more fun doing this than watching that dumb movie up there.”

      I waved her off. “No worries, just glad they were safe.”

      Kellan pretended to eat the block, like it was a pizza and then handed it to the girl. She gave off some soft, affectionate sound before taking it, took a few imaginary bites and then piled it on top of the other blocks.

      “If you and your wife want to go and mingle, I don’t mind watching them.” The girl’s eyes landed on me again, and instead of wanting to jump up and race off to be with the grown-ups, I was suddenly very interested in spending the time with her and my kids instead.

      “What’s your name?” I asked, adjusting my legs until they matched hers in that criss cross—apple sauce manner…at least, that’s what the kid’s preschool had called it that one time.

      She smiled again, and that’s when I realized her shirt was of an older 90’s band, and her jeans were ripped, while her toes were bare. Her long blonde hair was straight, hanging like a silk sheet down her back. Objectively, she wasn’t just pretty…she was fucking stunning. But, I’d keep that thought to myself, and work on maybe landing a babysitter.

      “I’m Julie.” She smiled, but didn’t ask for my name. I liked that. No flirting, no sultry come hither looks, or wetting of her plump, pink lips. Just smiles at the kids, and keeping a decent distance from me.

      “Well, Julie, you looking for any babysitting jobs?”

      She blushed, ducking her head, and suddenly I felt like shit. Wasn’t sure why, but I still felt it. “Sorry…did I say something wrong?”

      Shaking her head, her face still red, she said, “No, not at all…it’s just, babysitting is usually something a fourteen or fifteen-year-old does. I’m eighteen, and while I am looking for work, sadly babysitting wouldn’t quite pay my bills. Unless it was more of a full-time nannying thing.”

      Kassidy walked over and handed me a block. “Here, daddy.”

      I took it and smiled, giving my attention back to the girl in front of me. My mind was all over the place, curious if I should just ask her if she’d be interested, since she mentioned looking for work, but I didn’t even know her. Would it be crazy if I asked her?

      Kellan walked over and stole the block from Kassidy’s hand, making her cry and grab for it. On instinct, I was about to reach out and stabilize the two, since they had a tendency to topple each other when they fought like that. But, Julie reached out and soothed them both with a soft tone.

      “Here you go, buddy.” She handed a block to Kellan. “It’s the same as sissies.”

      He sniffed, took the block, and then spun until he was sitting in Julie’s lap. I was sure we looked ridiculous, the two of us sitting there while the kids played and a ton of adults swarmed all around us, drinking and having a good time.

      “Would you want that…a full-time nanny position, if it was offered?” I found myself suddenly asking.

      Her eyes jumped to mine so fast that I worried I’d said something wrong.

      “I don’t mean to presume or push, or make you uncomfortable, I just wanted to know if…”

      She shook her head. “No, no…please. I appreciate the offer, and actually, I’d be very interested in interviewing for it.”

      She assumed I had several applicants, how cute.

      “Well, seeing as how you’re the only one to interview, I’d say you have the job if you want it.”

      She perked up again, thoughtlessly toying with my son’s hair while watching me. It made that sloshy feeling reappear again in my chest.

      “I mean…I just need a little more info…” She laughed but smiled encouragingly.

      “Right…well, uh can I check into what I should be offering you, so it’s reasonable, and then call you or something?”

      She laughed with me and smiled warmly. “I’m not looking for an exorbitant amount, or anything…Just, a place to stay, and if you can swing it, twenty-five hundred a month?” She wet her lips, her face burning again as she trailed off.

      A place to stay? Was that normal?

      I thought back to other conversations I’d overheard with my friends, remembering that a live-in nanny was very common, where they just took a room and stayed with the family.

      Fuck, this was different and weird. Was I really this desperate?

      “Well, while I don’t mind those terms at all, and would be willing to pay a thousand a week, I think you should know that I’m a single dad before you agree. That might make things uncomfortable for you.”

      She seemed to think it over, before her eyes bounced to someone behind me.

      “Hey, babe, there you are,” Johnny, Jason’s son said, watching her and flicking his gaze to me briefly.

      She gave him a tight smile; it didn’t reach her eyes. “Hey.”

      “What’s…what’s going on here?”

      Julie carefully moved Kellan until he was standing, and handed him a block before standing up herself. “Nothing, just talking with Mister?”

      “Hueford.” I stood, sticking my hand out. “Garrett Hueford.”

      She shook it lightly before dropping her hand. “Mr. Hueford was asking if I’d be interested in possibly nannying for him.”

      “Oh sweet, you were lookin’ for a spot, so that’d be great. Garrett is great, known him forever.” Johnny smiled up at me.

      Julie seemed to relax marginally at his statement.

      “Well, I better get going.” She pulled out a business card from her purse and handed it to me. “I’d love to discuss this further with you when you have time.”

      Making her way past me, Johnny tugged her hand into his and they left the house. I stared down at the card, while the strangest feeling took over in my stomach. Fluttery, maybe excitement at the prospect of having help finally, but also worry over having a teenager potentially living with me. I was suddenly grateful she hadn’t said yes on the spot.

      I needed a little time to think this whole thing over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          JULIE

        

      

    

    
      That night, falling onto my small, twin mattress actually felt like a relief for once, compared to the usual disappointment. My mind was a busy, whirring mess of tangled thoughts and hopes. I tried not to let the feeling in my chest take off, but it wasn’t any good.

      “Julie?”

      I kept my eyes on the dark ceiling and let out a small exhale. “Yeah, Lay?”

      “Do you think Miss. V will let you stay down here?”

      My sister’s tone was too high, and I knew she worried about me constantly. Our neighbor had a spare room, she had been letting the kids stay there while we got back onto our feet. But, I was staying in her basement, and while I knew I wasn’t really in her way, she had mentioned a time or two that I needed to find a spot to stay that wasn’t covered in dust, or on the freezing cold floor. There was likely mold down here too. Not that she or the landlord would look into it.

      “Of course she will, but guess what, Lay?” I turned towards her, even though she couldn’t see the smile on my face.

      She crumpled into the tiny mattress with me and cuddled under the blankets. “What?”

      “I think I might have found a job…one with a built in place to stay.”

      “Really?” Her tone spiked high, revealing the worry she’d been holding on tightly to.

      I snuggled closer to my younger sister and toyed with the ends of her hair. “Yep, so don’t think another second about it.”

      “Will you still be close enough to see us?”

      “Pshhh.” I leaned back to try and catcher her gaze, the small light from the stairs broke up pieces of the darkness. “Of course…and I’ll still be doing pick up and drop off at school, and helping you with your homework.”

      Her warm body came even closer. “Good, I’ve been worried about you.”

      I rubbed her arm, moving my eyes back up to the water-stained ceiling. “No need, little light, we’ll be okay. Just like I promised.”

      That was if the gorgeous single dad didn’t back out of our tentative deal.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        One Week Later

      

      

      

      There had been no phone call, no email…absolutely nothing from Garrett regarding the nanny position. Honestly, I felt stupid. He truthfully seemed impressed by my skills in handling his twins. Sure, I was young, but I knew what I was doing. He was the one who’d offered to increase the wage, I had merely mentioned I needed a place to stay alongside the job.

      Which was perfectly normal.

      Tons of nannies made it a part of their contract that their accommodation was included in the overall salary package, and I wasn’t even asking for a guest house, or an apartment. I’d be fine with a bedroom. Hell, a freaking half room under the stairs, like Harry Potter, would work fine for me. I just didn’t want to be homeless, and I didn’t want to be an inconvenience to Miss. V.

      Johnny lived with his parents still, so there wasn’t any chance of staying with him, and that about summed up my options for places to stay.

      I was slouching in the uncomfortable wooden chair of the coffee shop, checking my phone and browsing for new work opportunities, when I heard loud, incessant crying from across the café.

      Everyone around me seemed to notice it, as heads swung towards the same corner of the establishment. There, by the window, at a small square table was an exhausted looking Garrett, with two toddlers, ruddy faced and screaming their heads off.

      He looked panicked, as they both swiped their chocolate milks off the table, and slammed their little fists against the surface. He kept reaching for stuffed things and binkies, but the circles under his eyes told me he hadn’t slept, and the stains on his shirt told me he was behind on laundry.

      My brows dipped in confusion as I thought over why the twins weren’t in some sort of preschool or daycare. Then I remembered, most places had a waiting list well over a year long. That was just for one kid, he had two to place…his chances were slim to none at finding two open spots together.

      My chair seemed to move of its own accord, scraping the floor as resolve settled into my core. He hadn’t called, but he looked desperate for someone to step in and help, and I knew I could offer at least the feeling of comradery, so he didn’t feel quite so alone.

      Within a minute I was standing next to him, bending at the waist and hoisting one of the twins into my arms.

      “Hi, sweet girl, are you having a rough day?” My abrupt change seemed to derail her screaming for the moment. Kellan noticed and began reaching for me. I looked over at Garrett and smiled. “Can you pick him up and put him in my arms, so he can sit on this hip?” I dipped my head indicating my left side.

      Garrett looked stunned, but began moving into action as Kellan screamed. Pulling him out of his highchair, he gently held him until I could wrap my arm around his little body and pin him to my hip.

      “Oh my gosh, are we on a rocket ship?” I asked loudly, garnering the looks of everyone in the café, but they were already looking, so I didn’t care. If anything, they were relieved that the kids had stopped screaming.

      I dipped at the knees and pretended to shoot up, making both kids erupt in cute little spurts of laughter.

      “Should we do it again?” I asked, smiling broadly at both kids.

      “Again!”

      Their cute little yells spurred me on a few more times as I bent and lifted, pretending we were in a rocket ship. Garrett finally sat down, ran a hand through his hair, and sipped his coffee. My legs shuddering, I finally sat down too and let the kids waddle around the table.

      “You need to sit in a corner, where they can walk and play on the floor. Most coffee shops don’t set it up toddler friendly, so make it that way.” I lifted my gaze to the spot I had previously been in and jutted my chin. “Come on, I’ll show you.”

      We moved. I grabbed the kids’ hands, while he grabbed all their stuff, following after me.

      In the corner were two small tables with four chairs. I spun the chairs around, creating somewhat of a blockade, and adjusted the table. So the kids had a small play space right next to it, but they were protected from running off without having to go through the chairs I had set up.

      “That’s genius,” Garrett breathed, settling into his chair.

      We sat in silence as the twins played with their blocks. I sipped my black coffee, while Garrett kept sneaking looks in my direction every so often.

      “You can just say what’s on your mind.”

      He ducked his head and gave out a little laugh. “Sorry, it’s just…you seem much older than eighteen.”

      I nodded without taking my eyes off the kids. “Is that why you didn’t call?”

      His wince was mostly covered by his quick sip of coffee, but I still caught it.

      “Sorry about that…I don’t really have a good reason, except that I figured us living together might be weird.”

      I turned to face him. “If that’s the only thing holding you back, then we can work on it. Do you have a garage, or an attic that I can tuck away in? I don’t need much space…it’s just that my current lodgings aren’t going to work much longer. So, I either need to move on and find work elsewhere or make something work here.”

      I lied. There wasn’t a chance in hell that I’d be leaving my siblings, but I would have to possibly start staying at a shelter, which I wasn’t looking forward to. I’d done it when I was fifteen, and vowed to never do it again.

      He seemed to contemplate that for a second, looking back down at his kids before letting out a small huff of breath. “Who am I kidding? I haven’t slept in weeks, I can’t get any work done, and we ran out of clean clothes two days ago.”

      His eyes tipped up, blue sapphire splendors paralyzing me on the spot. “Julie, will you please help us, and come work for me?”

      The fact that he had remembered my name did something to my insides, turning it all to molten lava. I wet my lips, forcing my face to relax, and my stomach to stop clenching. Finding this man hot or sexy, right on the cusp of getting hired, is something an immature eighteen-year-old would do, and I was not one of those. I couldn’t afford to be.

      Smiling, I held out my hand. “When do I start?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          GARRETT

        

      

    

    
      This was a bad idea.

      Obviously, I had considered this during the week I had taken after not calling Julie. I had been tempted, even dialed her at least ten different times. But, in the end, I had decided it wouldn’t be a good idea.

      Yet, here we were.

      She had arrived like Mary Poppins, with just one duffel bag that looked worse for the wear, and a big smile painted on her cherry lips. I’d watched her like I would a celebrity, or hot chick on the big screen; I could look but never touch.

      She was a stunning young woman; anyone could see that. I wasn’t being a pervert for noticing how nice her hair looked, or how pretty her eyes were. It was all objective. If she was somewhere on social media and I had come across her photo, I’d probably stop and stare at her, say a few expletives in my head about how round her tits were, or how perfect her ass was, then move on. But, after a week of her being here, it was getting more and more difficult to separate the idea of her being some fictious person.

      She was real, and alive, and in my space…all the fucking time.

      It was after dinner, and I was loading the dishwasher while I listened to the sounds of laughter coming from upstairs. Julie was bathing the twins, just like she did every night. I could already picture how it looked in my mind. Kellan would have bubbles piled on top of his head, and Kassidy would have them spread on her chin like a beard, and Julie…shit, she was wearing a pair of cut offs, with little frayed pieces flirting with the tops of her golden, toned thighs. Her legs had their own column in my head labeled: off limits. Her ass, chest, and lips were in that column too, because despite the fact that this girl had just barely graduated high school, she fucking turned me on. And that made me hate myself.

      So, I would try and keep my distance while she did the bedtime routine. I’d head up after the kids were in their pajamas, and she’d moved to her room, at the end of the hall. I was tempted to rent an airstream and park it in the driveway, just so that she wasn’t sleeping under the same roof as me. Unfortunately, I just didn’t feel right about it. She seemed so happy when she saw her room. Those sapphire eyes lit up like two silver moons when she saw the massive, king-sized bed that was all set up with white sheets and a down comforter. I had made sure she had matching everything. The way her fingers slowly trailed over the surfaces shouldn’t have caught my attention, or had me wondering about where she’d come from before, but it had.

      I had tried looking her up on social media, but couldn’t find anything, and she didn’t seem to be on her phone much while around the house either. She was usually working, always folding something, dusting, or vacuuming. And the only time she seemed to ever leave the house was in the morning, before nine and in the afternoon around three thirty, otherwise she was at my house.

      I needed to remind her that she wasn’t a full-time maid, just a nanny that would help with a few things around the house here and there. But, as it was, the house was sparkling clean, and for the first time since Becca left, it felt like a home.

      I ignored the tiny twinge in my chest about why it felt that way, and how much more of it was attached to Julie than I wanted to admit.

      “They’re all ready for you, Mr. G!” Julie called from upstairs.

      My jaw pinched shut at the new nickname she’d given me. I hated it. Fucking, loathed when she called me it, but I’d yet to correct her on it.

      On her end, I suppose it was a good enough name that would also work to create boundaries between us. If I was Mr. G, then I couldn’t be anything but an older, dorky dad of two kids, not to mention her boss.

      I jogged upstairs, running past the recently renovated bathroom, and bonus room, until I was padding into the twin’s bedroom. They shared for right now, because it was just easier to keep them in the same spot. They were also codependent as hell, but I didn’t blame them. Their mom taking off really messed with them. I was just grateful they weren’t sleeping in my bed anymore.

      I smiled down at my kids, seeing their hair wet and dressed in clean pajamas was like a warm fuckin’ hug to my heart. It was nice not doing all of this alone, and it was nice to get a chance to see my kids so happy. I read them a story for fifteen minutes, then tucked them in and closed their door, hearing that Julie had started the dishwasher I’d been working on downstairs.

      Curious, I ran down and tried to catch her before she scurried up to her room.

      “I was waiting to start that, so it didn’t take up the rest of the hot water.”

      She jolted, spinning around on her heel. “Geez. You scared me half to death.”

      I skirted around her, trying not to notice how wet her shirt had become after the bath, or how it showed off her midriff and hot pink bra. The swells of her breasts were pushed up by the material, and the tanned skin looked so fucking good against the wet, white t-shirt that I nearly groaned. This wasn’t going to work for long if I had to endure this sort of torture every night.

      It started just a few days after she’d started. She had come out of the shower in just a towel, thinking I was already at work. Her working out in a sports bra and tiny as fuck shorts…small scenarios that had led to lengthy sessions in my shower, where I jerked off, thinking of her.

      She tugged the dishwasher open to end the cycle, pushing a few strands away from her face. “Sorry, didn’t realize you were going to shower.”

      “No, it’s for you…you’re the one who showers every night, figured you were going to tonight as well.”

      She looked at me stunned, as if me knowing anything about her was a shock.

      “What?” I grabbed a rag and began drying the already dry counter.

      Her head shook, her blonde hair shifting out of the loose braid, leaving silky strands of sunshine down her neck. “Nothing…it’s just surprising. I didn’t think you noticed me much, I’ve been trying to keep a low profile and stay out of your way.”

      “No need.” I shifted around her, as though my body was on auto pilot, drawn to her like a moth to a flame. My brain screamed for me to keep my distance, my heart was quiet, as it had been ever since Becca left, but my dick was roaring at me to keep going.

      She turned with me, our arms grazed and her face flushed red. “Well, I don’t mind waiting to take my shower in the morning, if that’s easier?”

      I hated how willing she was to just disappear, how long had she lived that way? Before I could talk myself out of it, I slowly took her hands and held them in front of us, lowering my head until our eyes met. “Julie, you live here too now. It’s your space, and your shit, too. You can take a shower whenever you want to, no pressure, no worries. You aren’t my maid; you don’t have to clean every free moment you have. You can go out with friends, or watch a movie on the couch. Do whatever you want.”

      Her blue eyes focused on mine, as a tiny smile curved along her lips. “Okay.”

      “Okay?” I squeezed her hands, and then let go as soon as I possibly could, before I grabbed a beer and left the room. Shit, I was the one who needed to get out of the house. The one who needed to get a life, and go on a date or something. In fact, maybe that was exactly what I needed to do.

      Later that night, I had gone downstairs for water, and heard something near the front door. There, in the entry way, was Julie in her tall boots, wearing her leather jacket like she was about to leave. But instead, she was making out with Johnny, who’s hand was cupping her ass. They must have seen me because Julie laughed, ducking her head while Johnny smirked at me.

      “Sorry, we’re on our way out. Have a good night, G.” Johnny gave me a two fingered salute, as he pulled on Julie’s hand and hauled her outside.

      For some reason, I stayed staring at the door for much longer than I should have. Some part of me kept thinking she’d come back, but she never did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          JULIE

        

      

    

    
      Three weeks had flown by, and with it came the arrival of my first paycheck. A smile was on my face as I stared down at the zeroes. I realized for the first time in a long time, I didn’t have to face the bank teller with a shameful wince. I had money. Real money. Enough money to save up for a spot of my own. I wasn’t there yet, not even close, but if I stayed at this nannying gig for at least six months, I could easily afford the down payment on an apartment, or even a house.

      Settling the twins into their double stroller, I ensured I had everything packed and ready to go, and then started out down the street. I had already saw Layla and Brody off this morning, ensuring they had cleaned their space at Miss. V’s house, and that they had all their homework done. I hated that I couldn’t be the one to check that every night, or to get them ready in the mornings, but at least they had a place to live. That was all that mattered. They were safe, and we were together…or as together as we could be. Now that I had access to Wi-Fi, it made it easy for them to call me every night, and to ask questions about their homework when they needed it.

      We walked, enjoying the sunshine, heading all the way down First street, then crossing over to Leavenworth, which would take us by the library. I had checked on the website to see the schedule and knew we’d get there in time for Storytime, so I veered the wide stroller towards the massive glass doors and headed in.

      Kellan and Kassidy moved their fingers along with the words to the itsy-bitsy spider song, moving and dancing along with other kids like a dream, before they did the finger-painting art project afterwards. Once finished, we headed across the street to the park and ate lunch, and finally they passed out while I walked the few blocks towards the bank.

      It was all a part of my master plan, to accomplish an errand where they didn’t have the chance to fuss or cause a huge scene. I may have acted unaffected that day in the café when the kids lost their shit, but all alone, and with no parent around to console them? I was terrified of one of them having a meltdown.

      I deposited my check in record time, moved some funds around into my savings, and even inquired about a credit card all while the twins napped. By the time I had finished, the sky had turned an angry cobalt color, with streaks of midnight outlining the massive storm clouds, heavy with rain. The wind had picked up, causing the trees to bend and shudder around us.

      The twins woke up with startling cries, and I didn’t blame them at all, the sky looked murderous. We couldn’t walk back in this. There was no way. We’d just have to stick it out and wait in the bank.

      I turned to go back inside, when one of the associates walked up to the door with a sign, and said. “Sorry, just heard there’s a really dangerous storm heading our way. We’re closing until further notice and taking shelter.”

      Oh fuck.

      “But we don’t have a car, can we shelter in place with you?” The woman must have seen the desperation on my face, but then looked down at the screaming twins and shook her head. “There’s still time, you can make it to the library, or anywhere else, but for the sake of our insurance policy, we can only have staff in here.”

      “Bullshit! I know that’s not true, it’s going to take me fifteen minutes to walk back to the library, and over an hour to make it to their house, do you feel good about that? Look at them, they’re three years old for fucks sake.”

      “Mam,” she started, but I pushed past with the stroller and made my way inside. Fuck her, if she though I’d be endangering these kids in that shit.

      “Mam, you can’t be in here.”

      “Then arrest me. At least then the cops will be forced to take us to jail, and we’ll be out of the storm.”

      She gave me a rude glare, and even went as far as to talk to her co-workers about me, as if their glares would hurt. I focused on the kids and calming them down. I knew they were freaked out, especially as lightning and thunder began to clamor overhead. I decided to build us a little fort with the chairs in the waiting area. I grabbed the massive blanket I’d used for our picnic and threw it over the tops of three chairs, then ducked inside with the twins, who were singing the songs we’d learned in the library. They seemed to calm, but when the storm didn’t look like it was letting up and the power and phone lines went out, I knew I had royally fucked up. I had no way of getting in touch with Garrett, and he was liable to fire me for it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          GARRETT

        

      

    

    
      I jumped out of my truck and ignored the water rushing over my feet. The news said there was a warning out for flash flooding in the area, along with lightning. It was a clusterfuck, and basically, they’d warned everyone to stay in place, and to hunker down until the storm passed. I’d rushed from work and drove straight home to check on Julie and the kids.

      My chest ached as the fear splintering through it, thinking about how scared they must be.

      “Julie?” I yelled, using my key to open the house. I knew she usually kept it locked, but she’d always come and open it for me when she saw me drive up.

      The house was empty, the stroller was gone from the entry way. Then I saw the cute little note on the chalk board hanging above the shoe bin.

      We walked to the library, and the bank, be back soon.

      Fuck, when was that? I pulled at the strands of my hair and went to pull up her number on my cell. Then I realized that every time I had connected with her over the past few weeks, we’d used iMessage, or Facetime, so I could see the kids. I didn’t actually have her number.

      “Fuck.”

      I blew out a breath and decided I’d just have to go looking for them. She had to be somewhere around that area of town. The library was a few blocks from a few different banks, so she’d likely be around there.

      I got back into the truck and as I drove, I watched the side walks with rapt attention, terrified to catch sight of her huddled along a wall somewhere, in the cold with the twins. Fuck, she’d better not be in this fucking storm with them.

      I drove faster than what was acceptable in this weather, but most of the streets had cleared thanks to the storm, so I was in front of the library within minutes. The rain poured, making it almost impossible to see, and water ran along the sidewalks and covered the parking lots, running like a river along the paved spaces.

      I walked to the building and saw that the doors were locked, with a note that said closed. No cars were parked out front, and none were in the staff parking lot. They must have had enough time to close up and get home.

      Shaking my head, I pulled open the door to my truck, and started towards the downtown area. Emergency lights could be seen from a few streets down. The stoplights were out, so for the few cars on the road, there were blinking lights indicating who’s turn it was to go. Cops and emergency responders were out, but thankfully no blockades were up anywhere. There were a few banks along the strip of the downtown area, but I had a feeling she was at the local branch instead of the other two bigger banks.

      Parking the truck, I ran with soaked clothes up to the double doors and saw the closed sign, but inside I saw a few people milling around, holding coffee, and eating food. I walked around the building, where the larger windows exposed more of who was inside, and there along the edge of the room were three armchairs turned around, with the kids red and yellow picnic blanket thrown over the top. My heart leapt inside my goddamn chest.

      They were okay.

      I let out a shuddering breath, needing to see them. Touch them, make sure they weren’t hurt. I couldn’t help how much of that included checking over Julie too.

      I walked back around towards the front of the building. I made enough of a racket until I got someone’s attention, and had them open up for me. I had a feeling whatever Julie was yelling at them helped, because I was sure they had a policy about not opening up the doors during emergencies.

      With soaked shoes, and a sopping shirt, I walked towards Julie, who had stayed put, but stood with her arms crossed over her chest. She looked worried, and the closer I got, I realized I’d do anything to wipe that look off her face. She stirred protective instincts inside me, but they were not fatherly, or brotherly…these were purely carnal. I wanted to grip her by the back of her neck and slam my mouth to hers, strip her bare and…

      “Garrett,” she whispered, her bottom lip wobbling just a little, while her eyes tipped up to meet mine.

      I didn’t even care if it would make things awkward between us. I pulled her to me and crushed her against my chest. Her fingers gripped my t-shirt, while she hiccupped, pushing her face further into my chest.

      “Shhh, it’s okay.” I ran my hand down her back and pressed a light kiss to her ear.

      She shook her head, sniffing and eventually pulling back. “I was so scared, and I know you’re probably so mad at me about all this, but they’re okay.”

      “Jules, stop! It’s okay.” I cupped her jaw and tilted her head back.

      Her sapphire eyes locked onto mine, daring me to kiss her, or do something reckless.  Instead, she smirked and said, “Jules?”

      I laughed, kissing the top of her head. “Yeah, Jules.”

      She slid down to the floor and pushed the blanket back, right as a loud boom sounded over head. I ducked down with her and saw that both kids were asleep, huddled together under a blanket. Safe, warm, and secure. She’d done this for them, she’d kept them safe and made sure they were not worried about the storm slamming into our little town, while they were stuck inside of a bank. I watched as she snuggled up close to the twins and tried to relax.

      I did the same on the other side, sandwiching the twins between us. I knew she was still worried about something, by the way her brows creased, and her lip was caught between her bottom teeth.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Her head rolled right as a bright flash of lighting bled through the windows.

      “Do you have the time?”

      I tugged my cell from my pocket, expecting it to be ruined after how soaked I’d gotten.

      “Just after two.”

      She shook her head back and forth. “The school probably still has them…right? It came so fast, we barely had time to get back inside, before they tried to lock us out. They had to have kept the kids in school.”

      It was my turn to have my brows crease. “What school? Why are you worried about the schools and kids?”

      Her eyes watered as that lip stayed crushed between her teeth. “My siblings…I am supposed to walk and pick them up around three thirty…but I have no idea if they called and asked parents to pick up the kids. I keep checking my phone, but I think the Wi-Fi is out.”

      “You don’t have a regular cellular plan?” I didn’t miss the way her face flushed red.

      She shook her head. “I was going to walk to the phone store after I picked them up today and see if I could get a sim card.”

      “You mean, you don’t have an actual cell phone number?” I shook my head in disbelief.

      “I haven’t had the money or credit to get one of those…so no.”

      I scoffed, adjusting my back on the rock-hard floor. I wasn’t twenty anymore, this shit hurt. “Well, I’m sure they called your parents.”

      It was quiet between us for a few seconds, and when I saw her worry lines hadn’t lessened, I let out a sigh.

      “What’s the school’s name?”

      Her eyes shot to mine in a quick rush. “What?”

      “Name?”

      “Buff Elementary.”

      I pulled up the info on Google and placed a call. The receptionist answered after a few rings. “Hello, I haven’t heard anything about today’s schedule with the rain. I was just wondering if pick up is as usual, or if kids have already been released?”

      She asked a few questions, which ended up just making me hand the phone over to Julie. Turns out, they don’t just tell random strangers that information over the phone. I suppose that was a good thing.

      Julie bit her nail, while lying on her back. “Okay, so they’re still in school? Brody and Layla Severo, second and fifth.”

      Interesting. I had no idea she had younger siblings.

      “Okay, thank you. Yes, I’ll be there to pick them up at three thirty then, thank you.”

      She handed the phone back over, letting out a small sigh. “Thank you so much, I’ve been worried sick.”

      “No problem.”

      I wanted to ask more questions, but I didn’t want to make her feel uncomfortable.

      We waited for another thirty minutes before we finally got the green light that the storm had moved on. I picked up Kellan, while Julie grabbed Kassidy, and together we headed outside, towards my truck.

      This was the first time Julie had gotten into my truck, and having her in my space, in a seat that was once reserved for the woman who decided having twins and being married was just too much for her, it was an odd sensation. Sort of like finding something you didn’t know you’d lost, or didn’t know you needed.

      “Hungry?” I tried to divert my thoughts away from Julie, and how good she looked in just a simple pair of ripped jeans and an oversized T-shirt. It didn’t even look like it was her size, but none of her clothes really seemed to fit her properly. It must be a look, or her style, or something.

      She pursed her lips, glancing at the time on the dash briefly before saying, “I’m okay, but if you want something, feel free.”

      I kept quiet, heading back towards the house. If she wasn’t hungry then I didn’t need to spend anymore time in these clothes than necessary. They’d dried for the most part, but my feet were still soaked.

      Once I parked in the drive, I looked behind me and saw that the kids were asleep, so I decided to maybe treat this like a tiny, small, doesn’t mean anything at all, date.

      “So…you live here long, or did you move from…”

      “Is there any way, you’d be okay if I took off for about an hour?” she spoke at the same time as me, ducking her head as she realized we were talking over each other.

      “Sure, of course you can.”

      “I can help get them inside first, if you want.” She had that same look her face that she did when she was under the chair fort, worried about her siblings.

      “Do you need to pick up your siblings?” It was close to three thirty, so I was curious if that was it. I assumed her boyfriend would help her if she really needed a ride.

      She opened her door, slid down and held her hand up on the frame, her left foot already angled to the side, like she was ready to bolt. “Yeah, I was just going to run over there real quick.”

      So, that was a no to Johnny taking her.

      “Buff Elementary is over a mile away, you can’t just run there really quick.”

      She gave me a cute as fuck wink and grabbed her bag. “I run a fast mile, Garrett, don’t worry.”

      She was two seconds away from swinging the door closed, when I leaned over the console and grabbed the strap of her bag.

      “Just hop back in, I’ll take you.”

      Her face faltered, those piercing blue eyes searching my face for what she probably expected was a lie.

      “Seriously, get in.”

      “I can’t ask you to—”

      “You didn’t.” I turned the ignition over, and waited. “It’s no trouble.”

      Reluctantly, she threw her perfectly round ass back into the seat, and I started reversing.

      “You do this every day, don’t you?” I thought back through the last few weeks. She was always taking time off around this time, but she was always walking. She didn’t have a car, and I didn’t want to assume anything. For all I knew, she was meeting up with her boyfriend, Johnny.

      She merely nodded, watching the road with me.

      “Where’s your parents?”

      Her exasperated sigh told me she didn’t want to talk about it.

      “Okay, fine, don’t tell me about them, but how come Johnny isn’t taking you? I know for a fact he has the day off because he works for me.”

      She bit her lip, then let out another sigh. “We broke up weeks ago.”

      Stop the goddamn bus. They had?

      I drove the rest of the way in a haze, unsure of what to do with the information that she was now single. I wanted to know why she was single, and what had happened? Did she dump him? I bet she did, that idiot couldn’t please a girl like her.

      Within minutes we were pulling up to the school, and she was hopping out before I could even say anything. There were cars and kids everywhere, and behind the chain linked fence, standing with a teacher, were two kids.

      Julie ran up to them, throwing her arms around them both, likely apologizing for being late. The younger boy swiped under his eyes a few times. If she’d walked, she would have been incredibly late. As it was, they likely had only just let the kids go, since there were still so many around.

      She had a hand on each shoulder as she walked up to the truck, the girl looked like she might be older, maybe ten or eleven, but the boy looked like he was only six or seven.

      Julie opened the back door first and encouraged the younger one inside. “Brody, take a seat between those two car seats, just be sure you buckle.”

      Once he was settled, that left the older girl awkwardly eyeing me as if I were going to jump out and snatch her. Julie seemed to notice this, and jumped in first, sliding all the way across the bench, until she was sitting right next to me, her arm brushing against mine.

      The girl got in, shut the door, and slowly reached for the buckle.

      “Layla, Brody, this is Garrett, my boss. The one I have been telling you about.”

      “The nice one?” the kid asked from the backseat.

      “Yep.” Julie ducked her head, and I checked before pulling away from the curb that she was blushing.

      “Where to?” I asked, but something in my gut felt weird about this situation. If I had to guess, I’d say Julie was their caretaker, but she wasn’t fessing up. I wondered if she was worried that she’d get in trouble, or if the state would get involved.

      “Can we go with you, Julie? Miss. V has been cranky since you moved out. She says no one cleans up after us anymore.”

      “Ironic since she was so hellbent on you not staying there,” Layla chimed in from her spot, looking out the window.

      Julie’s face flamed red as she looked over at Layla, then in the rear-view mirror to see Brody.

      “Not this time. Garrett needs to get the kids back home soon. They’ll be waking up any minute…so you’ll have to go and—”

      “But I hate it without you there. It feels empty, like it did when Mom left,” Brody whined, sniffing, and my heart did a flip. I had no idea what the fuck was happening in my chest, or my gut, but it was screaming at me to protect these kids.

      “How about we swing by and grab your stuff, and then you can sleep over with your big sister tonight? She has a big room, and you haven’t even seen it yet.”

      “Yes!” Brody yelled from the back, while Layla murmured, “For real?”

      Julie’s head whipped in my direction so fast, I was sure I’d heard her neck crack. “No, that won’t be necessary. We don’t want to impose on Mr. Hueford.”

      She used my last name. Shit, she must be mad. It was my turn to feel my face heat.

      “Look, it’s no trouble at all.”

      “No, thank you. They’ll be just fine until I can walk back over after dinner.”

      That wasn’t happening, and she’d slipped up by telling me she was going over to Johnny’s these past few weeks, making me feel like a goddamn teenager, all jealous and angry. It made me feel like an idiot.

      All this time, it was them I had been jealous of?  Fuck. Some nights I’d envisioned her and Johnny having sex, and I’d get so angry at the mere idea of it that I’d started working out, purposely staying up until I knew she was home safe.

      I drove to the address Julie gave me, to some dilapidated, run-down building. It had four town houses attached, but the roof was old, the steps shoddy and crumbling, and the doors were all worn down and weathered.

      That wasn’t what caught my attention though, it was the two men who were unloading items from the house into a large moving truck.

      Julie scrambled out of the truck after Layla, her brows pinched into an angry line, and the worry stamped across her face made me feel like I’d been punched in the gut.

      I put the truck in park and watched through the window as Julie marched up to the woman perched in the doorway.

      “That the lady who takes care of you?” I leaned forward but aimed my question at Brody.

      “Yeah, she was our next-door neighbor. She let us stay with her when our mom stopped paying the rent and took off.”

      “So, is it just you guys? Where’s your dad?” Julie shook her head back and forth while Layla threw her hands out to the side, like they were both arguing with the older woman.

      “We never met him,” Brody said, shifting in his seat, so he could see better. Kassidy and Kellan started to stir, and Brody started making faces at them, making them laugh.

      I continued watching as Julie put her hands up, almost like she was begging the woman, and that was the last straw.

      “Brody, will you watch the twins? I’m going to make sure everything is okay with your sisters.”

      I climbed out of the truck and immediately heard Julie pleading with this Miss. V person.

      “If you could just give me another month, just one month, and I’ll have enough to put down on a spot for us,” Julie said, shifting to avoid the man loading the truck.

      “I told you, it doesn’t matter. The owner is selling, what can I do?” The woman in the door shrugged her shoulders.

      “He gave you at least thirty days’ notice, so you can at least give me a week to find somewhere,” Julie begged, but Layla just walked over to the large moving truck, grabbed a duffle bag and then headed back to where I had parked.

      Walking up until I was at Julie’s back, I pressed my palm there and gave the woman a nod. “Let’s go Julie, we’ll figure this out.”

      She shook her head, spinning on her heel as tears welled in her eyes. “No, I can’t let this interfere with my job. I’ll figure it out.”

      In that moment, I couldn’t help it. I didn’t just want her physically, I wanted her permanently. I wanted to wake up to that tiny freckle in the corner of her mouth, the dimple that popped when she smiled, and the way her eyes lit up when she got excited.

      Cupping her jaw, I titled her head back. “This won’t impact it, I swear. These kids are your family, and you’re mine. Get their things and load up the truck.”

      “But…” she started, but I brushed my thumb over her bottom lip to silence her.

      As I turned back towards the truck, I willed my heart to slow down. It was pounding against my chest, warning me not to fall for her, not to let her get too close. I placed my palm there, realizing it was already too late, I was already gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          JULIE

        

      

    

    
      My insides felt like they were made of melted butter. Things were too slippery to hold on to, too warm, too hot. It was too much.

      I tried to ignore every brush of Garrett’s arm against mine as we drove back to his house. But, because I was sitting so close to him, it was impossible not to feel the heat from his arm, or the way he drove with only his left hand, leaving his right on his knee, which was dangerously close to mine.

      I knew that if he thought I’d not welcome it, he wouldn’t do it…but there were too many moments between us over the past month for him not to know that I wanted him. I thought back to how his thumb traced over my bottom lip, and how he said I was his.

      It made the hot buttery feeling return in full force. I had no idea what to do, or what my siblings would do, but I didn’t want to take advantage of Garrett, or his massive house. I would, however, take the rest of the night and stop worrying. Tonight, my siblings would be safe, and we’d be taken care of. Who knows what would have happened, if I hadn’t had found this job. Where we would have ended up? The thought of it terrified me.

      Suddenly, there was a light touch to my kneecap, and I glanced down, seeing Garrett’s massive palm resting against my leg. He added a little bit of pressure, right before he turned onto his street, and parked the truck.

      God, I wanted more than just that touch. I wanted more from him period. But I wasn’t going to put myself in a position where I could get hurt, or be considered the fling who got tossed away the second something real and substantial walked in. I had no delusions that a man like Garrett would ever be satisfied with an eighteen-year-old high school drop out.

      Once the kids piled inside, and we settled the twins and kids with food, we easily got caught up in the evenings tasks; dinner clean up, finding sleeping bags for Layla and Brody, and setting them up in the extra guest room that Garrett had previously piled his gym equipment into. He had begun physically moving everything, piece by piece, without me even having to ask.

      I did, however, agree to help him.

      We were moving in stilted silence around the smaller room, gathering his exercise equipment when I braved speaking up.

      “Thanks for doing this, I seriously can’t explain how much it means to us.”

      He was in the middle of moving a heavy ball, his arms flexing, when he said, “It’s no trouble. I work out at the gym anyway, this stuff just collects dust. Besides, we’ll need to start getting this room cleaned up for them anyway.”

      I paused, holding the back and wrist brace to my chest. “What?”

      He looked like a little kid, caught peeking at his crush, with the tips of his ears turning red alongside the smooth skin of his muscular neck.

      He shrugged. “They’re your family, Jules. There’s more than enough space here for all of you.”

      I dropped everything in my arms and turned towards him. “What do you mean by that? And what did you mean earlier?”

      His movements paused and his head tipped up, those blue eyes seeing too much and not enough, all at once.

      “Did you mean that I’m your family…or?” I flushed, not quite brave enough to say it out loud.

      His hips twisted and his chest heaved as he stepped towards me.

      “Or?”

      I stepped back. “Or, did you mean something else?”

      “I said you were mine.”

      I nodded… “But your family, or did that mean something else?”

      His steps drew even closer. “Did you want it to mean something else?”

      Oh God. Yes, but I was too embarrassed to admit it. I swallowed, cowering back into the wall.

      “I…”

      “Because I meant more…” His palm slapped the space above my head, caging me in.

      “In what way?” I squeaked, trying not to feel completely dwarfed by this man. Thick, corded muscles wrapped around his forearms, and bulged from underneath the thin tank he wore.

      “I meant, in the everything and more kind of way…” His lips slung to the side in a flirtatious way, and I decided I’d just fucking go with it because my heart couldn’t withstand much more. I stood on my tiptoes and allowed my nose to meet his chin, my eyes met his, and we stared.

      He breathed, his gaze dropping to my mouth and that was it.

      A spark, lighting the lake of kerosine that had been slowly filling between us. His free hand came to my hip, bringing me flush against him, at the exact same moment his lips crashed into mine.

      I didn’t have time to think of anything except placing my hands on his shoulders and leaning into the kiss. Within seconds, he groaned and grabbed behind my thighs, lifting me off the ground and pushing me into the wall.

      “I think of you when I’m in the shower,” he whispered, marking my neck as I caught my breath and watched the ceiling.

      “Yeah? What sort of things?” I dragged my nails along the nape of his neck and down his back, emanating another groan from him.

      “Filthy things, Julie. Things that involve you naked, on your knees, in the shower with me, sucking my cock. Things where you’re on top of me, riding me until you’re screaming my name.”

      It was my turn to moan, while thrusting my hips forward into his stomach, his rigid erection was already lying flat against his lower abdomen, which spoke volumes about his size. I suddenly sucked in a sharp breath as I moved my lips to his neck. “I think those things too, while my fingers are buried in between my legs.”

      He moaned, spurring me on to give him more.

      “I think of you inside me, and—”

      He dropped me, making my legs falter, and my hand go out to grip the wall. He stalked over to the door, flipped the lock and then pulled out his cock, rubbing up and down the long length of it.

      “Here’s what’s going to happen,” he rasped, lowering the light, so it was just a dim glow above us. “You’re going to strip, so I can see every inch of that fucking skin that makes me so insane, and then I’m going to fuck you against the wall. Tonight, you’ll be in my bed, and we’re going to explore some of the creative thoughts we’ve both been conjuring up.”

      I wet my lips, stepping out of my jeans and tugging my shirt over my head. “Okay.”

      He practically growled as he returned to me, planting his knees into the carpet. His head tipped back, his eyes watching mine as he roughly tugged the fabric of my underwear down my legs. Then he pushed my hips back against the wall and spread my center.

      “Look at this…fucking perfect, and smooth. Jesus Christ.”

      I inhaled a quick breath before he stole it completely by spearing my center with his hot tongue. In slow, measured circles he moved the tip of his tongue around my clit, and then swept through my folds.

      Moaning, and breathing in a shuddering breath, I rocked into the sensation. No one had ever touched me like this. No one had ever owned me like this. All I knew was that I needed more.

      “Yeah, that’s it, Jules. I want you to come while you ride my face. I want to taste your orgasm on my tongue.”

      That only encouraged me to move harder and faster against him, as his tongue went deeper and deeper until I exploded into tiny pieces, moaning so loud that he had to stand briskly and place his mouth over mine to silence me.

      Within seconds, he was lifting me, and pushing inside.

      “Fuck. How are you so tight?” he groaned into my skin.

      “Only one partner, and he’s not as big as you,” I confessed in between gasps.

      He stretched me, and let me adjust to his length just long enough to pull out and then slam back into me, hard and rough.

      “Oh my God. Yes, do that again,” I moaned.

      He repeated himself, unseating his throbbing cock, only to slam it back in again. Then we’d found a groove, and he stayed inside me while fucking me against the wall. He moved slow and purposeful, as his hips rotated and his length hit the perfect place inside me once, twice, and by the third time, I was coming again. By the way he quickened his thrusts, and then let out a steady string of curse words, he came too.

      Our breathing intermingled, as he slowly pulled me away from the wall. Instead of dropping me, he walked over to the couch and slumped into it, pinning his forehead to mine.

      “Was that okay? Are you okay?”

      I smiled, gently running my hands through his hair. “That was perfect.”

      “Then you won’t mind if we do it again tonight?”

      I laughed and pressed a sweet kiss to his neck.

      “No, I insist on it. I want everything from you, everything and more.”
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          ERIK

        

      

    

    
      Life in the Air Force wasn’t what I thought it would be. I thought I would be flying jets and taking out the bad guys. Be a hero for my country.

      Instead, I wasn’t found fit to fly, so they put me behind a camera, and the rest was history. I served in the United States Air Force as a fucking photographer.

      However, there were worse jobs than serving as the Raptor Demonstration Team’s public affairs officer. I got to travel with a show team and did outreach for over 10 million fans on the F-22 Raptor every year. Photography, videography, and editing were probably the second most important job on the team.

      I should be fluffing my tail feathers and peacocking around about what I got to do.

      Unfortunately, my dad was a pilot, and it would kill him to know I was nothing more than a picture-taker. Which was why I hadn’t even told him yet. When he asked, I told him I was training on the Falcon, which eased his curiosity.

      It would be another couple of years before I flew solo, so the lie worked. But now that I was finding success as the Raptor photographer, I wanted to tell them the truth. I wanted to brag about what I had accomplished.

      Dad followed the Raptor on social media, but he had no idea that the pictures he raved about were taken by me, his only son. Instead, I just told him I hadn’t seen the photos because I’d been studying so much.

      Fucking idiot.

      The lie couldn’t last forever, and I knew that when it started. But it was ending quicker than I expected. I had to go home for my sister’s wedding in two weeks, and lying to my family would be impossible.

      “Earth to Jameson.” I heard my last name being sung by my friend, Ivy. She had been helping me with the public relations for the Raptor and was now dating the pilot.

      Just a few months ago, I was hoping I had a chance with her, but Major Thomas and Ivy made it clear they belonged to each other. I did get Ivy as a great friend out of the whole ordeal, and Ivy’s friend Khloe hangs out with us as well.

      Our group spent a lot of time at the beach together, where we were lying now.

      “What?” I mumbled and turned my head that was resting in the sand.

      “I asked you a question.” Ivy huffed.

      “Sorry.” I shrugged, not really caring. “I was lost in my thoughts. What’s up?”

      “I asked if you were excited to head home to see your family.”

      Fucking hell. Did she have a window into my brain?

      “No,” I mumbled again, wanting her to drop it.

      “What? Why? Didn’t you tell me you were close with your parents and sister?”

      Did I tell her that?

      Probably.

      We had spent a lot of time bullshitting as we watched the air shows together, and I did most of the talking, so I probably did tell her that.

      Because it was supposed to be the truth.

      More truth? Might as well.

      “They think I’m a pilot, so going home a photographer is going to be a shit show.”

      Every person with us sat straight up and looked at me—Ivy, my boss Major Thomas, my partner in crime in PR Second Lieutenant Allison Darr, her husband John, and Khloe. I only glanced just long enough to see their mouths drop open and shock on their faces before I closed my eyes behind my sunglasses and acted as though I was more worried about soaking up the sun.

      “Erik, you idiot, why did you tell them that?” Ivy protested.

      “Chill, Ivy. It isn’t your problem. It’s probably not something you would even understand.”

      “Well, help me understand.” Her voice softened in an attempt to show me she really did care.

      I took several breaths before deciding that this group was the closest friends I had ever had, and if I could talk to anyone, it was them.

      “I’m the only boy in my family and the youngest. I joined the Air Force because my dad wanted me to be a pilot. Mom wanted me to get married. I haven’t done either. I talk with them once a week, lie to make them happy, and this will be my first time heading home in a while. So yeah, I’m not looking forward to going back solo with my camera around my neck.”

      Everyone was quiet as they took in what I had said. I was sure there was a mix of pity and chagrin in their thoughts, but they didn’t say as much.

      Instead, Major Thomas, who I referred to as Ian when we weren’t at work, spoke up. “Wanna borrow my wings?”

      I sat up and laughed. That was actually a felony in some instances and definitely against the Uniform Code of Military Justice. “Then one day, when they figure me out, I will have to explain that poor choice.”

      Ian shrugged and laid back down as he said, “Offer stands.”

      As if they heard me from afar, my phone started ringing, and I looked down to see my ‘Mom’ on the caller ID. She never took a declined call well and would probably keep trying, so I took a deep breath in and answered.

      “Hey, Mom!”

      “Erik, honey! We are finishing the seating charts for the wedding and needed to make sure you were bringing someone.”

      I cringed because this was her way of telling me I better be bringing someone.

      “I’m not sure, Mom. It may just be me.” It would definitely just be me.

      “No, Erik. You need to bring whoever you are seeing. We need to meet her, and this is the perfect time. So no excuses.”

      “Mom, it’s not that easy. Everyone has a life. Maybe she can’t come.”

      “It’s easy if you are her life.” I rolled my eyes at her motherly logic. That even if I was seeing someone, they would be willing to travel across the country and meet my family and leave their job just for the sake of it.

      And I started to tell her just that. That this wedding was important to me, but might not be to everyone else, and bringing a date wasn’t necessary.

      But as I opened my mouth, a soft hand touched my shoulder, and a mouth got close to the ear I didn’t have a phone to.

      “I would love to go, baby. I can’t wait to meet your family.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          KHLOE

        

      

    

    
      If anyone understood what Erik was going through, it was me.

      I had moved to Norfolk from my small town in West Virginia for my job. My parents were supportive, but being the stereotypical small-town people, they wanted me to settle down and make babies.

      Don’t get me wrong, I wanted to find someone to spend forever with, but that hadn’t happened, and my mother reminded me every day that I wasn’t getting any younger. I had a hard time telling her that I was a little promiscuous and had sex for the fun of it, so I lied and told her I had met someone, but I didn’t want to jinx it by talking about it yet.

      So when I saddled up to Erik and spoke into his ear, loud enough his mother could hear me, I was running on instinct as a friend. We didn’t know each other that well, just through our mutual friends, but I felt a kinship to him. And I figured even if I didn’t go with him, his mom would lay off his back knowing that his “girl” wanted to be with him.

      Erik ended the call with his mom right after I spoke, and I leaned back onto my own towel. Everyone was watching us, watching me, wondering why the hell I just did that. But I didn’t want to discuss it. No one else knew I struggled with my own parental expectations.

      “Now what happens when you don’t show up?” Ivy asked me.

      I just shrugged.

      “But you could go,” Allison added.

      I stayed still for that comment.

      “Actually, that is a good plan,” Ian added.

      I squeezed my eyes tight, waiting for them to get over it and move on.

      “A weekend away and a little ruse between friends could be fun.” Allison’s husband, John, suggested. He didn’t speak much, so when I heard his voice, I peeked up to glance in his direction.

      But he was standing behind Erik, so when I opened my eyes, all I saw was Erik sitting up on his towel next to me, his forearms resting on his knees, and his look of confusion focused on me.

      “I can spare a weekend if you want me to go,” I told him. “Stop looking at me like that.”

      “You’d do that?” he asked.

      Would I?

      Yes, I guess I would since I started this whole thing. I sat up and mimicked his position, placing my hands on my knees, glaring back at him.

      “Why not? Like John said, a ruse between friends could be fun.” Plus, I could send a few pictures of us to my mom and make her happy as well, I thought to myself.

      “They’re gonna find out you’re not flying,” Ian told Erik, “but Khloe can soften the blow by being your enamored girlfriend.”

      Enamored? Could I act that well?

      Don’t get me wrong, Erik Jameson was a twelve out of ten. But he was also a meathead of sorts. He constantly talked about his bench press number and how he gelled his hair to perfection. I didn’t need any more cocky men in my life who worried more about themselves.

      Those kinds of guys used a woman’s body to get themselves off and just assumed she had a good time too. Fuck that. I was almost thirty years old. I no longer wanted to waste my time with self-centered men.

      However, as a friend, I could be Erik’s date. Just because I didn’t want to sleep with him didn’t mean I couldn’t help him out as a friend.

      “Let’s do it,” Erik said beside me, ignoring everyone else’s commentary as they spoke around us. “I’ll get you a ticket.”

      I nodded and smiled, okay with him footing the bill for my flight. “Text me the details, and I’ll get something to wear.”

      Erik’s smile was huge, and I could sense relief coming from his pores.

      Ian was right, Erik had to tell his parents about not being a pilot, but they never had to know he was still single and alone. His dad would be disappointed and probably pissed at him for lying as well. But his mom, the one who probably mattered the most, would be excited.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          ERIK

        

      

    

    
      After a couple of weeks of barely even seeing Khloe, we agreed to meet at the airport two hours ahead of our flight. For the most part, we checked in quietly and waited while we had a drink at the bar.

      It wasn’t until we were buckled into our seats that Khloe finally spoke about what we were doing.

      “So, what’s the plan?”

      I laughed and nudged her with my shoulder. “This is your plan, remember?”

      “I mean, how did we meet? What do I do for a living?”

      I looked at her with concern, but I had a grin the size of Alaska across my face. She was both adorable and funny, so I really thought she was joking. But as I waited for her to laugh with me, I realized she was serious.

      “Um, I just figured you were Khloe Davis, a public relations representative in Norfolk, and we met through mutual friends.”

      I was nodding, and she started nodding with me, so I let the rest sink in on its own.

      “That is actually true,” she finally said.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. Khloe and I had only known each other for a couple of months, but I knew she was smarter than what she was showing me now. Although I will say, she was more endearing than ever as she processed our plan.

      “Hey,” I grabbed her hand, and I realized she was shaking. “Don’t be nervous. Let’s be honest. Let’s tell them the truth about who we are and how we met.”

      With my hand wrapped around hers and leaning closer to her to calm her a little, she was able to process what I was saying and laughed out loud.

      “Oh my God, Erik.” She squeezed my hand tighter while she laughed at herself. “I’m an idiot. Not sure why this plan needed to involve aliases.”

      “Nah. Just be yourself, and everything will be fine.”

      “What about how long we have been together?”

      I shrugged and knew we might need to fib on that part. “A year?”

      She nodded again in agreement.

      Throughout the flight, we got to know each other better. Little things about one another that we might need to know to sell our yearlong relationship. We tried to be as truthful as possible, so by the time we landed, I felt like I really did get to know Khloe on a deeper level.

      She, too, had parental expectations to date and get married. She even mentioned sending her mom a picture of us, and I agreed that was a good idea. Why not appease two moms with one pic?

      Meanwhile, I told her about my dad being an Air Force pilot and always wanting that for me. He pushed me to join the Air Force, and I didn’t regret it, but sometimes, I felt like I wanted to be someone else. A gym instructor? A personal trainer?

      Hell, I even thought about how much more money I could make doing PR for the private sector, like what Khloe was doing. My heart was into fitness, but my bank account knew what it was capable of. I could easily transition to private PR and work on owning a gym one day.

      “So it’s not just being into yourself,” she teased. “You really find fitness a passion?”

      I laughed because talking about being in the gym did make me seem egotistical, but I really was passionate about it. “The endorphins, the high, the power. It is almost an addiction but not just for the sake of being good looking and vain. I want to share with everyone how powerful our bodies can be if we just take care of them.”

      Khloe looked on as I spoke, seemingly soaking in my words and looking at me in a different light. Did I do that to everyone? Did I come across as someone I wasn’t because of what I chose to talk about?

      I stopped midsentence, self-conscious of how I sounded even though Khloe seemed enraptured by my words. But before she could say anything, the pilot piped up that we were close to landing.

      We let the conversation go and made work of preparing for landing, but inside, I told myself that I was safe with Khloe. She saw that it was more than a cocky hobby—it was a passion—and even though I felt self-conscious all of a sudden, she got me, and it was okay to be who I was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          KHLOE

        

      

    

    
      I misjudged Erik.

      In our circle of friends, he came across as the cocky meathead of the group, but I had never seen someone so passionate about something as he was while explaining his love of being in the gym.

      We had that in common, I guess, because I loved being in the gym and keeping myself fit. Just not to the level he felt it. I wanted to tell him that, but when the pilot spoke, it broke our bubble, and I realized it didn’t actually matter.

      Erik and I were just pretending for the weekend, which didn’t involve a connection. It didn’t matter what we had in common or how much we understood one another because it was all fake and temporary.

      Luckily, Erik had booked a room at the hotel where the wedding was taking place, so we could take an Uber straight there and avoid seeing his family first. The only downfall was there were no other rooms available, so we had to share his. He assured me there were two queen beds, though, and I could have first dibs at the bathroom.

      I was an adult, though. I could handle rooming with a man for a weekend. Especially a friend. But I was definitely taking him up first to the bathroom. I needed to freshen up and get ready for dinner that evening, where I would meet his entire family.

      “Um, Khloe?” Erik said after he opened the door to our room. It was a standard hotel room with a bathroom to the left and a small refrigerator and vanity. There was a small dinette next to the window, and the place looked clean and tidy. The one glaringly obvious thing was the lack of two beds, and I was sure that was the first thing Erik saw as well.

      “It’s okay,” I assured him. “We can share. Don’t worry about anything, Erik. This is going to be stressful enough. I am adult enough to share a bed with a sexy man and not stress about it.”

      He bit his lip with a bit of concern but set our bags on the dresser while I raced to the restroom.

      I couldn’t wait to cleanse the airport off my body, so I started the shower and made quick work of scrubbing my body. I washed my hair, and in the timeframe Erik gave me, I knew I had plenty of time to dry and style it before we had to be downstairs.

      When I exited the bathroom, I felt refreshed and calm, wrapped in a robe and a towel around my hair. I saw that Erik had already hung our attire in the open hotel closet, and I smiled, thankful he thought to grab mine as well. It needed time to flow and air out before I put on the red dress I had picked out for dinner.

      I turned the corner to thank him but was caught short of seeing him lying across the bed sideways. His shirt was off, and his jeans were hung low, exposing a sliver of his boxers. His arms were tucked under his head, and the position made every muscle in his back flex.

      As friends, we spent a lot of time at the beach, and I had seen Erik’s back countless times. But this was different, and I felt a desire pool in my belly at seeing him so at ease. His breathing was even, and his eyes were closed, so I knew he had fallen asleep.

      I quietly grabbed my things and tiptoed back to the bathroom to dry my hair and apply my makeup. When I was done, I walked back into the room and decided I needed to wake Erik up so he could take a turn in the bathroom.

      “Hey,” I said softly, placing my hand on his hard shoulder and shaking. “You need to wake up, sleepyhead.”

      He didn’t open his eyes, but a smile played on his lips at my words. “Sleepyhead?”

      “Well, you’re asleep, and you have a big head.” I joked.

      His laughter was loud, and his eyes popped open to look up at me. I thought it was funny, and he was smiling too, except when his eyes fell on me, his smile wiped away, and he sat up quickly.

      “Holy shit,” he breathed

      “What?” I stood and looked around, worried about what he saw.

      He cleared his throat and stood, looking embarrassed all of a sudden. “Nothing. I guess I just didn’t realize how long I had been asleep. You’re pretty much ready to go. I need to catch up.”

      He disappeared into the bathroom without looking at me, and I heard the shower start. The alone time in the room allowed me to slip my dress on and retouch my makeup.

      By the time Erik came out of the bathroom, I was dressed and ready. He came around the corner from the bathroom, and I couldn’t keep my tongue from dropping from my mouth.

      “Holy shit.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          ERIK

        

      

    

    
      Khloe repeated my own words when she looked at me, and since I invented that saying in this room, I knew what she meant by them.

      I took one look at her and spent the first five minutes of my shower jerking myself off so I didn’t embarrass myself later. Khloe was attractive, and I always saw that in her, but seeing her done up for a night out with me was next level.

      Just looking at her made me feel special.

      And the way she was looking at me made me feel like a king.

      I wore a tailored blue suit, white shirt, and skinny blue tie that made me feel good and put together. But I paled in comparison to Khloe in her strappy red dress with her back on full display.

      Her light brown hair, the same color as mine, was in a high ponytail but styled in a way that made it hang in waves down her back. Her makeup was light but effective, with red lips that matched her dress and eyes darkened to make her look ominous and exotic.

      We took a moment to stare at one another, taking each other in with appreciation. In a moment that should have been embarrassing, it wasn’t. The air was charged with something else, and it felt right staring at one another.

      I finally let out a snort and looked down at my feet before pulling my eyes back up to her.

      “Ready?”

      She nodded and headed toward me. Instinctively, I grabbed her hand and held it as I led us from the room and toward the elevator. I held tight the entire time, telling myself it was all for the ruse. I knew deep down that no one was seeing us. It wasn’t time to act like we were in love yet, so holding her hand was extra. Something that just felt right.

      “Here we go,” I breathed as the elevator opened and we stepped into the lobby. Khloe squeezed my hand, a reminder that everything would be okay, and we stepped off the elevator together.

      “Erik!” I glanced toward the lobby where my mom greeted people as they headed into the dining room.

      “Mom!” Despite deceiving her with Khloe, I was excited to see her. It had been way too long since I had hugged my mom.

      Dropping Khloe’s hand, I scooped my mom up and twirled her around before my dad joined us and saluted me like the military man he would always be.

      Grabbing Khloe’s hand again, I pulled her back into our circle and introduced her to my parents.

      “Mom, Dad? This is Khloe Davis, my girlfriend. Khloe, this is Tonya and Lenny Jameson.”

      They smiled and hugged her, engulfing her into their lives without question. Khloe was a part of me, and that was all they cared about. If I loved her, so did they. Which made my stomach twist and turn at the fact that it was all a lie.

      Khloe was a damn professional, though. She seamlessly took over her role, and we spent the entire evening meeting different people in my family and telling the true story of how we met. Khloe never faltered, and when she looked at me as she spoke, I felt like she really meant the words.

      “Erik is amazing, the best man I have ever met.”

      “He is so handsome. My knees got weak the moment I first met him.”

      “Erik works so hard, and I am so proud of him.”

      Of course, all details about my job were vague, but it felt like she was really talking about me, what I really do. Maybe I was just desperate for validation, or perhaps she was the best actress ever. It didn’t really matter because it was doing the job and showing my mom I wasn’t alone in Virginia.

      We snapped a few pictures that she sent to her parents, and before long, dinner was over, and everyone was headed back to their rooms for the night. Khloe and I ended up in the elevator alone as we headed back to our room, so I nudged her and pulled her into a hug.

      “You were incredible. It felt so real.”

      At first, she didn’t respond, just squeezed my body tight to let me know she heard me. Then she pulled her head back and looked up at me.

      “It was real, Erik. Everything I said was real. I may not have known you long, but you’re an incredible man, so handsome, and from one PR agent to another, your work is incredible.”

      Looking down at her, I smiled and soaked in her sincerity. I had never been one to lack confidence outside of my parents’ expectations, but Khloe was making me feel like a king. Like I was more than a gym rat or Air Force Lieutenant.

      The elevator opened, breaking our moment, and we held hands as we made our way to our room. Khloe walked in first, and I thought she would head straight to the bathroom, but instead, she walked toward the sliding glass door that led to the balcony.

      Opening the door, she slid out onto the balcony, and I debated on following her. She didn’t invite me, and I thought she might have needed her space, but instinct carried my feet toward her.

      I stopped in the doorway and watched as the wind whipped her hair around. The hotel was nice, but the view wasn’t really a view. Just a look at the building across a busy highway below. But the balcony was private, and we were high enough up that it felt serene.

      “You okay?” I asked, a little worried she was upset.

      “Of course, I just needed the fresh air.” She didn’t even turn to look at me, didn’t even show signs I had startled her. Still, I backed away quietly to let her have a moment.

      Before I made it all the way back in, though, her voice cut through the air. “Tonight was fun. I love your family.” Then she turned to look at me. “This didn’t feel fake, Erik.”

      “Is that why you needed air?”

      “I needed a minute to remind myself what the plan was.”

      “Are you good now?” I swallowed hard, hoping her answer was no. I wanted her to tell me she needed more from me because I was in danger of needing to take another shower just to jerk myself off again.

      But would being intimate with each other make us lose what we have? Would it affect the circle of friends we loved?

      Khloe eyed me as she nodded silently, answering my question that she was good. She walked forward, and I moved to let her into the room. This time, she made her way to the bathroom and shut the door gently while I headed back to the balcony.

      Now I was the one who needed air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          KHLOE

        

      

    

    
      Being Erik’s fake date didn’t feel contrived.

      Everything between us felt too easy. Like we really had been together for a while. Like we really did enjoy each other, trust each other, love each other.

      I had only met Erik a little over a month prior, but I had been around him long enough to know he was amazing. Ivy had spent a lot of time with him and praised him for being more than she initially thought he was. Now I was seeing what she meant, only deeper.

      Because Erik Jameson was a treasure I didn’t know existed. He shined so bright when he spoke, and despite Ivy telling me he was self-absorbed, that never seeped into our conversations. He asked me more questions than any man ever had, included me in everything he said to others, and his gentle and subtle touches sent chills down my spine the entire night.

      Maybe Erik was just misunderstood. He was passionate about the things he cared about, and I found that incredibly sexy. So much so that had I not headed straight to the balcony for air, the tension between us from the elevator was going to make me explode.

      Now that I was behind the closed bathroom door, I was fumbling over why I was even in there. I knew I needed to clean my makeup off, get my pajamas on, and brush my teeth. But instead, I just stood there, reflecting over the night and wanting more than I agreed to with Erik.

      It took me ten minutes of doing nothing before I decided to leave the bathroom, still fully dressed. I just needed more air, maybe even to talk to Erik about how crazy my head was feeling. I could just be honest with him and let him know that the fake relationship was faking me out, too. Then we could laugh it off, and I would feel better.

      One deep breath later, I opened the door quickly, narrowly missing Erik’s fist coming toward my forehead. Luckily, he froze and looked at me, realizing I was still in my red dress and heels. I started to ask if he needed anything since he was about to knock on the door.

      But before I could process words, he lunged forward and pulled me into him, placing his lips aggressively over mine. I opened my mouth without having to be asked, letting him kiss me deeply without any pretenses.

      Was this what he was coming for? Did he need me as bad as I needed him?

      Kissing Erik was better than whatever I had planned. Talking was overrated, and we could laugh this off tomorrow if we needed to.

      At that moment, I was too far gone to care about any repercussions or what it all meant. It was like the second our lips touched, I was no longer in control of any decisions and was at the mercy of whatever my body wanted.

      And it wanted Erik.

      Maybe it always had.

      Was that why I jumped up to help him? To offer to be his date? Did I really just want to be closer to him?

      His groan into my lips made me stop overthinking, and I let him pull me from the bathroom and into the main room, our lips never separating. He frantically searched for the zipper on the back of my dress, and my hands started pulling at his tie and unbuttoning his shirt.

      Our mouths only separated long enough to let our clothes fall to the ground, and then we were back in each other’s arms. I was left in my red panties and bra, my heels still in place on my feet while he was in nothing but his pants

      Erik lifted me, and I encircled his waist with my legs, his belt digging into my thighs as I ground on him. Our kiss was even more urgent than before, making me feel like a teenager finally getting to second base.

      Laying me down on the bed, Erik followed over the top of me as my legs were holding his body tightly to me. He knew what I needed and lined his cock up with my center to rub on me and let me know he was hard for me.

      The friction was everything, and I moaned into his lips while simultaneously pulling my body closer to his. We had only kissed, but a kiss had never felt so good, so profound.

      When he did pull his lips away, it was only to lower down my body and taste me everywhere he could reach—my neck, my collarbone, my chest, my tits, even pulling my bra down to taste my nipples. He left nothing untouched and showed me how much pleasure I could get from his lips.

      After a few moments, he rose on his knees between my open legs and looked down at me. He thumbed his belt as he watched me in my lingerie, open for him and waiting. My chest was heaving, and my arms were above my head. I was completely compliant and ready.

      He pulled his pants open enough for his cock to fall out, and he grabbed himself, stroking and moaning as he did.

      “Can I tell you a secret?” he asked with a smirk on his lips.

      I nodded and kept my eyes roaming over his face, chest, and cock. When I made my way back to his face, his eyes held my attention before he said, “I painted the shower wall with my cum earlier, thinking about how sexy you looked. I’ve always had a hard-on for you, Khloe, but you being here with me is making it impossible to resist the urge I have to fuck you.”

      “Don’t resist it, Erik. I need you inside me so bad.”

      My words caused him to jump to his feet and drop his pants down the rest of the way before he climbed back over the top of me. He slid my panties down but left my shoes and bra on, no doubt intentionally.

      Out of seemingly nowhere, he brandished a condom and opened it, making a show of sliding it over his length. My pussy was so ready for him that I could feel myself pulsing. My thighs started to shake, and my moans were filling the room.

      Once he was back on top of me, he lined himself up and gently eased his way inside me—almost too slowly. It was torture, and he knew it. We were both anxious for more, but he held strong and drew out the pleasure.

      It had been a minute since a man had made me come, much less this quickly. I had almost given up on men even giving a shit about how much pleasure they gave me during sex.

      Not Erik.

      I knew his instinct was to shove himself inside me and bottom out until he filled that condom. But Erik made sure I was primed and ready, holding himself back to ensure I was feeling everything he gave me.

      The thought alone was enough to make me come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          ERIK

        

      

    

    
      The air between us was so charged with sexual tension that I just went for it and made my way to the bathroom to find her. I was going to knock the door down if I had to.

      When she opened it, still fully dressed, I knew she had been in there doing the same thing I had been doing—wishing for more. So I pulled her to me and connected our lips.

      I wasn’t in the mood to waste time overthinking anymore. The way it felt when we kissed was like that was the way it was supposed to be all along. It made any kiss before hers pale in comparison and made me wonder why I ever crushed on Ivy.

      Ivy was nothing more than my means to Khloe. The road I followed to get to where I was supposed to be. I wasn’t sure if Khloe and I stood a chance together outside this weekend, so I was going to take all the opportunities I had.

      Entering her body was a spiritual experience. I saw visions of hope and love. My heart stuttered, and I almost panicked at how fast and how deep I was feeling her at that moment.

      Was this even real?

      What was happening to me?

      I moved slowly inside her, not wanting to end everything before it even began. Khloe deserved to know how much I wanted to worship her body, and I wanted to see her come more than I wanted my own release.

      Pushing up on my arms to hover over her, I looked down at where we were connected. I could tell by her expressions what felt good and what she wanted more of.

      When her eyes rolled into the back of her head, and a moan escaped her lips, I knew I had built her up so close she was about to come.

      I wanted to watch her, watch us. I wanted to push into her and see what having my dick inside her made her feel. She squeezed harder as she rode out her orgasm, making it almost impossible not to come right behind her.

      Thankfully, my need to see her come again outweighed my own needs, so I held on to my wits as she came down from her high.

      “Again,” I spoke out loud, making her eyes go wide.

      “I can’t,” she tried to tell me, but I was instantly addicted to watching her come, and I was dead set on making it happen again.

      “Yeah, you can, Khloe. Because I’m going to make sure of it.”

      I started thrusting harder and faster, wanting to build her pleasure back to the peak before she let her mind convince her she couldn’t come again. I leaned in and pressed our lips together, using our kiss to connect us in more places.

      When I felt her starting to squeeze me again, I pulled out and took a deep breath. Not only for self-preservation but also to flip her over and pull her ass into the air.

      She squealed as I used my strength and size to manipulate her body and pull her to me. I found her pussy from behind and shoved back into her harshly.

      I had never been so aggressive and so out of control in bed, but Khloe brought the animal out in me. My hands squeezed each cheek of her ass so hard I was sure I’d leave marks. I tried to ease up, but I needed the handle to pull her into me as hard as I could.

      When she started to scream, she lowered her head into the pillow and let herself go. This time, I followed her, filling the condom and moaning my own pleasure loud enough it echoed off the wall.

      I kept my pace as long as possible, but eventually, we fell onto the bed. I was still inside her, laying on her back, and spoke next to her ear.

      “I knew you could.” I kissed her ear before easing out of her and lifting my weight off her. I disposed of the condom and returned to the bed where Khloe was still lying and breathing hard.

      I gently removed her shoes and bra before pulling her into me and covering us up with the blanket.

      We would share this bed regardless, but now I was determined to keep her as close to me as possible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

          KHLOE

        

      

    

    
      I misjudged Erik Jameson.

      He seemed so into himself that I thought he wouldn’t care about anyone else’s pleasure. I took the chance because I wanted him and wanted to see how he felt. Now I was addicted.

      We fell asleep wrapped in each other’s arms without ever saying a word to one another. We were content and happy, sated and exhausted. Now I was wide-awake, watching him sleep as he held me tight against his chest.

      My body was still tingling from coming twice at the hands of this man, and I was having to stop myself from grinding my bare pussy on his leg like a dog in heat.

      How did he do this to me?

      I had given up on ever getting another male-induced orgasm because the men I had been with didn’t seem to care if I enjoyed sex.

      When Ivy first brought Erik around, she had told me he was one of “those guys,” but now I knew how wrong she was.

      Erik had layers, and being here with his family showed me those layers in quick reels. His family adored him, and although I can see why he wanted to impress his dad by being a pilot, I knew Erik was special to them, and anything he did would make them proud. I just hoped he saw that too and came clean.

      We had spent a lot of time getting to know one another quickly to fake this relationship, but we ultimately formed something real. We liked the things we learned about one another, and we had a lot in common. It was like speed dating and meeting your perfect match right away.

      Did Erik feel that way too?

      Maybe I was just being too emotional after the two orgasms and the way he was holding me in his sleep.

      Tomorrow was the wedding, and then we flew home, so until we had a chance to talk things over, I had to remind myself that this was all fake. The sex was great, but everything else was a ruse.

      I fell back asleep for a little while and woke up before Erik so I could start getting ready. The shower felt good and warm. I had my head tilted back and my eyes closed, so I didn’t hear the door open or realize when Erik joined me in the shower.

      It wasn’t until his arms encased me from behind that I jumped a little before his lips on my neck settled me.

      I didn’t expect this. It felt intimate and meaningful. More so than sleeping in each other’s arms. His hands roamed my stomach and cupped my breasts while his tongue lapped up the water that ran down my neck.

      I could feel his dick pressing into me from behind, and my knees almost gave out at the need to taste him.

      Instead, he held me up, and his fingers went between my legs, opening my folds. With one arm holding me by the stomach and the other finding every sweet spot my pussy had, it didn’t take me long to orgasm in his arms.

      He carried me through it, kissing and sucking my neck before pulling away and attempting to leave the shower. I turned quickly, scared something had happened, or I did something wrong.

      “What…?” I started before he turned back to me.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked. I could see the worry in his eyes like maybe he was the one who had done something wrong.

      “Don’t go,” I pleaded.

      His expression softened, and a soft smile formed on his lips. “I have to, or we’ll never make it to the wedding. I just needed to see you come one more time.”

      My mouth hung open in shock as he exited the bathroom. I had never been given unreciprocated pleasure, and I didn’t really know what to do with myself. Erik was surprising me by the second.

      Which only made me want him more and more.

      How was it even possible?

      We got ready for the wedding separately, me needing the bathroom and Erik using the bedroom. When I finally came out of the bathroom, I was again taken aback by how good Erik looked.

      He looked equally entranced by me, and we laughed at how we were reacting to one another again.

      Erik took my hand, and we left the room to head down to the ballroom where the wedding would occur. We joined the gathering crowd as everyone mingled before being asked to take their seats.

      Erik was a groomsman in the wedding, so when the time came, I sat alone and watched as he entered from the side with his soon-to-be brother-in-law. He shot me a quick wink, causing his mom to look back at me from her seat a few rows ahead.

      She seemed so excited that Erik and I were together, and he was not alone. Unlike the day before, though, this didn’t feel fake anymore. It felt like we were two people about to fall in love for real.

      I wondered if she saw the difference from the night before to now. Was she able to tell that something shifted in us overnight?

      The wedding and reception flew by without a hitch, and I found myself enjoying Erik’s family so much. I almost mourned never seeing them again.

      As Erik and I twirled around the dance floor, holding each other and smiling like lovers would, his mom tapped my shoulder and asked if she could cut in. The song was changing, so I nodded and backed away, letting her dance with her son.

      Before I walked away, though, Erik pulled me in for a kiss and whispered in my ear, “Don’t go far, gorgeous.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

          ERIK

        

      

    

    
      My mom was eyeing me like the cat that got the canary. She smiled as I kissed Khloe and watched her walk away. I grabbed my mom and held her for a dance, but my eyes still found Khloe to make sure she wasn’t far. I wanted to know where she was so I could get back to her as soon as possible.

      Not that I didn’t enjoy being with my mom, but Khloe had lit something inside me, and it was hard to tamp it down.

      “You little liar.” My mom laughed, causing me to look at her with concern. “You and Khloe. Yesterday, you barely touched her, and today, you cannot keep your eyes off her.”

      I couldn’t talk because lying to her face was harder than over the phone. I also didn’t really want to deny what was real because whatever was happening felt too good to lie about.

      “I like her, Erik. You two clearly have something special. But that isn’t why she came, is it?”

      “No,” I whispered. “She is a friend, but getting to know her more the past few days has done something to us.”

      She didn’t scold me for lying or even make me feel bad for what I had done. She just danced with me and smiled.

      When the song ended, she stopped dancing and gave me a serious look. “I just want you to be happy, Erik. A mother never wants her son to be alone.”

      “I know, Mom.” I looked down, slightly ashamed she had figured me out so easily.

      She started to walk away but turned back quickly and added, “Oh, and stop lying to your father as well. He is so proud of you, but it’s not because he thinks you’re flying. He’s proud of you no matter what. We both are.”

      “How—?” I started to ask, but she just winked at me to cut me off.

      “Parents know everything.” She laughed as she walked away.

      I stood speechless on the middle of the dance floor alone as the next song started, and everyone danced around me.

      It wasn’t until I felt Khloe fold herself into my arms that I snapped out of my panic and took solace in her embrace.

      “She knows, doesn’t she?” Khloe asked as we swayed back and forth.

      “Yeah. Everything.”

      “Are you okay?” She held me tighter, her lips close to my ear.

      “I am now.” I squeezed her back.

      It felt a little liberating, knowing my parents knew the truth. I knew I would need to talk to my dad, man to man, before I left, but that seemed inconsequential compared to how high I felt with Khloe.

      Being who I was didn’t seem so scary when someone as perfect as Khloe knew me and accepted me. It made even the opinions of my parents dim a little.

      Everything was going to be okay. And everything was okay while we were in Arizona.

      Too bad we had to go back to Virginia, where things got complicated again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

          KHLOE

        

      

    

    
      Erik and I acted like a couple in love until the wheels of our plane landed back in Virginia.

      Then he pulled away and closed himself off.

      We never really took the time to talk about the parameters of what was happening between us and just let it happen. So I shouldn’t have been shocked that when things got back to normal, Erik would do the same.

      Since we both had our cars at the airport, we parted at baggage claim with a hug and a smile and went our separate ways. A part of me wanted to cry, missing the bubble Erik and I had created.

      The other part of me was relieved it was over. We had survived the weekend, had fun, and could go back to the safety of our mutual friends.

      Erik had told me his mom figured us out and that his dad knew about him not being a pilot. He had walked and talked with his dad after the wedding, and apparently, it went well. He seemed relieved and lighter, perky even.

      As I walked into my apartment Sunday evening, I was greeted with Ian and Ivy sitting on the couch, cuddled up and happy. I never knew I craved that until the wedding weekend. I never knew cuddling was something I wanted with a relationship and someone to care about.

      “Hey!” Ivy greeted me as I walked in. She stood from Ian’s embrace on the couch and came to hug me. “How was it? Tell me everything!”

      I must have looked as bad as I felt because her instincts to hug me were on point. I folded myself into her arms and fought off tears.

      “What the hell?” She pulled back and looked at me as Ian stood and joined us. “Do I need to kill someone?”

      I laughed and waved her away. Making my way into the kitchen, I grabbed some water as Ivy settled onto the stool at the bar. She was quiet as she waited for me to explain.

      “Is it possible to fall in love in two days?” I asked her.

      She smiled and turned toward Ian, who had saddled up next to her to listen to whatever I had to say. “Probably.”

      “You fell in love with Ian in two days?” I questioned.

      She shrugged and turned back to me. “I like to think I always loved Ian.”

      I wanted to vomit.

      And cry.

      Because as nauseating as Ivy was in love, I understood.

      “I think I fell in love with him,” I whispered. “I thought he was at least falling in like with me. We ended up in bed together Friday night. He looked so fucking good, Ivy. He was so perfect, and even after we were together, he was perfect. But the second we landed, we went back to being the way we were when we left on Friday.”

      Ivy smiled, almost like she knew that would happen. Not caring that Ian was there, I added, “He even made me come so many times I saw stars.”

      Ian started coughing and turned around. I imagined he was trying not to laugh or be embarrassed that his first lieutenant was an orgasm machine.

      Ivy didn’t even seem fazed. “As good as I am sure Jameson is…” She used his last name out of habit from working with him. “I think it also hits differently when we’re with someone we care about.”

      “Yeah, well, I think the fact that he even cared to give me an orgasm was what made me fall so fast.”

      Ian had gotten himself together and turned around. “Want me to threaten him again?”

      Ian had once shoved Erik against a wall and threatened him in order to save Ivy’s reputation. He didn’t realize at the time that Erik was trying to get him to admit that he was into Ivy. But regardless, the threat of Ian returning that same thing to Erik for my sake made me smile.

      “No, crazy pilot man. Stand down.”

      Ian smirked and shrugged in typical fashion for a man.

      “Well, maybe Jameson didn’t expect for y’all to happen. Maybe he’s in just as much shock as you are.”

      “Yeah, I’m not going to h

      old anything against him. I may feel differently than he does, and I’m okay with that.”

      As I spoke, a knock on the door broke our attention, and we all turned to look at the door that was just next to the kitchen.

      “Did y’all order something?” I asked and looked at the clock. It was eleven o’clock, too late for much. I was in the kitchen and closest to the door, so I walked over to answer it.

      When I opened it, Erik was standing there. His chest was heaving like he had run a race. His hair was a mess, and his eyes looked dazed. He looked at me and didn’t bother looking behind me to see Ivy and Ian standing there.

      Instead, he did exactly what he did in the hotel when I opened the door to the bathroom. He walked in and took my lips while his arms pulled me flush against his body. My mouth instantly opened for him, and we deepened the kiss like we were starved.

      I moaned and grabbed his shoulders, almost climbing his body to get closer. I didn’t know his intentions, but he started the kiss, and my lips knew exactly what to do with his touch.

      Before I could start stripping him and demanding he fuck me, Ian cleared his throat behind me, and Erik pulled back. His eyes got wide as he realized we weren’t alone. Not only were we not alone but his boss was also standing there watching.

      Erik looked chagrinned for a solid five seconds before he shrugged. “Fuck it.” He scooped me up, and I wrapped my legs back around his waist. “Bedroom?” he asked against my lips.

      I pointed in the general vicinity of my room, and he bolted through the door, slamming it behind me. He laid me onto the bed, and we didn’t even speak before we started shedding our clothes.

      I was sure I was supposed to ask questions, like why he was here and what he wanted from me, but instead, I lunged toward his cock. I took him into my mouth as he stood at the foot of my bed, and he grabbed my hair, controlling me with his hand.

      We could figure shit out later, but I needed this first.
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          ERIK

        

      

    

    
      I made it about five miles from the airport before turning around and making my way to Khloe’s apartment. I had only been there once, and that was to take Ivy some things when she was going through a hard time and avoiding Major Thomas.

      Thankfully, I remembered how to get there and sped through the tunnel to catch up with her. I couldn’t believe I had let her leave that airport the way we did. I just panicked and didn’t know what to do.

      I wasn’t sure she would want me when it was all over. It was, afterall, just a ruse.

      I turned into an awkward kid again—unsure of myself—and that wasn’t me. I never lacked confidence the way I did where Khloe was concerned. Probably because I never wanted something or someone so bad.

      Nothing ever mattered enough for me to care.

      But those few miles alone in my car were all it took to tell myself I was an idiot. Even if she shot me down, I needed to see what we were, and I needed to know as soon as possible.

      Seeing her standing in that doorway and the way her eyes lit up when she realized it was me, I knew I had made the right decision.

      I didn’t even let Major Thomas being there stop me from taking Khloe to bed. They were just going to have to listen to her scream my name tonight.

      She spent some time and attention with my dick in her mouth, sucking me like a fucking candy cane. I couldn’t let her go too long without the risk of coming down her throat, and that wasn’t why I was here.

      I had to push her off me and climb over her on the bed, kissing her body as I went. Her smile was heaven, and I knew I could spend a lifetime making that smile bless her face. I stared down at her, just wanting to soak her in before I lined myself up with her pussy.

      Then my brain remembered I needed a fucking condom, and I started to back away.

      “I’m on the pill.” She stopped me in my tracks. “I’m clean, I promise.”

      I nodded my trust in her and added, “Me too.”

      If I was ever going without a condom, Khloe was the perfect person to do that with. She wasn’t a one-night stand or someone random. She was special and perfect, and this moment deserved perfection.

      So for the first time in my life, I slid in without protection.

      We both moaned so loud at the pleasure of being bare with each other that there was not a doubt in my mind that Ivy and Major Thomas heard us.

      I settled myself before I started to move in and out of her body, making love to her in a way I never had before. The night was filled with so many firsts, and I wanted so many more moments like this with Khloe.

      As I expected, Khloe screamed my name and came as I brought out as much pleasure as I could. Without the condom, I could feel how wet she was, and the warm slickness coating my dick made me come right behind her.

      As our heart rates settled and we came down from the high, I slipped out of her and laid next to her, letting my cum drip from her body and not giving a fuck.

      She giggled and turned into me, rubbing her face on the scruff of mine. “What are you doing here, Erik?”

      “You know what I’m doing here.” I smiled and tucked some hair behind her ear.

      “A quick fuck?” she teased.

      Her words sobered me because I didn’t want her to think this was a hookup. I needed her to know I wanted more from her. We couldn’t keep not talking about it.

      “I think I panicked. I thought you expected me to go back to business as usual once we got back to Virginia. But I made it a few miles up the road before I turned around to come to you. Even if you didn’t let me in, I needed to know I tried to tell you how much I want to keep seeing you.”

      “I didn’t want things to end, Erik. I hated leaving you and not kissing you.”

      “I am so fucking sorry. But I’m here now, and I want to be here as much as you’ll let me.”

      Her smile widened, and she leaned down to kiss me softly. “Don’t go, Erik. I don’t think this was ever fake for me, and I can’t stand the thought of us not being together.”

      That was what I wanted to hear and what I needed.

      Khloe’s phone chimed on the bed next to us, and she reached over to see the text.

      “It’s from Ivy. She and Ian went to his place.” She laughed. “Apparently, Ian didn’t want to hear his first lieutenant’s name being yelled all night.”

      I turned a slight shade of red before I laughed with her.

      “Then Ivy better just move in with him because I plan on tattooing my name all over the walls of this apartment.”

      “Starting now?” Khloe asked as she kissed my chest and neck.

      “Starting now.”

      And probably forever, I thought to myself.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      I collapsed to the floor in one of the cages, dodging an attack of puppy kisses. The scent of wet dog clung to my clothes after bathing a half dozen of the shelter’s dogs. Thankfully, there hadn’t been too much paperwork and at the end of my shift, as I always liked to do, I picked a dog to go in and spend some time with.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket as I gave

      a chin scratch to the playful pup in my lap.

      “Hey Lily.”

      “Hi, did I catch you at a bad time?”

      I narrowed my eyes at anxiousness in her voice “I’m just leaving work. What’s going on?”

      “How much do you love me?” she asks in a saccharine tone.

      “Lily, spit it out.”

      She blows out a breath, something between a sigh and a groan. “The boss has me working overtime on this project. Can you feed Felix for me? Pretty please? You know how ornery he gets when he’s hungry.”

      I sighed. Felix was my neighbour’s cat. Even though I’d been feeding him for months, I had yet to meet his owner. “Sure, I was about to head home anyway,” I said.

      “Great! Thank you so much.”

      “It’s okay, but you owe me one,” I said pointedly.

      “I promise I’ll make it up to you. Gotta run!” With that, she hung up the phone.

      While I had seen her coming and going from the building previously, Lily and I had met when I had gotten off the bus one day after work. My eyes had glued to the pages of in the latest Kristen Proby novel that I’d been devouring on my trip home. As I entered my building, I hadn’t seen her coming and nearly knocked her over. She’d seen the book in my hand we’d quickly bonded over our love of romance novels and wine.

      Giving the puppy one last scratch behind the ear, I shifted him off of my lap and getting to my feet. The tiny Labrador turned his big brown eyes on me, begging me to take him home. “Sorry, Teddy. I’ll be back tomorrow,” I said hurrying out of the kennel.

      The bus pulled up to the stop beside the shelter as I stepped outside. Luckily with the weather being so nice, I had no trouble finding a seat. It was as if the driver had driven at warp speed down the road, pulling up to my stop far quicker than I’d expected. This would give me a chance to take a quick shower and grab a snack before heading next door.

      Shortly after Lily and I met, I offered to help her out with the temperamental tabby. I was particularly proud to have won him over in a week—a feat Lily was still bitter about, since it took her nearly seven months.

      After showering, I tied my hair up in a messy bun and changed into clean clothes, then shoved a handful of spicy cheddar popcorn into my mouth as I walked out the door. Only the small light of the stove was on in the apartment. Immediately Felix began meowing as he came into view from the bedroom.

      Jumping up on the counter, he strutted over to me, bumping his head against my chin in greeting, purring loudly.

      “Hey buddy, did you miss me? After I feed you, I was thinking that we could check out a new show about exotic birds on the nature channel. How does that sound?”

      Felix started to scarf his down his food before I had finished dishing it out.

      “Slow down, or you’ll be sick,” I admonished. Then with a gentle pat, on the butt, I left him to eat while I made my way down the hall to clean the little box.

      People could say what they wanted about Felix, but to me, he sweet, cuddly boy and he didn’t make a mess out of his litter box. I tied up the bag of used litter and carried it to the front door.

      I had to pass through the living room on my way back after grabbing the fresh litter. My feet slowed then stopped as I reached the mantle a row of framed photos haphazardly arranged. One person was in nearly every single shot. I picked up the one where he had his arm slung around Lily—making it clear they were brother and sister. They didn’t look that much alike, until you saw them smiling side by side.

      Even though he was a perfect stranger, I found myself drawn to him. There was something about the way he looked at others that couldn’t be faked—giving them his undivided attention, as if they mattered more than anyone else in that moment. It made me wonder what it felt like to have that look directed at me.

      I shook off the strangely sentimental thoughts and set the photo back where it belonged. I turned and before I could process what was happening, a large heavy mass slammed into me, tackling me to the ground. I landed hard on the ground, with the bag of litter like a punch to the gut knocking the air out of my lungs. I tried to scream but only managed a strangled groan.

      “You got some fucking balls on you, lady.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I gasped and planted my palms on the ground and pushed in an unsuccessful attempt to escape the crushing weight of the human bolder on my back. “Get the fuck off of me.”

      “Not a chance.” He snatched my wrists and pulled them out from under me and pinned them above my head. Any remote chance of being able to get out from under this Neanderthal disappeared in an instant. He shifted as I struggled to catch my breath…and then I froze. A solid bulge pressed up against my ass as he moved. What the fuck? There was no way I was going to let some creep use me to get off like that. Gritting my teeth, I renewed my struggle to get away, hoping so find some angle to twist my arms. Free, or roll him off. But he only gripped my legs with his, settle himself against my butt.

      “I’m not stealing!”

      “Bullshit. Then what’s in the bag underneath you?” he asked.

      “Kitty litter, you perv!”

      “Perv?” He stilled for a heartbeat, then snapped, “You’re the one breaking and entering in my home.”

      His home… I stopped struggling and twisted to look at my attacker. The man from the photos—only that smile was twisted into a sneer as his honey-colour eyes glared.

      Fox. It was his—

      Oh god… oh my god! My face burned. This was not how I imagined meeting him. I opened my mouth to explain, but the front door opened before I could think of what to say.

      “Hello!” Lily’s voice carried through the apartment.

      We turned as she approached the living room. Her eyes went wide and her shit-eating grin vanished as her jaw dropped. “What took you so long?” Fox snapped.

      “I… couldn’t find a parking spot.” Lily blinked then shook her head brushing off her shock.

      “You said you had to work late,” I said, both grateful and confused at her presence.

      “I wanted you two to meet. When I thought up the idea of letting you two meet, I figured it would be a nice little meet-cute. I did not see it panning out like a wrestling showdown.”

      “You planned this? I asked.

      Fox released my hands and shifted his weight enough for me to breathe and twist onto my side. His arms still boxed me in.

      “Yes, but he wasn’t supposed to tackle you!” Lily closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. “Fox, this is my friend, Kaelie. You know…” she dropped her hands and gave him a pointed look, “the one I’ve been telling you about.”

      “Nice to meet you,” he murmured, with a sheepish smile.

      “Umm, hello.” I looked away. “Do you think you could get off me? It feels a bit weird having introductions with you on me.” I cleared my throat awkwardly, since I didn’t exactly want to add that a certain part of him was still pressed up against me.

      He jumped to his feet, grabbed my hands and pulled up to my feet, making my head spin.

      “Sorry about that,” he said.

      I nodded, with a frown. Picking up the bag of litter, I handed it to him. “I’ll be sure not to steal your kitty litter again.”

      He smiled sheepishly.

      “Well, now that you two have finally met—Kaelie, would you like to join us for dinner? We’re just going for burgers around the corner.”

      My evening went from a TV marathon with a cat to getting pinned down by a stranger. The whole thing left me more than a little overwhelmed.

      “I appreciate the offer, but I think I'm just going to head home. There’s some stuff I need to take care of. Thanks though.”

      Lily pouted. “Fine, but you have to promise to come out with us soon.”

      I nodded. “Sure, some other time. See you, Lily,” I said slowly backing out of the room. Then hesitantly, I added, “Nice to meet you, Fox.”

      Lily’s voice carried out into the hallway as I made my way back to my apartment on unsteady legs. “That was quite the first impression. You should give her a chance, I think you’ll like her—so you had better make a dam good second impression.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Angry shouts dragged me from the sweet arms of sleep. Begrudgingly, I peeled open my eyes and glared at the clock on my nightstand. What on Earth was going on next door?

      I pounded the side of my fist against the wall, but the shouts from Fox and whoever he argued with, drowned out the sound. I grabbed my pillow and rolled over, ready to cover my head and get a few more hours. But before I got settled, Fox cried out and the sound sent my heart racing.

      He needed help.

      Throwing my blankets off, I jumped out of bed and dashed across my apartment, grabbing the spare keys on my way out. I ran down the hall and let myself into Fox’s place.

      The soft light over the oven gave me just enough light to see where I was going. I closed the door quietly and scanned the area for something I could use against an intruder. A bright fuchsia umbrella leaned up against the wall in the corner behind the door I pulled one out of the stand and slowly started down the hall. A weird static kind of noise filled the air the closer I got to the bedroom.

      Stupid. Stupid. I should have grabbed a bat. Whoever’s attacking him could have a real weapon.

      The door was ajar, but it was too dark to see anything inside. I raised the umbrella over my head and took a deep breath, then, with my foot, I pushed the door open.

      Fox tossed and turned in bed, a white noise machine on his nightstand emitted an awful noise.

      I lowered the umbrella set it against the wall, then crossed to the middle of the room. “Fox wake up,” I called out.

      He remained asleep, tossing, and turning within a tangle of blankets. He seemed unable to hear me through his dream. My heart clenched as he fought an enemy I couldn’t see.

      I reached over and turned off the white noise machine and flicked on the lamp, then squared my shoulders as I leaned in, and tried again. “Fox, you’re having a nightmare.” I shoved his arm as hard as I could and yelled, “Fox!”

      He cried out, eyes snapping open.

      With a squeak, I jerked back and stumbled into the wall.

      Fox jerked upright and assessed the room with practiced speed, then his gaze came to rest on me.

      “Sorry,” I whispered. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

      “What did you do?” he asked, voice hoarse from yelling.

      “I shoved you.”

      Fox swung his legs over the edge of the bed and rested his elbows on his knees. He groaned and scrubbed his hands over his face before turning a scowl on me. “Do you make a habit of entering into people’s apartments in the middle of the night?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “Then what are you doing here?”

      “I thought you were being attacked.”

      “I was,” he mumbled.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Never mind.”

      He shook his head and stood. The sheets fell from him, exposing a sculpted chest, muscular arms, and dangerously low-riding grey sweatpants.

      Good lord. My mouth went dry as I shamelessly took him in.

      “Do you see something you like?” Fox asked.

      My eyes shot to his and my cheeks heated. “No.” I said too quickly. “I mean… I wasn’t…”

      Fox smirked. He’d caught me and we both knew it.

      “Uh huh.” Lowering his gaze, he stated. “It seems only fair that I get the same luxury.”

      His heated stare brought my attention to It was then that I realized that I was only in my favourite thread-bare high school t-shirt. With all the

      Fox stepped closer. “You planned to save me half naked with an umbrella?”

      “Look, I grabbed what I could find. I didn’t have much time to think,” I retorted, and crossed my arms over my chest.

      “Oh, I’m not criticizing. I like what I see.”

      As he advanced again, I retreated a step and looked down.

      Oh my god, why did I look down?

      His pants did nothing to hide the unmistakable bulge forming. I shivered.

      “I should let you go back to sleep,” I said breathlessly. God, I was a disaster.

      “You could stay.”

      “No, it’s time for me to go.”

      Then I turned and ran.

      Fox’s laugh followed me as I sprinted from his room. And I didn’t stop until I was locked safely within my apartment.

      Groaning, I leaned my head against the door. I thumped my forehead a couple of times. What was wrong with me? I’d never be able to look at Fox in the face again.

      My heart still pounded as I walked to my room. I dropping gracelessly into my bed. It was late, and I needed to get back to sleep. But every time I closed my eyes, all I could see was Fox. The way the moonlight coming through the open window hit his body like a soft caress.

      I tossed; imaging how it would feel to be wrapped in Fox’s  arms.

      I turned; and saw those defined lines. Like a treasure map, leading from his hips down to that growing bulge.

      Kicking off the blankets I laid on my back and glared at the darkened ceiling. I was wound so tightly, getting back to sleep would be impossible… unless…

      My hand trailed down my body, stopping at the v between my legs. I’d dreamt of Fox just from his photographs for months, but now I had a far better image in my head. A cool spring breeze washed over me. I spread my legs and pressed my fingers down, and gasped. Electricity radiated through my body as I slowly worked myself up, unable to stop the moans that escaped my lips as I imagined Fox’s hands touching me. Panting as I grew closer and closer, until the sensation pulled me over the crest, and cried out Fox’s name.

      As I came back down, my body finally felt relaxed enough that I might be able to get back to sleep. I crawled back under the covers and as my body still recovered from orgasm, I knew that Fox being home was going to be a problem.
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      After that night, I went out of my way to avoid running into Fox in the hallways. It would simply be easier if I could avoid torturing myself with his perfection. He made my heart race, but he was Lily’s brother, and getting involved with him would have caused trouble, and I wasn’t willing to risk our friendship for a booty call.

      Unfortunately, the problem with living in the same building is that no matter how careful I was, I was inevitably bound to run into him. And of course, it would’ve been at worst time possible.

      I stopped by the apartment lobby to check my mail. It was a successful adoption day at the shelter, but a long day after one of the volunteers called in sick. I had to pick up the slack. Now all I wanted was a nice long shower and to curl up on the couch and veg out wit one of my favourite books.

      The door of the foyer creaked open behind me. I glanced over my shoulder as I reached for the last of the mail crammed into the small box. Fox strode inside, his face and torso glistened with sweat. If I had to guess, based on his running shoes and shorts,  I’d say he’d been out on a long run. That man made being covered in sweat look damn good.

      Before he caught me oogling him again, I returned my focus back to the stack of mail in my hand.

      “Well, hello there neighbour,” he said as he neared. The deep tenor of his voice caressed its way down my spine.

      Pretending to be absorbed in sorting through the various envelopes, I didn’t look up. “Hello.”

      He shifted to stand beside me; so close that his shoulder brushed against mine when he opened his mailbox. That small contact sent a shiver rushing through me.

      “I haven’t seen you around lately. I was beginning to wonder if you moved.”

      I shook my head and stepped back. “No, I’ve just been busy. I have to get going. I’ll see you around.”

      Not waiting for a response, I hurried away, taking the stairs two at a time, and didn’t stop until I was safely inside my apartment.

      I took a minute to get my breathing under control. Then, I dropped the mail on the counter and peeled my clothes off as I made my way to the bathroom. The room was soon fill with a cloud of steam. The drops of water felt sharp and burned against my skin as I stepped under them. As they rushed down, they eased the tension in my shoulders.

      I stepped from the shower feeling a little more like myself when someone started banging on my door.

      I wrapped a towel tightly around me then I opened the bathroom door—the banging stopped, only to start up again a moment later, making the front door visibly vibrate.

      Worried there was an emergency, I sprinted to answer the door, and swung it open.

      Fox stood there with a devious smile forming on his lips.

      “What’s the emergency?”

      “Who said anything was wrong?” he asked. “Well… other than the fact you’re avoiding me. Can I come in? Thanks.” He strode in before he finished speaking, like he owned the place.

      Cocky much?

      “Sure, why  not.” I grumbled to myself, closing the door and turning to fact him.

      “Why the hell were you banging on the door like that?”

      “I tried knocking. Then when you didn’t answer, I figured you couldn’t hear me so, I tried a little louder.”

      “I was in the shower,” I bit out.

      Fox’s gaze dipped. “Yeah, I can see that.”

      Oh God. First, he saw me in my t-shirt and now a towel.

      “You need to go.” I waved a hand as if brushing him back to the door.

      “I will. After you tell me why you’re avoiding me.”

      “I’m not,” I lied.

      “Yes, you are.”

      “I’ve been busy with work.”

      Fox stepped closer, then in a deep voice he murmured, “I heard you that night you were in my apartment.”

      “What are you…” My question trailed off. Oh, shit.

      I stepped around him, trying to get some distance between us. “I don’t know what you are talking about.”

      “Yes, you do. I heard you through my open window,” he said as he followed me.

      He stopped so close behind me, I could feel heat radiating off him.

      “Kaelie, I know you can feel the pull between us, just as much as I can.” His hands gripped my shoulders. “Hearing you call out my name as the most erotic thing I’ve heard in a long while.”

      Slowly, he turned me around to face him.

      “We can’t do this,” I said softly. But inside my resolve wavered. It wouldn’t take much to break it down completely.

      “Maybe we shouldn’t. Fucking each senseless would be horrible… Or maybe, it would relieve this tension between us and we’d feel fucking amazing.” He grazed his fingers down my arms. “What do you think, Kaelie? I’m so fucking hard for you. I need to hear you cry out my name with you under me.”

      His words leached all sense from my mind.

      “Just sex.” I stated. When I looked up, there was fire in his eyes.

      Fox reached out and lifted me. I wrapped my legs around his waist. The second our lips touched, I was lost. I didn’t realize he’d moved until my back bumped against the wall.

      His tongue darted out to lick my lips while his hands inched the edge of the towel near my ass. When his fingers brushed against skin, he leaned back.

      He smiled devilishly then attacked my mouth with renewed fervour. One hand gripped my ass while the other slid along my inner thigh. I gasped when his fingers found my clit, circling slowly, teasing me. I whimpered when he pulled away, lowering my feet to the ground.

      “Don’t worry, I just want to get rid of this.” He grabbed my towel and ripped it from my body, dropping it to the floor.

      “Fucking hell.”

      For several seconds, his gaze traveled the length of my body, taking me in. Then he grabbed my hand and led me to the bedroom.

      Fox cupped my face and kissed me deeply before guiding me down onto the bed. He shoved his track pants to the floor.

      My jaw dropped. He was an Adonis.

      Fox crawled up my body, pausing halfway. I could tell where his mind was at, but he had me wound so tightly.

      “I need you inside me, right now.”

      He held up a finger, “Babe, I am dying to taste you first.”

      He pressed his lips to my stomach and trailed kisses lower and lower. This man could work his tongue better than any man I had ever known. Within seconds, Fox had me writhing, panting under his machinations. I could feel an orgasm building, stronger, stronger until… he stopped short.

      “Why?” I whimpered.

      “When you come it’s going to be around my cock deep inside you.”

      He reached down for his discarded pants and retrieved a condom from the pocket.

      “Bold of you to assume that I would say yes,” I stated in surprise.

      Using his teeth on the corner, he opened the packet then slid the condom down his shaft. “No, just hopeful.”

      Climbing back on the bed, I spread my legs as he  slowly inched his length deeper and deeper, pushing me further into ecstasy. Leaning back, he rocked his hips, slowly building my need for more. Soon, his pace quickened, thrusting in and out.

      “I – ah – I’m going to come,” I gasped.

      He hooked one of my legs over his arm, changing the angle.

      My god. I moaned when his thumb found my clit again, and within seconds sent me over the edge.

      “Fox!” I cried out.

      “Fuck,” he grunted, pounding into me, drawing out my pleasure until he too found his climax.

      He slumped on top of me and pressed a kiss on my shoulder. His heart thumped erratically in his chest.

      We lay, tangled in each other’s arms for several minutes, then he slipped out of me and left the room, pausing to glance back with a wink.

      “Be back in a sec.”

      I climbed under the comforter and snuggled in, not sure what to do. Would he get dressed and leave? Would he stay?

      This was about to get awkward fast. When he returned, he didn’t hesitate to climb in next to me, pulling me against him.

      “Relax Kaelie, you are as tense . We just had incredible sex and I’d like to feel your body pressed against mine for a bit longer.”

      I relaxed into him, my eyes closing. Cuddling was definitely going to complicate things. It would be easy to want this all the time.

      The chirping of a phone pulled me from my thoughts. It didn’t seem to bother Fox. When it chirped again, I shifted, his arm tightening around my waist.

      “You can get that you know.”

      He sighed. “I don’t want to.”

      When his went off the third time, I insisted.

      “Someone clearly wants to get a hold of you.”

      Sighing, he pulled back the blanket and walked over to where he’d flung his pants earlier.

      I sat up, clutching the blankets to my chest when his expression darkened at the message on his phone.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “No..” he clicked the button on the side, locking the screen. “Some buddies wanted to meet up for a drink tonight. But I can cancel.”

      Warning bells went off. Fox skipping plans for me did not fall into the category of just sex. “No, you can’t. You made plans. It’s fine, I promise.”

      Her expression fell, as if battling it out in his head.  “I can come back later, if it isn’t too late.”

      I managed some courage then pushed back the covers; after sex nakedness always made me squirm. Fox on the other hand seemed quite comfortable. Under his hungry gaze, I walked over to my closet for my bathrobe.

      “Go and have fun with your friends,” I said, securing the belt then turned to face him. “I planned on grabbing some food then crashing early anyway”

      He nodded sullenly as he pulled on his pants.

      I walked him to the door. As I reached for the doorknob, Fox hooked his arm around me and pulled me into his chest, then kissed me deeply.

      When we finally broke apart, he rested his forehead against mine and said, “I don’t want this to be a one-night thing, Kaelie. Tonight was too amazing not to do it again.”

      I smiled up at him. “We’ll talk about it later, okay? Now go.”

      I opened the door. He remained rooted in place, taking me in for a moment. before he brushed a kiss to my cheek and headed back to his apartment.

      After Fox left, I went to the couch and flopped down with a huff.

      Sex with Fox was the best I’d ever had… but letting this become something just wasn’t going to work. Our lives were just too different. It would be a onetime deal—no matter how much I might want it again and again.
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      I’d needed some time to sort through my jumble of emotions when it came to Fox. I spent time at the library, worked overtime at the shelter—anything to keep away from my apartment.

      After a wonderful day of adoptions, I decided to walk home through the park and enjoy the beautiful spring weather. When I returned home, I found a box of baklava sitting in front of my door with a little note that said, From Fox – x. Lily must have told him that it was my favourite.

      The next night, I was about to settle in and watch tv where there was knock.

      “Pizza delivery! Open up!” Lily shouted.

      Standing, I dropped the remote on the floor as I ran to get the door.

      “I knew you’d open the door if I brought food.

      My stomach grumbled loudly. “I was just thinking about what to eat.”

      Lily dropped the box on the stove and pulled out a couple of plates from the nearby cupboard.

      “I haven’t seen you in a while. Are you avoiding me?”

      I cracked open a bottle of wine and pour us each a glass. “No of course not.” I said with as much innocence as I could muster, because the truth was, I had been.

      “So,” Lily began once we were settled on the couch, “how are things going between you and Fox?”

      The question caught me by surprise and I inhaled sharply and choked on a bit.

      “You okay?” She patted me on the back until I was able to breathe again.

      “I’m fine now.”

      “That’s good. For a second there, I thought you forgot how to eat. So…”

      “So…?” I echoed, disappointed that she hadn’t forgotten her question..

      “Fox—How are things with you two?”

      I grabbed my wine glass and took a big gulp. Was it written on my face or something? Did Fox tell her we’d had sex?

      She  peered at me as I scrambled to think of what to say.

      “Did you two have a fight or something?” She dropped her pizza on her plate and glowered “I told him to be nice. And the least he could do was buy you baklava to apologize.”

      “Yeah, he left me some outside my door. We didn’t fight. We’re great… well not great. We’re nothing really… not even a we. Just neighbours. We—he and I—barely see each other.” It’s like my mouth was connected to a motor that would not shut off.

      Lily’s eyebrows pulled together. “Are you okay?”

      Biting my tongue to shut myself up, I nodded.

      “So, you’re not fighting?”

      I shook my head.

      “Okay,” she said slowly, narrowing her eyes as if she wasn’t sure she entirely believed me. “I wasn’t sure you’d give him a chance after what he did. He’s a great guy and I want the two of you to be friends. You seem really wound up. Maybe you are working too much.”

      Stretching out my legs, a yawn came over me. “Yeah, I haven’t been sleeping well. Maybe I should cut back on some of my caffeine intake.  I do have this weekend off.”

      She sat up straight, her face lighting up. “Really? Can we hang out this weekend?”

      “Sure. What do you have in mind?”

      “I’m taking over my parent’s backyard this Saturday. We could swim and barbecue then relax in the sun with a few drinks. What do you say?”

      Her excitement was contagious. It has been quite a while since we had spent more than an hour or two together. “Okay, it sounds like fun,” I told her. “What can I bring?”

      Through a mouth full of pizza stuff in her cheeks, she pointed her crust at me and shook her head. “Not a thing. This is going to be fun. She picked up the remote and pressed play. “I’m dying to see which dancers get paired up with who this week.”
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        * * *

      

      I stood on the sidewalk and seethed.

      Lily had lied to me.

      As I got out of the taxi and snatched up my beach bag over my shoulder and, a freezer bag of asiago dip and naan and a box of my favourite appetizers, the number of cars on the street should have tipped me off.

      The sound of music and laughter grew as I entered the side gate and was greeted by a large group of people .

      “Kaelie!” Lily called out running toward me with open arms.

      She wrapped her arms around my stunned body I asked, “I thought you said it was going to be just the two of us?”

      She wrapped an arm around my shoulders and led me further into the yard. “Please don’t be mad? I only lied because you freaked out when I asked you about Fox, and I didn’t think you’d come if I told you this was his welcome home party.”

      “Lily!” I hissed.

      “I know, I’m sorry…”

      Her schemes usually didn’t bother me, but they were starting to get under my skin—at least where her brother was concerned. “Yes. I know. You ‘want us to be friends.’ But this is for family. I shouldn’t be here.”

      “Come on,, you are already here. Please? I miss hanging out with you. Fox should be here any minute.”

      “If I stay, you have to promise me that there will be no more surprises like this.”

      Lily nodded excitedly, biting her lip.

      “Okay, but just for an hour.” I shoved the snack bag into her arms. “Then you might as well put these on the table.”

      Lily squealed and jumped up and down, nearly dropping the bag. “Come on, let’s get you that drink

      As we approached the barbecue, Lily’s parents were manning the grill. They greeted me with a warm, welcoming hug before we carried on to the tables where the coolers were set up.

      “I looks like we need more ice.” Lily stated. “I’ll be right back.” She disappeared through a door leading into the garage. When she didn’t return right away, I grabbed a drink and started walk around the expansive yard.   There was a large mix of guests. A group of older people I assumed were Fox’s family members. A couple of younger, more rowdy crowd I assumed were school friends.

      The backyard was beautiful as it stretched out around a gorgeous pool lined with black, teal and silver tile that shimmered in the sunshine. A waterfall  flowed from the highest of the massive stacked stones surrounding the far length of it. On the near side sat lounge chairs that a couple of girls had occupied.  Behind the pool, a ways back from the main entertaining area stood a beautiful pool house.

      Whooping and cheering drew my attention from the beautiful landscape to side gate. The air grew charged around me even before he stepped into view.

      Fox was the perfection balance of dressed up and casual  in a white button down long-sleeved shirt and jeans. He went to his mom first. Something was off. Even though he was smiling, it didn’t reach his eyes.

      He noticed and he raised an eyebrow at me.  I gave him an awkward wave.

      Fox didn’t break his gaze from mine when he said, “Mom, could you give me just a sec?”

      “Sure, sweetheart,” she replied, patting his arm lightly.

      He strode over to me. “I’m surprised to see you.”

      Clasping my fingers together, I tried not to fidget. “You can thank your sister for that.”

      “Why have you been avoiding me”

      My cheeks heated. “We should talk about this later. Your friends and family are here to see you.”

      He grumbled. “I’d leave right now if it wouldn’t hurt Mom’s feelings. Fine, but we are going to talk.”

      “Fine.” I wouldn’t be able to avoid him forever.

      “Fine.”

      Fine.” I gritted out.

      I stomped over to a boulder on the far side of the pool, and plopped down. Trying to keep the crummy expression off my face so I wouldn’t ruin everyone’s fun by being a wet blanket.

      Come with me.” Fox took me gently by the wrist and led me to the pool house and guided me in.. The space was brightened by numerous skylights, the windows covered in white curtains. It was sparsely decorated, but it was it would be a step up living in here as opposed to my apartment.

      Following me inside, he hit the lock on the door with a loud click.

      “Why are we in here?” I asked nervously.

      He backed me up against the wall. “We needed some privacy. So why haven’t I seen you?”

      “Because we can’t do what we did again.”

      “Sex, we had a night of amazing fucking sex. Do I make you uncomfortable? Tell me if I did something wrong, because I thought we were good.”

      Pressing my hands to his chest, I tried to move him back, but he didn’t budge. Instead he lifted my hand to his mouth, placing a kiss on my wrist.

      “I’m attracted to you, but that doesn’t mean that I want to get involved with someone who could get transferred to God only knows where, tomorrow.”

      Fox furrowed his brow. “So the problem is that I’m in the military?”

      “My dad was in the military growing up,” I explained, starting to pace . “The constant transfers ruined my parent’s marriage.”

      He reached out, taking my hand. “I’m not asking you to marry me. I like you because you’re hilarious when you’re flustered. And you were willing to try and save me from a nightmare with an umbrella.”

      I laughed at the thought, lightening the tension had been forming inside.

      “If you decide you aren’t interested, I’ll respect your decision. I just ask tat you consider my idea. We could have some fun together and enjoy each others company. I’ve learned that no one is promised tomorrow.  I like you, and not just for your vagina—I would hate to miss out on something amazing. We don’t have to promise each other anything. If it isn’t working, say the word and we’ll stick to being just friends.”

      “That sounds complicated,” I pointed out.

      He leaned in closer, his lips brushing against the nape of my neck. “Anything worth doing usually is.”

      “Okay, we’ll give keeping things casual a try.” A flutter of butterflies raced through me as I spoke those words.

      He lips tailed kisses from my neck across my cheek until he found my lips. Desire rushed through me; I could feel myself giving in to him. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I pulled him closer.

      He groaned, in appreciation, he fingers splaying across my ass, giving it a squeeze.

      “Fox?” Lily called from the other side of the door.

      He pulled away, our chests heaved. “I’d better see what she wants.” He started for the door, then looked back. “Will you at least consider what I said?”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      Fox’s lips curled up into a smile that sent heat pooling in my core.

      Fox adjusted himself, unlocked the door, then slipped out.

      I dropped down on a wicker chair, taking a moment to try and clear my foggy thoughts. The feel of his lips was still seared on my skin.

      While the idea of a little fun between friends set my desires stirring, I couldn’t help but wonder if that was really a possibility.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      At the sound of a throat clearing, I looked up from the dog I was playing with to find Fox on the other side of the kennel door.

      “You are the last person I expected to see here. You can come in if you want,” I told him.

      He opened the door and stepped in, then took a seat beside me.

      “So, this is what you do at work?”

      I shrugged. “Sometimes, but I do other things too. A lot of time is put into organizing  fundraisers, adoptions and lots of paperwork. Sometimes I even bathe the dogs. I love it here.”

      Bailey, the little chocolate lab shoved his way between us and jumped up on Fox, wagging his tail and licking his face.

      “Seems like Bailey likes you. Have you ever thought about getting a dog?”

      Fox snorted. “I already have Felix.”

      “Yeah,” I pressed, “but a dog could be a great companion for you.” Or a therapy dog, I thought. After waking to him having another nightmare, I googled PTSD and an article on canine therapy had popped up.

      Fox’s jaw tightened. “You heard… sorry if I woke you.”

      “You don’t have to apologize. I just read that labs are good with that sort of thing. Bailey could wake you. Felix would come around with time.”

      He shook his head with a laugh “I bet you get a lot of dogs adopted, don’t you?” He turned, crossing his legs in front of him. “I have a great idea.”

      “Oh?” I arched a brow, interest piqued. “I’m listening.”

      “Dinner,” he said. “I know this really great place—the chef is amazing.” He puckered his lips and did a chef’s kiss motion. “And if you play your cards right, for desert, there might be incredible sex. Just think about it.”

      I tossed a rope for Bailey then stood up and offered my hand to Fox. He took it, letting me help him to his feet.

      “Did you drive?” he asked, brushing the dog fur off his clothes.

      Holding Bailey back, Fox exited the cage and I followed closely behind. “I don’t have a car.”

      “Great. I’ll take you home so you can change before we go.” Turning, he started heading for the front door.

      “I didn’t say I would go,” I pointed out.

      He paused mid step, his eyebrows pulled together as he turned to look at me.

      “Relax Fox, I’m just kidding. Let’s get out of here.”

      After getting home and having him walk me to my door, I hurried to freshen up. I’d opted for a pink halter dress that left nothing to the imagination, my cleavage to the max. A knock on the door as I looked myself over sent butterflies fluttering in my stomach. Dressed in an eggplant polo shirt and a pair of jeans that sat just right.

      He whistled. “Fuck, Kaelie. You’re making it difficult for me to behave right now.” He reached out and took my hand.

      “You look pretty great yourself.” I replied, running my free hand along his collar.

      “Come on, before I take you right here in the hallway.”

      Exhibitionism had never really excited me, but the heat in his voice made me want to reconsider.

      He placed his hand lightly on the small of my back and lead me down the hall and as I turned to head downstairs, he stopped me.

      “Did you forget your keys?” I asked.

      He shook his head and pulled me inside. “I’m cooking for you.”

      He’d laid out a platter of appetizers on the kitchen counter—spring rolls, little lamb skewers, stuffed mushrooms.

      “You did all of this?”

      Fox nodded. As we approached the spread, he picked up one of the spring rolls and brought it up to my lips.

      He watched me intently as I took a bite, eyes darkening when I hummed in appreciation. The masterful seasoning brought out the flavours of the filling and was complemented by the perfectly crunchy and chewy wrap. This man should have been a chef.

      Fox wrapped his fingers gently around my wrist, guiding the rest of it to his mouth. One by one his took my fingers into his mouth, sucking on them gently.

      There was something erotic about being fed. His reaction booted my confidence and I decided to play it up a bit.

      I dragged my tongue over my bottom lip, watching “Delicious.”

      A low growl emitted from his chest. Placing his hands on my waist, he slid them up until they were under my breasts. He grazed his thumbs over my nipples, teasing them through the material of my dress. my squeezed lightly, pushing them up until they were nearly popping out of my dress. I picked up a skewer. .

      “Here, let me feed you.” Pulling off, a piece of meat, and held it up to his lips.

      “The only thing I want to eat is you,” he answered.

      Still he took the proffered bite. Eyeing a drop of sauce on the corner of his lip, I helped myself, licking it off.

      “That’s it.” He grabbed me, hefting me over his shoulder and carried me toward the bedroom. His hand gripped my upper thigh, fingers curling in dangerously close to where I wanted him to touch me.

      I let out a startled laugh and playfully kicked my feet which earned me a smack on the ass.

      Fox slid me down the front of his body and sat me at the foot of the bed. He didn’t take his eyes off my face as he peeled his shirt off, then unbuttoned his jeans, discarding them on the floor.

      Oh my god, the man was going commando.

      “You might want to take off your dress before I rip it off,” he commanded.

      “Then you better get your ass on this bed,” I ordered back.

      With a smirk he walked around the side of the bed and laid down, reaching in the beside table drawer for a condom. He sprawled out on his back and stroked himself as he watched me undress.

      I unhooked the halter from my neck, letting if fall, exposing my breasts to him. Turning my back to him, I dragged the zipper down until is slipped from my body, pooling on the ground, exposing my ass. He hadn’t been the only one to go commando.

      I peeked over my shoulder; his eyes were glued to my ass, still pumping his dick.

      “Like something you see, soldier?”

      “You know I fucking do. Get over here so I can fuck you. I want to hear you scream my name.”

      Reaching over, he tugged open the drawer in the beside table and pulled out a condom. He sheathed himself as I crawled toward him and up his body until I straddled him.

      “I’m going to be the one fucking you tonight, Fox.”

      He smirked—until I grabbed his cock and guided it to my opening. I eased myself down on him,. taking him in, inch by inch. my body stretched to accommodate him

      I rocked my hips, making him groan.

      Fox let his head fall back. When I tried to increase my speed, his hands held me still

      “Slow down.”

      Letting go of me with one hand, he brought it between us. His thumb massaged my clit, sending a wave of ecstasy to my center. I fell forward and caught myself with my hands against his chest for support.

      Determined to hold out longer, I grabbed his wrists and pinned them beside his head. “Tuck your hands behind your head—and keep them there.”

      I leaned back and ran my hands over my breasts, making my nipples pucker.

      “Let me touch you,” he begged, his words were half moan.

      “Not yet,” I said, and brought my fingers to my clit. Softly I rubbed circles, working myself closer; turned on all the more from the expression on Fox’s face.

      Fox bolted upright and pulled me up until he was in me to the hilt. His mouth taking one of my nipples between his teeth. I cried out loudly. He guided my hips faster.

      Every nerve in my body buzzed with anticipation as I  was about to fall over the edge to ecstasy, Fox flipped me onto my back, then pounded into my body. Harder faster , driving me to new heights..

      “Fox!” As I began to convulse around his shaft, he buried his face into my neck, chasing my release with his own.

      “Fuck,” he breathed. Strokes slowed as he came down. When he pulled out, he ordered me to stay put while he dealt with the condom. I pulled the duvet over me. He returned, climbing in beside me and pulled me to his chest.

      “That was… wow,” I murmured.

      He hummed I agreement. “So much better than food.”

      I laughed.

      It didn’t take long to doze off the sound of his heartbeat gradually slowing to a steady rhythm.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke the next morning, I found myself alone in his bed.

      I looked around and found a t-shirt at the end of the bed. I wandered to the kitchen and found Fox in the kitchen pouring a cup of coffee, naked.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      “Hey, why don’t you go sit on the couch and I’ll get you some coffee.  How do you take it?

      “Just some milk, please.”

      I took a seat, curling my legs under me. Felix watched me from where he sat on the window ledge.

      “He doesn’t like anyone,” Fox said, handing me a mug.

      I patted my thigh and Felix came right over and climbed on my lap.

      “Well, I’ll be damned.”

      I gave Fox a shit-eating grin. “We bonded while you were away,” I explained.

      “You seem to have a calming effect on as animals as well as people.”

      “You think so?” I asked.

      But Fox looked dead serious. “I know so.  It’s not easy to win this guy over.” He hesitated. “and last night was the first time in a long time that I didn’t have a nightmare.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, so I took a sip of coffee. My phone alarm broke the silence. “I guess I’d better get dressed and get out of here. I’m sure you have stuff to do today, and I have to get going to work.”

      Fox nodded, but couldn’t hide the disappointment in his eyes.

      I went to gather my dress from the bedroom. The moment I stopped to pick it up, his chest pressed against my back. Fox wrapped an arm around my waist, and cupped my breast with his free hand.

      “Are you sure you have to leave? Is there any chance I could I convince you to say a little longer?”

      His touch and the sensual timbre of his voice was enough to ignite my body. I twisted in his arms and circled my arms around his neck, pulling him closer, then brushed my lips over his, and breathed “Okay.”

      His chest vibrated with a rumble as he leaned me back to the bed.

      This would make me late for work, but having Fox fuck my brains out was worth it.
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      A couple of weeks had passed where Lily and I had struggled to connect. So when a Friday evening had opened up for both of us, we jumped on the chance and arranged an impromptu movie night. She arrived that evening with wine and a bag of snacks.

      As we curled up on the couch with our wine and I searched for our first movie choice, I could feel Lily eyeing me.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked.

      “Do you have a thing for my brother?”

      Wow, that came out of left field.

      She continued. “I’m asking because we went to my parent’s house last night and he kept talking about you.”

      I’d blinked rapidly, feigning innocence. “I don’t know why he would do that.”

      Lily laughed. “You are a crappy liar. You do have a thing for him, don’t bothering trying to deny it.”

      “Uh, no. What on Earth would give you that impression? Do I think he’s hot? I mean have you seen him? I’d have to be blind not to. But it’s just a crush.”

      Lily scrunched up her face. “First eww. Second, just crush?” She snorted derisively. “Okay, sure. If you say so.” Then she picked up her phone and began typing.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      Before she could answer, there was a knock on the door. My eyes narrowed, already knowing who it was.

      “Just testing a theory. You say it’s ‘just a little crush.’ If that’s true, then you won’t mind that I asked Fox to stop by.”

      Giving her a withering glance, I walked over and answered the door. Fox leaning casually against the door frame.

      “Hey neighbour. Lily said you guys were having a movie night. Do you mind if I join?” He breezed past me and into the living room, flopping down on the couch beside his sister. “So, what are we watching?”

      “We haven’t decided yet,” Lily replied, with a smirk. “Aren’t you going to sit down, Kaelie?”

      I eased myself down onto the couch, trying to avoid contact with Fox, but as soon as I was safe, he shifted so our bodies were touching.

      For the next hour we watched some sci-fi action movie—not something I would have chosen.

      The entire time my body was on edge, feeling the energy buzz between our bodies. Fox’s arm stretched out behind me along the back of the couch. His hand gradually moved closer until he could grab a piece of my hair, twirling it discretely between his fingers.

      Partway through the movie, he leaned in close enough for his lips to graze my ear as he whispered, “She’s asleep.”

      It was true. Lily was curled up, out cold.

      You seem a little on edge,” he murmured. “Come with me.”

      I let him lead me down the hall to my bedroom, leaving the door open. He pressed his body against mine, backing me against the wall. My breath caught as Fox slid his hands over me, exploring and he sank to his knees.

      “You might want to be quiet, unless you want Lily to wake up.”

      I stroked my fingers through his short spiky. “This is crazy.”

      “Uh huh,” he said, sliding my tights and underwear down my legs to my ankles. With one hand he pressed two fingers between my legs. “Fuck, you’re so wet.”

      I gasped as he pressed in deeper until they were sliding inside of me. Needing more, I struggled to pull a foot free from the confines of my clothes, and spread my legs further.

      “Thank you. That makes this much easier.” He wasted no time diving in, finding my clit with his tongue. I moaned.

      “Shhh,” he murmured.

      The strength in my knees wavered the closer he urged me toward my orgasm, then gave out entirely as it washed over me. I toppled forward bracing a hand on his shoulder and covering my mouth with my other to muffle my cries.

      He drew it out until I dug my nails into him, a silent plea for him to ease up.

      Fox stood, wrapped his arms around me and pressed his mouth to mine. I could taste myself on him.

      “You’re fucking delicious. Feel how hard you make me.” He pressed my hand against his hard length. “I’d better go before Lily wakes up. But just know that I’ll be jacking off. I bet if you go to your window over there and open it, you’ll be able to hear me. I’ll be fantasizing about fucking you.”

      His words sent a deliciously, dirty me. He kissed me one last time before sneaking from the room. A pang of disappointment gripped my heart at the sound of the door closing.

      I walked over to the window and slid it open. It wasn’t long before I heard him moving about. The zip of his jeans. The moan as I pictured him palming himself. For the next twenty minutes, I heard him work himself up, uttering dirty things that he wanted to do to me. When he came, I found that my breathing was hitched, my heart racing.

      “What are you doing?”

      I pretty near jumped out of my skim with squeal. Lily was standing at the doorway.

      “Oh nothing. I just needed some air.”

      “Where did Fox go?”

      “He had to take off. Something came up.” I could hear the faint sound of his laughter.

      She pouted. “I thought for sure that something would happen. Why didn’t you make a move?”

      With shake of my head, I walked over to her. “I’m sure your brother has no problem finding women without your assistance.”

      “That may be true, but none of them are as awesome as you,” she replied.
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      A week later, Fox messaged me around lunch time, wanting to know if I was free that evening. By that time, I was more than eager.

      And then he showed up at my door.

      He stood there, smiling, but something was off. I could see it in his eyes. And he had flowers.

      “What’s wrong?”

      He tried to turn on the charm. “Not a thing now.” Stepping forward, he kissed me lightly. “Do you want to grab some dinner or something?” He asked.

      I raised an eyebrow at him.

      “First the flowers, now dinner? If I didn’t know better, it sounds an awful lot like a date.”

      “Maybe…”

      I turned and headed to the kitchen to find a vase, and because I needed a second to figure out what to do. “Fox, come on.”

      He followed close at my heels, coming to stand up against me, pressing me against the counter. His hands began to wander, his fingers grazing my sensitive skin, goose bumps pebbling my skin.

      I pressed my ass against his erection. Spinning, I made quick work of the button and zipper on his pants. “I need you inside me, Fox. Please.” The plea was barely a whisper.

      His fingers gripped my hips. As if I were lighter than a feather, he lifted me on top of the counter.

      “Fine, we can act like horny teenagers, but once I’ve fucked you senseless, we are going to talk like adults.”

      I nodded too quickly. He could have said pretty much anything I would have agreed.

      Once we’d had our way with each other around my kitchen, he scooped my up in his arms and walked us over to the couch. Setting me down on one side, he positioned himself on the other, facing me. He sat rigidly straight, his fingers gripping his knees. A palpable heaviness settled over us. Like a bandage, it was better to just rip it off and get it out in the open.

      “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?”

      Fox shifted. “I got the call this morning—I’m flying out tomorrow.”

      It was if the air had been sucked from my lungs. I pressed my hand to my chest, rubbing in circles to trying and relieve some of the pain. We sat quietly for a few minutes as the dust settled from that drop of the bomb.

      “Say something,” he stated, moving closer to me.

      I’m not sure what there is to say.” I gripped my hands tightly, hiding them in my lap.

      “Come on, Kaelie, I know I said we’d just have a bit of fun, nothing serious. But every moment I spend with you, I want more. I’m crazy about you.  Don’t you feel something too?”

      My shoulders slumped. This was exactly what I’d been afraid of. “We agreed that this was just about having fun”.

      “You can’t ignore the chemistry”, he replied, reaching out and taking my hand.

      I had to look away from his intense gaze, or I would have caved to the emotions trying to burst through my chest.

      I had to stay strong. “I won’t pretend there is nothing there, but you know how I feel about the military life. . I respect your career choice, I really do. I think you and all the people that serve are a step above. I don’t know if I could handle saying goodbye to you over and over… I’m sorry.”

      Fox looked like I had punched him in the gut.

      “So that’s it?” he asked quietly.

      Tears welled up. I silently begged them not to until Fox left.

      He let out a long slow breath then stood. “Okay.”

      I stood too. This was it. He was leaving.

      He took two steps toward the door, stopped and spun around, stopping in front of me. He pulled me into his arms and pressed his perfectly soft lips firmly against mine.

      When he finally ended the kiss, he took a half step back. His eyebrows furrowed above glassy eyes as if he were trying to memorize my face.

      “Saying goodbye to everyone I care about never gets any easier… and walking away from you, is the hardest one yet.” His hands slid from my shoulders, then he turned and without looking back, he strode out the door and walked away.

      The second the door clicked shut, the dam holding everything in finally gave out. Hot tears poured down my face.

      How did one thing that was supposed to protect my heart make it feel like it was shattering?
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      The following night, I called Lily. “Hey, what are you up to?”

      “I’m at my parent’s house.  Send off days for Fox are always hard on them.”

      His name opened the flood gates and my body began to shake as the tears ran down my cheek. “I made a mistake,” I sobbed.

      “At work?”

      “With Fox. I just let him walk away.”

      She sighed. “I knew it.  I’ll be right over.”
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        * * *

      

      For the next two months, Lily came to look after Felix. I think she knew it would have been tough for me. As a result, she spent a lot of time at my place.

      I pushed Fox away to avoid getting hurt, but every time I walked past his door, a pang twisted my heart that never seemed to go away.

      My eyes ached, from lack of sleep. It seemed like no matter how hard I tried, it evaded me. As the light in the room brightened, I gave up and I climbed out of bed.

      Dragging my feet, bleary-eyed, I shuffled to the bathroom to shower and cover the bags under my eyes with makeup. Just as I finished tugging my half-brushed hair into a ponytail as an attempt to appear normal to the world, my cell dinged.

      Lily’s name flashed on the screen, but I ignored it and pulled on my jeans. Never one to give up, she called, filling my bathroom with the annoying cheery ring tone.

      “Hello?” I yawned, barely keeping my depressed mood out of my voice.

      “Morning, sunshine. What are you up today?” she asked.

      I checked the time on my phone. “I was going to head over to the farmer’s market. I need a change on scenery. What are you doing up so early? I know you like to sleep in on weekends.”

      Lily laughed, but it was a little too high-pitched. . “I couldn’t sleep. Mind if I come with you?”

      “Uh, I was going to go in a few minutes… How much time do you need to get ready?”

      “I’m already here!”

      Taken aback, I said, “Oh, okay. I’ll be right down.”

      I jogged down the X flights of stairs convinced she was up to another one of her schemes. She was probably tired of my moods and decided a full day’s excursion to bring me around. And knowing her it could be anything from a relaxing spa day or paintball.

      I stepped out into the bright morning and halted in my tracks. My heart leaped into my throat.

      Fox leaned against a red pickup truck.

      “Hi, Kaelie,” Fox said my name as casually as if he’d only been gone for an hour. His brow wrinkled as he waited for me to react.

      “Fox? When did you get back?” My voice came out breathy. I took a few tentative steps toward him. “Is Lily here with you?”

      “I wasn’t sure you would come out if I called, so I asked her to. I’m sorry for the deception. It’s just that I need a chance to talk to you. I’ve been considering something for a while and I finally made a decision. I wanted to share it with you.”

      That piqued my interest. “Oh? And what decision is that?”

      “My contract is up in a few weeks, and I decided that now was the perfect time for a career change.”

      My eyes widened; my hand flew to my mouth. “But I thought you loved the military… please tell me you didn’t do this for me?”

      He took a tentative step toward me. “I’m not going to lie, you may have been one factor,” he admitted lifting his hand to show a small gap between his thumb and index finger. “But that’s not the only reason. I miss my family and most importantly, I need to take the time to heal from the trauma I have experienced.”

      “So, what are you going to do?”

      “I took a job with the fire department,” he said, trying to contain a hopeless shit-eating grin.”

      Shaking my head, I laughed. “You really are too much, aren’t you?”

      Fox reached out and took my hands in his, pulling me closer. “I can’t tell you how many times I picked up my phone to call you and beg you to give us a chance. The last few months were miserable without you.”

      Letting out a breath, I confessed, “The night you walked away, I knew I had given up my chance. I should have told you how I really felt. .”

      “Really? After the way we left things, when Lily told me what was going on, I thought she was exaggerating.”

      “I didn’t know she’s been talking to you.”

      Fox encircled his arms around my waist.  “I told her how I felt about you the day I left. She knew that I would want to know. Lily also knows that sometimes I can be impulsive. She ensured that I thought everything through and made my decisions for all the right reasons. Speaking of, I was thinking my living arrangements could use a change.”

      I tilted my head, and waited for him to elaborate.  What on earth was he talking about?

      “I thought that since I was sticking around, maybe it was a good time to find a more permanent place to live. I have a couple of houses lined up to view if you’d like to come with me tomorrow. I could use your thoughts on them, especially the backyard. A dog needs a great backyard to run in.”

      My mind swirled with all the information he had just thrown at me. My heart felt like it was going to explode with excitement as tears welled up. “A dog?”

      Fox wiped a stray tear from my cheek with his thumb and nodded. “I  hoped you would help me with that too.”

      I wrapped my arms around his neck, squeezing tightly. Leaning back, I pressed my lips to his.

      “There is just one little hitch,” he managed to say against my lips.

      “What’s that?”

      “Well, I have another month before I officially join civilian life.”

      “I think I can handle that.” I kissed Fox again, my body humming. I needed nothing more than to be entwined with him. Pushing away from him, I turned and started to walk back to the apartment.

      “Where are you going? I thought you were going to the farmer’s market,” he called after me.

      I glanced over my shoulder and arched a brow. “You can go if you want, but I suddenly have an overwhelming desire to lie naked in bed for the rest of the day.”

      The truck alarm beeped, and Fox was beside me before I made it to the lobby door. “Now that is a plan that I can get on board with.”

      As we hurried up the stairs, a sense of calm settled over me. I felt lighter than I had in a long time. I was finally honest about my feelings for Fox; he was the man that I wanted to be with.

      “I plan to make up for lost time. It’s been a long couple of months.” Fox’s voice pulled me from my thoughts.

      I pushed open the door to my apartment and glanced back at him. “Good, I’m looking forward to it. Now, you have thirty seconds to get naked before I start without you.”
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          BRILYNN SIENNA

        

      

    

    
      “Come on, girl. We’re going out tonight. It’s our last weekend of freedom before the new term begins and I already know how unfun you’ll be then. Tonight, you’re going to find some hot piece of man and jump his bones like your life depends on it.” Laken eyed me mischievously from the other side of our villa, a grin curled up the corners of her pink shaded lips. As an art professor she was much more laid back than me. While we were in grad school, one of her paintings sold for a small fortune and the university begged her to stay on and teach. She was accomplished and well-known in the art community, of course they wanted to keep her.

      We’d been staying at Pointe Crest Resort all week, a small all-inclusive resort about two hours from the college. This week was our one last hurrah before we hunkered down and started teaching. One last chance for us to enjoy some time away before we were bombarded with students and assignments.

      “Laken…” I admonish her, even though a smile slowly graced my lips.

      “Look, all I’m saying is you’ve spent way too many years dutifully staying home and studying so you can get the best grades and now it's time you live a little. Plus, have I mentioned we’re on vacation?”

      I scoffed. “I do live a little.”

      “Staying at home every night, curled up with a book, in your pajama’s drinking tea is not living your best life, girlfriend. It’s boring, Bri. It’s the night to unleash fun Brilynn. She needs a night out on the town, followed by mind-blowing sex with some random guy she doesn’t know and will probably never, ever see again. Beats sitting here in our room wearing baggy sweats and ordering room service.”

      “I don’t know…” I chewed on my lower lip, debating if I should just go along with her just to avoid an argument.

      “Please. For me. Just this one time, and then you can go home and go back to being Old Mother Hubbard, with books as your children.”

      I shook my head in exasperation. Was it crazy of me to hope I would find someone to spend the night with at this point in my life? Most of the time, I was too awkward, but Laken makes me believe I still had a glimmer of hope in the man department. “Fine, but just tonight. School starts up next week and I want to make sure I’m ready to teach these new students.”

      She reached across to me, laying her hand upon my arm, giving me a reassuring look. “You are going to do just fine. I need you, babe. Be my wing girl tonight.”

      I scoff at her request, throwing my hands up in defeat. “Okay, okay, fine. As long as you’ll get off my back about all the studying and reading I’ll be doing tomorrow night.”

      “Deal.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ludacris thumped through the walls as we walked up to The Dirty Pelican. I’d been here once before with Laken. She was more of a party girl than I was so I wasn’t surprised everyone knew who she was.

      The Dirty Pelican was a hole in the wall place down the street from the resort, but the drinks were cheap and the music was always decent. The bouncer with his deep brown eyes roamed up and down our bodies, checking out our skimpy dresses and red fuck-me heels. Believe me, it was not my idea to wear these death traps on my feet. “Ladies.” He leaned over to remove the velvet partition so we could slip into the madness awaiting us.

      I followed her through the crowd toward the bar. It was so packed with people, so many bodies gyrating in one place, that the temperature in the club was hotter than it was outside. Bodies kept bumping into me as people tried to get the bartenders’ attention to order their drinks while we stood waiting patiently to put in our order. He made eye contact with Laken and a grin split his face. “It’s happening in here tonight, what can I grab for you ladies?”

      She raised her voice so he could hear her. “Yeah, I’ll take a dirty martini and Bri will have a…” She turned back to me. “What kind of drink do you want?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t care. Get me whatever.”

      “Give Bri a sex on the beach, extra vodka. My girl needs to let loose tonight.”

      “Alright, got it. Give me a couple minutes and I’ll be back.” He turned and we watched as he shook and poured our drinks.

      Turning around and leaning my back to the bartop, I scanned the room looking at all the people currently shaking it up on the dance floor. Men and women danced provocatively in front of me bumping and grinding as if they were making love with their clothes on. It was mesmerizing, I couldn’t help but watch.

      My body swayed to the music automatically as if someone had taken over my body like a marionette moving my strings. My hips dipped left and then right, while my head bobbed to the beat.

      There were so many guys here tonight, so I had no doubt Laken would find some unsuspecting chap to schmooze into giving her the night of her life. Men were attracted to her like bees were to honey.

      All of a sudden it seemed as if the people in the room shifted as one, parting like the Red Sea. My eyes landed on a young, hot Adonis across the club. He was tall, about six foot two, with a bright white smile. Cerulean blue eyes met mine and held me hostage, me giving him a once-over.

      A sinful smile tipped up the corners of his lips. I was eternally grateful the lights in the club were so dim as my face heated with a blush. His gaze bored into mine as if trying to read the writing on my soul.

      Him. I would happily let him use my body for the night, getting lost in pleasure. He had the look of a man who knew exactly what to do with a woman.

      What in the world was I thinking?

      I’m getting swept away in the thought of him stepping up to me, a complete stranger, and giving me the kiss of a lifetime or ravaging me in this moment. Right now, I’d gladly take either.

      My skin heated and I couldn’t tell if it was from the way his eyes devoured me or what I’d just been thinking.

      I wanted him to touch me, to put his big hands all over me. Unsure if I’d be able to keep my hands to myself either. Closing my eyes, I pictured running my fingers up and down his chiseled abs, followed by my tongue as I worked my way down to the promised land.

      Gooseflesh scattered across my arms and down my spine. I shouldn’t be fantasizing about a guy I’ve only just laid eyes on.

      “Hey, here’s your drink.” Laken turned toward me and I was momentarily distracted from my tempting thoughts of debauchery and pleasure. “Who’s got your eye tonight?” she asked. It’s uncanny how well she can read my mind.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about…” I tried hard to make her believe I was clueless to what she was asking, but I had no doubt she could read it all over my face. I tipped the glass up to my lips. Liquid courage would be my best ally tonight.

      “Don’t stand there and bullshit me, Brilynn Sienna. You were standing over here biting your bottom lip and I’m pretty sure I heard a moan slip out.”

      Busted!

      “Okay, so maybe I am.” I let my eyes roam back to the dance floor. He’s still standing there across from me, a smoldering look in his eyes. Lifting his drink, he tipped it to me in a silent greeting.

      I don’t tip mine back, I simply keep staring at him. Like a weirdo, I might add. He’s wearing a dark black t-shirt and board shorts. I should be repulsed, but even I can admit he’s still pretty fucking hot.

      I’m tempted for a piece of him, if only for a night. Laken was right, why not shake loose and live a little? I could see myself letting go of my inhibitions with him, for sure.

      He prowled toward us from the other side of the dance floor like a man on a mission. A predator looking for his prey.

      “Oh, he’s a looker.” Laken said from beside me, but nothing could pull me away from his approach. He’d captured my whole attention and I’m enraptured.

      There was a buzz running through me as my breathing picked up its pace. I could feel the blood pumping out a steady beat as it swept through the veins in my body.

      Laken reached over and grabbed my drink. "Hey, that’s mine. I'm not done drinking it yet." I protested, trying to sound like I meant even an ounce of the words as they spewed from my mouth.

      "You need to dance, girl." My eyes found my mystery man again as he was now standing on the dance floor, holding out a hand beckoning me to take what he’s offering with a cocky smirk across his face, his eyes filled with a mischievous glint. When the strobes hit him, they almost danced in the light like tiny fireflies.

      Different angles of his face illuminated as the lights moved around him.

      What the fuck am I saying? Seriously. Put your tongue back into your mouth and go dance with the devilishly handsome guy you can't seem to stop fantasizing about. I internally yelled at myself.

      I glanced over my shoulder at Laken as she pushed me from behind. "Go make that man wish he was taking you home tonight, boo. Shake what yo mama gave ya." She whispered in my ear and winked exaggeratedly.

      "You are incorrigible." I shook my head. He strolled closer, obviously not waiting for me to decide to meet him on the dance floor.

      He looked at me expectantly while holding out his hand again. "Come on. You know you want to dance with me." He boldly dares me with his deep voice. I looked down at his offered hand and then back up at him.

      I raised my eyebrows to meet my hairline. “Someone’s cocky.”

      “Nah, confident.” He winked and I sighed a little inside. I let him pull me out onto the dance floor. It was a slow song, so I reached up to wrap my arms around his neck, but he quickly spun me around so that my back was against his front.

      Typically, this type of dancing was reserved for the grinding you did back in high school when you couldn't just leave the dance to have sex. We were essentially dry humping without all the extra fun and pleasure. Well, he was definitely having pleasure, if the thing poking me in the ass was any indication of how much he was enjoying this.

      The tempo to the music picked up, and as the night flowed on, we didn't have a care in the world, just getting lost in each other. His hands gripped my hips and I danced against him, making sure to rub against his cock an extra second or two.

      His lips found the spot between my neck and collarbone and he nipped at me lightly. His groan was low and sexy as hell when it broached my ear. The sensation was overwhelming, like fireworks firing off one by one inside my body. A minute later he spun me to face him as he lowered his mouth to mine, firm lips devoured my own. This kiss... this kiss was full of raw and carnal need. He was fucking my mouth like he wanted to fuck my body and Lord help me, I wanted him to do it all.

      What was he hiding beneath his clothes? My hands found the hem of his shirt and I ran my fingers underneath finding his hard muscles.

      Who was this bold and daring female I’d become?

      I drowned in his kiss while I continued the exploration of his body.

      My fingertips danced over his side and he flinched reflexively with a laugh. Was he ticklish? I did it again and received the same response.

      My hands seemed to have a mind of their own, almost as if they were no longer connected to my body as they journeyed their way lower. I wanted to feel what I was doing to him. Considering board shorts hid absolutely nothing.

      Normally, delayed gratification wasn’t a bad thing, it tended to make me want someone more. But I didn't want to wait tonight, not with him. He was stirring up things inside me I hadn’t felt in a very long time. Like an adrenaline junkie looking for their next death-defying trick.

      I was drunk on him like my favorite kind of silky, smooth bourbon.

      I felt adrift, my head buzzed with arousal, and my heart was on fire. My hands begged to touch him everywhere, wherever he’d allow me.

      The last notes of the song died out and another one started, but he grabbed my hand, pulling me off the dance floor.

      "Where are we going?" I shouted, probably louder than I should have. But the music was loud so I wasn’t sure he was able to hear me. I was panting with short, quick breaths. Why was I so worked up?

      "Just follow me." Three little words laced with a certain amount of delightful danger. Where are we going? Should I turn around and find Laken?

      Am I really going to let a complete stranger lead me off the dance floor to who knows where? I looked down at our linked hands and squeezed. He returned the squeeze with one of his own and winked at me over his shoulder.

      No, I told myself, as I tried to relax. I’m going through with this. Laken was right. This was my one night to stay out late, get laid, and live a little before I dove head first into teaching classes.

      I had needs.

      An unquenchable desire.

      Just to feel free, even if it’s for one night.

      Uninhibited by school papers and studying, I'd spent too many long nights getting lost in research about Poseidon and Amphitrite or Diana and Achilles. I was doing this for me. I wanted him and if I was only giving myself tonight to live recklessly, then I was damn well going to do it and give it my all.

      He led me down a long, dark back hallway. The lights were much dimmer here than the rest of the club, setting a certain mood. Like how I imagined it would be walking into a speakeasy in the twenties, minus the jazz and smoking.

      Warm hands pulled at me, before backing me up against a brick wall. The brush of my exposed back against the brick felt rough, but at the moment I didn’t care. I’d take a little pain as long as it came with pleasure.

      Seconds later his lips crashed into mine like Armageddon was coming. My mouth met his eagerly, the satisfaction of being wanted, ripping me apart.

      Deep sweeping strokes of his tongue battered against the seam of my lips. We did a dance, tongues seduced by one another. God, why does he have to be such a damn good kisser?

      He trailed open-mouthed kisses along the underside of my neck. Wandering fingers grazed from my ribs to my hips, then even lower. A moan slipped from my kiss-swollen lips and he shook his head. "Mmm... you have to be quiet, baby."

      I hummed my consent, willing to do whatever he said so that those wicked fingers would keep stroking me.

      Dark chocolate eyes studied me and I prayed he couldn’t see how desperate I was for him to keep going. He dotted kisses against my heated skin, across my waistline, as he sank to his knees in front of me.

      I slightly parted my legs, offering myself as a sacrifice to pleasure, and he pushed them open farther, shouldering between them.

      Strong, thick fingers slipped through my delicate folds easily and I bucked forward into him. "Good girl. I’m going to finger-fuck you while I lick you, and make you come in the middle of this hallway where anyone could see us."

      I nodded because, fuck, I really wanted it. His movements left me speechless. I’d never been much of an exhibitionist or ever thought the idea would turn me on this much.

      Tonight, I wasn’t a college professor. I was a woman being openly desired and damn me if I wasn’t going to accept willingly.

      "What would you do if I ate you out right here and now? Pulled these little lace panties down your sexy legs with my teeth and slipped them into my pocket before devouring you like you've been craving? Are you an exhibitionist, do you like it when people watch, baby?" He turned, looking back toward the dance floor. A tall man sat at the edge of the bar and my mystery guy nodded to him. “How about the guy at the bar? Do you think he knows what I'm about to do to you? Would he want to watch as you came all over my fingers, my lips, my tongue?" His voice went from seductive to oh my God, do it already in two point five seconds. How can one man have such a perfectly masculine sounding voice?

      This time I couldn't hold back the whispered whimper as it slipped out. "Mmm... let me hear you baby. Tell me exactly what you want." God, I really liked his dirty mouth, I hoped he lived up to it in bed. And like he promised, a moment later his head was under my skirt and he was grabbing my panties between his teeth. Nerves zipped up my spine as the lace fabric slid down my legs. I lifted each leg so he could pull the thin fabric away  before slipping them into the pocket of his shorts, exactly as he described.

      Calloused hands ran up my calf and over my thigh before he was lifting one leg over his shoulder, exposing me to his hungry gaze.

      I was drenched for him. Needy.

      Warm eyes bored into mine before he deliberately swiped his tongue through my folds, his breath warming me. "Fuck me. That feels amazing."

      "You ain't seen nothing yet, baby. Hold on." Firm hands reached up and kneaded my tender flesh.

      My small hand ran through his short hair and held on. He buried his face in my pussy and the sudden movement made me jump slightly, letting out a little squeal.

      Teasing.

      Tantalizing.

      Desperate.

      I gasped, my body wiggled trying to get away as he sucked on my lower lips. My back arched begging for more as my hips rocked back and forth. Well-versed fingers slid into me and gently started thrusting.

      His dark scruff brushed against my thighs, making me relish the burn he was leaving behind. His teeth bit down on my tender flesh and I threw my head back with a deep moan. The flat of his tongue lapped at my clit, licking over and over again. Driving me mad with need.

      I was panting by this point. He worked me up higher and higher. "Open your eyes, sexy. I want you to watch me as I fuck your pretty little cunt with my mouth. I want you to come all over my face, so I can taste you as you get off on my tongue."

      His dirty words sent my orgasm careening through me. My legs shook from the intensity. I was breathing heavily, my chest fading in and out with each breath. I came on his tongue, screaming his name in the process. Luckily the club was loud enough no one would hear me. Not that I had a mind enough to care at the moment. He could do whatever he wanted with me and I’d say yes. I just didn’t want him to stop.

      "Holy hell... You are..." I couldn't even find the words. He'd taken them right out of my mouth and all that remained was moans and gibberish. Then he was up on his feet and he grabbed my hand, pulling me with him and I had no choice but to follow. I was his willing conquest for the night.

      After pushing the door open to the bathroom, he checked all the stalls, and then promptly closed and locked the door. "I need you. God, I need you so bad. Need to feel your tight little cunt squeezing the life out of my cock. Do you want that baby? I'm about to come just knowing how wet you are for me right now."

      I backed up as he stepped toward me, stopping when I hit the sink. Seconds later, rough hands lifted me to sit on the counter.

      Was this the most disgusting thing I've ever done? Probably.

      Did I care? No.

      Not.

      One.

      Single.

      Fuck.

      He gripped the waistline of his shorts and tugged them down, exposing his happy trail and trimmed hair.

      “Spread your legs, baby. I want to see what’s going to be mine.”

      He slipped his cock out from the confines of his shorts and it bounced in the air. It was a fucking third arm. I swear to God, it looked as if it was going to split me wide open.

      It had been a long time since I'd gotten laid, but I was more than willing. He dragged his straining erection up and down my folds, covering himself in the moisture pooling there. Teasing me. Making me want him even more. His cock was slippery from my juices as he rubbed it against me. I’d never been so wet in my damn life.

      He positioned himself at my entrance and those deep chocolate eyes found me again. “Say it.”

      My lusty haze spoke for me. “Please.”

      “Say it, sexy. I want you to beg me.” He was teasing me, sticking only the tip in and then pulling it back out again and no matter how much I squeezed he still slipped free. I growled in frustration.

      “I want you to fuck me. No, in fact I need you to.”

      Those words were all it took and in the next moment he was ramming into me without preamble. He thrust into me, sinking between the cleft of my legs.

      I cried out but he smothered the sound with his lips.

      Pausing momentarily, he gave me the necessary time to adjust to his size. His hands reached around me and squeezed handfuls of my ass, using it to pull me against himself and make me fuck myself on his length.

      He leaned in and grazed his lips against my neck before whispering his next words. “So wet. So damn tight. Hold on, baby. It might get a little wild. I'm going to try and hold on, but I make no promises. Who knows, maybe I'll get lucky and you'll invite me back to your place so we can continue this little rendezvous."

      My breath caught in my throat as he pushed the whole way in, bottoming out when his balls slapped my ass.

      "Yes," it slipped out past my lips without a second thought. I wanted him to come back to the villa with me, so I could get more of what I was currently receiving.

      As the minutes passed, he fell into a rhythm as his thrusting grew more erratic. My hips lifted up to meet him with each thrust, his balls slapped against me and left me moaning his name. I wrapped my legs around him, using my heels to pull him toward me harder.

      My pussy clamped down on his cock like a vise. My moan echoed his as we reached the crescendo of our release.

      His hand slipped down between us, finding my clit, and rubbing it in small circles, accompanied by a pinch.

      Fuck me.

      My orgasm lit me up like fireworks on the Fourth of July, stars flashed behind my eyes. I came hard, convulsing as I squeezed down on his silky length.

      A muscle in his jaw ticked. He wouldn’t last much longer.

      Seconds later, he shouted out his own release and I felt him coat my insides. Luckily, I was on the pill since we hadn't discussed birth control, but a condom was the least of my worries when we started all this.

      He tipped his forehead against mine; his panting breaths matched my own. Both of our hearts beat wildly. He didn’t pull out of me yet, not until he’d softened completely.

      Leaning in, his lips found mine, before he whispered in my ear. “Want to get out of here?”

      “Uh-huh.” My voice was hazy and bemused from the epic orgasm I’d just experienced.

      He helped me down from the sink and I pushed my dress down, looking at him expectantly.

      “What?” he smirked, leaning down to pull up his shorts. An overwhelming sadness poured through me at watching his magnificent cock disappear.

      “My underwear?”

      He shook his head, a cocksure grin curving his lips. “Nope, they’re mine now. I’m keeping them.”

      “But…”

      “No, I want you to think about what we just did with every step you take as my cum runs down your thighs.” My cheeks flamed; how would I be able to forget the best sex of my life?

      I pulled my phone out to text Laken so she didn’t walk in on us back at the villa. “Come back to my room with me?” he asked me while I was mid-text.

      “Yes.” I said, finishing off the text to Laken so she didn’t wig out when I didn’t come back to the room later tonight.

      We caught a ride back to the resort. The tension mounted again the longer we sat in the vehicle, our legs touching. When he grabbed my knee and started to dip his fingers between my thighs, my eyes rolled back and I dropped my head back against the seat.

      One moment they were there teasing me and then they weren’t.

      “Soon, babe.”

      He paid the driver as we got out and headed into the resort. We walked right into the elevator and were almost joined by someone else when he shooed them away, stating the elevator was full. The man’s eyes narrowed as he looked around, but he didn’t say anything, simply backed out and let the doors close.

      “I can’t wait.” He said to me as he backed me into the corner of the elevator. He lifted my hands over my head and held them with one hand while his other hand trailed down my body and slipped beneath my dress. “I need you again.”

      He finger-fucked me the whole way up while his mouth devoured mine. When the elevator stopped and the doors started to open, I pushed him away. I didn’t want anyone catching us in such an obscene position. With the heat in his eyes, he lifted his fingers and licked them off one by one. “Mmm… you’re fucking delicious.”

      It wasn’t until we stepped off the elevator, I realized we were on the top floor, the penthouse suite. He pulled a key from out of his pocket and unlocked the door while I stood there bewildered. What in the fuck?

      He opened the door for me and I passed by him, our arms touched briefly sending a chill through me. I couldn’t find one place to look instead my eyes skittered all over the place. From the kitchen to the living room, everything was lavish.

      I turned around to find him with a wide smile, his bright white teeth on display. “Why are we in the penthouse?”

      “I live here.”

      “You… wait, you live here? As in… live here, live here at the resort?”

      “Yep, my parents own it. So it comes with perks, hence, the penthouse.”

      “So you’re…”

      “Yes, don’t ruin it now. Can we just skip to the good part?” He stalked toward me, his eyes blazing with need.

      When his lips crashed against mine in heated passion, I had a feeling tonight was going to be more than I bargained for.
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        * * *

      

      Little did I know what was to come of that little escapade. One hot night of fucking with a stranger and I felt like I’d been high for hours. Three whole days later, I was still shamelessly sore from our pleasure-filled night. I snuck out the next morning without leaving a note or saying goodbye.

      I knew enough about who he was and that was already a shit load more complicated, no need to get attached. It was a one-night stand, nothing more.

      After that night, I returned to reality. The one consisting of Greek myths, smoothies for breakfast, and prepping for my first class as a college professor.

      No one would have guessed I’d have my first professor gig at the age of 28. It’s admirable to be where I am at my age. The age-old question of what I had done with my life never came up, because quite frankly I was happy with the life I created, boring as it may be. Even if I can’t stop thinking about him, and dreaming about all the deliciously naughty things he’d done with and to me that night. My memories would keep it alive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          DAWSON CARVER

        

      

    

    
      Cillian looked over at me as we took our seats in the auditorium for Greek Mythology. “Dude, have you seen the professor? She’s smoking hot.”

      “When did you have a chance to see her?” I half listened to him. I couldn’t stop thinking about my mystery girl. If I closed my eyes, I could still picture the way she looked when I snuck her into the bathroom and kissed her. I could still smell the sweet fragrance of her perfume. I can’t help but remember taking her in every wicked, dirty manner we had tried that night. She’d seeped into my mind so deep and I didn’t even know what her name was. She never told me.

      “Spencer said he found a photo of her online. She looks all plain and uptight, but I bet under the façade she’s all sorts of wildcat. It’s the quiet ones you gotta watch out for.”

      “Remind me why you're in this class again?” I sighed. I loved mythology and needed one more class for my minor. I registered for it because this was the only one open that worked with my schedule. All my senior classes were neatly blocked together by the university, and this was my only chance at getting the credit I needed. It was too late to minor in something else, not that I would since I had a passion for the Greeks. It was something that solely belongs to me. I also loved surfing, but my parents had managed to tarnish it whenever they insisted on me competing. They took something I loved and twisted it to make money.

      “It was the only choice I had,” he smirked, “and I’m hoping this professor makes up for it with her killer bod. I can’t wait to get a good look at her.”

      I rolled my eyes at Cillian, not bothering to respond to his comment and went back to scrolling on my phone. I had the Tinder app open, but couldn’t bring myself to swipe right on anyone. My head was all screwed up over my mystery girl. The night we’d spent together was one of the best nights I’ve ever had. The way she came undone and brought out her wild side surprised me in the best way. It was hot as fuck. She was hot as fuck.

      But she’d left early the next morning without leaving a note or saying goodbye.

      Ugh, I needed to stop thinking about her. I was sure she’d be long gone. We kept it completely casual, so casual I didn’t even get her first name. I had planned to order us room service in the morning and then talk her into letting me have her one last time in the shower but obviously I didn’t get the chance.

      Why the fuck am I pouting like a little girl?

      Hell, I wanted to see her again. I looked for her everywhere.

      If she wanted me, she would’ve let me know. She knew my name, given the shocked expression on her face. But I didn’t want to talk about my parents or my family name. I just wanted to be with her.

      It had been over a week and I couldn’t seem to get my dick up for any other girl. The one time it did get hard was when I was thinking about her. How her warm, tight pussy gripped me like a glove. How those unique jade eyes watched my every move. Red lips that formed into the perfect “o” as she found her release. I wanted to feel her again, to be inside her.

      I got lost in my thoughts when Cillian bumped me with his elbow. “Dude, there she is.”

      My eyes wandered to the door as a woman with dark hair closed it. She was petite and curvy. The heels she wore made her legs look perfect. A small bag was attached to her shoulder, she seemed less like a college professor and more like someone our own age.

      Wait… I know those…

      Holy fuck, it’s her. She’s… my professor?

      Those jade beauties of hers scanned over the first row. They widened briefly when they landed on me and the look of horror on her face would’ve been priceless if I wasn’t so insulted by it. Was it because I was now her student that she’s embarrassed to have been fucked by me in a bar bathroom? It cut deep, the thought that I’ve been obsessing over our night and she obviously wasn’t. She paused for a moment before quickly regaining her composure and speaking to the class.

      “Looks like everyone found the room alright. If you’re not here for Greek Mythology, then you’re in the wrong place.” Half of the kids laughed, the other half looked at her like she was crazy. She was avoiding eye contact, and I hated the thought of her ignoring me.

      Unfortunately, Cillian was right. Professor Sienna was a wildcat in bed. I had scratches on my back for several days after that night before they eventually disappeared. With every movement, I’d feel the sting across my back and it reminded me of what caused it. She’d let me do things to her body I’d never done with anyone else. She let me eat her out in the middle of a fucking hallway at a nightclub before proceeding to fuck her in the bathroom of said establishment.

      “My name is Professor Brilynn Sienna. I will be teaching your class this semester. My office hours will be Monday, Wednesday, and Thursday from 1:30pm - 4:00pm. Any time you have any questions please feel free to drop by and see me. You will have assignments and homework in this class. It will not be easy. I expect you to involve yourself in the lectures and discussions about Greek mythology. You will be graded on your participation at the end of the semester.”

      Cillian looked my way and rolled his eyes. I knew he was just here to check out the “hot professor.” Knowing him, he’d probably drop this class the first chance he got.

      I kept waiting for her to look my way during class. Silently willed her to look at me.

      She’d look behind me and in front of me but never directly at me. By the time class was done, I was more than a little pissed. Who the fuck did she think she was? She’s treating me like what we did was a mistake and she can’t stand the sight of me. I know she wanted it, and begged me for it.

      Knowing today was Monday, I planned to be at her office promptly at 1:30pm. Brilynn and I were going to have a little chat. I wanted to remind her of all the things we'd done and the connection we shared. She wouldn’t be able to forget, not by the time I was done with her.
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        * * *

      

      The morning passed by quickly. Before I know it, it’s 1:30pm and I’m on my way to confront Professor Sienna. I know what I need to do and I won’t let her bullshit me about how it isn’t right, her dating a student. The thing is, we’re not dating. Not yet at least if I have anything to say about it. Now I just had to help her see how good things could be with us.

      I knocked on her door at 1:35pm, waiting five minutes so that I wouldn’t seem too eager. “Come in.” She yelled and I turned the knob to enter. Not looking up from her desk, I went ahead and took a seat in the chair across from her. “Hello… what can I…”

      Her words caught in her throat as she realized who’d come to see her. “Dawson…”

      “Professor Sienna, or should I say Brilynn?” I said, surprising her, knowing full well that she didn’t tell me her name.

      She rose from her seat and quickly walked across the room, looking into the hallway before closing and locking the door. “What are you doing here, Dawson?” she demanded, looking completely flustered while leaning against the closed door.

      “You did tell the class to visit during office hours if we had any questions. Seemed appropriate since I have more than a few.”

      “This is highly inappropriate. You shouldn’t be here.” Her voice was low and soft, filled with trepidation.

      “Why not? What, are you embarrassed you slept with a student? Last time I checked you called me… oh, what was it again? That’s right, a sex god.”

      “That was before you became my student, Dawson. Nothing else can happen and I would appreciate it if you would act like every other student I have.”

      “Here’s the thing, Professor Sienna, I can’t stop thinking about you. The way you moaned when you came. The sweet taste of your pussy. The way your nails left marks on my back for days to come. So… No, I’m sorry, but I can’t just act like I am any other student. Not when my cock has been buried inside you.”

      She was still glued to the door, I could see the wheels spinning in her head, trying to decide if she was going to stay or flee. I stood up from my chair and stalked toward her, a cocky grin spread across my face. “I can see it written all over your face. You want this, me again.” I watched as she licked her lips nervously, as she bit down on her bottom lip. I loved it when she did that, and she did it multiple times the night we were together, making me want to do the same.

      I approached her slowly like a predator stalking his prey, afraid she’d bolt at the first sign of trouble. She tried to slide past me along the row of filing cabinets lining her wall, but was unsuccessful. I boxed her body between both my arms. Leaning in, I inhaled her scent like a drug. It was some kind of aphrodisiac because I was lusting after her in a bad way.

      I reached down, letting my fingers glide over the bare skin of her leg beneath the pencil skirt she was wearing. With a weak attempt, she tried to push my hand away, but I continued my ascent. She finally surrendered to my touch.

      My fingers continued their journey under her skirt to the apex of her thighs.

      Just as I thought, she’s wet.

      “Have you been thinking about me, Brilynn? Thinking about our night of passion-fueled sex? Is that why this sweet little pussy is so wet right now? Does a part of you get off on the fact that I’m your student? Your dirty little secret. First, exhibitionism, now this. Does it give you a rush to wonder if someone’s going to walk in?” She leaned her head against my shoulder, letting out a soft groan. So, I followed suit, my breath teasing the hair around her ear as I whispered. “You want me, you can’t deny it. Student or not, you need another dose of what only my cock can give you. What only I can give you.”

      She audibly sighed and I took her distraction as a green light to touch her where I’d been dying to touch her again. I pushed her panties to the side as I slid my digits through her folds. My fingers were coated in her arousal. I lifted my hand between us to show her that no matter how much she denied wanting me, her body couldn’t lie. I brought my fingers to my lips and sucked each one like a hit of cocaine. The same way I’d done in the elevator at the resort.

      Her eyes watched my every move, lust clouding her bright green irises. “You still taste just as sweet as the last time I had you. I want to drop to my knees and lick you until you scream my name, but I want to fuck you more.”

      “Dawson…” Her voice was weak as if she was losing an internal battle.

      “If you say we can’t one more time, I’m going to get you so close to orgasm and then stop. I’ll leave you hanging on the edge.” Somehow, I instinctively knew what this woman craved. From her uptight classroom demeanor, she was always in charge, yet in the bedroom she needed for someone to take control. Someone to coax and demand pleasure from her body.

      She must have seen the seriousness in my face. I leaned in and kissed her, our breaths mingling together in a poetic dance of oxygen and atoms. I nipped at her bottom lip and she opened for me, giving as good as she got. When I deepened our kiss, so did she.

      All prim and proper Professor Brilynn Sienna had a dirty side. She liked a little kink with her men. Or maybe that was all for me. Knowing that I was well-acquainted with this goddess, I felt like I’d won the goddamn lottery.  Most men would fall for the innocent act. The I’m a professor act and believe she’s some mousy teacher type with drab clothing and slouchy shoulders who will end up with sixteen cats. But not me, I knew the truth.

      A knock on the door sounded out and her eyes widened in terror. Her whole body tensed, about to freak out and have a meltdown. Instead of escalating the situation, I simply whispered, “I’ll slide under your desk. Answer the door and act normal.” I could’ve said dirty things to her, gotten her even hotter thinking about being caught, but I’d give her this one time.

      She watched me as I crawled into the foot cubby of her desk and waited to find out who in the hell dared interrupt my sex with this goddess.

      Brilynn opened the door a sliver. “Hi, how can I help you?”

      “I have a few questions about something you said in class today.” I rolled my eyes. Brown-nosing little motherfucker. I’m sitting here with a raging hard on and this fucker… I have to hold back the growl threatening to spill from my throat.

      “How about you save your questions and come back in about an hour. I’m on the phone with someone very important right now. Allow me to dedicate the same amount of time with them as I will with you.” There was a smile in her voice and I couldn’t help but wonder what she was thinking at that exact moment.

      “Certainly, I’ll see you in a little bit.” He must’ve turned and walked away because Bri shut the door, locked it, and breathed out an audible sigh of relief.

      I crawled out from under the desk and sat in her chair.

      Patting my lap, I tried to convince her to walk over. “Come here, Bri. Let me make you feel good. Don’t try and tell me again you don’t want this because I can smell your arousal from here. Do you want to ride me today, baby, or do you want me to bend you over this desk and fuck you from behind?”

      A flush of red creeped up her cheeks. “You’ve got to stop saying things like that, Dawson.”

      “Things like what, like how… I want to fuck you so hard that you scream my name, or I want you to ride my cock while taking your own pleasure from me, or how about I want you to sit in this chair while I feast on your pussy. I can’t help loving the way it tastes on my tongue. Shall I continue?”

      She shook her head, embarrassed. “Shh…” she said, as if someone was listening. Frozen in place she stared at me. Obviously, I was going to have to take matters into my own hands. I stood up, walked over to her and wrapped my arms around her curvy waist, pulling her in close. My lips touched hers and an all too familiar spark grew between us. I walked her back against a filing cabinet and reached down to lift her legs so they wrapped around my hips.

      My fingers found her panties and I ripped them off. The wetness leaking from them soaked my skin and I smirked at her devilishly. “Hope you brought a backup pair, if not you’re going to have to sit with me running down your thighs all afternoon.” I groaned in her ear. “Fuck, it makes me hot just thinking about it.”

      “Dawson,” she moaned. Her eyes were hooded with lust. Her body was begging me to play it like a well-tuned instrument and make her sing, I wouldn’t disappoint. I unbuttoned and unzipped my pants, pulling them down only far enough to expose my cock. It jutted out straight and thick from my body and her sharp intake of breath told me she remembered exactly what it could do for her.

      I pulled out a condom from my back pocket, but she waved me off. “Why use a condom this time? We have been going bareback since the first time we fucked. Besides, there’s been no one else. I'm on the pill and I’m clean.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, same here. I haven’t been with anyone since you. Just the thought of my thick cum slipping from your perfect pink pussy the next time you’re in lecture has me so turned on. The way your face flushes just thinking about it makes me believe you want it just as bad as me.”

      I wasted no more time, I thrusted into her in one go. I didn’t give her time to adjust to my size. She’d adjust in no time with the amount of her arousal.

      This fuck wasn’t slow and passionate like the last time I had her under me. No, this fuck was feverish, like if it didn’t happen right then the world might’ve just slipped into oblivion. I pounded into her and the filing cabinet shook, rattling against the wall and causing a ruckus with each thrust. She leaned her head against my shoulder and made the sexiest fucking noises.

      When she started to clamp down on my cock, I knew she was close. My fingertips trailed from her breasts down her stomach to her pussy. My thumb and forefinger circled her bundle of nerves once then twice before I pinched it, hard. With my other hand, I covered her mouth, and it was a good thing I did, because the scream that almost escaped would have alerted anyone in the vicinity as to what we were up to in here. She squeezed the life out of my cock and I followed her into ecstasy minutes later. Stars formed behind my eyes. Every fucking time with her was euphoric. It’s the combination of feelings, lust, and a sexual high. I’ve never experienced this before with anyone else.

      “This was a mistake. It can’t happen again.” She said it with her eyes closed and on the breath of a sigh.

      I thrusted up into her to remind her of the position we’re still in. “My cock is still in you, don’t say shit like that. We can do whatever the fuck we want, baby.”

      She shook her head. “There is a strict no fraternization with students policy.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Okay then, so we’ll fuck at your place. We’re technically off campus, right?”

      She tried so damn hard to look serious when she shook her head. “Dawson, you’re not hearing me. This cannot happen again—anywhere.”

      I leaned in and my warm breath caressed her ear. “Bri, you can deny this all you want. You can blame it on stupid policies or the fact that others may think it’s wrong. Or you can live your life on the edge. Live dangerously with me.”

      “We can’t.” She shakes her head again.

      “What do I have to do to convince you? It could be our little secret. I get that you don’t want the world to know about us yet. I’m cool with keeping it under wraps.”

      “For fuck’s sake, I don’t even know how old you are, Dawson. If you say a freshman, I’m going to lose it.”

      “Relax, I’m a senior, and turned 22 last year.” I saw her visibly relax. She still fumed at herself for sleeping with a student, but at least she knew the gap was smaller.

      “Jesus, I’m a cradle robber. I’m six years older than you, Dawson. You’re still having fun and figuring out the rest of your life. I’ve already figured my life out and found my dream job. My life revolves around teaching what I love at this university. I don’t want us to risk anything for just sex.”

      I kissed the side of her lips. “And what if I want to?”

      She sighed. “It’s still not a good idea.”

      “Give me a chance. We can make this work.” I shoved my cock that finally slipped from her warmth back into my pants. I was getting frustrated again, only this time it was over the details.

      She shook her head.

      “Fine, have it your way. You don’t want my cock, then I’ll take it somewhere else.”

      “Good. Date… someone your own age.” She shuddered with a grimace as she said it, like the lie felt bitter on her tongue.

      I leaned in again and licked the outer shell of her ear. “Is that really what you want?”

      “Yes.” She moaned out loud, her voice shaking.

      “Okay then, Professor. I guess I’ll see you in class.” I turned on my heel and headed for the door. She wanted me gone, I’d stay gone. I’d be her perfect little student in class and pretend like we didn’t just have the most amazing sex ever, for the second time… or was this like the sixth time? I can’t even remember.

      Closing the door, I leave her standing there. I left a piece of me in there with her. And I’m not just talking about the cum trailing down her leg.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          BRILYNN SIENNA

        

      

    

    
      What the hell was I doing? I willingly let him fuck me again after I found out he was my student. I should be disgusted with myself over it. For sleeping with a student. But as the days trailed on, he stayed true to his word. Not even a wink in my direction.

      And when he asked another girl out right in front of me after class, I had to excuse myself so I wouldn’t be sick. For some reason I couldn’t stomach not being with him as much as being with him. I still wanted him, even if he was my student. Even if a part of me knew it was wrong.

      He’s right, a part of me liked the thrill, the idea of getting caught, but the sane part of me remembered I’m a teacher, I’m here to teach, not fuck my students.

      The rules were very, very clear on what happened if you were found fraternizing with a student. Leave without pay. A thorough investigation. The potential to lose my ability to teach at any institution, not simply a slap on the wrist.

      A part of me wondered if he’d be worth it though. I felt a connection to Dawson, one unlike any other. I thought about him day and night. Wondered what he was doing, what he was thinking about… It drove me to the brink of insanity just thinking about what he was doing with any other women.

      He did things to my body no other man had ever done before. Dawson Carver had the ability to make me feel wanted, desired, like I wasn’t some boring homebody who’d spent too many years with her nose in a book.

      I felt sexy when I was with him. The way his eyes caressed my body, or the way his hands touched my skin. It was intoxicating.

      Dawson knew what he was doing when he asked that girl out in front of me after the lecture.

      His intention was to rile me up and he succeeded. I had a knot in my gut over it. The look in his eyes told me everything. He didn’t want her, he wanted me. I didn’t want to let him go, but I was afraid to pursue him. As much as I fought it, I had the feeling that ultimately I’d cave in the end. I craved him. I needed the thrill he gave me.

      I see him everywhere, them everywhere. He followed through with his threat. I shouldn’t be this involved. I shouldn’t care this much. He was my student. My job was to teach him, to give him the knowledge he needed to succeed in this world. But all my heart wanted was to run back to him and have him wrap me in his arms and never let me go.

      The odds stacked against us though. The social norm, the rules, people’s opinions, none of it will go away just because I fell in love with him. Ha, love. I thought love was always a myth, like the Greek gods I study, but I’m quickly finding out I’m wrong.

      Maybe Cupid does exist, born of Mercury and Venus to bring love and all it encompasses to all.

      How I had fallen for him in such a short amount of time astounded me.

      Dawson Carver was off-limits. One I couldn’t truly have and it wasn’t fair to him to keep him locked away like a dirty little secret, although I knew he wouldn’t be opposed to the idea.

      For weeks it dragged on like this. I started spending all my time in my office or home. I didn’t go on my normal walks around campus. I didn’t spend my time eating lunch outside on a blanket in the grass of the common area.

      In class, I ignored him completely, not making eye contact or calling on him for answers. In my mind, I pretended he didn't exist in my space. I pretended I didn’t see him looking at me like he wanted to devour me whole. The tension was palpable, as if a tiny thread was pulled taut and ready to snap. It was like an invisible tether drawing me to him time and time again.

      This afternoon I sat in my office with my chicken caesar salad, happily munching away while reading more of my Greek mythology book. Getting utterly lost in the words as they danced across the page that kept me distracted. It was a section on Zeus and the Olympians.

      I never heard the knock on the door. Nor did I see when it opened and in walked Dawson.

      His cologne was the first thing that alerted me to his presence. My eyes left the page before me and landed on him, looking as delectable as ever. A grin crested his lips and I couldn’t help but melt at the sight of it.

      I slipped into my professional role. “Is there something I can help you with, Mr. Carver?”

      “Actually, there is.” He shut the door behind him and locked it.

      “Dawson…”

      He walked toward me, leaned over, and placed his palms on the edge of my desk. “Are you jealous yet? Jealous of her?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”  I tried so hard to play dumb.

      A smirk graced his lips as they tipped up at the corners. “I guess I never realized how closely our story related to Poseidon and Amphitrite until this afternoon. All of a sudden it hit me. Poseidon wanted a relationship with Amphitrite and she ran. So, he prompted her jealousy by making her believe he was into someone else. Isn’t that what we’re doing here, Bri? Circling each other until one of us breaks first?”

      “I don’t think this is an appropriate conversation to be having.” My voice was weak because I knew if he kept talking, he’d eventually wear me down.

      His voice grew low and gravelly. “Was it appropriate when I fucked you against your filing cabinet and you came moaning my name? Was it appropriate how much I’ve thought about hiding under your desk and eating you out while you have another student in here? Would you be able to keep quiet while I licked you through your folds, straight to your clit?”

      Fuck me. How was it possible for someone so young to know exactly how to get me revved up and wanting exactly what he offered?

      Stay strong, I told myself, but it was futile.

      I’d give it all up for him. Clearly, I’m not thinking rationally, like my brain skipped a track or two before coming to the decision to give in and let him take exactly what he wanted from me. He stalked around my desk and I stood up, backing away. Every time I took a step back, he took one forward. My back hit the filing cabinet again and there was no escaping him

      He boxed me in exactly like he did last time. A swirl of dark chocolate eyes burned into me. “I want you. Look at me and tell me you don’t want this too.”

      “I don’t…” I whispered.

      His brow furrowed. His eyes narrowed before he regained his composure. “I didn’t take you for a liar, Brilynn.”

      It was a lie, I wanted him. He’d become an addiction, a wet dream, and consumed my every waking thought since the last time we fucked. He leaned in and took my lips in a punishing kiss. Punishing me for turning him away, for trying to run from whatever was between us. His kiss was wanton and wild.

      The knob on my office door rattled and I panicked. I tried to push him away, but he wouldn’t let me move. “It’s locked. Don’t move because I’m not done with you. Focus on me. Not on how this feels wrong, not on your job, not on your other students. Me. Be in the moment here with me and let the rest slip away, baby.”

      The truth was I found it hard to be in the moment with him because all I could think about was how he flaunted his other girl in front of me. She was a typical gorgeous blonde with bright blue eyes. I was dull in comparison.

      His eyes looked between mine. “What’s wrong? What’s holding you back?”

      “Besides the fact that this is wrong? Aren’t you dating what's her face?”

      His hands found my cheeks so I couldn’t turn away from him. “Look at me. She meant nothing to me. I couldn’t even take her home. Do you know why? It’s because I can’t get you out of my head. I can’t get the taste of you off my tongue. I can’t get my dick hard unless I’m thinking about you. I want only you.”

      I closed my eyes and shook my head, to clear my mind. But I wanted to do what he was asking. The door knob rattled again and I started to worry it was another professor. Technically, it was my office hours right now, so my door should’ve been open. “I need to see who it is.”

      His voice got hard as he groaned. “No, you don’t.”

      “Yes, I do, Dawson. Hide.” I watched as he strolled over to my desk and dropped below it, hiding. The whole desk was enclosed to the ground, so no one would be able to see him under there. I just had to pray he didn’t sneeze while I went to go see whoever it was.

      I walked to the door cautiously and stopped, taking a deep breath to gain a modicum of composure before I opened it. “Can I help you?” I asked the young girl standing outside my door.

      She peered behind me and my heart thumped a dangerous beat before her eyes quickly came back to me. “Um, I’m looking for Dr. Sidney’s office. I have a few questions about the histology quiz we’re having this coming Friday.”

      I stepped through the door and pointed down the hall. “Oh, sure thing. He’s just two doors down on the right. You can’t miss it.”

      She bit her bottom lip. “Thank you. I’m new here and trying to find my way around.”

      I smiled at her, the pressure on my chest only slightly relieved. “You’re welcome.”

      I shut the door and leaned back against it, taking a huge breath. My heart was racing, like I was having a stroke. Was I going to have this reaction every time someone knocked on my door while he was here? Was it the guilt?

      “Professor Sienna, can I come out from under the desk now?” His tone was light and amused.

      “Dawson Carver, you are going to be the death of me.”

      I watched as he pulled his large frame out from underneath my desk and stalked toward me. His biceps bulged and the white tee he was wearing did nothing to hide his washboard abs.

      “Love is a single soul inhabiting two bodies. Isn’t that what the Greek philosopher Aristotle stated… please Bri, say yes.”

      His hands lifted to my cheeks before he kissed me. “Say yes to what?” I asked.

      He wrapped his arms around my waist, swaying with me slightly. “Say yes to this, to us—to becoming one. We’ll keep it a secret, we’ll stay off campus. I need you. I can’t stop thinking about you, dreaming about you, needing you. Just say yes, don’t think about all the reasons we shouldn’t.”

      I should’ve said no and turned him away, but I didn’t because I had the freedom to be completely open with him. With Dawson, I’m not just a professor with no dating prospects, who’d only been intimate with three men in my whole life.

      Sex had never been something I thought about often but it was more than just sex with him. It was about giving myself over to the want as it coursed through me every time I looked his way. Our eyes locked and I pictured all of the things he did to me with those hands or with those lips. I gnawed on my bottom lip thinking about it. I shouldn’t be thinking these things, but I also can’t manage to stop myself.

      So, there really is no choice.

      Maybe our love will be a great myth like the ancient gods? A story told through the ages. Only time will tell.
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      It’s been a year since she said yes. A year since she agreed to give this a shot. I kept my word to her. We kept it off campus and in class we were all business. I stopped visiting her during her office hours, but we still role-played when she got home. Naughty teacher and bad student getting caught was a favorite role-play of ours.

      It’s weird how one night can change your world. Mine changed the moment I laid eyes on her. She was my own personal Amphitrite and I was her Poseidon. I would follow her to the depths of the ocean.

      I finished her class and earned an A. And it wasn’t because I’d been sleeping with the professor. Although, I can’t deny my study partner wasn’t amazing.

      We moved in together and I now resided at The Amphitrite, ironically. The dorms were too rowdy for me and I wanted to spend as much time with her as possible. Every morning we’d go out and walk on the beach, then she’d watch me as I surfed some waves. She’d tell me that it’s sexy when I’d catch a big wave. And then she’d prove just how much when we returned home. I’d never been this attracted to another woman and it’s not only the sex, although the sex is great. It’s all her. Her personality. Her beautiful soul.

      It’s like we are tethered together. Sealed in this bond for the rest of our lives. Fated… like the gods. Nothing else mattered. Not our jobs, not school, and certainly not anyone else’s opinions.

      There would come a point in everyone’s life when they realized partying and staying up all hours of the night just didn’t matter anymore. It didn’t matter who did what best or what you did on your first date. It didn’t matter how bad the first fight was knowing how good the makeup sex would be afterward. It didn’t matter if life didn’t go the way you planned. Life rarely goes exactly how we envisioned it.

      I looked back at the last year and at the end of the day, I was still glad it was her. Our love might’ve been reckless, it may’ve been foolish, but not a soul could take it away from us.

      A year later and I loved her more each day.

      It’s burned so deeply into the very essence of our souls that it’ll be there for a lifetime. Years from now people will see our photos: the wedding album, the children, their weddings, the grandkids. They’ll laugh about how unapologetically in love we were. How we risked everything to be together. But in the end, I want them to remember all the good things that came with our reckless decisions too. The love and guidance that came along the way.

      “Hey, what are you doing over here?” Brilynn walked up behind me and put her arms around my waist, before lifting up to kiss the back of my neck.

      “Just thinking about things.”

      “What kind of things?”

      “Our life forty years from now, how we’ll be old and gray watching our grandkids play in the backyard that we’ll eventually own. How our old dog who’s been with us for years will sit and silently guard them.”

      She laughed sweetly. “You’re such a dreamer.”

      “Last time I checked you liked that about me.” I turned to wink at her and the same blush I loved creeped up her face.

      “You’re too much.”

      “You, my goddess, are stuck with me.” I leaned in and stole a kiss from her lips. This time we took our time. Tasting, licking, and nipping at each other. When I couldn’t stand it anymore I turned, picked her up behind her legs, and wrapped them around my waist. We kept kissing until we reached our bedroom, where I laid her out against the king-sized bed. It dwarfed her in size, but I couldn’t deny how good she looked there.

      “Well, my sex god. I guess I don’t really have a problem with that at all. But I do have one more thing I want to tell you…”

      I raised an eyebrow at her inquisitively and waited patiently for her to tell me whatever news she had. “Looks like our family is starting earlier than we planned.”

      I searched her eyes for an explanation. “What?” My heart was beating rapidly. Was she saying what I hoped she was saying?

      She smiled at me, her hand finding her flat stomach. “I’m pregnant.”
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      The flowers were ordered, the dress was perfect, the most elaborate cake I think I have ever seen and the venue would have been set up for the most romantic wedding. Exactly what I dreamed my wedding day would be.

      Just like all girls, my day has been planned in my head since I was little and my parents were making sure their little girl was getting exactly what she wanted.

      Now if only I had the perfect guy!

      “All right, so let’s make a promise now. Asshat’s name isn’t to be said throughout the entire trip. Enough tears have been shed, we enjoy paradise on his dime.”

      First class to Hawaii. To my right is supposed to be the man I was spending the rest of my life with, the one we aren’t supposed to name during this trip, but instead sitting next to me is the only man, besides my father, that I’m realizing I can trust in my life.

      “Caleb, what would I do without you?”

      Shrugging, he takes a sip of the drink the flight attendant just placed in front of him. “You should have let me kick his ass.”

      “What good would that have done?”

      “Well, I would have felt a little better leaving a few bruises on pretty boy’s face, would have been a story he would have had to tell.”

      Caleb and I have been best friends since second grade when he moved in next door. Our parents became best friends and we were always together. In grade school we were tether ball buddies, in middle school it was the same baseball team, high school he was the football player and I was the cheerleader.

      This afternoon at one o’clock, I was supposed to have been walking down the aisle to the guy I’ve been in love with for the past three years. For now I’ll just call him “Asshat.” We met at work. His bright blue eyes and perfect smile captured my heart the first day we met. All the ladies in the office were trying for him, but somehow I managed to stand out just enough to catch him, or so I thought.

      Two weeks ago, I found out that I wasn’t the only one in the office that caught his attention, there were at least two others—well, right now, who knows who was in the lineup the past three years.

      How had I been so blind? It was there in front of me this whole time and I didn’t see it. My family and Caleb tried to tell me, but I defended everything.

      Taking a deep breath, I turn my attention out the window of the plane, willing the tears to not fall. I feel so foolish. There I was, walking around work, feeling like the luckiest woman in the world and everyone else around me all knew the secret. Not one of them telling me what was going on, but then again, I probably wouldn’t have believed them anyway. I have learned where the saying “love is blind” started…people like me!

      Caleb grabs my hand, bringing my attention back to him. “No more tears.”

      Bobbing my head up and down, I blink a couple times and take a deep breath.

      “Em, he isn’t worth it.”

      “I know. They really aren’t for him, it’s more because I can’t believe how foolish I was not to see it. Everyone else saw it, even you tried telling me, but I kept making excuses for him. I became one of those women.”

      “All right, I’m giving you about…” he looks down at his watch, “twenty seconds to finish this pity me party and then we are done.”

      He watches his watch and I watch him. This is why this man is my best friend. Leaning forward, I kiss him on the cheek.

      His eyes turn from an almost white green to a bright green. I’ve always been mesmerized by the color of his eyes, they are like nothing I’ve ever seen before.

      “What was that for?”

      “For always being there for me, one of the reasons I love you.”

      His smile is small. “I’ll always be here for you, Em.”

      “But it helps that I’m taking you to Hawaii.”

      He shrugs his shoulders, “That part definitely helped convince me to take the two weeks off work.”

      “Two weeks? We are only there for one.” I give him a questioning look.

      He takes another drink and lays his head back against the seat, closing his eyes, a small smile tilts the corner of his mouth. “I can only imagine what his parents planned out for you two for this honeymoon, it will be the best money can buy. I figured I may need a week to return to everyday life and work after we get back.”

      This was all Caleb’s idea.

      The night I caught you know who in the office enjoying a little late-night meeting with a co-worker, the first person I called was Caleb. Not my mom or dad, not my sister, it was Caleb.

      He was at my apartment before I got there with a bottle of wine for me, a six-pack of beer for him, a gallon of my favorite ice cream and a box of tissue.

      Since I wouldn’t allow him to go “talk” to Asshat, his next suggestion was that we still go on the honeymoon. My arm didn’t have to be twisted too much. I could only imagine what his parents paid for this honeymoon, to start we are flying first class. After they found out why there wasn’t going to be a wedding, they basically told me to do whatever I wanted, they loved me. I believe they were so embarrassed that they would have given me whatever I asked for.

      Turning my attention back out the window, I stare out at the blue sky surrounding us. Taking a deep breath, I tell myself I’m better off. I at least found out before we said, “I do.” I can’t even imagine what I would have done if I would have found all of this out after we were married.

      Closing my eyes, I try to settle the pounding in my chest.

      Caleb takes my hand into his and everything settles down. Swiveling my head to the right against the seat, I open my eyes to the one person in my life that can settle me and he can do it with just one touch. I give him a soft smile.

      Caleb leans over, kisses my forehead and places his forehead against mine. “I’ve got you.”

      Closing my eyes, I feel the sting behind them from the unshed tears.

      Caleb sits back and I lean over, resting my head against his shoulder.
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      The soft snoring against my left ear makes me smile.

      It has taken everything in me the past two weeks not to find Brett, aka Asshat, and let him feel exactly what I thought about him and what he did to Emma. I’ve been to the gym a lot the past couple of weeks taking it out on a punching bag instead.

      I had his card figured out the first couple of weeks they were dating, I was just hoping I was wrong. She was in love and happy, and as the years went by and I saw more and more of what he really was, I tried to make little comments here and there, but she wouldn’t see any of it. I knew he would hurt her, she was bound to find out sooner or later. I just stood back and waited. I’m just glad she found out before she was tied to him.

      The defeat in her voice when she called me that night, it took everything I had to not go to her work and beat the shit out of him then, but she needed me and that was more important.

      I’ve felt protective over her ever since she fell over on her bike in front of our driveway the day after we moved into the house next door to hers. My dad came rushing from the garage, her dad ran over from mowing their yard, they got to talking and that’s how we have ended up here. We haven’t been apart since that day.

      The seatbelt light shines and the pilot comes over the speakers announcing that we are landing soon.

      I know she hasn’t slept much the past couple of weeks, there have been many nights where she has either called or texted in the early morning hours. As much as I would love to let her sleep… “Hey, we’re landing.” I rub my hand up and down her forearm a couple of times.

      Her head rolls slightly on my shoulder. She sits up and looks around like she is trying to remember where she is.

      “I’m so sorry, I slept the whole flight.”

      “You needed the sleep. I watched a couple of movies, it’s no big deal. Put your seatbelt on.” I point up to the seatbelt sign above our heads.

      The landing was smooth, there was a driver waiting for us, our luggage was picked up and brought to the car and we are heading to the hotel. It was all a little too smooth. I can only imagine the money his parents put out for this week and all just to find out their son is a player.

      Walking up to the check in, I stand beside Emma as she gives over the information.

      “Well, congratulations are in order I see here,” the desk clerk looks up at us with a huge smile on her face, her eyes bouncing between the two of us.

      “Oh no…”

      “Thank you very much,” I interrupt Emma, grabbing her hand kissing her knuckles, and smile at the lady behind the desk.

      “You are all checked in, if you can give me just a moment I’ll get someone to take you over to your bungalow.” She walks away.

      Emma turns her favorite fake smile to me, “What are you doing?”

      “Look, we have no idea what has been set up, what we may be getting because it’s our honeymoon, I say we take everything we can get.”

      Emma laughs, “Caleb, it’s all already paid for, they can’t take any of it away just because we aren’t married.”

      Shrugging, I wrap an arm around her shoulders and pull her tight to my side, “You never know.”
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        * * *

      

      We are led outside of the hotel and down a walking path to a line of bungalows. We are only steps away from the hotel’s private beach, we have a private jacuzzi on the patio of our bungalow along with a seating area surrounding a fire pit.

      The gentleman leading us slides open a large sliding glass door that opens up to a large room with a small seating area and a king-size bed. Which is covered in rose petals and in the middle of the bed sits a tray with a bottle of champagne and two glasses.

      Emma walks ahead of me and I hand the guy a twenty after he brings our bags in.

      “Thank you, sir.” He hands me a folder.

      I nod and wait for him to leave before I turn my attention back to Emma.

      “The bathroom is huge. Walk-in, double waterfall-head shower, a jacuzzi tub big enough to have a party in…” Her words fade as she stares at the large king-size bed.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I didn’t think of calling and changing it to two beds,” she points at the only bed in the place.

      “Emma, it’s not like we haven’t slept in the same bed before.”

      “We were seven, Caleb.”

      “Nope, remember that camping trip in high school?”

      “It was freezing outside and we were trying to stay warm,” she rolls her eyes at me.

      “Em, we are adults, it’s fine.”

      Opening the folder the man handed me before he left, Emma walks up and looks over at it, “What’s that?”

      Scanning the page, I see it’s a schedule. “Looks like they thought and paid for everything. Our food,” I point at the sheet, “even a couple’s message. Snorkeling, boat ride, damn, these people didn’t spare a dime.”

      “Looks like dinner is here at the hotel tonight. Why don’t we change and head down to the water for a little bit. After dinner we can walk around and explore the resort a little more,” Emma suggests as she drags her suitcase to a large closet and starts digging inside for her bathing suit. She then disappears into the bathroom.

      Grabbing my swim shorts, I know I have time to quickly change out here in the room. Ditching my shirt and shoes, I change shorts really quickly and step out onto the patio and wait. The view is amazing. Looking around, the bungalows are clustered in groups of four, each set with a private pool. From the bed we could lie there and watch the waves come in, that’s how close we are to the beach and water.

      “Sorry, the hook on this top was giving me a little problem.”

      Turning, my breath is taken away at the sight in front of me. Emma is still trying to work on the strap around the neck of her bikini top. Bright blue to match her eyes, with a black see-through wrap around her waist, it’s not really doing much to cover her bottoms. Her tan skin looks smooth to the touch…

      “Hey, earth to Caleb.”

      My mind clears, what the hell is my problem? She is standing in front of me with a questioning look on her face. “What?”

      She turns her back to me, “I asked if you could help me out?”

      Closing the space between us, I take the two pieces around her neck, and slide the one into the hole of the other. Nothing to it.
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      As I step back into the room, I stand here for a moment and appreciate the sight in front of me. Caleb is standing there, his bare back to me. He’s a tall guy standing at around six-three, and built like a tank. Each slight move he makes, I can see the muscles in his back flex against his tan skin. I wouldn’t be human if I didn’t appreciate looking at him, even if he is my best friend.

      However, when he turns around and his eyes instantly brighten to an emerald-green and his six-pack abs flex, I have to keep myself from staring, so I switch my attention back to my top, unhooking it and acting as though I couldn’t get it hooked, down casting my eyes and giving him my back so that I don’t stare at my very nice to look at best friend.

      “This is something you were having a problem with, why?” Caleb asks behind me as he easily slides the two pieces together.

      Should have probably thought of something else. Rolling my eyes more at myself, I turn, trying to keep my eyes off of him, “Knew you were waiting and it was giving me an issue. Thank you.”

      “No problem. Let’s go enjoy a little sun and water.” He turns and starts leading the way.

      I enjoy the sun, while Caleb goes and enjoys the water. Lying here on my stomach, glasses covering my eyes, I watch as Caleb sails on a wave with his body. He has been out body surfing for probably the past thirty minutes and I haven’t been able to take my eyes off of him.

      Back in high school there was a small moment in our junior year that I thought I may have a little stronger feelings for my best friend other than just friends.

      I later pushed it aside as little more than jealousy. He was the star of our football team and the girls were doing all they could to grab his attention. He was going out each weekend with a different girl or at some party, which wasn’t really my scene, and I was home alone, no best friend.

      The jealousy I told myself was more because people were pulling my best friend away from me, not just that it was the girls.

      He coasts in on a wave, stands up, and waves at me. I wave back.

      Water is dripping from every muscles as they flex with each movement he makes. My stomach tightens as I watch him walk over to me. I’m not sure what’s going on, but I really need to get a little control over myself.

      “You should really come into the water, it’s perfect.” Caleb plops down onto the empty chair next to me.

      “As much fun as you were looking to be having, I’m enjoying the sun and this chair, plus the drinks they keep bringing me.”

      “Did you put lotion on? You’re starting to look a little red. Don’t want to spend the whole time here looking like a lobster.” Caleb grabs the bottle of sunscreen I brought in my bag.

      “Move your hair aside and I’ll get your back.”

      Scooting over on my chair, I pull my hair over one shoulder. Caleb sits next to me and I hear the top to the sunscreen bottle pop open.

      The first touch of his hands to my back and I jump with a yelp.

      “Sorry, my hands are probably still wet.”

      Nope, it wasn’t cold, it felt more like a bolt of electricity shooting down my body.

      Caleb starts to slowly message the lotion onto my back, over my shoulders, down the small of my back. It feels amazing. I have to control the sound of approval I think to myself.

      “What did you say?” Caleb breaks through my thoughts.

      Oh shit, did I actually moan out loud?!

      “Nothing. Um, thank you.” I sit myself up probably a little faster than I should have and his hands drop from my back.

      My skin now feels cold where his touch was and I find myself fighting to move closer to him. What the ever loving heck is wrong with me? This is Caleb.

      Caleb holds the bottle of lotion out to me. “You might want to put some on your nose.”

      Standing, I grab my cover up and wrap it around my waist. “Actually I think I’m going to head back and take a shower, start getting ready for dinner.”

      Grabbing his phone from the chair next to mine that he threw onto his towel, he opens the home screen. “Wow, time does fly when you are having fun. It is getting to be that time. I guess I’ll head back with you.”
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        * * *

      

      Grabbing some clothes to change into after my shower, I quickly make my way to the bathroom once we get back to the room.

      Stepping into the shower, I let the hot water cascade over me from the rain shower head. It feels amazing.

      My thoughts wander back to earlier. What the heck is wrong with me? I can still feel Caleb’s hands running over my back. They are strong and gentle at the same time.

      Snapping my eyes open, this is insane, what’s wrong with me, I scold myself. Grabbing the shampoo, I start washing my hair.

      This has to be because of all the stress from the past couple of weeks. The amount of emotions I’ve ran through is exhausting and I’m not thinking clearly… Brett’s touch I don’t remember ever feeling that good.

      This isn’t good, I rest my forehead against the wall of the shower. What am I doing?
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      Sitting on the couch, I flip through the book that is sitting on the coffee table with suggestions of places to visit on the Island, trying to keep my mind off the running water and my best friend naked under that water.

      I can still feel the heat of her skin on my hands from rubbing suntan lotion on her back. When her body vibrated with a low moan, the sound went straight to my chest, slamming me hard with a need.

      This is all insane. For one, she is my best friend. Two, she just found out her fiancé was cheating on her probably their entire three years of being together, and today was supposed to be her wedding day…and again and most important, she’s my best friend.

      The water shuts off. “About time, some of us need to shower, too.”

      “I tried to use all of the hot water.” Her laughing voice comes from the bathroom.

      I probably could use a cold shower right about now.

      She comes out wearing a pair of baggy sweatpants and one of my old football t-shirts that she stole from me in high school. It’s so faded now you can barely see the wording on it, but something always punches me in the chest when I see her wearing it.

      “You know, I don’t mind the look, but you should probably wear something a little dressier for dinner.”

      “Shut up and get in the shower before I decide to go back into the bathroom and you don’t get one.”

      “Wouldn’t stop me. Not the first time you saw me in the shower.”

      Emma rolls her eyes, “Really? One time, I accidentally walk in on you and you are never going to let me forget it, are you?”

      After graduation a bunch of us went on a trip, our parents all pitched in and rented us a large house, Emma’s and my rooms were a set of Jack and Jill’s. I forgot to lock the door to her side when I went in and she walked right in as I was coming out of the shower. I’ll never forget the look in her eyes that day, or how red her cheeks were…priceless.

      Grabbing my clothes that I set on top of my bag, I make my way to the bathroom. “Do I need to lock the door, or can you control yourself?”

      Emma grabs a pillow off the bed and chucks it at me. “Shut up, jerk, and go take a shower. I’m hungry.”
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      Having dinner at the hotel was perfect for the first night, deciding that we will explore more of the nightlife around the island during the week. The day has been long with the flight and all, we both just wanted to relax.

      Dinner doesn’t disappoint, the food is amazing, the atmosphere is light. My job is to keep her mind off the asshat that broke her heart and have a good time. Tonight we have talked about funny mishaps of the past and just laughed.

      She goes quiet and I see her watching the couples on the dance floor. Standing, I round the table to her and hold a hand out.

      Looking up at me in confusion, she stares with a question in her eye.

      “Dance with me?”

      She laughs a little. “You don’t dance.”

      Not much, she is right about that, but for her I would do anything. “I promise not to step on your toes too much.”

      “We don’t have to.”

      Shrugging, I grab her hand and bring her to her feet. “I know I don’t have to, but I want to.”

      Leading her to the dance floor, I pick a spot and turn to her, twirling her around once and into my arms.

      She laughs, her right hand goes to mine, and she doesn’t pull back when I wrap my left around her waist and pull her to me. Her arm goes up under mine, her hand resting on my shoulder, her head on my chest.

      For half the song this is how we stay.

      Her head comes up and she pulls away just enough to look up at me. “I have to say I’m a little surprised. How did I not know you can dance?’

      “Well, we may be best friends, but I have to have a few secrets.” I smile down at her.

      “I guess I know all of your secrets now.”

      Having her body pressed up to mine, her looking up at me the way she is, something strikes me hard in the chest. Something I’ve known for years.

      “Not all of them.”
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      Something has changed. I felt it instantly. Our movement has slowed down a little, we are barely swaying to the music now, which seems far off in the distance.

      Caleb’s voice dropped an octave, and the sound when he spoke rumbled through his chest to mine. His arm around my waist tightens, pulling me into him a little more.

      His eyes, oh damn, those eyes. Bright emerald green. I can’t look away from them.

      I feel his muscles flex against my body, as though he is trying to control something. This should all feel wrong, but it doesn’t.

      His hand that is holding mine releases it, but only for his fingers to come up under my chin, lightly pressing so that my head tilts up just enough for his lips to take mine.

      It’s the lightest touch of his lips on mine, as if they are asking permission.

      Caleb pulls back just enough to look down at me. I see the same questions in his eyes that I have flying through my head.

      As wrong as this should all feel right now, it doesn’t. It feels completely right. I should be in Caleb’s arms right now. I should be kissing him, I should be his.

      His hand is now cradling my face and neck. We are no longer swaying to the music, just standing in the middle of the dance floor.

      He’s waiting on me. He made the first move, the next is up to me and from the look in his eyes, he is willing to stand here all night for me to make that decision if I need it.

      Is what I’m feeling right now just vulnerable feelings from everything that has happened? This is Caleb, my best friend, there will be no turning back from this.

      Caleb begins to sway again, it’s enough movement to knock me out of my trance. Looking around, he’s keeping the attention off of us. Like everyone else, we are dancing. My heart slams against my chest. This is something Caleb has always done, watched out for me, protected me.

      The song ends. He smiles down at me and then kisses me on the forehead. Taking a step back from me, I instantly feel cold air rush my body. It feels almost like an emptiness filling me without his touch. It’s definitely not the air surrounding us, it’s very warm in this building.

      “Want to go to the bar on the beach for a drink before we head back?” he asks.

      I go to answer and the words stick in my throat. Clearing it slightly, I shake my head, “Um, no. I think I’m good on drinks for the day.”

      “Okay, how about a walk then?”

      I just nod. My mind is still spinning and I’m still trying to make out these feelings that are rocketing through me at the moment.
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      The walk is quiet and we end up walking the water line back to our bungalow. Caleb turns to head up to our room and I stop.

      It takes him a couple of steps before he realizes I’m no longer walking with him.

      Turning back to me with a questioning look, he asks, “What’s wrong?”

      Wrong? He is almost acting like we didn’t just kiss while dancing.

      “What happened?”

      “What do you mean what happened?”

      “Caleb, you kissed me. And…”

      I have no idea what I’m supposed to say after the ‘and.’ I know what I want to say, but I’m still struggling with how wrong it is, or maybe it’s the fear. I don’t know.

      “And, what?” Caleb presses me.

      “I need to know why?”

      I need to know what he was feeling behind that kiss. I’m not about to pour my feelings all out there only to find out it was more of a sympathy kind of thing.

      Caleb stands there for a moment. I can see the battle behind his own eyes and something stabs me in the chest. Is he sorry that he kissed me? Is he realizing he shouldn’t have?

      “Never mind.” I start to walk past him and up to the room. Maybe it’s best to just drop the whole thing, today has already been too emotional of a day.

      Caleb’s hand shoots out and grabs my arm as I start to walk past him, stopping me.

      I take a moment, taking a deep breath before I look over at him and see the regret in his eyes. I can’t take much more today.

      Caleb pulls at my arm, bringing me closer to him. I still can’t look up at him and he isn’t allowing me the option not to.

      Again, like earlier when we were dancing, his hand comes up to my chin and he gently pushes my head back, giving me no other option other than to look at him.

      “I see it in your eyes, Emma, and I’m not the type to not say what I feel or mean, you know that, so you know what I’m about to say is what I feel. I don’t regret kissing you. I should have done it years ago, maybe then I could have spared you the heartbreak you have been going through the past couple of weeks.”
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      I see the tears springing to her eyes, causing them to brighten to almost a white-blue. I’ve seen the questions flying through her head since I kissed her. Our walk has been in silence and I know she is battling with herself.

      I, on the other hand, have as well. I’m not sure I can hold back much more on my feelings for her and what scares me the most is that she doesn’t feel the same way. I’m chancing losing my best friend, but I can’t stand back any longer. One kiss is all it took. One time of feeling her lips against mine, best friends be damned.

      “Em, what I feel for you is something beyond love. We have been best friends our whole lives. I’ve loved you for as long as I can remember, but you were finding your forever with someone else and I wasn’t going to stand in your way. Now, it’s my turn and I’m not going to stand back any longer, I love you and always have.”

      Those unshed tears that were brightening up her eyes are now falling down her cheeks. Reaching out, I wipe them away as they fall. I thought I was going to have to spend the rest of our lives watching her make a life with someone else. I had come to terms with it and decided that I would always be there for her as her best friend.

      Being with her the last couple of weeks, holding her while she cried and wondered what she did wrong has been one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. Her asking time and time again what was wrong with her, why she wasn’t enough for him that he felt he needed others. Of course I did the best friend thing and told her it wasn’t her, it was him, but I couldn’t say so many other things because the timing just wasn’t right.

      Maybe it’s not the right timing now either, but it happened, I’m not backing down any longer and I’m willing to take whatever happens from here. I can’t lie, though, her silence is scaring the hell out of me, maybe I’m not as ready as I thought to lose my best friend.
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      His words have slammed me right in the heart. The relief I feel that he feels the same that I’m now realizing I do tonight is something I can’t explain. I’m thinking now that all those times I talked myself out of jealousy, I was jealous. All those times the little things made my heart skip was because I was feeling more for him than I was allowing myself to admit to. The times I’m in his arms and feel safe, the laughs, the tears. He knows me better than anyone and he is right, this feeling is beyond love.

      “Emma, look, I’m sorry…”

      Before he can finish the rest of his apology that isn’t needed, I wrap an arm around his shoulders, my fingers going into the hair at the back of his head and bring his lips down to mine.

      Caleb’s arms instantly wrap around my waist and pull me tight to him. This time the kiss isn’t soft and light, it’s more like years of pent-up silence, a need.

      This isn’t the man I was supposed to be with tonight, but it’s the man I’m meant to be with. His tongue finds mine and I feel the vibration of his moan against my chest. A kiss has never felt so desired, hot, demanding or right.

      Caleb bends without losing my lips and easily picks me up. I don’t wonder where we are going, I don’t care as long as I can kiss this man as long as I want to.

      It’s not long before my feet are on the ground again. I feel Caleb’s movements as he slides the large glass door to our room open and then pulls me inside.

      He pulls away, shutting the door, then turns to me and we stand there staring at each other. The feeling in the air between us is different, it’s charged.

      I realize he is allowing me the next move, he isn’t pressuring me. Closing the space between us, my fingers make their way to the top button of his shirt. One by one I release each of them. My hands make a path up the warm skin of his torso, his flexing pec muscles, over his large shoulders, where I push the shirt off his shoulders and down his arms, letting it fall to the floor.

      I take a moment to explore the muscles from his chest to his waist, my fingers not stopping once they hit his belt, button and zipper to his jeans.

      Once unbuttoned and before I can push his pants down, my hands are pushed away. I yelp when his body slams against mine and his lips claim mine once again. My dress is up over my head and on the floor with his shirt before I realize what’s happening.

      Having no bra on to begin with, the first touch of his skin against mine almost has my knees buckling. His strength against my softness, his hands trailing paths of fire all over my body.

      He backs me up against the wall behind me, takes my hands in one of his and holds them up above my head, while his lips surround one very tight and begging nipple. If it wasn’t for his hand holding mine, I think I would be on the floor right now.

      The flames that heat up in my core as I watch him suck one breast into his mouth has my whole body on fire. His eyes find mine as I watch his tongue circle the tight nipple and then trail over to give the other the same attention. His eyes have me in a trance and unable to look away.

      His lips make a trail from my breast up my neck, which now has my head pressed back against the wall, my eyes closed as I savor the feeling.

      His hand releases mine when his lips find mine again. My arms fall around his shoulders and with an arm under my backside, he easily lifts me up, my legs going around his waist.

      Walking us over to the bed, he lays me down on the edge. His lips once again leave mine to make a trail down my neck, in turn nipping at each of my nipples causing me to jump a little, then down my stomach.

      He has pushed my underwear down my legs and discarded them somewhere. At the first touch of his warm breath against my heated core, I about come off of the bed.

      His hands now on each side of my waist, he holds me still as his tongue finds that sensitive bud and almost has me begging him for more.

      The need to keep him doing exactly what he is doing and then pushing him away all at the same time is enough to almost have me losing all control. I need more, I need him.

      “Caleb, please. I need you.” I hear the begging in my voice.

      He stands and I watch as he pushes down the remaining pieces of his clothing. Pushing myself up into the center of the bed as I watch him step out of his pants, he quickly joins me. His lips are instantly on mine and he settles himself in between my legs.

      The first touch of his hardness against my begging center has me arching my back and thrusting up against him.

      As much as I would love to slow this all down and take our time, he took that away when his tongue decided to play an enticing rhythm on my body.

      I need him now. Feeling bolder than I ever have, I reach in between us and wrap my hand around his hardness. His body stiffens when my thumb lightly sweeps over the tip, feeling the moisture of his readiness.

      He moans my name and I can’t help but smile against his lips.

      His hips thrust toward mine and I guide him into me. My arms are now around him holding tight as he fills me completely, my legs around his waist.

      He doesn’t waste any time. His hips begin a pace that quickly brings me to having to try and control my release. I’m not ready for this to be over yet. My legs fall, my feet now planted on the bed as I meet his movement for movement.

      “Give me your eyes, Emma.” His voice is low and instantly has my eyes open and looking up into his.

      I watch the shade of green change with each thrust.

      I’m so close I can’t hold back any longer. The look in his eyes, the feeling of him inside as he slides out and then faster and harder filling me, I no longer want to hold back. My body shakes, my legs once again circle his waist and I squeeze him to me as my release shakes my entire body.

      Even through my tight hold on him, Caleb manages to pull out once again and thrust hard, filling me more than I thought possible just as his release joins mine.
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      I’m not sure what time it was when I finally fell asleep. I lay there for hours listening to Emma’s light breathing and just holding her through the night.

      Now she is awake and I find her staring up at me as I slowly open my eyes.

      “Good morning.” I smile down at her.

      This is right. I was afraid I would wake up and feel guilty or something, but nothing like that is what I feel. She belongs in my arms every morning.

      Although when she doesn’t respond I start to feel a slight shake in how confident I feel.

      “Hey, are you all right?” I ask.

      Her head is resting on her hands that are crossed on my chest. My hand is lightly brushing up and down along her back. I feel a slight shiver run through her body.

      Finally she gives me a small smile and nods her head against her hands. “I think I’m better than all right, but I’m not sure if that’s good for me to be feeling.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Shrugging, her eyes look away from me.

      “No, Emma, we are talking about this. Don’t shy away from me, please.”

      Her eyes find mine again. “I thought very little of Brett yesterday after we arrived here. Then last night happened between us and I think I should feel guilty, but don’t know why.”

      Pushing a piece of hair away from her forehead, I run my finger down her cheek. This is where she belongs and I’m not letting her feel guilty, or think of that asshat any longer.

      “You know I fully believe everything happens for a reason. I know what happened between you and Brett broke you a little, but I’m not sorry it happened. I knew you deserved better, you needed to know that you deserve better. There is nothing to feel guilty about.”

      “So what happens now?”

      “You let me love you, show you that you are far more than enough.”

      “You know this makes us one of those love stories, right? Best friends turn lovers kind of thing, those Hallmark movies you don’t like to watch.”

      Laughing, I roll her over so that she is under me. “So how do you feel about being my lover?”

      She smiles up at me, “Last night was nice.”

      “Any regrets?”

      She shakes her head, I love that she didn’t even have to think about it.

      “Good, because we are about to repeat last night.” I claim her lips with promises of what I have in store.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The hike up to the falls was just as nice as the guy at the hotel told me it would be. Instead of going with the suggestions of the travel guide that was in the room, I figured the best way to see the island is to go with what the locals suggested and I wasn’t wrong.

      “This place is beautiful, look at that waterfall.” Emma walks over to the water’s edge.

      We are the only ones here, another benefit of not using the travel guides.

      “I think we need to go swimming.” I pull my shirt up over my head.

      Emma is following my lead, first her shorts, then her shirt. She’s wearing a two-piece that makes my hands itch to take off of her.

      I watch as she steps into the water, immediately going under.

      “The water feels amazing,” she says as she breaks the surface of the water again.

      As I step into the water, I watch as she swims up to the waterfall, then dives down only to resurface on the other side.

      This is my time. I’m not letting her slip away from me again. I’ve had all of this woman. The best friend, the lover, we have even had our fights. I’ve been there when she was at her lowest and she has given me her strength at my lowest.

      Diving under the falls, I come up right in front of her. The best part is when her arms automatically go around my neck and she kisses me. It may have all just started yesterday, but it feels right, for both of us.

      “I can’t think of a more romantic place than on the back side of a waterfall to ask you this, Em.”

      She pulls back a little, but not out of my arms, so that she can look at me with her questioning eyes.

      “Do you remember the first day we met and you fell over on your bike in front of our house?”

      She laughs, “Yes, you came running down the driveway to check on me. I was trying to see the new kid, hoping it was a girl, but you came out of the garage and I remember thinking ‘well there goes having a new friend, it’s a boy.’ Who would have thought all these years later?

      “We haven’t been apart since that day and I want to make sure there isn’t a day in our future that we are apart either.”

      “Caleb, you’re being so serious right now.”

      My heart feels as though it’s going to beat out of my chest and even though I’m not having second thoughts on what I want to ask, I am having second thoughts on my timing.

      “Hey, what’s going on in that head of yours?” She brushes a couple of light fingers over my cheek, then around to the back of my neck, where she plays with the hair along my neckline.

      Taking a deep breath, I know this is right. “I want you to marry me.”

      Her fingers stop, her mouth drops open slightly and the stare she is giving me I can’t read at all. My heart doubles in time, if you looked close enough I’m sure you could see it beating in my chest. She hasn’t pushed away from me, so I’m hoping that’s a good sign.

      I can’t stand the silence any longer. “Em, please say something.”
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      Say something. Yes, I need to say something. I’m yelling at myself to say something, I just can’t seem to form the words. The worried look in his eyes is deflating me and I know I need to do something.

      My hand at the back of his head, I press him to me and take his lips. If I can’t speak, I’m going to answer him one way or another.

      His arms tighten around me, pulling me tight to him, but he doesn’t kiss me for long.

      “Please tell me this means yes?”

      “Yes,” I finally find the word.

      “Tonight?”

      “What?”

      “Em, I’m not waiting any longer. I almost lost you, I’m not about to chance anything coming between us. I want to marry you tonight, here. I want you to be mine.”

      A slow smile spreads across my lips and I remember that little boy running over to help me. “I’ve been yours since that day you put a band-aid on my knee and picked up my bike.”

      “So is that a yes?”

      “This is going to be my honeymoon after all.”
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      The sun sets while they say, “I do.”
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      As per the norm with events like this, the parking lot was booked solid and had been moments after tickets went on sale. This was the hottest BDSM event of the year at The Hunt, and no one wanted to miss it. I had been co-hosting this specific event for many years and knew the owner, Jackson Hunter well. 

      “Master Jackson,” I said, pulling him in for a firm handshake and pat on the back. Normally I wasn’t so bold or presumptuous with people at events, but this man was my best friend.

      “Master Chase,” he responded. “Are you ready for tonight?” He gave me a knowing smile. He knew how excited I was, but I didn’t think he knew the depths of my feelings. I rolled my eyes and ignored the question. I would fill him in later with the events of the evening, but for now I wanted to get ready for the night ahead. 

      “Everything ready to go?” I asked him. Later in the evening I would help as a play space monitor, but until then I was simply awaiting her. 

      “As ready as ever,” Jackson rolled his eyes. “You know how I feel about these big events.”

      He wasn’t wrong. I did know. Jackson had never been a fan of the larger events he hosted at The Hunt, but he also knew the larger-scale affair would draw in more permanent, and paying, members. A part of me mused that Jackson’s past gave him a sour taste in his mouth for being a Dominant, but we all knew it was his true nature, and he just hadn’t found the right submissive to make him feel whole in his role once more. 

       “I do know, Jackson, but you gotta pay the bills,” I laughed. Ever since the release of a certain set of BDSM books, the lifestyle I had been in and living for over fifteen years was becoming much less taboo and much more accepted. It was great for finding new people, but not so much for finding reliability and realness. Everyone thought they were a Dom or a sub, and that meant extra diligence was needed when it came to large events like this.  

      “Yeah, I know,” Jackson rolled his eyes. “Say, while I’ve got you here, can you do me a small favor and go check on the main play space? I’ve got a new batch of volunteers in there setting up and I just want to make sure it is up to my standards,” Jackson asked. 

      “Yep,” I said, giving Jackson a knowing smirk and heading off into the direction of the main play space. 

      As I walked, I took a look around my home away from home. I had been coming here for so long, sometimes, I didn’t get to appreciate everything Jackson had built. Safety was always his number one concern and it showed with every subtle detail around the space.  

      For privacy, no phones we’re allowed in The Hunt. You could keep it in your bag, checked at the coat check, but that’s as far as it was allowed to go. Every year at least one person was kicked for having their cell phone out. These days with the advancement of technology, even a man wearing a gimp mask could be easily identified with the right camera and software. 

      There were signs posted every few feet regarding consensual and safe play, and scattered around the entire space were water jugs and bowls of condoms and lube. Towels and disinfectant were also littered around the space for people to clean equipment and furniture if they used it. There was no such thing as too many precautions. Jackson and I thought of everything, and if we didn’t, someone on the team would let us know. 

      The main play space was large and was littered with spanking benches, St. Andrew’s crosses, queening chairs, and long whipping lanes for those who enjoyed the tail end of a bullwhip. Dragon tails were my preference, but finding bottoms who could handle that kind of masochistic play was few and far between. Everyone thought they could handle pain until they met the sharp end of my suede tail. 

      Under normal circumstances, I would spend the first part of the night watching scenes and otherwise enjoying being the voyeur that I was. On rare occasions I would consider pick-up play, writing my name on the board for a bottom to approach me for a scene, but tonight was different. Tonight I would meet Polly, and if everything went well, I wouldn’t need to do a pick-up scene ever again. 

      I had met Polly on a kinky website. She had been looking for more information, and me, being the helpful gentleman that I was, slid into her direct messages, with permission, to help the struggling new girl out. Little did I know that while she may have been new to the terminology of her submissive role and nature, the girl was a natural in every shape and form. 

      For weeks, Polly and I got to know each other from the mundane of every day life, to where she saw herself in both life and kink. Every day I grew more entranced with her and when the opportunity arose to bring up the event at The Hunt, I couldn’t contain my excitement when she agreed. 

      Thinking about the evening ahead, I strolled around the large area making sure all the equipment was in place and ready for the night's festivities. Both cleaning supply tables were fully stocked for the attendees to use after they finished their scene and racks of implements could be found littered around the area for anyone needing them. Everything looked to be in order as I nodded and smiled at the volunteers finishing their set up. 

       “Everything looks good, everyone. Thanks for taking the time to set-up today,” I called out. A smile and few nods greeted my praise as well as a few winks from some of the ladies I had scened with before. Had I not already been previously engaged this evening, I would have approached one or more of them to play, but my dance card, as they said, was full tonight, and hopefully for much longer.
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      With the doors opening for new members, I checked my watch. Per our agreement and instructions, Polly should have already made her way through the entrance, checked in, given up her belongings at coat check, and headed over to the bar. She was allowed a singular glass of wine or champagne. I normally never allowed this, as playing intoxicated was a huge no-no for me, but one glass would be fine to calm her nerves. I wanted her to be comfortable, even if all we did was talk and see if the chemistry was as fierce in person as it was via text and phone. 

      Our outfits had already been pre-planned and while I made sure not to stare directly at her, the glow surrounding the stunning girl was hard not to notice. Many people had also taken in her beauty, and a swell of pride rose up inside of me, followed by a small ball of fear. The plan had been simple. Once Polly was ready, she was to come over to me and introduce herself. Then we would see how things felt and flowed, and go from there. Neither of us seemed worried this morning, but now being so close to her, I had some doubts. 

      What if she wasn’t into me? What if I wasn’t into her. What if everything she had told me had been a lie, and she wasn’t as submissive as she claimed. While I didn’t believe in levels of submissiveness, some people could play a very convincing hand when they wanted the attention. I’d dealt with that more times than I cared to count. Turning away from the beauty to calm my racing heart, I walked over to a scene starting. This was familiar territory. This was safe. 

      I watched as Mistress Foxy tied her sub, Bill, to a cross, every few seconds stopping to whisper in his ear. To the outside world this wouldn’t have looked like much, but to those of us who knew the lifestyle, we knew she was chanting words of encouragement. Sure, Bill was about to get his ass handed to him in the most sensual and sadistic of ways, but Mistress Foxy would always make sure her submissive was in the right headspace to scene, and that took constant communication and words of reassurance. 

      “Chase?” A timid, and yet bold voice spoke up. My heart caught in my throat and a smile formed on my lips. As we had discussed, using the honorific “Master” was a title to be earned and she was not to use it. For now, she was allowed to call me by my name, and should a scene unfold, she could use the term “Sir” if she felt comfortable. 

      “Yes. That’s me,” I said, turning to face her. She was even more beautiful up close. Sure, I had seen pictures of her, of ALL of her, but there was something different with Polly right in front of me. With long flowing locks of curled platinum blond hair and a smattering of make-up, Polly was the equivalent of an angel in disguise, and the need to ravish her was strong. She was petite, with curves in all of the right places and an ample bosom. This girl was exactly what made the blood in my veins boil, and made the alpha inside of me howl. “How can I help you?” 

      I smirked as her eyes stayed focused on my purple kilt. A kilt was pretty standard wear at events like this, but a purple one was slightly more conspicuous, which is why I had chosen it. We wanted to make sure without a shadow of a doubt that we would find each other and no one else would get in our way. 

      “I’m Polly,” she squeaked, blushing profusely. My heart pounded in my chest as I smiled at her and took her proffered hand. Bending just a bit at the waist, I brought her hand up to my lips, looked her in the eyes for permission, and once it was granted, placed a chaste kiss to her milky skin. Polly’s taste was intoxicating, as was her scent and the need to pick her up and throw her over my shoulder was strong. 

      “Are you nervous, Polly?” I asked. Her eyes held a confidence I loved, but the gentle way her hands shook gave me pause. 

      “Yes,” she replied without a beat. 

      “I would be concerned if you weren’t,” I replied, leading her towards a white couch and offering my hand for her to sit. Polly sat down with the grace of an angel, and I couldn’t stop my eyes from peeking at her exposed cleavage at the top of the purple corset she was wearing. I didn’t want to stare but it was hard not to. She was a stunning creature. The thought of her naked beneath me was enough to get me hard as a rock but I tamped down my need. Right now, Polly needed reassurances, a firm hand, and the ability to take things at a speed she was most comfortable with. If I whipped out my cock and waved it in her face, it was likely she would run out of here screaming and that wasn’t at all what I wanted. 

      People didn’t realize how intense these nights could be on their first exploration. The dim lights, the hard pumping techno music, and the moans, screams and cries were a lot to handle even for someone who had been here a thousand times. It was the pure definition of sensory overload and it was magnificent. My hope was that Polly could handle everything I threw at her. 

      “Polly,” I said, her name rolling off my tongue, “Would you like to talk things through once more?” We had discussed it until we were both figuratively blue in the face, but an in person talk was something that was sorely needed to make sure this started out correctly for the both of us. If she turned this down and wanted to start the festivities immediately, red flags would be thrown up for me. When she nodded, I took a relieved breath.  

      Polly looked up at me for the first time and nearly knocked my socks off. Her eyes were the palest and most crystal clear color of blue I had ever seen in my life. They were slightly too large for her face, but somehow they fit perfectly. She was, for lack of better words, stunning. I had seen the pictures, but they didn’t compare. 

      “Yes or no, please Polly. Use your words,” I said to her, making my intentions of our conversation completely clear. I had always been known as a bit of a stickler for rules and protocols, and I found letting potential play partners know this fact early led to less problems down the road. If you couldn’t properly communicate your desires and limits, you had no business being in the lifestyle.

      “Yes,” she nodded, blushing. “I would like to talk very much.” 

      “Good. Come, let’s go find a quieter place to run through our previous negotiations.” 

      I motioned towards the back hallway without touching Polly. I had the strong urge to place my hand at the small of her back, but since I hadn’t asked to touch her and she hadn’t given me permission, I would wait until we started talking. 

      I let Polly pick the room where we could talk, and to my enjoyment, she picked a rather quaint and sparse room. Toys hung on a singular wall, but the other three were mostly empty. I preferred a bit of seclusion when discussing scenes so as not to distract from the negotiation process, but when it came to talking to someone I hadn’t played with before, I would not have been opposed to her picking something in the eye sight of others for her own comfort level. I left the door open as a sign that she could leave at any time she wanted, but I hoped that she wouldn’t. 

      I waited for Polly to speak first, prefering to watch the anticipation and nerves course through her. Mental domination had always been a favorite kink of mine, and watching her have a silent argument in her head about what she was going to say to me filled me with an unexpected amount of both lust and pride. She was so ballsy in text that the slight hesitation on her part was like an aphrodisiac.  

      Polly rang her hands together and looked at her lap. She was more nervous than I originally thought and I knew I needed to guide the conversation. I knew I could come off as a little intimidating in person without the protection of the screen between us.

      “You can look at me, Polly. I want you to be comfortable talking to me, okay?” I said gently. 

      She looked up at me and giggled. Her angelic and innocent laugh drew blood away from my head and directed it south. Hearing her carefree laugh was exactly what I needed to hear. She might have been nervous, but she wasn’t scared. That was a plus. 

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” I told her, looking her deep in the eyes, my tone matching the softness in my pupils. If we ever wanted to play, she needed to be able to trust me. 

      Her gaze snapped to mine, her eyes filled with want, lust, and curiosity, and her lips parted, “But what if I want you to?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Her words knocked me flat on my back. This dainty, shy girl wanted me to hurt her? Polly was definitely not at all what she seemed, but I was completely into it. We had talked minimally over the past few weeks about her pain tolerance, and what she thought she could handle, and while she seemed to want to experiment, I knew our first time I would probably take it slow and figure out the canvas she was presenting to me. 

      We spent the next hour negotiating, and talking about her wants and needs. Several times other attendees came in to greet me, but I was too enthralled with the blonde beauty next to me to do more than exchange polite pleasantries and send them on their way. With every word that dripped from her luscious and full pouty lips, I could feel myself getting more and more excited, and when it came time for the opening ceremonies for The Hunt’s event, I found myself reluctant to leave her. 

      “I’ll advise the play space monitors of our arranged scene, Polly, so as not to cause any concern. For now, go enjoy the opening ceremonies. Master Jackson always puts on a great show and has vital information in regards to making sure you have a good time. I’ll meet you at our assigned spot at ten,” I told her, standing up and motioning towards the door. 

      She looked up at me and nodded, a spark of excitement and, dare I say lust, gleamed in her pale blue eyes. If everything went to plan, this would be a scene to remember, and secretly, I hoped, the start to something amazing. As I watched her walk away in her tight corset and mini-skirt, the bulge under my kilt grew and I followed along behind her to head up to Jackson’s office and take care of a little business. 
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        * * *

      

      The clock couldn’t move fast enough as I gathered my bag of toys and implements and headed out of the office to our arranged meeting spot. Nervous energy flowed through my body mixed with an extreme amount of adrenaline and excitement. A new partner always brought me a hefty amount of elation, but there was something about Polly that made it exponentially more rich and alluring. 

      As I approached, I almost dropped my bag when I took her in from behind. We hadn’t set any stipulations on what she was to wear, only that it might be torn from her and ruined. She stood with her back facing me, in hot pink four inch heels, lace see through panties, and a strand of pearls around her succulent neck.  I watched as every man and woman who passed her glanced at her for just a second longer than was normal in polite society. But this wasn’t polite society. This was a kink event. Staring was the highest compliment you could give. 

      Ushering over a play space monitor, I advised them of what was about to happen so as not to alarm anyone, and I got myself prepared. I kept one eye on Polly while I did. She was not to turn and look for me, only to watch everything in front of her. With every passing minute I could see and feel the anticipation in her body. She shuffled from one foot to another and more than once she would turn her head just slightly in my direction, waiting for me to show up, but like a good girl, she never turned fully around. To say I was enthralled with her willingness to follow instructions was an understatement.  

       Slowly, the air around us changed. The lights dimmed, the bass in the speakers pumped and the sexual energy around us was thick and ripe. The event had fully started. I was ready and, hopefully, so was Polly.

      Gripping the black bag tight in my hands I crept up behind her, waiting for her to turn around and catch me. It was obvious when she could feel my presence as her body snapped up straight and her hands fell down to her sides. In the blink of an eye, the black bag went over her head and both of her wrists were in my hand behind her back. I leaned in as she put up a little struggle and whispered in her ear. 

      “This is what you wanted, Sweetness. You wanted to be put on display, and now the entire world is going to see what a desperate, pain hungry, slut you are.” Degradation was a particular favorite of mine, and by the noises Polly was making, it seemed as if it was something she enjoyed, just as much. I had a feeling if I reached down between her legs, I would find a soaken pair of lace panties. I wanted to. God, did I fucking want to, but that would come later. 

      “What’s your safeword, Sweetness,” I whispered. 

      “Glitter or red,” she whispered back the words we had decided on both in text and in the room before.  

      ‘Good girl, now move!” I shouted, my hands gripping her wrists tightly, forcing her forward in her too high heels. 

      As we made our way to an available spot, I watched as people around me gazed into our scene in admiration and appreciation, and a swell of pride floated up within me. Under normal circumstances I wouldn’t put on such a show for the first time, but this is what Polly wanted, and this was what she was going to get. Selfishly, I also wanted to see if she could handle it. I was a co-host of these events, and often I would put on demonstrations. If she enjoyed being proverbial eye-candy, I would gladly put my pet on display. 

      Looking around, I grinned from ear to ear to see my favorite piece of kink furniture available for use and I pushed Polly towards it, spun her around and made her sit. The heavy wooden chair was perfect for what I had planned. I knew what her limits were, where I could touch and hit her, and where I couldn’t. For part one of this scene, this chair would prove to be an interesting demonstration of what she could and couldn’t handle. The excited energy flowed through me and I hadn’t even started. 

      With a high back and two outstretched wooden planks on each side forming a ‘T’, I secured her wrists to them, and admired her beauty. She looked like Jesus on his cross. The seat she sat on was an upside down U-shape, her ass just barely fitting on it. It was perfect for attaching a vibrating wand to an immobile pussy, but that was not on the agenda tonight. At least not yet. We would see how things progressed, but one day, we would try out the wand. One day.  

      I stood back and waited. Anticipation was key in this particular scene, and the longer she was left waiting, the more she would feel my every strike. Without her being able to see, and the continuous pumping of the heavy music, Polly had no idea when I would strike, but strike I would. 

      Bending down, I picked out a warm-up item, a heavy flogger and I ran the leather straps over her body, causing her to shiver. I desperately wanted to see her reaction, and I knew I would eventually, but for now, I would leave her blindfolded. 

      “How does that feel, Sweetness,” I whispered in her ear. 

      “G--goood,” she stuttered, her arousal palpable and heady. Her chest heaved up and down and her breath against the black bag was warm. She was into this, and I was going to revel in every second of it. 

      “Good, what?” I said, sending the heavy flogger soaring through the air to strike at her exposed belly and causing her to flinch. We had agreed to a simple honorific of Sir, and she had missed it. I wasn’t upset as this was her first time, but she would learn. During this scene, I doubted she would forget again, and the thought made me smile. 

      “Good Sir,” she corrected herself, her breathing labored and thick with pleasure, my own matching hers. 

      Only a few swats in, and she was already shaping up to be one of the best bottoms I had played with. With her face still obscured by the black bag, I took a step back and flicked my wrists, sending the flogger back and forth over her tits, her belly and her thighs. The strikes weren’t hard, but had just enough bite to bring the blood to the surface and warm up her skin. Eventually her body began to push forward, desperate for another strike, and I knew she was entering subspace and enjoying this as much as I was. 

      It wasn’t long before a pink blush crept up over the front of her body, and I knew she was ready to begin. Reaching back down into my bag, I grabbed my carpet beater, dragon tail and fur gloves and I set them down next to me. Each implement would provide a different sensation, confusing both her mind and her body. 

      With my heavy carpet beater in one hand and the fur glove on the other, I settled myself between her parted legs and leaned down to whisper into her ear. 

      “I want you to count each strike Sweetness. No matter what tool I use, I want to hear a number every time I touch you.” 

      “Yes, Sir,” she responded, causing my cock to throb underneath my kilt. The way the two words rolled off her tongue was enough to make me want to strip her bare and fuck her into next week, but for now I would continue our scene and see where the night would take us. 

      Taking her left breast into my hand, I squeezed it gently before taking her nipple into my mouth and lightly biting down on the sensitive bud. She hissed between her teeth, and I flicked my tongue over it to soothe her. With a loud thwack, I brought the heavy plastic of the round carpet beater down just above her nipple and she jerked at the sudden intensity before shouting ‘one’. I hadn’t expected her to remember the first count, too wrapped up in the pleasure of my mouth, but when she shouted it, a swell of pride rose up inside of me. 

      Shifting my focus to her right breast, I repeated the motion; squeeze bite, lick, thwack. My cock swelled under my kilt, but I shifted my focus back to Polly. I was not going to ruin our first scene with sexual need. While I desperately wanted to be between her legs, impact play didn’t always mean sex was to follow. Some people didn’t equate the two, and that was okay. 

      “Two,” she hollered out under the bag and I smiled once more. 

      Using my other hand, I ran the fur lined glove over the already growing red spots on her beautiful tits before striking them again in quick succession, two on each. 

      “Three, Four, Five, Six,” she counted, her squirming more intense. I could smell the arousal in the air and for just a moment I took a deep breath to center my own. This was what I lived for. This was what we both had needed.  

      “Does the little pain slut not like this?” I asked her, walking around the chair to stand behind her. I knew she liked it, but getting into her mind was something I desperately craved. 

      “Please don’t stop, Sir,” she panted, her body following mine as best as it could being tied to the chair. She knew I was behind her and she unconsciously moved her body in my direction. It was heady, and it was exactly what I wanted. 

      Grabbing the belt attached to the back of the chair, I loosely fastened it around her neck to keep her head back and walked back around to the front of her. 

      “Don’t move too much, Sweetness. If you do, you’ll only end up choking yourself,” I lightly patronized, before bringing the implement down three more times per tit. The belt wasn’t tight enough to actually choke her, and I had my safety scissors at hand, but a warning was fair. 

      “Oh God,” she choked out as her body tried getting away from the impact of my weapon, causing her to cut off her own air supply. Even though I couldn’t see her face I knew when she’d had enough, shifting her positioned herself to gulp in oxygen. Her breasts swelled and the welts taking shape were a beautiful sight to behold. 

      I ran the glove over her sensitive raised and red skin bringing goosebumps to the surface. I waited a moment longer to see if she would remember and when the only thing coming out of her mouth was heavy panting, I tsked three times. 

      “Someone forgot to count didn’t she?” I admonished. “Looks like I’ll need to start over.” 

      I watched as her body shivered in anticipation, need, and want. She whimpered and squeezed her legs together trying desperately to quench the raging thirst inside of her. She was trying to rub her sensitive clit, but we were just starting and that was not a part of this scene. 

      For now. 

      “This won’t do, will it?” I grabbed the ankle cuffs from my bag and forced her legs apart, securing them to the chair. I watched as her body trembled, her breathing ragged, her chest heaving. 

      The thought of throwing down my tools, lifting my kilt and shoving my massive erection into her wet cunt was all consuming, but I wasn’t done hurting her. Soon enough I would take her to the brink of orgasm as I pounded into her, but right now, I wanted to make her cry. I wanted to make her hurt. 

      I wanted her to hurt. For me.  

      Over and over I alternated between the carpet beater, the soft fur lined glove, and my hand. Not once did she miss a count, even when she pulled forward letting the belt have it’s desired impact. 

      “How are you feeling, Sweetness,” I asked, raising the hood and letting her adjust to the minimal light. 

      It took her a few moments to answer, her breathing shallow, the beautiful marks on her body radiating heat, but I was patient. I needed to know if she was clear to continue or if a break was necessary. I may have been a sadist, but taking care of my play partner would always be my number one concern. 

      “I’m green, Sir,” she finally stated, the word flowing through me like warm lava. Green meant she wanted to continue, and continue I certainly would. 

      Stepping behind her, I unlocked the belt, and then proceeded to unstrap her ankles and hands. I looked up to see the crestfallen expression on her face and I kneeled down in front of her. 

      “Oh, Sweetness. We aren’t done. Not by a mile. We have so much left to explore,” I winked. 

      When she smiled at me, my cock jumped and I placed my tools in my bag to keep from turning her around and bending her over the chair we were now finished using. While I’m sure the pair of us, not to mention the other participants gathered around to watch, would love the show, the first time I slid into her wet slit, it would be just the two of us and only I would hear the moans and screams of pleasure. 

      I reached my hand out to Polly and hoisted her to her feet making sure she was steady. I held up a finger letting her know to stay put and I headed to a water station. Grabbing us both a cup, plus cleaning supplies, I waltzed back over. Polly took the cup gratefully and thanked me. When she’d had her fill, I handed her a towel and the cleaner. 

      “Clean up your mess, Sweetness before we head over the whipping lanes.”

      Polly blushed and I watched in admiration as she bent over and wiped the towel over every part of the chair, including the arms. When she was satisfied she had cleaned it thoroughly, she walked the bottle back over to the station and deposited the towel in the receptacle. Coming back over, she stood in front of me, head bowed, hands behind her back. 

      When she had told me weeks ago she felt naturally submissive, I wasn’t sure whether or not to believe her, but seeing this simple act confirmed it for me. She would need training, but the instinct was there, and that could and would be nurtured into something quite beautiful if I had my say.
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      “Stay here,” I said, just above the noise level. I had no intention of shouting. 

      Picking up my tools I headed over to the available whipping lane and set up what I would need to continue our scene. Once I had gathered everything I needed, I placed my bag over it so she couldn’t peek. Sometimes, the tools I used looked much more menacing than they actually were, and while it was clear Polly truly did have a high pain tolerance, I wanted her to feel my sting before she saw the implement in question. I didn’t want her judging it before she felt it. 

      Walking back towards Polly, I noticed she hadn’t moved an inch. Her head was still bowed, her hands behind her back and her breathing had returned to a semblance of normal. Her breasts were magnificent, sporting my marks. They were red, welted, and swollen, and they were stunning to behold. I could only hope her ass could take as much of a beating. I would be more careful for her first time, but she was proving to be a champ in the impact department. 

      Taking the long way around, I crept up behind her and took a whiff next to her ear. She didn’t flinch and I smiled wide at the growing trust between us. It would take time before trust was fully established, but for now I was happy with where things were going. 

      Reaching my hands up, I used my nails to scratch a light line from the top of her ass up to the nape of her neck before bunching my fist in her hair. 

      “Move,” I reverberated loudly, pushing her forward. The crowd didn’t disappoint and followed behind us, curious to see what Master Chase and his new bottom would do next. I looked around to see other scenes in full swing and I reveled in the feeling of being back in my natural element. This was where I was meant to be, and this was the feeling of calmness I needed to get me through my day to day. Domspace had fully grasped hold of me and I never wanted to let it go. 

      Once inside the safety of the whipping lane, the crowd gathered outside of the barrier, I lightly pushed Polly up to the St. Andrews Cross. Without question or direction, she spread her legs to line up with the bottom wood boards, and she reached up and grabbed the straps for the arms. Her milky white skin smiled at me, begging me to paint it with my implements. I couldn’t help myself, as I leaned down and kissed the tops of her shoulder and the side of her neck. 

      “You’re doing so well, Sweetness, and I’m so proud of you.”

      “Thank you, Sir,” she mumbled, clearly intoxicated with everything that had happened and what was still left to come. 

      Once she was fully strapped in, I pulled out the same heavy flogger from the chair and lightly whipped it through the air, striking her carefully, but heavily. While some bottoms loved the sting and bite of a tail without proper warm-up, and while Polly might in fact enjoy that too, I was not going to tread those waters until I was sure. A proper warm-up was what she needed and that was what she was going to get. 

      Once her skin was pink, the blood rushed to the surface and warm to the touch, I grabbed a blindfold from my bag and placed it over Polly’s eyes. 

      “I want you to feel my mark, Sweetness. I want you to take in every strike, and every swell. You don’t need your eyes. You just need to feel. Are you ready?”

      “Yes, Sir,” her throaty reply said loud and clear. She was definitely ready, and so was I. 

      The red suede dragon tail in my hand was heavy, the wood handle carved specifically for me. It was my favorite tool in my arsenal, and I couldn’t wait to see how she felt about it. There was a possibility we would get to a bullwhip, but for now, I desperately wanted to hear her cry out with each hit she took. I needed to hear it. 

      Taking a few steps back, I whipped the tail, the end missing her by a few inches, but the reverberation of the noise hitting her square in the brain. She had never experienced anything like this and even the noise was enough to plunge her deeper into subspace. 

      Taking a small step forward, I swung again, purposely missing her once more. Her body tensed for a moment before relaxing once more. She was getting the hang of the process and I couldn’t have been more proud. With another two fake swings, I took another small step forward, knowing I would be in direct contact with her skin. I waited. 

      One minute. 

      Two minutes. 

      Three minutes.

      Polly’s torso heaved up and down, the anticipation taking hold of her and ravaging her mind. She was ready. I was ready. The crowd was ready. Lifting my hand, I prepared. Taking a deep breath, I let the dragontail loose and with a deafening thwack, the end connected with the soft skin of her upper shoulder blade. 

      Polly’s knees buckled for just a moment, the full force of the hit coursing through her body. The sting would only last a few seconds, but the memory of the hit would last for a lifetime. She had taken her first hit like a champ and the pride flowing through me was a wonder. I stepped up to her, my front pressing against her back, the welt forming on her shoulder beautiful to behold. 

      “How was that, Sweetness?” I asked. I already knew the answer, but I wanted to hear it from her mouth. 

      “More, please, Sir,” she panted. 

      I kissed the raised skin causing her to shiver and I resumed my spot behind her. 

      Another loud crack filled the air, and while her knees bent slightly, she regained her composure much faster. Each hit Polly took from my tail elicited a different moan and squeal from her beautiful mouth and after ten successful marks, I put the tail down and walked up behind her, pushing her hair off of her neck. I needed to taste the salt in her sweat and the arousal on her delicate skin. 

      My lips pressed firmly to her neck, kissing away her hurt and massaging the tiny bites of pain. When she pressed against me as much as she was able to while being strapped down, I knew where this was going and God, did I want her more than life. 

      “Do you want to stop, Sweetness and go to a room, or do you want to continue with more strikes?” I was giving her the option, although the former was certainly my vote. 

      “Yes, Sir,” she breathed, confusing me. Was she too deep in subspace to answer?

      “Explain,” I said firmly, kissing her shoulders once more. 

      “I want you. Here and now, Sir,” she breathed, her voice clear. 

      “In front of the crowd?” I asked perplexed, but with rapid excitement growing underneath my kilt. 

      “Yes, Sir,” she squeaked, realizing the meaning behind her words. 

      “Are you sure, Sweetness?” I asked, wanting to verify one hundred and ten percent. 

      “As sure as anything, Sir,” she responded. 

      It took everything in me not to whip up my kilt and slide into her wetness, but she deserved better than a quickie. Our scene had been a successful one so far and the growing crowd had enjoyed it. I would give them a parting gift to remember forever.
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      Bending down to release the straps around her ankles, I placed my hands on her hips and pulled her backwards, her wrists still connected to the top. When Polly couldn’t go any further, I forced her forward one step and bent her at the waist, her back arched, her ass high in the air, waiting for me to claim her. 

      “You want the entire crowd to see how this beautiful pussy gets fucked?” I asked loud enough for the front row to hear. Polly whimpered, shifting from one foot to another and when she didn’t respond with words, I raised my hand and brought it firmly down on her right ass cheek. 

      A red hand print appeared as if by magic, and Polly cried out. 

      “Yes, Sir. Please fuck my pussy.” 

      Polly’s willingness to talk dirty was the biggest turn on and I couldn’t stop myself from lifting up my kilt revealing my engorged cock. Some of the women, and men in the crowd whistled their appreciation, but I only had eyes for the dripping cunt in front of me. 

      In one swift motion, I shoved my cock into Polly’s opening, both of us groaning out in pleasure and want. Polly pushed back against me, forcing my erection fully into her, and I smacked her ass. 

      “This is my pussy, Sweetness. We go at my pace.” 

      “Yes, Sir,” she moaned, gripping on to the straps a little tighter and I grabbed her waist and slowly pulled away. Once I was fully out of her, she whimpered and I shoved my way back in, her knees buckling below us. With every thrust, I could feel my shaft hardening in a way that it hadn’t in many years. There was something about the way Polly’s cunt gripped me that could make a man lose himself very quickly if he wasn’t careful. 

      When I knew an impending explosion was close if I didn’t slow down, I pulled out of her to the disappointment of both the crowd and Polly. Without explanation, I unstrapped Polly’s wrists, turned her around and put her on her knees. 

      She didn’t require directions as she took my cock into her mouth and began to suck me as if her life depended on it. I wasn’t normally one to get off during oral, but if she kept going this way, she was going to unman me in a matter of moments. Would she swallow my load? It hadn’t been discussed. I was in too deep to stop her and a few moments later, I knew it was too late to turn back. 

      “Sweetness,” I groaned, “I’m going to cum.” 

      I put my hands in her hair, waiting for her to pull away. When she didn’t, I thrust one last push into the back of her mouth, while thick, hot, liquid cum burst from my head and down her throat. Holding her head against me, I waited until my dick stopped pumping, my eyes locked with hers. The lust in them was palpable and while I anticipated my cock would slowly get soft, the way she looked deep inside of me, I knew that wasn’t going to happen. 

      Reluctantly, I pulled out of her mouth and told her to wait with just a finger. My kilt fell back into place and with a speed I didn’t know I was capable of, I packed up my belongings, cleaned the cross and threw my bag over my shoulder. 

      With my hand outstretched to hers, I lifted Polly from the ground and wound my fingers with hers. The crowd had gotten enough of a show, and now it was time to show Polly another side of Chase. The side that wanted her in my bed and in my arms for as long as she would have me. 

      With speedy feet and a light heart, I pulled her alongside me to the room we had negotiated and this time I shut the door. The next few hours were no one’s business but ours.
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          ANGELINA BRAGA

        

      

    

    
      On a smothering night, a gentle breeze sneaks into the open window. Soft as a trail of kisses, it whispers across my cheek like the ghost of kisses past.

      Hovering between dreams and reality, I blink several times. Reality wins when the bed creaks beneath me. Wide-eyed, I peer into the darkness and wait.

      Merciless braying shatters the calm. The last traces of sleep are blown to smithereens when a car alarm comes to life. My lungs seize as all breathable air is sucked from the room. Terror wells within me as flashing hazard lights paint my bedroom walls red. Anxious for the owner to find his keys, I will it to stop. Hands pressed to my ears, I pray for it to end.

      After an indeterminable amount of time, it does.

      Only to be replaced by the sound of my own rapid breathing.

      My mind tries to crawl back to sleep, but it’s no use.

      “Peligro,” I moan into the nothingness.

      Then I hear it.

      The melodic opening chords of our song. Faintly it wafts out the window of a passing lowrider, sails on the current, wraps around the fire escape and finds me. Tucked safely away in my second story walkup, it sounds almost melancholy, yet I am found.

      Man, that song takes me back. A golden oldie that seemed to play on every radio station the summer we met.

      Wistful, I’d said, “So romantic.”

      “More like a broken record,” you’d scoffed.

      My breath hitches. As if you’re really here with me, I can see that smirky smirk that accented those deep dimples of yours. You push that honey blonde hair back to show off those eyes. You know how I loved them. Backlit by a promise, deep green eyes that seared a hole right into my soul and buried down deep. You live there still.

      A sigh escapes me.

      It was my brother that called you Diablo. Incessantly preached against you and your kind.

      That ragtag bunch of gearheads that flocked around you. No shoes, No shirts, Full Service is how I thought of them. Naively, I’d thought they were just friends. But they were close enough to christen you Reaper.

      The bringer of death, collector of souls, but the only captured spirit I saw reflected in your tortured eyes was your own. Calling out to me, it begged for release.

      No matter what they called you, I only knew you as “Rafe”. Burying my face in the pillow. I whisper your name like a sacrament. Anything to remember.

      The day we met, My Life wasn’t mine to give. The chokehold my brother had around my neck was just stifling…
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      “Where the fuck are you, Fendi?” I grit around a ponytail holder clamped between my teeth.

      It’s bad enough the Prada dress my brother picked barely covers my ass, I’m not going anywhere in less than thigh-high boots.

      Who cares if it’s just to witness my brother’s blood money hard at work. I’d been invited to the opening of the refurbished Youth Club on the beach. Fitting, since that’s where my brother intercepts all the gun shipments.

      The elders of our quaint coastal town might be a bunch of bootlickers, but they’re smart enough not to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      My brother’s hush money was earmarked as a ‘contribution’.

      If anyone ever snooped in the City Planner’s books, everything would appear to be on the up and up. Nice and neat. That’s how the officials liked things. Even invited me, baby sister to local mobster Anthony Braga, to cut the ribbon.

      With the traffic the way it’s been on Sea Drive, the chances of me making the twelve pm reception are slim to none.

      To make matters worse, I’ve got my overbearing brother to contend with.

      “Have Vinnie drive you,” Anthony calls up the stairs. A simple request, yet a favor just the same.

      Face screwed up, I mimic him. But only in private. Never to his face.

      From her deathbed, our own mother-Godresthersoul-had warned. ‘I know you love your older brother, just not too much. Protect yourself. Okay Ang?’

      At all times, Mom, I think.

      There it is. The toe of my errant boot peeks out from beneath the ruffled bed skirt. Right where I left it.

      “I’m good!” I yell and bend to nab it.

      My hand stops in mid-air when the voice from my nightmares chimes up behind me.

      “I’d like to drive something up that fat ass.” I glance back. Just as I suspected. All creepy and shit, my brother’s right-hand man is standing like a bouncer. Inside my room.

      What the…This bastard thinks I’m already his.

      After last night, there’s really no need to wonder why the help is in my bedroom.

      Thanks to a promise made over too many whiskeys, my brother, the high poohbah of everything, had spoken out of turn. Again.

      With dread in my heart, I turn to face Vincent Ramon and he’s doing it again! Right in front of me!

      Craning his neck to catch one last glimpse of my ass, it’s not hard to miss the hairy knuckles he’s skimming across the length of his cock.

      Unbelievable.

      Thoroughly disgusted, I refuse to be made a captive audience. Instead, I walk to the dresser and nab the keys.

      The whole time he’s watching me, there’s a possessive glint in his eyes I don’t like. Something foul slithers behind the amber color. Calculating, biding its time, waiting to strike. I march toward the door and he sidesteps to block my exit.

      Arms crossed, he stares down at me. Patiently waiting for me to ask…. nicely.

      That’s not going to happen. Enveloped in the stench of him, I squeeze by until I pop into the hallway like a Pillsbury biscuit. Great, now I smell like a burrito left out in the sun too long. I think I have Febreeze in my car. I keep cans of the stuff everywhere.

      Because of him and his obsession with me. My private space is supposed to be off-limits to my brother’s men, but I wouldn’t put it past the skeevy fuck to come in and use one of my prized stuffed animals to rub one out. This is what happens when you give a gorilla free range. The damn ape thinks he’s the ringleader!

      Rage simmers beneath the surface. Chin held high, I hiss, “You shouldn’t be in my room.”

      Obtuse, his thick lips begin to flap. Talking about taking what’s his. This asshole really thinks drunken confessions will hold up in court!

      If I don’t stand my ground now, I’ll never be clear of him. I whirl around. Off guard, his scarred face freezes in an obscene sneer.

      Why in the hell do I even bother? Spelling it out as plain as I can, I say, “My brother may have made a drunken promise to you, but it’s still my decision as to who I’ll marry.”

      At the mention of marriage, his vile sneer spreads until it feels like some gets on me.

      Yuck.

      Revolted, I say, “And I haven’t said yes. Crowding me isn’t going to squeeze an answer out of me. I’m not a friggin loaf of bread. I’m a woman.”

      “Oh, you finally got some hair on that pretty little pussy?” he quips back.

      “Watch yourself, Pretty Boy.” Stunned speechless, my brother’s pet name was the only thing I could think to say. Looking up into murderous eyes the same color as his five o’clock shadow, I wished I would’ve kept my big mouth shut.

      Fighting tears, I dash down the staircase like I’ve got a big gorilla on my tail. Because I do. Thanks to my brother’s toast from the night before.

      For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why my presence had been requested at Vincent’s retirement party. The food was good, I got to see some of the old guys, it was turning out to be just a regular night. Then I caught the beginning of my brother’s toast. “In a world where dark deeds are rewarded with malevolence. Crimson splashed surprises await us all.”

      Fearing where this was headed, I tried to catch Anthony’s eye. But his glass was raised and the slurred toast was already made. “Vincent Ramon, you’ve served me well. You take a life, one is given in return. My gift to you…my baby sister Angelina.”

      My heart stopped midbeat when all eyes fell on me.

      Instead of a gold watch, he gave the aged gangster…me?

      Stunned, I fled the formal dining hall. As I passed, men nodded. Stogie in hand, Uncle Jose even went so far as to say, “You should be proud your brother picked such a dangerous man to bed you. He must want you protected at all costs.”

      The last thing I felt was safe as I scurried to my room.

      “For my protection,” I muttered and pushed the heavy dresser in front of my door. Feeling more exposed than I’ve ever been, my eyes stayed on the slowly turning doorknob all night.

      Emboldened by my brother’s blessing, what’s to stop Vincent now?

      I’d love nothing more than to flee this Mobsterleum for good. Trapped in the old ways I do not care to know, I hate this fucking place and everything in it.

      My bootheels echo through the foyer like someone’s shooting the place up. One hand stretched out in front of me anticipating the knob, I begin to dream. Maybe I’ll find a place of my own. Nothing glamorous. I’ll even move to Compton as long as there are locks on the door.

      I can practically smell the sea air. Just need to get past Anthony’s study and I’m home free.

      “Did Vinnie find you?”

      My battleship is sunk before I’ve even set sail. I’m not even startled by my brother’s voice-so nonchalant-like he doesn’t tug every string. I’m surprised he let me get this many steps in without his approval.

      Though it pains me, I stop. Feet spread wide to bear the coming load, I suck in a lungful of air and turn to face the Master of Puppets.
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      In a room that sophisticated people would call a study, Anthony is seated in an English high back chair, acting the part. With the smell of expensive coffee hovering in the air and the newspaper opened to the financial section in front of him, he can almost pass as civilized. You might even think him gentile.

      But I know better.

      I look around the room I call the Hall of Inquisition. Decorated by the devil himself, every piece of furniture has been chosen for discomfort. Wooden slat seats that cut into the fleshy part of your thighs. The only bit of fluff in the room hangs on the walls. I can’t even look Mr. Moose in the glass eyes. Because of the bullet hole between them that my brother absolutely refused to let the taxidermist disguise.

      “Leave it as a warning!” he’d said.

      Nope, not a soft spot or shred of decency in the entire place. Consider me warned.

      Without looking up from the paper, he says. “Draw the doors shut.”

      The last thing I want is to be locked in a room with you! my mind screams.

      Pissed, I say, “I’m not staying.”

      The steaming cup freezes halfway to his lips. I refuse to give an inch so he switches tactics and says. “You’re going to have to come to terms with this, Angie.”

      “No, Tony!” My skin cools under his condescending smile and I realize I may as well be stomping my foot and throwing a tantrum.

      I take a measured step and lower my voice. “It’s bad enough you told that… man of yours he could have me. Newsflash, the jokes over. Go get the Rolex you planned on giving him and leave me out of it. I’m crying uncle!”

      His dismissive wave is too much.

      Pointing for emphasis, I say, “And it is not cool to send him up to my room! You might as well just tie a big, red bow around my tits! I don’t know who’s the bigger weirdo here. The pervito up there or my own brother who gives him permiso to do so.”

      “Pervito? You’re legal now. It’s all on the up and up,” he says.

      I step back like he hit me. In the sober light of day, he’s still sticking to that damn toast. I look between him and the front door. Maybe I can make a break for it.

      “Let me get you a jacket. It’s cold out.” His simmering smile throws me off guard.

      Puzzled, I look at the sun shining through the bay windows.

      Perfect gentleman that he wants to be, he holds the closet door open. The wide-eyed look of innocence doesn’t fool me. He reaches into the darkest depths and pulls the worst jacket off the hook.

      Not the light sweater I’d envisioned, he snaps the sealskin nightmare into the air and I duck like I’m dodging bullets.

      What’s that thing still doing in there?

      Hideous, the devil himself wouldn’t be caught dead in it. That’s how cruel it is. With every movement, the seams creak with the cries of baby seals.

      “Anthony, no. I’ll scare the children!” I admonish.

      “Good. I want those little beasts to be petrified of this family. Let them think this buttery leather was carved from the hides of children. Just like them.” Anthony purrs.

      There’s a certain smugness about him as he watches me button the coat. It was a gift. From the Thief of Dreams himself.

      When he acts like this, he scares me. This side of my brother cares for no one. Not even family.

      But I am his family. Sometimes he needs to be reminded of that.

      With an indulgent smile, I say, “For my only brother, I’m wearing it. See? But I’m going alone.”

      I turn with an offhanded comment, “Please break the news to Vincent before I get back.”

      “What news?” my brother asks.

      “The news that I won’t be marrying him,” I say.

      “Oh, you will. It’s the only way to protect you from the Sin Eaters,” he says.

      Staring into his blank eyes, sweat breaks out on my brow, yet I smile. “Protection? The only protection I need is from the grizzled dog upstairs. Not from a bunch of surfers that ride motorcycles. What do you think this is, Easy Rider?” I ask.

      He rushes to my side and grabs my arm. “More like Blood In, Blood Out, little girl. Remember that. The last thing I need is one of those perros getting ahold of you.” He looks down at me like I’m still in pigtails. Still needing the protection he’d promised our parents he’d give me when he brought me here all those years ago. Only to use me for collateral now.

      Struggling to break free of his grip, I hiss, “Why’s that Anthony? Because you’ve already promised my future away?”

      His fingers dig in and I know I’ll have something the FBI doesn’t. A perfect set of his fingerprints on my arm by morning. “No, because you’re leverage. After I stole their weapons right out from under their noses, I can only imagine what they’d like to do to me. Imagine what they would do to my beautiful little sister. You might be too good of an offer to pass up.”

      His grip loosens to the point of a caress. “Though I doubt they’d even want you as stubborn as you are. You won’t kill for me, you don’t like my choice of groom. You’re my blood, which means I can’t fuck you. So what good are you?”

      Staring too long into my heartbroken eyes, I’m relieved when all he does is toss me toward the foyer. I refuse to be baited into a fight that will keep me in this house. Straightening my jacket, I toss my hair back. Almost there.

      But I’m stopped short. Because there’s that fucking RED DOT, Vincent blocking the door.

      For one tense moment, neither Vincent or I make a move. That would be looked upon as a concession. Afraid to even breathe, this goon would probably take it as consent. My hands itch to slap the smirk off his face.

      I meet his beady eyes. Loud enough for my brother to hear, I spit out, “Anthony, put a leash on your perro.”

      My brother stands with his hands in his pockets and shrugs.

      Will this be the time that his chokehold snaps my neck?

      Refusing to even consider his choice, it just might be. I’ve got no other moves to make but to stand my ground and wait.

      Anthony gives a barely perceptible nod. Vincent demurely moves to the side, and I know.

      I still have the King’s ear. But for how long?
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      As if spoiled by the beauty, I drive down the coastal road with blinders on. The captured bits of sunlight sparkling on the cresting waves feel like a hindrance. Squinting, I yank the visor to the side and block more of the stunning view.

      There are bigger things on my mind than the scenery. Namely all this Vincent shit my brother’s been force-feeding me. Last night was just the sinking of the Titanic, there had been iceberg warnings since my eighteenth birthday.

      “My luck those two will have a Priest tied up and ready to get to the I do’s.” I mutter. It’s true, but hearing it put into words isn’t helping.

      Staring up at the red light, it’s obvious what I need to do. “I just won’t go home. Ever.”

      A revving engine startles me. I look to my left and I’m caught talking to myself by one cocky as fuck biker.

      Aye, guapito, he’s fucking blonde. Just what I need.

      Grinning my way, the wraparound Oakley’s block my view. I wish I could see his eyes. Bet they’re gorgeous.

      He doesn’t mind the look, even tips the brim of his skullcap helmet toward me.

      This is what I need protection from?

      The light changes to green, but neither of us move. I’m looking and he is too. Some old man is bitching and honking behind me, but I’ve got something to do. As a big fuck you to my brother, I pucker up and plant a big wet one on the window between us.

      Dimples! He’s got dimples!

      Giggling, I floor it and leave him back at the light.

      Why can’t Anthony pick someone like him? At the very least, someone my own age. Because facts are facts. My brother’s word is his bond and my pleas only seem to fortify it.

      I’m jarred out of my own head when something darts from between the boulders. I catch a glimpse of a black blur right in front of my car! Ohmygod.

      Was that a kid?

      I mash down so hard on the brake that my heels leave skid marks in the carpet, but the car’s still rolling. The most I can do is yank the steering wheel towards the shoulder and pray. There’s a bone-jarring thump before the car jerks to a stop.

      Please don’t be a kid.

      Shaking, I reach for the beaded rosary hanging from the rearview and the damn airbag explodes right in my face.

      Choking on chemicals, it’s the clatter of rocks which announce your arrival. At first, all I can make out is the silhouette of a good Samaritan etched against the brilliance of a fiery sun. I can’t see you but I’d bet money, you’re staring at my coat. Wondering how I could wear such a thing.

      Before the automatic window is down, I say. “I think I hit something.  Could you check?”

      I shield my eyes and stare up expectantly. You’re still not moving and I need you to.

      “I don’t even eat meat. Can you just check for me?” I plead and wave towards the hood.

      After an eternity, you turn and drop down in front of my car.

      Minutes feel like hours, it must be really bad.

      If my brother were here, he’d say go around. Or better yet, hit the fucker. One less freeloader in the world.

      Eyes squeezed shut, the wait feels like agony. Steering wheel clenched in my hands, I yell out the window.  “Did I kill it?”

      “It was dead long before you.” You say with a chuckle.

      I open my eyes and there you are.

      Staring at me through the windshield, eyes cutting through the chemical haze like a search party. Tattered black bag in hand, you look at me like I’m a few links short of a chain wallet and add. “Front axle’s shot though.”

      “Rest in Plastic,” I murmur.

      I’m not shy about staring.

      Long and lean, when you stand it’s the opposite of origami. Wiping dust from your hands, silver skull rings glitter like hood ornaments. Narrow hips, thick belt, bare chest full of tattoos under a black leather vest. I’m pretty sure you’re flexing when you walk up to my open window. “Did you hear what I said?” You ask.

      “Nah, too busy enjoying the show.” I say. Sometimes my mouth opens and I have no idea what’s going to walk out of it.

      But you’re not offended. If anything you take it as a compliment. Blushing, you hold the vest open like an invite. Ripped abs, tight little waist. “Where do I RSVP?” I ask.

      You shake your head and that’s when I see your dimples up close. Wow.

      If my brother were here, he’d give me one of his patented steely looks and say. ‘Of course he’s smiling. Diablo always gives good lip service right before he bends you over and fucks you up the ass.’

      Fuck you Hermano. There’s nothing about this guy that even registers on my pervometer.

      One more confident smile and my mind rests easy. Maybe I should tip him? I think I have some cash in my purse. I’m wondering how much it will take to buy you when my door is opened. What a gentleman.

      Standing I hold a hand out. A mere formality since I’ve already decided to keep you.

      “Thanks, I’m Angie.”

      But you don’t take my hand. Instead, you press up against me. Using traffic as an excuse, all you say is, “Watch out.” You should have given me more warning than that. Sandwiched between my car and a wall of you, my cheek pressed to your chest, I just hope I’m not drooling. As you wave traffic by, my hand molded to your abs begins to explore. I just can’t help myself.

      To the passing cars we must look like a couple. Only we just met.

      “Alright, alright,” I say and barely push your chest.

      Which you way over exaggerate. Arms pinwheeling, you act like it’s cute to back right into your suicide.

      I see the oncoming car before you do.

      “Watch out!” I yell and reach for your vest but instead get your belt.  You step close enough that I see what I’m holding in the palm of my hand. As cars pass, you press close and the cold metal digs into my skin. Eyes closed, I try to imagine the imprint it’s leaving. A sinister skull jeering from the eye of a tornado.

      To make sure, I peek at the steely chrome chopper pulled over behind my wrecked Jag. My brother’s worst nightmare, you’re a Sin Eater.

      I feel faint. The accident, the heat, this jacket…you.

      “I’m Rafe,” you say.

      “I need air,” I say and wiggle out of your embrace and this jacket.

      “May it burn in hell,” I say and drop it on the side of the road.

      Unfazed, you keep an eye on me and direct traffic. Disgruntled motorists might as well have their noses pressed to the glass. Gawking at me like I’m America’s Most Wanted. Eyes filled with condemnation for the Latina who must have jacked this expensive car and taken it for a joyride.

      Assumptions already made beforehand, I get that a lot. No matter how far I try to distance myself from my brother’s misdeeds, it always come down to trial by audience.

      Checking out my Fendi thigh-highs like there might be DNA on the soles. Eyeing my Prada like I didn’t pay for it. Taking in the bejeweled bangles clanking on my wrist. Dying to know if those diamonds are real.

      Obstinately, I stare back.

      Of course they’re real. It all is. Wouldn’t do to have a representative of the Braga family walking around looking busted. I get the same speech as all the other goons, only I get wrapped in a nicer package.

      Stop with the stare-down and get back in the car. Anthony is going to have…

      Hedging, you ask. “Is there someone you want to call?” Maybe a boyfriend or a…husband?”

      Distracted, I ask, “What?”

      “Help? Do you have someone to call?” he asks plainly.

      Unless you count the guy who thinks rape is part of the tow package then no, I can’t think of a single one. Dejected that I’ve got no person, I sag against my car and whisper. “No.”

      Steeling myself, I wait for the question in your eyes to form into words. Don’t you belong to the Braga family?

      Instead you surprise me. “Lucky for you, I’m your man.”

      And you acted like it too. One call and a tow truck was in route. Wouldn’t even let me try to help push the car off the boulder. Then it got awkward.

      Under the pretense of waiting on your friends, you stare down the road, but it’s me you keep looking at. It feels like wheels are turning behind those blackout shades. Maybe that buddy of yours tipped you as to who I am. Wouldn’t my brother love that.

      Fears turn to betrayal when you read a text on your phone. Frowning you punch in numbers and I’m sure my goose is cooked. I’ll be married before sundown. Hand on my hip, I demand to know. “Who in the hell are you calling?”

      Surprised, you hold up a finger. Fine take a minute.

      “Jenna, it’s me. Who else would it be? Listen, I can’t fuck with you no more. Lose my number,” you say and hang up.

      What the?

      Shocked I ask, “Who was that?”

      “My past,” you say. All sure of yourself and shit.

      “Oh really? And what exactly am I?” I ask.

      “My future.”

      “Good answer,” I say and my smile only gets wider when I see the “cavalry”. Two guys dressed for surfing riding choppers. A shirtless driver tips his hat to me after he parks.

      They see me standing next to you and don’t give it another thought. As you talk to them, there are looks of commiseration tossed my way. But no looks at my cleavage. Who would have thought the brother’s boogeymen would turn out to be perfect gentlemen?

      My car looks lonely on the lift.

      “Meet you back at the house, Rafe?” The driver asks.

      Searching my face with the precision of a surgeon, you say, “Hopefully I’ll be tied up.” You say and search my face with the precision of a surgeon.

      The amount of hope in your voice makes me blush when you ask me, “I can give you a ride home or…”

      If I pull up on the back of a motorcycle, my brother will flat out shank me. That’s a straight up fact. “Or,” I say softly and walk towards his bike.

      Only when you’re buckling the helmet under my chin do you ask, “Where we going?”

      “The Boardwalk,” I say.

      “Good choice.” It’s hard not to stare when you kickstart the machine. I feel awkward as fuck and don’t know how to sit. Lucky for me, it’s a short drive because I end up clutching the seat between my outstretched legs.
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      The Boardwalk is packed. Looks like I’ve missed the dedication. But the way my brother breaks the law, I’m sure there will be others.

      The air smells catch of the day fresh. We walk through the rows of vendors and I like the way you move aside for the mom’s with strollers. Going about their day, mesh bags full of organic produce, they don’t even notice the nod you give as they pass.

      But I do. It’s um, chivalrous. Don’t see much of that anymore.

      There are kids everywhere and I find myself bobbing and weaving the closer we get to the games.

      I can see the new building from here. It looks nice, but not fifty-thousand nice. We’re almost there when a man behind the shooting booth eyes me like he knows me. Without a word, he holds the butt of a replica shotgun over the counter toward me.

      Confused, you look from the carnival barker back to me. “Do you know him, Ang?”

      I like when you call me that. With a sad smile, I say, “Better than you know.”

      Interested, you watch close when I lay a twenty on the makeshift counter.

      Pocketing the twenty, he waves extravagantly toward an array of stuffed animals. “Got some new ones in,” he says.

      I look up. Tucked into the rusted metal frame of the awning are the same threadbare animals I always play for. Confused, I ask, “What gives, Neil?”

      His smile falters. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s the same raggedy shit you always have,” I say.

      With a wink, Neil says, “Yeah. But I dusted them. Just for you. My best client.”

      Shaking my head, I say, “I told you if you want them to last, just rotate them. Get them out of the sun. Set me up.”

      Clutching the toy gun like a lifeline, I watch Neil pull a clothesline across the back of the booth and attach it to the other side of the tarp. Paper targets with red stars in the middle flutter on the line.

      In preparation, I remove the ponytail and grip it between my teeth. Shaking my hair out, I set my feet.

      You watch my whole routine with an amused look.

      But this isn’t playtime. Solemnly, I say, “Welcome to therapy. You can watch but keep a respectable distance please.”

      And I bump you with my hip.

      You bump back and then snap-off a legit army salute that makes the chains on your wallet jingle and say, “I’ll watch your six while you work out your shit.”

      “Thanks?” I say with a laugh. Neil’s got the back of the tarp open.  An audience gathers and he herds them like chickens to safety. Waving his big straw hat, he says. “Behind me, children. Behind me. Look what she did to me last week.” He points to overly crossed eyes and gleeful laughter erupts but the children sit well out of range.

      Butt pressed to my shoulder, I ask. “All clear?”

      It sounds like circle time when they give a resounding yes.

      “You’ve got quite a crowd gathered,” you remark.

      Your eyes feel like added weight.  Instead of nerves I’m brimming with pride. I can’t wait for you to see. Confidently, I say, “Yeah. I’m a real Angie Oakley. Enjoy the show.”

      “That first star has my brother’s name on it.” My whisper caresses the gun barrel before I pull the trigger.
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        * * *

      

      Mystified wows come from the crowd behind Neil.

      It feels like I might float away when your lips brush mine.  I open my eyes and look up into yours. “The kids,” I murmur.

      “Your eyes were closed the whole time? You are amazing, you know that?” you ask.

      “No, I don’t,” I say.

      “Well, you’re about to find out.” You whisper against my lips. The first kiss feels like an appetizer. This is the one I’ll remember. Gentle lips press against mine and I feel like I’m no longer on my own. Instead of squeezing the trigger to feel safe, I grab onto you. Clutching your vest, yanking you to me, I can’t get close enough.

      This time it’s you that pulls away. Toying with a strand of my hair, it’s cute how you give me my words right back. “What about the kids, Ang?” you ask. It drives me wild when you call me that. I’m sure you know that by now.

      And there’s something else you should know. I lean close, but this time it’s for privacy.

      Hands on my hips, your arms slide around my waist like I was made for you. Expectantly, you wait.

      Why is life so unfair! Before I lose my nerve, I speak in a hurried, confessional whisper. “I’m Angelina Braga. Sister to that dick up on the hill. If the kids here knew, I don’t think they’d be cheering for me.”

      Guilt floods me when I steal a glance at the kids playing on the rails of the boardwalk. How my brother could even think of them as anything other than innocent is beyond me.

      You tug my chin until I’m facing you. Looking into my eyes you say, “Ang, everyone here knows exactly who you are. They just don’t give a fuck. Neither do I.”

      Punctuated with a kiss on the tip of my nose, you ask.  “Hungry?”

      Surprised that I am, I say, “Ravenous.”

      With a chivalrous kiss to the back of my hand you say, “Grab your shit.”

      Man-speak, but that’s how you asked me to lunch.

      Before we leave, I tuck money into the frayed ribbons of the secondhand prizes and hand them to my fans. Street kids that can never get enough of the lady that shoots bull-eyes with her eyes closed. “Don’t spend it all on the games. Get something to eat.”

      Walking back to the parking lot, it’s only natural to take what is offered. Hands linked, we navigate the uneven path together.

      “What about your public relations thing?” You ask.

      “I just did it,” I say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Looks are shared, innuendoes given freely and by the time I climb onto the back of your bike. I claim that bitch seat as my own.

      The roar of your engine announces our arrival. People crane their necks to get a glimpse of the biker. Arms wrapped tight around you, chin resting on your shoulder, the attention makes me preen.

      You nod toward a roadside stand advertising The Best Clams and I squeeze you tight in agreement.

      It’s awkward but endearing how gently you remove the helmet. Careful not to pull my hair, you hang it on the handlebars, “Aren’t you afraid it will get stolen?” I ask.

      Serious, you tap the logo on the side that matches your belt buckle and say. “Everyone knows who it belongs to.”

      Leaning on your bike, I watch as you order.

      “Thought you didn’t eat meat!” you yell over your shoulder.

      “I didn’t know you! There was no way I was getting out of the car!” I yell back.

      The cashier repeats the total twice ‘cause you’re too busy checking me out.

      Food in hand, you motion me over to a table. “Looks like we’ll have to eat here. No plastic bags. Offered to pay extra but the dude said they were endangered. One just got killed this morning.”

      “Ha ha,” I say and take one of the newspaper cornucopias stuffed with fried clams.

      You brush off a seat overlooking the crashing waves for me. When I sit, your lips on my earlobe give me chills when you whisper, “Best seat in the house.”

      You run back for our drinks and my stomach rumbles. Thank God you didn’t hear it. I can’t remember the last time I’ve been this hungry. Meals at my house are usually more of my brother with a side of sit by Vincent.

      I bite into a breaded clam and I’m rewarded with an explosion of flavor.  Fresh clam, cilantro, sea salt, butter is that…avocado?

      You catch me mid chew. “How is it?”

      The exaggerated roll of my eyes doesn’t do the food justice.

      “Taste this.” I say and watch as you eat right out of my hand.

      Chewing, you concede. “Not half bad. Just needs a little heat.”

      “I’ve got a little heat for you,” I say and slide the bottle of Tapatío towards you.

      “Not the heat I was talking about,” you say and start eating.

      “Obviously.” I say back.

      For dessert, we share a bottle of house beer and watch the seagulls fight over our remains. In that space of time, I know everything. You love the beach but only surf during the day. Rocks make it too dangerous. Loyal, you’d die for your ‘brothers’ and I can’t find a single thing wrong with you.

      Until you ask about me.

      “Besides the fact that I’m a mob princess?” I joke.

      “More like a prisoner.” You scoff and drain the rest of the beer.

      You’re quiet so long, I start to wonder if the beer went right to your head. I’m surprised when you turn toward me with mischief in your eyes and ask. “Wanna get wet?”

      Staring at your full lips, I confess, “More than anything.
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        * * *

      

      Walking to the bike, we share secret smiles to inside jokes that no one knows about. Eyes on the future, the looks we share last an eternity. You lift me onto the bike like you’ve been doing it your whole life. Practiced hands glide past the hem of my dress, onto my bare thigh. Your fingertips tease the back of my thigh, in search of the zipper. “Where we are going, you won’t need these,” you say.

      My pussy vibrates as you unzip my boot. A sigh filled with want tumbles from me. Which you catch with your mouth. Urgent lips drag across mine, your voice sounds stern when you say, “No name brands allowed.”

      Embarrassed, I feel the need to explain, “They aren’t my idea of proper beachwear but my brother dictates my wardrobe.”

      “Not anymore,” you say and toss the thousand-dollar boot behind a scrub bush

      Impressed, I hold my other boot out.

      When you grip the heel, I get ready for a kiss. Instead I feel your words breathed against my cheek. “Eyes open for this Angie Oakley.”

      You pat my bottom and say, “Scoot.”

      I’m happy to slide back and make a spot between my legs for you.

      When you straddle the bike, I expect you to kickstart it like before. Instead, you remain standing. Looking out towards the darkest blue of the ocean, you sound so serious when you say. “Time for a little truth of my own.”

      You shuck the vest and toss it towards my boots.  “If anyone sees those boots, I won’t get to see you in them later.”

      Laughing, I turn and am face to face with your naked back.

      Muscular, it’s the color of expensive leather. Timid, my hands move from the safety of your waistband onto the bare skin of your hips. Muscles ripple beneath my fingertips.

      Wanting to touch you everywhere, I fan my hands across your broad back.

      “Reaper. It’s who I am. Can’t change who I am any more than you can,” you say. I’m flabbergasted when you point out the tattoo seared across your shoulder blades. I didn’t even notice it.

      Your skin trembles beneath my lips as I place a kiss on each of the letters. Six kisses before I fall back against the sissy bar. Breathless, I ask, “This isn’t your way of trying to get me to call you Reaper is it? ‘Cause that’s not happening.”

      Laughing, you start the bike. Instead of backing out, we’re heading toward the edge of the perilous cliffs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Vertigo threatens when I stand on the back pedals and peer over the edge.

      When I see just how steep the winding path is to get to the beach below, I clutch you in a death grip.

      “Are we jumping?” I ask casually.

      With a rev of the engine, you shrug. “More like flying. But I may toss you over if you keep talking like that. Hold on, we’re taking the shortcut,” you warn.

      But I still yelp when the bike catapults forward. One second, the front tire spins in midair, and the next we are flying without a net. With nothing between me and the ground but your driving skills and I’m not even worried.

      Because right then was the moment I fell in love with you.

      Fell? That sounds like I might’ve been pushed, and just so we’re clear, I jumped. With both feet.

      And you know what I did?

      Threw my head back and yelled, “Fuck it!”

      All too soon, the wind’s knocked out of my sails when we hit bottom.

      The bike tries to slide out from under us, but at the last second you turn the slide into a cool landing. There’s a rainbow shaped skid mark behind us but we stop, just short of the water.

      “That’s your idea of getting wet?” I tease.

      Dimples on full display, you say, “Oh, Ang. You haven’t seen nothing yet.”

      There’s a promise in your cocky grin when you ask. “You ready for the ride of your life?”

      Excitement bubbles up until giggles spill from my lips. I smack your hard ass and yell, “Giddy up!”

      Cruising on the wet sand as smooth as we did on the street, we fly down the beach. Perilously close to the incoming waves, instinct makes me raise my bare feet only to watch you drag your steel-toe through it. Feeling fearless, I dip a toe into the crest you create.

      Saltwater sprays my face, the wind whips my hair behind me, if my brother could only see how happy I am now.

      If he could see me? I glance back expecting a tail, but the only thing behind us is one long tire tread.

      Mistakenly, you think I’m checking out your bike.

      “All-terrain treads,” you yell over the waves.

      “Good to know,” I yell back.

      Slowing the bike, you hold both arms straight out, like wings. At this point, I’m hugging more than holding on. As we come to a stop facing the surf, you tuck my feet into your lap. Absently, you rub my instep.

      Waves ripple against the front tire as we watch the sunset. As the color bleeds from the sky, the chaos of the day goes with it. I’m so filled with contentment that a sigh escapes me when you cup my hand and hold it over your heart.

      We sit that way for a bit.

      Until thoughts of my brother’s idle threats pop encroach on my great day.

      Don’t make me come looking for you. If you do, I’ll drag you home by your hair.

      Begrudgingly, I get off the bike.

      But you don’t let me flee. Toying with the tips of my fingers, you pull me close.

      “What are you doing all the way over there?” you murmur.

      All I can think of is where I’d like to be, but I’m coy when I ask, “Where would you like me?”

      Lips inches from mine, you tease. “Getting warmer.”

      My hand glides down your abs, all the way down until I feel a very sizable rainbow coming from a pot of gold.

      “Bullseye,” you whisper and pick me up.

      Sitting face to face our foreheads touch, but I’ve got no clue what to do with my dangling legs. Uncomfortable, I’m not really sure what to do until you take my feet and wrap them around your waist. Holding you close, the trail of kisses you leave on my neck pushes all of my buttons.

      When your fingertips glide across my closed mouth, I kiss them as if they were your lips.

      With a groan, you bunch my tank dress in your fist and yank it above my breasts.

      Moaning, I wiggle under your searing gaze. But I’m made to wait. Only when you’ve seen all of me do your fingertips skim the underside of my globes. My body shakes beneath your touch. The softest kiss to my quivering stomach feels like a promise of what’s to come.

      But I want more. Wanton for you, my thighs grip yours. My nipples pucker painfully in anticipation, but it’s not your touch I want.  “Suck, lick, bite.” I utter everything I want when I grab your head and put your mouth where I want it.

      Frenzied hands settle on my ass. Gripping a cheek in each hand, you ram my wet panties against your massive cock.

      “Yes.” I moan as I reach behind me for traction. Arms braced on the handlebars, I’m able to lift my hips just enough for you to slide your jeans down. The sea breeze feels like a naughty kiss to my heated core.

      With a blind reach, I take hold of your hair and yank your lips to mine. Our teeth gnash, our tongues tangle. Your wet kiss promises everything, brutality, honesty and reality.

      “You know what this means, Ang?” You whisper the question against my bruised lips.

      With a tug to my hair, you still my grinding hips. I look up and the promise is there, itching to get out.

      I know what you’re asking before the words are out of your mouth. I nod and say,

      “I love when you call me Ang.”

      “Then you’ll really love this. You’re mine now, Ang.” You say. When you tug my wet panties to the side, your thumb skims my delicate folds. No vibrator invented ever made me feel like this.

      Full of lust, I’m begging. “Please!”

      Like an exclamation at the end of a sentence you give me all of you and leave no doubt in my mind who it is I belong too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Staring at the crashing waves that pound the beach, when you drop your vest onto my shoulders, I feel like the head cheerleader wearing the quarterback’s letterman jacket. Brimming with pride, I say, “I love it.”

      Wearing a smile like you like what you see, you step back and agree. “My bike looks good on you.”

      “I was talking about the jacket.” I say with a laugh.

      “Oh, I didn’t even notice the jacket. Let me see. From all sides.”

      Serious, you walk a slow wide circle around me. The waves break behind you as you crouch. With a hand placed studiously on your chin, you study me like a famous painting.

      The breeze that ruffles your hair touches every part of my body. My hair stands as you creep out of the darkness towards me. The look in your eyes makes me sit up. I’ve heard of wearing your heart on your sleeve, but you’re sporting your very soul in your eyes.

      With reverence, you take my face between your cupped hands and say. “I want you draped across the back of my bike always. We’ll get you a jacket of your own, with a little patch right here.”

      I look down at the patch you’re pointing at. Reaper.

      “Only yours will say Property of Reaper.” You say.

      “That will be the most precious piece of clothing I own.” I say.

      Deadly serious, you seal your promise with a kiss.

      I bet my brother’s going to have a few choice words to say about this. Feeling like I’m being watched, I look back up at the house on the cliff. Men with guns, guarded by gates, that’s where my forced fiancé waits.

      There’s no rhyme or reason to Anthony’s hatred. Nothing I say will ever change him. I look up into your solemn eyes and hope you’re serious.

      “I can’t go home. My brother wants me to marry someone, and it’s not a request,” I confess.

      Understanding dawns on your face. With a gentle smile, you offer. “You don’t have too. Stay with me and the guys.”

      Ruffled, I sit up. “That sounds…weird,” I say.

      You think for a minute and agree. “Or we’ve got a safe house in Long Beach. It’s not much, just a one bedroom on the second floor, but it’s yours if you want it.”

      “Do the doors lock?” I ask.

      You nod.

      “I hope it doesn’t hurt your feelings, but I’ve got to choose…or…” I say softly.

      Smiling you say, “Let’s go get your shit.”

      “Let’s not,” I say.

      Peering into my eyes, I expect you to scoff in the face of danger. Instead you take me by surprise and ask, “Hey Ang. I was thinking. What if we just said, ‘fuck it’ and went to Vegas?”

      My blood throbs in my cheeks I can barely ask, “Are you asking what I think you’re asking?”

      “To be my old lady? Yeah, let’s go make it official,” you say.

      Crying, I blindly reach for you.

      “Is that a yes?” you ask.

      “Yes!” I scream and fall into your strong embrace. Your hug feels like forever and I don’t give another thought to brothers and their stupid word is their bond bullshit.

      I’m filled with thanks for this man that answered every one of my prayers, before I even uttered them. No longer forced to hide from a drunken promise, by this time tomorrow I won’t be anyone’s to give away. Except yours. If I had to choose, I’d say this was the best day of my life, hands down.

      You place a kiss on the top of my head and whisper, “You’ll be safe, I’ll keep you safe.”

      And I believe you. When you gun the engine, the seat vibrates beneath me. Just like my future. Wife.

      We pull onto Sea Drive and the melodic chords of the sweetest song spill from a passing lowrider’s window. Each lyric touches my heart and I couldn’t agree more. It is like heaven, riding on the back of your bike.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          JOHN DOE

        

      

    

    
      Today marks the one-year anniversary of the disappearance of Angelina Braga. Sister to famed mob boss Anthony Braga, she was just eighteen when she vanished. When asked for a quote her brother had this to say. ‘Missing? Not without permission, she’s not. My little sister’s too smart for that.’

      Police report no new leads. So far, all roads have led to dead ends. Except one. The victim was last seen on the back of a chrome Harley Roadster. If you have any information…

      That’s cheery. In search of something less macabre, I twist the radio knob. But it appears that on the well-traveled road between proposal and marriage, there is nothing but static. Bored, I find myself wondering about all kinds of things. Like why there aren’t a crop of wedding stores out here. Probably make a fortune, then I realize.

      The desert is the kind of place where bodies are measured to fit into hastily dug holes, not wedding attire. Use your noodle.

      Besides, graves are the opposite of the happy thoughts I should be having on the way to the altar. Once that thought crosses my mind however, it keeps bumping into things. Trying to make itself comfortable and the newscasters words reverberate in my mind.

      Last seen on the back of a motorcycle. How in the fuck has that not been found?

      Likely it was stolen and chopped for parts or melted down in a fiery crash, whichever way. There should be a metal carcass lying around to pick over.

      The thought feels like a goose walking over my grave and here’s another. What about the driver?

      An approaching tunnel yawns before me and I forget all about motorcycle rides that end in dead ends. Instead, I swipe a hand over my bleary eyes and focus on my own road ahead. The soft snores coming from the passenger seat remind me that I’m not alone. I’ve got responsibilities.

      We’re in the dark so long, the barren landscape outside begins to feel like Utopia.  The only driving light in the cavernous tunnel is the sickly yellow arcs flickering from the cracked headlights and I’m praying the battery on this beat-up rental holds up.

      The exit becomes the only thing on my mind and before you know it. We’re out of the tunnel and into the night.

      Grateful, I stare at the constellations spilling down from Heaven like salt thrown over your shoulder to ward off bad luck.

      Reminds me of that old show. Shot in black and white, with a narrator who wore a slick suit and talked like he had lockjaw. What would he make of my current situation, I wonder? Cigarette in hand, probably something along the lines of… ‘Picture a lovesick marine. Owner of one unexpected leave, eager to get home and surprise his girl, only it’s the soldier who gets the shock of his life. He finds himself on the long road of second thoughts and hasty decisions. Next stop a quickie marriage.’

      Will it end in a quickie divorce?

      Almost as if it’s my thoughts playing on the radio, you stir in your sleep.

      Unsettled, I steal a glance at my responsibility. A pregnant woman buckled into the passenger seat. Brow furrowed, even in sleep. You still look beautiful to me.

      “Don’t worry, Stella. This kid’s going to have a mommy and a daddy,” I mutter under my breath.

      I just wish I had a better name to give than the one the nuns gave to me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Anonymous, a one size fits all name. John Doe.

      The recruiter had just about laughed me out of the office when my enlistment application landed on his desk. It wasn’t until he read the discomfort on my face that he knew who the real joke was on. Serious, he studied me over his reading glasses and asked me straight. “You an orphan?”

      “Yes, sir.” My answer was just as blunt.

      Flustered, he skimmed my papers again. “No kin at all? How about an aunt, maybe a cousin?” He asked.

      Try as he might, he couldn’t coax a relative out of me. Still, he felt the need to press. “A good-looking kid like you. There’s gotta be a girl. Someone you’re sweet on?”

      Stella. A ghost of a smile betrayed me.

      Slapping his knee, he said, “I knew it! Lucky, I asked. You almost left money on the table boy!”

      Pointing to the blank beneficiary line, he continued. “Put your wife’s name down right there and we’ll get you squared away.”

      Despite his insistence, the pen in my hand didn’t move. Sure, I lived for that beautiful smile, but…wife?

      Talk about commitment. Tapping the pen against my lower lip, I’d asked, “Do girlfriends count?”

      “They should. But Uncle Sam only pays out death benefits to spouses, parents, and children. Unless you got a kid or two?” he asked, searching my face.

      “Sterile. Skateboard accident when I was ten,” I said.

      “Sorry to hear that. Everything else works though, right?” Full of commiseration, he said.

      With a shrug, I replied. “I don’t pee sitting down if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Then I’d say, the military is getting a rock bottom deal on you. But you’ve got two weeks. Take that girl of yours out. The one that puts that grin on your face and make it legal. Get a certificate back to me and we’ll get you a beneficiary yet.”

      He slapped my back and showed me the door.

      “See you soon.” I’d promised on the way out.

      Only problem was, Basic was two tours ago and I haven’t seen that recruiter since.

      Military leaves came and went, I never asked and you’re not the kind to pressure. Anytime marriage was brought up, it was me who was doing it. Surprised, you’d say. “Marriage? The last thing you need on your plate is extra helpings of worry for a wife back home.”

      In the cold light of day, your concern looked like apathy. A rejection, almost as bad as my parents giving me up. Sure you loved me, just not enough. Content in our current roles of boyfriend and girlfriend, we exchanged superficial letters filled with good cheer and went on with life.

      That was until your last letter. It was actually you more than me, that saved all those women and children. Because of what you didn’t say.
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      I was still puzzling over your letter when word came down from the top. Without any warning, I was pulled off the bomb squad and given a new assignment. My job was simple. Keep an unofficial eye out.

      Incredulously, I’d asked. “Babysit a church?”

      “Think of it as keeping an eye on freedom of religion,” my commander had explained.

      The men in my platoon had looked on with jealousy.

      ‘Whose pecker did you suck to get that cushy assignment, Doe?’

      ‘Say a few Hail Mary’s for me.’

      ‘Don’t choke on the holy water, Doe.’

      Their barbs rang in my ears as I made the trek. Six clicks east of Bumfuck, smack dab in the middle of the Afghani desert sat one of the softest targets I’d ever seen. A white clapboard Christian church. Habited by a village of war widows and their children.

      And I wasn’t the only one who thought so. Two bombs had been recovered just last month.

      Officially, I was there to collect intel, nothing more. Walk the perimeter, a whole lot of business as usual. Total cake job alright. Kicking rocks is what it felt like. I’d gladly run point on the next ten bombs just to be back on the base. Hell, there’s probably a stack of letters waiting on me by now. Full of news about your day, how you’re feeling, what that bitch of a mother of yours has said about me lately. Because out here out in the boondocks? There’s no Pony Express. Hell, there’s not even a phone. What kind of place in the modern world has no goddamn services?

      Furiously, I jotted notes marking off trouble spots along the margins of the map.

      Those hidden areas that we can’t see, but the void of their existence eats at you just the same.

      Like that letter you sent me.

      I needed to hear, in your own words, why your last letter felt like it came out of a can.

      Dear John,

      Hope you are well.

      Be safe-Stella.

      Hardly worth the price of a stamp. Not a lot of space to read between the lines. I blamed the brutal sun baking the edges of my brain for the uncertainty I felt. You’ve always been faithful to a fault. True blue, I could set my watch by you. Anytime one of the other guys in the barracks received a ‘Fuck you’ letter from home, I’d listen to their story of woe. Smirking like a smug bastard, just knowing my girl was right where I left you. Patiently waiting back home for me. Faithful to a fault, but still that sentence loomed in my mind like a marque. It ate at me night and day.

      Hope you are well. Did your mom write it for you?

      Cut off from you, is a whole other level of hell I never want to visit again. Food had no taste, I couldn’t get rid of the goddamn thirst that clawed at my throat no matter how many canteens I drank. Unfulfilled, every breath I took lacked air. I was dying without you.

      Every step of the perimeter check felt like a step away from you.

      Overwhelmed and all consumed, all I wanted was to get back to you.

      Hell, I’d left you hanging in the wind too long. Unprotected, anything could happen to you. A bomb, an accident, no one was there to protect you.

      There’s nothing going on today. I look out at the barren wasteland and wish for a post office box. Dejected, I turned the corner. Sweet hymnal music wafts through the open window. Their voices flowed through me like it was you singing on the back porch. Remember the way just speaking the lyrics would make you choke up?

      I do.

      “Sing something for me, baby,” I whisper your way.

      But you’re not up to singing. It’s probably the baby that has you feeling drained, I hope to hell it ain’t me.

      Call me crazy, but I thought I’d already lost you.

      I cursed that evil place but stopped short of cursing everyone in it.

      Because sitting dead center, blocking the double door exit of the church was a brown paper postal package.
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      Oh, the church can get mail, but I can’t even get two sentences. That’s some bullshit.

      If I’m truthful, that’s what I fucking thought before it hit me. Nothing’s been in or out of this place except me.

      I caught the tail ends of the preacher’s robes disappearing around the side of the church. The singing inside reached a crescendo. Faithful voices feeling the spirit…that could be you in there Stella!

      No time for safety, I didn’t bother checking for wires. Honestly, I didn’t think. Just acted like a lovesick fool.

      My sweaty hands left imprints on the greasy sides of the box. Heavy as rocks, there was no tic, only the smell of rotten eggs. Knowing I was short timing, I hopped the railing. Eyes on the fleeing preacher, I ran like hell with that bomb tucked under my arm like a football.

      I must have thrown it like one too. Witnesses say pieces of the preacher flew one hundred feet in the air.

      I knew a sign when I saw one. God was talking to me. Telling me my time was just about up. By the time I got back to the base and my commanding officer pinned the medal to my chest I was on borrowed time.

      With a smack to my shoulder, he said, “You’re going to go far, kid.”

      Only he didn’t know how far.

      Lucky, I had some emergency leave tucked away, ‘cause if I didn’t? I would’ve jumped the fucking wall and went AWOL just to get back to you. Striding past the long phone lines, I didn’t spare a glance to the men waiting two hours to call home. Instead I looked toward the wet behind the ears Private waiting on transport. Clutching his duffel like a stuffed animal, probably his first trip home. This is gonna be a piece of cake.

      Beneath the hastily printed IOU, I gladly scrawled John Doe. Whistling one of those hymns, I signed away two PRIMO weeks of holiday leave in December in exchange for his seat today.

      Keyed up, sleep evaded me the whole way home. What if I showed up and you wouldn’t even listen as to how I’ve changed? I’m no good with rejection.

      Drunk with lack of sleep I stumbled into the civilian airport, looking for your welcoming smile and I almost missed you.

      Head bowed, when you did look up. Your sad eyes belonged to some other lady. “I didn’t want you to see me in this condition, John.” You said.

      Then why the fuck didn’t you tell me?

      Amplified by the glow of dashboard lights, you look like a belly with arms. Someone foreign to me, that I haven’t had the chance to meet. Sensing my scrutiny, your face crumbles in your sleep.

      I don’t even know you.

      The wheels on my side bump the middle of the road reflectors. Blazing light fills the car. Full of terror, your eyes fly open. It both happens and is over in a second.
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      A motorcycle is flying head-on at us. Cheating at a game of chicken, it’s almost upon us before I even know we’re playing. I’m blinded by an impossibly bright headlight.

      Bracing for impact, my hand flies to your chest. Holding you to the seat, I pull to the right with everything I’ve got. Despite a massive effort, there’s no way this crash isn’t going to happen. Anticipating the kiss of chrome, I cry out. “Please God help me!”

      I’m shocked when the silver machine passes by my window. So close, I could reach out and touch the raven-haired beauty on the back. As the car comes to a stop, I can still hear the woman’s tinkling laughter.

      Voice shaky, I say. “That was close.”

      Next to me, you’re on the edge of the seat. Wide eyed, you peer into the darkness of the desert, unfazed by the accident. By me, by anything.

      “You don’t even know how close do you?” I ask sadly.

      You turn to me but look past me. Petrified, you stare out my window in wide-eyed terror.

      Expecting to see a fist coming at me, my hand flies up to protect myself when I turn. But there’s no one there. We’re alone in the desert.

      “What the hell?” I whisper.

      “Maybe it’s the pregnancy that has you acting this way but all your fears are starting to rub off on me Stella.” I mutter and remove my foot from the brake.

      We coast to the road. Right blinker on, as I look to the left a strange sense of dejavu overtakes me. Weird, I’ve never been here before. Maybe it’s the near miss that has me feeling this way. “Stella, we’ve got to go back.”

      I almost expect a corny marine joke, but your silent when I turn back. Towards the way we just came.
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      A quarter mile back, in a turnout shadowed by a wall of Mesa, a gleam of chrome winks like an S.O.S.  I pull off the road and my headlights illuminate a woman.

      Back turned to us, she’s draped across a chrome Harley Roadster like an American flag.

      Steeling myself, I turn to you. “Stay here,” I say and unbuckle my seatbelt.

      “Don’t leave me.” You whimper and make it sound like I’m leaving you for good.

      Your head jerks toward the back window like someone’s coming. I look back too. There’s no one there.

      You’re really starting to freak me out. “Stay the fuck here, Stella. Lock the doors.”  I say, too rough. But it’s for your own good. You’re in no condition for this nonsense.

      When I get out, I keep my eye on the woman. Gravel crunches like cereal beneath my boots. I’m not even trying to be quiet yet the woman hasn’t turned. Approaching on the woman’s six, my voice is overly loud when I ask.  “Miss, are you okay?”

      No response. At 5:00, I see thigh-high boots crossed at the ankle. A flash of skin, the hem of a short dress. “Ma’am?” I ask again.

      At 4:00 I can just make out her silhouette. Eyes closed, she looks like she’s praying. Is she sleeping?  I hope like hell she doesn’t wake up and reach back for the shotgun sticking out of the saddlebag.

      At 3:00 I can hear humming. A haunting melody that reminds me of days long past.

      Still in profile, I’m mesmerized when her lips begin to move. Clear as a bell, she speaks.

      ‘“When we get to Vegas, I’ll buy you the biggest fucking rock,’ you said.

      Then I said. ‘That’s great, but I still get a jacket with my name on it right?””

      Animated, she giggles and I feel like I’m eavesdropping on a private conversation for one

      Abruptly, she sits up. Licking her lips, she adjusts her breasts and stares off into the darkness.

      Now I feel like a Peeping Tom. Reaching to get her attention, I’m practically yelling this. “Miss!”

      “Don’t fucking touch her,” a growl comes from right behind me. Scared shitless, I freeze. Like a fucking winter pond.

      No one was behind me a second ago. Where’d he come from?

      I turn to the driver. Six foot three at least, this guy could slam dunk me while taking a piss. Walking from behind the bushes, buttoning his fly. It looks like I’ve caught him doing just that.

      “Feeling better, Rafe?” the woman asks. Her voice sounds like wind chimes on a cold, wet night. Chilled, I no longer want to see her.

      “I’m good.”  The man looks at his girl, then back at me. “Don’t touch her when she’s reminiscing. It’s her therapy.”

      I see fear in his heart when I look into his eyes.

      Confused, I shake my head. I would never. But even as I think it, my hand still hovers mere inches from the woman. What the?

      Before I can pull my hand back, she stands. Looking at the road, she says. “I’m done for now. We can do more reminiscing later. Besides, we’re out of beer. He might need some guidance though.” She points a thumb my way. “Looks a little lost if you ask me.”

      I’m staring at her back when the biker blocks my view. Looking at me like I’m going to steal her he asks.  “That what you are bro? Lost?”

      Lost? That’s a weird choice of words. Hands up, I step back. Cautious, I say. “Listen. I don’t want no trouble. I was just making sure you were alright after I almost ran you off the road back there. Sorry about that.”

      “No apologies accepted here.” The biker says. Like they’re Visa or something. Be a dick about it, Jeez.

      “Raf. He’s just trying to be nice,” the woman warns.

      “Oh is he now.” He says. There’s more promise than threat to his words. With a smile, she turns to blow him a kiss and it’s then that I see what he felt the need to protect. Where do I know her from? As I jog my memory, the moon illuminates her face like a spotlight. Revealing bone. Ripped skin. A skeleton.

      My own smile falters. My vision narrows to a pinpoint and I’m pretty sure under that black hoodie the biker’s wearing? He’s a fucking skeleton too.

      Ghosts!

      Be cool, maybe they won’t know that I know…. what the fuck?

      Did we crash after all?

      Expecting bent metal and broken glass, I’m shocked when I look back and my car looks the same as when I rented it this morning. Your all eyes as you stare back. Don’t get out of the car Stella!

      I almost yell it. But you’re already petrified. I don’t want to give you a heart attack.

      Hoping to make a hasty retreat, I turn to the couple with apologies on my tongue, and the biker’s toe to toe with me.

      “My bad. Let’s get to know each other John.” He says holds a road roughened hand between us. Silver skull rings glimmer in the moonlight. I don’t want to touch him, but I have no choice when he wraps his cold hand around my mine. The manshake is cold, filled with brutality and soon my thoughts are no longer my own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Confused, I look up at a black sky without stars. Untethered, the biker’s grip is the only thing I’m sure of. Everything else, my car, the motorcycle all gone. You use our hands to point and I see, playing out on the highway before me a movie I’ve never seen, yet feel I know the ending to.

      Out of the darkness, the chrome motorcycle appears. You’re driving but you’re here. From behind you the woman squeals, “I love this song! Turn it up.”

      “How many times are you going to make me listen to this?” The driver asks. The shadow figure next to me moves his lips, like he knows the ending too.

      They pull to a stop next to a stalled car. Cloaked in shadows, it looks like a Cadillac.

      Clutching the man, there’s worry in the woman’s voice when she asks. “What if we don’t stop? What if we just drive on by?”

      The biker sits forward in the seat and shifts downward. “C’mon, Ang we’re not those people.”

      Danger glitters all around them like coal dust. I try to warn them, but the only thing that I can do is bear witness.

      They pull in next to a luxury car. The doors open and two men in suits get out. A man in a white suit comes from the passenger side. Unbuttoning his coat, the smile he gives the young couple feels like a target on their backs.

      Filled with chagrin, the man directs his question towards the woman. “What are you doing, Hermana?”

      The biker stiffens. Under his breath, he mutters, “Ang, get my gun from the bag.”

      Confused, she looks from her love to her blood. “Rafe. That’s my brother, he would never…”

      Her brother interrupts. “Vincent. If he moves, shoot him.”

      A man with a scar on the side of his face steps out of the shadows. He’s got a gun of his own and it’s trained on the couple. Caught in a Mexican stand-off, no one moves.

      Exasperated, the women turns to her brother, “Anthony, enough. I’m living my life. It’s time you started living yours.”

      She taps the biker on the back and says, “Let’s go, Rafe. My brother won’t hurt us.”

      But the biker’s not convinced. His eyes remain on her brother as he approaches the back of the bike. With an arm held out like an escort, the gangster smiles at his sister. “You want to go to Vegas? I’ll take you myself, but it will be on Vinnie’s arm.”

      The woman’s voice sounds so defeated when she asks. “Or?”

      Still smiling, her brother rears back and plants that stiff elbow into her face. From there, it all goes bad fast. Blood pours from her broken nose, as she yanked by her hair off the back of the bike. Screaming, she lands in a heap at his feet.

      Ready to tear the gangster limb from limb, the biker jumps up. But the sound of a pistol cocking stops him in his tracks. It’s not his life he’s concerned with, but the love of his life that has a gun held to her head.

      “Ang, I’m here,” he soothes.

      To the gangster, he says. “Don’t hurt her. It’s me you want.”

      The gangster looks at the biker with disgust. “No, idiot. It’s her. This is family business. Vincent Ramon can be assured, Anthony Braga pays his debts.”

      The biker’s searching hand crawls across the seat towards his gun.

      The gangster see this and gives a barely perceptible nod to the man with the scar. Like it’s game over, he looks at the biker and says, “You moved.”

      Dazed, the woman sees the interaction. An ear-splitting scream rips through the night. “Anthony, no!”

      But it’s too late. Everyone knows it. The only ones left in the dark…are the victims.

      Kicking and screaming, she’s pulled toward the waiting Cadillac. “This is your last chance, Angelina. You will come home and marry Vincent.”

      Tear-streaked, she pleads from her knees. “Or?”

      The man with the scar lifts the weapon. After a short whistle, he says, “Hey, Pretty Girl.”

      Horrified, she turns in time to see the gunman set his feet and aim.

      She breaks away from her brother, leaving long black strands of hair clutched in his fist.

      Uttering pleas, she runs toward her beloved.  “Please Vincent, I’ll do anything!”

      Just as she steps between the biker and the gun, it goes off. The sound sets off the car alarm. Incessant braying fills my ears. Red flashing hazard lights illuminate the night just enough for me to see the biker cradle his girl in his arms. Tears stream down his face as he begs. “Ang, wake up.”

      Pistol in hand, her brother approaches. With fake regret in his voice, he says. “Que Lastima.”

      But it’s the biker that gets the last word. He reaches for the gun and presses it to his forehead. Looking up into the gangster’s hate filled eyes, he commands. “Do it.”

      There’s a flash of light then nothing. A voice crawls from the depths.

      “Your sister still looks pretty good. Mind if I fuck her Anthony?”

      “Be my guest.”
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      My hand feels numb under the crushing sorrow conveyed in the biker’s grip. I look up and we’re back. Stars above our head, ladies on either side but it’s the way the biker keeps darting glances at his lady, then turning back to me with eyes full of ‘shut the fuck up.’

      “She doesn’t know.” I say.

      In a low whisper, he says, “Last thing she talks about is getting on the back of my bike.” He looks toward the woman with love. I follow his gaze to her face and see her just as he does. Gorgeous big brown eyes shining with love. Rich skin glowing with health. Happiness as delicate as spun sugar. He laid his life down to be with her. Recognition dawns. The last thing the biker needs is for me to come in here and fuck everything up by screaming.

      “She’s a ghost story with no ending.” I say sadly.

      “Like I said, regret ain’t worth shit here. Wallowing in the past is a bunch of wasted effort if you ask me. We like to reminisce about the good times.  Mostly, Angie does it for the both of us. But as you can see, I’ve got a few stories of my own,” the biker says.

      “But that’s not what I wanted you to see.” He says.

      His grip on my hand tightens like I might try to run. “This is gonna hurt a bit. But I’m right here with you.”

      I feel the comfort of his arm around my shoulder as the blackness returns to envelope us. This time it’s not the biker’s memories I see. But my own…
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        * * *

      

      Exhausted, Stella’s asleep next to me when I find the motorcycle. Parked in this very lot, there’s a Cadillac with an open trunk next to it. There’s the bike, but where are the riders?

      Slowing, I pull to the side. The sound of the blinker wakes Stella.

      “What is it?” she asks.

      “Just a breakdown.” I say.

      I hit the window button and lean across your lap. “Everything all right?” I yelled out good-naturedly.

      A man in a white suit appears from the back of the car. With a wave, he walks towards my car and says. “Everything’s just peachy.”

      He nods into the window at you.

      A second man comes from the back of the trunk. There’s a scar on his face, but it’s his eyes I’m looking at. Filled with malice, he walks to stand in front of my car and says. “Keep going, kid. This ain’t none of your business.”

      The headlights act like Luminol. I suppose the blood on his jacket is none of my business either. In that split second, the only business on my mind is you.

      No one knows we’re out here. I didn’t tell anyone about our fresh start and neither did you. The green glow of the dashboard lights highlights just how fragile your condition is.

      A gun is produced and pointed my way. “Get out of the car, kid.” The scarred man says.

      “Stella. Stay in the car.” I whisper.

      And I remember. This is where they bury the bodies. All of us.

      “No witnesses Vincent.” The man in the blood splattered white suit says and the man with the scar agrees.

      “We’re dead, aren’t we?” I ask and sag against the biker’s chest. Filled with sorrow, the blackness threatens to eat me alive. Our death unfolds before me.

      Pleading I turn to him and say. “I need help. My girl, they shot her.”

      Full of commiseration the biker nods. “They shot mine too,” he says.

      One by one the stars return to the sky. So full, it looks like salt thrown over your shoulder to ward off bad spirits.

      “John!” Behind me, there’s an insistent beep of the horn. I look to the car and you look like a rat trapped in a cage.

      The biker raises a hand. I marvel at his easy nature as he waves to you. After everything that’s happened. To all of us.
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        * * *

      

      “That doesn’t have to be your eternity. You can change it. We can help you, can’t we Rafe? They were just innocent bystanders.” The woman on the bike asks.

      The biker looks between me and his woman and nods.

      Which the woman takes as a sign to go on. “I bet you’ve been driving around mired down with regret. Thinking of what you could of or should have done. All your indecision does is keep her from remembering anything but the worst. The last thing that happened is the only thing she can remember. Life-shocked, her mind is so gripped in fear, only your clear head can save her. Let the regret go, for the both of you. What you need is good memories, lots of them. Help her John. Give her something great to remember.”

      Intelligent eyes glimmer my way. This woman knows a hell of a lot more than she lets on.

      “We haven’t been properly introduced. I’m John,” I say and hold out a hand.

      “Angelina. Pleased to meet you,” she says.

      The tension of uncertainty that’s swirled around us dissipates when I take her hand.

      Before I turn back to the car, I ask them both. “Will I see you again?”

      The biker straddles the bike. He’s the type of guy I’d like to sit down and shoot the shit with. “If you lose your way, we’ll be here. Who knows, I might need your help someday to help me remember what’s important. For now, Angie does most of the reminiscing for me.”

      Before he kickstarts the engine to life, he looks me in the eye. “If all else fails, there’s always Peligro,” he says solemnly.

      “What?” I ask.

      Angelina explains. “It’s like a safe word. Peligro? Falling rocks, danger ahead, thin ice. Peligro. For some reason, it gives us a reset. One of the perks of being dead, I guess.”

      “Well, thanks for the heads up,” I say.

      “Wish we would’ve gotten one,” he says.

      Angie pats the seat. “Giddy-up.”
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      I get in the car and look over at the reason for my existence. The same woman I’d kept waiting in limbo in life now waits there for me in death.

      Uncertainty blazes in your eyes and I realize every one of my second thoughts has always felt like cold feet to you.

      Nervous, you dart glances out the window, eyes crawling over the darkness searching for bad men that are no longer there. Thanks to a little roadside assistance from the biker and his girl, I know what you’re looking for now.

      Even if you don’t.

      The bad men. Vile low-down dirty yellow men that would chase down a pregnant couple and shoot them on the side of the road like dogs. An unjust ending for a couple that only wanted to help. It’s what we have, but it’s not the only thing.

      The aftermath of fear written all over your face? That ends now.

      Staring at the wheel clutched between my hands, I give one last apology.

      “Stella. It wasn’t you, it was me. I knew how badly you wanted to be married, yet I was the one who stalled. Foregoing your happiness every step of the way, The whole time I was just too stubborn to admit my childhood played a bigger role in my fear of commitment than I wanted to give it credit for. Hindered by my rough start in life, I will not let it fuck us up in death.”

      I try to tell you what you mean to me, what you’ve always meant to me. You’re not listening. Too busy jumping at shadows.

      Wondering what it’s going to take to get you out of this rut, I look over at you and see you as you are now.

      Stuck on the ending, blood trickles from the bullet wound in the middle of your forehead. It pools onto your lap. Staining the maternity dress with the sweet blue flowers picked special for our wedding day. You were having a boy.

      We can’t keep going down this same path. Maybe it’s because I want you back, more than anything. I utter the ghost biker’s word. Eyes closed, I whisper, “Peligro.”

      “Wha…” you whisper.

      Not sure if it’s working, I say it again. This time I say the word the way it was meant to be said. Bellowing loudly, I yell. “Peligro!”

      You blink as if waking from a deep sleep.

      I brush your matted hair back out of your face and blank eyes stare through me. No memories, good or bad live there. With your hands clasped on your lap, you wait patiently.

      A total reset, there’s nothing left of you.

      Now I’m nervous. What if I fuck it all up? All I’ll have left is a zombie wearing your clothes.

      Hyping myself up for what I have to do I try desperately to reach for something happy. You don’t fidget at my delay. With neither a smile or frown you wait.

      Then it comes to me. My voice sounds unsure when I start. “The happiest memory I can give to you is the one you wouldn’t shut up about. The day I proposed to you, I didn’t care whose baby was growing in your belly, just as long as it was me he called Daddy.”

      Your hand twitches aimlessly at your side. Gentle, I lay it across your baby bump and continue. “That’s right. Come back to me, baby.” I say around a big smile which sits down on my face.

      “Man, I couldn’t wait to get off that plane. See I knew from your last letter that you were holding something back. Know how I knew? Because I was too.”

      I turn and it’s you staring back at me. Curious even in death, the bullet hole in the middle of your forehead is replaced by a furrowed brow.

      Grabbing you by the shoulders, I plant a kiss on your frown line. Staring into your eyes, I speak the truth.  “I was just a scared kid. Didn’t know no better. Was never taught no better. I didn’t know what love was, and I sure didn’t recognize it when it came up and bit me on the ass. I didn’t treat my girl the way you deserved to be treated.”

      My heart’s pounding in my chest, I can barely stay seated after that confession, but there’s neither a tear nor frown on your face.

      “Come on, Stella. That was my deepest darkest confession. You’re making me feel inadequate here.” My breath hitches as two tears glide down my cheeks.

      It’s not working!

      Just give it a second. You’ve got eternity.

      I close my eyes and count to ten…

      
        	This feels like a bunch of bullshit.

        	At least she’s awake.

        	If it’s a tossup between her being terrified or numb, I’m rooting for no pain.

        	…

      

      The soft weight of your hand against my cheek gives me hope. Way too much.

      Most likely I’m certifiable, because I’m bawling like a baby and giggling like a schoolgirl. “Okay, okay. Back to the story, Little Miss Impatient.”

      After a few swallows, I’m able to continue. “I didn’t even wait ‘til I cleared customs. As soon as I saw those beautiful blue eyes of yours. Full of worry, overflowing with shame, I gotta tell you I was relieved.”

      “Why?” you croak. Your voice sounds underused, but it’s music to my ears.

      I wipe my runny nose on my sleeve but don’t stop now.

      “Because I thought after your last letter, you were going to break up with me. I was the asshole dragging my feet, it just took a Dear John letter from you to light a fire under my ass. Honestly, I was just happy you showed.” I say.

      Satisfied, you nod and I go on.

      In a voice loud enough to call the troops home, I said, “See that pregnant girl over there? That’s the girl I’m going to marry.”

      In the middle of the airport, I dropped to one knee. Baby bump in hand, I looked up into your face and begged. “Make me whole, Stella. Marry me.”

      And you said….

      “Yes.”

      I suck in a watery breath and turn. Lit by the rising sun is my girl.

      Sparkling blue eyes filled with hopes and dreams stare back at me. Bouncy blonde hair tied back with a blue ribbon. Fresh-faced, you take my hand in yours.

      “Everything’s okay. We’re okay.” Your voice is a balm that soothes my soul.

      Overcome, I say. “I thought I lost you forever.”

      Concerned, you kiss all of my tears away, yet still manage to tease. “Suck it up, Marine. You’re stuck with me.”

      I look into your eyes filled with love and realize, maybe that’s all love is. Two souls that care enough about each other to holler Peligro when one gets too close to the edge.

      Hand on your belly, you give a secret smile down to our little bundle of joy.

      Which gets me to thinking. Reminiscing about fond memories. Is it possible to make new ones? Does my boy have to stay sleeping or can he come out and play catch. Next time I see that biker, I’m going to ask.

      Full of hope, I ask, “You ready for a road trip Stella?”

      The twinkle in your blue eyes is answer enough.

      When I turn the key, the radio turns on. Maybe it’s a coincidence, but it’s the same song Angelina was humming.

      Sounds about right.

      It does feel just like heaven driving into this happily ever after life with you.

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            YOU’RE ALL I NEED BY WILLIAM JOSEPH

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        “He’s more myself than I am. Whatever our souls are made of, his and mine are the same.”

        ― Emily Bronte, Wuthering Heights
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      The preacher started off welcoming anyone new to the church before he began his sermon. The church was small, maybe a hundred people inside at the absolute most. It was the only church in the small rural Pennsylvanian town. At least the only church that hadn’t fallen into disrepair. The total population was under a thousand, but it had been years before anyone did an exact census.

      Almost everyone knew everyone. That small-town charm would normally be prevalent, but drugs and alcohol were a serious problem that had gone basically unchecked. It was like a dark cloud hung over the town, a new day always bringing news of either a new crime or death.

      There was a bridge just outside town where the homeless stayed, and junkies often hung out. The police left them be, figuring it was better than any of them lingering around town. Better to keep the town’s problems out of sight and out of mind.

      Half the town was full of abandoned or foreclosed homes. When the coal mine closed, many people lost their jobs. Those too poor or too scared to move stayed behind, now either barely hanging on to meet ends meet, or just roughing it out on government benefits.

      JC was the son of the preacher. He sat in one of the pews in his button-up shirt half paying attention to his father. He wasn’t a religious zealot like his dad, but he couldn’t let him know that. His father was strict, wanting him and his younger siblings to always read the bible, and never allowed them to listen to music unless he listened to it first to “review” it. He also didn’t like cell phones, so JC didn’t have one. His father didn’t believe in them, and that if you were to talk to anyone it needed to be in person. His mother was a quiet woman, never truly wanting to live in the limelight, but didn’t realize until it was too late that JC’s father was headed down this course of religious expression. She was simple, didn’t work, and focused on the children and the house instead.

      JC was just nineteen. He wanted to get out of town but didn’t know how. He was into rock, metal, and art. He also wanted to travel, but all he’d ever known was the small town that nothing ever exciting happened and there wasn’t much to do.

      There was a bowling alley in town with holes in the floor. Every time JC bowled, he always thought how good he’d be on lanes without holes in the floor he’d have to dodge. Somehow, he still got strikes, but they were far and few between.

      Once his father’s service was done and everyone began to leave the church, JC, with his family, followed his father outside. Many lingered after to catch up with one another. JC’s father liked this time to talk one on one with people, especially if they had questions about the service he just did. There was always someone.

      He stood awkwardly, easily looking like a shy teenager. He was tall and lanky, six foot one and a hundred and seventy pounds with long black hair down to his shoulders. His father hated it, but his mother insisted and had her voice just once, adamant about allowing him to at least be able to have his hair how he wanted. So, JC let it grow out. He had no tattoos, and because there wasn’t much to do in town, he was pale and pasty.

      His eyes wandered around the grassy area in front of the church, moving from one conversing group of people to another. After a minute of looking around, his father trying to include him in a conversation at one point but completely ignoring it-half on purpose-he spotted a girl standing beside an older man. The two were off to the side and by themselves, engaged in conversation before JC felt a tap on his shoulder and realized it was his father.

      He looked in the direction he was staring, at the girl and the man, and then waved to them. The man waved back, reluctantly, but then started to walk over.

      JC’s eyes connected with the girls; his gaze glued on her as she approached.

      He didn’t recall ever seeing her before. If so, she must have looked different. She too had black hair, neck length, with bangs cut unevenly and high. Her face was pretty, her skin smooth, her complexion pale, almost as much as his own. She was maybe five foot seven, thin, but looked like she could hold her own in a fight if need be.

      Her dark eyes locked onto JC as his father beside him began to speak.

      “Ahh, it’s been a long time, Randal. Haven’t seen you in what, seven years? Eight?”

      “Nine,” the grizzly man corrected, giving off a strong odor of whiskey.

      “That’s a long time. What brings you back?”

      “Just tired of sitting at home. Figured we’d get out.”

      JC’s father nodded and let out the fakest of chuckles before letting out an equally fake gasp as he turned to the girl.

      “Is this little Justine?”

      The girl looked over to JC’s father and nodded, smiling before her eyes flicked back to JC but then back to her father.”

      JC couldn’t help but smile but bit his tongue to try and hide it.

      “That your boy?”

      “Sure is.”

      “Tall. Kinda skinny. He feeding you over there?” the man named Randal asked, looking to JC who still stood awkwardly by, both hands in his pockets.

      “Jacen, this is Mr. Brittel, and his daughter Justine.”

      JC pulled his hand out of his pocket and shook Mr. Brittel’s hand, remembering now exactly who he was as he then shook Justine’s hand too, the moment their hands touched sending a nervous chill through him.

      Mr. Brittel, Randal, was the town alcoholic. He wrapped his car around the pole one Christmas killing his wife and son. From what he knew, Justine wasn’t feeling well and didn’t go out to dinner with them that night. Mr. Brittel of course somehow walked away unscathed, even after being launched from the vehicle and landing in a pile of trash conveniently piled up on the side of the street.

      He had run-ins with the police several times a year, always making a scene outside the only bar in town, stumbling through the streets or trying to pick fights with people. Outside that, JC remembered he used to be a plumber, but he didn’t know if he was still in business or not and didn’t care to ask.

      JC tried to pay attention to the conversation his father and Mr. Brittel were having, about how good it was to see him again and that the church had missed him. He knew his father was just being polite and that the town absolutely loathed him. During this, he found his eyes bouncing back and forth from those conversing, to Justine, who stood by and looked away, either playing hard to get or just not interested. Or, as JC feared, maybe he was making her uncomfortable by staring at her. Hopefully, it wasn’t the latter.

      Mr. Brittel and JC’s father parted ways, walking away with Justine who glanced back just once at him before the two headed down the little hill beside the church and began walking down the street.

      There was a chill in the air then, and JC realized he forgot his jacket inside on the pew. By the time he quickly went in to grab it and came back out, the sky had grown from a light gray to a much darker shade, the clouds swirling around as if getting ready to release the water held inside.

      Luckily his father was also done speaking with everyone and it was time to go home.

      JC zoned out on the car ride home, ignoring whatever conversations were going on around him. He stared out of the window, watching abandoned house after abandoned house pass by. They passed his school, the overgrown athletic fields, and then eventually turned down their street.

      He had nothing planned for the day, and often never did. It was a boring town, and JC got his boredom out by walking around town and finding things that could inspire his art. He tried writing, which he had journals for, but he always seemed to go back to painting. Nobody wants to see a small disheveled American town, however, so he hoped that one day he could travel and see things he felt were worth painting.

      As he walked, the clouds still stirring up above, but the rain still not coming down, he spotted an old playground up ahead. There was someone sitting on one of the swings by themselves.

      He didn’t pay much attention to who it was until he began to get closer, recognizing that the person on the swing set was none other than Justine.

      JC felt a wave of nervousness come over him. He questioned himself and if he should be bold enough to go and talk to her, but if she was by herself, maybe that was what she wanted.

      “Hey creep with the staring problem,” she shouted out, kicking herself back as she swung, the old rusty swing making a terrible noise in the process.

      JC stopped walking for a moment, caught off guard by what she said. He felt his heart sink and hopes get dashed. Suddenly, Justine burst into laughter, and he realized then that she was only kidding.

      Justine waved him over and JC obliged, excited to be able to talk to her. He went and sat on the next swing seat, placing both his hands on the rusted chains that held the seat up.

      “What are you doing out here?” she asked.

      “I could ask you the same,” he fired back.

      A long pause as Justine turned and looked at him. “Touche,” she replied, a smirk crossing her face.

      “Beautiful weather we’re having huh?” JC commented. Justine chuckled, looking up to the sky as she swung lightly to and fro.

      A strong breeze passed then, the dry fall crisp leaves rustling on the ground as they passed.

      “Your father’s something isn’t he?” Justine asked, looking over to JC who was staring down at his boots.

      His eyebrows raised before he rolled his eyes, lifting his head to look out at the road as a car slowly drove by.

      “He’s something,” he sighed, looking over to Justine with a smirk.

      “Do you believe half the stuff he says when he’s up there?”

      “Sometimes I don’t even think he does.”

      Justine snorted; JC looked over to her.

      “Sorry,” she apologized.

      JC shook his head. “Don’t be. He’s strict, but he tries to act like god’s gift to Earth. Trust me, he’s far from the Mr. Perfect he pretends to be when he’s up there shouting. I just wish I could get out of here and leave this dead town. I’m not happy. I want to be free, travel, and make art.”

      The conversation fell silent again. JC wanted to fling the same question at her about her father, but he already knew enough about him to know it’d probably be a soft spot. He didn’t want to upset her or throw salt on any wounds.

      “I’d rather my father be strict than a drunk,” Justine suddenly blurted out, kicking a piece of gravel on the ground.

      “Oh?” JC inquired, turning to her.

      Justine looked at him, glancing for just a brief second to the sun trying to make its way through a cloud, squinting her eyes before the sun disappeared just as quickly as it had revealed itself.

      “Ever since he got into the accident, he’s never been the same.”

      “That’s understandable,” JC said, thinking about the circumstances of the accident.

      Justine nodded. “I just wish things were different, you know. I wish I could have the old him back.”

      JC nodded, looking over to Justine who continued to stare down at the ground, or her boots, JC couldn’t tell which. He watched her for a few seconds, admiring her beauty. She was clearly what one would label as an ‘alternative’ girl. From her hairstyle to how she dressed, to her piercings and tattoos-which JC didn’t notice from their first meeting at the church. Her sleeves fell a little as she had her arms up and held onto the chains. He could see that she had work done, but he couldn’t fully tell what her tattoos were of. He tilted his head to try and get a better look, even leaning in a little, his seat making a loud creek and Justine turning to look at him.

      “You sure like to stare, don’t you?” she jested, chuckling to herself.

      “I-I’m sorry,” JC stuttered. “I was just trying to admire your tattoo. I didn’t know you had any.”

      Justine lowered her arm and pulled her arm out of her jacket, revealing that she had quite a few actually, all blackwork, scattered on her pale white skin like little stickers.

      “I’ve got a few, as you can see.”

      JC admired them, taking a few seconds to look each one over. From a spider to a raven, to a section by her wrist that was solid black with a mandala emerging from it. It was simple and elegant, but also beautiful.

      “They’re really good,” he complimented. “Do you have a favorite?”

      Justine nodded, putting her arm back in her jacket before pulling out the other one. On her other arm, she had tattoos too, but not nearly as many. She pointed to a small group of simplistic shapes and lines that made some sort of interwoven design he didn’t recognize.

      “This one,” she said, turning her arm so he could get a better look. “It’s for my mom and little brother. It’s their zodiacs, Libra, and Pisces. I wanted something to remember them by, but to feel like they were always with me too.”

      JC thought that was a nice sentiment.

      “I love it. All of it. All your ink is really neat.”

      “Neat?” Justine quoted, a smirk crossing her face as she put her arm back, her body shuddering from a chill. “Clearly not great with words like your father, huh?”

      JC scratched the back of his head and ran his hand through his hair in a bashful way. “Sorry.”

      “I’m just fucking with you,” Justine said, rubbing her arms. “Fuck. It’s getting cold out. I hate this time of year.”

      “Me too,” JC responded, looking over at the street as another car passed. “Wanna get out of here?”

      “Sure. Where to?”

      “No clue. Someplace warmer. The bowling alley?”

      Justine kicked herself off the ground with her feet so she swung in a large arc, jumping off her seat as she flew forward, landing a few feet away. She then spun around like she had done some impressive Olympic trick, looking back to JC who held two hands up, one with his fingers shaped like a large zero, the other with just his pointer finger up.

      “A perfect ten? Why thank you kind sir!” she said, taking a bow.

      The two chuckled as JC rose to his feet. They then walked off the playground and bumped into one another playfully as they followed the road and headed for the bowling alley.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      They were a few blocks away from their destination when the clouds opened, and it suddenly started to rain. The water poured down on them, the large droplets coming down with such intensity that the two of them immediately let out shrieks and laughter.

      They started to run along the side of the road, but there was no way they’d get to the bowling alley in time before they’d be completely drenched. So, they gave in to the storm and began to play in it, jumping over quickly formed puddles and taking bets on how deep some of them were.

      As they neared the end of the current street they were on, they stood close near the telephone pole, waiting for a car to pass before they could cross the street. The car threw its blinker on the last second before making a sharp turn, it’s one tire dipping into a large puddle and sending a large wave right at JC and Justine.

      The wave of water rained down on them, any parts of them not already soaked were certainly soaked now. The two laughed hysterically at what had occurred, their laughs slowly stopping as their eyes connected and locked onto one another.

      JC stared down into Justine’s eyes, strands of her hair stuck to her forehead.

      Justine looked up to JC, his long black hair sticking to the sides of his face.

      The two stared silently at each other for a few seconds, the only sound their breathing and the rain all around. At that moment, it was like the whole world didn’t exist. It was like it was only the two of them, there on the corner of Ashburn and Lori Lane.

      Neither of them could look away, glued to each other’s faces-an intense passionate aura surrounding them.

      Justine’s lips quivered. JCs did too, but neither of them knew if it was because of the temptations within them being brought to the surface, or if it was because of them both being wet and cold, the shivers surely soon to follow.

      In that instant, they found their faces quickly closing in, like two magnets slowly being brought together. There was a non-visible force pulling them swiftly towards one another, their lips quickly locking together in perfect unison-like they were meant to be.

      Both felt a rush of warmth come over them as they kissed passionately, both their hands holding one another’s faces, fingers soon finding themselves running through their wet hair. Their lips danced together as their heads leaned right or left, constantly changing but their lips always instantly finding one another again as the rain continued to come down on them.

      The heat between them was only emotional, but it was enough to fend off the encroaching cold. It was like a scene from a movie. Both their hearts fluttered. The synapses in their brain in rapid fire, electric pulses going throughout their brains like a firework show on display in the sky on the Fourth of July. It was the epic grand finale, everything exploding in magnificent glory, the reverberations sending shockwaves throughout their bodies.

      JC felt the blood rush to his head, his ears drowning out the sound of the rain-its pitter patter no longer audible. He didn’t even hear another car pass by, honking once, the driver giving a thumbs up that neither of them would see.

      Justine’s senses failed her as well. It was as if the storm had completely stopped and the world around them melted away. They were just two souls connected and floating through space-time feeling as if it had come to an immediate and sudden stop. Father Time must just have been holding his breath.

      Both had such different lives, yet here they were, everything that had ever happened to them led them to this exact moment. JC with his extremely religious preacher father. A cautious and safe life, limited and constrained by his father's beliefs and insecurities. Justine, a life of being alone, caretaker to her father who was barely ever cognizant long enough to have a sober thought. Unable to truly mourn and move on from the loss she too suffered because she was stuck living in a trailer with a man trapped in a never-ending cycle of self-pity and guilt, not realizing the weight of his despair was also weighing on the other child he had that remained, like he had almost forgotten she even existed.

      Yet, here they were, engaged in a passionate kiss on the corner in the rain. Their hands caressed one another’s cheeks, necks, shoulders. Their tongues gently found one another too, engaged in a near-endless waltz.

      All in all, the kiss lasted a mere two dozen seconds but felt like an eternity. One that you didn’t want to end. One that neither of them wanted to end. It was releasing. Two worlds had collided at that moment, fused together, and were now forever bound.

      The kiss ended, a clap of thunder in the sky breaking the spell they were trapped in. The two opened their eyes and stared at one another, sparks reflecting in each other’s pupils. They both smiled, nervous laughter escaping their mouths as they wrapped their arms around one another. Justine lowered her head and looked down; her face buried in JC’s chest. She had a large smirk on her face. It was a smile that was full of disbelief that she had made a connection with someone else. While it was sudden and new and had only just begun on this very same day, it had meant more to her than anything else. It was the first time she felt like she had been seen in years. Like she mattered.

      JC had his chin resting on the top of Justine’s head. His heart fluttered and skipped, butterflies in his stomach trying to escape. He had never kissed someone before. He had nothing to go off but instinct and the stuff he’d seen in movies his mother let him watch when his father wasn’t around. He wondered if all kissing was like that, concluding that it probably wasn’t, having seen a cheerleader and football player make out on the bleachers once. That was an ugly, messy thing to witness. This, however, had felt like it wasn’t real. Like it was magic. Like it was meant to be.

      The two continued their embrace until another clap of thunder rang out, the sky flashing as an arc of lightning stretched across the ever-darkening clouds.

      “Let’s get to the bowling alley before they lose power!” JC suggested.

      Justine nodded, and the two then quickly took off down the sidewalk, their hands interlocked.

      They laughed as they splashed through large puddles and ran past a few people who were fortunate enough to have umbrellas. They didn’t have a care in the world. They were like two little kids playing out in the rain, running through the streets until they finally reached their destination, the adrenaline from their kiss now wearing off as they ran up the steps and then stopped to catch their breath.

      Standing in the doorway of the bowling alley with their hands on their knees, JC then leaning back up against the wall, their eyes found each other, two smiles and chuckles following.

      JC reached out and pulled the door open, waving his hand to the inside. Justine walked in, giving him a nudge with her hip as she passed.

      The inside smelled of mildew and must. It was an old place after all. It had been around since the seventies, as JC recalled his father speaking about it once. It had always been a popular place in town, one of its only forms of entertainment beside the old movie theater which had closed a few years back. Now it was in shambles, the roof having collapsed and the junkies using it as a hideout sometimes. The bowling alley attracted less than stellar patrons too, being just across the street from the bar. It was a hangout spot for many lost souls late at night, but during the day was empty. JC didn’t know how it stayed open, but he didn’t question it any more than that. He loved the place, even if half the lanes were falling apart and the pin retrieval machines malfunctioned during each game.

      Justine had only been to the bowling alley once before. It was before the accident when her family had been whole. It was a fond memory she always held onto. It was for her birthday, and they bowled game after game until Justine was satisfied. They ate pizza too, but now after looking at the condition of the interior, she doubted she’d take a chance at fate with whatever was probably coming from the kitchen in today’s day and age. Seeing the bowling alley in such disrepair was also depressing, but her fond memory was what she tried to focus on, remembering it for how it once was, and not for what it looked like today.

      The two headed for the bathroom to dry themselves off, both standing under the hand dryer and taking the time to blast their clothes. They talked to each other through the open doorways, no one else present or around to judge them. Twenty minutes later, they were as warm and dry as the machine was going to allow them to get, so they decided it was time to try and bowl.

      The person behind the counter looked over at JC and Justine as they headed over to them. It was an older woman who at first glance could be confused for a man. She looked half-drunk with a cigarette hanging out of her mouth, the ashes at the end longer than what was left of the cigarette itself. Justine wasn’t sure if she should be impressed or not.

      “Two please,” JC said, the woman staring at them both with judgmental eyes.

      The woman let out a grunt and pulled out two pairs of shoes, not even bothering to ask what size they wore, and pointed over to the lanes. “Lane seven,” she said in a raspy voice, her ashes now breaking free from their place and raining down onto the stained carpet below.

      JC led the way, handing Justine her shoes. They were three sizes too big, while JC’s were one size too small. They shared a laugh about it, quickly setting themselves down to put the shoes on. Seconds later the pins dropped at the end of the lane, a clear divot on the left side, and one pin failing to set down. It appeared to be jammed in the machine.

      “Take all your dates here?” Justine joked.

      JC smirked as he got up to get a ball.

      “Only the ones I hope will stick around.”

      Justine watched JC wind up and then toss the ball down the lane, the ball hitting the divot and bouncing up and into the gutter.

      “Nice one,” Justine laughed.

      JC looked frustrated, walking away with his head lowered in defeat. “I’d like to see you do better.”

      “I will, just watch.”

      Justine got up and grabbed a random ball, realizing as she went to throw it that it was far too heavy for her, but she couldn’t turn back now. She threw the ball along the right side of the lane, dodging the divot entirely. The ball flew down the lane, curving a little, and then smashed into the pins, all but two falling in the process. She turned to JC with a big smile on her face, JC holding his hands up and accepting that he was wrong.

      Justine waited for her ball to come back so she could try to finish the other pins off, but just as she heard the ball getting ready to shoot out, the power immediately went out and a loud rumble of thunder rolled out.

      Someone screamed from the corner of the bowling alley while someone else had been in the process of throwing, the loud crash of the ball striking the pins echoing throughout the darkened interior.

      There was just enough light coming in through the doors allowing everyone to see the counter where the old woman was, and the steps that led up from the lanes. But that was it. Everything else was pitch black.

      Justine reached out to JC who grabbed her hand. They stood side by side for a minute, looking around at the shadows of other people moving about, hopeful that the lights would come right back on, but they didn’t. After five minutes, the old woman behind the counter began to shout that everyone could leave, and the games were on the house. She apologized, and her only request was that everyone drop their shoes off on their way out.

      JC and Justine both sighed, walking up and dropping their shoes off before heading over to the door and peering outside. The rain had slowed but the sky was just as dark as ever; another flash of lightning illuminating the sky.

      “Now what?” Justine asked, leaning up against JC who almost had his nose pressed up against the glass.

      “I have no clue,” he responded. “Run through some more puddles I suppose?”

      Justine rolled her eyes as she watched a car pass. “So much for getting dry,” she said, pressing her shoe down on the ground, a loud squish coming from the heavily worn, beaten up, old pair of checkered vans. Water oozed out and onto the carpet. 

      JC mirrored her, his shoe doing the same. “I feel like a wet rat,” he stated.

      “You mean you aren’t?” Justine quipped.

      They both have each other a look before taking a deep breath and rushing outside.

      The air was still chilly, but they didn’t know if it was from being so wet and going back out into the cold, or if the temperature did lower some. Either way, the thought of catching a cold from being out in the mess crossed both their minds, but neither gave it much care. Right now, all either of them could think about was each other. It was nice to actually be spending time with someone else and free of the confines of their normal everyday life. Together they felt free and nothing else could compare or outweigh the relief and refreshment that freedom brought them.

      Suddenly there was a ring followed by several quick chirps. Justine pulled her phone out, one of those cheap RadioShack-looking flip phones that you paid as you go. Nothing fancy, but enough to contact someone if need be. When she opened it, the screen cracked and buttons worn, she let out a loud sigh and a swear word under her breath.

      “What is it?” JC inquired, a raindrop hitting him in the forehead and running down the center of his face until it curved around his lips.

      “My neighbor. Said my dad's going off again. Screaming for me out on the porch. His typical, ‘Justine, it’s time for you to make me dinner, where the fuck are you?’ fit. Happens at least twice a week.”

      JC stared at her for a second feeling melancholic that their day was ending abruptly. “Can I walk you home?”

      Justine, who was staring out at the street slowly turned to JC and nodded, the frustrated look on her face slowly fading into a half-smile.

      Their hands connected once more as they headed away from the bowling alley.
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        * * *

      

      The storm began to taper off. The rain had reduced to a mere mist, that too eventually waning. The thunder could still be heard off in the far distance, a light rumble if you listened close enough. The air carried the scent of recently fallen rain, which was one of Justine’s favorite scents. The only part she disliked was the fact that it carried with it an after smell of rust and mold, a staple of the dozens of rotting dilapidated houses she and JC passed on their way back towards the trailer park.

      “Well, here I am,” Justine announced.

      JC looked around but they were still about a hundred yards shy of the trailer park. Some of the ones along the road looking heavily worn and dirty.

      “You sure you don’t want me to walk you to your door?” he asked, wondering why she wanted to part ways so soon.

      Justine let out a sigh before she let go of his hand and turned to face him. “The last thing I need is my father to see me with someone. I’ll never hear the end of it, not to mention what he’d do if he saw you holding my hand.”

      “I’d just tell him the truth.”

      Justine stared at JC for a moment, his false bravado a slight turn-off. She knew he was trying to act cool, but her father wasn’t one to be trifled with. When drunk, he was incredibly violent. She once told him to stop yelling at her and he swung a frying pan at her, bacon, and grease splattering all over the wall, but luckily every bit of it missed her.

      “You don’t understand JC, that won’t work. He’s dangerous.”

      “All the more reason,” he said defensively. “You have to stand up to him.”

      “I have,” Justine shouted back, now getting emotional. She then pulled her sleeve up and pointed to one of her tattoos. “Look closely. You see this scar?” JC nodded. “That’s from a knife he threw at me in one of his fits. `I didn’t mean it, Justine. I’m so sorry Justine. It’ll never happen again Justine.’ That’s what I have to go home to JC. It’s not a joke.”

      Justine was breathing heavily from bringing up some of her traumatic experiences. She thought she had them buried deep down, but they had come to the surface out of nowhere, stinging just as fresh as when they had happened. Tears then welled up in her eyes, but she fought them, hard, and was able to keep them at bay.

      “I’m sorry,” JC said, reaching out, but Justine stepped back away from him.

      “Go home to your perfect preacher family,” she said, her voice nearly cracking mid-sentence. “Where’s this confidence when it comes to standing up for yourself to your own father? Maybe you should try telling him how unhappy you are and that you wanna leave this place before you try standing up to mine first?”

      JC was in shock at Justine’s sudden change in behavior. He was hurt, lashing out with a “Fuck you,” although he didn’t really mean it. He just wanted to hurt her back, but that was all he could muster up as he watched her turn and head into the trailer park. He didn’t know what happened. Such a perfect day spoiled and washed away in an instant. All he wanted to do was walk her home. He understood she didn’t want that and for valid reasons he could agree with. He let out a sigh in frustration, turning to walk away and head back home, now unsure of what the future held and pissed at himself for possibly fucking up the only good thing that had happened to him, by choice, in a long time.

      Justine on the other hand stopped just on the other side of the first trailer she passed. She backed up against it and buried her face in her hands, sobbing uncontrollably. She was distraught over the fight she just had with JC. It wasn’t intentional, her emotions just got out of hand. She let them get the best of her because she panicked. She never had someone like JC in her life before. Someone who showed any remote sense of interest in her outside of sex. She just felt she needed to protect him. Her father wasn’t just someone you stood up to. He was violent. She knew this all too well, having been on the other end of his belt or the back of his hand on more than one occasion. But she knew he was hurting too. He was never like that before the accident. And in many ways, Justine knew deep down that he died that day too. What was left was just a broken empty shell. A breathing shadow of a man that once was.

      Wiping the tears from her face, she peered around the corner and watched JC walking in the opposite direction. He glanced back at one point but continued on, Justine confident that he didn’t see her. She felt a pit in her stomach as he grew further away, hoping that he wouldn’t forget the amazing day they had, even if it had ended on a sour note.

      Just then, she heard a familiar voice echoing out across the trailer park. It was her father, his booming voice and slurred speech surely a staple of the park's atmosphere, something the other residents had come to know all too well, and by now, probably tuned it out as background noise.

      Justine turned her head in the direction of her father's voice. She wiped the tears from her eyes, and then let out a deep sigh as she straightened her back and headed in the direction of the place she had no choice but to call home. On her way there, she stuck her hands in her pockets, suddenly feeling something that was out of place. She pulled it out, revealing a small piece of paper with a phone number on it. On the back were some quickly scribbled words. `You’re neat’ it read, followed by the letters JC. A smile quickly crossed Justine’s face. She didn’t know how or when JC had the time to write a note, nonetheless when he had a chance to slip it into her pocket. Maybe when they were in the bowling alley, and she was bowling? Then slipped it into her pocket when the lights went out?

      Her smile grew more as she shook her head in disbelief, another shout from her father ripping her back into the grim setting and circumstances that surrounded her. Justine then rounded the corner, passing the last trailer before hers came into view, her father standing on the porch and facing the other direction, a large forty in one hand that looked half empty already. She hid her smile and took a deep breath before heading for the trailer, her father turning and noticing her as she approached.

      “It’s about fucking time. My lovely daughter everyone!” He shouted as if there was a crowd of people standing out front. “You look like a wet dog,” he then blurted out as he grabbed her wrist as she tried to pass, leaning in and smelling her before wincing and letting go. “You smell like one too.” He then had a hiccup and nearly fell over as he turned and followed Justine inside. “So, what’s for dinner?”
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      It only took seconds of JC walking through the front door of his house before his father suddenly flew into view in the hall ahead. He looked down at his watch and then JC, who was still wet, but the long walk home had allowed him to dry a little.

      “And where have you been?” his father asked, folding his arms in the process, awaiting whatever excuse JC was going to come up with.

      “I was out for a walk. Got caught in the storm. Took shelter at the bowling alley until it slowed down. The power went out. So, I left.”

      JC’s father tapped his foot and made a grunting noise. He probably wanted to think JC was omitting the truth, but in reality, he was only leaving out the details of his and Justine’s day. Everything else he had said was entirely true. It wasn’t like he did this all the time, however, so that was probably the only reason he wasn’t coming down so hard on him. Normally he would. He was strict, and JC always disliked that. It wasn’t like he was one to go out and cause trouble. He never gave either of his parents any strife or cause for concern. He was always home on time, except today, and always did his fair share of chores. His grades were also always good, even if he hated school and would rather just focus on art and being creative, something his father didn’t approve much of because he saw nothing fruitful to come from it. ‘It’s not going to make the world a better place,’ he’d say. Or, ‘That’s not going to pay the bills.’

      “Well, you’re still late, regardless. Your little brother and sister are already nearly done with their bible lessons for the day. You need to…change,” he said, pointing to JC’s clothes, “and then come back down and do your reading. Lead by example Jacen. They look up to you and it’s important you set the precedent they follow.”

      JC wanted to sigh and roll his eyes, but he knew his father would notice and the last thing he wanted to do was cause an argument. He didn’t have the energy for it, still upset about what happened with Justine.

      “Yes, sir,” he said stiffly, standing in the doorway while his father continued to look at him. “May I go now?”

      After a second, JC’s father nodded and then disappeared into his study as JC took his boots off and went upstairs. The entire time he was upstairs, and then back down, he couldn’t’ help but think of Justine. He couldn’t get her off his mind and was kicking himself over how it had played out. He was also curious if she’d ever find his number that he slipped into her pocket. Although, with how things ended, he didn’t want to get his hopes up too high. He felt terrible, knowing Justine lived in an entirely different kind of hell than he did. She had gone through so much pain in her life, something JC could never relate to no matter how hard he tried. And while his father was difficult and strict, at least he wasn’t an abusive alcoholic.

      The entire time he sat in the room with his siblings doing his after-church bible study, flipping through passages he’d already read a hundred times before and just making it appear he was going through the motions, he found himself replaying their kiss in his mind. He replayed it repeatedly, so much so that he even felt like she was right there with him and like he could almost feel her lips still on his.

      It wasn’t until his train of thought got broken by his father walking into the room that he realized he was even being talked to, informed that dinner would soon be ready.

      While sitting at the table with his parents and siblings, JC slowly picked at his food, still thinking of Justine.

      “Is something wrong?” his mother asked, taking notice of his more than usual silence and noticeable lethargy.

      JC looked over to her and noticed that everyone was staring at him, waiting for his response.

      “I’m okay,” he said. It was a lie. He had no appetite, still worked up over what happened and unable to get Justine out of his mind.

      “You don’t seem it. Perhaps you’re coming down with something after being in those wet clothes for too long?” his father suggested.

      JC’s mother leaned over and felt his head with the back of her hand, JC leaning back away from it as she pulled away and said he did feel a little warm.

      That was because he was flush. The blood had rushed to his head and his heart was beating faster the more he replayed the day through his mind. A part of him wanted to ignore Justine’s warning of her father. He wanted to run to her trailer, whichever one it was, and rescue her from her daily misery. He wanted to get her out of that situation, but then he didn’t know what to do next. Leave town? Where would they go? What would they do for work? What about his own family? While he didn’t mind escaping his father and being out of his reach, he didn’t have the heart to do that to his mother and siblings, their little cherub-like faces staring at him from across the table with their little precious grins.

      “I’ll be okay,” JC stated, leaning forward and beginning to eat as if nothing was bothering him all of a sudden. It was obvious that he was faking it, but he didn’t care. He had too much on his mind to care.

      After dinner, he helped with the dishes, his usual chore besides taking the garbage out and helping his mother fold the seemingly never-ending laundry.

      Once done, he went up to his room and laid on the bed, watching the sun slowly descend over the horizon through his window.

      Without realizing it, JC awoke to his name being shouted from downstairs. He had fallen asleep, and it was now pitch black outside. He didn’t know how long he’d been out, looking over to the clock and realizing it had been at least a little over an hour.

      “Jacen!” his mother shouted out from below.

      “Coming!” he quickly called back, not sure what he was about to be asked to do.

      He rubbed his eyes as he made his way downstairs, his mother standing against their wood-paneled hallway wall beside the old school corded wall phone.

      “What’s up?” he asked, looking around for his father but realizing he wasn’t in his study.

      “It’s for you,” she said. “And he’s not home. He went to the church to prepare some material for next weekend.”

      JC rubbed his eyes one more time before heading over to grab the phone, his mother smiling a little as she handed him the receiver, but not saying another word and leaving him to be as she headed down the hall and into the living room where the kids were.

      “He-hello?” JC asked, clearing his throat when he realized how hoarse he sounded. Maybe he really was coming down with something.

      “You’re neat,” a voice on the other end said.

      It was Justine.

      JC quickly glanced down the hall towards the living room, half expecting to see his mother staring at him. She wasn’t. He suddenly felt a great wave of relief come over him, washing away all the worry and doubt that he had messed everything up. That he’d never hear from Justine ever again, and that this day, which had been one of the greatest ever, would cease and never repeat. “Hello,” he whispered back, turning his back to the living room and facing towards the front door, a big sheepish grin crossing his face. If he could see his own reflection, he was sure he’d appear to be blushing. He could feel the warmth in his cheeks, his heartbeat picking up a little.

      “I just wanted to say I’m sorry about earlier.”

      Justine’s apology almost felt like it drifted in the air for a bit, her words trailing off as JC focused solely on the soft silky sound of her voice. Her words slowly made their way to the back of JC’s mind as he processed them, just thankful to be hearing from her. “Me too,” he apologized back.

      “You don’t have to apologize JC. It’s just a…difficult situation, and I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      “I understand. I don’t want you to get hurt either,” he said, hearing something in the background behind Justine’s voice, but unable to identify it. “Where are you?”

      “I’m home. My dad's unconscious on the couch with the TV on. He’ll be out until his midnight bottle, which I’ll be placing on the table soon so it’s there when he wakes. Then he’ll sleep until morning.”

      JC got hit with a wave of emotion he couldn’t really process. It was a mixture of sadness and anger. Sad that Justine had to live that way. Mad that her father had alcoholism so bad it could literally follow a schedule. He sighed, but did it away from the phone.

      “Wanna meet up tomorrow?” JC asked after a short pause in the conversation.

      “I’d love to, but I can’t. Dads got meetings on Mondays and needs help at the shop.”

      “Maybe Tuesday or Wednesday then?”

      Another pause in the conversation. JC was eager to see Justine again. She wanted to see him too but living with an alcoholic that relied on one sober party to function wasn’t easy. She couldn’t just leave him. As bad as he was it was still her father and she cared for him. She couldn’t commit to anything ahead of time. Once he was passed out, however, that was when she’d have the chance to leave. That was her only escape, even if it was only for a few hours. Unbeknownst to JC, one small part of Justine just wanted to tell him to forget about her. To move on so he didn’t get pulled into the chaos too. But she couldn’t find it within herself to let go that easily. Some part of her was latching on and was unable to shake him free of her. They had only just met, but she’d felt more alive with him in a single day than she had since the day before the crash all those years ago.

      “How about I’ll call you?” Justine asked, trying, hopeful that maybe she could try to work something out. JC smiled.

      “I’m okay with that.”

      “You’re neat,” Justine whispered into the phone, a noise sounding out from the background.

      “You’re neat too,” JC replied, listening to a small faint laugh that escaped Justine’s mouth. It was barely audible, but he pictured Justine smiling on the other end of the line.

      “Goodnight,” Justine quickly said. As JC repeated her farewell, he realized she had already lowered the phone from her ear as he heard her father suddenly ask, “Who are you talking to?” to which Justine responded with a “Nobody,” and then a click, the call coming to an end.

      JC glared at the phone for a brief second before placing it back on the wall. He then turned and saw his mother standing in the living room doorway, a smile on her face. She didn’t say anything, but he knew she must have eavesdropped. How much she had heard he didn’t know, but before he could find something to say, she turned back and disappeared into the room where his siblings were playing.
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        * * *

      

      The next two days melted by painstakingly slow. JC did his normal routine, helping his father clean the church, set up for the next weekend, and read Bible passages with his brother and sister. He knew his father wanted him to follow in his footsteps, but there was an unspoken realization that he figured his father knew that he wouldn’t be the one in the family to carry on the preacher legacy that had dated back three generations before him. JC wanted no part in that.

      He headed home to go and get some things that his father needed. Luckily, the weather outside was dry, for now, but there was still a chill in the air and the sky was once again a swirling vortex of gray clouds. As he approached the house, he heard the phone ringing. He hurried up the steps and entered inside, reaching the phone just in time to pick it up in the middle of another ring.

      “Hello?” he said.

      There was a muffled sound on the other end of the line. He didn’t know who it was. Perhaps a telemarketer or someone trying to sell something at first, until the noise on the other end grew clearer. It was someone crying, upset.

      “Hello?” he asked again.

      Suddenly Justine’s voice sounded out. It was clear she was upset, but JC didn’t know why or what had happened. All he knew is he immediately became alarmed.

      “Justine? Are you okay?” he asked.

      Justine choked back some tears and muttered some words. “JC, please-” her sentence got cut off as he heard screaming in the background. He couldn’t understand what was being shouted, but one thing was clear. The person shouting was Justine’s father.

      Suddenly the sound of glass or plates being shattered rang out and Justine let out a scream, quickly followed by a cry, and then the line went dead with a loud click.

      JC’s heart was racing. He didn’t even bother to put the phone back on the hook. He quickly ran out of the house and jumped off the front steps, running out into the street and towards the trailer park. It would take him about ten minutes to run there if he could maintain a full speed without running out of energy. It had been some time since he’d run cross country, not having run since High School. He had gotten a scholarship, but his father didn’t want him to go to any school that didn’t have a good theology department. Because of that, JC remained stuck in town, not getting accepted anywhere and his scholarship fading away.

      He ran as hard and fast as he could. His hair whipped back, his long slender legs extending as far as he could go to cover as much ground as possible. All he could think about was Justine and the sound of her screaming over the smashing sounds in the background. He just wanted her to be okay, and it haunted him that he couldn’t move any faster or didn’t live closer.

      All JC could listen to was the wind entering his ears, his breathing, and the pounding of his burning feet on the pavement below.

      Blocks felt like miles. Minutes felt like hours. But just when he felt like he’d never get there, the trailer park appeared up ahead and to the left.

      JC ran through the entrance, stopping just long enough to look around. He gasped for air, long heavy breaths while looking in every direction, hoping that somehow, he’d be able to pick out which of the trailers was Justine.

      An old woman on her rocking chair outside stared at him like he had two heads. Surely, she had seen more odd things over the years.

      Now in a state of panic, JC just chose a direction and ran, looking around frantically for anything that could help him locate Justine.

      Then, somewhere, he heard what sounded like a muffled faint crash. He stopped running, not only unsure of which direction it had come from, but also how he managed to hear it. For a brief second, he even thought he had imagined it, until it occurred again. This time it was a little louder, and while he still didn’t know where it had come from, he had a little better sense of what direction it came from.

      JC ran around the trailer he was beside and passed in between a few others, listening carefully for any other clues. He then stopped to catch his breath after a dog that was chained up lunged at him and barked ferociously, but narrowly missed him.

      Then he heard a loud noise and glanced in the direction of it, a trailer door swinging open and a girl stumbling out.

      It was Justine.

      She tumbled to the ground as a man appeared in the doorway, both hands balled up into tight fists and red in the face. He slowly began to descend the steps, clearly intoxicated, as Justine, on the ground, crawled backward by kicking her legs as her father approached.

      JC already found himself in a full sprint in their direction. Just as he arrived, both Justine and her father turned to look at him, their eyes growing large in surprise as a fist flew through the air and connected with Justine’s father’s cheekbone.

      He instantly lost his balance and left his feet, flying over and landing on the ground. Justine let out a scream of shock before turning to look at JC who shook his hand from the pain, having clearly never punched someone before.

      JC and Justine then locked eyes. At that moment nothing was said, but JC could see a “Thank you,” in Justine’s tear-filled eyes. At first glance, she looked okay besides her eyes being red from crying.

      “Uhh,” Justine’s father moaned, face down on the ground a few yards away. He glanced back to JC and Justine, a big shiner on his cheek. He then rolled over to a sitting position. “You’re that preacher's boy ain’t you? The fuck you doing here?” he asked, looking over to Justine with fire quickly appearing in his intoxicated eyes.

      “Quick, run!” JC shouted, his hands already reaching for Justine. He then quickly pulled her to her feet.

      “You’re fucking dead kid!” Justine’s father screamed.

      JC only looked back once, noticing two sure things in that single glance. One was Justine’s father rising to his feet and starting to give chase, his first few steps anything but graceful. The second was the sheer terror in Justine’s eyes. That was a stark reminder of just how dangerous her father was. He didn’t regret punching him. His only goal was to get him away from Justine, especially since he didn’t know what he had in mind or was planning, so he did the first thing that came to mind. He panicked, but he felt the action was justified.

      Justine held onto JC’s hand tightly as he led the way. Her legs weren’t long like his, so she had some difficulty keeping up, but JC was strong enough for his lanky frame to help keep her by his side.

      Suddenly, the clouds opened. Rain began to immediately pour down. Justine and JC ran out of the trailer park and towards a grouping of abandoned houses on an adjacent street, her father screaming in the distance behind them as he tried to keep up, but stumbled several times in the process.

      Many of the houses were rotten or condemned, boarded up with no way in. Without warning, Justine suddenly stopped and pointed to one as they passed.

      “There!” she shouted; her finger aimed at the front entrance to the house beside them.

      JC analyzed it for just a second, quickly running towards the front door with Justine still attached to his hand. They quickly ran up the paint-chipped and heavily worn gray steps, contrasting the dark wooden paneled home. The front door was gone, in its place two large wooden panels. The lower one, however, looked like it was slightly ajar. JC leaned down and pulled on it, and sure enough, it separated from the house enough to allow someone to crawl through the opening. Justine went first, and then JC, Justine pushing it with her legs from the inside. Once they were both in, JC reached out and pulled the wood back as much as he could, the two then backing away from the door.

      The inside of the house smelt of dust and was covered in cobwebs. The inside hadn’t been occupied in quite some time. Possibly even a few years. There was a staircase behind them. JC and Justine looked at one another while JC tilted his head towards it, thinking that maybe there’d be a window they could see from up there since downstairs was completely boarded up.

      The two headed up the creaky steps, dust shooting out from under their feet with every step. JC and Justine were both worried they’d fall through the stairs, but that never happened, and they reached the second floor unscathed.

      Outside, Justine’s father could still be heard screaming for her. Thunder also roared up above, the sound of rain pelting the house almost loud enough to drown out Justine’s father.

      The two then made their way into a bedroom where a window allowed them to see out front. They peered outside, Justine’s father's screams growing closer until they were able to spot him outside. They ducked, making sure he didn’t spot them peering down at him from the second-floor window. He stopped running and tried to catch his breath, hands on his knees as he looked around at the house they were in, and then at the one opposite them.

      “If I ever fucking get my hands on you preacher boy, I’m going to fucking kill you!” he screamed, letting out several rage-filled sounds that could only be described as primal and animalistic.

      Justine’s father then began to continue on his way, tripping into a puddle and getting covered in mud. JC and Justine both chuckled, covering their mouths cautiously as to not be heard, watching as he cursed at the heavens and then quickly disappeared out of view.

      JC and Justine both let out a sigh of relief, their faces inches away from one another, the water dripping down from their hair. JC turned a little and looked into Justine’s eyes. She did the same. The two sat by the window staring at one another, the only sound their breathing, and the rain. Then, they both immediately found themselves all over one another. Their hands began to feel each other’s faces as they kissed passionately, the realization that they had gotten out of the intense moment finally sinking in and overwhelming them. They fell to the floor, rolling around and kissing before they crashed into the side of the metal frame of a bed, it’s bare spring mattress still lying there. The two looked at one another, and then seconds later found themselves pulling each other’s clothes off.

      They gave in to their primal instincts, no words ever being said. JC took in Justine’s beauty as she revealed herself, her tattoos now more visible and even more beautiful than before. Justine took in JC too, never noticing or even thinking about how muscular his lean runner's physique would actually look.

      The two found their bodies colliding again before they fell onto the bed. With a loud snap, one of the springs broke, causing the two of them to let out a laugh. They paused for just a moment, JC on top and Justine on her back. They stared at each other's faces, big soft smiles stretching across them. Both wanted to say something at that moment, but neither could find the right words. Justine lifted her head and kissed JC playfully, biting and tugging on his lip a little. JC then lowered his head to the side of Justine’s neck, play nibbling on the lobe of her ear before gently biting the side of her neck.

      It was a back and forth that lasted for at least twenty minutes, the two of them eventually collapsing from a combination of sheer exhaustion, and exertion. They laid on the bed, JC on his back while Justine was on her side, one arm over his chest, one leg half bent and over his hip.

      They laid in silence, listening to each other's breathing and the rain, JC’s finger running gently up and down Justine’s back. She squeezed him a little as if to say, ‘Thank you for saving me,’ and JC then leaned over and gently placed his lips to her forehead, planting a soft kiss.

      Justine looked up to him, a smile slowly crossing her face before she sighed.

      “What are you thinking?” JC whispered curiously.

      “How much at peace I feel with you. I can forget about everything else. It’s like everything before we came in here never happened.”

      JC smiled and then looked up towards the ceiling, a leak allowing a drop to fall onto the floor on the other side of the large nearly barren room.

      “We should run away together and never look back,” he said, thinking the idea both crazy but the sanest and clearest thought he’d ever had.

      Justine propped herself up a little, her smile suddenly gone and a more serious look on her face.

      “Really? Where would we go?”

      JC looked at her. “Who cares? Anywhere is better than here. You can’t go back to your father, not after what I saw today. I won’t let you. It’s too dangerous for you. I’ll protect you now.”

      Justine smiled, her eyes looking away from JC as she must have run the idea through her mind. Her eyes then darted back to his. “But what about your family? Your siblings?”

      “They’ll be just fine without me, and when they grow up, they’ll understand. I don’t feel free, and I know you don’t either. This is how we do that.”

      The two shared a long intense glance before Justine rested her head on his chest. They squeezed each other, the two both letting out sighs before closing their eyes and taking in the moment.

      At some point, they had fallen asleep. They each woke up at varying times, looking at one another sleeping before closing their own eyes again. They did this until morning came, the sun shining in through a window, a single beam shooting across the room that could be seen through the dust.

      JC and Justine both shifted a little, not wanting to disturb the other person until they were sure the other was awake. They then looked at each other before kissing, both their stomachs then letting out loud growls. They shared a laugh, both getting dressed after realizing just how chilly it was in the room.

      After they were both ready they headed downstairs, kicking open the wood across the front door, each taking their time to crawl outside. They then stood on the porch and peered out at the new day, a bright cloudless blue sky greeting them.

      “I know it’s a new day,” Justine said, looking down at her shoes. But did you really mean what you said last night?” She then looked over to JC who stood to her left. He too turned his head to look at her.

      “Every word.”

      Justine smirked as JC held his hand out. She reached out and grabbed it, their fingers interlocking.

      “You’re all I need,” JC said, squeezing her hand. Justine smiled and squeezed back, the two then turned to look out across the row of disheveled houses.

      They stood there for a few seconds, both taking in the view, one that neither would miss and that both were looking forward to putting behind them. It wasn’t just a new day. Yes, the sun rose, but it brought with it more than just the light. It brought the chance of a new beginning. Together. It brought putting the past behind them and building a new future. Together. It meant pursuing their dreams and then having new ones. It meant being able to experience their passions and discovering new things about both themselves and each other. Together.

      They glanced into each other's eyes, smiles crossing one another’s faces as their eyes silently read complete and utter trust in one another. They each let go, giving in to what may come their way, and together, stepped off the porch and into the unknown.

      They stepped forward into their future.

      They stepped, together.
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      Another night at this blasted club while Santiago works is another night I’ll never get back.  I love Santiago and Savannah but I hate this bloody place for the fact that so many of the hellborns and humans who come here are looking for something they cannot get in a club.  Normally I stay at Santiago’s side but tonight he has asked that I make sure the place is secure for our patrons.   Dante has been silent for the last two month since he murdered Hugo.  It is only a matter of time before he makes a move against us.  Until then, we wait as vampire law requires us to do so.

      As much as I dislike this place, Santiago seems to hate it even more than even I do. The place serves as a reminder of Hugo and the family they once were. I am hoping one day he turns the place over to Cristian.  He is a male who understands the business and seems to enjoy it.

      I walk through the club, scanning the crowd as I move, looking for any threats when a scent of a perfume creeps through the scent of sex and misery.  It is a scent I have only smelled in my dreams in the last thirty-nine years.  It was the scent of roses, of my Rose.  My focus shifts as I scan every face looking for her.  A hand slides up my back.  It is a touch I knew well or I did at one time in my life.  I quickly turn, grabbing a hold of her wrist. Her blue eyes are still as breathtaking as they were when she was mine.  Those eyes are the color of the waters that encircle Ireland, steel blue with a hint of green along the irises. She smiles up at me as if we have not been separated for the last thirty-nine years.  A part of me wishes to smile at her.  Her smile is one that lights up the room, one that is hard to resist.   The part of me that loves my family knows she can only be wanting something from me.  Rose MacCarthaigh is a female I had vowed I would never allow to destroy me again and yet here she stood before me doing just that with her presence.

      “Well aren’t cha gonna say hello or are you just going to stand there holding me.”

      She looked like she did so many years ago when she had been mine, breathtakingly beautiful.    Her auburn hair was long, flowing in waves down her back, small copper highlights flashed as the strobe lights danced around the room.  She was in a pair of jeans that hugged her curvy little body and a black top that was tight over her chest and flowed down her stomach.  The only difference I could see was a scar that ran along her neck on the left side that wrapped around to about the middle.  Rose had no scars before, her porcelain skin had been unmarred.  The scar on her neck looked to be from a blade which made me want to ask what had happened.  Instead I met her stare as if it made no difference that she was here.

      “What are you doing here Rose?”  I release my hold on her wrist.

      “Is that all you have to say to me?” Rose took a step closer to me, our bodies only an inch away from one another.  Before I could say anything more I felt my phone vibrate.  I pulled it from my pocket seeing Santiago was waiting for me.  “Is that your new master or do you have a female?”  I glanced away from my phone to see Rose with that smile on her face, the one that said she truly wanted to know.

      “It is none of your concern who that is.”

      I stepped around her, moving towards the door that led to the downstairs quarters when she took a hold of my arm.  I grab Rose hard, forcing her back against the wall next to the invisible door.

      “There’s my love I know so well.  I was beginning to worry they had tamed you,” Rose’s smile grew wider.

      “I am not your love and haven’t been for almost forty years.  I don’t know what you’re doing here but leave and don’t come back,” I growled into her face

      Rose’s face fell as I released her once more and walked away.  I entered the code to the door and headed down the stairs, thinking I had escaped her until I heard her soft footsteps behind me.  I turn on Rose once more, making a grab for her but she darts to the left as I knew she would do.  She always favored her left.  I sidestep to the left and force Rose against the wall pinning her there.  Rose swung her right hand at me but I was faster than she is, grabbing a hold of her and spinning her to face the wall.  I heard as her breath left her body with the force I had used to push her against the wall.  It took a moment of us struggling with one another before I gained full control of Rose’s other hand pinning both above her head.

      “I did always like it when you took me from behind,” Rose said to me.

      “Liam, what is going on?” Santiago snaps from the bottom of the stairs.

      Rose and I both looked at Santiago shocked at his arrival.

      “I’m sorry Santiago, she snuck in behind me.”

      “You should have known I would,” Rose purred.  She moved her body slightly under me causing her scent to stir.  The feel of her under me and her scent was enough to make me want to have her again.

      Santiago looked at me and then at Rose.  I knew he could sense all of the emotions I was feeling but I did not care.

      “Who are you?” Santiago spoke to Rose as he moved up the stairs.

      Cristian, Santiago’s protegee, was standing behind Santiago, his eyes on Rose as Santiago moved.  I could see the male’s body was ready to act if she made the wrong move.  Cristian had no need to worry.  Rose was going nowhere nor would I allow her to harm Santiago.  Santiago was more than my king, he was my family just as his mate was.

      “Rose MacCarthaigh.”

      “And you know Liam how exactly?” Santiago questioned as he came level with us.

      “We were lovers.”

      Santiago gave me a quick glance before he returned his attention to her.

      “I do believe there is more to your answer,”  Santiago raised one eyebrow at Rose.

      “I swear we were only lovers.  Isn’t that right, Liam.”

      Santiago stared at Rose for a long moment before he looked at me.  He could sense the pain I was feeling along with the need as well.

      “Liam, please take Ms. MacCarthaigh to my office.  Cristian, call my mate and have her come join us,” Santiago orders.  “I want to know more about our guest.  Oh and make sure Terry joins us as well.”

      Santiago asking for Savannah to come would only mean trouble for Rose.  Savannah would want to know everything about the female and why she was here and was willing to go to whatever lengths she needed to for answers.  It was one of the reasons I loved Savannah and made us family.  It was also one of the reasons why I feared what it would mean for Rose.

      Why couldn’t Rose just have walked away?  The answer is quite simple.  Rose does not know how to walk away.  When Rose sets her mind to a task she jumps in with both feet until it swallows her up.
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      It took Kabel almost an hour to get the others to Obsidian.  Rose was sitting on Santiago's sofa, leaning back as if she had nothing to fear.  You would think in almost forty years the female would learn when to show some form of trepidation but some things never change.

      Savannah walked into Santiago’s office in her hunter’s clothes.  She was clad in black from her jacket to her boots.  Her red hair pulled back in a tight ponytail.  She looks at the female who was sitting on her mate’s sofa.  I watched as Savannah read all that she could about the other female from her attitude to the emotions that Rose was attempting to hide.  Kabel and Terry followed Savannah in, giving me a nod as they took their places in the room.  Terry walked behind Santiago’s desk, making his way to the far wall.  The wolf was a good male, never trusting anyone who could be a threat to us.  From the moment Terry took the job as a guard for Savannah, he became part of our family more than that of his pack.  Wolf or not, he’s my brother.

      Kabel leaned against the door ensuring Rose had no exit, his arms crossed over his chest.  I could see the worried look in his eyes as we nod to one another.  The worry is not for the others in the room but for me.  Kabel is the only one in the room that knows who Rose is because he is too damn pushy for his own good.  I had been dreaming of her a year ago and had uttered her name in my sleep.  Kabel had woken me when I began to yell.  I had dreamed of that damn Friday more than once in my life since she was mine. That night had been a night that all of my past had come flooding back at me.  The brain is a powerful and sometimes dangerous thing.

      “Who is she?” Savannah asked me, her eyes never leaving Rose.

      “I believe I already told your mate that,” Rose smiles at Savannah.  Always the instigator.  It was what Savannah and Rose had in common.  The difference between the two females was Savannah risked life and limb for the ones she loved.  Rose risked others' lives for her own gain.  I look at Rose as she watches Savannah. In the light of Santiago’s office I can see there is another scar that runs down her right arm.  It appears to be a knife wound just like the one on her neck.  A long line as if someone has run a blade down her skin moving it from right to left as they knifed her.

      Savannah walked over to the female, taking a seat on the coffee table in front of Rose.  She placed her arms on her legs as she leaned forward.

      “There is more to your story, Rose.  I know there is because I can smell the guilt that coats your skin.  I smell the sadness that is coming from Liam.  So I ask again, who are you?”

      “My name is Rose MacCarthaigh and I’m the female that can save all of you from your own demise”.

      “And why do you say that?” Savannah cocked her head to the side.

      “Because I was hired to kill all of you.”

      I took a step forward only to be stopped by Santiago’s hand on my chest.  Savannah stares at the female I once loved.

      “And who hired you to kill us?”  Savannah inquiries.

      I knew the answer before Rose even breathed it.  We all did.

      “A vampire named Dante.”

      “I guess the next question is what are you planning to do?” Savannah retorted.

      “Save you.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Savannah questions Rose.

      “Why would I tell you I was hired to kill you if I wasn’t?”

      “Because you could be wanting something more from us or someone.”  Savannah waited as Rose met her stare.

      “What do you want, Rose?” I spoke for the first time since Savannah and the others arrived.

      “Why don’t you and I talk, Liam, just us.”

      “No,” Savannah answered.

      Rose looked at Savannah and then swung her head towards me.

      “Does this female answer for you now, Liam?”

      Savannah grabbed a hold of Rose’s chin, forcing her to look at her once more.

      “I am the Queen of this clan so I will answer for what is mine.”

      “You a...Queen of vampires.  Your people must be desperate if this is your Queen,” Rose shot back laughing.

      I could hear the deep rumble of a growl growing in the males in the room.  I could feel my own rumble as it vibrated through my chest.  Rose looked at me as I bared my teeth at her.  She would not disrespect my family more than she already had.  The only way to stop her was to give her the conversation she wanted.

      “Give me a moment with Rose,” I spoke over the rumbling of the males in the room.  Their eyes turned to me, not sure what to say.

      “I will not allow you to place yourself in danger,” Santiago glanced at me.

      “Rose is no danger to me.”

      “I am not so sure that is true,” Santiago argued.

      “She has no weapons on her and she is not strong enough to kill me with her bare hands.  I promise Santiago, I will be fine.”  Santiago said nothing as we met each other stares. He gave me a small nod.

      “Kabel stays with you,” Savannah chimed in, her eyes never leaving Rose.

      “Mi Amor, this is Liam’s decision. If he feels…”

      “No.  Kabel can stand at the door while they talk.  I will not allow her to have any privacy with one of our people.”  Savannah stood as she spoke, walking towards Santiago and I.

      Savannah and I looked at one another.  She didn’t trust Rose and I didn’t blame her.

      “It’s fine Santiago.  Kabel can stay.”

      Santiago took Savannah’s hand and escorted her out of the office with Terry behind them.  The wolf gave me a nod of his head and patted Kabel on the shoulder as he went.  It was the wolf reassuring both of us that he was right outside if we needed him.  I walked over to Rose and took a seat in front of her as Savannah had done.

      “What do you want, Rose?”

      “Why do you think I want anything?” she asked, smiling at me once more.

      “That smile is the same as it was when we were together. It was how you got your way and not just with me.  Now what do you want?”

      “I want you, Liam,” Rose leaned forward, placing her face only inches from me.

      I leaned back away from her.

      “No.”

      “Are you still angry with me after all these years, Liam?”

      “Have you forgotten what happened?  Why I left Ireland?”  Anger engulfed me as I stood and moved away from her.

      “Liam, that was almost forty years ago.  You cannot still hold that against me!”

      “I can’t?  You helped set off nineteen bombs that took innocent lives.  You betrayed me.”

      “Those officers were not innocent.  They killed my sister…”

      “What about the children and women that were killed?”

      “Those humans were collateral damage, Liam.  It happens in war!  I didn’t see you caring about lives lost when you were setting bombs,” Rose retorted.

      “I ensured no innocent lives were lost, Rose.  I ensured that those I was intending to kill died and no more than that.  You killed how many who did nothing to harm you?”

      “Always the hypocrite, Liam.  You always did believe you were better than the rest of us.”

      “If I’m such the hypocrite then why did you come?”

      “Because I love you despite your faults.”  Rose got up and moved around the coffee table to stand in front of me.  “When I saw your name on that list I knew I couldn’t do it.”

      She placed a hand on my chest and I was frozen under that touch.  There was a part of me that wanted to tell her I still dreamed about her.  I still tasted her on my lips but I couldn’t do that.  I wouldn’t.

      “I guess there are some things you won’t do.  Why are you here?” I demanded.

      “Come with me Liam.  I will tell them where to find Dante and you and I can get away from here.”  I scoffed as I stepped away from her, turning my back on her.   “Please Liam.  This male wants blood and he will have it one way or another.”

      “Dante may want blood but the only blood he will see is his own. I will talk to Santiago, you will have safe passage out of the city.”  I turned away from Rose, moving away from her.  I needed distance from that touch.

      “What do I need to do, Liam?  What can I say to get you to listen to me?”  I could hear the plea in her voice.  I turned half way to look at her.

      “Nothing.  You can do nothing because I cannot trust you, not after what you have done and what you have become.”

      “How do you know what I have become? You and I have not had any contact in forty years.”

      “You're a gun for hire, Rose.  You have no loyalty to anyone but you.”

      Rose moved closer to me.

      “I needed to make a living when the Republic gave up fighting the fucking British Parliament.  I was forced to flee Dublin and I had to do something to survive.  Thomas helped to ensure I had a way to survive.”

      There it was, that fucking male.  Thomas was with her.

      “Thomas is with you?”

      “Yes.”

      “So I am to believe you are loyal to me when you are with him still?”

      “If you would allow me...”

      “You fuck my best friend and allowed him to give the parliament my name.”

      “Thomas and I were never together, Liam.  Never.  You didn’t allow me to explain.” Rose yelled at me.

      “Really?  That is not what your male claimed.  From what I understand the two of you were in love.”

      “I would never betray you in that way, Liam,” Rose’s eyes were wide with pain.

      “And why should I believe you?  Thomas showed me the letters you wrote him.  Do you not think I knew you wrote them?”

      “I…”

      I held up my hand, stopping her from saying anything else.

      “So what does your male think of you coming here now?”

      “He’s not my male and he doesn’t know.”  I looked at her, unsure how much I believed her.  “Liam, I love you and that’s why I’m here.  Thomas and I are not mated.  We work together.”

      “You claim to love me and yet have been with Thomas for all these years.  Do you even understand the meaning of that word?”

      “Liam, I am not with Thomas.  He and I were once a couple after you left Ireland but we haven't been together in years.”

      “Why should I believe you?”

      “Because I’m here now pleading for you to come with me.”

      “I will not walk away from my family.  Savannah and Santiago are who I’m loyal to.  Something you know nothing about.”

      I turned to walk away.  This conversation was pointless.  I needed to get away from Rose and to a bottle of whiskey.

      “What if I helped you, would that prove I was telling you the truth?” Rose offered.

      I stopped moving.

      “Why would I need your help?”

      “I know how to get to this male and you don’t.  I can help you kill him.”

      It was a tempting offer but I didn’t need Rose to help me find Dante.  Kabel opened the door for me and I walked out.  I walked past all of my family as the waves of grief came crashing down on my head.  It felt as if I was drowning as I moved into what was once Hugo’s living quarters.  I paced the room, my hands on my hips, trying to stop the ache in the center of my chest.  The feel of Rose pressed against me brought back all of the damage she had done.  All the scars she left behind were ripped wide open.

      “Liam...Liam…” Savannah tried to stop my movement.  I turned away from her, shortening my path.

      “She needs to go.  I can’t have Rose here.”

      “I can make that happen but I need to know are you okay?”

      “I...I don’t know,” I finally blert out.

      “So the answer to my question is no you’re not okay?”

      “She has the nerve to say she will help us.  All I have to do is leave with her.  She claims to love me after all the fucking shit she has done.”

      “Wait...what?”

      “Rose claims she is willing to help us get to Dante and all I must do is agree to leave with her,” I inform Savannah of her offer.  “What will she tell Thomas when I show up?” I snap as I stop moving.

      “Who’s Thomas?”

      “The male she left me for.”  Savannah still looked confused as if that explained everything.  I shake my head, knowing I will have to tell Savannah what happened between Rose and I.

      “You know what I did in Ireland?” I asked Savannah.

      “You were part of the IRA.”

      “Yes. I was one of the soldiers who built bombs for the Republic.  We always gave warning before any bomb was ever detonated. Our goal was to only stop the British Parliament from having a hold on our country.  While being part of the IRA I met Rose.  She was a female who had been a vampire for only a few years at the time.  She joined the IRA to fight for our freedom.  As soon as we met, I loved her.  She and I were perfect for each other or so I believed we were at the time.  Her sister was killed during one of the attacks that the British blamed us for.  After her sister's death, Rose wanted to teach the parliament a lesson.  The British needed to know we were not going to allow our people to be killed.”  I said nothing as I sank into the memories.

      “What happened?” Savannah asked.

      “Bloody Friday.  The plan was put together as a retaliation for Bloody Sunday.  Officers had killed and wounded over thirty people.  All of them were found innocent of any wrongdoing.  They blamed the IRA.  Bloody Friday was how the IRA got their revenge.  Twenty three bombs were set, three were disarmed, one failed to go off and nineteen were detonated.  I refused to be a part of it because there was no way to ensure innocent people would not be killed. We always let authorities know where the bombs would be placed.  That way the public would know to stay clear of those areas.  That many bombs meant chaos.  Rose and I fought about it for days until she said she wouldn’t take part in it.  Friday came and I awoke to Rose not home.  I knew where she was.  I went after her but I was too late.  I remember the carnage from the day.   I tried to help people to safety.  When I got home Rose was there with a glass of whiskey in her hand.  I was so angry with her that I began to scream at her.  She acted as if what she and the others had done was nothing more than the spoils of war.  I couldn’t even look at her.  I needed some distance so I left.  I went to a pub and met up with Thomas.  He and I were best friends until he confessed to me that he had helped Rose with the bombs. A new anger boiled deep inside of me.  He would only do that for one reason.  I left and he followed me and we fought in the street.  He showed me the letters she had written to him.  It seemed they had been seeing each other behind my back.”

      There was a long silence between the two of us.

      “Okay, I guess my next question is what do you want, Liam?” Savannah asked me.  I looked at the female as if she had two heads instead of one.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Whether you like to admit it, you still love her, Liam.  Do you want to accept her help? Do you want me to give safe passage from our city?  What do you want to do?”

      I said nothing for a long time as I thought about what Savannah was asking me.

      “You are my family.  I’m not going anywhere with that female no matter how I feel.”

      “I want you to have a clear head when it comes to what we do next,” Savannah said, her voice stern as she spoke.

      “Give Rose safe passage out of the city, please.”

      Savannah stared at me, her response to my request clear in her eyes before she spoke.

      “I can’t without Rose giving me something in return.”

      “Savannah…”

      She held up her hand, stopping me.

      “Liam, you said it yourself.  Rose can’t be trusted.  If she wants to leave our city alive she will have to tell us what she knows about Dante and his plans.”

      “Savannah, I have never asked you for anything before now.  Please, just get her out of our city.”

      “And you know if you weren’t still in love with Rose you wouldn’t ask me to let her go.  You would use Rose as an asset,” Savannah sighed before she said anything else.  “ You don’t have to be a part of this.  I can handle Rose without you.  I can get two males to escort her out of the city but I need information from her.”

      I was silent as I contemplated the offer.  The intelligent part of my brain was screaming to say yes to Savannah’s offer.  She would keep me as far from Rose as possible.  The supercilious fool in me was wanting even just a little time with the female before she left.

      “No, I won’t run from her.  When we find Thomas and Dante, let me have Thomas.  It is the least I am offered.”

      “Is there more to this than Rose?” Savannah asked me.

      “A bit.”

      “What else did he do to you?”

      “He gave my name to the authorities after the bombing.  He was an informant for the British and to ensure I was out of the picture he made sure I was forced to flee Ireland.”

      “Thomas is yours but Kabel is with you when we find them.

      “Aye.”

      “Now let’s go make a deal with your ex-girlfriend, shall we,” Savannah smiled as she left the room.

      “I’m guessing you’re going to have some fun with this.”

      “Oh, you can bet your sweet ass I am.”

      Savannah and I returned to Santiago's office.  Rose was leaning back looking relaxed on the sofa as she had no care in the world.  Her eyes met mine for the briefest of moments as I stood by Santiago’s desk.  I knew the look in those eyes.  She may appear relaxed but she wasn’t.  Savannah took a seat on the coffee table and leaned toward Rose.

      “We will give you free passage through Sweetclover for information on Dante.”

      “I won’t leave Liam to die, nor did I ask for safe passage.  I came here to ensure that Liam is safe.”

      “Trust me when I say Liam will be fine and this isn’t a negotiation.  You will either take my offer to get the fuck out of my city or I’ll kill you.  Before you leave, you will give me all the information you have on Dante.”

      “Is that what you want, Liam?” Rose looked at me.  I could see her worry was turning into anger.

      “I want you to go along your way.”

      “What about Thomas?” Rose asked.

      “I’ll deal with him personally,” I answered.

      Rose stared at me, a mix of disbelief and anger sat in those beautiful eyes.

      “Fine.”

      I gave her one final look, memorizing the curves of her face before I began to move to the door when Rose’s phone rang.  I stopped knowing who would be on the other end.

      “Thomas, I was just about to call you and…”  There was a pause in the conversation as I watched her face fall.  The look on her face was one of worry.  Call me a fool but I moved across the room taking a seat next to her.

      “I should have known you would betray me,” there was a coldness in that voice as the male spoke.  A calculated tone.

      “I don’t know what you mean.  I told you I was going for a drink.”

      “Oh Rose, do you think I’m an idiot?  I followed you to the club.  You just couldn’t, could you?”

      “Thomas, listen to me, I needed to see Liam before we did anything,” Rose tried to explain.

      Thomas said nothing as he waited for Rose to say more.

      “And?”

      “And nothing Thomas. He and I talked.  That’s it.  I needed to know if he forgave me for what I did.”

      “Why is that Rose?”

      “Because I didn’t want him dying hating me?” Rose lied.

      “Nice try Rose, but I know you’re lying to me.”

      “No I’m not Thomas, I swear,” I could hear the fear in her voice.

      “Oh Rose, what will I do with you?  You seem to forget who you are dealing with.  I own you, remember.”

      “Thomas, listen to me.  I swear to you I just had to make things right between us.”

      “No, I don’t think so, Rose.”

      “Thomas…”  Rose’s voice faltered.

      “Rose, do not disobey me more than you already have.  You bring yourself and that fucking pussy of a male to me or I will do more than bruise that pretty face of yours.  Remember Rome.  Remember what I did when you tried to kill me.”

      “Thomas…”

      I had heard enough to know Rose had more to tell me than where to find Dante and Thomas.  I pulled the phone from her hand.

      “Hello Thomas.”

      “I knew you weren’t far from my female.”

      “Aye, you would be right about that.”

      “Tell that gutter slut of mine she will be paying for her disloyalty when I get my hands on her.”

      “I don’t think I will and you should watch that mouth of yours, Thomas,” I warned the male.

      “Oh, are you a big man now Liam?  Should I be shaking in my boots because of the likes of you?”

      I laughed coldly at the male.

      “No, you should be planning your escape because when I find you I plan on cutting that fucking tongue out of your mouth before I kill you.”

      Thomas laughed as Rose took the phone from my hand and threw it to the ground.  I watched as it broke and she began to stomp on the device, sending bits of it across the room.
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      We all looked at the female as her phone lay in broken pieces on the concrete floor.

      “He would have used it to track my movements.”

      “There is more to your story than you’ve said, isn’t there Rose?” Savannah asked.

      She stared at me for a long moment then looked at Savannah.

      “There is but it doesn’t matter.  I made a deal with you.  What do you want to know?”

      “Tell me about Thomas and Rome?” Savannah questioned.

      “Thomas is cruel and has owned me for the last forty years.”

      “What do you mean, own?” I asked.

      “The night you left me, Thomas showed up at our door, beaten.  He said you two fought and you had left Belfast.  He said you were so disgusted with me and that it was Thomas’ fault.  I was heartbroken that you would just leave me.  I cried that night over you until the sun came up.  The next morning my name and a picture along with yours showed up in the news.  Thomas said we had to run. He got me out of Ireland and changed my name.  I was so broken over you and he seemed to want to take care of me and I let him.

      “That doesn’t answer the question, Rose.  How does he own you?”  I asked again.

      “It had to be two or three months of us being on the run when I finally was with Thomas.  He and I had been working small jobs as we moved across Europe.  He had a friend in Italy that was willing to help us and it just happened.  It felt like a new beginning for me.  Until we reached Italy. I must have been dreaming of you and said your name.  The next thing I knew he was on top of me, screaming.  That’s when it started.”

      She didn’t need to say anything more. I knew what she meant.  The anger I felt for her showing up was gone and replaced with a fury I had not felt before.

      “How bad did he beat you?”

      “It took three feedings for me to heal.  Once I was better he informed me that I was his.  When I said I was leaving and that I didn’t belong to him he “showed” me that I did.”

      She had spent the last forty years living in hell with Thomas.

      “You didn’t answer my question, what happened in Rome?”  Savannah questioned Rose again.

      “That is none of your business,” Rose snapped at Savannah.

      Savannah and Rose stared at one another for a full minute.

      “I need a moment with Rose,” Savannah said to the room.

      “Mi Amor, I am going to have to say no.”

      “Kabel can stay with us but I need a moment with this female.”

      I looked at Santiago who looked at me.  I wasn’t sure this was a good idea but I also knew the look on Savannah’s face.  It was one that said she wasn’t going to take a no from anyone.

      “You have two minutes Mi Amor and that is all I am going to have the patience for.”

      “That’s all I need.”

      I gave the females one final look before I stood and followed Santiago out.  Terry was close on my heels.  We stood in the hall in silence.

      “Is she telling the truth?” I asked Santiago.

      “She is not lying, Liam.  She is very much telling the truth.  She has been since she introduced herself.  The question becomes, what do we do?”

      “We get the information and ask Damian to help us escort her out of town,” Terry suggested.

      “We cannot just escort her out of town.  Thomas will hunt her down for her betrayal to him.”

      “I will not turn a blind eye and allow that female to be harmed.”

      “No one has asked the female what she wants outside of having Liam,” Terry pointed out.

      He was right that we hadn't.  We stood in silence in the hall with no one saying anything and no one actually making eye contact with one another.

      “If she does not wish to stay here in Sweetclover, I can reach out to clans that will help us,”

      “You would allow Rose to stay?” I questioned.

      “This female has been through horrors neither of us could imagine, Liam.  I will help her because I know she is telling us the truth.  If she wishes to stay, she will have no choice but to give a vow of loyalty to Savannah and myself.  I will not force her to join our clan but I will need her to give me a form of a vow.”

      “If she stays here in Sweetclover what do we do?” Terry asked.

      “We ask your pack for assistance in helping us to protect her.  She is in danger as long as Thomas is alive,” I suggested.

      “She needs to be moved out of our city until we deal with Thomas,” Savannah walked out of Santiago’s office by herself.

      “What if she wishes to stay?” I asked.

      “It doesn’t matter from my conversation with her, we can't keep her safe.”

      “What do you mean, Mi Amor?”

      “Thomas is a hunter with resources.  He has money and a network of individuals that would help him.”

      “So we send her away and hope she is safe with another clan?” I snapped.

      “We give her a burner phone and we set up protection for her in another state.  Once Thomas is dealt with she is free to come back if she chooses to.  We have Dante and Matthew we must deal with already. We can't afford to take on protecting Rose, Liam,”  Savannah argued.

      I turned away from Savannah, placing my hands on the wall as I hung my head.  She was right and I knew it but it didn’t mean I had to like it.

      “When would we move her?” I inquired.

      “In a day or two.  We need a place to stash her until we find a clan that will help us.”

      “What about with a pack?”  Terry suggested.

      “Not many wolves would be willing to have a vampire stay with them.  Most vampire clans and wolf packs tolerate one another.  Your pack and our clan is the exception,” Santiago explained.

      The others continued to talk as I stood reeling at what we had learned.  I had left Ireland running for my life and with the thought that Rose had betrayed me.  Thomas had ensured I had little other options at the time.  What if I had made a different decision?  What if I had fought for my female?  Would it have been different?  I heard my name and looked around at the others.

      “Sorry,” I cleared my throat. “What were you saying?”

      “We can get Damian to send a few wolves to help with transport and with protecting her.  Santiago will make a few calls to clans that would be willing to help us.  The question is do you want to go with Rose to the safe house,” I heard Savannah speak only because she had said my name.

      “Thomas will expect me to do just that.”

      “What do you wish to do my friend?” Santiago asked me.

      What I wanted was time with Rose.  It was the one thing I couldn’t have.

      “I need to start hunting Thomas.”

      “I did not ask what you needed.  I asked what you wanted and knowing how you are feeling I believe the best thing for you to do is be with that female,” Santiago said with gusto.  “I will call Damian and see what we can arrange in terms of protection for the female.  Once that is set up, I expect you to join her in whatever safe house is set up for her until she leaves.  If you wish to go with her when she leaves I will not hold that against you, Liam.”

      I looked at Santiago seeing the surety in his words.

      “This is my home and you are my family.  I will not desert my family ever.”

      “You would not be deserting your family, you would be righting what you believe is a wrong you have committed.”

      “No, I’m staying, Santiago.”

      “As you wish.  Please, spend time with Rose.”
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      It took Santiago and Savannah three hours to find Rose a clan that was willing to protect her for the next several months.  I stayed away from the female as Savannah questioned all that she knew about Thomas and Dante including their whereabouts.  I wanted time with Rose but I also didn’t know what to say to her.  The night I left Ireland, I left believing that Rose had chosen Thomas.  I had fought with him in the street, beating the male black and blue until I was too exhausted to hit him anymore.  I had seen the letters the two had shared.  To learn the female I had loved did not betray me with him and has lived in hell for the last forty years feels as if I failed her.  What do you say to the woman you love?  Do you ask for forgiveness?  Do you pray that there is any forgiveness for my transgressions?  As much as I hated Thomas for what he had done to the both of us, I hated myself even more.  The best thing I could do for Rose was stay away from her.  The problem was I didn’t know how long I could do that.  I stood in the hallway, staring at Santiago’s door.

      “Are you going to go in there or just stare at the door hoping she will come find you?” Terry asked me as he approached me from what was once Hugo’s living quarters.

      “The best thing I can do for Rose is stay away from her.”  Terry sighed.  I looked at the wolf, seeing him shake his head.  “Do you think I’m wrong?”

      “You know what happened to me, to the female I loved?”

      “Aye,” I answered Terry.

      “If I could have time with my female I would make things right.”

      “It’s not the same thing.  Your female was killed because your Alpha ruled with an iron fist.”

      “He killed her because of the choices I made,”  Terry dropped his head for a moment.  When he looked back at me I could see the pain he still felt over the loss.  “What happened between you and that female was both of your faults.  Take a day with her before she leaves and talk to her.”

      “I have responsibilities to Santiago and Savannah.”

      “And there are two other males that have this covered.  Believe it or not Liam, we can handle it,” Kabel finally spoke as he moved from down the hall.

      “What happens if Matthew makes a move?”

      “Then he makes a move.  Terry and I can handle it.  Fix this with your female.”

      “She’s not my female…”

      Kabel held up his hand.

      “Please do not treatment as if I’m stupid, I know what happened between the two of you and I see how you look at one another.  Now go spend time with that female before you can’t.”

      Both Terry and Kabel walked away, leaving me to stare at the door once more.
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      After a long discussion with Damian and the other clan, it was decided that we would house Rose in Hugo’s old living quarters.  Damian sent a few wolves to help secure the club until the clan from California showed up.

      Most of Hugo’s furniture was gone, along with most of Hugo’s possessions.  The only items left in the room were the sofa and a few paintings.  Kable and Terry moved what was once Santiago’s bed.  Rose would sleep at the club under the protection of our clan and the wolf pack.  If Thomas wanted to come for Rose, he would be faced with an army.  Unfortunately, I knew who Thomas was, he wouldn’t come for her, not yet.  He would wait until the other clan relaxed, or until Rose did.  Then he would strike, like the snake in the grass.  That was how Thomas worked.

      I stayed away from Rose as long as I could, three hours to be exact.  I walked in to find Rose sitting on the black sofa with a glass of whiskey in her hand.  She was staring off into the distance not seeing anything in front of her.  I said her name three times before she looked up at me.

      “Liam,” Rose sounded shocked at my presence.

      “I didn’t… I mean to say I…”

      “I’m sorry, Liam,” Rose stopped me.

      “You have nothing to be sorry for.”

      I walked into the room, taking a seat on the sofa.

      “If I hadn’t taken part in the bombing, you and I would never have fought.”

      “And if I had just stayed that night Thomas wouldn’t have had the opportunity he did to get to you.”

      “Liam, he would have found a way to get to me.  He had been trying for months to make a move,” Rose informed me.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean he would try to flirt with me.  We would be in a crowd looking for a location for a bomb and he would place his arm around me.  Thomas wanted me well before anything happened between us.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me, Rose,” I questioned.

      “Because I didn’t think much of it at the time.”

      “Rose I should have stayed that night, I should have fought for you.  I should have been there for you. Instead I ran like a coward and you paid the price for both of us,”  I dropped my head as shame washed over me.

      Rose scooted closer to me, taking my hand in her hand.

      “I betrayed you that day by going with Thomas. I told you I wouldn’t go and I did.  It was easy for you to believe Thomas because I did betray you.  To add insult to injury, Thomas gave officers your name.  If they had found you they would have set you on fire Liam.  Either way Thomas would have had me.”

      I looked at Rose, seeing the sadness in her eyes.

      “I wish I could go back and change what happened.”

      “You can’t and neither can I.”

      We stared at one another for a moment.  I wanted to hold her to try and repair some of the damage I made.

      “Why did you come here?”

      “I saw your name on that list, Liam.  I needed to do what I could to help you.  Thomas plans on taking his time with you.  He wants you to suffer and I couldn’t let him have you.”

      “Why after all you have been through, why did you come for me?”

      “Because I love you Liam, and I needed to make things right between us,” Rose said without a pause.  “I didn’t expect you to have such love for your king and queen.  I didn’t expect to find you so bonded with them.”

      Hearing Rose still loved me in some ways broke my heart all over again.  I had spent years being angry with her to learn that she was just as much a victim as I was in all of this and I was on the verge of having to lose her once more.

      “Rose, I...”  I began but she interrupted me before I could say anything else.

      “Liam, please reconsider coming with me.  This is our opportunity at a second chance.  We could go into hiding together and start over.”

      There was a part of me that wanted to say yes.  The part of me that still loved Rose and always would.  The other part of me knew where my place was and that was here with my family.  Rose would never be safe until Thomas was dead.  Neither would my clan until we took care of Dante.

      “Santiago and Savannah are my family, Rose.  They are the first family I have had in many years.  If I learned anything from that night it is to never abandon your family.  I love you and have always loved you, but I need to be here.”

      “Liam, we could have a life together.  Don’t you want that?”

      “I want the time we lost with one another but we can’t have that.  If I left and something happened to one of them I would never forgive myself, Rose.  I have enough guilt I carry, I don’t need more.”

      “So is that it for you and me?  We find one another and have to leave one another?” Rose cocked her head to the side.

      “For now it has to be.”

      “No it doesn’t, you are choosing for it to be, Liam.”

      “I am choosing to protect my family and you.  Do you think there is anywhere we could go that he won’t follow?  We have to think about how to keep you safe and how to stop Thomas.  The only way to do that is for me to stay here and hunt him.”

      “And what if you can’t find him or he kills you first?  What am I supposed to do then?”

      Rose looked away from me saying nothing

      “You will go on with your life but trust me when I say I will find Thomas and I will inflict as much as he has caused in you.  When he is dead I will send for you if you so wish it,” I placed a hand on her face, drawing her attention back to me.

      Rose met my stare.

      “I would like that, Liam.”

      “You should rest for now.”

      I stood up to leave when Rose grabbed my hand.

      “Stay with me until your friends come for me,” Rose said standing up.

      “Rose…” I whispered her name.

      “Please Liam.  If you will not come with me then let me have this time with you.”

      Her small hand brushed my face as her scent filled my senses.  She placed her other hand in the center of my chest.  I needed to step back.  I needed to leave before I made a stupid decision but it was too late.  I felt myself leaning into that touch. I closed my eyes as I tried to move away from her. Rose leaned up as she brought my face down to her’s.  Our lips met with a gentleness that only her and I have ever shared.  I pulled Rose against my body as I slipped my tongue into her mouth.  She moaned as the tenderness slipped away and desire for one another took over.  The sound of her moan made my body grow harder than it already was.  I had spent the last forty years dreaming about this female.  I had been with other females and women but know one compared to Rose.  No one was ever smart enough or could match her beauty or even her stubbornness.  Her stubbornness was what drew me to her the first time.  I wanted her more than any damn male should want a female.  Rose’s hands slipped under my shirt and the contact was enough for me to break our kiss.  I looked down at Rose.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” I questioned her.

      “I have wanted to do this since I saw you in that club.  I want you Liam.”

      Her blue green eyes were almost iridescent as they always were when she craved me.  I growled as I picked her up into my arms.  Rose claimed my lips once more as I walked us into the bedroom.  There was a part of me, the sensible side of me, that was telling myself to stop and leave but the male who needed to claim his female was so much stronger than my sensible side.   I laid Rose in the center of the bed, breaking our kiss once more.  I pulled my shirt from over my head and tossed it to the floor.  Rose began to undress by unbuttoning her top, exposing her porcelain skin to me.  I climbed on to the bed and on top of her, kissing her lips before I moved down her body.  I buried my face in the crook of her neck breathing in her scent as I kissed.  Rose wove her fingers into my hair, holding my face to her body.  I scraped my fangs down her flesh as she moaned under me.  The sound was like music to my ears.  I pushed her shirt off of her shoulders and down her arms, exposing her to me.  The bra she wore was a bright purple and lace, covering only half of her breasts.  I ran a hand over one of her nipples causing her to gasp.  I pulled the lace down, exposing her nipple, kissing it gently, sucking on the flesh as my other hand pulled the strap from her shoulder.

      “Liam,” she panted.  The sound of my name on her lips was enough for me to come undone.  The gentleness I had been taking evaporated as I sucked and pulled on her flesh.  I felt as Rose arched her back meeting my face with her chest.  Her bra slipped from her body as I pulled it until the fabric gave way.  I moved to the other side of her body as my hand slid down her, finding the top of her jeans.  I undid the button and slid the zipper down.  I released her nipple and looked down at her as I pulled her jeans from her body.  Rose's hands fumbled as she unbuttoned my jeans.  She slid her hand into my pants and found my hard shaft and began to stroke me.  It had been so long since I had felt her hands on me and yet they still could bring me to my end.  She stroked my cock as she stared into my eyes.  I began to move my hips in time with her hand.

      “I need you Liam.  Please,” Rose begged.

      I didn’t need to be told twice.  I pulled myself away from her touch and stood up, stripping the rest of my clothes off.  Rose spread her legs for me as I climbed on top of her.  I looked down into those ocean deep eyes seeing how much she wanted me.  I had spent the last forty years dreaming of those eyes.  Now here they were once more and any resistance I once had was gone.  I slid into Rose as she wrapped her legs around my waist pushing myself deep inside of her.  I felt as she shuttered under me.  I wanted to take my time with her.  I wanted to taste every inch of her body but I knew I didn’t have the will to do so.  I needed to feel her come around me.  I needed to hear as she called my name.  I needed my Rose.  I moved deep inside of her feeling how tight she was as I moved harshly in and out of her.  Rose pulled my chest down onto her, dragging her nails down my back as her lips claimed mine.  Her tongue darted into my mouth dancing with mine.  She moaned into my mouth as I felt her body spasm around my cock.  The feeling of her is as beautiful as it was all those years ago, glorious.  I pushed deeper into her until I could go no further.  Rose pulled away from my mouth, bending her head back as far as it would go against the bed.  I sat up on my knees.  I wanted to watch her come as I claimed her once more.  I took hold of her hips and began to move in and out of her, pulling her down harder on me.  Rose’s moans turned into shouts of pleasure I felt as her body tightened around me as she came.

      “Harder, Liam,” Rose begged.

      I slammed my hard cock into her body as she came continuously without more than a heartbeat between orgasms.  Rose pulled me down towards her, kissing me as she dragged her nails down my back.  I growled in her mouth, enjoying the slight sting she left behind.  She dug her nails into my back as she tightened her legs around my hips, pushing her hips up as I came down.  I knew what she wanted. I slid my arm under her, wrapping it around her waist and rolled over.  Rose gasped in surprise as I moved us.  She smiled down at me as she began to move her hips back and forth.  I arched my lower back, raising my hips causing my cock to go deeper inside of her.  Rose’s head fell back as she rode me, coming again.  This time I felt as her juices rolled down me.  I couldn’t help but smile as I looked down at her.  I grabbed a hold of her hips, moving her up and down hard on me.  Rose held onto the headboard of the bed as our pace picked up.  I tried to hold off coming.  It had been forty years since I had been with this woman and I wanted this to last.  I didn’t know if I would ever get the opportunity to have her again. I wanted to be able to remember every inch of her body and how it felt to be with her.  I watched her face as she came over and over again. I let go of one of her hips and grabbed the back of her neck pulling her down to me.  I wanted to feel all of her body against me.  I came seconds later with the feel of her body against mine.  We both lay still panting in time with one another.  Rose stared into my eyes, those spectacularly blue eyes taking what little breath I had left.

      “I have spent years being angry with you in my waking hours and at night dreaming of you.”

      “Liam, I...”

      “It doesn’t matter what happened, not anymore.”

      “I betrayed you in more than one way, how can it not matter?”

      “Bloody Friday you were at fault for but I should not have ordered you to not do it.  I knew that it would only drive you to do it more.  I am just as guilty as you are for that.  Thomas is at fault for the other part.”

      “What do we do now?”

      “We kill Thomas and you stay here in Sweetclover with me.”

      Rose looked at me as if I had two heads.

      “Is it really that easy for you to just forgive me?”

      “Yes.”

      “When I got here and you saw me you were so angry. How could a few hours change all of it?”

      “Because as angry as I was at you I was angry at myself as well.  Will you stay with me?”

      “Liam,” I could see as tears welled her eyes.

      “I want you here with me.  Stay with me.”

      “Okay,” She leaned down, kissing me softly.

      The kiss slowly turned into more than a single kiss.  I felt as I grew hard inside of my Rose.  So did she.  She began to move slowly, claiming me as her male once more.
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            PROLOGUE

          

          DARA

        

      

    

    
      It’s the same morning routine. Get up. Brew coffee. Wipe the previous day’s makeup away from under my eyes. Throw on sweat shorts and a tee. Run a brush through my short pixie cut and head to my dunes.

      So why does the day seem so off? My favorite tee was missing. I burned my finger on my coffee. I almost tripped leaving my apartment. It almost felt like the ground was slightly tilted.

      I got settled in my normal spot. It’s more elevated than the other dunes. You can see the entire cove inlet. The waves seem rough this morning. Mentally, I try to remember if we are close to a full moon.

      Scanning the area, I look for the whole reason I’m here, but I see nothing. I glance at my phone to check the time, and it’s correct. I look around again. Nothing but the crashing waves

      Against my own rules, I stand. I’m going to expose myself.

      My knees shake as I scan the cove again. That’s when I see it. A silhouette sprawled on the sand. The waves slowly rolling up and down his legs.

      Shit.

      Dropping my tumbler, I take off running. No thoughts of consequences as my fingers dial 911.

      Sliding in the sand, I land beside him. Quickly brushing his blond locks aside, his eyes are closed, and I see a red gash on his forehead. A fresh stream of blood rolls across his eyelid,  down the bridge of his nose. It drips onto the wet sand. The sound soft yet deafening as it hits. Drop after drop.

      I pull off my tee and press it against the open wound. I go against better judgment and roll him to his back. The surf was coming up close to his face.

      I see his chest expand and release with each breath and whisper, “thank God.” His head leans toward me when I press my tee back to the wound. I bite my bottom lip as my eyes roam over every detail of his face. I’ve never seen him this close.

      His eyelashes are long, his brows strong, and his lips full. The bottom one is slightly larger than the upper and has one of those sexy indentations in the middle. I can almost imagine a toothpick resting there. Even with the beard, I can see his defined jawline and possibly a dimple.

      Once an EMT arrives, the questions start. I jump to my feet, trying to answer them. I find it hard to find my voice.

      “I don’t know him.”

      “Found him this way.”

      “No idea of his name.”

      With the last question, I practically scream, “I said I don’t know!”

      Without another thought, I run. Run to the safety of my dune, grabbing my tumbler. Without knowing how I made it home, I find myself standing in front of my bathroom mirror in only my bra and shorts.

      I’m covered with sand, saltwater, and I begin to shake. I numbly turn on the shower, and steam quickly fills up the room.

      The pounding on the door causes me to jump and let out a little squeak.

      “Heard sirens.”

      “Yeah. I was already back.”

      “Thought maybe you finally grew a set.”

      “I’ll be out in a few minutes.”

      “Good. I’m hungry.”

      I stand under the heat of the water with my head bowed. I watch the sand swirl down the drain with a little trail of blood. His blood.

      The slight sense of peace I depend on each day was ripped out from under me. I squeeze my eyes closed and try to picture the tall, blond surfer gliding across the waves. Freedom. It feels like freedom even from the safety of my dunes. My morning routine was interrupted, and possibly lost forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          BARRETT

        

      

    

    
      I get an earlier start than normal. The waves were wicked last night, and I’m hoping they are just as good this morning. Surf every day. I vowed long ago that I wouldn’t miss a single day. I had to give it up once. Never again.

      There is nothing better than the smell of the ocean. The power of the waves beneath my board pushes every muscle in my legs to power through the tide. It’s my therapy session. More beneficial than the hundred dollar an hour shrink I used to pay.

      It’s kind of humorous that a washed-up pro hockey player ends up spending every waking day in the water. Concussion protocol ended my career. I found that my time on my board is the only time my head is fully clear. No headaches. Hockey took away the time I had to surf. That and the fact that my agent decided it was too risky. A seventeen-year-old prodigy who could outskate almost anyone and score on even the most seasoned goalie. I was signed to a farm league at eighteen, and due to team injuries, I was moved up to our parent league that same year. From the AHL to the NHL in a short matter of months and never looked back.

      A kid who was on a surfboard before he could walk and whose parents dreamed he would enter the circuit of professional competitions suddenly was thrust into the world of hockey. A completely different world.

      This all happened because my smooth-talking father, who had a knack for finding the diamond in the rough investment opportunities, took a chance on a new ice rink planned in southern California. My dad saw something in the venture, and it paid off. So, my days started on the water and ended on the ice. Instead of the board, I had skates and took to it immediately.

      My father soon realized, professional surfer versus professional hockey player wasn’t even a comparison. The money was in hockey. It was all about the money with him. Every time I tried to wax my board and catch some waves, I was met with a pissed-off father who said I was wasting my time.

      I had a successful seven-year run until I became the target. I was checked against the boards so many times. Slammed to the ice to avoid a score. I can’t even tell you how many of those incidents ended with me blacking out and clueless to where I was or the day. When my vision started to blur and the headaches stopped me from even being able to lace up my skates, I knew I was done. Twenty-five years old and unable to even pick up my hockey stick.

      I faded into the background very quickly. Luckily, I have a father who knew how to handle money and was pretty much set for life. I found a small, but nice property that was right on the coast and built a humble little house facing an amazing cove. No one knew who I was, and I was able just to blend in and be normal. I finally was able to go back to my first love. The ocean. The waves.

      I was a beach bum with an investment portfolio. It was amazing.

      Unfortunately, this morning’s waves were a little more than I was prepared to handle. I knew I was in trouble immediately. My board slipped out from me on the crest of the second wave. I flipped in the air and don’t remember anything afterward.

      I remember a voice, being rolled to my back, and pressure against my forehead. I think it’s female, but her voice was so soft and inaudible. I hoped it was her. The mysterious girl who sits on one of the dunes for as long as I remember. I thought it was a boy. Until I waited a while to leave one day and saw it was clearly a woman walking across the parking lot to the beach. Short black hair, clenching a thermos or tumbler with curves that showed a woman was coming to watch me every day. Or so I imagined. The mystery of it all intrigued me the most. Who was she? Why was she there every day?

      “Mr. Stevens, how are you feeling?” a nurse asks as she zooms into the room and starts checking everything.

      “I’m fine. What happened?” I ask, looking around the hospital room, not remembering how I got here.

      “Well, we are guessing either you hit a reef or got slammed by your surfboard. Which is toast, by the way. You took a pretty hard hit to the noggin and got ten stitches. You have a concussion, and with your history, we are monitoring things.”

      “Well, fuck me. When can I get out of here?”

      “Well, it probably won’t be today. There is a whole lineup of tests on your schedule today.”

      “Just what I wanted. Do you know who called this in?” I cross my fingers and hope she knows the name of the mystery girl.

      “No, sir. Sorry. I know you were brought in by an ambulance, and a bystander made the call. That’s all I know.”

      “Great, thanks.” I deadpan. “Anyone here to check on me, or am I on my own.”

      “Your father is on his way. Sorry, again, that’s all I know.”

      Against my better judgment, I click the remote to the TV and see headlines all about me.

      “Retired NHL player found unconscious on the beach.”

      “Concussed NHL player hospitalized after surfing incident.”

      For fuck’s sake. So much for my low profile now. Just as I shut off the TV and toss the remote to my feet, my father walks in.

      “I’m not going to preach, but Barrett, you should’ve known better. The conditions were very risky . . .” he looks at me and shakes his head, “ . . . but that’s why you went, didn’t you? My son, the daredevil.”

      He squeezes my foot tenderly and continues, “You gave me another gray hair, ya know? See that one right there? It was blond yesterday.”

      “Dad, there’s no way you can tell the white from the blond,” I say, letting out a chuckle as he continues to lean into me, pointing at his hair with conviction until he breaks into a large grin.

      “I know which ones are which, you’ll see when you get my age. We hold onto the youth as long as we can . . . anyway . . . looks like I’m going to have to represent you in today’s meeting.”

      “Shit, I forgot about that. I’m fine, Dad. Tell them to release me. I need to be there.”

      “I know you want to be, but I can take care of it. Your health is more important. I’m your partner anyway, so just relax and let me handle it. You trust me, right?”

      “Of course, I trust you, Dad. You started this whole venture anyway. I just want to make sure everyone knows I’m a hundred percent vested in this. My name may not mean anything these days, but I want it to, and I don’t want anyone to think that my health is going to impair my abilities,” I say, squeezing my nose between my eyes with my thumb and forefinger.

      “That’s not your biggest worry here. We still have that other unknown investor fighting us. They are going to try to use this against you. It sucks that our involvement is public, but the other investors are private. It’s also a shame that it’s not just about the money but also reputation. You need to be careful, Barrett.”

      “I know, Dad. I’ve been laying low . . . until now,” I say, pressing my head against the pillow and looking up. “Please tell me my house isn’t surrounded by cameras.”

      He moves to my feet, and with his favorite way to show his affection, he grabs my big toe and wiggles it. “You may want to come stay with your mom and me for a few days when you get out of here. I’ll be back after the meeting to check on your status. We can decide what to do then. In the meantime, your publicist is taking the reins. He’s already shutting down some strange rumors and is at your place. Dogs will be fine, by the way.”

      “Thank God for Marcus. I need my cell phone. I feel lost right now,” I say, looking around, thinking somehow it would just miraculously appear.

      “He’s sending someone over with it now. Rest, Barrett. It’ll be okay.”

      “Thanks, Dad. Let me know how the meeting goes.”

      “I’ll be back after to give you the update in person.”

      I close my eyes, hearing my father’s retreating footsteps and fall into a restless sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          DARA

        

      

    

    
      I hear the sounds of the TV coming from the living room as I head into the kitchen to start breakfast.

      “Dammit, Dara. I thought you said you were back before the ambulance arrived. They just said on the news that a young woman called it in . . . did he see you? You are going to fuck everything up. Stupid bitch!” He ends in a yell.

      I ignore him and continue to go through the robotic motions and cook the eggs and bacon, push the toaster button down to start, and place the plates and silverware on the table.

      I feel his presence in the kitchen. The anger is almost tangible rolling off of him. “He was unconscious. He didn’t see me. I couldn’t just leave him lying on the beach. He could have died! I got out of there as soon as I could. I didn’t know what else to do!”

      “Being dead may have solved all our problems, but being there would have put you in the limelight and jeopardized everything we’ve been working on,” he says, slamming his fist against the door jam.

      “I hate this. I don’t want to be a part of it anymore. Today scared the hell out of me. I had his blood on my hands. I don’t want to see anyone hurt.”

      “Oh, boo fucking hoo, Dara. You have a plush apartment that is paid for, you can have anything you want, but you dress like a bum. You act and look like a spoiled little child . . . that’s why YOU are doing this. I knew you were too soft. All you have to do is follow the fucking rules!”

      It does no good to argue with him. I just finish making breakfast and preparing the plates. We eat in silence, like we always do. I clean up after we are done and let out a sigh when I hear the front door finally shut behind him. Today is an important day. I’m left out of the exact details, but that’s okay. I don’t want to know everything. All I know is that my role is about to really start, and I hate even thinking about it. Unfortunately, there is nothing I can do to get out of it.

      I’m told that my role is the most important. An act of sabotage to an unbeknownst victim. My reward? Continue to live debt-free with a larger monthly allowance. I never cared about the money, but I’ve never been without it, and that scares me even more. Yes, I guess I am spoiled.

      My life isn’t all unicorns and rainbows. I just don’t have to worry about money. Everything else is a nightmare. I just keep focusing on this being the last time. Once this is over, I’m out. I plan to ask for a lump sum and cut off the monthly allowance that keeps me tied to them. I want to use my college degree and actually get a job.

      I’ve already been looking for where I want to go and what I want to do. I have a degree in accounting, but I want to help people. After all the pain I’ve caused and potentially will cause, I don’t want to anymore. I hope I can find redemption.

      I look around the apartment. I’m afraid to leave. Especially now. He may be right that I may have blown it. I need to think about how to make up for it somehow. It doesn’t help that I’ve developed some kind of obsession. I lied when I said I didn’t know his name. Barrett James Stevens. Former big-league hockey player with many awards and trophies on his resume. His career cut short due to repetitive concussions.

      The biggest hindrance to the dreams of my family. A ruthless family that does not do well with obstacles. One which uses every method to cut off those obstacles and one that I’m finding myself in the middle. “It’s time to pay your dues.” The words I hear every day I take that walk out to the beach. The words that trail off once I get there and see that magnificent man float over the waves. It calms the storm inside, and I find my peace. I forget about everything and just relish in the moment. A moment that is probably lost forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          BARRETT

        

      

    

    
      Dad returned with a smile on his face. “The meeting went well. We are getting closer. They accepted our bid, but . . .”

      “But . . . what, Dad?” I say, sitting up.

      “They want to make sure you are going to be a part of it. Capable of being present. A lot rides on your name and visibility to them. It’s ridiculous, but they are looking at how popular a team can be just based off of the owner’s name. They kept throwing Pittsburgh out there. The statement was made that the other offer is higher, but we are banking on the other benefits of this joint venture.”

      “Then raise our bid. This is ridiculous. I’m not fucking dead,” I say, wincing as my head starts to throb.

      “Now, don’t get yourself all worked up. I’m already working on that. The new paperwork is being drawn up now and should be done by the time I break you out of here. I’ll have my assistant bring it over to the house. How are you feeling?

      “The usual with a little added discomfort. Nothing I can’t handle. The initial tests came back, and it doesn’t appear that there is any new damage. Just a new scar. Scars add character, so I’m golden,” I say as I roll out of bed and start to get dressed.

      “Well, I guess you want me to start the breakout process,” Dad says, laughing. “I’ll get the nurse.”

      “Thanks, Dad. There’s no reason to stay, and I need to make some appearances. Let’s get this ball rolling.”

      It’s a circus outside the gate of my house. Instead of heading through, and against my father’s protests, I get out to address the media.

      “Hey, everyone. There really is no news here. I’m good. Just took a little tumble on the waves this morning. I got a few stitches and will most likely have a damn sexy scar. Not sure why everyone is here, but you can all go home now. Thanks,” I say and go to turn when someone shouts.

      “What about the recent mumblings about a possible venture with the LA Blades? Is it true that you are going to buy the team?”

      I look into the car at my dad, and he nods. “I can’t speak about that in detail, but there is interest. My father had a meeting this morning and it’s looking positive. I promise to make an announcement when and if we know more. Hopefully, it’s good news. Okay, go home, everyone. That’s all I’m going to say on the matter.”

      I get back into the car amongst more shouts of questions. I look into the side mirror as the gate slowly closes. I’m praying they all go home. I find it ridiculous for the media to stalk outside of someone’s home for just a crumb of news.

      I’m greeted at the door by my rambunctious pups. They instantly calm when I kneel. It’s like they know. Puck and Trick, both golden retrievers, sit and scoot as close as they can to me. Puck even softly smelling my stitches and licking my cheek. I hug them both and whisper gentle words.

      I hear the clicking of their claws tap as they follow me through the house. They can be hyper at times, but they seem to know I’m hurt. I grab a water and head up to my room with them still following. I crawl into bed, still exhausted, and they jump up to lay against both of my sides.

      Marcus pokes his head in and smiles. “I see they got you, but I’m going to stay and be your concussion watcher for the night. I got some food being delivered and will be poking you awake every one to two hours. You’ll be happy that the media have cleared the gate. Whatever you said must have been enough for them. Although, I won’t be surprised if one or two come back and hang out. The news about your venture is picking up speed and seems like there is a lot of excitement around it, so be ready. You had to know you would be under the microscope again.”

      “Yeah, I knew it was coming.” I was really enjoying the calm that my life had become. I kinda wish I wouldn’t have even pursued this, but I want this. I want to be involved in something again. I want to find the next superstar. I want to mentor and leave behind more than just a legacy of what I was. I want to be able to make a change in the helmets and lessen the chances of someone else going through what I did. I don’t want to change the game, though. Hockey is a contact sport. People love the hits, love the fights, love the action. It can be safer, though, without turning into a bunch of pussies skating on ice, hitting a puck into a goal. Broken noses, cuts, and knocked out teeth . . . bring it. Heads slammed into the ice? Hopefully, better helmets will do something to help. Can I do this without actually owning a team? Yes. But that is part of the legacy I want. Whoever this other investor is that is trying to stop my goal from happening, better look out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          DARA

        

      

    

    
      I hear the door slam and cringe. At least I have dinner on the table in time. I can already tell by the slamming of the keys on the entry table and the sound of his shoes being flung against the wall, this is going to be a confrontation.

      “They accepted their fucking bid. Our only saving grace is the fact that he’s a wash-up and may not have any cognitive skills left in a few years. They are concerned with bad press with his image. We came in with a higher bid. It’s fucking stupid.” I hear him call out to me.

      I stay silent, which I’ve learned is the best response. If I do respond, I’ll get a rash of expletives and possibly worse. It’s best to just keep putting food on the table and make sure everything is perfect.

      I think there is a storm coming. The waves have been huge, probably why Barrett went out earlier than usual. Also, why I’m sure he wiped out. I love the breeze, so I opened the sliders that run the entire wall facing the ocean. I’m sure he’s going to bitch about it, but this one I don’t really care about. I hate when the apartment gets stale from the air conditioner.

      He plops down at the table in the chair facing the ocean. That’s normally where I sit, but I know he did it on purpose. He’s trying to make me feel uncomfortable and out of my comfort zone.

      “So, what’s your plan? You had all day to come up with one. Please tell me you got a brain and came up with something.” He acts like he hasn’t eaten all day. He licks the serving utensils after adding food to his plate.

      “You do know that I plan to eat as well?” I grimace, watching him.

      “What? You act like I have a disease or something. Don’t change the fucking subject, Dee.”

      “Don’t call me Dee. It’s Dara. You know I hate that nickname,” I say, using my own utensils to scoop out food on the opposite side that he did.

      “Plan?” he says as he sloppily eats the grilled salmon, avocado, and rice I made.

      “I got it. Just be ready to take your damn pictures. I’m sure it will happen, and YOU need to be ready,” I say as my fork flakes off a perfect section of fish.

      “Just what I wanted to do . . . follow you around all day. You better produce good shit fast.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’ve had the same routine for the past year. It’s like I’m a robot. I know damn well he’s not going to be on the waves, yet I wake and go through the motions and head out to the dunes.

      I can see the dark clouds rolling in. The wind is picking up, and I’m loving it. The waves are crashing in hard. I get a whiff of cologne and tense as I feel someone sit beside me.

      “So . . . are you my good samaritan?” he asks, sending shivers down my spine.

      I can’t look at him. I slowly take a sip of coffee and just nod my head. Fuck. I wasn’t expecting this. Not this soon.

      “Well, thank you. You may have saved my life.”

      I let out a nervous chuckle. It’s almost neurotic in nature. I don’t miss the irony of the situation.

      “I’m Barrett, by the way,” he says, holding out his hand to shake.

      I’m frozen. I just sit there and stare at his outstretched hand. I quickly glance up at his smiling face and feel a complete sense of calm.

      “I’m Dee,” I say, shaking his hand and smiling back. “I just happened to be in the right place at the right time. It’s nothing.”

      I use the nickname I hate, and it almost hurts crossing my mouth.

      “Oh, I think it was more than that, Dee. You are out here every day. I think you were meant to be my savior. Oh, I have your shirt. I had it cleaned,” he says, producing my tee and setting it on my lap.

      “It’s not my favorite, but thanks,” I say awkwardly and immediately regret even speaking. “I’m sorry. I can’t do this.”

      I quickly stand and start to walk away. “Nice meeting you,” I say over my shoulder as I pick up speed toward my apartment.

      I can’t do this. I don’t want to do this. How do I get out of doing this? Why was he there? In my safe space. Mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          BARRETT

        

      

    

    
      I stand off to the side and watch as she comes out of her apartment building and walks to the dunes. I roll her tee-shirt in my hand and look up to the circling clouds.

      She doesn’t move as I sit down beside her. I can feel the tension radiate from her as I introduce myself and attempt to shake her hand. All I get is that saving my life was no big deal and her name is Dee.

      She’s an oddity. But when she suddenly leaves, I immediately feel lost.

      What is this overwhelming feeling I’m having? What did she mean, that “she couldn’t do this”?

      I watch her disappear into her building and scan the balconies until I notice one with the curtains moving in the wind. I see her and wave just as a looming figure appears behind her. The slider closes, and they are gone.

      Something is off. I can feel it in my gut. I felt like she was more than just nervous. She was scared. Why?

      “Marcus. I need you to do some detective work for me,” I say as I enter my apartment and see him sitting at the kitchen island on his computer.

      “Yeah? What’s going on?”

      “I met my guardian angel. She lives over at the East Side Apartments. Her name is Dee.”

      “Well, that’s a wealth of information. I can tell you she either comes from money or has money herself. Those apartments are for the elite. As easy as it may seem, those tenants are private and very exclusive. With just the first name, it may be harder to figure out than you think. Besides, do you think she gave you her real name?”

      “Fuck if I know. It was a weird encounter, to say the least. I just feel like something is off with her. Like she’s in danger or something.”

      “Did your spidey senses kick in?” Marcus says, chuckling.

      “Indeed, they did. It’s going to sound like I’m a stalker, but I watched her walk back, scanned the balconies, and when I saw her step to her patio sliders, a looming figure appeared behind her.” I visibly shutter. “It was very ominous.”

      “I’ll give it a try, but Barrett, do you really have time to be looking into some random woman with everything else you have on your plate?”

      “Nope, I don’t, but I feel like I need to for some reason. Just humor me.”

      “Got it, boss. I guess instead of the waves, you are going to be stalking the beach in the mornings?”

      “Until I get cleared to ride the waves, probably.” I smile and head down the hallway to get ready for my day. “Work your magic. I know you can do it.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’ll do my best, or just knock on her damn door and ask her. Maybe you should have thought of that . . .” His voice fades as I shut my bedroom door.

      Would that be creepy to just show up at her door? Or creepier to have my assistant do some detective work behind her back?

      After my shower, I throw on some loose-fitting tan dress pants, a white dress shirt and roll up the sleeves, and some loafers sans socks. I run my fingers through my wet hair and secure it with a ponytail holder. I decided to skip the tie and jacket and just go with the more casual look. This is the most I’ve dressed up since I retired. Now that the contract is closer to being accepted and I’m back in the public eye due to the accident, I figure I should look more the part of a businessman.

      Walking out, Marcus is still in the same spot, typing at his laptop. “Hey, forget looking into her. I’ll do it the old fashion way.”

      “Well, she doesn’t seem to be stalking you and probably has money. I think it’s the best move. You look good, by the way. Take an umbrella, it’s supposed to rain.”

      I think he’s right about being the right move. Besides, she’s probably married anyway. As I step out and get into my Jeep, the rain starts pelting my windshield.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          DARA

        

      

    

    
      I’m shaking from head to toe. It was almost like a break in a connection, and the calmness that I felt snapped away as my body physically jolted. I’m out of breath by the time I reach my apartment. I walk directly to the open slider and glance down to see Barrett looking directly at me. The warm tingle quickly turns to a feeling of dread as I sense him behind me. I dart under his arm and start toward my bedroom.

      “What’s the plan, Dara? I saw you talking to him,” he says, following behind me.

      “The plan is that I’m walking away. I can’t do this,” I say as I grab a rolling duffle bag and start throwing clothes in.

      “The fuck you are—”

      I don’t remember much after that.

      I only feel the pain. There is a ringing in my ears, and I can only open one eye. I feel the carpet under my cheek and realize I’m on my bedroom floor.

      I have no idea how long I’ve been here but instantly panic. I try to get up, but my head is throbbing, and my body feels like it was hit by a truck. I can barely swallow.

      Lifting my head as much as I can, I glance around to see my clothes thrown all over the room. I take my time to get to a sitting position and wait for the queasiness to dissipate.

      I can’t find my phone. I need to get out of here.

      As I sit, I reach out as far as I can to scoop up various articles of clothing, placing them in the duffle that is conveniently beside me. I gingerly pull myself up, using the bed for help, and walk slowly to my bathroom.

      The image in the mirror startles me. My hair is matted against one side of my head. I can see the beginnings of the bruising around my eye and entire side of my face. My lip is busted, and there are signs of hand and finger imprints on my arms and neck. My hand shakes as I try to get a cup of water, wincing with every movement.

      The ringing in my ears starts to fade, and I stop to listen for him. Is he still here?

      I don’t hear anything, so I slowly try to sip some water but choke and throw it up immediately. I gently press a towel against my face and see it covered with blood when I pull it away.

      My mind starts racing, and I know I need to get out of here. I push down the pain and start grabbing random items. I drop them into my bag and look around to see if there is anything else I want to take. I see the family picture on my dresser and smack it down, causing the glass to break. The one next to it is of me and my mom. When times were good, and I wasn’t in this fucked up situation. I press it against my chest and drop it in my bag. I grab a hoodie and let out a small cry as I try to pull it over my head. I draw in a deep breath as I put my arms through and grab the handle of the bag.

      I peek out of my bedroom door and listen for any signs of life. I hear none. I pull my bag behind me and tuck my head as I leave my apartment. It feels like the elevator ride takes forever. I have no idea where I’m going, so when I find myself outside the gates of Barrett’s house, I look around confused.

      I’m not sure how I walked all this way uphill. My vision is blurred, and I hurt all over, but I find myself pushing the button on the intercom.

      When I hear a “Hello?”, I can’t speak. My mouth is completely dry. Frustrated, I let out a soft cry and collapse onto my bag.

      I feel myself being lifted and immediately snuggle into the warm body holding me. I hear a muffled conversation but can’t make out the words.

      I just feel safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          BARRETT

        

      

    

    
      I’m watching sports highlights on the TV in my bedroom when I hear my intercom chirp and then silence. I grab my phone and cue up my app. The feed is blurry from the rain, so I say “Hello?” with a response that sends chills down my spine.

      I jump to my feet, still looking into my phone, and see someone drop out of view.

      What the fuck?

      Running to the gate, I see a small figure in a fetal position on top of a bag. As soon as I get the gate to open, I’m hesitant. I have no clue who this person is but can tell they need help. The hoodie they are wearing isn’t covering them fully, so I can tell it’s a female. I see her stomach full of bruising and then notice her legs are starting to show signs of bruises as well.

      As soon as I pick her up, she snuggles against me, and my heart skips. I don’t know how, but I know it’s Dee. I rush into the house and place her gently onto my couch.

      I feel sick as I pull the hoodie back and see her face. It’s beaten. Bad. She’s breathing fine, but this isn’t good. I run to get some disinfectant and bandages.

      Barrett, get a grip, you’ve dealt with hockey injuries, for Christ’s sake.

      It’s not the same, though. This is an innocent woman who was clearly beaten by someone outside of any sports activity. A woman that I don’t know but feel this undeniable connection. I need to just call the police or ambulance.

      “No, please don’t,” she softly cries.

      I must have said that last part out loud. Shit.

      I rush to her side.“You’re hurt. I need to call someone.”

      “I’m . . . fine. Please don’t,” she repeats.

      She’s completely soaked from the rain. I run my hands through my hair and start to argue with myself on what to do. I need to get her out of the wet clothes but don’t want to cross any lines.

      “How good are you? We need to get you out of these wet clothes. I won’t call for help if you think you can help me get some warm, dry clothes on you. Do you think you can do that?”

      She tries to roll to sit but immediately lies back down.

      “Just give me a minute.”

      I run to my bedroom and start to search for something I think she could fit in and remember she had a bag with her.

      “I’m going to run out to get your bag. I’m not sure anything will be dry in there, but I’m not sure anything of mine will fit you. Don’t move.”

      She tries to smile, giving me a slow thumbs up.

      After getting the bag and coming back inside, I rummage through, trying not to pay attention to anything personal. I find a few things in the middle that are dry and walk toward the couch to discover that she’s no longer there.

      I look down my hallway to see clothes scattered. Holding the dry clothes I found of hers, I walk down the hallway and peek into my room to find her silhouette under my covers and in my bed. The TV illuminates the room, and I find myself just leaning against the door jam and watching her breathing. It’s slow but steady.

      I put her dry clothes on the dresser closest to her. I shake my head thinking about the possibilities of me having to undress her. I’ll be honest that I was slightly disappointed but also relieved at the same time.

      Picking up her scattered wet clothes, I drop them in the dryer and walk back out to my living room. The couch is soaked. Sighing, I grab a few blankets and take up a spot on the floor beside my bed. I could sleep in one of the spare rooms, but I’m afraid she’ll leave if she doesn’t see me. Hell, she could leave even if she does see me. Realizing this, I move toward the end of the bed and close to the door. I’m hoping her stepping over me will wake me up.

      She’s still sound asleep when I wake up. My back is killing me, and I feel like an old man as I try to stand from the floor. I use the bathroom and quickly brush my teeth.

      When I get to the kitchen, I can smell coffee already brewing. I notice the couch cushions are not on the couch.

      “I didn’t know you were dating anyone, but she’s one hell of a gusher,” Marcus snorts.

      “You are fucking twisted,” I respond with a laugh. “I had a late-night visitor, but she was soaked from the rain and hurt. She’s sleeping.”

      “How hurt? Did you call anyone?” Marcus asks.

      “She didn’t want me to,” I respond.

      “Barrett, for fuck’s sake. You really don’t need this right now. Who is she?”

      “It’s Dee, from the beach. It looks like she was beaten to a pulp.”

      “You need to call someone. Get pictures, evidence, something. She needs proof if this is domestic abuse.”

      “Please don’t call anyone.” A meek voice interrupts us.

      Both Marcus and I turn at the same time. Marcus lets out a gasp. “Oh sweetheart, you look like you’ve been wrung through the wringer. We need to get that salve you used to use when you played and got bruises,” he says, walking past me and down the hall.

      He sets a few things down on the counter, turns to Dee, and says, “I’m Marcus, Barrett’s assistant. We need to take some pictures at least, if you won’t let us call the authorities.”

      “Yeah, okay. Can you call me Dara? Dee’s the nickname he uses,” she says, pointing at her face. “I’m sorry for being a burden. I should have just gotten a hotel, but I knew they would have called the cops. I really want to take a shower. Can you take the pictures now?”

      She looks right at me and quickly tucks her head. I grab my phone off the counter and follow her down the hallway to my bedroom. She walks into my bedroom and looks over her shoulder at me. I can see the pain in her eyes. Neither of us says a word.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

          DARA

        

      

    

    
      I wake up with a jolt and grimace at the pain in my whole body. I can hear faint voices coming from down the hall. I then remember that I walked to Barrett’s house. I didn’t want to go to a hotel. I just knew they would call the cops, and I couldn’t let that happen. In my gut, I know it would have been used somehow against Barrett.

      There’s a man with Barrett in the kitchen who I find out quickly is his assistant, Marcus. I know he’s right. I need to get pictures of my injuries. I look at Barrett, and he seems to know I’m silently asking for him to do it.

      I’m embarrassed and feel humiliated, but I take a deep breath once I reach his bathroom. When I look over my shoulder, I’m met with soft, kind eyes and a reassuring smile.

      I pull off my T-shirt and keep my back toward him. “Are there bruises back there?”

      I hear him clear his throat, and with a sound that is a small growl, he mutters, “Yeah.”

      I hear the clicking of his phone camera as he says, “Your legs look fine from the back. Go ahead and turn around.”

      I catch my reflection and know the front looks bad. I watch Barrett’s face as his eyes squint and his nostrils flare. A vein by his temple is clearly visible to the point I can see his pulse.

      He snaps pictures of my ribs, stomach, shoulders, and finally, my face. He gets a few close up of my lip and eye. “I think I got enough. Go ahead and take a shower. I’ll have coffee and breakfast ready when you get out, and then we can talk.”

      He leaves and closes the door, and I just stand there looking at myself in the mirror. I see that he brought in the salve and medication that Marcus had brought to the kitchen. I run my fingers over the tops of the containers. My mind races as I think about what I’m going to say once my shower is done.

      I decided to take a hot bath instead of a shower. The fact that Barrett had this huge soaking tub and Epsom salts in the cabinet made it easier. I felt so relaxed, and my muscles seemed to release from the tension. After a long soak, I use the salve on my lip and eye and feel a lot better.

      Okay. Here it goes. Time for the talk.

      I take a spot at the center island in the kitchen. There’s a cup of coffee with creamer and sweetener in front of it. I doctor up the coffee and take a small sip. Taking a deep breath, I look up to see both Marcus and Barrett looking at me intently.

      “My name is Dara West. My stepfather is Jonathan Ridley . . .” I stop and look between them, waiting on the recognition to hit. Barrett places both hands on the counter, his arms tight, and he looks down, shaking his head.

      “Fuck,” he whispers. “Go on.”

      I take another sip of coffee and continue, “Let me say that there was no real plan. I was moved into an apartment with my asshole stepbrother, Daniel . . . he’s the one that beat me. He beat me because I told him I couldn’t go through with whatever they had planned. I think he was planning on trying to pin this all on you somehow. That’s why I didn’t want to go to the police. With the length of time they would take to discover the truth, your reputation would have been ruined. The acquisition would have been complete, with Ridley Corporation as the new owners of The Blades, and money would have buried everything else. I couldn’t let that happen. Full disclosure. Ever since my mother married that bastard and I was thrust into a family that treated me like shit, those mornings watching you surf were the most peaceful I’ve ever felt. I’m so sorry for all of this. I never wanted to hurt you. That’s the last thing I want.”

      My heart is pounding, and there is a catch in my throat. I don’t expect a good outcome for this. I’m really not sure what to do with myself. So I just sit and wait for their responses.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

          BARRETT

        

      

    

    
      I’m shocked to the point of being speechless. It never even crossed my mind that this would be connected to business ventures. When I glance up and see her eyes, I snap out of it. There’s truth and pain emanating from them.

      “Call my dad. We need to get on this immediately. Dara, thank you for telling us. How are you feeling? Can I get you some breakfast?”

      “I’m not really hungry, but thank you. I thought you were going to be angry. I need to figure out where to go now,” she says, setting down her coffee cup and slipping off the bar stool.

      “Hey, stop. You will stay here until we figure out what’s going to happen and we know you’re safe. I have a spare room you can stay in,” I say, moving to her and pulling her into my arms. I don’t know why I do this, but once she is against me, and I feel her physically calm, I know it was the right move.

      I remember a story that my dad used to tell me about meeting my mom. He said he knew the moment he held her that she was his soulmate. I always thought it was weird. Until now. I feel an overwhelming sense of wanting to protect her. I don’t want to let her go.

      Marcus’s “Uh hem” breaks the invisible connections, and I let her go. She looks directly into my eyes and smiles. It’s like she felt it too.

      “Your dad is on his way over. Dara, you look like you need to lie down and get some rest. Let me help you get situated in the guest room,” Marcus says.

      “I’m fine. I’d love another cup of coffee. Can I just rest on the couch? I’d like to be here in case I need to fill in any blanks.”

      “Well, the couch cushions are still wet. But you can snuggle into that oversized recliner over there.”

      I watch her as she goes and opens my patio doors. The rain has moved on, and there is a nice warm, fresh breeze blowing in from the cove. She pulls a small throw blanket from the chair, sits down, and kicks out the recliner.

      I watched her make her first cup of coffee, so I make her a fresh cup the same way. I set it on the table beside her, and hand her the remote for the TV.

      “Let me know if you need anything else,” I say, smiling and I smile even larger when I get a smile from her in return.

      I take the barstool she had originally been sitting on and move it to the end of the island so I can have her in my constant view.

      “You look like a love-struck teenager. The connection is almost tangible. Be careful, Barrett. We don’t know if what she is telling us is even the truth.”

      “It is, and I plan on burying that motherfucker. She didn’t have to warn me. She got her ass beat to a pulp for me . . .”

      I trail off when I hear the chirp of the gates opening. My dad is here, and we have a lot of things to discuss and prepare for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

          DARA

        

      

    

    
      “You ready to go, babe?” I hear Barrett calling from down the hall.

      It’s been a year since the day I showed up outside the gates to his house. I never left. I kept trying to, but Barrett and I just kept getting closer and closer to the point where little things just naturally took their course. I got the code to the gate, a key to the house. My things got moved from the guest room into his room. We were inseparable except for the times he would surf, and I would sit on the beach with my coffee and watch. It took me a while to move from the dunes. It just felt natural until it didn’t.

      I remember the first time I moved to the beach. I could see his bright smile grow bigger as he chopped through the waves.

      My stepbrother was convicted of assault and is serving seven years. My stepfather got off clean. He lost the bid, that was enough to piss him off and make me smile.

      It’s opening day for the LA Sharks, and I get to sit in the owner’s suite with Barrett and his family. I had sweaters made with Stevens across the back shoulders for everyone. Mine fits a little tighter against my slight belly.

      My hair is a little longer. Barrett loves the pixie cut, but that hairstyle reminds me of bad times. It’s still short but long enough to tuck behind my ears.

      “You look amazing, Dara. Come on, girl. We don’t want to be late,” he says, coming in and placing a kiss in the crook of my neck. He wraps his arms around me and rubs my stomach. “Feeling okay? Junior giving you any problems?”

      “Junior is going to be a soccer player. The way he’s kicking away.” I laugh at the face Barrett makes.

      “He’s just practicing his skating maneuvers. He’s gonna have fancy feet for sure. Come on, beautiful. Car is awaiting.”

      
        
        Barrett

      

      

      

      Our relationship was unconventional from the beginning. But like my dad, that moment I held her in my arms in the kitchen, I knew. Our first real date was on the beach. I set up a gazebo with lights and flowers, and we had an evening dinner as the waves crashed. It was romantic, and she was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

      We grew stronger every day, and it just seemed natural. We mesh perfectly. She’s an extension of me and I her. It’s time to take that next step. She’s carrying my child. My last name is stitched on the back of the sweater she is wearing, but it needs to be official.

      She knows that I’m going to be interviewed during the first period. It’s an introduction of me being the new owner, and I’m going to propose. I know she’s a private person, but she will be my wife and in the spotlight. At least, I hope she says yes and doesn’t get angry with me. My hands are sweating the whole way to the arena. I don’t even pay attention to the first period at all.

      The cameras come into the owner’s box, and I stand. I hold my hand out to Dara, and she shakes her head.

      “Babe, I need you with me. Please?” I make a pouty face and she immediately stands.

      “Big baby,” she whispers and laughs.

      I can see the image of us on the jumbotron out of the corner of my eye as I answer the typical questions of what I thought about the game, how it feels to be the new owner, and such. There’s a pause from the interviewer, who is in on the proposal. I take that opportunity to turn to Dara and get down on one knee. I open the blue box to a delicate one-carat filigree ring. I kiss her belly and look up to see her smiling and wiping tears out of her eyes. I don’t even get to ask the question before she blurts, “YES!”.

      “Dara, babe, let me ask,” I say, laughing.

      “Oh, yeah, sorry,” She giggles.

      “Dara Marie West. Will you take this next step and become my wife? Will you continue this amazing story of our love and make my life complete?” I ask. Looking up at her I whisper, “Now, you can say yes.”

      “Yes,” she says, holding out her hand for me to put on the ring.

      I place it on her finger, and it looks perfect. Just like her. I hear cheers erupt from inside the suite as well as out in the stands of the arena.

      Holding up my phone, I take a picture of us, the jumbotron with our image behind us. It looks like it goes on forever . . . just like us and our bond.

      
        
        The End
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “ZANE!!!!” I have to yell so my roommate can hear me over his music. Zane and I have been friends since birth. His coven borders my pack, thus we became best friends. No, we aren’t romantically involved, he and I both like guys.

      “ZANE!!”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      “Have you seen my pink off-the-shoulder top,” I know he has because he’s the one that does the laundry.

      “I did, but you can’t have it.”

      “Why the hell not?”

      “I’m wearing it,” he shouts from the other room, and I know he’s lying because he’s built like a linebacker. Annie and I tease him that we’re going to turn him straight all the time.

      “I’m not playing with you, I have a job interview and I need it!”

      “A job interview where you can wear this,” he came into my room holding my pink top in front of him with a very disgusted look on his face.

      “Uh, yes!”

      “Where to, a strip club, we’ve talked about this, you won’t be working at a strip club while I’m around,” he’s very overprotective, even more so than my parents sometimes.

      “As a bartender, now give me my fucking shirt!” Grabbing my top from him I try to run but I never accomplish getting away from him. I don’t know why I keep trying, he cheats and uses magic.

      “I’d rather you didn’t wear a fucking shirt, wear one that says my gay best friend will rip you a new ass if you touch me, shirt,” and he’s not joking I believe he really would.

      “Have you taken your elixir today? That might make me feel better about you wearing that.”

      “Yes, every morning before my feet hit the floor,” I told Zane that I never wanted to meet my mate. I didn’t tell him why though. If he knew he was the reason, he wouldn’t help me hide from my mate. I’m all he has, well he has Annie too, but I have literally known him my whole life. I can’t find my mate and leave him all alone. It would break my heart to see him alone and miserable.

      “Okay I feel a smidge better, but if you have any problems you had better call me!”

      “I will, I promise,” I finished getting ready, hugged Zane, and left.
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        * * *

      

      “Annie, there is no way this place is a biker bar, “I repeatedly say to my best friend who is on the phone with me. I turn the car motor off and scanned the area for vagrants and such.

      “Harls, I’m looking at the ad it says biker bar, bartenders needed, no experience necessary, will train if necessary.”

      I can hear her rattling the paper. “Right here in the freakin want ads, why would I lie?”

      “Let’s see, because you my friend always have an ulterior motive when you send me to stuff like this, and I have known you for almost a million years, Annie.”

      “Harley we aren’t even that old.” “I saw the ad, thought of you, and I called.” “Now show some cleavage and get that job,” she says giggling hysterically.

      “See I freakin knew it, who are you trying to impress this time?”

      “Nobody, just go inside, I scoped this one out for you!”

      “Fuck my life, why do you do these things, I’m not even that good of a bartender Annie.” “I wasn’t even in the top five in my class.”

      “You’re the best I know, top ten out of fifty isn’t all that shabby. Besides, it says will train, not that you need training and from what I saw…

      “Oh my God, you’re horrible, you really have scoped this place out, haven’t you?”

      “Well, not so much the place, but the guys coming and going weren’t bad on the eyes.” “I will talk to you after your interview, love ya,” Annie hung the phone up abruptly, so I couldn’t argue with her more. I will get her back though.

      Walking toward the front door of the bar I could finally see the name of the place, Harley’s Haven. How fitting, I’ll be here in my own little safe haven, if I get the job that is.

      What I saw when I opened the door is not what I pictured the inside of such a delightful place on the outside, would look like.

      I pictured gold-trimmed tables, chandeliers, fancy tables with petit fours and caviar, bottles of champagne, and waiters in fancy outfits serving it all, but that wasn’t at all what I saw.

      What I did see is what I would expect from an old bar out on some lonesome highway. Barstools, pool tables, a wooden dance floor, men in jeans, boots and leather cuts, women giving lap dances, the bar lined with liquor and lighting so dim it’s a wonder I can see anything at all. A sign hanging over the bar says Hades Hellhounds, with a three-headed dog on it, covered in flames.

      A jukebox playing music from the nineteen seventies on up to recent years. I feel like a neon marker in a crayon box. I don’t fit in at all. I don’t know where I’m supposed to go, because my best friend hung up on me before I could ask. A deep sexy voice comes from behind the bar and abruptly interrupts my thoughts.

      “Miss, can I help you?” “You look a little lost,” a tall, gorgeous specimen of a man, who I failed to notice behind the bar asked.

      “I’m here to beer tend, I, I mean apply for the beer tending job, Good Lord I mean I’m here to apply for the bartender's position,” the more I tried not to stutter the worse it came out.

      “Honey you can beer tend for me any day,” a giant hairy muscular man said getting up from his seat all the while looking me up and down like I was an hors d’oeuvre.

      “Tiny, go set your big hairy ass down somewhere and behave, she’s here for the job and all y’all are gonna respect her if she’s hired,” said the tall handsome beefcake behind the bar. “Names Rowdy, but you can call me Rowdy.”

      I turned and looked at him a bit perplexed, raising one eyebrow but still smiling.

      “I know, that was kind of corny, I was trying to ease the tension,” he said with a big shit-eating grin on his face.

      “Why do they call you Rowdy and why on the Goddess’s green earth is he called Tiny,” I ask catching a glimpse of the man called tiny turning red with embarrassment.

      “Maybe If you stick around long enough, I’ll show you why I’m called Rowdy,” he said waggling his eyebrows. “But you really don’t wanna know why he’s called tiny,” said Rowdy indiscreetly holding his hand up balled into a fist wiggling his pinky and laughing.

      “Dammit Rowdy why do you tell everybody that?” “Ma’am that’s not the reason they call me tiny. The reason is when I was a prospect, I only weighed about ninety pounds soaking wet.” “I was about nineteen then, but as you can see, I eventually grew up,” says tiny walking to where I was standing.

      “If I were you, I change my name, especially where women are involved,” I said staring up at a mountain of a man who wasn’t that bad looking, but sort of reminded me of my dad.

      “Eh, I like to see the looks on their faces when they find out different,” said Tiny winking at me then turning to walk back over to sit down where he had been before.

      “Miss if you’ll follow me, we can get this interview started,” said Rowdy clearing his throat and grabbing some beers and heading toward the hallway that led to a door marked employees only.

      Amazingly enough, once you leave the main bar it looks very stylish. I suppose they must keep up appearances to go along with the outside of the building.

      “Would you like to have a seat, and can you please tell me your name?” “I hate calling you miss or ma’am,” he says pulling out a chair for me to sit in.

      “Oh, yes thank you, my name is Harley Patterson,” I say extending my hand for him to shake and just the touch of his hand to mine has me questioning my sanity. I shouldn’t feel anything for anyone. Especially another shifter. My Elixir should take care of that.

      “Harley, what a lovely name.” “So, you’re here for the umm, beer tending job, I believe that’s what you called it,” he said grinning from ear to ear and tapping his temple with his pointer finger.

      With my face in my hands, I regretfully say “yes, I’m here for the beer tenders’ job.”

      “Harley, can you look up here?” “We like to joke around, so that’s something you’re gonna have to get used to if you want to work here.”

      Holy fuck, why does he have to be so hot, is all I can think about when I look up at the piercing blue eyes staring at me. Mumbling incoherently, I finally spit out the words “oh okay.”

      “Would you like to show me what bartending skills you got,” Rowdy said chuckling at the sight of my face as my mouth dropped and my eyes got wide.

      Because unbeknownst to him I have a very vivid imagination and sometimes it gets me into a lot of trouble, and I don’t always hear every word in the conversation.

      “Earth to Harley,” he said snapping his fingers in front of my face. “Where did you go?”

      “Believe me you don’t want to know,” I mumbled, shaking my head because I completely missed the word bartending.

      “I might, “he said, with the same shit-eating grin from earlier. “So, about those bartending skills, do you think you can make me a few different drinks?”

      “I can, but I’ll need more alcohol than this.” I pointed to the beers he grabbed and brought with us.

      “We can go back out to the bar if you like.” “Will that be enough alcohol?” “Fair warning you’re gonna have an audience out there, and I’m not the only one you’ll have to make a drink for.”

      “That’s okay,” I said standing up to follow him, and then I realized I hadn’t asked what the pay was. “Uh, Rowdy I umm, was wondering about the pay.”

      Rowdy stopped in his tracks, spun around on the ball of his foot, and was face to face with me. He moved his face closer to mine. I don’t know if he said anything prior to, what do you want because the sound of my heart racing in my chest was deafening. His chiseled jawline, bright blue eyes, and luscious lips were all I could think about.

      “Harley are you okay,” he asked me laying his hands on my shoulders making me jump at the tingling sensations just his touch sent running rampant throughout my body. I have never felt anything so weirdly electrifying in my life, but I think I liked it. I think I want more, no, I need more. I crave more.

      The thoughts that entered my mind would have made a sailor blush. I wanted to do nasty, nasty stuff to this man that I had just met. The smell of leather, rum, and cedar was all I could think about. Him, his scent, and me all twisted together naked. I don’t know if I can even mix drinks as hot and horny as he’s making me.

      “Hello, Harley, you in there,” he tapped me on the forehead a few times before he kissed me smack dab on my lips.

      “What the hell was that for,” came out of my mouth, but kiss me again was going through my mind.

      “Umm, you zoned out, nothing else worked.”

      “What else did you try, you womanizer,” I giggled when I said it because of the fake look of hurt he had on his face when I said it.

      “Nothing, but it worked, I got your attention didn’t I.” He’d gotten more of my attention than he bargained for. I think I’d also gotten his by the way he was trying to subtly rearrange himself without me noticing.
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      After showing off what bartending skills I could, I left so I could call Annie and bitch her out. Then thank her, maybe, I’m still not sure. “Pick up bitch I’ve got horribly wonderful news.”

      “Heyyyyy, so, did you get the job? Aren’t those guys dreamy? Stop breathing in my ear and talk,” said Annie rambling on and not letting me get a word in. “I mean like every one of them I saw was hot! How many of them did you meet? Did you meet the President?”

      “Annie shut the hell up and let me talk!”

      “Sorry, go ahead, tell me everything! I can’t wait to hear about it!”

      “HE KISSED ME!”

      “Who fucking kissed you? Tell me right now who’s bitch ass am I shanking?” Annie is always so dramatic.

      “ANNIE SHUT THE FUCK UP! I got the job, the president, he kissed me!”

      “Shut the front door, no fucking way! Did you kiss him back? Did you two do the do?”

      “No, my God, what kind of girl do you think I am, miss Annie, I fucked him because he had pretty eyes smith? Wait! Do not answer that!”

      After I finally get Annie to be quiet, I tell her everything that happened.

      “First off, I made an ass of myself because the hottest man alive spoke to me! Oh, his name is Rowdy by the way, and he offered to show me why that was his name!”

      “Was that before or after the kiss? Were tongues involved? Was there any groping involved? Did clothing come off?”

      “Annie I’m not going to tell you anything else if you can’t quit asking so damn many questions.”

      “I need to know!! It’s been weeks since I got laid! I want to, no I need to live through you,” Annie sighed and giggled.

      “It was last fucking weekend!” Annie is mine and Zane’s hoe friend. You know the one that always has a different man or two, every weekend. I think she’s even thrown in a girl or three but don’t quote me on that.

      “I know, it’s been so long, so spill!”

      Okay so, I went inside. Do you know the outside and inside are complete opposites, like who knew it was a biker bar?

      “All the Harley’s outside didn’t clue you in,” Annie blurted out interrupting my story.

      Anyway, it was kind of dark, so I didn’t see Rowdy when I first walked in. He asked me if I needed help and then that’s when I made an ass of myself! I can’t believe I said I was there for the beer tender’s job. I opened my mouth and inserted both of my feet Annie, both of them, all the way past my ankles.

      Some of the guys there got a real good laugh at my expense. One guy even said I could beer tend for him anytime. I think I might introduce you two.

      “Ooo, that sounds funnn,” she always enunciates her words like that when she’s thinking about sex. Which is ninety-nine-point-nine percent of the time.

      We went to his office, just the two of us! I lost all control of my brain Annie, I couldn’t concentrate long enough to even hear what he was saying. He asked me to show him my bartending skills and all I heard was my skills.

      “So did you show him your skills Harley,” I did not show him my skills but Goddess above I wanted to. Annie, I could feel something when he touched me.”

      “His massive dick?”

      “NO! I don’t know if he has a massive dick. I was talking about sparks or electricity shooting through my body. Zane’s elixir should have muted any mate bond, pack bond, or anything else. It didn’t work Annie, He’s, my mate! I can’t let him know, I’m not doing Zane that way. I really need this job though Annie.”

      “Why don’t you just tell Zane?”

      “Are you fucking crazy? Not only would they kill each other, but it would also break Zane’s heart and I won’t do that.”

      “Umm, tell him that you need a stronger elixir, maybe that will work.”

      “Maybe, but what excuse do I give him when he asks me why?”

      “No idea, you’re on your own for that one. I’m not helping you lie to our best friend. Love ya, bye.”

      I seriously want to murder her sometimes. Today would be one of those days. I don’t know how to tell Zane that I need an elixir that’s stronger because I met my mate. I can’t abandon him. He hasn’t found his mate and he may never. I silently swore I wouldn’t leave his side until he did. How do I in good consciousness, break that promise.

      I will not break it, but I do have to come up with some kind of story to get a stronger elixir, even if I have to lie.
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        * * *

      

      Thank the Goddess above, Zane isn’t home. I need to try and relax before he gets here and then he questions me like I’ve committed murder or something. I think I’ll take a long hot bath and try to forget about those feelings that came to the surface today.

      Zane and I each have our own bathroom, so I don’t have to worry about him coming in and interrupting anything. Not that he would ever want to see me naked. He told me once that the female body scared the shit out of him. He’s completely nuts. Both our bathtubs are jacuzzi-style tubs, they are so calming and relaxing after a long exhausting day.

      I like my bath water like I like my men, hot enough to almost burn you alive. Not really, but I do like it pretty hot. I also have to have cotton candy-scented bubble bath every time. It smells good but it’s not to overpowering. Zane says it doesn’t bother him like most perfumes do so I’ll just stick with it.

      I always run the bathtub full almost to overflowing, so when I slide in the water covers me completely. Well, all but my head. Turn on the jets and relax in the bubbles.

      Not today though, I can’t relax. My body has betrayed me, all I can think about is his touch and those sensual lips. Lips that I want touching me, touching my body, gliding over every inch. I want his hands on me, holding my hair while he fucks me.

      My Goddess, I want him, I want his fingers touching my clit, rubbing it mercilessly. Great now I’m horny again. I need release. I’ll imagine it’s him. I slowly slide my hand down my stomach to my pussy, I’m imagining the things he would say. My fingers find my clit and I start with small easy circles. My other hand finds its way to my nipple. I can’t wait for it to be Rowdy’s hands and not my own. Rolling my nipple between my thumb and forefinger I can feel tingles shooting to my crotch.

      The need for more is almost unbearable. The circles become harder and faster. I stop playing with my breasts and I slide a finger inside myself, then two. Pumping my fingers in and out of my pussy and practically pummeling my clit I can feel my release starting. I’m breathing heavy, moaning out loud, and my hips are meeting every thrust of my fingers. I feel myself teeter over the edge, as my body jerks and spasms in sexual bliss. If I weren’t in the tub everything would be wet anyway.

      “Ahem,” comes from the other side of my bathroom door, and I realize I’ve been caught pleasuring myself.

      “Umm, yes, can I help you,” I ask the door, or rather the person on the other side of the door. I know who it is, but a person can hope it’s not their overprotective roommate.

      Zane’s voice booms from the other side of the door and he sounds different, not mad, or annoyed, maybe concerned. “Uh, are you about umm, done in there? I think we need to talk.

      “I’ll be right out,” crap, crap, crap, what does he want to talk about? Everybody masturbates, don’t they? I don’t even know if I can face him yet. Dammit, fucking pheromones and hormones suck ass. Maybe if I stay in here, he’ll forget he wants to talk.

      “No, I won’t, and if you don’t want me to know what you’re thinking quit being so damn vocal!”

      “Get the fuck away from my door, I’d like a little privacy please,” I can’t believe I said all that out loud.

      “Like I said, quit being so vocal, I rushed in here because I thought you were being murdered or something. Then I find out you were fingering yourself and daydreaming about a fucking guy that I haven’t approved. We really need to talk!”

      “Shit, okay, I guess I’ll be there in a second Zane.”

      “I’ll be in the living room waiting,” I could hear his footsteps leaving my door. I’m sitting here until the water has washed all my sins down the drain. Not that it will help my embarrassment that I can already feel starting to creep up my body.
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        * * *

      

      “So, spill it, who is he, and where do I need to go to kick this mother fuckers ass?”

      “Seriously, what makes you think there’s a guy, and why are you so violent?”

      “I guess Rowdy could be a girl.”

      I know he could tell by the perplexed look on my face, I was wondering how he knew that name.

      “I said don’t be so vocal, oh fuck me Rowdy, I’m about to cum. Ring any bells?”

      “Okay so, you know I went for the job interview at a bar. The bar’s called Harley’s Haven. The president of the Hade’s Hellhounds name is Rowdy.”

      “I don’t mind killing an MC president,” said Zane leaning back against the couch, crossing his legs, and draping his arms across the back of the couch.

      “YOU CAN’T, I mean please don’t.”

      “If he affected you like that he needs his ass kicked.”

      I dropped my head in shame and tears fell from my eyes. Not because I had found my mate but because I was about to betray my lifelong friend, my bestie, my ride or die.

      “Hey, why are you crying, I’m not really gonna kill him. I mean the thought crossed my mind, but if you’re gonna act like that I don’t know.”

      “That’s not why I’m crying. I found, I mean I think I found my…

      “Found what Harls, you know you can tell me anything. Don’t make me use magic!”

      “My mate,” I broke down, I’m falling apart over a man I just met, and I don’t understand why.

      “OH,” he squeals with excitement and pulls me onto his lap. He squeezes me so hard I can’t breathe. “I’m so happy for you! Several moments of silence later Zane says, “Will you at least say something?”

      I manage to squeak out, “Can’t. Can’t breathe!”

      The moment he realizes he’s still squeezing me in his death grip hug he loosens his hold on me and I take a big breath in.

      “Please don’t be mad Zane. I didn’t want to find him, at least not until you... I can’t get the words out. I physically am drained, I can’t break this man’s heart. I won’t leave him alone.

      “Until I what? Honey you know I’m there for you no matter what. Now what this until I stuff,” he has a look on his face of understanding. He pulls me back down into another hug, a softer gentler this time. “You don’t worry about me finding my forever as long as you get yours, I’ll be the happiest man alive.”

      “I can’t do it, I can’t leave you alone!”

      “Who says I’m leaving bitch, we’re a pair, you go, I go!”

      I had to laugh, he’s the most non-feminine person I know, but sometimes she shines through loud and proud.

      “I don’t understand how it happened, I never missed a dose of the elixir. You said..”

      “What I said was, it should work but you can’t always go against Selene, sometimes she has other plans.” “Does he know?”

      “Does who know?”

      “The guy we’re panting over, because now that you’ve found him you’re going to go into heat and you’re gonna need him.”

      “Oh Fuck, I forgot about that, and he doesn’t know because of the elixir! I can’t just drop that kind of info without proof. He’ll never believe me,” I started crying again and Zane of course hugs me again.

      “It’ll be okay, it wears off in twenty-four hours.”

      “The mate bond. I know the look of utter confusion was hilarious, but you didn’t have to drop me on the floor!” I suppose what I said was slightly funny, anyone with half a brain knows the mate bond can’t be broken.

      “No, not the mate bond, the elixir. That’s why I made sure you drank it every morning. It lasts twenty-four hours down to the second no more no less.”

      “I wondered why you were so adamant about my taking it on time.” My life as I know it is over if I can’t convince him I don’t need my mate, I need him.

      “Well sweet cheeks, let’s go get our man.”

      So much for talking him out of it. “I go back tomorrow can we wait until then?” I’m not ready for a man to be in my life forever, except Zane.

      “Nope, not happening,” he said getting up from the couch and going toward his room.

      I could lock myself in my room. We have reinforced steel doors in every room. So, our place is like one big panic room. Never mind, it won’t work the asshole would just alohomora it, or whatever it is Harry Potter says.

      “Here you go,” he hands me a glass of glowing blue liquid.

      “You expect me to drink that?”

      “I do, and you will, or I’ll hold you down and make you.”

      “What is it exactly?”

      “Another elixir, this one counteracts the first one, so you don’t have to wait!”

      “Oh, joy,” I’d rather wait, but I don’t know about the heat thing. I’ve heard it can drive you crazy or even kill you. Should I wait? I’m so torn.

      “We aren’t waiting any longer, drink up we have a man to snatch.” And there she was again shining through in all her gloriousness.
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      Zane’s driving us to the bar because he says I’ll just take a wrong turn. He may or may not be correct. I will not willingly give myself up.

      “We’re here, now straighten the girls, reapply the gloss and let’s go!”

      I’m nervous as shit! It feels like my knees are knocking together loud enough for anyone to hear. My palms are sweaty and we’re at the door to Harley’s Haven. Maybe he won’t be here. Maybe he’s gone for the day. Zane opens the door and pushes me in, I hear the word MATE, from two separate directions. What the fuck is happening? A big muscular arm snakes around my waist and pulls into a wall of muscle. It’s Rowdy, I can tell by his scent, it’s the most dangerously delicious smell I have ever smelled. He flips me around and sniffs the crook of my neck.

      “MINE,” escapes his lips as he places kisses up my neck. The shivers are soon replaced with bolts of fire or electricity. I can’t tell anymore. It’s so hot in here. I feel like fainting. I realize I don’t know who the other voice was and where is Zane? I whisper in Rowdy’s ear, “I want this as much as you, but I have to check on my friend!”

      “He’s doing just fine,” says Rowdy loosening his grip enough for me to turn and see Tiny holding Zane against the wall kissing him and squeezing his ass.

      “Oh, well I guess I won’t introduce Tiny and Annie to each other.”

      I never imagined that big hairy biker could be my Zane’s mate, but he is, and I love it.

      “Now that you have seen your friend is fine, may I have a few words with you in private?”

      I hope he isn’t mad that he couldn’t feel the mate bond earlier. I’ll be making up for it the rest of our lives. “Yes.” We walk together hand in hand to his office. Just as I step inside he pushes me against the wall, and I feel an urgency that wasn’t there before. He presses his body against mine which makes it easier to feel the erection in his pants. Goddess how could I have not wanted this. His hands are freely roaming my body. He is only inches from my face, so I lean in to kiss him. He kisses me back but with force, like a man in need. The only way he could be closer to me would be to be inside me. Grabbing the hem of my shirt he pulls it up over my head and discards it.

      “This has to go,” he growls in my ear ripping the front of my blue lace bra. My breasts fall free, and he grabs them both. Leaning down toward my chest I hear him say “All mine.”

      Those two words and him licking and sucking on my nipples almost push me over the edge. I know he can tell because I feel him stiffen up slightly. Dropping my breasts from his hands, he grabbed my Jean shorts he asks me how well I like them. I shrug my shoulders and he rips them completely off. I am standing in front of him almost completely nude. He picks me up bridal style and leaps to his couch. Laying me down he takes off his shirt and pants. No underwear, nice he goes commando. When he pulls his pants down the monster that was hiding beneath those ripped jeans sprang forth, angry and ready to go.

      “I’m not going to be easy our first time because you tried to hide from me. This is going to be your punishment.”

      He knelt between my legs and sniffed my pussy, “This is mine, don’t ever hide from me again. He started smacking my clit and he’s calling me a bad girl. I love it.

      “Please Rowdy fuck me!”

      “Not just yet!”

      He placed his lips on my pussy and forced his tongue inside me. My hips came up off the couch to meet every thrust of his tongue thereafter. I thought he might use his fingers to help me, but I was wrong. Just before I climaxed he stopped. He raised his head and looked me in the eyes and licked his lips.

      “Pissed off yet,” came from his beautiful lips dripping in my juices.

      “A little,” I reply crossing my arms across my chest l feel tears forming in the corner of my eyes. He sees them too.

      “Baby please don’t cry, I don’t ever want tears in your eyes because of me!”

      “It’s just I thought the first time with your fated mate would be something sweet and special, and that’s all I got.”

      “Seriously, you thought I was finished, I’m just getting started. You are doing good if you will be able to walk out of here tomorrow.” “I’m so sorry,” he said as he sat on the couch and pulled me to his lap. I could feel how sorry he is as soon as my body touches his. He is so big, I don’t know if I can handle all of him. I guess he could see me looking at his dick because he told me not to worry, he would take it slow. He grabbed my hips and told me to guide it in wherever I want it. I hold him near the entrance of my womanhood, and I realized for the first time I’m nervous. I feel the engorged head pass the entrance and the thick long shaft follows. My world is coming undone, my legs are shaky. He has a tit in each hand helping to guide me as I ride him like a bronco. I feel our climax happening simultaneously. I feel the warmth of his seed filling me and dripping on us both and then my walls tighten around him, and he gives one final thrust to push me over the edge.
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